Sharpening the Skills of Christmas #2

“The Skill of Wonder”

selected Scriptures
One word often associated with Christmas is “wonder.” Christmas is called “a season of wonder.” One Christmas carol sings of “star of wonder, star of night,” while another Christmas folk song is entitled, “I Wonder as I Wander.”

Yet one prominent Christian writer has observed, “The wonder of Christmas, its eternal implications, the mystery of the Incarnation, are being lost.” We continued, 

That Christmas has become for so many merely a pagan holiday, dedicated to the [material] and lacking in spiritual significance, is but one indication of the moral and spiritual blindness of this generation. That there was no room for Jesus in the inn was prophetic of our own generation, where, for millions, he is neither wanted nor welcomed. That he was born in a stable was prophetic of those who in every generation welcome him with humble hearts.

(By the way, the author of these words, L. Nelson Bell, was the father-in-law of Billy Graham. He wrote this in 1964—the year I was born!)

Warren Wiersbe agrees, writing, 

“Wonder is the basis of worship,” wrote Thomas Carlyle; Emerson said that wonder was “the seed of science.” “Philosophy begins in wonder,” said Alfred North Whitehead. So it appears that wonder is a priceless ingredient in the life of any thinking person, and certainly it is important to the thinking, worshiping Christian. The trouble is that wonder is a rare ingredient. You don’t often find it in most modern worship services.

I agree with them. I believe “wonder” is one of several skills regarding Christmas that are in danger of being lost. Last Sunday we began sharpening our spiritual skills of Christmas by considering the skill of welcome. This week I want to concentrate on the skill of wonder, followed in the next two weeks with the skills of worship and witness.

What do I mean by wonder? Simply put, wonder is a sense of reverent awe.
 This is how it is the basis of worship. Another author writes, “Worship is the exercise of the mind in the contemplation of God in which wonder and awe play an important part in stretching and enlarging our vision, or in opening up our conceptual forms to take in that which by its nature far outruns them.”
 Notice that wonder and awe are not divorced from the intellect but actually an exercise of the mind, an intentional choice of the will.

The problem is we’ve heard it so many times that if we are not careful, we can lose the sense of the incredible wonder of what happened when Christ was born. We should be overwhelmed that God should love us so much, that Christ His Son would allow Himself to be born into humanity to ultimately pay the penalty for our sin.

Are we overwhelmed by the truth of Christmas? Or are we overwhelmed by the trappings of Christmas? Last Sunday in her communion meditation, Linda Gentry asked, “Have we lost our awe of God?” I’m afraid so.

Perhaps one reason we’ve lost our awe of God is that the word “awe” has lost its meaning. God alone deserves the description, “awesome.” Yet as Chuck Swindoll notes,

We’ve cheapened the word by overuse. We’ve applied it to virtually everything we find intriguing. Sound systems are now awesome. Video games are awesome. Back when they built them, the early Datsun Z-car was advertised as an awesome automobile. I can remember going to the showroom and looking at it. The longer I looked at it the less awesome it was. It had four wheels like every other car. It had two doors, a steering wheel, a dashboard—all standard stuff. It was tiny! In fact, smaller than all other cars I was able to squeeze into. It didn’t have an awesome engine, even though the advertisements kept saying, “It is awesome! ” Hardly. Only our omnipotent God is awesome. Four times in the Scriptures, we read that nothing is impossible with God. Now that defines awesome.

Let’s be honest: when was the last time we were in church and could say with Psalm 139:6, “Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty for me to attain”? Or with Paul in Romans 11:33-36, “Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out! ‘Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor?’ ‘Who has ever given to God, that God should repay him?’” For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever! Amen”?

We need to recapture the wonder of Christmas. The birth of Jesus was not a trivial event in history; it was the mysterious entry of God into human flesh, Immanuel—God with us—by whom mankind’s fellowship with God may be restored.
 By considering three characters in the first Christmas, we see how the skill of wonder can change not only the way we experience the celebration of Jesus’ birth but change our lives as well.

Mary’s wonder led her to believe

The first character is Mary, and her story begins in Luke 1:26-38, 

In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.” 

Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.” 

“How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” 

The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God. Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month. For nothing is impossible with God.” 

“I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Then the angel left her.

In verse 29, Mary “wondered what kind of greeting this might be.” The term gives the impression of being perplexed. Why? The unexpectedness of God choosing one so unlikely and unimportant as her is confounding and perplexing.

There is a note of amazement at the fact that it has happened to her. She is looking down the corridors of time in this song, remembering the ancient promises to Abraham, and all the times God delivered his people in the past, and all his mighty deeds. And in the midst of it she realizes, “He has been mindful of the humble state of his servant… The Mighty One has done great things for me” (verses 48–49, emphasis mine). God had spent centuries preparing for this day, and now he is going to save the world through a simple, poor, teenage, still-unwed girl. “For me.” There is a note of joy and astonishment that God is blessing and honoring her.

I would argue that despite the unique features of Mary’s situation, we should all be amazed that we are Christians, that the great God is working in us. In “O Little Town of Bethlehem” we sing, “O holy child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we pray; cast out our sin, and enter in, be born in us today.” It’s a bold image, but quite right. Every Christian is like Mary. Everyone who puts faith in Christ receives, by the Holy Spirit, “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Colossians 1:27, emphasis mine). We should be just as shocked that God would give us—with all our smallness and flaws—such a mighty gift. And so no Christian should ever be far from this astonishment that “I, I of all people, should be loved and embraced by his grace!”

