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

The Text: John 1:1-10 (NIV)
Joy to the world, the Lord is come. Let earth receive its King. These words of the famous carol were first written in 1719 by Isaac Watts. ‘Joy to the world’ remains a favourite carol for many even today. It is based on Psalm 98 and these are the first six verses.

Sing to the Lord a new song, for he has done marvelous things; his right hand and his holy arm have worked salvation for him.

The Lord has made his salvation known and revealed his righteousness to the nations. He has remembered his love and his faithfulness to the house of Israel; all the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God. 

Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth, burst into jubilant songs with music; make music to the Lord with the harp, with the harp and the sound of singing, with trumpets and the blast of the ram's horn—shout for joy before the Lord, the King.

You can probably hear the connection between the carol and the psalm.

It is a hymn of praise to the heavenly Father for the birth of Jesus Christ. Praise for his reign as King. Not a reign of terror or oppression or manipulation, but of grace and truth.

And as we sing we invite others to recognise Jesus as King; as their Saviour too. The King has come, let earth receive its King. 

But does it do so? Does the earth receive its King? Do we receive our King?

Our text today speaks of the heart and centre of Christmas celebrations—the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us, full of grace and truth.  

God became a human being, the man Jesus of Nazareth. He lived here on earth. He was full of grace and truth. St. Paul puts it another way in Colossians: “For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form” (Colossians 2:9). 

Jesus is God's ultimate Word to the world. A word of forgiveness of sins, life and salvation. Yes, joy to the world, the promised Saviour has come.

But our text quickly adds a sobering note to our celebrations: “He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognise him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him.”
In the Church year it isn't long on the calendar between Christmas and Easter and that is always a sobering thought for us. It is not long between the birth of Christ and his rejection and death. 

The world—his world—did not receive him. The one who was welcomed by shepherds and wise men was ultimately rejected by his own people and deserted by his friends and followers. They did not receive him. They rejected him and finally killed him.

Often we too want Jesus on our own terms, and that is a way of rejecting him. In his explanation to the third commandment, Luther said, “Remember the Sabbath Day to keep it holy. What does this mean? We are to fear and love God so that we do not neglect His Word and the preaching of it, but regard it as holy and gladly hear and learn it.”
Is that us? Do we long to hear sound and faithful teaching of the word and gladly hear and learn it? Perhaps we do…until we hear something in God's word that we don't like. Then we are tempted to want Jesus only on our terms. Then we are tempted to reject Jesus just like the rest of the world. 

We also often reject the cross of Christ and only want the glory, and that is another way of rejecting him. God works through the cross. What does that mean? It means he can and often chooses to work in ways that are not understood by the world or are hidden to the eyes of the world. He chooses to work through suffering and trials and struggles. He is not just working in your life when all is well and you are healthy, wealthy and wise. No, he walks with you through every day of your life, and especially in the valleys and the times that are not glorious either in God's eyes or the eyes of the world.   

Following the way of the cross? Is that us? Perhaps until it gets in the way of what we really want to do in life and then we are tempted to reject Jesus just like the rest of the world. 

Jesus has come into the world, to his own. Have we received him, or do we, like his own people long ago, in our own ways, reject his type of kingdom, his way of working, his authoritative word, his healthy and upbuilding teaching?

In our text John tells us that the Word became flesh and lived among us. The world did not know him and his own people did not accept him. 
And yet, the world’s rejection of him as king was not the last word. And what marvellous grace that is. The last word belonged to the Father. The Father used the people's rejection to do his work. Jesus was rejected and sentenced to death and yet by that very death he made it possible for the people who put him to death to be saved.  

Rejected by all, Jesus died for all. For all who rejected him, then and now. Because of his death and resurrection there is forgiveness of sins, life and salvation. 

The good news for us is that our rejection is not the last word. The Word became flesh and dwelt among us. Christ the King is full of grace and truth and he still dwells with us that we might receive that grace and truth. 

You see, the King is not sitting on some throne far away from his people. Rather he still dwells with us to rule us with grace and truth even today in this year. He calls us today to receive him and what he has to give. Let earth receive its king. Let this congregation receive its King.

How? 

We received our king when we received his name in baptism. To be baptised in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit is to receive his name. And that name is powerful. 

As we hear in the letter to the Philippians (2:9-11):

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and earth and under the earth, and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

And you have been baptised into that name. You are Christ's. Luther suggested that when you wake up in the morning you make the sign of the cross and say “In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Why? You are Christ's. You have received his name, you have received your King, so receive him again this day and live as his child. We receive our King when we receive his name.

We receive our King when we receive His word. His word cleanses us, renews us and sanctifies us. His Word brings us good news of life and salvation. By his word he calls us again, he teaches us, he encourages us and most importantly, he gives us life.

In Ephesians we read:

And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. When you believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit. (1:13-14)    

We receive our king when we regularly hear his word of truth. His word of grace. His Word of life.

We receive our king when we eat the bread and drink the cup. 

In 1st Corinthians we read: “Is not the cup of thanksgiving, for which we give thanks, a participation in the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ?” (10:16).

When we commune we receive our King. 

Christ the King comes to us full of grace and truth in the holy meal. Christ is present with us as he was then, he dwells among us and gives us his grace with his body and blood.  

In John 1:14 we read:

“And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.”
Jesus has come and still comes full of grace and truth. He comes, and he keeps on coming through the most real and tangible of things—a name linked with water, word, bread, wine. And John says: “Yet to all who did receive him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.” (John 1:12)
This is why there is hope for all who reject their King and that hope is the King himself; the same Christ who comes to us today, and whenever his word and sacraments are available, by which he offers us grace and truth. This is the way in which Christ dwells in us now and is present with us now. So there is forgiveness of sins, life and salvation now. 
Joy to the world. Let earth receive its King as he comes to us again through his word today. Amen.
