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To my grandchildren—Lucy, Kate, Charlotte, Miles,
 “and perhaps more that I cannot see.”


May they all come to have joy in
 the true story of Christmas.




INTRODUCTION



Christmas is the only Christian holy day that is also a major secular holiday—arguably our culture’s biggest.1 The result is two different celebrations, each observed by millions of people at the very same time. This brings some discomfort on both sides. Many Christians can’t help but notice that more and more of the public festivities surrounding Christmas studiously avoid any references to its Christian origins. The background music in stores is moving from “Joy to the World” to “Have a Holly, Jolly Christmas.” The holiday is promoted as a time for family, for giving, and for peace in the world. “Christmas is a wonderful, secular holiday,” wrote one enthusiast at the popular Web site Gawker.2


On the other hand, nonreligious people can’t help but find that the older meaning of Christmas keeps intruding uninvited, for instance, through the music of traditional Christmas carols. It can be irritating to have to answer their child’s question, “What does that music mean—‘born to give them second birth’?”


As a Christian believer, I am glad to share the virtues of the day with the entirety of society. The secular Christmas is a festival of lights, a time for family gatherings, and a season to generously give to those closest to us and to those in greatest need. These practices are enriching to everyone, and they are genuinely congruent with the Christian origins of the celebration.


Because of the commercial indispensability of Christmas, it will remain with us as a secular festival. My fear is, however, that its true roots will become more and more hidden to most of the population. The emphasis on light in darkness comes from the Christian belief that the world’s hope comes from outside of it. The giving of gifts is a natural response to Jesus’ stupendous act of self-giving, when he laid aside his glory and was born into the human race. The concern for the needy recalls that the Son of God was born not into an aristocratic family but into a poor one. The Lord of the universe identified with the least and the most excluded of the human race.


These are powerful themes, but every one of them is a two-edged sword. Jesus comes as the Light because we are too spiritually blind to find our own way. Jesus became mortal and died because we are too morally ruined to be pardoned any other way. Jesus gave himself to us, and so we must give ourselves wholly to him. We are, therefore, “not [our] own” (1 Corinthians 6:19). Christmas, like God himself, is both more wondrous and more threatening than we imagine.


Every year our increasingly secular Western society becomes more unaware of its own historical roots, many of which are the fundamentals of the Christian faith. Yet once a year at Christmas these basics truths become a bit more accessible to an enormous audience. At countless gatherings, concerts, parties, and other events, even when most participants are nonreligious, the essentials of the faith can sometimes become visible. As an example, let’s ask some questions of the famous Christmas carol “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing,” heard in malls, in grocery stores, and on street corners.3 Who is Jesus? He is “everlasting Lord,” who from “highest heaven” comes down to be the “offspring of the virgin’s womb.” What did he come to do? His mission is to see “God and sinners reconciled.” How did he accomplish it? He “lays his glory by,” that we “no more may die.” How can this life be ours? Through an inward, spiritual regeneration so radical that, as we have seen, it can be called “the second birth.” With brilliant economy of style, the carol gives us a summary of the entire Christian teaching.


While few of the most familiar Christmas songs and Bible readings are that comprehensive, it remains that one season a year hundreds of millions of people, if they would take the trouble to ask these kinds of questions, would have this same knowledge available to them. To understand Christmas is to understand basic Christianity, the Gospel.


In this book I hope to make the truths of Christmas less hidden. We will look at some passages of the Bible that are famous because they are dusted off every Christmas, at the one moment of the year when our secular society and the Christian church are, to a degree, thinking about the same thing. In the first chapters of the book, looking at the Gospel of Matthew, we will learn about the gifts God gave us at Christmas. In the following chapters, focusing on the Gospel of Luke, we will consider how we can welcome and receive those gifts.


My hope is that, when the reader is done, the true meaning of Christmas will no longer be hidden.




CHAPTER 1
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A LIGHT HAS DAWNED



The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of deep darkness a light has dawned. … Every warrior’s boot used in battle and every garment rolled in blood will be destined for burning, will be fuel for the fire. For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the greatness of his government and peace there will be no end.


—Isaiah 9:2,5–7


One of the first indications of the Christmas season is the appearance of lights. Lights on trees, candles in windows, radiance everywhere. The Christmas lights of New York City delight even blasé residents. Everything seems to be wrapped in millions and millions of stars. This is appropriate, because December 25 follows the darkest time of the year in the Mediterranean world and Europe, where Christmas celebrations took shape. But the lights are not just decorative; they are symbolic.


THE DARKNESS OF THE WORLD


No matter what you want to do in a room, you have to first turn on the light, or you can’t see to do anything else. Christmas contains many spiritual truths, but it will be hard to grasp the others unless we grasp this one first. That is, that the world is a dark place, and we will never find our way or see reality unless Jesus is our Light. Matthew, quoting Isaiah 9:1–2, tells us “the people living in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned” (Matthew 4:16). John says about Jesus: “The true light that gives light to everyone was coming into the world. He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him” (John 1:9–10).


How is the world “dark”? In the Bible the word “darkness” refers to both evil and ignorance. It means first that the world is filled with evil and untold suffering. Look at what was happening at the time of the birth of Jesus—violence, injustice, abuse of power, homelessness, refugees fleeing oppression, families ripped apart, and bottomless grief. Sounds exactly like today.


