
The Lessons Appointed for Use on
the

Christmas Day
December 25

Selection III, RCL
All Years

Hebrews 1:1-4,(5-12)
John 1:1-14
Psalm 98

O God, you make us glad by the yearly festival of 

the birth of your only Son Jesus Christ: Grant that we, 

who joyfully receive him as our Redeemer, may with 

sure confidence behold him when he comes to be our 

Judge; who lives and reigns with you and the Holy 

Spirit, one God, now and for ever.

Amen.
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Psalm 98

Cantate Domino
1 Sing to the LORD a new song, *

for he has done marvelous things.
2 With his right hand and his holy arm *

has he won for himself the victory.
3 The LORD has made known his victory; *

his righteousness has he openly shown in the sight 
of the nations.

4 He remembers his mercy and faithfulness to the house
of Israel, *
and all the ends of the earth have seen the victory of
our God.

5 Shout with joy to the LORD, all you lands; *
lift up your voice, rejoice, and sing.

6 Sing to the LORD with the harp, *
with the harp and the voice of song.

7 With trumpets and the sound of the horn *
shout with joy before the King, the LORD.

8 Let the sea make a noise and all that is in it, *
the lands and those who dwell therein.

9 Let the rivers clap their hands, *
and let the hills ring out with joy before the LORD,
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when he comes to judge the earth.
10 In righteousness shall he judge the world *

and the peoples with equity.
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Hebrews 1:1-4

Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and 

various ways by the prophets, but in these last days he 

has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of 

all things, through whom he also created the worlds. He

is the reflection of God's glory and the exact imprint of 

God's very being, and he sustains all things by his pow-

erful word. When he had made purification for sins, he 

sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, hav-

ing become as much superior to angels as the name he 

has inherited is more excellent than theirs.
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John 1:1-14

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 

with God, and the Word was God. He was in the begin-

ning with God. All things came into being through him, 

and without him not one thing came into being. What 

has come into being in him was life, and the life was the

light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and 

the darkness did not overcome it.
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SERMON

It’s Christmas! The birthday of Jesus! Spread 

around us are all the trappings of Christmas – the tree, 

the table full of good food, the carols, the relatives we 

avoid the rest of the year, all of it. We have hung tinsel 

on everything which will support it, and we are ready 

for the happiest time of the year. I wonder, though. Is it 

the tinsel, the customs, the decorations, the well-loved 

traditions which makes it the happiest time of the year? 

What is the gold beneath the tinsel?

And the Grinch, with his grinch-feet ice cold in
the snow,
Stood puzzling and puzzling. “How  could it  be
so?
“It came without ribbons! It came without tags!
“It came without packages, boxes, or bags!”
And he puzzled for three hours, til  his puzzler
was sore.
Then the Grinch thought of something he hadn’t
before.
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“Maybe Christmas,” he thought, “doesn’t come
from a store.”
“Maybe Christmas...perhaps...means a little bit
more!”1

Truth is, we don’t really know when Jesus was born.

The date on which we celebrate His birth was chosen in

the 4th Century. The closest guess we can make from 

Scripture is from Matthew’s report that shepherds were 

abiding in the fields by night. Shepherds don’t abide in 

the fields by night in December. From Matthew’s ac-

count, a date in March or April would be more likely, 

and, indeed, that was the date celebrated by the early 

church:

The earliest known Christian festivals were 
attempts to celebrate Jewish holidays, espe-
cially Passover, according to the local calen-
dar. In the Greek-speaking areas of the Ro-
man Empire, the Macedonian calendar was 
used. In these areas, the celebration was cele-

1 “How the Grinch Stole Christmas”, Dr. Seuss, Copyright 1956

2



brated on April 6. In Latin-speaking areas, 
on March 25.2 

Why do we choose to celebrate His birth in the 

depths of winter? Let’s think about this a little. I won-

der, can any of you say “Merry Christmas” without at 

least THINKING “Happy New Year”? The two go to-

gether like salt and pepper, or like me and Kathy. 

There’s a clue. The date we celebrate the happiest time 

of the year has something to do with the bleak mid-win-

ter. 

So, why should the celebration of the birth of Jesus 

be so closely connected with a purely calendar event – 

the beginning of the new year? That’s easy. They are 

both tied to the winter solstice, the shortest day and 

longest night of the year. Fourth Century Church father 

Augustine of Hippo noted the significance of the date in

an early sermon:
2 Wikipedia 
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“Hence it is that He was born on the day which is the shortest in our 
earthly reckoning and from which subsequent days begin to increase 
in length. He, therefore, who bent low and lifted us up chose the short-
est day, yet the one whence light begins to increase.”

The date on which we celebrate the birth of Jesus 

was chosen for reasons other than historical accuracy 

because the coming of Jesus is a supra-historical event. 

