Luke 2:1-20. Good news for the poor.

Where is the good news? It’s hard to find when we seem to have been by several problems at the same time:

Credit crunch We are seeing more people out of work, homes repossessed, more people depressed and ill. The economic boom promised health and wealth, but that promise is now broken, like a precious vase lying shattered on the doorstep of what was once a family home. In a sense there’s nothing new in this cycle of boom and bust. For Bernard Madoff, read Dickens’ character Mr Murdle, the Wonder of the Age in Little Doritt.

Climate change We are seeing, across the world, drought and food shortages; hurricanes and monsoon floods destroying homes and washing crops; melting ice caps and rising sea levels are threatening lowland areas and submerging small islands; maybe the Gulf Stream will be cut off as part of a deeper cycle of irreversible climate change.

Cultural collapse We are seeing the collective forgetting of religious markers and values and the consequent loss of a moral compass for society, seen, for example, in recent legislation in the area of human fertilisation and embryology and in the long-term break-up of the family unit. Worldwide migration is leading to the loss of community, with countries already ravaged by AIDS losing the best of their young people, and in turn meeting defensive, often racist, reactions in western countries like our own.

There’s another C – cricket! But there’s not much good news there either at the moment – not if you’re an England supporter.

Where is the good news? 2000 years ago, a young man, descended from King David, had to go back to David’s birthplace, Bethlehem, to be registered in a census. With him, was his even younger, pregnant bride-to-be; not pregnant by him (he nearly called off the marriage when he found out) but by the Holy Spirit of God. Two tired people, two more ticks in the bureaucrat’s box.

But Mary – that was her name – found herself giving birth to the child she was carrying right there in Bethlehem. Not in the comfort of home but in the squalor of a stable, with an animal feeding trough serving as a cot.

Doesn’t look like good news does it? But the angels saw things differently. One goes to shepherds in the fields nearby to bring them “good news of great joy that will be for all the people”. Interesting that he chose to announce this good news to a group of unwashed shepherds – poor social outcasts overlooked by the good and great. In today’s terms, it was a bit like an angel appearing to the homeless under Waterloo Bridge to tell them the good news before it was given to the Queen and Prime Minister and became headlines on radio and TV and in the press. It was good news for ‘all people’ but above all for the poor.

What is this good news? A baby had been born, and that’s good news in itself, but this was not just any baby, it was;

a Saviour – who came to rescue us from ourselves and from the mess we’re in;

the Messiah – the one promised long ago by God, not a phoney, a false prophet, a conman, but the real deal; King David’s greater Son;

the Lord – the one who went on to win victory over sin and death by dying on a cross to be raised again to new life; who is now enthroned at the right hand of the Father in heaven and will one day return to establish his kingdom of righteousness, justice and peace, where all wrongs are put right, all evil defeated, all poverty, disease and death eliminated and every tear wiped away. A new heaven and a new earth.

The one who will come to be our judge and whom everyone will one day acknowledge as Lord, the one to whom every knee will bow.

Where is the good news? It is found in a person, Jesus Christ, whose birth was, and is, ‘good news of great joy that will be for all the people’, including shepherds, the jobless, the homeless, the starving and the dispossessed, orphans, immigrants and refugees – including me and you.

Not for nothing is the nativity known as the ‘greatest story ever told’. Not just because it’s true, but because it meets our deepest needs and makes sense of this crazy world. But for it to be good news for us and change our lives, we must receive it into our hearts as well as our minds.

Conc: I want to give everyone an opportunity to do that tonight. If you have known Jesus as a baby born in a manger, but have not received him as Jesus, your Saviour, and acknowledged him as Lord of your life as well as Lord of heaven and earth, you can join me in saying a prayer in a moment. If you are not yet ready to do that, but want to find out more, there are invitations to our next Alpha course at the back of church. But if you already know Jesus as Saviour and Lord, may I encourage you to continue in obedience to him and be part of the body of Christ here in Ulverston, or wherever you live, as we seek to bring in his Kingdom of justice and peace. Maybe you need to come back to him in repentance tonight and rededicate yourself to living his way.

So I invite you to join me in this prayer, making the words your own, and saying Amen at the end, which is a way of saying ‘so be it’:  Heavenly Father, I thank you for sending your only Son into the world to be our Saviour, to be born into poverty, to die on a cross for our sins and to be raised again to eternal life. Lord Jesus, I am sorry for the things I have done wrong. Please forgive me. I acknowledge you as my Saviour and Lord. Come into my life by your Holy Spirit. Help me to obey you in bringing in your kingdom of justice and peace. Amen.