The other way our world is “in the dark” is that no one knows enough to cure the evil and suffering in it. Isaiah 9:2, “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light,” is a famous Christmas text, enshrined in Handel’s Messiah as one of the prophecies of the birth of Jesus. It is the end of Isaiah 8, however, that explains why we need the light from God. In verses 19–20 we see people consulting mediums and magicians instead of God. Then the chapter ends: “Distressed and hungry, they will roam through the land. … They will look toward the earth and see only distress and darkness and fearful gloom” (verses 21–22).


What is going on here? They are “looking toward the earth” and to human resources to fix the world. They are looking to their experts, to the mystics, to the scholars, for solutions. Yes, they say, we are in darkness, but we can overcome it ourselves. People make the same claim today. Some look more to the state, some more to the market, and everyone looks to technology. Yet they share the identical assumption. Things are dark but we believe we can end that darkness with intellect and innovation.


Years ago, I read an ad in the New York Times that said, “The meaning of Christmas is that love will triumph and that we will be able to put together a world of unity and peace.” In other words, we have the light within us, and so we are the ones who can dispel the darkness of the world. We can overcome poverty, injustice, violence, and evil. If we work together, we can create a “world of unity and peace.”


Can we? One of the most thoughtful world leaders of the late twentieth century was Václav Havel, the first president of the Czech Republic. He had a unique vantage point from which to peer deeply into both socialism and capitalism, and he was not optimistic that either would, by itself, solve the greatest human problems. He knew that science unguided by moral principles had given us the Holocaust. He concluded that neither technology nor the state nor the market alone could save us from nuclear conflict, ethnic violence, or environmental degradation. “‘Pursuit of the good life will not help humanity save itself, nor is democracy alone enough,’ [Havel] said. ‘A turning to and seeking of … God, is needed.’”1 The human race constantly forgets, he added, that “he is not God.”2


THE REALISM OF CHRISTMAS


Despite the sincerity of the Times advertiser, the message of Christmas is not that “we will be able to put together a world of unity and peace.” Actually, it is the exact opposite. Havel puts it well—humanity cannot save itself. In fact, he argues, the belief that we can save ourselves—that some political system or ideology can fix human problems—has only led to more darkness. If, like the philosopher Bertrand Russell, you don’t believe there is any God or supernatural, transcendent dimension to reality at all, and you turn to science to illuminate you, things end up looking even darker:




Such, in outline, but even more purposeless, more void of meaning, is the world which Science presents for our belief. … That Man is the product of causes which had no prevision of the end they were achieving; that his origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his beliefs, are but the outcome of accidental collocations of atoms; that no fire, no heroism, no intensity of thought and feeling, can preserve an individual life beyond the grave; that all the labors of the ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noonday brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction in the vast death of the solar system, and that the whole temple of Man’s achievement must inevitably be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins … Only within the scaffolding of these truths, only on the firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul’s habitation henceforth be safely built.3





That is a dark view indeed! And it confirms what we saw in Isaiah 8, that if we look only to the earth and human resources, the darkness only gets worse.


Christmas, therefore, is the most unsentimental, realistic way of looking at life. It does not say, “Cheer up! If we all pull together we can make the world a better place.” The Bible never counsels indifference to the forces of darkness, only resistance, but it supports no illusions that we can defeat them ourselves. Christianity does not agree with the optimistic thinkers who say, “We can fix things if we try hard enough.” Nor does it agree with the pessimists who see only a dystopian future. The message of Christianity is, instead, “Things really are this bad, and we can’t heal or save ourselves. Things really are this dark—nevertheless, there is hope.” The Christmas message is that “on those living in the land of deep darkness a light has dawned.” Notice that it doesn’t say from the world a light has sprung, but upon the world a light has dawned. It has come from outside. There is light outside of this world, and Jesus has brought that light to save us; indeed, he is the Light (John 8:12).


THE MEANING OF LIGHT


When Isaiah speaks of God’s light “dawning” on a dark world, he is using the sun as a symbol. Sunlight brings life, truth, and beauty.


The sun gives us life. If the sun went out, we would freeze. The sun is the source of all life. So too the Bible says that only in God do we “live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). We exist only because he is upholding us, keeping us together every moment. You are borrowing your being from him. This is true not only of your physical body but also of your spirit, your soul. According to the Bible, we have lost the original, full, right relationship with God we had at the beginning (Genesis 3:1–24). That is the reason we will eventually know physical death, and it is why we experience spiritual death now—loss of meaning and hope, addictive, inordinate desires, deep discontent that can’t be satisfied, shame and struggles with identity, and an inability to change.


The sun shows us the truth. If you drive a car at night without your headlights on, you will probably crash. Why? Light reveals the truth of things, how they really are, and you will not have enough truth to steer the car safely. So too the Bible says God is the source of all truth (1 John 1:5–6). At one level, the only reason you can know anything is because of God. God made your mind and your cognitive faculties. At another level, we can’t possibly know who God is unless he reveals it to us, which he does in the Bible. Only through him does your reasoning capacity work, and only through his Word can you truly understand who he is and, therefore, who you are, his creation.


