12-24-06 Christmas Eve Candlelight Service 
“Stone Bookends”

Luke 2:1-20; 23:26-24:8
Introduction:

-we have a set of bookends on the top of our computer desk at home; they are a couple of little school houses holding up about five fairly heavy books 
-without those bookends, the books would eventually fall over and maybe even come crashing down on the keyboard of our computer

-for a bookend to be effective they must be weighty enough to not slide when the books are sandwiched between them; it can be said that they hold up the words contained in those books

-in a similar way there were two stone bookends that sandwiched the life of Jesus on this earth; He is referred to as the Word of God

-the first bookend was the manger, and the last bookend was the tomb; they were both made of stone

-as we listen to the texts of ch. 2 and ch. 23 of the gospel of Luke, I want you to consider the reality of Jesus’ birth and death; there is something significant in how these events are recorded 
-at the close of our service tonight I want to give you an opportunity to open your heart to the reality of why Jesus came from heaven

-pray

I.
The Bookend of the Stone Manger (Luke 2:1-20)
-read Luke 2:1-20
-you will notice there were three separate times in this text that the manger is mentioned
-the first mention was the record of Mary and Joseph having to take up residence in the animal shelter after they came to Bethlehem; it was believed by the early church fathers that this shelter was a cave located under the inn
-it was in that shelter that Mary’s time of delivery took place; the text tells us that the baby Jesus was wrapped in swaddling cloths and laid in a manger

-what were these swaddling clothes? these were bands or blankets that confined the limbs closely; when the baby was born it was washed in water, rubbed with salt, and then wrapped snuggly

-the manger in which the baby was laid was likely either a section of the limestone cave that was carved out or a large piece of limestone that was crafted to hold feed for the animals

-here is a picture of a stone feeding trough from Megiddo that was used to feed horses; it gives you some idea of what it looked like

-the second mention of the manger was during the announcement of the angels to the shepherds; with all the glory that surrounded the announcement of this Savior of the world, the sign for them to look for was this child wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger

-a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes was nothing unusual; but lying in a stone manger was something so contrary and entirely opposite of what you would expect from an announcement like this

-it was an indication of the humility and servant nature of this Present from heaven

-it was night when the shepherds came to Bethlehem; the only light they had was the stars above them, maybe the moon shining, and the torches they may have had in their hands

-so at this time we will light the candles we received when we came in; 
-I would like my wife, Jeanne, to come up at this time; and also Pastor Lane and his wife Karen, Pastor Jesse, and Mike Means, who is an elder at our church; we are going to go down each main aisle and light the candle of the first person in the aisle
-then the person next to you is to hold his candle to the lit candle of the person next to him, and the next person do the same and so on; this way, candle wax will be less likely to drip on the floor, your clothes or the pews

-sing Amazing Grace a cappella while candles are lit

-the third mention of the manger in Luke ch. 2 was the record of the shepherds coming to Bethlehem and finding the baby just as they had been told

-I believe there is something significant in this baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a stone manger; I believe it is a sign that points to what He will need to do at the end of His life

-thirty-three years later He would be wrapped in linen with spices and laid in another manger: the stone tomb in the garden nearby where He would be crucified

II.
The Bookend of the Stone Tomb (Luke 23:26-24:8)
-read Luke 23: 26-44
-to help us catch some of the feeling of that darkness, please extinguish your candles at this time
-read Luke 23:45-56

-slowly bring up the lights in the sanctuary as I read Luke 24:1-8
-lights should be fully on by now
-the body of Jesus was taken down from the cross, wrapped in linen with certain spices and laid in the stone tomb; interesting that this is just what Mary his mother did when Jesus was first born

-this stone tomb was the second stone bookend that closed off the physical life of Jesus of Nazareth

-show the picture of the stone tomb
-in reality, the stone manger was a sign pointing toward the stone tomb which would signify the work Jesus came to accomplish on the cross: His finished work was to bear the sins of the whole world, and suffer death as the result; and in exchange He would offer His own righteousness to anyone who would believe in Him

-Jesus was not imprisoned in that dead physical body; according to the Epistle of 1 Peter during that time from Friday evening to early Sunday morning, Jesus was heralding the victory to those held in the spiritual jail called hades, the world of the dead

-those who had died in faith of the promise of the coming Messiah heard and saw the end of their faith, the salvation of their souls; those who distained the promise and lived out their own vain life heard and saw the condemnation for their unbelief
-Jesus rose from the dead in a glorified body; this was proof to the world that the Father accepted the sacrifice of His life for the sins of the world

-the stone was rolled away from the tomb early Sunday morning, not to let Jesus out, but to let the disciples in; they entered the empty tomb and saw the empty linen cloths in which the body of Jesus was wrapped

-when Jesus was born in Bethlehem, He was wrapped in swaddling clothes and laid in a stone manger; thirty-three years later He was wrapped in linen with spices and laid in the stone tomb; these are bookends that surround the Word of God, Jesus Christ

-the stone was rolled away at the entry of the tomb to let the disciples in so they could see that the tomb was empty
-but there may need to be a stone rolled away from your heart tonight; that stone blocks the core of your life to Jesus

-you may think you are safe because that stone is there; no one can come in to hurt you or take advantage of you; but in reality you are in your own prison

-God wants to flood your life with His life; but that stone must first to be rolled away

-how do you roll away that stone? you ask Jesus to do it; it is too heavy for you to move it; that stone is the sin that blocks the life of God
-do you dare let the life of God wash you clean and fill you? please open your heart to Him and believe on Him; you will never regret it…forever
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