CHRISTMAS EVE, 2021
SCRIPTURES – Micah 5:2-5; Galatians 4:4-7; Luke 2:1-20

“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, goodwill to men!” Luke 2
Ah, Christmas: the time for competitions on the Food Network. Who can bake the best holiday cakes and cookies? You may think that baking competitions are fairly new, but they go way, way back… to Bethlehem, in fact. Bethlehem: “house of bread,” the word means. In his Gospel Luke brings together two “bakers” in that little town: Caesar Augustus, and God the Father. Each prepared a bread of heavenly glory and earthly peace. But they prepared two very different breads, and in very different ways.
Caesar Augustus: he was born Gaius Octavius in 63 B.C. After his great-uncle, Julius Caesar, was assassinated, he worked to become the first Emperor of the Roman Empire. He did so with such skill, efficiency, and cleverness that in 27 BC the Senate gave him the new title of Augustus: the Exalted One; a god among them.
Augustus baked quite a bread during his 40-year reign. He ended civil wars. He fostered the growth of an enormous trading network. He reduced governmental greed and extortion. He passed laws to renew religious practices, and also to maintain stability in marriage and raise the birth rate. He instituted a system of taxation and a census while also expanding the network of Roman roads. He launched major building programs, paying for many from his own personal wealth. He founded a postal service, and in Rome established a regular police force and fire brigade. He encouraged art, literature, and philosophy, and contributed large sums of his own money to support them. During his reign the empire nearly doubled, so that he ruled from Britain to N. Africa, from Spain to India. His reign was truly a brilliant one, a golden age.
Because of his reforms and wise rule, and also his personally leading a fairly frugal and modest life, Augustus was acclaimed a hero. When he died in A.D. 14, businesses closed for his funeral out of deep respect for him. The Senate proclaimed him to be a Roman god, and the 8th month of the year was named after him in his honor.

Augustus is a most impressive example of the bread of man’s achievements. We can have successful careers, promote great projects, and do great things. We can gain rewards and praises, and even be remembered with monuments. But: no matter how tasty and abundant our bread, it finally gets moldy and rots. Augustus was praised, and finally glorified as a god: yet he died. His body turned to dust. Prayers to him went unanswered and worship of him ceased. And the peace on earth he brought, although extensive and long-lasting, was temporary. After his death corruption returned and revenue was wasted. Augustus’ empire and era of great peace crumbled into dust.

This will also happen with our own efforts and wisdom, no matter how great they may be, for we are sinners. Our sin corrupts all that we are and all that we do. Neither we, nor our efforts, will last. Nor will they earn the lasting praise of the one holy and eternal God. But, God in His mercy sent to us in Bethlehem a far greater bread. He sent His holy and eternal Son to us as the bread of life.
It was quite the bread that God baked for us over 2,000 years ago in Bethlehem, the house of bread. Jesus’ birth was announced with great fanfare: a choir of angels in the night sky welcomed Him, singing praise to God and announcing peace on earth! But, neither Caesar Augustus, nor anyone else of consequence, saw or heard them. God sent His mighty angels to a lowly group of Jewish shepherds, who had no power or influence and were looked down upon even by their own people. God sent His Son as a bread for the lowly, not the mighty and praiseworthy among men.
Jesus’ parents were also lowly: not royalty… not wealthy and honored citizens of an important city. The only significant things that we are told about Mary is that she was a virgin, and she trusted God. Jesus is conceived in her without her husband, by God the Holy Spirit through a message brought by an angel. God Himself “bakes” Him! Joseph’s job is to be a help and support for Mary and her child. Although at first he did not believe her story of her pregnancy and planned to divorce her, he listened when an angel spoke to him in a dream and accepted Mary and her child. He, like Mary, trusted that God’s way was right.
Finally, there is Jesus Himself. “To you is born a Savior, who is the promised Messiah… the Lord Himself!” the angel told the shepherds. The Lord Himself had come to His people, but as a weak and helpless baby. He couldn’t even feed Himself, and needed His diaper changed! Already in Jesus’ birth God announces that His way of salvation for us is through the weakness and sacrifice of His Son. He would grow up and do great things during His 3-year ministry. But, He would ultimately be rejected by His own people, be turned over to Caesar’s governor, and be put to death by the humiliating execution of crucifixion. This was God’s plan, His way of glorifying His name and bringing peace to us.
Jesus is a bread baked by God alone, apart from man’s efforts. He is the despising of man’s efforts… of your efforts and my efforts. We sinners cannot bake the bread of salvation and eternal life. So: rely upon your own efforts and achievements… hold them, and even the strength of your faith, up before God… and the best you can hope for is Caesar Augustus bread: the praise and honor and glory of people. It may fill you with good feelings, and may even last for a long time… perhaps even for your entire life! And then you will die, and those honors and praises will be nothing before God. They will bring you no eternal praise, or life, from Him.
But: reject your own wisdom and efforts as nothing before God… hold onto Jesus alone as the true bread; more than that, as your bread, your only life and praise… and “to you has been born a Savior, who is Christ, the Lord!” Bow down before Jesus as your God in the flesh, your eternal Savior even in His weakness and lowliness as a helpless infant… and He will raise you to God! It is by His humbling Himself to live in the flesh for you… and especially by His taking your sins, and God’s punishment of them, into His holy flesh and dying on a cross for them… that He has done so.

God, the eternal Father, offers His Son to you as the Bread of Life! As you receive Him, you are raised from your sin and death to adoption as a child of God in Him. His Word says in Gal. 4, “God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons.” You received this adoption when you were baptized into Him. Now, and for the rest of your life, trust in Him alone as your Savior and eat of Him as your Bread of Life! You will be joining the holy angels who sang at Jesus’ birth in praising your God in highest, and the peace of His eternal love for you and His forgiveness of your every sin will fill you throughout your life.
And then, when your last Christmas comes and life on this earth ends, God will raise you from the dust and ashes of sin and death to eternal life in heaven. You will forever be with the true Augustus, the true Exalted One: Jesus, the true and eternal Son of God!

Thanks be to God the Father for Jesus, the bread of life He has baked for us! Glory to God in the highest for Him, and for the peace He gives us on earth in His name! Amen.
PAGE  
3