The sun is beautiful. Light is dazzling and gives joy. That is true literally. In places where there are only a few hours of daylight at certain times of the year, many suffer from depression. We need light for joy. God is the source of all beauty and joy. St. Augustine famously said, “Our hearts are restless until they find their rest in thee” (Confessions 1.1.1). Augustine believed that even when you seem to be enjoying something else, God is the actual source of your joy. The thing you love is from him and is lovely because it bears his signature. All joy is really found in God, and anything you do enjoy is derivative, because what you are really looking for is him, whether you know it or not.


THE DAWNING OF THE LIGHT


God alone, then, has the life, truth, and joy that we lack and cannot generate ourselves. How can this divine light “dawn” or, as Isaiah 9 says, literally “flash” upon us? Verses 6 and 7, the most well-known verses of the chapter, answer with stunning directness. The text tells us the light has come “for to us a child is born.” This child brings it, because he is “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” It is remarkable that the four titles applied to this child belong to God alone. He is the Mighty God. He is the Everlasting Father, which means he is the Creator, and yet he is born. There’s nothing like this claim in any of the other major religions. He is a human being. However, he is not just some kind of avatar of the divine principle. He is God!


It’s almost too limiting to say that we “celebrate” this at Christmas. We stare dumbstruck, lost in wonder, love, and praise. In the rest of this book we will be touching on the numerous implications of God being born into our world. Let’s mention only two here at the start.


First of all, if Jesus Christ is really Mighty God and Everlasting Father, you can’t just like him. In the Bible the people who actually saw and heard Jesus never reacted indifferently or even mildly. Once they realized what he was claiming about himself, either they were scared of him or furious with him or they knelt down before him and worshipped him. But nobody simply liked him. Nobody said, “He is so inspiring. He makes me want to live a better life.” If the baby born at Christmas is the Mighty God, then you must serve him completely. We will return to consider this implication in chapter 3.


Second, if Jesus is Wonderful Counselor and Prince of Peace, you should want to serve him. Why is he called a “counselor”? When you are going through something very difficult, it’s good to talk to someone who has walked the same path, who knows personally what you have been going through. If God has really been born in a manger, then we have something that no other religion even claims to have. It’s a God who truly understands you, from the inside of your experience. There’s no other religion that says God has suffered, that God had to be courageous, that he knows what it is like to be abandoned by friends, to be crushed by injustice, to be tortured and die. Christmas shows he knows what you’re going through. When you talk to him, he understands.


Dorothy Sayers, a British essayist and novelist, said this years ago:




The incarnation means that for whatever reason God chose to let us fall … to suffer, to be subject to sorrows and death—he has nonetheless had the honesty and the courage to take his own medicine. … He can exact nothing from man that he has not exacted from himself. He himself has gone through the whole of human experience—from the trivial irritations of family life and the cramping restrictions of hard work and lack of money to the worst horrors of pain and humiliation, defeat, despair, and death. … He was born in poverty and … suffered infinite pain—all for us—and thought it well worth his while.4





Isaiah calls him the Wonderful Counselor, which means he’s beautiful. And perhaps now we get a glimpse of why he is. He had the infinite highness of being the Mighty God, yet he became one of us, enmeshed in our condition, in order to know our darkness. He saved us by going to the cross, and he did it all voluntarily, freely, out of sheer love. That is beautiful. When we find something to be beautiful, not just a duty, we dwell on it and stand before it because it is satisfying in itself. And so the reason we should obey him, not simply because we have to but also because we want to, is that, in light of all he is and has done for us, he is wonderful.


In short, Jesus is the divine Light of the world, because he brings a new life to replace our spiritual deadness, because he shows us the truth that heals our spiritual blindness, and because he is the beauty that breaks our addictions to money, sex, and power. As Wonderful Counselor he walks with us even into and through the shadow of death (Matthew 4:16), where no other companion can go. He is a Light for us when all other lights go out.5


THE LIGHT OF GRACE


How, though, can this light become ours? Notice it doesn’t just say, “For to us a child is born.” It also says, “to us a son is given.” It’s a gift. It can be yours only if you are willing to receive it as a gift of grace.


Verse 5 hints at this too. It speaks of a great battle, but it says, “Every warrior’s boot used in battle and every garment rolled in blood will be destined for burning, will be fuel for the fire.” This imagery means that the great victory over evil will not require our strength. We won’t need a warrior’s boot. We won’t need armor or a sword. Melt them down. Burn them up. Someone else will do your fighting for you. Who?


Isaiah doesn’t tell us here. You have to wait until you get into the “Servant Songs” of Isaiah 42–55, where the prophet points to a mysterious deliverer who is to come. About him it is said, “He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed” (Isaiah 53:5). When Jesus went to the cross, he paid the penalty for our sin. When we trust in Christ’s work on our behalf, rather than in our own moral efforts, God forgives and accepts us and implants his Holy Spirit in us to renew us from the inside out. This great salvation, this light that flashes upon you with all its new life, truth, and beauty, comes as a gift. The only way you can receive it is to admit it’s an undeserved grace.


Christmas is about receiving presents, but consider how challenging it is to receive certain kinds of gifts. Some gifts by their very nature make you swallow your pride. Imagine opening a present on Christmas morning from a friend—and it’s a dieting book. Then you take off another ribbon and wrapper and you find it is another book from another friend, Overcoming Selfishness. If you say to them, “Thank you so much,” you are in a sense admitting, “For indeed I am fat and obnoxious.” In other words, some gifts are hard to receive, because to do so is to admit you have flaws and weaknesses and you need help. Perhaps on some occasion you had a friend who figured out you were in financial trouble and came to you and offered a large sum of money to get you out of your predicament. If that has ever happened to you, you probably found that to receive the gift meant swallowing your pride.


