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We’ve sung it many times, and heard it many more – “O Little Town Of Bethlehem.”  The words of this familiar Christmas carol were written by Phillip Brooks, who was pastor of the Holy Trinity Episcopal church in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania from 1869 to 1891. Brooks was recognized as one of America’s outstanding preachers, and many volumes of his sermons have been published.  Brooks wrote this hymn in 1868 for the children of the Sunday School at his church, after his visit to the little town of Bethlehem in 1865. The tune was written by Lewis Dedner, the organist at Holy Trinity Episcopal Church, at Brook’s request.  Just to refresh our recollection, here are the words of the first verse:
O little town of Bethlehem,
How still we see thee lie!
Above thy deep and dreamless sleep
The silent stars go by;
Yet in thy dark streets shineth
The everlasting Light;
The hopes and fears of all the years
Are met in thee tonight.
Although most people haven’t had the opportunity to visit Bethlehem, if you were to ask the average person to describe Bethlehem in one word I have to imagine that because of this Christmas carol that word would be “little.”  These days about 30,000 live in Bethlehem; in the first century, of course, the town had far fewer inhabitants.  But when Brooks called Bethlehem “little,” he didn’t have just the small size of the town in mind; he had in mind the town’s relative insignificance.  The phrase “little town of Bethlehem” actually comes from the Old Testament book of Micah in a verse which prophesies where the promised Messiah would be born.  Micah 5:2 says this: “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times.”  Bethlehem was small, small in size and small in significance.  And it was in that town that our very large God, the God who fills the universe with his presence, became small enough to enter our world as a tiny little boy.
But the big question is, “Why?  Why did God become small?”  If you’ve thought about that at all, you could probably offer some pretty reasonable answers.  You might say, “Well, God came to earth in human form so he could tell us how to live better, how to live right.”  And it’s true – Jesus did spend a fair bit of time instructing us on a better way to live.  He taught us to turn the other cheek and to be honest and to cherish purity and to love our enemies.  But if you read the Old Testament, you will see that God had been able to communicate right and wrong to humanity pretty clearly years before Jesus came along.  For example, in Exodus we read that God inscribed the Ten Commandments on stone tablets and gave them to Moses.  In fact we’re told that Moses spent 40 days on a mountain getting a very long lecture from God on how God wanted us to live.  So surely God had to have some bigger reason for becoming small than simply to continue his lecture through a different voice.
“So maybe,” we think, “the reason God became small was to show us how to live.  After all, it’s one thing to tell us how to live; it’s something else to show us how to live.  Pastor, you’ve said yourself that an example is far more powerful than an explanation.  So that’s why God became small, not just to give us an explanation of how to live right but to give us an example.”

OK, that makes sense.  And I will grant you that Jesus was the only perfect person to ever walk on this earth, that Jesus alone never once violated the moral law in any way.  But on the other hand, when I read my Old and New Testament, I find a great number of very good examples of what it means to live with integrity and courage and compassion and faith.  From Abraham to Moses to Samuel to David to Ruth to Daniel to Hosea to Paul to Stephen, the Bible records one example after another of life lived at a higher level.  No doubt Jesus gave us the best example, but given the multitude of other examples we can read about and even those we see around us today, I’m not sure that would be reason enough for our big God to become a small, helpless, vulnerable human child, born in the little town of Bethlehem.
So let me tell you what I think.  I think our big God became small to solve a big problem.  And let me take you to the third verse of “O Little Town Of Bethlehem” to give you a hint at what that big problem is.  Here it is:
How silently, oh how silently,
The wondrous gift is given!
So God imparts to human hearts
The blessings of his heaven.
No ear may hear his coming,
But in this world of sin,
Where meek souls will receive him, still
The dear Christ enters in.
There’s the clue – “in this world of sin.”  The big problem that required our big God to become small is the problem of sin.  Most of us don’t fully appreciate how big a problem sin is.  After all, everybody sins.  We’re all in the same boat.  And as long as we don’t mess up too badly, life seems to go on just fine.  But listen to how the Bible frames the problem in the New Testament book of Ephesians:  “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins …” (Ephesians 2:1)  How many of you would agree with me that death is a big problem?  On a scale of one to ten, death rates up there pretty high.  

