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1. How many of you know what flannelgraph is?  Flannelgraph was the key way some 

people, like me, learned the stories of the Bible—where there was a background made of 
flannel—then characters like Moses, Samuel, Noah and Jesus backed with flannel to make 
them stick to the storyboard.  This may surprise you; before going into a meeting with 
Christians, some of Donald Trump’s aides gave him a flannelgraph lesson! 

  
 -When I was growing up, at our summer camp we had a flannelgraph visual arts expert 

named Florence Bromley, who taught us. 
  

Miss Bromley looked a little like Aunt Bea from The Andy Griffith Show—and I’ll never 
forget the smell of Kool-Aid and Vanilla Wafers—mixed with her sing-song voice: “And you 
kno-o-ow, Children…?”    
 

a. There were four words, though, that Miss Bromley never used.  Can anyone guess 
what they were?  Once upon a time…!  To her credit, the lines never got blurred 
between Moses and the 10 Commandments—and Beauty and the Beast.  Or Jesus 
and the 12 Disciples and Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.   

  

 -There was no Land of Oz, no magic beans, and no creepy guy named 
Rumpelstiltskin spinning gold out of hay.  But there is a story about a baby in a 
basket, saved out of the Nile by Pharaoh’s daughter—and a story about wayward 
prophet getting swallowed by a great fish.  

   
b. All over the world in more places than you’d ever believe, these narratives of God’s 

intervention in history are told—and retold.  They form the backbone for Veggie 
Tales and full-length movies—starred in by some of the best actors and actresses in 
the world.  There’s one more critical difference between these accounts and Grimm’s 
fairytales and Walt Disney.  You won’t find the words, And they lived happily ever 
after…  And that’s because, first, that never happens; and second—they were all 
pointing to the coming of Jesus—and that would change everything! 

 
c. The narratives of that event—called Christmas—Jesus’ birth--are no different.  No, 

Once upon a time—and no, And they lived happily ever after.  Luke, the author of 
most of the narrative of Jesus’ birth starts his account like by telling us that he 
checked all the eyewitness accounts and, “…carefully investigated everything 
from the beginning.”  And his account of Jesus’ entry starts solidly rooted in history: 

  
At that time the Roman emperor, Augustus, decreed that a census should be 
taken throughout the Roman Empire. (This was the first census taken when 
Quirinius was governor of Syria.) (Luke 2:1-2 NLT)  
 

 -No once upon a time—just the best-known person in the world of that day, the 
Roman Emperor—and a Governor of Syria, named Quirinius. 
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d. Here’s what’s fascinating; we now know what happened to Caesar Augustus, 
Quirinius, Herod and all the other people in this story.  They’ve all pretty much 
disappeared in the rearview mirror—eclipsed by Jesus.  I want to talk about why            
—and what that means in 2018!  

 
2. Let’s talk for a few minutes about the world into which Jesus was born.  Luke’s account 

makes that quite easy—because he’s scattered facts all through his account that can be 
easily verified.  In fact, when he wrote his biography, these facts were still fresh in people’s 
minds.  He starts with Caesar Augustus—the ruler of the known world of that day.  
Augustus ruled everything from Great Britain to India. 

  
 -How?  Raw power!  Long before the Roman Empire even came into existence, Daniel 

describes it as:   
 …Terrifying, dreadful and very strong.  It devoured and crushed its victims with huge 

iron teeth and trampled their remains beneath its feet.  (Daniel 7:7 NLT)  
  
 -The power of this monstrous empire was a massive army.  It was self-perpetuating—

financed by looting, taxing and enslaving the nations they crushed.  A Roman army would 
come to a town with the banner, Caesar is Lord.  If the leaders and people agreed, then 
they would only be enslaved—and taxed, of course.  The alternative was to be butchered.  

 
 -The Jewish historian, Josephus, describes the Roman solders as sadistic.  They would 

amuse themselves by crucifying prisoners in a variety of positions. They crucified so many 
that at times they ran out of both space and wood to make crosses.  Jesus and his disciples 
had seen this.  In Sepphoris, just an hour’s walk from Nazareth, the Roman’s crucified 2000 
Jews for rebellion.     

   
a. Caesar Augustus name at birth was Gaius Octavius, formally adopted by Julius 

Caesar—who ruled until 44 BC.  After defeating Mark Anthony, the Roman Senate 
proclaimed him the ruler of the empire—and gave him the title, Caesar Augustus 
because he brought the known world under a leader. Because of this, the Roman 
Parliament declared, 9 years before Jesus’ birth, that he was Pontifex Maximus—
the high priest of the Roman Empire.   

   
b The poet Virgil made all sorts of declarations about Caesar.  He said, “The one who 

is to come—i.e. Augustus—will be the divine king of salvation form whom 
mankind has waited.  He will establish a universal empire of peace and lead in the 
golden age for the blessing of a renewed humanity.”  