There has never been a gift offered that makes you swallow your pride to the depths that the gift of Jesus Christ requires us to do. Christmas means that we are so lost, so unable to save ourselves, that nothing less than the death of the Son of God himself could save us. That means you are not somebody who can pull yourself together and live a moral and good life.


To accept the true Christmas gift, you have to admit you’re a sinner. You need to be saved by grace. You need to give up control of your life. That is descending lower than any of us really wants to go. Yet Jesus Christ’s greatness is seen in how far down he came to love us. Your spiritual regeneration and eventual greatness will be achieved by going down the same path. He descended into greatness, and the Bible says it’s only through repentance that you come into his light. C. S. Lewis puts it perfectly. In the incarnation, he says,




we catch sight of a new key principle—the power of the Higher, just in so far as it is truly Higher, to come down, the power of the greater to include the less. … Everywhere the great enters the little—its power to do so is almost the test of its greatness. In the Christian story God … comes down; down from the heights of absolute being into time and space, down into humanity; down further still, if embryologists are right, to recapitulate in the womb ancient and pre-human phases of life … down to the very roots and seabed of the Nature He has created. But He goes down to come up again and bring the whole ruined world up with Him. … [O]ne may think of a diver, first reducing himself to nakedness, then glancing in mid-air, then gone with a splash, vanished, rushing down through green and warm water into black and cold water, down through increasing pressure into the death-like region of ooze and slime and old decay; then up again, back to color and light, his lungs almost bursting, till suddenly he breaks surface again, holding in his hand the dripping, precious thing that he went down to recover.6





When Jesus died on the cross, darkness fell over the land (Matthew 27:45). The Light of the world descended into darkness in order to bring us into God’s beautiful light (1 Peter 2:9). The promises of Christmas cannot be discerned unless you first admit you can’t save yourself or even know yourself without the light of his unmerited grace in your life. This is the foundational truth from which we can proceed to learn the hidden meanings of Christmas.




CHAPTER 2
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THE MOTHERS OF JESUS



This is the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah. … Judah the father of Perez and Zerah, whose mother was Tamar … Boaz the father of Obed, whose mother was Ruth … David … the father of Solomon, whose mother had been Uriah’s wife … Joseph, the husband of Mary, and Mary was the mother of Jesus who is called the Messiah. … Thus there were fourteen generations in all from Abraham to David, fourteen from David to the exile to Babylon, and fourteen from the exile to the Messiah.


—Matthew 1:1,3,5,6,16,17


Matthew’s Gospel account of the birth of Jesus starts not with the well-known events of the nativity itself—the star, shepherds, and manger. It begins in the mist of even more ancient times, providing a long, seemingly tedious genealogy. It is easy to lose patience with these verses and let your eyes skim down the page until you get to some real action. However, Christmas is not simply about a birth but about a coming. God had planned for the arrival of his Son before he even created the Earth (Revelation 13:8), and like any good writer, he foreshadowed the great person Jesus would be throughout the course of history.


So we learn here a lot more than you might at first think. What do these genealogies tell us about the meaning of Christmas and Christianity? We will learn two things from what Matthew does not say and two things from what he does.


THE GOSPEL IS GOOD NEWS, NOT GOOD ADVICE


Matthew does not begin his story of Jesus’ birth by saying, “Once upon a time.” That is the way fairy tales and legends and myths and Star Wars begin. “Once upon a time” signals that this probably didn’t happen or that we don’t know if it happened, but it is a beautiful story that teaches us so much. But that is not the kind of account Matthew is giving us. He says, “This is the genealogy of Jesus Christ.” That means he is grounding what Jesus Christ is and does in history. Jesus is not a metaphor. He is real. This all happened.


Here is why that is so important. Advice is counsel about what you must do. News is a report about what has already been done. Advice urges you to make something happen. News urges you to recognize something that has already happened and to respond to it. Advice says it is all up to you to act. News says someone else has acted. Let’s say there is an invading army coming toward a town. What that town needs is military advisers; it needs advice. Someone should explain that the earthworks and trenches should go over there, the marksmen go up there, and the tanks must go down there.


However, if a great king has intercepted and defeated the invading army, what does the town need then? It doesn’t need military advisers; it needs messengers, and the Greek word for messengers is angelos, angels. The messengers do not say, “Here is what you have to do.” They say rather, “I bring you glad tidings of great joy.” In other words, “Stop fleeing! Stop building fortifications. Stop trying to save yourselves. The King has saved you.” Something has been done, and it changes everything.


The biblical Christmas texts are accounts of what actually happened in history. They are not Aesop’s Fables, inspiring examples of how to live well. Many people believe the Gospel to be just another moralizing story, but they could not be more mistaken. There is no “moral of the story” to the nativity. The shepherds, the parents of Jesus, the wise men—are not being held up primarily as examples for us. These Gospel narratives are telling you not what you should do but what God has done. The birth of the Son of God into the world is a gospel, good news, an announcement. You don’t save yourself. God has come to save you.


