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Christmas – God’s Perfect Timing
(Galatians 4: 4-5)
Introduction
What is the secret of great comedy? 
The secret is, so they say… TIMING! So much in life is all about timing. In sport, in music, in battle it is all about the timing. And I don’t know about you but when it comes to Christmas I always wonder about the timing. As someone who works for a church I think Christmas comes at the wrong time. The build up to Christmas is often the busiest time of year … for family, school … that kind of stuff … and it is the busiest time of year at church too! Back in the UK, every year I tried to persuade anyone who would listen that we should have all Christmas events in June instead. You know, miss the Christmas rush.  

As a family we have just arrived in Australia, and we are well aware of the huge change that just has happened. After 11 years as Prime Minister John Howard is out, and the Labour party are in. Big change for Australia. Then here at Petersham Baptist Church there has been big change. David Starling left as Pastor a year ago, and Tim Blencowe has been holding the fort for the past 12 months, and now I’ve come as Pastor to work with him. I think Tim has done a wonderful job, ably supported by Richard Earley and others. But it hasn’t been all smiles. The Summer Hill congregation had to close done, the Adeneys had to leave. That stuff hurts. Christmas can be a painful time for some. I love Christmas, but as we have moved to the other side of the world I know that we are going to miss our relatives back in the UK.
PAUSE TO THINK – PERSONAL / NATIONAL / CHURCH


Private life, Politics, Petersham Baptist, what is going on? What is God doing in all this? We read in our Bible reading, in Galatians 4, that Christmas is God’s perfect timing; that Jesus came at just the right time. Please grab a Bible, it would really help you understand if you follow with me in a Bible as we look at this short passage in Paul’s letter to the Galatians together. Focus in on Galatians 4: 1-7, especially verse 4. 


Have you ever wondered why Jesus was born when he was?   Why at that time? If timing is everything, why did Jesus come then? As Paul puts it ‘when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman’, ‘when the time had fully come’, literally, ‘when the fullness of time came’, or as another translation puts it, ‘at just the right time’. Isn’t that wonderful? Jesus came at just the right time! As we celebrate Christmas together, let’s think about that.
1. AT THAT TIME

The sweep of human history is breath-taking. We have no idea how far it will stretch into the future and barely see how far it has come. And yet across thousands and thousands of years God chose one particular time in history to send his Son into this world. “… when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman…” Why at that time in particular?
· An unlikely setting?
From the perspective of a secular historian 1st century Israel seems a very unlikely setting. To us their forms of communication seem pretty primitive – there is no printing press, let alone the Internet to spread the good news of the virgin birth. 


And why Bethlehem? Rome is the capital of the civilised world. God’s son should be born a Caesar or at least the offspring of the Senate. And what about the other great civilisations across the globe? The Mayans in Central America or China in the Far East?


Instead our attention is drawn to a remote outpost in the Roman Empire. The backwater of Judah. The Jews were an occupied people. A small race in a little bit of land, how could this possibly be the time or the place. If you are a fan of the Star Wars films then you will know that George Lucas has drawn heavily on biblical themes for inspiration to the story. Luke Skywalker, for example, is born on a tiny insignificant planet. A wilderness of desert far away from the watchful eye of the Emperor.    
· The scene was set

And yet God knows far better than we do. With hindsight we can see that ‘at that time’ various factors were coming together which made it the ideal time for God to reveal himself in the person of his Son.

· Greek language

There is a certain degree of irony in the expression ‘lingua franca’. The irony being that although the phrase means the commonly used language of today, that language is certainly not the language of the Franks! Today the lingua franca is English. 


Well very similarly Greek had become accepted as the lingua franca in Jesus’ day. Just as the days of the British Empire have come and gone so too Greece had had its day back then. So it wasn’t that Greece was ruling the roost, but just that the language of Greek was a common language of communication.


I know that we in the west tend to view all history through the perspective of Western history. It is true that we have often ignored what was going on at the time in the Far East, in Africa and the Americas. But even accepting that, when we look back over the past 200 years it is hardly possible to exaggerate the impact the European languages of Greek, Latin and then English have had upon the world. If you wanted to get a global message across no one would doubt this would have to be the route you chose.   

· Jewish synagogues

Another factor was the Jewish Diaspora that had already occurred. That is to say, due to the Exile and continuing oppression Jews had spread out across the world. These Jewish communities had established synagogues wherever they went and so there was already an existing network of religious communities. Many of them already had a fringe of Gentiles interested in the Jewish religion.

· Pax Romana

Finally the 1st century enjoyed the benefits of Pax Romana, the enforcement of Roman peace. What did the Romans ever do us? is not just a Monty Python sketch! They may have been brutal in the way they exercise control but they produced an Empire with an infrastructure second to none enabling people and ideas to spread quickly and easily. 

