
Merry Christmas!

I am sure we all have our favorite Christmas traditions and even Christmas memories from years past. We say 

“Merry Christmas.”  And by that we mean, “may your steaks be thick and your roasts juicy.  May your glasses 

be filled with good wine.  And may there be many presents under your tree, and a warm fire in your fireplace.  

And may your house be filled with friends and family.”  Well and good. Nothing wrong with being merry.  Just 

don’t confuse it with Christmas joy.  Merry you can have with a good bottle of wine.  Joy comes only with the 

Christ Child.1

You see, if we are honest, Christmas is the best of times and yet it also is the worst of times. Our cultural 

celebration of Christmas tries to mask this. We are told the season is about merriment, family, and warm-

feelings. When we are young, sitting on Santa’s lap, enjoying time with our families on Christmas morning, we 

know nothing of that even remotely difficult or of anything that can bring sadness other than perhaps not having 

a specific present that we wanted come unwrapped.

And while we hide it, there is something missing, something that brings about a bit of sadness this Christmas. 

Increasingly the picturesque scene of children running down the hall with mother and father isn’t possible when 

one of them lives hours away and new one’s brought into relationships do not share the joy and excitement of 

the children being around. We are all to familiar with the heartache and pain that comes as we remember the 

loved ones: husband, wife, mother, father, sibling, grandparent, child, or even best friend who are no longer 

with us. Some are no longer with us for they have left and died, some are no longer with us because of some 

kind of alienation and self-exclusion where we no longer have contact. The pain is real, the absence gone.

There are many other pains and heartaches that come about in our memories this season. We are confronted 

with these demons that plague us, with problems of sickness, mental health, addiction, loneliness, and financial 

struggle. Christmas can bring a reminder of our failures of the past year. Of our lacking in so many areas and we 

look forward to a season that promises a new year.

1 Rev. William Cwirla, Holy Trinity Lutheran Hacienda Heights, CA. Sermon on Feast of St. Stephen 2008.



Perhaps it is because we have forgotten, ignored, and over-romanticized that actual facts and historical account 

of Jesus’ birth. It was truly amongst the worst of times. The Church was full of corruption and there was lack of 

faith within the temple of the promise of the Messiah. The predominant teaching was about the goodness of 

man, how good we can be, how attending a couple of festivals a year in the temple were good enough  to call it 

a life of faith. Quite frankly, there are just some things that never change amongst sinful man. It is in a time of 

spiritual decay and dependance upon one’s efforts that the Lord’s Christ comes.

In the midst of all these things we are tempted to do the same. We talk of goodwill and happiness and with all 

the problems we face, we think that it is up to ourselves to provide the way out, that we must work past all these 

things, that we must make the first step. In fact, there is a popular saying, “God helps those who help 

themselves.” It almost sounds Biblical, and many think that it is Biblical. Yet, nothing could be farther from the 

truth. In fact, what is revealed in Scripture, what we see this Christmas is that God helps those who are helpless 

and cannot help themselves. God comes and saves those who are broken, beat down, and helpless.

Prisoners can do nothing to free themselves, they can break out but then they are refugees and living in secret 

and bondage. The dead cannot raise themselves and give themselves life. In fact, those that are now dead as 

well as those still alive were unable to give themselves life. God must come to us, the Lord must give life, God 

must free us sinners who are dead in our sin and prisoners of our flesh.

The promise of the advent of our king has remained to save us from sin, death, and the devil. Yet, so often we 

fail to truly see what this means. The prophet Isaiah had warned the King Ahaz of the Lord’s will for His 

people. Ahaz was the odd-man-out of an alliance that would prove to be his undoing. Isaiah offered the sign to 

Ahaz to trust the Lord, the sign of Immanuel, the virgin conceiving and bearing a son. The following chapter 

tells of the child and Isaiah writes on large tablets his name as: Maher-shalal-hash-baz, which means “the spoil 

speeds, the prey hastens.” Destruction is coming and near. He is Immanuel, God with us, and is here to save and 

destroy whatever gets in the way of that salvation. It’s what we pray for in the Lord’s Prayer, “Thy will be 

done...” we pray that the Lord would look upon with His grace and favor but also that He would break and 

hinder every evil will that opposes His good and gracious gifts.



Yet, God’s last word is never death but always life. Not Maher-shalal-hash-baz, but Immanuel. “The Lord is 

with,” the angel proclaims to Mary. The Virgin conceived and bore a Son. Jesus. Immanuel. God with us.

This is how the Lord saves. Not by sitting idly by, but by getting dirty, becoming flesh. He steps in and plays the 

game of life. He does not sit enthroned in heaven waiting idly by as we suffer and self-destruct and damage 

ourselves. He man’s up and takes on humanity. 

