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“The Bottom Rung to Heaven”

Luke 2:4-7

Christmas Day, 2005

If there is one theme that is drummed home again and again in the four Gospel messages it is that material possessions are of the least significance in heaven and should be of the lease significance here and now. We need to hear that because we live in a world that offers us an abundance of attractive things. We need to hear that material possessions are not all they are cracked up to be because we are constantly persuaded that we need more. We need to hear that, especially today, Christmas.

You may have opened your gifts last night. You may have pealed back that beautiful paper this morning. Or you may have absolutely nothing to open at all. (I doubt that is the case with any of us here today but many around us find nothing “under the tree”.)

But regardless of the Christmas bounty or lack of it a dominant theme of the Christmas story is that material possessions are of the least significance to God. Everything about the Christmas story is packaged in near poverty. God showed us the lack of importance of material things by selecting Bethlehem and the stable as the place where His Son would be born. God showed us his disdain for material things by choosing a poor carpenter and his betrothed to be the conduit for his grace. Jesus, after he was grown, made a point of telling us that we shouldn’t focus on material things, that God would take care of those. But that we should make spiritual things our first concern.

The important thing to God is not what you have on you or around you but what you have inside you. My grandson Cooper points out that the wrapping on the gift isn’t important, it’s what’s on the inside that counts. Of course as young as he is I know he is thinking about the goodie on the inside of the package. Hopefully, as he grows up he will come to realize the all-encompassing truth of that statement. It’s what’s in your heart that counts, everything else is just window dressing.

This story of the birth of Jesus is so familiar to us that I am afraid that we miss the significance of the place where Jesus was born. That one little half of verse seven tells us that the Bethlehem Inn was booked solid so they were forced to sleep outside and use a feed trough for the baby’s cradle. A feed trough would have been in a stable of some kind, either attached to the Inn or nearby, and so it is reasonable to assume that is where Joseph finally had to bed them down. It would have afforded them some protection from the evening dew and passing strangers. But they couldn’t have picked a more humble place, cow dung laced the air with it’s musty smell and mice snitched tidbits from the spilled feed. Even the fields would have been a step up.

I titled this sermon “The Bottom Rung to Heaven” because I think this birth story tells us that God sent his Son just as far down into our lives as was possible. God extended his “ladder to heaven” right down to the basement of our lives, right down into the mess and smell and primitive nature of who and where we are. God chose the little village of Bethlehem and a stable to be the place where he entered our world. Nothing was too low for Jesus!

That is why Paul said that “God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” (Romans 5:8) Right down to us! The birth story begins by pointing out the truth that God so loves us that he gave his only begotten Son, not only to kings and presidents, not just to the elite of society, not just to the influential or the worthy, but to the least of these and to us wherever we are and in what ever shape we are in. God placed Jesus in a smelly little manger and God will even more quickly place Jesus in your heart, no matter how “smelly” it is.

I wonder, did anyone clean up the stable for Jesus? I doubt it, don’t you! I suspect that the stable might have had fresh hay for the beasts of burden who would over-night there but otherwise it was as it was any time. It was a barn, a simple place, the bare necessity of protection from the elements. It would certainly seem an unworthy place for the King of Kings and Lord of Lords to lie. But God chose it, and because God chose it that place became absolutely HOLY. You and I are holy too, not because we are like a palace for God, far from that! At our best we are still hardly better than a stable with it’s dirty little dark corners. We are holy because God has placed Jesus with us. Jesus makes us holy.

That stable ought to remind us not to get to proud of ourselves that Jesus chose us. But, on the other hand, that stable ought to remind us not to get to panicky about our cleanliness for Jesus either. Jesus meets us where we are and takes us as we are - much like he did for the Samaritan woman who had a smeared love life or Zachaeus who was not only short but short sighted about relationships, or blind Bartimaeus at the bottom rung of the social ladder or Nicodemus nearer the top, or any one of hundreds of others. But he doesn’t leave us as we are anymore than he left them where they were. He begins a clean-up process that will last at least through this life and maybe beyond. We call that process “sanctification”, a big word that means “making holy”. It is a life-long process that gets us ready for heaven.

God chose the stable as the place of Jesus birth before he even created this world. The vaguely identified place of Jesus birth has been talked about and sung about for two thousand years, it isn’t insignificant anymore. God has chosen you, your heart as the place of Jesus’ birth too and Paul says that when Jesus comes to us we cease any insignificance, we become “a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come”. (II Cor. 5:17) He makes us uncommonly noteworthy, and because of that people begin to watch us. That is good! As Jesus lives in us we call attention to Him and who knows, maybe we become a “bottom rung” of God’s ladder to heaven for someone. If God can use a stable he can use us. Amen.