The birth of Jesus was an event which had never oc-

curred before, and which won’t be repeated. Compared 

to the enormity of what happened in Bethlehem so long 

ago, pinning the date down with precision pales into in-

significance. We must dig deeper than that to find the 

gold beneath the tinsel! Beneath those speculations and 

the customs we so enjoy – the tinsel of the season – is 

the gold we seek. This was God Himself coming into 

His creation as a baby. What in the world does that even

MEAN if not exactly what Augustine said – 

He, therefore, who bent low and lifted us up 
chose the shortest day, yet the one whence 
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light begins to increase?

In the depths of winter, around the winter solstice, 

when the cold and the dark envelop us, we yearn most 

earnestly for relief. In the bleak mid-winter, we need as-

surance that we are sustained. It’s no wonder, then, that 

these two holidays speak, each of the other, of a restora-

tion of warmth and life. Merry Christmas! Happy New 

Year! The present misery isn’t for ever and that’s cer-

tainly one aspect of the season. I’m cold, but with the 

new year, I’ll be warm again. I’m a bit depressed be-

cause the world is so dark, but with the new year, it will

again be bright. Merry Christmas! Happy New Year!

Then, again, who can think of Christmas without 

thinking of grandchildren with their eyes all aglow, and 

Santa, and reindeer, and...and... presents by the tree. 

That's certainly an important aspect of the season – 

spoiling grandchildren. Of course, it hasn't always been 
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this way. In Medieval times, it was a carnival with more

drunkenness than we would be willing to view as ap-

propriate today. It was the 19th Century which gave us 

our more child-centered (and child-appropriate) cele-

bration. Many of those traditions, well-loved though 

they be, are distractions, if we want to be honest about 

it, or can be. To find the gold we must, at least tempo-

rarily, turn our focus away from the tinsel we love for 

many of our best-loved traditions are shockingly con-

temporary or have their roots in pagan festivals having 

nothing to do with the birth of Jesus. Saint Nicholas 

was a Greek, but Santa seems to have absorbed ele-

ments of the traditions of the Germanic god Wodan, 

who was associated with the pagan midwinter event of 

Yule and led the Wild Hunt, a ghostly procession 

through the sky. The tradition of giving gifts at the win-

ter solstice may be derived from the Roman celebration 
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of the Saturnalia. 

The confusion of traditions that makes up our 

Christmas traditions speaks to me of the confusion we 

all experience in reaching for a deeper understanding of

how one lives into a created world. In a world which at-

tempts to understand the Incarnation through the lens of

human understanding the babe, indisputably born into 

reduced circumstances in Bethlehem, brings a simple 

message. That message is that there is gold beneath the 

tinsel. The babe brings a message that you, each of you,

are important to the creator of all that is, and your faith-

ful submission to His message matters. Simply put, our 

well-loved traditions aren’t unimportant, they are just 

less important than the gold which lies beneath them. 

Santa as a spokesman for conspicuous consumption 

may not offer much of a message, but as Jonathan 

Meath wrote:
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Santa is really the only cultural icon we have
who's male, does not carry a gun, and is all 
about peace, joy, giving, and caring for other
people. That's part of the magic for me, espe-
cially in a culture where we've become so 
commercialized and hooked into manufac-
tured icons. Santa is much more organic, in-
tegral, connected to the past, and therefore 
connected to the future.

 If we are truly to enter into the celebration of the 

birth of our Lord, we are going to have to look past a lot

of things we love, giving them their due, for they are 

not bad in themselves, so that we can find the nugget of 

gold beneath the tinsel. There's the challenge!

The gold we seek is too enormous to fit into a hu-

man account, though our Gospel writers tried. Matthew 

gives us the wise men and the flight to Egypt. Luke 

adds the shepherds and the journey to Bethlehem, the 

inn with no room and so many other of our best loved 
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traditions. Mark has no birth narrative. Strangely, 

though, the fourth Gospel, that which we call John, of-

fers something much different:

In the beginning was the Word, and the 
Word was with God, and the Word was 
God. He was in the beginning with God. All 
things came into being through him, and 
without him not one thing came into being. 
What has come into being in him was life, 
and the life was the light of all people. The 
light shines in the darkness, and the dark-
ness did not overcome it.

It’s as if Matthew and Luke exhausted themselves 

with symbolism trying to bring human reason to bear 

upon this singular event, while Mark is rendered 

speechless before the majesty of the event and it is left 

to John to say, “Hush! In the beginning was the Word, 

and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” 

Hush, and be aware:
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For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is 
given: and the government shall be upon his
shoulder: and his name shall be called Won-
derful, Counseller, The mighty God, The ev-
erlasting Father, The Prince of Peace.3

AMEN

3 Isaiah 9:6, KJV
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BENEDICTION

We love our Christmas traditions so well, and well 

we should! They bring assurance of the light! Beneath 

the tinsel, though, is the gold which we seek. See past 

the tinsel, church!

The Lord bless you and keep you; 
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be 
gracious to you; 
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give 
you peace. 
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2016 J. Stewart Schneider
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