He is forsaken from His birth. The King of all creation puts Himself in the midst and part of the creation. He 

does so humbly, born of a Virgin. It doesn’t matter how you want to spin it, Mary would criticized and her child 

an outcast for this child conceived outside the God-given gift of marriage. The King of heaven and earth would 

not be born in a clean, warm, and sanitized delivery room but amongst the animals and have as His first nights a 

manger, a feeding trough, for His crib. The birth of the Savior was not the fanfare we so like to picture, but was 

a bloody scene likely as bloody as a crime scene. Think of it, not water, no cloths to clean, and no conveniences 

to make it all go well. It was hardly all well and good for the Lord of all.

As He grew, He would be rejected by His siblings; He is chastised by His parents; He knows the awkwardness 

of adolescence; and He goes through His family and friends rejecting Him; and yet He is accustomed to it. You 

see, from the beginning men have rejected the Lord and His gifts. Adam and Eve did so, King Ahaz did so, and 

so did many along the way, and so still do many. Why would we expect anything different on this night, the 

night the Lord of all is born in human flesh.

This is what gives meaning to Christmas. Not warm-fuzzies, not having a nice dinner with your family, not 

filling stockings, and not opening the presents under the tree. This is Christmas, God in flesh. The Lord of all 

bearing and undergoing every temptation, every struggle, and even death itself. Far from home, separated from 

the Father, out in the cold, born in a dung-filled mess of a stable, the Son of God is born.

Think of it, when a newborn is born, there is a loud cry. The Lord of creation knows the trauma of childbirth. 

He knows what it is to weep, to mourn, to cry, to suffer loneliness, to see the death of loved ones, and undergo 



death Himself. In Jesus, you do not have a Savior who leaves you in weakness, but a Savior who takes it on 

Himself and brings you through and joins you with Him.

Here is Immanuel, God with us. He has come set us captives of our sin, free from death. in the midst of 

loneliness, in the midst of suffering and pain, here is the Lord saying, “I am with you,” here is Immaunuel, 

Jesus. Whatever struggles you may have, whatever sins you want to downplay as not being sin, however you 

want to spin and deny your bondage of sin and death, here is Jesus to save you.

Prisoners don’t free themselves. One must declare them free after they have served the penalty and punishment. 

People do not give birth to themselves, the Lord gives life through His procreative process He gives for His 

people. The dead are dead, they cannot be brought back to life.

And Virgins do not conceive and bear a Son. Yet, Mary’s words of faith are that which we pray and confess all 

the time, “Amen. Let it be to me according to Your Word.” Joseph’s action in loving his wife and caring for the 

Christ-child serve as his “Amen,” this is true, this is Jesus who will save His people from their sins. 

It all is the beating heart of the Christian life. That we are honored as the prize jewel of creation, not because we 

are so great and accomplished so much and deserve it, but that the Lord took on our flesh and became one of us.

If neither peace nor joy follow from this very presence of Christ in flesh within your heart, then it is a sign that 

you do not believe but have only listened to the story out of habit.2 If you seek peace and joy within yourself, if 

you think God helps those who help themselves, then you’ve missed the entire nativity narrative. God comes to 

those who are helpless, lowly, poor, miserable, despised and rejected. He comes and takes on flesh and dwells 

among us. He does so to take on sin and death, and pay the price of your sin that you may be declared free and 

released.

Merry Christmas. Merriment all fine and good. Yet remember, in this life not all is merry. Merry Christmas, for 

here is Immanuel, God with us. He is with you to make you His own. Merry Christmas, for here is the Gospel of 

great joy that is for all people, the Savior is born.

2 Martin Luther, Sermon for Christmas Vesper, December 25, 1544. AE 58.



He laid aside His swaddling clothes as He grew, He threw off His grave clothes as He rose burst through the 

darkness of death on Easter morning! Now, risen from the grave He continues to come to His gathered people to 

deliver the forgiveness of sins in water and word and bread and wine. Joy and peace to you as Christ comes 

with His gifts, delivers you from sin and from the power of the devil, joy in Him who delivers you from the 

anxieties and worries of this life and brings you peace of knowing your sins are forgiven and you are restored in 

right relationship with God the Father.

This child is your joy and peace.

Though you have not been righteous and devout. Though you have not kept the Law.

Though you have not been faithful in praying and singing and confessing His Word.

Though you have not honored your parents or cherished your spouse or cared for your children or loved your 

neighbor.

Though you struggle, are lonely, and depressed. Though you doubt and fear. 

This little One, the Babe, the Son of Mary is your joy and peace.

He has performed everything in fulfillment of the Law. Here is Immanuel, God with us.

Then why should men on earth be so sad,
since our Redeemer made us glad,
when from our sin He set us free,
all for to gain our liberty?

All out of darkness we have light, 
which made the angels sing this night: 
"Glory to God and peace to men
Now and forevermore." Amen.