· At the prepared time




Here we have a period in history that is ripe for God to act. Everything is set for God to reveal in himself in the person of his Son, and then for that good news to spread across the globe. 


So can you see the backdrop that I’m setting? “Can you tell what it is yet?” We look back over 2000 years and see primitive societies and irrelevant ideas but God knew exactly what he was doing. He was preparing the way for the most momentous events in human history. Jesus, God’s own son was going to come to earth, at just the right time. 

Do you catch something of the excitement here? There’s something a lot more important than tinsel, tradition and tia maria. December 25th may well be a fairly randomly chosen date in the our diaries but what we celebrate is God’s perfect timing; that he is the creator of the whole universe and he knows what he’s doing.

2. AT THE FATHER’S TIME
Turning more closely now to the context of Galatians 4 we see that it was according to the Father’s timing that Jesus was born. Up until now we’ve been thinking in terms of world history. Paul, however, writes Galatians from the perspective of Israelite history. When Paul speaks of Jesus coming at just the right time, he means the right time in God’s dealings with his people. Listen carefully as read part of that short passage again. Try to put what Paul is saying into a sequence of time.

READ: Galatians 3: 29  - 4: 5

The connecting thread is the concept of God as Father. The Lord is the Father of the people of Israel. I’m sure many of you will remember the story of Moses in the OT. Well listen to the message that God gave Moses in Exodus 4. “Then say to Pharaoh, ‘this is what the Lord says: Israel is my firstborn son … Let my son go, so that he may worship me.’”


 And using the picture of the relationship of the Father with his children, Paul explains history from God’s perspective.

· Child slaves



(v 3)
Even as the people of Israel they were still only children. The Jews may have been special because of God’s plan but they were still essentially slaves. “What I am saying is that as long as the heir is a child, he is no different from a slave, although he owns the whole estate.”


In other words, in OT times, the Israelites may have thought that they were specially favoured because of being descendants of Abraham (and in some sense they were) but they were still slaves like everyone else. For even the son who stands to inherit the entire estate has nothing in reality until he comes of age, until he reaches the legal age of inheritance. Strictly speaking, that only happens when the Father dies, but that is stretching Paul’s analogy too far. The point is simply that, until the time set by the Father, the child is a slave to the rules of the estate. 


According to Paul that is a picture of living under the OT law. A picture developed more fully in his letter to the Romans. Everyone, whether Jew or Gentile is naturally a slave – in slavery to the basic principles of the world. God sent his Law through Moses to teach his people conscious of their sin. In other words centuries of trying to obey the Ten Commandments was supposed to teach us something. It supposed to teach us both the perfection of God’s ways and the utter impossibility of us living up to those standards. 


The Israelites had lived for generations failing to obey God. First the Northern kingdom and then the Southern Kingdom was led off into exile. After exile various reformations were tried to bring the people back to God. It all failed. By the 1st century the Jews were far better educated as to what the Law said, but no better at all at putting it into practice. They may have been children of Abraham, children of God, but they were still slaves. Hopeless and helpless, unable to live in a way pleasing to God. 


That is the wonder of Paul’s writing in another letter, Romans 5 verse 8 – “You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.” At just the right time.

Now it is beginning to get personal isn’t it? This is not timing in the sense of at 10.10 am, this is God acting when we need it. I have learnt this lesson again and again over the past few weeks. Timing is everything when it comes to setting up bank accounts and moving into a new house. Last week I went into a bank to arrange a bank cheque to buy a car, and when I got home I went on line to transfer some money across only to find that I couldn’t do it. No, you need to fill in a form, and where are the forms found? At the bank! You see, earlier in the day I didn’t know that I needed a form. 


How much more serious with God. We are powerless – we can’t save ourselves; we are ungodly – we all live lives that deserve God’s judgment not his blessing. But while we were living in ignorance of our rebellion against him, God sent Jesus. He took the initiative. It applies to all of us. Unless you are over 2000 years old, Jesus was born at Christmas and died at Easter before you were even a twinkle in your mother’s eye.  
· Adopted heirs



(v 4-5; Exodus 4: 22)
And at just the right time God acted in such a way that we might become more than child slaves, that we might have the full rights of heirs. “But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those under the law, that we might receive the full rights of sons.”


As always, Father knows best. He knows when the time is right for his children to have the full rights of sons. And he knew the only way to do it too. He sent his own son, born as one having to live under the Law of God’s standards, in order to save unable to keep that same Law. The human race needed to be in the school of the Law long enough to learn the main lesson: that we need saving from ourselves and that only God can do it.


Therefore, in Paul’s scheme of things. To start with the entire human race is divided in two – we have slaves and we have children. The Gentiles, that is the non-Jews, are slaves, the Jews are children. Although, any real difference between children and slaves is negligible since children are subject to guardians and trustees until the time set by the Father.