 
 -In 17 B.C. Augustus saw a strange comet star in the sky which he believed was his 

father, Julius, going to heaven—ascending to the right hand of God the Father—
Zeus.  He said, “If my father is God, then I’m the son of God.  So he decreed a 12 
day celebration called the twelve days of Advent—and created Advent coins.  

  
c. Caesar Augustus was the Saviour. The plan was that his kingdom would never end.  

The main slogan surrounding him was, Caesar is Lord!  His power was spread and 
driven forward by armies—and to send armies into battle it takes money.  And to 
know how much more land you can conquer, you have to know how much money is 
available—you have to take a census—count your people to know what’s out there.   
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3. And that is precisely where Caesar Augustus and Jesus cross paths.   
  

So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem 
the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. He went there 
to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a 
child. While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave 
birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, 
because there was no guest room available for them. (Luke 2:4-7 TNIV) 

 
 -Now, here’s what’s fascinating.  Caesar Augustus was, without a doubt, one of the most 

powerful rulers who ever lived.  I mean, how many people have actually ruled the world?  
  

a. In a book entitled Christ and the Caesars, Ethelbert Stauffer writes, “Augustus was 
reigning in the fullness of his glory.  The entire empire was resounding with the sound 
of the advent proclamation.”   

   
 -In the midst of a Caesar is Lord!  world, Luke tucks Caesar Augustus into his story 

of Jesus as a footnote—not realizing that it was a prophecy of how things would be 
2000 years later.  And in this case—without even knowing it—his census would serve 
God’s purposes by getting Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem to fulfill a prophecy made 
hundreds of years before.   

 

b. Caesar would use the tax money to create a forced peace, pax romana.  Little did 
he know that he would be eclipsed by a baby born in the backwoods of his empire—
in a place he never heard of. Little did he know that—as great as he was—he would 
be largely forgotten in history—and that the Roman Empire he led would go the way 
of the Dodo bird.      

  

 -Little did he know that his name would mainly be remembered as a part of a 
different kind of Advent season--celebrating the birth of a child named Jesus.  That 
his advent with all its pomp and ceremony and freshly minded coins would be totally 
eclipsed by a baby with no army, no throne, no empire—but whose birth would be 
celebrated with joy around the world.  And that’s how Jesus got to Bethlehem—to 
fulfill an 800 year prophecy! 

 
4. Now, if you’re Caesar Augustus—ruler of the known world, how do you keep order in 

places—like Israel that are over 4000 km away?  Well, you get yourself a local king named 
Herod who will swear allegiance to you.  “I keep you under my thumb; you keep them under 
your thumb.”  And because he ruled over these kings, Caesar was called King of Kings.  
Interesting title, isn’t it?  

 
 -When Caesar chose Herod for this position, he was a fierce young warrior--hated and 

feared by the Jewish people.  He was half Jewish and half Edomite.  That is a descendent 
of both Jacob and Esau.  He had gotten his the attention of Rome by murdering Jews and 
by brown-nosing Caesar. 

 
 -Two things about Herod; first, he absolutely dominated Israel—his presence and building 

projects were everywhere.  One of the most magnificent was the temple he built to impress 
the Jews into accepting him as king.  Second, he was obsessed with impressing and 
pleasing Caesar Augustus.   
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 Herod did this because he was addicted to power—and without Caesar he has no power 
and authority!  Statues and tributes to Caesar, built by Herod, have been discovered by 
archaeologists all over the Middle East.  And yet with how he dominated Israel, Luke gives 
him, like Caesar, only a footnote.  

   
 When Herod was king of Judea, there was a Jewish priest named Zechariah. …One 

day Zechariah was serving God in the Temple, for his order was on duty that week.  
(Luke 1:5,8 NLT) 

 
 -Do you see the irony?  Herod—and the temple he built—one of the wonders of the world of 

that day—are simply mentioned—that’s it!   
 

a. To understand Herod, you have to know he was a magnificent builder—way ahead of 
his time.  A few years ago, Lori and I had the privilege of visiting Israel for the first 
time.  The saying is true: I want to Israel to walk where Jesus walked—and spent 
most of my time seeing what Herod built! 

  
 -For example, one of his accomplishments was his fortress at Masada? 
  
