So do not be afraid!  The child who is born in Bethlehem this day is the Saviour, the Messiah, the Lord, and of the increase of his kingdom there will be no end.

Happy Christmas!
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‘Do Not Be Afraid’

Before the first Christmas, God was understood to be Almighty, All-Powerful, All-Knowing, All-Seeing.  He created the world, he parted the Red Sea, he freed his people from slavery, he appointed kings.

This was a God who protects, in whom you could trust.  A decisive, dominant God who had the world in his hand.  OK, so he might seem a bit distant and inscrutable sometimes, but you could respect him.

But then there was a problem.  Quite a big problem.  You see, when this God whom everyone thought was mighty, came to earth in human form; when he was visible, and we could touch him and talk to him, he came simply as a baby.  What on earth was God playing at?

How can we put our trust and faith and hope in a baby?  How can he protect us from our enemies?  How can he guide us, teach us and nurture us?  Doesn’t this birth of an infant God show us that we were just deluded all along?  If this is God, what hope is there for us?  Surely we need to be afraid, very afraid?

But isn’t that just what the angels seemed to expect us to say?  Don’t the angels begin each conversation with the words ‘Do not be afraid’?  First to Mary (‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favour with God’); then to Joseph (‘Jospeh, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit’); next to the shepherds (‘Do not be afraid; for see – I am bringing you good news of great joy for all people’).  

Do NOT be afraid.  This is good news.  This IS the way that God has planned to show his glory and his grace in the world.  There’s been no administrative error at the heavenly HQ.  Nor has there been some great cover-up which is now being exposed.  This is all part of the plan and God has something very particular to share with us in coming into the world in this way, through human means, as the most vulnerable, fragile and delicate form that human life can take.

God is the creator; but we, his creation, are not merely objects to him.  We are not simply clay figures moulded for his amusement.  God didn’t just create life, but has himself experienced what it is to live and breathe and think and feel and eat and sleep as a human.  He has felt anger and love and irritation and compassion and amusement and interest and grief and pain and excitement and sorrow.  God has known the mess and complication of human, ethnic, tribal and political relationships – he’s not only interested in abstract generalisations about loving your neighbour.  God has known what it is to be separated from loved ones by death – he’s not only interested in the heavenly perspective, but cares about the grief of those left behind.  God has known what it’s like to have the authorities after you, to be powerlessness, and to be met by ignorance and hostility.

But God’s power has not been diminished by coming into the world as a vulnerable child.  Rather, those barriers which divide the creator from his creation have come crashing down.  And because he has reached out to us in this incredible way, we now have the capacity to reach back, to meet God, and to accept the gift of life in all its fullness; just as God intended.  