I would argue that other religions and many churches, when they talk about salvation, understand it and proclaim it as advice. Salvation is something you have to wrestle and struggle for, you have to perform. It comes only if you pray, obey, or transform your consciousness. But the Christian Gospel is different. The founders of the great religions say, in one way or another, “I am here to show you the way to spiritual reality. Do all this.” That’s advice. Jesus Christ, the founder of Christianity, comes and says, “I am spiritual reality itself. You could never come up to me and, therefore, I had to come down to you.” That’s news.


Christmas, of course, is just the beginning of the story of how God came to save us. Jesus will have to go to the cross. Yet the whole of Jesus’ life and salvation is here in embryonic form, foreshadowing what will happen. He came to stand in our place, to pay the penalty of our sin, to take what we deserve. Where, in light of our sin against God and our neighbor, do we deserve to be? Out in the cold and dark. Jesus was born in the cold and dark stable, but it was only a foreshadowing. At the end of his life, Jesus will cry out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46). On the cross he was thrown out into the spiritual darkness so that we could be brought into the warmth and light of God’s presence.


Christianity, then, is not primarily about self-improvement. It is not just a place to get some inspiration and guidance for life. Of course the Christian Gospel has massive implications for how you live. But it is first of all a message that you need to be saved, and you are saved not in the slightest by what you can do but rather by what he has done. You begin with Christ not by adopting an ethic nor by turning over a new leaf nor even by joining a community. No, you begin by believing the report about what has happened in history. Did God really become a human being? Did Jesus really live and suffer and die for you? Did he really rise triumphant over the grave? If that is the case, then all the other things the Bible says about how to live make sense. But if the biblical story begins, “Once upon a time,” if it is inspiring advice and not the declaration of the greatest events in history, then it is all nonsense. Christmas shows us that Christianity is not good advice. It is good news.


THE GOSPEL STORY CHANGES HOW WE READ OTHER STORIES


The Christmas story is not fiction, and yet, I would argue, it changes the way we read fiction in the most wonderful way.


Just before Peter Jackson’s first Lord of the Rings movie came out, there was a host of articles by literary critics and other cultural elites lamenting the popular appeal of fantasies, myths, and legends, so many of which (in their thinking) promoted regressive views. Modern people are supposed to be more realistic. We should realize that things are not black and white but gray, that happy endings are cruel because life is not like that. In The New Yorker Anthony Lane said about Tolkien’s novel: “It is a book that bristles with bravado, and yet to give in to it—to cave in to it [to really enjoy it] as most of us did on a first reading—betrays … a reluctance to face the finer shades of life, that verges on the cowardly.”1 Yet Hollywood nonetheless keeps on recycling fairy tales in various forms because people hunger for them.


The great fairy tales and legends—“Beauty and the Beast,” “Sleeping Beauty,” King Arthur, Faust—did not really happen, of course. They are not factually true. And yet they seem to fulfill a set of longings in the human heart that realistic fiction can never touch or satisfy. That is because deep in the human heart there are these desires—to experience the supernatural, to escape death, to know love that we can never lose, to not age but live long enough to realize our creative dreams, to fly, to communicate with nonhuman beings, to triumph over evil. If the fantasy stories are well told, we find them incredibly moving and satisfying. Why? It is because, even though we know that factually the stories didn’t happen, our hearts long for these things, and a well-told story momentarily satisfies these desires, scratching the terrible itch.


“Beauty and the Beast” tells us there’s a love that can break us out of the beastliness that we have created for ourselves. “Sleeping Beauty” tells us we are in a kind of sleeping enchantment and there is a noble prince who can come and destroy it. We hear these stories and they stir us, because deep inside our hearts believe, or want to believe, that these things are true. Death should not be the end. We should not lose our loved ones. Evil should not triumph. Our hearts sense that even though the stories themselves aren’t true, the underlying realities behind the stories are somehow true or ought to be. But our minds say no, and critics say no. They insist that when you give yourself to fairy stories, and you really believe in moral absolutes and the supernatural and the idea that we are going to live forever, that is not reality, and it is cowardly to give yourself to it.


Then we come to the Christmas story. And at first glance it looks like the other legends. Here is a story about someone from a different world who breaks into ours and has miraculous powers, and can calm the storm and heal people and raise people from the dead. Then his enemies turn on him, and he is put to death, and it seems like all hope is over, but finally he rises from the dead and saves everyone. We read that and we think, Another great fairy tale! Indeed, it looks like the Christmas story is one more story pointing to these underlying realities.


But Matthew’s Gospel refutes that by grounding Jesus in history, not “once upon a time.” He says this is no fairy tale. Jesus Christ is not one more lovely story pointing to these underlying realities—Jesus is the underlying reality to which all the stories point.


Jesus Christ has come from that eternal, supernatural world that we sense is there, that our hearts know is there even though our heads say no. At Christmas he punched a hole between the ideal and the real, the eternal and the temporal, and came into our world. That means, if Matthew is right, that there is an evil sorcerer in this world, and we are under enchantment, and there is a noble prince who has broken the enchantment, and there is a love from which we will never be parted. And we will indeed fly someday, and we will defeat death, and in this world, now “red in tooth and claw,” someday even the trees are going to dance and sing (Psalm 65:13, 96:11–13).2


Put another way, even though the fairy tales aren’t factually true, the truth of Jesus means all the stories we love are not escapism at all. In a sense, they (or the supernatural realities to which they point) will come true in him.


