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Christmas Day: What Is Christmas About… Really? 
Matthew 2:11 
December 25, 2016 
Pastor Steve Richards 
 
All of us looked forward to it. It was one of our most cherished moments before Christmas. It 
always happened on the Monday after Thanksgiving when everyone would write his or her 
name on a small piece of paper, fold it carefully and pass it to the front of the room to be 
collected and put in someone’s stocking cap. On that day, there was plenty of excitement in 
Mrs. Nelson’s second grade classroom. The air was electric with excitement. Mrs. Nelson’s 
attempts to keep us quite were hopeless. 
 
Finally, it was the end of the day. Nervously, we pulled on our coats and boots and line up. 
Everyone had the same thing in mind: “Will I get HER name? Will SHE get mine? Wouldn’t it be 
wonderful if the teach got my name? Teachers always gave the best gifts.” Then we filed out 
one by one, reaching into the hat, grabbing a slip of paper and racing to the playground to share 
our secret with our best friends. You told everyone – except, of course, the one whose name 
you had drawn. Then we began planning and looking. There were a lot of thing you could 
consider when there was a limit of 75 cents. 
 
I don’t recall whose name I had that year. That didn’t matter. What mattered was WHO had my 
name! I don’t recall whose name I had or what I bought for that person. What mattered – in fact, 
all that mattered was what I was going to get. 
 
Finally, the week before Christmas vacation, the tree went up in our room and the excitement 
mounted. Like all school children at that time, we cut and pasted paper chains and made 
crayon-colored ornaments and imagined our true was the best-looking Christmas tree in the 
world. Then the presents began to show up under the tree. Every day more were put there by 
those who got the job done. There was one name on the outside. The giver’s name was 
wrapped inside. Tension mounted. Everybody managed to go past the tree for a look no matter 
where else we were going – to the blackboard, the pencil sharpener, recess, or the lavatory – 
you went by the tree. Would we be able to wait? 
 
The day finally arrived. It was the last day before Christmas vacation would begin. Little got 
done that day. The hours dragged by slowly, the clock seemed against us – as thought the 
hands were moving backwards. But finally it was 2:00 and the festivities began – games, like pin 
the nose on the reindeer, concentration and others. We sang Christmas carols, and we ate the 
treats that some of our mothers made and brought to school that afternoon. At long last there 
was the ceremony – passing out the presents – by the teacher since she was the only one who 
could read all the handwriting. It was all she could do to keep us from attacking the tree. One by 
one the names were called. Gradually the pile diminished. I was sitting where I could watch it 
all. I had my eye on it all week. Mine was one of the largest packages under the tree. I had been 
hoping for one of those lifesaver books that contained ten rolls of different flavored lifesavers. 
Several of my friends had already opened their packages to find lifesaver books. I wonder who 
had my name… 
 
My heart began to sink as others got their gifts. Up and down I went, alternating between hope 
and despair until suddenly: “Stephen Richards”. It was Mrs. Nelson calling my name! I stumbled 
over to the tree, my fingers trembling. I had been waiting weeks for this moment. I reached for 
the package, tore it open and beheld the long awaited contents. It was one of those plastic 
candles that you plug in and put on the windowsill. I was so disappointed that I nearly cried! All 
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of my hopes for something special and what I got was a lousy decoration to set in the window 
and look at – not much of a gift for a seven year old. It didn’t matter that it came from my friend, 
Scott. He knew that I wanted one of those lifesaver books. It must have been his mother who 
made him buy it. My Christmas was ruined, and I would never forget… 
 
As I do nearly every year, my mind returns to that experience in second grade – in part, 
because until a few years ago, my mother continued to display that candle! But what she didn’t 
know was that it continued to be an important reminder of a painful discovery I made all those 
years ago. 
 
