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OUR CHRISTMAS SURPRISE

Yes, it is, and not only because a very surprising

[God] has !ihown strength with his arm, he has scatevent occurredwhen Jesus Christ, the Second Per

tered the proud in bmagination of their hearts,

son of the Trinity, was born in human flesh. To be

he has put down the mighty from their thrones, angure, that was a unique miracle. But it was surpris
exalted those of low degree; he has filled the huring when it first occurred centuries ago because at

gry wi®hgood things,and the rich he has sent
empty awa Luke 1 :51-53

What's surprising aboutChristmas?

Not very much. No other holiday is celebrated
in more places than ChristmasArsd no other holi
day has been celebrated longer. Every year, regular
as the other seasons, the Christmas season enters
our world it grows and swells unt:l the celebration
of Christmasitself, and then it slowly ebbs away
again.

Of course, there are certain surprises that occur
in our lives-when gifts are received that are totally
unexpected. 1"ldever forget a little girl who one
day received a gift that overwhelmed her. Her
mother had made her a wardrobe for her doll and
Jiad made a specially bright colored boxto keep
it in. "Oh, mother, you shouldn't..df The words
of a child, overcome by astonishment and apprecia
tion, made Christmas for her family special that
year. Yes, there are surprises,but even these be
come fewer as people grow older and find ways
of ,letting one another know what they need in
shirts and ties ond blouses.

So we must admit that this week again, os we will
celebrate Christmasonce more,it will be pleasant
and even joyous for many of us, but surprising? No,
not really. Most of us have become accustomed to
Christmas. Strange that we have, really, for Christ
roas is infact itself the greatest surprise of all.

2

Christmastime God did things in a way that man
never expected He would. If man had planned
Christmas, he would hove planned it different.ly, you
c:an be absolutely sure of that.

Mory the mother oflesus felt how God worked
in unexpected ways perhaps better than anyone
else. And she expressed it in a song she song before
Jesus was born. She and many of her fellow
countrymen were expecting the coming of the Mes
siah, the gloriously holy and powerfulperson who
was going to bring liberation to the people of
Israel. But she never thought He would do it as
He did.

What impressed her was that God chose to bring
His Son into the world through her. We have come
to associate Mory with Christmas,and there isno
other woman who has receivedmore respectand
awakened more interestthan she has. So she hos
become famous, an international celebrity whose
fame has endured for centuries. But she was not
that kind of person when she became the hand
maiden of the Lord.

When she was toldby an angd. messengerthat
she was going to be the mother of the Christ child
her first question was related to the way this was
going to happen. She was avirgin. Her marriage,
though planned, was not scheduled for some time.
God explained to her how it was going to happen
this way: "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and
the power of theMost High will overshadowyou;
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Elizabeth in her o.ld age has also conceived a son;
therefore the child to be born will be called holyand this is the sixth month with her who was called
the Son of God{Lukel :35). And that was that. barren. For with God nothing will be impossible"
We never read that Mary was puzzled about the {Lukd :36, 37). And Mary saiBeholdl am the

physiological elements of the miraclasofbjah handmaid of the Lord; let it be to me according to
again. Thatreally didn't surpriseher that much. your word" (Luke | :3B).

But somethirgjse did. That Godisedher-that Ah, yesmore surprises .that a barren woman
puzzled her. Thatsurprisecher. Shewas anun could become an instrument of God's salvation and
known, insignificanthumblejewish girl, living in have a son, and that a virgin who had not known