   On top of a plateau that is 400 meters high, Herod built a three story palace with hot 

tubs, marble inlaid designs, Italian columns imported from Rome, and gorgeous 
frescoes.   

  
 -And on the roof—in a place where it never rained--he had a giant pool.  To fill it with 

water, he collected rainwater 17 miles away, and channeled it by viaducts into 
cisterns massive enough to create a 10 year water supply for 10,000 people. 

 

b. One of Herod’s greatest achievements was a magnificent port on the Mediterranean.   
 The largest harbor in the world of that day was in Athens—60 acres.                                  

So Herod built one almost 10 times as big--520 acres! 
  
  -So, get this, 2000 years ago he imported concrete from Italy that would harden 

underwater and poured it 80 feet down and 100 feet wide to create a man-made 
harbor.  He named it Caesarea!  Can anyone guess why?   

 
c. I’ve already mentioned the temple. There’s not much of it left, but it took 18,000 

workers and over 70 years to build it.  They still don’t know how he did it.  The stones 
at the base, which go three storeys underground, are massive—10’ X 10’ X 80’. And 
during the whole construction, he had all 2.3 million stones cut off site and then 
moved into place with not chiseling or fitting.   

  
d. Herod built palaces, baths, theaters as far away as modern-day Turkey, and a 

stadium that seated thousands.  How?  Taxes!   Some historians estimate that 
between the temple tax and Caesar paying for his army and Herod paying for his 
building projects, as much as 80% of what regular people earned was taken in taxes. 

    
5. And that brings up the other side of Herod.  He build Masada out of paranoia.  He murdered 

a lot of people—and people both feared and hated him.  See, Herod knew he was not the 
rightful king of the Jews, he was insanely paranoid about holding onto his power.  And he 
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killed off everyone who posed even the tiniest threat to his kingdom, including 1 wife, 3 
sons, the high priest—and a bunch of other leaders.    

 
 And Matthew tells us that this paranoia caused him to go after Jesus and try to kill him.  He 

was a threat!   
 Matthew says that when the Magi—known as kingmakers—showed up in Jerusalem asking 

around about where the new King of the Jews was, Herod was disturbed.   
 
a. Can you understand why?  Herod had spent his whole life protecting his right to be 

king—even to the point of executing members of his own family.  Even Caesar 
Augustus joked about his paranoia.  The Jewish prohibition of pork was well known.  
In a play on words, he “It’s safer to be Herod’s hus or pig than Herod’s huios or son.   

 
 -And when Herod was upset—the people were upset—cause they knew someone 

was going to die!  You didn’t want to be anywhere near Herod when he was in a bad 
mood!  How many of you know someone like that?  How many of you are afraid to 
say—cause they’re sitting right next to you?   

 
b. That was Herod—and his footnote in history.  An amazing builder.  He was loyal to 

people like Caesar Augustus who gave him his power and fed his addiction to power, 
but brutal toward anyone who threatened it!  

 
6. These two men were a big deal in their day—huge players in history.  Augustus was called 

lord, and worshipped as the Son of God.  Herod was the King of the Jews.   
  

But as important as they were, both of these guys are only known 2000 years later because 
of a the true Lord and true Son of God—and true King who came—the one who would 
both split history—and change it forever.   

 
 Isaiah had said 800 years earlier that this new King would be very different than the 

Caesar’s and Herod’s of the world: 
  
 For a child is born to us, a son is given to us. The government will rest on his 

shoulders. And he will be called: Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting 
Father, Prince of Peace. His government and its peace will never end. He will rule                  
with fairness and justice from the throne of his ancestor David for all eternity.                   
The passionate commitment of the Lord of Heaven’s Armies will make this happen.  
(Isaiah 9:6-7 NLT) 
 
a. And that’s what happened that first Christmas night.  See, when God shows up, the 

big deals of the world become footnotes.  There wasn’t a shred of humility in either 
Caesar Augustus or Herod; humility was seen as a defect.  

 
 -But the Son of God humbled Himself to become a tiny baby named Jesus.  He 

would be a different kind of Savior who would crush a different kind of enemy.  Paul 
quotes an early hymn to make it clear who this baby was.   