If you are a Christian, it is hard to know what to say to a child reading a book who says, “I wish there was a noble prince who saved us from the dragon. I wish there was a Superman. I wish we could fly. I wish we could live forever.” You can’t just blurt out, “There is! We will!” There is a scene in the movie Hook where Maggie Smith plays an elderly Wendy from the Peter Pan story. She addresses Robin Williams, a grown-up Peter Pan who has amnesia. He is amused by the stories Wendy tells his children, but at one point she stares right at him and says: “Peter, the stories are true.” If Christmas really happened, it means the whole human race has amnesia, but the tales we love most aren’t really just entertaining escapism. The Gospel, because it is a true story, means all the best stories will be proved, in the ultimate sense, true.


THE GOSPEL TURNS THE WORLD’S VALUES UPSIDE DOWN


We have seen what Matthew is not saying by starting his Gospel with a genealogy. But what is he saying?


At this point we have to remember the culture in which Matthew was living and writing. We live in an individualistic culture in which you recommend yourself to others with a list of your degrees, work experience, and accomplishments. That’s not how it was done in a more communal, family-oriented society. Matthew 1 might look like a genealogy, and it is, but it is also a résumé. In those times it was your family, pedigree, and clan—the people you were connected to—that constituted your résumé. So a genealogy was a way of saying to the world, “This is who I am.”


It is interesting to know that in those days people tinkered with their résumés just as they do today. We tend to leave out the parts of our track record that might not make us look good, and people did that in ancient times too. We know that Herod the Great purged many names from his public genealogy because he did not want anyone to know they were connected to him. The purpose of a genealogical résumé was to impress onlookers with the high quality and respectability of one’s roots.


But Matthew does the very opposite with Jesus. This genealogy is shockingly unlike other ancient genealogies. To begin with, there are five women listed in the genealogy, all mothers of Jesus. This will not strike modern readers as unusual, but in ancient patriarchal societies, a woman was virtually never named in such lists, let alone five of them. You could call women “gender outsiders” in those cultures, yet they are in Jesus’ genealogy. Also, most of the women in Jesus’ résumé were Gentiles (Tamar, Rahab, Ruth). They were Canaanites and a Moabitess. To the ancient Jews, these nations were unclean; they weren’t allowed into the tabernacle or temple to worship. We could call them “racial outsiders,” and yet they are in Jesus’ genealogy.


There is another surprising dimension to it. By naming these particular women Matthew deliberately recalls for readers some of the most sordid, nasty, and immoral incidents in the Bible. For example, he says that Judah was the father of Perez and Zerah, whose mother was Tamar (verse 3). Recall what happened. Tamar tricked her father-in-law, Judah, into sleeping with her (even though in the full story it is also clear that Judah had been unjust to her). This was an act of incest, everywhere in the Bible against the law of God. Even though Jesus was descended from Perez not Zerah, Matthew includes both Perez and Zerah, both Judah and Tamar, to make sure we bring the whole story to mind. It was out of that dysfunctional family that the Messiah came.


Remember too who Rahab was (verse 5). She was not just a Canaanite but also a prostitute. Perhaps the most interesting character and background story in the whole genealogy, however, is in verse 6. There it says that in Jesus’ line is King David. You think, Now there is somebody you want in your genealogy—royalty! However, Matthew adds, in one of the great, ironic understatements of the Bible, that David was the father of Solomon, “whose mother had been Uriah’s wife.” If you knew nothing about the biblical history, you would find that strange. Why not just give her name? Her name was Bathsheba, but Matthew is summoning us to recall a tragic and terrible chapter of Israel’s history.


When David was a fugitive, running for his life from King Saul, a group of men went out into the wilderness with him, came around him, and put their lives on the line to protect him. They were called his Mighty Men. They risked everything for him, and Uriah was one of them, a friend to whom he owed his life (2 Samuel 23:39). Yet years later, after David became king, he looked upon Uriah’s wife, Bathsheba, and he wanted her. He slept with her. Then he arranged to have Uriah killed in order to marry her. He did, and one of their children was Solomon, from whom Jesus is descended. Do you know why Matthew leaves off the name “Bathsheba”? It is not a slight of Bathsheba—it is a slam of David. It was out of that dysfunctional family, and out of that deeply flawed man, that the Messiah came.


Here, then, you have moral outsiders—adulterers, adulteresses, incestuous relationships, prostitutes. Indeed, we are reminded that even the prominent male ancestors—Judah and David—were moral failures. You also have cultural outsiders, racial outsiders, and gender outsiders. The Law of Moses excluded these people from the presence of God, and yet they are all publicly acknowledged as the ancestors of Jesus.


What does it mean? First, it shows us that people who are excluded by culture, excluded by respectable society, and even excluded by the law of God can be brought in to Jesus’ family. It doesn’t matter your pedigree, it doesn’t matter what you have done, it doesn’t matter whether you have killed people. If you repent and believe in him, the grace of Jesus Christ can cover your sin and unite you with him. In ancient times there was a concept of “ceremonial uncleanness.” If you wanted to stay holy, or respectable, or good, you had to avoid contact with the unholy. The unholiness was considered to be “contagious,” as it were, and so you had to stay separate. But Jesus turns that around. His holiness and goodness cannot be contaminated by contact with us. Rather his holiness infects us by our contact with him. Come to him, regardless of who you are and what you have done, no matter how morally stained you are, and he can make you as pure as snow (Isaiah 1:18).


