Luke 2:12-14

And this will be a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger.” 13 And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, 14 “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!”

How many lonely souls are at the end of their ropes on Christmas Eve? You know, sooner or later, the Christmas as a distraction just doesn’t cut it anymore. It’s getting cold (although not much snow yet this year), so you look in at the warm scene in the stable. And you know it’s supposed to be a happy scene, a joyful scene, a peaceful scene, but is there something there for you and me as well? Is there something more for you than just a nice picture from 2000 years ago? Are you looking for a sign that you really mattered? Just looking for a sign.
The angel told them: “This will be the sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling cloth and lying in a manger” (v12). When you find that sign, then you know you’re in the right place. But the right place for what? Suppose the angel had said, “And lying in an offering plate”? Then we would all be calculating how much we can offer. Or what if the sign had been, “You will find some work clothes and a mop”? Then we’d all know that he wants us to clean up our own mess. But that’s not it.
It’s a manger, basically a feed box for the animals. A feed box is not a thing that demands something from you; it’s a place for getting fed. Christ the Lord in a feed box in the town called Bethlehem, which means “house of bread”. How about that for a sign! We can look straight at that sign and not see it. “The ox knows its owner, and the donkey its master’s crib, but Israel does not know, my people do not understand” (Isa1:3).
People do not understand. They imagine that when God says, “I have come for you,” he actually means, “Shape up! Give me what I’m after!” This is a terrible sin. Probably one of the worst. Just imagine seeing a friend with a broken car in the middle of a highway, so you stop to pick him up, and he says, “Okay, what do you want?” And you say, “I’m here to help.” And he says, “No, I mean it, when you stopped for me, what were you really after?” Does it not sound offensive to you? But people do it to God all the time. Maybe because a lot of us haven’t been what you would call a friend of God for a very long time. And some of us may feel like we are outsiders looking into the stable scene.
So we try to find something to bring along to make us welcome. You search your record for something good for which he might have some use so that he would accept you. But if you are truly honest with yourself, you know you have none, and you quickly give up.  So you try to get warm somewhere else, with comforts you know are lies, and you try to fill the hunger with anything, even sins you know are sins. And then next Christmas, you look at the manger again, still hungry, still lonely, still afraid to come near. But that manger is the sign for you. If you’re hungry, come home.
What’s there for me, you ask? Well, what do you need? Maybe a way to leave the past behind? Maybe somebody to carry some of your past on their conscience? Maybe somebody to take the load off your back, so you could stand straight with a clean slate and not always second-guess yourself? How about somebody else seeing the dark closing in and the cold getting colder? How about they bury somebody else? How about somebody dies for you, so it would be finished, and you could just live and live?
You’re in the right place. “This is the sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling cloth and lying in a manger.” Those strips of cloth would be the swaddling clothes that we’ve heard about since we were kids. As soon as the baby was born, they washed him and rubbed him with oil and wrapped him in cloth strips, not just for warmth, but to keep the limbs straight, until he looked like a little mummy.
That’s what the shepherds found: a small bundle of humanity, wrapped in strips of cloth, stiff, unable to move. “And this will be the sign of great joy for all people,” including you. What’s there for you? How much do you matter? Read the sign: This is God in the manger, this is Christ the Lord, a bundle wrapped in strips of cloth, stiff, unable to move. This is the sign of everything you need, and it’s exactly what you’ve been given.
For Joseph of Arimathea went to Pilate and asked for Jesus’ body. Then he took it down from the cross, and wrapped it in linen cloths and laid him, not in a manger, the manger was just the sign, and laid him in a tomb (Jn19:38). I look in at the stable, I look in from the cold, and I say, “Oh, Jesus, I’m dying out here.” But he says, “My beloved, look at me. I’m the one wearing the grave clothes.”
Jesus wore those grave clothes because you needed some way to leave the past behind. You needed somebody who would take your sin off your back and carry it for you. You needed somebody who would volunteer to take what you had coming and make you friends with God again. Somebody who would go into the cold, somebody who would go into the dark, somebody who would die, somebody to get buried for you, so you could live and live forever. You needed someone, a real person who can accomplish this, not some philosophies, myths, abstract ideas. So he came. It’s a gift for you. It’s even been unwrapped for you because Christmas is only one part of the story of Jesus. The Gospel of John tells us this: “[John] outran Peter and reached the tomb first. And stooping to look in, he saw the linen cloths lying there” (Jn20:4–5). He’s not swaddled anymore! For I bring you good news of great joy for all people! A Savior has been raised for you! He is Christ, the Lord!
[bookmark: _GoBack]“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 those with whom he is pleased!’” (Lk2:13–14). Among men and women and children and every sinner out there in the cold and in the dark! It’s the song about the Savior who was born and dies for people who haven’t been good. It’s the song about the Savior who comes back from the dead for people who are worth the world to him! So you never again have to be on the outside looking in at the baby wrapped in strips of cloth and lying in a manger. Christmas is for you. See the sign: You’re in the right place. If you’re hungry, come home.

