Celebrating Christmas
The world celebrates Christmas for all the wrong reasons.  It’s often an excuse for self-indulgence, materialism, and partying.  The early church didn’t celebrate Christmas at all.  In fact, celebrating birthdays was suspect, as the only birthdays mentioned the Bible are those of Pharoah (Genesis 40:20) and Herod (Matthew 14:6), both evil men.  Not until 336 AD was December 25 widely celebrated as Christmas, the birthday of Christ.

While gift-giving and mistletoe have pagan roots, manger scenes, carol singing, tree decorating, and card exchanging were traditions affiliated with Christmas that arose later.  The fourth century Turkish bishop, St. Nicholas, gradually adapted over time into a fictional figure named Santa Claus.  Today the various myths and traditions of Christmas are so many that the true facts surrounding the birth the Christ can easily get pushed aside.
Three Extraordinary Facts Worth Celebrating at Christmas:

1.  God Moved ___________(Caesar) to Order a ___________(Census).

a. “In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world.”  Luke 2:1.  The most powerful man in the world, Caesar Augustus, had no idea the impact that his census would have, but it played a critical role in fulfilling God’s purposes, just as the actions of world rulers like Artaxerxes (Ezra 7) and Cyrus (Isaiah 45) had done in the past.
b. Augustus, the grandnephew of Julius Caesar, rose to power through a highly unlikely series of events.  His bold, decisive, and wise leadership united the Roman Empire, unknowingly setting the table for the spread of the gospel.
c. Historical records indicate that Caesar’s decree was given in 8 BC, and was likely delayed due to unrest caused by the instability of Herod’s final years in Palestine.  In 4 BC, at just the right time, census deadlines were apparently issued. Remember that world events that appear to be coincidental are often providential acts of God that have a significant impact in our daily lives.
2.  God Moved _________(Joseph) from __________(Nazareth) to __________(Bethlehem).

a. “And everyone went to his own town to register.  So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David.”  Luke 2:3.  While the Romans typically had residents register where they were living, they apparently acquiesced to the Jewish practice of returning to their ancestral home (Leviticus 25:10).
b. Joseph never wavers throughout a series of bewildering events.  He accepts the angel’s message that Mary is pregnant by the Holy Spirit and takes her to his home, yet refrains from intimacy until the birth of Jesus.  Now, with his wife nearly full-term, he sets out for Bethlehem.  Joseph is a shining example for all of us to do the right thing, not the easy thing.
3. God Moved _______(Mary), Great with Child, to Accompany _______(Joseph) to __________(Bethlehem).

a. “He went to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child.”  Luke 2:5.  Mary was likely 7-8 months along, yet accompanied Joseph on the 70-mile journey to Bethlehem.  Why?  Mary may have been legally obligated to go, or she could have left Nazareth because of the gossip and rumors swirling around her.
b. Mary had a servant heart (Luke 1:38) and “pondered” matters deeply (Luke 2:19).  Throughout her life vicious rumors continued to be spread about her (note the illegitimacy insinuation in John 8:41).  Yet every appearance we have of her in Scripture is that of a godly and gracious woman.  What can we learn from her example?
Go ahead and enjoy all of the festivities of Christmas, including gift-giving, cookie-making, tree-decorating, and carol-singing.  Just don’t forget the true facts of Christmas.  Instead of worshipping the gifts under the tree, worship the God who moved the whole world into position in preparation for the birth of His Son!  Worship the Babe who split time into half (BC and AD)!  Don’t let the glitter of make-believe (Santa) trump the greatest event in history (God becoming man)!   
