The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Christmas Eve 


The Text: Luke 2:1-20

Christmas is such a magical time, isn’t it? It’s good for the magic of the season to be a part of our celebrations, especially if we are a child. A pastor told the story of a Christmas he remembered: 

“I remember Christmas when I was young, going to town on the bus with Mum and enjoying all the sparkles of the lights and tinsel in the department stores with the Christmas songs playing in the background, then visiting Santa’s workshop displays in the department stores—elves were building and painting and wrapping toys and loading up the sleigh while down in the corner mice nibbled away at wedges of cheese with holes in it. I remember watching Mum decorating the tree and on the weekend. Dad and I would climb the ladder to string foil decorations and pop-out paper lanterns and tinsel across the dining room in diagonal lines that would later be the scaffolding for party popper streamers. Afterwards, I would sit by the Christmas tree all afternoon and gaze at all the wrapped parcels. . Mum would always fill a vase with pieces of fresh holly and then, on this very night, Dad would pick up my Gran from her house and do the 90 minute round trip from work to bring her to our place, and I’d be waiting on the front porch, waiting, waiting, waiting for hours. I remember being so excited when they finally arrived. Dad would carve up some ham and open up the gift basket he got from work and we’d eat the gourmet mini toasts and baby red cheeses and olives with the red stuffing in the middle, before going to church. On the way back home we’d look at all the Christmas lights in people’s lounge room windows.” 

It’s a big task, isn’t it, creating a magical Christmas celebration. We go to great lengths to wear things like red hats with white fluffy trim and dress up in red suits and place snow-covered decorations around our houses, even if it’s 37 degrees. A magical Christmas world is what many people are look for at Christmas—a day where people can escape from reality: the everyday grind with its problems and trials, the poor health, the broken families, our own failings and errors, the financial problems, the fighting and violence and the pain of a world tearing itself apart. 

Tonight, and tomorrow, is the Christmas celebration we’ve created going to be the perfect one? Maybe. But, in around 24 hours when December the 26th arrives, our yearning for true peace and our efforts at trying to find that will continue as the real world, God-willing, keeps revolving. 

Tonight we hear the Bible’s version of Christmas, in many ways very similar to the Christmas celebrations of today. There were ordinary, everyday people, coming together—shepherds, wise men, Mary and Joseph. There were lights—the starry host twinkling in the sky, among which was the bright, guiding star over the manger. There were Christmas carols, as the angelic host sang: "Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom His favour rests." There were gifts: gold, frankincense and myrrh. There was wrapping: not bows and shiny paper, but swaddling cloths.

Those cloths wrapped the real reason for Christmas—that which was at the centre of the very first Christmas—the Christ. Even if He is not the centre of the magic Christmas we create, Christ is the centre of Christmas. Quite literally the centre of tonight’s Gospel reading from Luke is verses 10-12: “But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born to you; He is Christ the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger."
God did not want to create a magic Christmas. He didn’t want to give us an experience to escape to. In Christ, God did not avoid reality but embraced it, being born in human flesh to live in a self-destructing, lost and hurting world, which had exiled itself from God, and to bring salvation from that. 

In one of his sermons for Christmas Day, Martin Luther wrote: ‘Whoever preaches [Christ] rightly, preaches the Gospel of pure joy. How is it possible for man to hear of greater joy than that Christ is given to him as his own? He does not only say 'Christ is born', but he makes His birth our own by saying, 'to you a Saviour'. Therefore the Gospel does not only teach the history concerning Christ; but it enables all who believe it to receive it as their own...of what benefit would it be to me if Christ had been born a thousand times, and it would daily be sung into my ears in a most lovely manner, if I were never to hear that He was born for me and was to be my very own?”
That is the whole point isn’t it? “Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born to you…”Jesus was born for us. He is our Saviour.

On February 17, 2009, Mohammed Huessin Khwakarm, an Iraqi translator working for the American military, was trapped inside a burning vehicle after it had driven over two anti-tank mines buried in the road. The soldiers around him could hear his desperate screams. He was gasping for air. It hurt to breathe and the smoke had grown so thick he couldn’t see. He collapsed on the hot floor of the vehicle, fading in and out of consciousness. Khwakarm was trapped for five minutes and consequently suffered severe smoke inhalation and numerous burns, with ammunition exploding all around him. “I was terrified,” Khwakarm said. “I thought, ‘This is the end of my life.’” 

Khwakarm then heard a soldier at his side, who had left his own vehicle and entered the burning one. He encouraged Khwakarm to get up and pulled him forward. They went through smoke and fire and out the front passenger door. Later at Jordan hospital, medical staff said that there was no way Khwakarm would survive. Living to tell the story, Khwakarm says of his rescuer: “I owe him a lot. I owe him my life. I like him more than a brother. He’s like an angel to me.”

We too owe our Saviour Jesus a lot. We owe Him more than tonight. We owe Him our life. For through faith He is our brother and God is our Father. Jesus is much more than an angel; He is the one of whom the angel spoke. He is our Saviour. Jesus has rescued us. Helpless to help ourselves, Jesus came into our troubled and self-destructing world and alongside of us to pull us out of the burning wreck. He rescued us from the Kingdom of Darkness, from our sin and death (the consequence and wages of sin), to bring us into a living, personal relationship with His Father. 

At this very moment we have come to the centre of Christmas, for the Christ Child is again present through His word to bless us. As He does, may He prepare our hearts as His manger, for it is time. It is time to be like the angels, glorifying God. Not just tonight, but regularly, as we are called to fear, love and trust God above everything else. It is time to be like Mary; time to treasure God’s Words and ponder them in our hearts. It is time to be like the shepherds who returned to find everything as promised. It is time to return, time to glorify and praise God, for this Christ Child is God’s saving gift to the world. 

Amen. 