I look back on that experience and realize that I didn’t even care whose name I got or what I 
bought or whether that person even like what I gave. All that really mattered was me and how 
other people treated me and whether other people made my life the way I wanted it to be. Okay, 
so I was only seven years old and maybe when you are seven you are entitled to some self-
centeredness. And I wasn’t so traumatized that I’ve never enjoyed another Christmas. I got over 
it. But that experience has more meaning for me today than it did all those years ago. On that 
Christmas and practically every Christ I can remember, I have longed for a certain kind of 
experience – a sense of peacefulness and harmony, a heart-warming connection with the 
people in my life where all is calm and all is bright. Do you know that sense of longing? 
 
This morning’s scripture describes that moment when the magi (or wisemen) arrive at the place 
where the newborn king is found. They’ve come home. For the past month, we describe true 
home as the place we belong, the place where we are safe, the place were love prevails. The 
magi have endured  months of traveling across a desolate part of the world, each night checking 
the stars to be sure they were on course, arriving in Jerusalem and learning that Bethlehem 
would be their final destination. Last night – on Christmas Eve – what we heard is that home is 
not a location but a relationships. The magi have found it – God’s gift to the world. And what’s 
their response? They bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures 
and presented him with gifts. (Matthew 2:11) 
 
It’s what we’ve come here to do this morning – to bow down and worship, to consider once 
again the treasure found in God’s love given in the birth of Jesus. But Christmas is not 
Christmas until we give. The magi found the home – found the relationship, God reaching into 
their lives – and Christmas became real when they gave. 
 
That’s my lesson from Mrs. Nelson’s second grade class. I wanted other people to make my 
Christmas the best ever. I thought all it took was the perfect gift or at least some indication from 
my friend Scott that he cared about me. What I didn’t know then but I know now is that 
Christmas comes – that place called home is found – when my focus shifts from me to you – 
and what God can do through me. It’s not about what we get, but what we give. That first 
Christmas God gave – and when the magi entered the house – they gave. Today is the day of 
giving. Merry Christmas! 
 
Grow, Pray, Study for Week of December 25, 2016 
 
Weekly Prayer: God of us all, we come to this new day as your faithful followers, grateful for 
the birth of Jesus and your entry into our lives. Make us worthy to receive your gift of grace. 
Renew in us a faith that will bring your gift of love and peace to each person we meet. Amen. 
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Monday, December 26 
 
Scripture: Luke 2:21-24 
When eight days had passed, Jesus' parents circumcised him and gave him the name Jesus. 
This was the name given to him by the angel before he was conceived. When the time came for 
their ritual cleansing, in accordance with the Law from Moses, they brought Jesus up to 
Jerusalem to present him to the Lord. (It's written in the Law of the Lord, "Every firstborn male 
will be dedicated to the Lord.") They offered a sacrifice in keeping with what's stated in the Law 
of the Lord, A pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons. 
 
Observation: Mary and Joseph were devout Jews, and they followed the Jewish laws with 
regard to their newborn son Jesus (Exodus 13:2, 12; Leviticus 12:8). In this story, we learn how 
poor they were. Leviticus 12:8 said the reason for offering “two turtledoves or two pigeons” was 
“if the mother cannot afford a sheep.” It seems clear that they could not. 
 
Application: God had sent Gabriel directly to Mary and Joseph with divine messages, saying 
their son was God’s promised Savior. Yet they came to the Temple like ordinary worshippers to 
offer their sacrifice. They did not see themselves as above or beyond traditional practices. Are 
there any traditions or tasks at your church that you’re tempted to feel “above” or “beyond”? 
How might our individualistic culture blind us to the value of honoring practices that grow from 
the history of God at work in the family of faith? 
 
Prayer: Lord God, sometimes I serve you in my own personal way. Sometimes I worship and 
act because this is the way your people have done things for centuries. Fill both kinds of service 
with power and meaning for me. Amen. 
 
Tuesday, December 27 
 
Scripture: Luke 2:25-32 
A man named Simeon was in Jerusalem. He was righteous and devout. He eagerly anticipated 
the restoration of Israel, and the Holy Spirit rested on him. The Holy Spirit revealed to him that 
he wouldn't die before he had seen the Lord's Christ. Led by the Spirit, he went into the temple 
area. Meanwhile, Jesus' parents brought the child to the temple so that they could do what was 
customary under the Law. Simeon took Jesus in his arms and praised God. He said, "Now, 
master, let your servant go in peace according to your word, because my eyes have seen your 
salvation. You prepared this salvation in the presence of all peoples. It's a light for revelation to 
the Gentiles and a glory for your people Israel." 
 
