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

The Text: Luke 2:1-20 (NIV)

LK 2:1In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. 2(This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 3And everyone went to his own town to register. 4So 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. 5He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. 6While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, 7and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped Him in cloths and placed Him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.

8And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. 9An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. 11Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; He is Christ the Lord. 12This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger."

13Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying:

14"Glory to God in the highest,

    and on earth peace to men on whom His favor rests."

15When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, "Let's go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about." 16So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. 17When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, 18and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. 19But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. 20The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told.

Today I’d like to tell you about the magical land of Mas [pronounced ‘muss’ as in the end of Christmas). Mas has glittering tinsel and candles. Mas has carols softly playing in the background. Mas has Christmas lights...lots and lots of Christmas lights. Mas has Christmas trees with all kinds of beautiful and intricate decorations. Mas has bells and candy canes and stockings hanging from the fireplace and plenty of presents in green and red wrap with huge bows on top. Mas has honey-glazed ham and pumpkin with maple syrup, smoked almonds and pistachio nuts and chocolate and dips and pudding with brandy custard, and Christmas cake garnished with a sprig of holly. Mas has happy children playing with toys on the lounge room floor with wrapping paper scattered everywhere. Mas has an air, and ambience about it that makes you feel as if you’re floating on the clouds; an air and ambience that you just want to bottle. And that seems fair enough. After all, you’ve worked so hard to create it.

That, I think, is a fair description of what today means to most people. Most people work so hard to create the magical land of Mas. Mas is a magical land because it’s not reality. In 37 degree heat people wear red felt hats with white furry pom poms, and put fake snow frosting on their windows. I think that encapsulates the empty hope of Mas. Mas is unashamedly unreal, because people don’t want real; they want an escape from the real, the everyday grind with its problems and trials, the poor health, the broken families, the financial problems, the fighting and violence. So leading up to December 25 we very carefully create the magical land of Mas. But Mas barely lasts 24 hours, and the real, less than perfect world keeps revolving and our unmagical lives continue. Somebody has rewritten the famous ‘Twas the day after Christmas’ to skilfully bring out this point:

'Twas the day after Christmas, and all through the house,

Every creature was hurtin', even the mouse.

The toys were all broken, their batteries dead;

Santa passed out, with some ice on his head.

Wrapping and ribbons just covered the floor, while

the gifts to be returned were stacked at the door.

And I in my T-shirt, new sneakers and jeans,

went into the kitchen and started to clean.

When suddenly outside there arose such a clatter,

I sprang from the sink to see what was the matter.

Away to the window I flew like a flash,

parted the curtains, and threw up the sash.

When what to my wondering eyes should be revealed,

But a big red truck atop of the hill.

The driver was smiling, but I went white as a ghost;

for the side of the truck said ‘Australia Post."

With a handful of bills, the driver grinned like a fox

Then quickly he stuffed them into our mailbox.

Bill after bill, after bill, they still came.

Whistling and shouting he called them by name:

"Now Target, now David Jones, now K Mart and Myers

Among a host of other retailers and suppliers.

To the tip of your limit, every store, every mall,

Now charge away--charge away--charge away all!"

Then I heard him exclaim with great holiday cheer,

"Enjoy what you got…you'll be paying all year!"

No matter how dreary or troublesome or painful life is, we can’t escape reality. The human race, having fallen short of God’s ideals, can’t create paradise in a broken world. We can’t create the peace we long for. Mas is an attempt to create utopia, nirvana, paradise, peace and bliss, however fleeting. Mas is Christmas without Christ.

At this time of year we see roving news crews asking shoppers in the malls what Christmas means to them. A time of celebration, a special time with family, or a holiday are common answers. 

When we want to know and see what Christmas really is, we need to peel back the veneer of Mas and get back to what God tells us. And the centre of the Christmas story is the Christ. Quite literally the centre of today’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 Savior 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."
When the church is asked what Christmas is, let our answer be distinct. Let us bring faith in place of doubt, let us bring strength and hope in the face of fear, let us bring love through the message of the One who loves the world so much that He sent His Son, born of Mary, the Christ, to be the Saviour of the world. Let us not skirt around the edges, but let us have confidence in God and His message and proclaim that the centre of Christmas is the birth of Christ; our Saviour. That in Him is righteousness and forgiveness of all our sins, life, peace and true hope. In Him death is overcome. In Him the kingdom of darkness is comprehensively obliterated. Let us not rationalise the sin of the world away but proclaim that Christ saves us sinners from God’s judgement and restores us to life with our Father.

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?’

And that’s the centre, in fact, the whole of the meaning of Christmas. This isn’t just a story. It’s an actual historical event that really happened. Today’s Gospel narrative is far too particular with detail to simply be made up—listen to it again: 
“In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria. And everyone went to his own town to register. 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. 

This actual event happened for you. God’s message to the shepherds is also His message to every single one of you gathered here this morning: "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 Savior has been born to you…”

The shepherds in our text do three things worth our noticing today:

First, they desire to meet with the Christ child. After the angels had appeared to them and announced the Good News to them, and returned into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, "Let's go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.” So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger.” Right now, we are now in the centre of all that Christmas Day means. Here in church we have come to the centre of Christmas, for the Christ child is again in our presence through His Word and His body and blood. He comes to us through these means anew that we might adore Him in the manger of our hearts. Today, as is the case every Sunday, we have come into the presence of Christ, who was born for the world as its Saviour. In the presence of Christ, every Sunday in church is Christmas Sunday. We gather around our Lord, or rather, He gathers us around Himself, that we would be the adoring wise men, the angels, Mary and Joseph, looking on in awe and wonder, so thankful that He was born for us and purchased us with His body and blood. Will you prioritise next Sunday as another opportunity for Christmas day—a day to come into the presence of our Saviour Jesus to be forgiven and blessed by Him?

Second, the shepherds witnessed about the child. “When they had seen him, the shepherds spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them.” God doesn’t need us to do this at all. But the world needs us to do this. The world needs us to shine with the light of Christ. Do you, not matter how many Christmases you have celebrated, still follow the child like-example of the shepherds in our text and tell those with whom you work and live about this child? 

Third, the shepherds glorified and praised God “…for all the things they had heard and seen.” Are you ready for Christmas, not just mas? Ready to get down on your knees before the manger, ready to stoop down to the level of a child so you can have the proper perspective from which alone you can see this miracle of Jesus’ birth? For Jesus came into our troubled and self-destructing world to rescue us and bring us into a living, personal relationship with His Father. He was born to be our Saviour. He was born to be intimately involved in our world and in our lives. May the Christ child bless you with renewed courage, hope, strength and peace, and the assurance that although all is not right in the world on Christmas day, all is right between you and your God, our Saviour who is with us! Amen.
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