  
 Christ is the visible image of the invisible God. He existed before anything was 

created and is supreme over all creation, for through him God created 
everything in the heavenly realms and on earth.  
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He made the things we can see and the things we can’t see—such as thrones, 
kingdoms, rulers, and authorities in the unseen world. Everything was created 
through him and for him. He existed before anything else, and he holds all 
creation together. (Colossians 1:15-17 NLT) 

 
b.  Nothing else can explain the impact Jesus had.  The question is—how did he show 

up in that manger in Bethlehem without nuking Herod and Caesar Augustus?   
 -Well, Paul answers that—by quoting another hymn from the early followers of Jesus 

who lived this out: 
  
 Though he was God, he did not think of equality with God as something to 

cling to. Instead, he gave up his divine privileges; he took the humble position 
of a slave and was born as a human being.  (Philippians 2:6-7 NLT) 

 
 -You get it, right?  In a world like ours people like Herod, Caesar, Stalin, Hitler, and 

Napoleon grasp for power, crush and brutalize others to get it—and then hold on to it 
until it’s pried from their cold, rigor mortis hands. Not Jesus--He gave it up.  It’s 
called humbling yourself—serving.  And according to Jesus, this One who 
ultimately holds all power—every person who wants to be great has to do it.  

  
c. I suspect that Luke and Matthew—knew that the world is full of impostor gods and 

kings and bosses.  -In our world, they create headlines; in what God is up to—
they’re footnotes.  In Jesus’ coming, God used the big deals of the world to simply 
get his people where they needed to be.  In this case, Bethlehem.  For God, setting 
up leaders and taking them down is recreational!   

 
 -All God has to do to move an impostor out of the way is throw a germ their way—or 

take the oxygen level about an inch above their head for 5 minutes—or live a few 
more years. That’s the story of history.  Pharaoh?  Nebuchadnezzar? Alexander the 
Great?  All dead.   

 
 Julius Caesar?  Dead—stabbed right on the Senate floor.  Augustus?  Dead.  

Tiberius?  Dead.  Caligula?  Dead.  Nero?  Dead.  Are you seeing a pattern here?  
 
 -But Jesus—and his mission to save the world—and His Church—once so weak and 

puny—all live one.  Ironic, isn’t it—that Rome—once the center for killing Christians—
is now known as being the HQ for the Roman Catholic Church!   The rest—all these 
other notorious leaders are now—well—footnotes!  

 
7. Jesus, this baby who was born that night grew up—pretty much in obscurity—that is until 

around 30 A.D.  He went public at about the age of 30.  He healed, cast out demons, 
performed astounding miracles and raised the dead for about 3 years.   

 
 -But what has impacted the world more than anything else was what He taught—that He, 

the Son, had come to seek and save what was lost.  He taught that what God wants most 
from us is LOVE—love God, love others. His teaching was revolutionary—that love wins, 
not power.  2000 years ago, the power pyramid got flipped!   
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 When those who held power couldn’t stand it any longer, they ganged up on him, hauled 
him in on false charges—and then nailed him to a cross in a shameful, bloody death.  But 
that didn’t stop him—because you can’t stop God.  He walked out of his tomb--alive forever. 

 
a. His followers—led by his disciples--pretty much got the same treatment as He did.  

They were beaten, beheaded, crucified, dipped in wax and lit up as torches in 
Caesar’s gardens—and those who didn’t get killed were chased from city to city.  It’s 
actually quite predictable—that a high speed collision at any intersection is going to 
be messy—like between God and who overestimate their importance.    

  
 -A number of years ago, Lori and I saw a documentary about sky diving.  One film 

featured two military sky-divers—the best of the best—doing a giant X in the air with 
smoke pouring from special shoes they wore.  Everyone gasped when at the point of 
the X they collided—both traveling at about 150 mph.  In a spray of red, one died and 
one lost both legs. 

   
b. That horrible scene, for me, symbolized the crossroads of two powers—Caesar 

Augustus—son of god—and Jesus, Son of God.  Caesar, the ruler of the world; 
Jesus, the creator of the world.   

 
 
 

It appeared the Caesar would win. The persecution was bloody.  Awful.   
Unspeakably so—for the followers of Jesus and their children.     

 -But with all the awful horrible things they did to our spiritual ancestors—they 
couldn’t stop them. Followers of The Way or The Nazarene literally overcame evil 
with good.  They loved a whole empire to Jesus. 

 
c. The quote I read earlier from Daniel was actually the interpretation of a dream that 

God gave to another world ruler; Nebuchadnezzar.  After describing how Babylon, 
Persia, Greece and Rome would all spend time on the world stage, Daniel says:   

  
During the reigns of those kings, the God of heaven will set up a kingdom that 
will never be destroyed or conquered. It will crush all these kingdoms into 
nothingness, and it will stand forever. (Daniel 2:4 NLT)  
 

 -Jesus pretty much repeated that, only in a different way—and applied it to you and 
me.  He described his teaching, his ways as a rock to build your life on.   

 He said, When the storms come—and they will come—being fastened to this 
rock is all that will keep everything you’ve built with your life from getting 
crushed and swept away.  