Observation: Joseph and Mary would have been strangers to most everyone in Jerusalem. So 
it must have been unexpected, perhaps even a bit alarming, when elderly Simeon first 
approached them. But in the busy Temple court, where others saw only a poor couple with a 
baby, Simeon, “led by the Spirit,” recognized their child. By staying open to God’s inner nudges, 
Simeon had the honor of holding the infant Savior he had waited for so long. 
 
Application: If you’ve ever been a parent, or been around new parents, you know how 
instinctively protective mothers are of their little babies. So Luke wasn’t just recording an 
everyday happening when he wrote that “Simeon took Jesus in his arms.” What do you think 
Mary must have seen in Simeon’s face, or heard in his voice, that led her to trust this elderly 
stranger to hold her precious baby? 
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Prayer: Lord Jesus, what a precious scene—an aged follower of yours welcoming you to earth 
when you were a tiny baby. Give me the spiritual eyes and heart to welcome you in whatever 
ways you come into my life. Amen. 
 
Wednesday, December 28 
 
Scripture: Luke 2:33-38 
His father and mother were amazed by what was said about him. Simeon blessed them and 
said to Mary his mother, "This boy is assigned to be the cause of the falling and rising of many 
in Israel and to be a sign that generates opposition so that the inner thoughts of many will be 
revealed. And a sword will pierce your innermost being too." 
There was also a prophet, Anna the daughter of Phanuel, who belonged to the tribe of Asher. 
She was very old. After she married, she lived with her husband for seven years. She was now 
an 84-year-old widow. She never left the temple area but worshipped God with fasting and 
prayer night and day. She approached at that very moment and began to praise God and to 
speak about Jesus to everyone who was looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem. 
 
Observation: The elderly Simeon was full of joy that the Savior had arrived. But he was 
perceptive, too, and he warned Mary that there were powerful people who would resist even a 
Savior sent from God. Another elderly saint, Anna, “approached at that very moment and began 
to praise God.” She and Simeon formed one of the first (and one of the smallest) “praise choirs” 
ever.  
 
Application: Simeon warned Mary that she would see many reject Jesus, that pain like a sword 
would pierce her heart. We can only wonder if she may have remembered his words as she 
wept at the foot of Jesus' cross. What helps you trust God and live out God’s purposes when it’s 
not easy or popular? When has following God brought you pain, as well as positive benefits? 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, just a baby in a Temple—and yet, just to get there, you were leaving the 
glory of heaven to enter into a dark and dangerous world. And you did it to rescue and redeem 
me from that broken world—thank you. Amen. 
 
Thursday, December 29 
 
Scripture: Philippians 3:3-9 
We are the circumcision. We are the ones who serve by God's Spirit and who boast in Christ 
Jesus. We don't put our confidence in rituals performed on the body, though I have good reason 
to have this kind of confidence. If anyone else has reason to put their confidence in physical 
advantages, I have even more: I was circumcised on the eighth day. I am from the people of 
Israel and the tribe of Benjamin. I am a Hebrew of the Hebrews. With respect to observing the 
Law, I'm a Pharisee. With respect to devotion to the faith, I harassed the church. With respect to 
righteousness under the Law, I'm blameless. These things were my assets, but I wrote them off 
as a loss for the sake of Christ. But even beyond that, I consider everything a loss in 
comparison with the superior value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. I have lost everything for 
him, but what I lost I think of as sewer trash, so that I might gain Christ and be found in him. In 
Christ I have a righteousness that is not my own and that does not come from the Law but 
rather from the faithfulness of Christ. It is the righteousness of God that is based on faith. 
 
Observation: As a New Year approaches, it’s natural for most of us to look at our life, reviewing 
where we’ve been and looking ahead to where we hope to go. The apostle Paul did this in his 
letter to the Philippians. He said that, in the past, he had human “credentials” that could match 
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the best, a promising career as a member of the Jewish ruling council. But he’d written off all 
those “assets” in order to know Christ and live in his gift of righteousness. 
 