And this is where we miss the boat.  Yes, we agree that sin is a problem.  We know that we shouldn’t sin; we know that sin disappoints God.  But we don’t think of sin as causing death; we think sin puts us in the doghouse.  Do you all know what it means to be in the doghouse?  We’ve all been there, right?  In fact, my fear is that some of us, depending on the gifts we got our wives, will be in the doghouse in, oh, about 12 hours.  A few weeks ago Bob sent me this video I’m going to show you in an effort to help me stay out of the doghouse this Christmas.  Take a look at this and see if this helps illustrate what being in the doghouse means.

Video Clip: In The Doghouse

I’ve thought about that video a lot, doing my best to understand what that poor guy did to get him sent to the doghouse.  And here’s what I think – I think his mistake was getting the dual-bag vacuum.  Had he got his wife a bagless vacuum – a Dyson perhaps – I think things might have turned out very differently for the man.  I’ll let you know on Sunday if my theory is right.

Here’s the point – that’s what most people think is the punishment for sin … the doghouse.  But the Bible tells us that the problem is much, much bigger than that.  Romans 6:23 puts it like this: “For the wages of sin is death …”   The doghouse isn’t our problem; death is our problem.  “You were dead in your transgressions and sins.”  It doesn’t say, “You were in the doghouse because of your transgressions and sins.”  It says, “You were dead.”
That’s a big problem, a big problem that required our big God to enter our world in the small town of Bethlehem as a small baby boy.  Now let’s think about this.  How do you save someone who is dead?  Would it help a dead man to explain to him how to live better?  Probably not.  When my Dad died from a heart attack at the age of 54 I was permitted to spend a few minutes alone with his dead body as it was lying on the floor just outside his home office.  Dad had smoked for 40 years.  Although he had once been a Marine, I never saw him exercise.  He ate all sorts of fatty foods.  In many ways he had been for many years a heart attack waiting to happen.  Would it have been of any value to my Dad for me to sit there next to his dead body and to explain to him how to live a healthier life, to explain to him that smoking is bad for him, that he needs to exercise, that he needs to eat healthier?  Of course not, because my Dad wasn’t in the doghouse; my Dad was already dead, and dead men don’t need an explanation.
So how about this – how about if I showed my Dad an example of how to live healthier?  What if I pulled out a carrot and some broccoli and ate it in front of my Dad as an example of a healthy diet?  What if I got down and did pushups and situps?  Would that have been of any help at all?  Of course not, because my Dad wasn’t in the doghouse; my Dad was dead, and dead men don’t need an example.
Because of our sin, the Bible says, we had a very big problem.  Because of our sin, we were dead.  And because we were dead, we didn’t need God to come to earth in the person of Jesus to explain how to live better, nor did we need God to come to earth in the person of Jesus to be an example of how to live better.  We didn’t need someone to save us from the doghouse; we needed someone to save us from death.  And that’s why God became small.  That’s why God became one of us.  God became small to solve a very big problem, a problem we couldn’t solve for ourselves.
“O Little Town Of Bethlehem” is an old hymn, but in your Bibles is a far older hymn, recorded in the New Testament letter of Philippians.  We don’t know the music, but here are the words:

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross!  (Philippians 2:5-8)
Notice the different ways the Bible describes our big God becoming small – he made himself nothing; he took the nature of a servant; he humbled himself; he became obedient to death.  Christmas is all about our big God becoming small so he could solve a very big problem, the problem of our sin.  Christmas is when God entered into our world in a human body so he could die on the cross to pay the penalty for our sin and save us from death.
If you’ve ever watched the TV show “Smallville” you’ve surely heard the theme song called “Save Me.”  Here are some of the words you’ve heard: “Somebody save me.  Let your waters break right through.  Somebody save me.  I don’t care how you do it.  Just save, save, come on, I’ve been waiting for you.”   And that was the prayer of all humanity for thousands of years – somebody save me.  Come on, I’ve been waiting for you.  Just save me.”  And on that first Christmas, God answered those prayers.  He came to the little town of Bethlehem not to give us an explanation of how to live better, and not to give us an example of how to live better.  He came to save us, because we who were dead in our sins needed to be saved.
Here, by the way, is the final verse of “O Little Town Of Bethlehem,” a verse that makes a fitting prayer for each of us to pray on this Christmas Eve of 2008.  If you’ve never asked Jesus to be your savior before, if you’ve never asked Jesus to come into your life and make you clean, if you’ve never asked Jesus to rescue you from your sin, then make these words your prayer tonight:

O holy Child of Bethlehem!
Descend to us, we pray;
Cast out our sin and enter in,
Be born in us today.
We hear the Christmas angels
The great glad tidings tell;
O come to us, abide with us,
Our Lord Emmanuel!
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