   
 -Here’s what I’m thinking.  I’m thinking that no one on this planet wants what 

they’ve spent their lives building to be swept away into the ocean of eternity—never 
to be seen again.  See, whether you’re Caesar and ruler of the known world—or King 
of the Jews—or king of nothing—you’ve only got one life!   

 
8. In another life, I wrote a dissertation.  It took five years to research it—and about a year to 

write it.  It was really important to me at the time.  See, I thought it would be published as a 
book—and change the way everyone saw the church.   
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 -That didn’t happen.  Now it sits in a box in my office.  And what are even less important 
are the footnotes!  430 pages of dissertation; over 100 pages of footnotes and appendices.  
Does anyone care?  Absolutely not!   

 
 -Here’s what I know; in our world—being known, being quoted, being photographed, being 

in charge, having power, having people look your way when you walk into a room, having 
the authority to make other people squirm or feel small and insignificant is a big deal.  And 
people will do almost anything to get that kind of power—or even just a portion of it.   

 
 -But there will come a time when everyone who has a measure of power—Donald Trump, 

Justin Trudeau, Doug Ford, Putin, CNN, Fox News, Apple, Google, Bay Street and Wall 
Street—will have to bow their knee to Jesus—this baby, born in that manger.   

 
 -And then they will give an account for how they got it, how they used it, how they misused 

it—and how they abused it.  This will not be a private little meeting—it’ll all be public and it’s 
going down at the Day of Judgment—and Jesus will preside.  And he will say, 

 
 “I told you to serve others with it.  I told you to humble your pride.  I told you that  

the way you treated the “least of these my brothers” was how you were treating me.   
I told you that if you in anyway hurt the little ones who belong to me—you’d be in trouble. 
WHAT DID YOU DO WITH THE POWER I GAVE YOU?   
 

 -Now, I honestly don’t know exactly what Jesus would say—but I can only guess, based on 
what Jesus told us.  I do know this; to grasp for power or fame or greatness for the sake of 
your own ego, for your own little following, for your own prosperity, for your own little fan 
club, or to have more followers than anyone else is dangerous stuff.  Why?  Cause we are 
ALL accountable.  And to misuse anything God gives you is to reduce yourself to a 
footnote. The capacity for greatness—filled up with self equals footnote status; Trivial 
Pursuit!  

 

a. Some people don’t grasp for power or fame or wealth or anything.  They just don’t 
care!  We used to play a game back in the 80’s—a lifetime ago—called Trivial 
Pursuit!  Does anyone here even recognize it?  This is one of the later editions, 
unused—and I bought it at Value Village for $1.99!  If you want one—there are 4 
more still on the shelves!  Village or the Thrift Store!   

 

 -Now, the big deal in this game is to answer trivia questions—and get a piece of 
the pie. 

 

 That’s what keeps you moving forward.  In this edition, Genus 5, there are questions 
like: 

 

 *What original Star Trek star was formerly a singer for Duke Ellington?  
Michelle Nichols 

 

 *What Spanish golfer was dubbed “El Nino?” Sergio Garcia. 
 

 *What misguided craft damaged more wildlife than any other oil spill in 
history?  The Exxon Valdez 

 

b. In its day—it was a pretty fun game!  Opportunities, power, authority to make a 
difference can not just be misused—they can be disused. And we are accountable 
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for that, too.  To disuse—play Trivial Pursuit—with your one and only life?  It’s 
not how you want to use your time or live your life.  

   
 -I mean, what does it matter if you’re the Trivia celebrity of all time—and the all-time 

star of Jeopardy, “I’ll take Texas singers for 25, Jack” So what! Jesus came to give 
life.  Jesus came to not just forgive us from our sins—but save us from them!  Jesus 
came to transform our lives—not make them a little better or a little more 
comfortable!  You don’t need to be a HEADLINE—but you don’t want to be a 
footnote, either!   

 

c. When Jesus came—he could’ve forced everyone to bow to Him and pay him taxes, 
build His stuff and march in His army—much like Caesar and Herod.  He could’ve 
nuked the opposition, won by force.  But He didn’t.  He left our will intact.  See, truth 
is—like Herod and Caesar, we all have kingdoms—little fiefdoms where our will is 
done.  It’s a gift He gives. It’s a taste of power and opportunity.   

 
 -And God gives the gift…and waits to see what we’ll do--how we’ll use what we’ve 

been entrusted with.  The choice I have is, “Will I honor Him?  Or will I honour me.  
The decision we make will determine whether we’ll find true greatness—or become a 
footnote!    