the small and ordinary city of Nazareth-that God a man could. The pméose fruitless life hod re
used her was the surprise of Christmas so far as shgejvedthe veiled scornof thosewho gloried in
was concerned. their own stalwartldrien, the other, hardly more
And whenwe read theéible,we discover that than o child herself,not yet havingexperienced
she talkedabout her surprise, or rather she sang  the intimate attentioo her husband-thaGod
about it, in a beautiful song that expressed astonish used them, this was surprising indeed.
ment at the way God works, and she sang her song Thys whenthe twowomen mefor meet they
in the presence of her kinswdttiambeth. did (Maryfairly flew t&lizabeth's side once she
Yes, Elizabeth ... her story, too, is part of the knew they were both being used by the Almighty)
surprise of Christmas. She was an elderly woman,-when they met, Mory expressed her astonishment
the wife of a priest, and she and her husbasd had exaltedpoetry.Thisis the descriptiorof their
one grievous burden that crushed them year aftemeeting, found in the first chapter of Luke's Gospel:
year. They had no children. Elizabeth was barren. 4 those days Mory arose and went with haste
Perhapsit was the force dfabit thatb.ld Eliza into the hill country, to a cityJwdah, and she
beth and old Zechoriohher husband kept on entered the house of Zechorioh and greeted Eliza
praying for a child. They hod done it so long angeth. And when Elizabethheard the greetingof
so ferventlythat the momenturkeptthemgoing Mory, the babe leaped in her womb; and Elizabeth
even after it was physically impossible for them {gas filled with tioly Spirit and she exclaimed
have a child anymore. But, even though it seemegith a loudtry, 'Blessed ore you among women,
strange that they kept praying, God was listen:ngang plessed is the fruit of your womb! And why is
John the Baptist was their son. He was a child ofhjs granted me, that the mother of my Lord should
miracle too. come to meRor behold, when the voice of your
And so it was that when God announced to Mary greeting come to my ears, the babe in my womb
thatshe was going to be the mother of the Chrideapedfor joy. And blessedis she who believed
child, to show her how it would all be possible, tliRat there would be a fulfilmentof what was
angel messenger told Mary Elizobeth"s good newspoken to her from the Lord'" {Luke |:39-45).
This is what he said: "Behold, your kinswoman 5
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Mary replied in the words of a beautiful song.
Notice how surprised she was at the way God
worked: " 'My soul magnifies the Lord, and my
spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has re
garded the low estate of his handmaiden. For
behold, henceforth all generations will col.l me
blessed; for he who is mighty has done great things
for me, and holy is his name. And his mercy is on
those who fear him from generatidn generation.

He has shown strength with his arm, he has scat

tered the pmudin the imagination of their hearts,

he has put down the mighty from their thrones, and
excited those of low degree; he has filled the
hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent
empty away'" (Lukel :46-53).

Now do you see where Mary's amazement was
centered? Not on the miracle of supernatural birth,
but on the way God used the lowly to accomplish)
His exalted purposes. God doesn't use the proud, .
He doesn't use the mighty, but He uses the lowly D
and the weak. This is the great surprise ofChrist
mas time. And those who are surprisedtoday as
Mary was, so many years ago, will benefit from
Christmas once again this year.

God works differently from the way man works.
He does His work in such an unexpected way. The
way God worked with the shepherds -aEhristmas
.shows this, too.

Shepherds received the great revelation of the
Savior's birth before anyone else received "iand
in that region there were shepherds out in the field,
keeping watch over their flock by night. And an
angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory
of the Lord shone around them, and they were
filled with fear. And the angel said to them, 'Be not
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afraid; for behold, | bring you good news of a
great joy which will come to all the people; for to
you is born this day in the city of David a Savior,
who is Christ the Lord. And this will be the sign

for you: you will find a babe wrapped in swaddling
cloths and lying in a manger." And suddenly there
was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly
host praising God and saying, 'Glory to God in
the highest, and on earth peace among men with
whom he is pleased!" " (Luke 2:8-14).

There was never a choir like this before in the
history of man, and there never will be again. But
it was wasted on an audience of shepherdsin a
field. We would say "wasted". If only some pro
moter had known that this choir was going to aJ>
pear, he could have booked the biggest auditorium
in Jerusalem. But no. The choir sang for outcast
shepherds, lonelymen.

Strange how shepherds have awakened the deri
sion of their fel.low men throughout the centuries.
When Joseph's father and brothers came dowio
Egypt centuries before the heavenly choir appeared,
Joseph had apologized to Pharaoh for their occu
pation-they were shepherds-" every shepherd is
an abomination to the Egyptians" (Genesis 46:34).

In his book, Centennial, James Michener tellshow
shepherds were murdered when they tried to intro
duce sheep into the grazing land of Wyoming and
Colorado in the |1880's. No shepherd thought he
would ever occupy the center stage bfiman his
tory. But God bypassed the priests and rabbis and
the scribes and the Pharisees the great religious
leaders of the nation, and He announced Christ's
birth to them.

Mary was right about the way God works, wasn't
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she? In her song she declared that God "scattered
the proud in the imagination of their hearts, he has
put down the mighty from their thrones, and exalted
those oflow degree... " Oh, she was more right
than she even knew herself.

Why, even the town in which Jesus was born
was an example of the way God uses the small
and the humble to do His great work. The prophet
Micah had foretold howBethlehem would be used
some day, but when he had, he had to say, "But
you, O Bethlehem ... who are little to be among
the clans of Judah, from you shall comeforth for
me one who is to be rulerin Israel, whose origin
is from of old, .from ancient days" (Micah 5:2). Little
Bethlehem became the birthplace of the Son of
God.

