THE MEANING OF A MANGER

Knowi ng Jesus

Luke2:1-7

December 23, 2001
Bethany Church

Wesley J. Gabel

Many of you have nmade or wll be making a Christnmas
journey. Some journeys are a trip! Do you know what |
mean? They don’t always go off as planned. One can nake a
wong turn and get lost, can’t they? Don’'t nention
Phi | adel phia to ny kids. That word gives themtoo nuch
pl easure and too much ammunition to use with their father.
It is possible to get lost or to get stranded? One
Christmas season, a blizzard in rural Nebraska stranded
D ane and nme. W spent the night in a church with other
col | ege students watching the D sney novie, Snowbal
Express. The unpl anned stop added to the fun; but the
norning after, a mshap on icy roads added to our expense.

It is often difficult to see God’'s hand at work in the
j ourneys we take, especially when we encounter problens.

However, as we near the clinmax of the Christnas season, |



want to share sonme things fromthe first Christmas journey
that can hel p us on our journey.

As residents of the 1° Century, Mary and Joseph
believed in a spiritual world. They believed in a
supernatural world where angels and denons had a real effect
on what they experienced. They knew they had to travel to
Bet hl ehem because of the governnent, but they may have seen
Satan’s hand nore than God’'s in the trip because of the
timng — it put Mary and her unborn baby at risk — and the
reason. Caesar Augustus was no friend of Jews. Augustus
was raised as a pagan priest. He becane not only the first
enperor of Rome but also its chief priest. Little about him
suggested that God was working in and through him Yet when
this idolatrous priest and ruler gave a decree that forced
all of the Jews to register in their native towns, God was
working in his |life and in the lives of two obscure peasants
who had to obey. Paying tax to a foreign power and
regi stering seenmed contrary to the prom ses of God. Such
behavi or appeared nore oppressive and conproni sing than
di vi nely orchestr at ed.

Arriving when the town was jamed did not inspire
confidence either. Joseph and Mary went to the stable in
desperation. They probably felt attacked rather than |ed.

Wen the Prom se Keepers novenent first canme to the



Met rodone in Mnneapolis, | started recruiting nen. Sone of
you have seen ne in recruiting node, haven't you? Just the
t hought nakes you sweat. Before | could register a single
person, the done had sold out. The next year it sold out
before I could get through on a phone line. As a pastor
| ooking for ways to inspire and equip nen, | did not see
God’s hand in these circunstances. | felt snake-bitten. |
don’t think Mary and Joseph saw God’'s hand in their
circunstance. | think they felt oppressed. They could not
sense God’s hand in their situation. How about you? 1Is the
hand of God mssing? Is it MA mssing in action?
Cccasionally, | visit with skeptics who chall enge the
validity of the gospel. Oten they tell nme that Jesus is an
i magi nary figure constructed in literature to fit the
propheci es of the Hebrew Bible. There are many probl ens
with that claim One |’ve never seen themconsider is the
propheci es thensel ves. So much prophecy cited in the New
Testanent did not |ook |ike prophecy. Ohers seened to have
al ready been fulfilled before Jesus cane. The only
explanation for their citation is that when the disciples
w tnessed the events of Jesus’ life and then reread the
Scriptures, they realized that either those events were
predi cted or that Jesus gave the highest nmeaning to things

said hundreds of years earlier. Reading the A d Testanent



prophecies was a “Ww ” event fo them “Ww, |ook at this!”
they’d exclaim *“God planned this!”

As hard as it is to see God’' s hand when we are anxi ous
and troubl ed, the manger in Bethl ehempoints to its
presence. Part of the neaning of the manger is that God s
hand is in the events of your life. You may be sick. You
may be hurt. You may be depressed. You may feel lost. But
t he manger reveals that God | oves you and that God is active
in your life. The manger indicates that God is quietly
working in your situation. God is at work in the unfolding
events of your life. The manger is an object |esson
illustrating the truth of a Bible verse | nenorized as a
teenager. “In all things God works for the good of those
who | ove himand are called according to his purpose.” That
verse hel ped ne when | was a teenager in a difficult tinme of
| oss, and the manger illustrates that truth. The nmanger
points to a God who works in unexpected places and in
unexpected ways to bring healing to humanity.

| think of another verse. This one canme from Ki ng
Sol onon. He wote: “In his heart a man plans his course,
but the LORD determines his steps” (Prov. 16:9). This
doesn’t nean that God brings us evil; instead, it suggests
that a loving God is a ot nore involved in our lives than

we consi der.



Renmenbering that, let’s ask sone nore questions. The
manger that held Jesus was |ocated in a stable of Bethlehem
Wy did God want Jesus to be born in Bethlehemrather than
Jerusal en? Why did God plan for Bethlehemand put the nanme
of that town in the nouths of his prophets? Wy did God
direct the steps of Mary and Joseph to the nmanger in
Bet hl ehenf?

The word Bet hl ehem neans house of bread. Perhaps,
shepherds or travelers found or were provided food in that
| ocal e. \Whatever the case, the house of bread becane host
to the bread of life. God sent the bread from heaven that
gives life to the world to a little village named house of
bread. In the birth of Jesus, Bethlehemwas fulfilling its
name and purpose in a way it could not fathom Even nore,
the first crib of the bread of life was a feeding trough.
How appropriate! The bread was laid in a feeding trough.

Curiously, the bread for the world was unveiled in a
stable that sheltered and fed animals. | don’t know how
many of you are animal |overs, but do you realize the first
W tnesses to Jesus’ birth were donesticated animals. Jesus
was even put in their feeding trough. Al creation |ongs
for redenption. The good news of Christ was not just for

humans. All creation received a savior. The lanb will lie



down with the lion. Life came wwth Jesus for all that God
| oved and cr eat ed.

One thousand years before Christ, God chose the young
shepherd, David, fromthe village of Bethlehemto eventually
go to Jerusalemand |lead a people in fully realizing the
prom se of a new land. Now in the same town, the hone of
shepherds, a new shepherd was born. This child would be the
shepherd of shepherds. He would be the shepherd that would
lead us to realize the prom se of our creation. He would
restore us as children of God. Therefore God sent shepherds
not rulers to that cradle; and God sent a shepherd to save
us, not a ruler to subjugate us. God never wanted our
subj ugation. God never wanted to force servitude on us. W
were not created for slavery. W were forned as royalty to
Iive as conpanions and partners of alm ghty God.

So fromthe house of bread canme the Bread of Life.
From t he honme of shepherds canme the Good Shepherd. 1In a
shelter for creatures cane the hope of creation. Though the
setting |lacked dignity, the timng appeared terrible and the
ci rcunst ance | ooked unfortunate, everything was appropriate.
God’s love was birthing salvation for all creation. In
unexpect ed, unconventional and hidden ways God acted in his

| ove for you and ne.



What do you see in that manger? Do you see nore than a
picture fromhistory? Do you see nore than a conforting
story? Do you realize that you were chosen for this tinme?
Do you believe that God is working in the events of your
life?

So few saw the manger. So few recognized the child.
So many m ssed what God was doing. As angels sang and
dance, they worried thenselves into ulcers. As heaven
celebrated, they cried in loneliness. As baby Jesus grew,
they felt hopeless. WIIl you mss the joy and peace they
did? O wll you ook at the manger and worship in awe?

WIIl you wel come your savior? WII you trust his hand
even when you can’'t trace it? WII| you enbrace your
shepherd, your savior, your Lord? GCod |oves you. Wl cone

the bread and savior he sent you. Welcone himright now