Application: Review Paul’s list of “assets” in verses 5 and 6. What might be some modern 
equivalents that we’d be tempted to claim, in church, in business, in the academic world, or in 
any other area of activity? What heart issues could turn these outward badges of service and 
achievement into things we’d need to discard in order to serve Christ wholeheartedly? 
 
Prayer: O Lord, my prayer as I approach another year is, as the old hymn said, “Live out thy life 
within me, O Jesus, king of kings.” Dwell in my heart today, tomorrow and throughout the year 
ahead. Amen. 
 
Friday, December 30 
 
Scripture: Philippians 3:10-14 
The righteousness that I have comes from knowing Christ, the power of his resurrection, and 
the participation in his sufferings. It includes being conformed to his death so that I may perhaps 
reach the goal of the resurrection of the dead. It's not that I have already reached this goal or 
have already been perfected, but I pursue it, so that I may grab hold of it because Christ 
grabbed hold of me for just this purpose. Brothers and sisters, I myself don't think I've reached 
it, but I do this one thing: I forget about the things behind me and reach out for the things ahead 
of me. The goal I pursue is the prize of God's upward call in Christ Jesus. 
 
Observation: In these words, the apostle Paul testified about how he kept reaching to grow into 
all God called him to be. As The Message renders these verses, he said, “I'm not saying that I 
have this all together, that I have it made. But I am well on my way, reaching out for Christ, who 
has so wondrously reached out for me….I've got my eye on the goal, where God is beckoning 
us onward—to Jesus. I'm off and running, and I'm not turning back.” 
 
Application: In verse 13, Paul shared an essential truth in pursuing God's goals: "I forget about 
the things behind me and reach out for the things ahead of me." The process of growing 
spiritually focuses on what is to come, not what lies behind. Are you letting anything from your 
past define you in the present? If so, ask God to help you let it go. Focus your energy on the 
year ahead, not the things (bad or good) in the past. 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, each day, make it more and more true of me that the goal I pursue is the 
prize of God’s upward call in Christ Jesus. Keep my eyes on the prize of the ultimate goal of life 
in your kingdom. Amen. 
 
Saturday, December 31 
 
Scripture: Revelation 21:1-6 
Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the former heaven and the former earth had 
passed away, and the sea was no more. I saw the holy city, New Jerusalem, coming down out 
of heaven from God, made ready as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. I heard a loud 
voice from the throne say, "Look! God's dwelling is here with humankind. He will dwell with 
them, and they will be his peoples. God himself will be with them as their God. He will wipe 
away every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more. There will be no mourning, crying, or 
pain anymore, for the former things have passed away." Then the one seated on the throne 
said, "Look! I'm making all things new." He also said, "Write this down, for these words are 
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trustworthy and true." Then he said to me, "All is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the 
beginning and the end. To the thirsty I will freely give water from the life-giving spring. 
 
Observation: We value the fresh start(s) each New Year will bring. But even as we celebrate 
the New Year, we are aware that each human year brings some disappointments and pain, too. 
The Bible’s grand story ends in Paradise restored. Images drawn from the prophet Isaiah 
(especially chapters 28 and 65) pictured the world as God meant it to be, with no pain, suffering 
or death. There, “the one seated on the throne” made a better promise: “Look! I’m making all 
things new,” truly new. 
 
Application: The ancient world relied on city walls and strong gates to shut out danger. 
Revelation said an amazing thing about God’s eternal city: “On no day will its gates ever be 
shut, for there will be no night there” (Revelation 21:25). As 2017 begins, many of us have to 
deal with strong feelings of fear about events in our world. What “walls and gates” are we 
counting on which may sometimes fail? What worries can your faith in God’s eternal city 
soothe? How does Christ’s presence today calm your fears? 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, I thank you for the gift of life, for the chance to start this year as your child. 
And I thank you for the assurance you offer me of an eternity with you, in a world where we 
never have to shut the gates to lock out danger. Amen. 
 