This is the way God works. What difference does .
it make for you that God works this way? {

Well, think about this. At Christmas time we ’
should be surprised at the way God wonke are &
impressed by big things. God uses small things. We
are impressed by men of great reputation and
honor. God uses the low.ly and the humie. are
impressed with mighty power. God uses that which
appears to be weak and insignificant. As Mary said,
"He has filled the hungry with good things, and
the rich he has sent empty away."

The only people who can be saved from the
wrath to come by the Christ of Christmas are those
who understand this.

Every Christian has to take this Christmas sur
prise very seriously. We are living in a time when
there are impressivereligious organizations which
are carrying on very impressivework. And they
ore using all the powersof public relations firms
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and advertising firms in order to get their job done.
This is a time of great churches and of great and
famous preachers.

What does the Christmas surprise mean with re
spect to this? Well, it means that you shouldn't be
overly impressed by these big religious organiza
tions just because they are big. As you try to
evaluate them you mustask if the glory of Christ
is always uppermostas they conduct their work.

And for those who are religious .leaders and who
find themselves working on the level where it seems
that organizations musbe big in order to get the
job done, there must always be a great deal -of
modesty, and even uneasined®r God delights in
using the small. Hedelights in picking up the un
expected tool and using iin His way and for His
purposes. This doesn't mearthat God cannot and
will not uselarge and impressiveChristian organi
zations to do His work, but just because a Christion
organization is very impressive,it does not mean
that, therefore, it is doing the work of the Lord.
Those who work in these organizations must con
tinuously examine their own lives to make sure they
are humble and modest people. And they must
make sure they do not take to themselves the usual
trappings of power and prestige that accompany
bigness in the world of business and government.

On a more persona.llevel, all this means that
each of us can receive the grace of the saving
Christ only if we humble ourselves before the Lord.
Again and again the Bible declares that God resists
the proud but He gives grace to the humble. Mary
saw this clearly as she herself received the exal
tation of the Lord, though she was lowly.

The blessing of the Lord is available to those who
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stand that in yourself, you are worthy of damna
tion.But in Christ, through His life, death, and resur
rection, you can be saved.

The great surprise of Christmas is that God lifts
up lowly, undeserving sinners and makes them His
blessed people. This is amazing grace. Believe that
Jesusis your Sovior and youl wi. surprised at
what God con do with you.

approachGod with a knowledgeof their own
emptiness. Thispo, was part of Mary's message
when she said, "He has filled the hungry with good
things and the rich he hos sentemptyaway."
Thosewho arefilled olready cannot bkedi. by
the mighthand of God. Those who are rich in
their own resourceand strengthcannotbe em
poweredby the mighty power of the living God.
Thosewho feel that they are heal#hiyl never
benefitfrom thekindly ministrationsf the Great
Physician.

Jesus Himselfemphasizedhe necessityf our
sensing the depths of our own need when He said,
"Blessedare the poor irspirit.. .. Blessed are
those who mourn. ... Blessed are the meek ....
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for right
eousness. ." (Matthew5:3-6). Suchpeople are
candidates for the kingdom of heaven. And thidl is
the reasosod so oftetakespeopledown from
the pinnacle of their independence and pride, so
times using sickness and misfortune. Then, humbled
by the circumstanceasf life, they turnas never
before and receive the wonder of God's salvation.

As we marvel this season of the year at the un
expectedand surprisingay God carries out His
work and accomplisheBlis salvationin the lives
of His people,we must expredhe humility that
Mary expressed.

The Christ child of Christmas can be your Savior,
if you humble yourself before Hi;,,. The only way
this -con happen is that you believe that this Jesus
Christ is indeed the Son of the Living God. You must
believe that when He died, He mode payment for PFSE;ZTS‘;’,'i2?32?8ﬁ?iiﬁlniéf{,"r‘?#e“éedc?rﬁ’r‘i?'
the sins of His people. And you must believe that The Bockto God Hour
when He died, He died for you.You must under- 6555 W. CollegeDr., Polos Heights,IL 60463
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The message printed in this pamphlet was heard over the
Back to God Hour, which is broadcast every Sunday in
co-operatiorwith the ChristianReformed Churches of
America,in QueenslandNew South Wales,Victoria,
Tasmaniaand Western Australia, and by shortwave
throughoutthe world.

P.O. Box 108, P.O. Box 15392
New Lynn
SUTHERLAND, N.S.W.2232. AUCKLAND N.Z.
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