On the other hand, look at King David. He had all that world’s power credentials—he was a man, not a woman; he was a Jew, not a Gentile; he was royalty, not poor. Yet, as Matthew shows us, he too can be in Jesus’ family only by grace. His evil deeds were worse than anything done by the women in this history. Yet there he stands. It is not the good people who are in and the bad people who are out. Everyone is in only by the grace of Jesus Christ. It is only what Jesus has done for you that can give you standing before God.


There is no one, then, not even the greatest human being, who does not need the grace of Jesus Christ. And there is no one, not even the worst human being, who can fail to receive the grace of Jesus Christ if there is repentance and faith.


In Jesus Christ, prostitute and king, male and female, Jew and Gentile, one race and another race, moral and immoral—all sit down as equals. Equally sinful and lost, equally accepted and loved. In the old King James Bible, this chapter is filled with “the begats”—“So and so begat so and so. …” Boring? No. The grace of God is so pervasive that even the begats of the Bible are dripping with God’s mercy.


God is not ashamed of us. We are all in his family. Hebrews 2 says, “He is not ashamed to call them brethren” (verse 11, King James Version).


There is another side to this. All cultures encourage their members to look down on some people in order to congratulate themselves for their own superiority. It may be people from another race or class. Maybe you look down on those snobs with so much education, or maybe it’s those ignorant ones with no education. Maybe you despise the people whose political views you think are ruining the country. In all of these examples, you have been taught to see some people as unclean, beyond the pale, unholy—while you are okay. Jesus Christ’s values are radically different. The world values pedigree, money, race, and class. He turns all that upside down. These things that matter so much outside Jesus’ church must not be brought inside. He says, in a sense, “In my family, those things that are so important out there in the world must not be so important.”


GOD MAY TAKE HIS TIME, BUT HE KEEPS HIS WORD


Here is another thing we learn from the genealogy: It reminds us that the promise of a Messiah took generations to come to be fulfilled. Jesus was “the son of Abraham.” God said to Abraham that all the peoples of the earth would be blessed through his descendants (Genesis 12:3). Actually, it was even before that, in Genesis 3:15, that God himself prophesied that one would come who would “crush [the] head” of Satan and defeat evil.


But it was centuries, millennia, before the angel came to Mary and told her about the child she was to bear, and she sang, “He has … remember[ed] to be merciful to Abraham … just as he promised our ancestors” (Luke 1:54–55). The promise was a long time in coming! In fact, in the four hundred years before Christ was born no prophets were sent to the people, let alone a messiah. It looked like God had forgotten them. No one was coming, it seemed. But then he came.


You cannot judge God by your calendar. God may appear to be slow, but he never forgets his promises. He may seem to be working very slowly or even to be forgetting his promises, but when his promises come true (and they will come true), they always burst the banks of what you imagined.


This is one of the main themes of the nativity story, and indeed the Bible. Look at the story of Joseph in the Old Testament. For years it seemed like God was ignoring Joseph’s prayers, letting him experience one disaster after another. But in the end it became clear that every one of those things had to happen in order for all to be saved. Joseph was even able to say to his brothers, who had sold him into slavery, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good” (Genesis 50:20). Look at Jesus, being called to heal a fatally ill girl but stopping to deal with someone else instead and allowing Jairus’s daughter to die. His timing seemed completely wrong—until it became clear that it wasn’t (Mark 5:21–43).


God’s grace virtually never operates on our time frame, on a schedule we consider reasonable. He does not follow our agendas or schedules. When Jesus spoke to the despairing father Jairus, whose daughter had just died, he said, “Believe” (Mark 5:36). He was saying, “If you want to impose your time frame on me, you will never feel loved by me, and it will be your fault, because I do love you. I will fulfill my promises.”


God seems to forget his promises, but he comes through in ways we can’t imagine before it happens. Think of the coming of the promised Messiah. This divine King was born not in a castle but in a feed trough, a manger. He confounded all expectations, but it was only by coming in weakness and dying on the cross that he could save us. God kept his promise.


Maybe you say, “Well, perhaps God will keep his promise to me, but I’ve not kept my promises to him. I’ve messed up my life. It can’t be made right.” But look at the genealogy. In verse 2 it says that Jacob was the father of Judah, who was an ancestor of the Messiah. Do you know why Judah was a child of Jacob? Jacob lied and deceived his father, Isaac, to get the firstborn’s birthright that should have gone to Esau. Because of that deception, Jacob fractured his family, turned Esau against him, and had to flee his land, becoming a fugitive. He lost his family. He experienced terrible consequences for his sin. Yet it was only because of all this that he met Leah, who became an ancestor of the Messiah.


See the balance here. What Jacob did was wrong and he suffered for it. Yet God is greater than our sin. He used all that sordidness, stupidity, and sin to bring about his promise. With God there is no second best. Christmas means that God is working out his purposes. He will fulfill his promises. As the hymn goes …




For his mercies aye endure,


Ever faithful, ever sure.3





So Christmas means that, “though the mills of God grind slowly … they grind exceedingly fine.”4 God may seem to have forgotten, but right now he is in the process of arranging all that will fulfill his great promises. Read the Bible and see the promises to those who believe. He is able to give us more than we dare ask or think (Ephesians 3:20).