But the wonderful thing about the coming of Jesus is that by believing in Jesus anyone can become God’s Son, Jew or Gentile; more than that we can become not just sons like the Jews, we can become heirs, like Jesus himself!


Isn’t that incredible? “Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, ‘Abba, Father.’ So you are no longer a slave, but a son; and since you are a son, God has made you also an heir.”


It’s not that Paul is being sexist here; it’s not a case of ‘Men Only!’ Rather, in his culture only the first-born male received the full inheritance. So his point, underlined at the end of chapter 3, is that male or female we are all one in Christ Jesus. Anyone who believes in Jesus is a co-heir with Jesus; anyone who trusts in him can call God ‘Daddy!’ 

· Quality time

So from the perspective of Israel’s history as well, Jesus came at just the right time. 


Some of us have, and continue to have excellent relationships with our Fathers. Others do not have happy memories associated with our Dads. As I said earlier, for some Christmas is a happy time, for others it is lonely and sad. Either way, whoever you are, your heavenly Father longs to spend quality time with you. In the UK there is an organisation called Fathers 4 Justice set up to make sure father’s have equal access to their children. They are famous for doing publicity stunts to get media attention. Well God is not going to tie himself to the Houses of Parliament nor will he threaten to throw himself off the harbour bridge. But he has done something very dramatic to get our attention. He sent Jesus into the world. God coming to earth, in person. And rather like Fathers 4 Justice he felt frustrated because of the Laws preventing him from spending time with his children. So he did something about it. He came to us. He came down to our level. He came to meet his own children. And in the death and resurrection of Jesus God broke all the court orders and legal injunctions. He made it possible for us to know him as our Daddy.

That is what Christmas is all about.  All that we have done to break down that relationship can be removed, free access to our Father. No need to be lonely – join his family, with lots of brothers and sisters. There is nothing, apart from our own stubbornness, that is preventing you from spending quality time with your divine Daddy! 

3. AT THE RIGHT TIME

So the incarnation was at that particular time, it was ultimately at the Father’s time, but most of it was at the right time.
· God’s perfect timing


(v 4)
After all God’s timing is always perfect. At the time Bethlehem was the last place on earth you would expect to find the Son of God. But with hindsight we know better. Looking back over history we can see God’s wisdom. Everything falling into place for the gospel to go out to the four corners of the world. And as we gaze out on the vast expanse of history it should cause us to reflect on God’s sovereignty. He is in control; he does know what he’s doing. His ways are perfect and his plans are wonderful. This Christmas we are reassured again of God’s plans. We see him taking the initiative, taking action exactly when it was needed. 


Do you see how Christmas transforms how we view life? God is in control and he knows what he is doing. Right, I want you to bring to mind whatever it was you thought about at the beginning of my talk? Whatever issue or change you are facing? Hold it up to the truth of Christmas. Let what the Bible teaches us about Christmas impact your life. 

God knows what he is doing, he is in control. So stop fighting him, stop resisting him. It is pointless anyway. Give into him, and respond in faith to Jesus. His timing is perfect. This isn’t some kind of fatalism. We do not accept everything that happens as if God wanted it to happen. We make mistakes, other people mess up. But Christmas shows us that God is way ahead of us. If we let him he will bring good out of our misery, hope out of our hopelessness. Trust him, trust him, as others have done so for thousands of years.
· A woman’s wonder


(Luke 1: 32; 2 Samuel 7: 14)

For we are not the first to marvel at God’s timing. ‘God sent his Son, born of a woman.’ At Christmas time we also think of Mary’s reaction to God’s perfect timing. 

No wonder Mary’s amazement when the angel Gabriel gave her this message, “You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. He will be great and be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David…” His father David. I appreciate that it is merely an expression of ancestry and yet it is a significant one. Not his great-grandfather, nor his grandfather, his father David. 


Mary must have found it hard to digest this amazing news. The Son, with a capital ‘S’ was about to be born. The one God’s people had waited hundreds of years for. And she was going to be part of this. Simply through a miracle of timing and God’s providence she was going to be involved in the birth of God’s Son! Let’s recapture something of that wonder this Christmas! 

Fulfilling the Prophecy of Isaiah, “This is what the Lord says, ‘In the time of my favour I will answer you, and in the day of salvation I will help you.” (Isaiah 49: 8) After all it is his timing, and not yours, that really matters! 

PRAYER

What should we do in response to this? Well firstly believe in Jesus. Notice at the end of Galatians 3 that all this applies to those who are in Christ Jesus, those who belong to Christ. It is not automatic, this wonderful relationship with God is only possible by faith in Jesus. So if you haven’t done that yet I urge you to do it now. If you don’t know how then please talk to myself or Tim Blencowe after the service. 
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