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Christmas Eve, December 24, 2009

SERMON BY
Pastor Jim Dunn

TEXT
Luke 2:1-20

1In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should 
be registered. 2This was the first registration when Quirinius was governor of 
Syria. 3And all went to be registered, each to his own town. 4And Joseph also went 
up(F) from Galilee, from the town of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David, 
which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and lineage of David, 5to 
be registered with Mary, his betrothed, who was with child. 6And while they were 
there, the time came for her to give birth. 7And she gave birth to her firstborn son 
and wrapped him in swaddling cloths and laid him in a manger, because there was 
no place for them in the inn.

8And in the same region there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over 
their flock by night. 9And an angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of 
the Lord shone around them, and they were filled with fear. 10And the angel said to 
them, "Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all 
the people. 11For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is 
Christ the Lord. 12And this will be a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in 
swaddling cloths and lying in a manger." 13And suddenly there was with the angel a 
multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying,
14"Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom he is 
pleased!"
15When the angels went away from them into heaven, the shepherds said to one 
another, "Let us go over to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which 
the Lord has made known to us." 16And they went with haste and found Mary and 
Joseph, and the baby lying in a manger. 17And when they saw it, they made known 
the saying that had been told them concerning this child. 18And all who heard it 
wondered at what the shepherds told them. 19But Mary treasured up all these 
things, pondering them in her heart. 20And the shepherds returned, glorifying and 
praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them.

Christmas Eve! It’s finally here! 

After all the preparation, the shopping, the hanging of the Christmas stockings, the travel, 
Christmas is here.  It’s time for presents.  But gift giving is tricky.  Not only is there the matter of 
trying to get the right gift for a person.  There is also the issue of not getting the gifts mixed up.  

Like one woman did.  Who in her last minute shopping decided to give everyone a gift card.  She 
stuck the gifts cards inside Christmas cards, and, quickly, perhaps a little too quickly, she mailed 
them off.  
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She was very pleased with herself until the customary ‘thank you” notes began to arrive.  

• From her grandmother in the nursing home she received a thank you for the 
Sports Authority gift card. 

• From her ten-year-old nephew she received a polite thank you for the Bed, Bath, 
and Beyond gift card. 

• From her sister she received a snotty note about what’s up with the gift card from 
the Men’s Wearhouse. 

• And from her Aunt Alice she received a rather interesting note.  It said, “Dear, you 
made our family gathering one to remember when your Uncle Charles held up his 
gift card from you for Victoria’s Secret.”

It is not good to get the gifts mixed up.  The greatest gift is announced again this night, “Today, in 
the town of David, a Savior has been born to you…”  Now, is that gift intended for you or for 
someone else?

That first Christmas the shepherds probably thought there was a gift mix-up.  The greatest gift, 
God’s gift of the Messiah was for them?  Shepherds in first century Palestine were poor, and 
rabbinic tradition labeled them as unclean, unholy, impure, defiled.  This may seem peculiar to us, 
because Psalm 23 opens with the words, “The Lord is my shepherd.”  It is not known how the 
vocation of shepherd fell from its once lofty position.  But some people think it’s because 
shepherds were looked upon as little better than thieves.  They allowed the flock to eat up 
privately owned pastures.  Not long after Jesus’ time, shepherding was a forbidden profession for 
Jews.  The first to hear the message of Messiah’s birth were close to the bottom of the social scale.  
They were lowly and uneducated and outcast.

They were also terrified when the angel appeared to them and the glory of the Lord shone round 
about them.  But when it was implied that they should go and visit the newborn Messiah because 
He had been born for them, that would have only caused more anxiety.  If this child really was the 
Messiah, the parents would reject the shepherds if they tried to visit Him.  From the shepherds’ 
point of view this was obviously a gift mix-up.

Is the gift of the Savior a gift mix-up for you and me also?  

Now, we would not say aloud that God’s gift of a Savior is obviously for somebody else, not for 
me.  But we might be saying that very thing silently by living fearfully, anxiously.  Fear comes easily 
not just when an angel appears to you but also when you’re trying to sell your house in this down 
economy.  When you’re putting numerous children through college.  When a loved one is deployed 
to a combat zone.  When the possibility of losing your mental capacity or your mobility becomes a 
reality.  Then fear comes easily.  When getting good grades is hard and disappointing your parents is 
not so hard then fear and anxiety come easily.  

And if fear blossoms into irritability or a sense of being overwhelmed, if fear paralyzes us, keeps us 
from moving forward in faith and trust in God, if it renders us defeated so that we want to give 
up, then we are saying silently what the shepherds said silently: the gift of the Savior is for 
somebody else, not me.  There has been some sort of gift mix-up.

The Lord anticipated this very thing, this fear this anxiety that overwhelms us.  He speaks to our 
fears.  That’s what He did for the shepherds’ fears that they would be rejected.  The message the 
Lord gave the angels to say, was that the shepherds would “find the baby wrapped…in cloths,” 
which is what peasants like the shepherds did with their newly born children.  “And lying in a 
manger.” 
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In the lower level of a peasant home such as their own.  He was not in a governor’s mansion or in 
a wealthy merchant’s guest room but in a simple two-room home like theirs.  This was good news!  
Perhaps they would not be told, “You unclean shepherds, go away!”  This was the good news that 
enabled the shepherds to move forward, to go forth in faith.  And when they arrived at the manger 
it was revealed to them just how good the news was:  

The outcasts were honored guests.  The unclean were judged to be clean.  The gift was for them.

The manger and the swaddling cloths still address human fears.  Christ came into the world in the 
most vulnerable way possible.  He became human.  Mortal.  On top of that He became a baby.  On 
top of that He gave Himself none of the physical advantages of being born into power or wealth.  
Lying in that manger in a peasant home, God made Himself as vulnerable as possible.  

God was lying in that manger in an impudent, defiant position as if to say to all that is evil, to all 
that conspires against us to overwhelm us and to paralyze and defeat us, “Now, do your worst to 
Me. 

Bring it on. 

I will not be the victim of fear.  You may have the upper hand today, but you will not always have it.” 

And the devil did bring it on.  And the swaddling cloths became grave cloths on Good Friday. 

Then, Easter came, and Jesus wasn’t lying down anymore.  That’s good news. 

In a world where evil is strong and so many things make us afraid, we don’t have to search around 
for silver linings or reasons not to take things so hard.  We don’t give explanations.  We proclaim 
promises.  Even when the worst things come upon us, they cannot prevent Christ’s coming to 
redeem us, and, on the Last Day, to reclaim all of His creation.  

Joy to the world.   The Lord has come.   

This day in the city of David a Savior has been born to you. 

That gift is yours.   That’s a promise. 

Amen
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