THE GOSPEL IS ULTIMATE REST


Finally, we learn from the genealogies that Jesus is the ultimate rest. At the end of the genealogy, Matthew makes much of the numbers of the generations. In Matthew 1:17 he says that there were fourteen generations from Abraham to David, fourteen generations from David to the exile in Babylon, and fourteen from the exile to Christ. So there have been “six sevens” of generations, and that makes Jesus the beginning of the seventh seven.


What is that about? In the Bible the number seven is highly significant because, as Genesis tells us, God rested from his created work on the seventh day. The Sabbath day—one day in seven—is the day of rest. However, the Sabbath seven symbolism goes further. In the Mosaic law, every seven years the farmer was to let the land lie fallow to give it a chance to replenish its nutrients, and so the seventh year represented rest. Finally, we are told in Leviticus 25 that the last year of the seventh period of seven years, the forty-ninth year, was to be a jubilee. In that year all the slaves were to be freed and all debts were to be forgiven; all the land and all the people were to have rest from their weariness and from their burdens. The seventh seven, the Sabbath of Sabbaths, was a foretaste of the final rest that all will have when God renews the earth (Romans 8:18–23, Hebrews 4:1–11).


Matthew is telling us that this rest will come to us only through Jesus Christ. Do you understand that Jesus Christ was not born “once upon a time” but really broke into time and space, that he has accomplished your salvation so that prostitute and king sit down together at his table? If you believe that, even now you can begin to taste that rest. How does faith do that? One way is this: In Jesus you stop having to prove yourself because you know it doesn’t really matter in the end whether you are a failure or a king. All you need is God’s grace, and you can have it, in spite of your failures. After you know him, you want to live your life to please him; but you don’t have to clean up your life in order to know him as Savior, and that brings rest inwardly.


We also need rest from the troubles and evils of this world. We feel like we have to control history, we have to make everything go right, but that is not only exhausting but also impossible. Christmas tells us that despite appearances to the contrary, our good God is in control of history. And someday he will put everything right. Some of our inward rest comes when the Spirit reminds us of all this final salvation and ultimate rest. We have, then, a powerful hope in the future that is not mere optimism. It is a certainty that, at the end of all things, all will be well. This gives us peace and strength when dealing with the trials and tragedies of the present. Eventually, though, the glory of God will cover the world the way the waters cover the bottom of the sea. And then Jesus, the Jubilee King, will give us the final, perfect rest of love and joy.


Christmas is not “Once upon a time a story happened that shows us how we should live better lives.” No! He broke into the world to save us. Christ the Savior is born!




CHAPTER 3


[image: Image Missing]


THE FATHERS OF JESUS



This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit. Because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, and yet did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: “The virgin will conceive and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”).


—Matthew 1:18–23


When most people think of angels at Christmas, they remember that these messengers came to the shepherds and to Mary. They often forget that an angelic herald also came to Joseph, who learned some things no one else was told. Matthew 1:18–23 gives us this invaluable account, from which we learn that Jesus is God, that he is human, and that he is with us.


JESUS IS GOD


There are several ways that Matthew drives home the core Christmas message that Jesus is not simply a great teacher or even some angelic being but the divine God himself. In verse 20 the angel tells Joseph that the human life growing inside Mary has come not from any human being but from the heavenly Father. So Joseph learns that he will be Jesus’ father only in a secondary sense. Mary is pregnant by the Holy Spirit. God is the real father.1


However, the most direct statement of Jesus’ identity comes in verse 23. There Matthew quotes from Isaiah 7:14, “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel,” which means “God with us.” For centuries Jewish religious leaders and scholars had known that prophecy, but they had not thought it should be taken literally. They believed it was predicting the coming of some great leader through whose work, figuratively speaking, God would be present with his people.


But Matthew is saying this promise is greater than anyone imagined. It came true not figuratively but literally. Jesus Christ is “God with us” because the human life growing in the womb of Mary was a miracle performed by God himself. This child is literally God.


Matthew was a Jew and would have been deeply conversant with the Hebrew Scriptures. That makes this statement even more startling. The Jews’ distinctive view of God made them the people on earth least open to the idea that a human being could be God. Eastern religions believed God was an impersonal force permeating all things, so it wasn’t incongruous for them to say that some human beings are particularly great manifestations of the divine. Western religion at the time believed in multiple nonomnipotent personal deities. And sometimes they would disguise themselves as human beings for their own purposes. So to Greeks and Romans there was no reason that a given personage could not be Hermes or Zeus, come to us incognito.


Jews, however, believed in a God who was both personal and infinite, who was not a being within the universe but was instead the ground of its existence and infinitely transcendent above it. Everything in the Hebrew worldview militated against the idea that a human being could be God. Jews would not even pronounce the name “Yahweh” nor spell it. And yet Jesus Christ—by his life, by his claims, and by his resurrection—convinced his closest Jewish followers that he was not just a prophet telling them how to find God, but God himself come to find us.


Matthew is not the only biblical author to teach this. John the apostle says Jesus Christ is “the Word,” who was never created, who existed with the Father from the beginning, through whom everything was made, and the Word was God (John 1:1–3). Paul, a Jew and a Pharisee, says that all the fullness of the Godhead dwells in Jesus bodily (Colossians 2:9)—not just a third or a half or part of it but all of the divine substance. The apostle Peter, another Jewish man, writes, “Through the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ …” (2 Peter 1:1). Jesus Christ is “our God.”
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