I would go so far as to say that this perennial note of surprise is a mark of anyone who understands the essence of the Gospel. What is Christianity? If you think Christianity is mainly going to church, believing a certain creed, and living a certain kind of life, then there will be no note of wonder and surprise about the fact that you are a believer. If someone asks you, “Are you a Christian?” you will say, “Of course I am! It’s hard work but I’m doing it. Why do you ask?” Christianity is, in this view, something done by you—and so there’s no astonishment about being a Christian. However, if Christianity is something done for you, and to you, and in you, then there is a constant note of surprise and wonder. 

See where the love and wonder comes from—because he has done all this and brought us to himself. He has done it. So if someone asks you if you are a Christian, you should not say, “Of course!” There should be no “of course-ness” about it. It would be more appropriate to say, “Yes, I am, and that’s a miracle. Me! A Christian! Who would have ever thought it? Yet he did it, and I’m his.”
 The Incarnation is a mystery too deep for the human mind to comprehend; but we can believe, as Mary did.

There is a certain amount of marveling today about Jesus, especially during the Christmas season. People have a certain sense of wonder about the baby Jesus and the entire Nativity story. As a result, some will even give Him a certain amount of respect. But being merely amazed or respectful toward Christ is not the same as believing in Him. It is sad that right from the time Jesus was born down to the present, people have reacted to Him more with curiosity than with sincerity leading to salvation.

Mary’s wonder led her to believe. May the same be true of us.

Magi’s wonder led them to search

The next characters are the Magi. Their story is found in Matthew 2,

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.” 

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and make a careful search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.” 

After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and of incense and of myrrh. [Matthew 2:1-2, 7-11]

Earlier I mentioned the words of the Christmas carol, “Star of wonder, star of night.” This star, sometimes called “the star of Bethlehem” or “the Christmas star,” got the attention of the magi that something spectacular was happening. Notice in verse 2, “We saw his star in the east…” 
What was the star? Possibilities include a planetary conjunction, a comet, or a nova. Historian Paul Maier supposes it could have been all three, spaced in sequential order to guide the magi to the Christ child.
 Others argue it was a supernatural light, perhaps an angel or the illumination of the shekinah glory of the Lord.

David Jeremiah suggests,

Perhaps the solution to the star is more wonderful for us as an unsolved mystery; a Christmas gift not to be unwrapped until that eternal day when night skies are no more, and when all our questions will be answered. What matters so much more is the meaning of the star, for its light breaks through the pages of the gospel, calling us to come and worship. It is still a star of wonder. It is still a star of night that captivates us with its silent beauty and the wonderful announcement that it brings with a twinkle.

While the identity of the star may be a mystery, the significance to the magi is not. Even though they were Gentiles, they had access to the Hebrew Scriptures. They would have known the words of Numbers 24:17, “I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near. A star will come out of Jacob; a scepter will rise out of Israel.”
Notice, though, that the magi did not merely acknowledge the star (whatever it was) and then go about their lives. The sight of the star sent them on a search, first in the scrolls of the Scriptures and then for the fulfillment of those same Scriptures. We do not know how long this process took, although King Herod’s decree to kill all male babies two years and under may be a clue.

Once the magi arrived in Jerusalem, the search continued until they found the house where the Child was. They were overjoyed when the saw the star reappear and lead them to the location. Then they were overwhelmed by the sight of the Child, whom they worshiped and presented costly gifts. The magi’s wonder led them to search. Don’t allow the wonder of Christmas to pass us by as we yawn and move on. Allow the wonder of Christ’s birth to lead you to search for deeper meaning. 

Shepherds’ wonder led them to obey

Finally we see the shepherds, whose story is found in Luke 2:8-16, 

And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 

Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying,  “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.” 

When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.” So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. 

Of the Christmas characters, the shepherds may have been the most surprised. Imagine being on a hillside in the middle of the night, straining to see and hear in the darkness any threat to your flock. Suddenly a blinding light illuminates the sky and an angel breaks the silence with incredible news. Then the sky is filled with angels praising God! That would be enough to paralyze anyone with fear.

But not these guys. The shepherds received God’s revelation through the angels with awe and reverence, genuinely believed what they heard, and ran with earnest excitement and singleness of purpose to see the infant Son of God and to tell others about Him. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could read that all those whom the shepherds witnessed to went immediately to the manger and believed? But that’s not what we see. For the most part, the people around Bethlehem who heard the good news just marveled at it briefly and then went on with their lives.

The shepherds’ wonder led to obedience. They left the flocks on the hillside—at great risk to their livelihood—and followed the instructions of the angel. In so doing, they became the first witnesses of the most important, most incredible event in human history: the incarnation of Almighty God as a tiny baby. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer put it, “No priest, no theologian stood at the manger of Bethlehem. And yet all Christian theology has its origin in the wonder of all wonders: that God became human. Holy theology arises from knees bent before the mystery of the divine child in the stable.”

How the Church and individual Christians need to recapture the awesomeness of the meaning of Christmas! How we all need to accept humbly what God has revealed to us about the person and work of the one who was born in the Bethlehem manger!

As mentioned earlier, the wonder of Christmas, its eternal implications, the mystery of the Incarnation, are being lost. None of these can be appreciated until the Christ of Bethlehem becomes one’s Saviour from sin and the Lord of one’s life.
 Ask God to re-create in you a childlike wonder as you ponder the miracle of his Son’s birth.
 

Please bow with me in prayer.

Loving Father, make my heart like that of a child. Give me again the excitement and joy of wonder. How wonderful it is that I am even able to wonder! Remove the scales from my eyes, the callousness from my heart, the stubbornness from my will, and enable me to enjoy the wonder of it all. Deliver me from routine worship, from “business as usual,” from form without force and liturgy without life. May Your Holy Spirit energize that “new creation” that is now within me, and may life be ever new, ever wonderful, to the glory of Your Name. Amen.
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