CHRISTMAS EVE, 2020
SCRIPTURES – Isaiah 9:2-7; Titus 2:11-14; Luke 2:1-20
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Last Sunday evening the movie, “The Sound of Music” was shown on TV. I remember my parents taking my brothers and me to see it when it came out in 1965. We all enjoyed it, but to the end of her life it was my mom’s favorite movie! Well, while watching on Sunday I became curious about what became of some of the actors in the movie, so I did some research as I watched. I found out that Charmian Carr – she played the oldest of the Von Trapp children, Liesl; such bright blue eyes! – was born on the same day as me: December 28! “I am 16, going on 17,” she sang; how fitting, for she’s 16 years older than me!… or, was 16 years older than me. Charmian died four years ago, in 2016. After I read that, I began feeling like I was watching a shadow… hearing only an echo!

Oh, how thankful we can be that our yearly celebration of the birth of Jesus is far more than a mere shadow or echo. We are celebrating an on-going reality; a never-ending life. Jesus’ birth is as life-changing for us as it was for Mary & Joseph and the shepherds, because He was born – and lives – for us all!
His birth was, first of all, a reality; and we must emphasize this. There are many fun stories we like to share and customs we like to observe this time of year because they add to the joy and wonder of Christmas, especially for children. And, there’s nothing wrong with this. It is good to rejoice and be glad! But, we must make sure that other stories and customs do not obscure or lessen the news of Jesus’ birth. We are celebrating a real event; the most significant birth in the history of the world! Caesar Augustus… Quirinius… they were real people; people we know of not only from the Bible but from Roman records and ancient histories. Nazareth and Bethlehem: these towns still exist. The Bible is filled with references to actual places; to real people and events; and this makes our faith more than mere faith. Reality and truth undergirds it!
Now, this year Christmas might seem a bit unreal. It might feel like everything, and even God Himself, is against you. Perhaps this Christmas is more like it was for Mary & Joseph: rather lonely, separated from family and friends. If it feels this way to you, realize this: although Mary and Joseph were themselves far from home and apart from family and friends – and because of a governmental decree! – they were not alone. God had never been closer to them. He was with them, and in flesh… in the person of their newborn son! He is close to us all!
This is why, even if we are alone and lonely, we must celebrate. God has fulfilled His ancient promise and sent to us a Savior! All the way back at the beginning, as Adam and Eve stood before God – and unwillingly, for they had listened to the devil and rejected God’s command, and so, like the devil, had run from Him and were afraid of Him – God came to them with a great promise. Instead of striking them down in anger, He would give Eve a descendant who confront their enemy. He would pay a price: the devil would crush his heel. But, He would crush the devil’s head and destroy him! In this promise Adam and Eve saw that life – and their lives – would continue! They would have children, and one of them would save them all! As the century’s passed God’s people waited for him. Many turned away to other gods and other stories, their difficult times and dark days leading them to believe that God had forgotten them.
But, God is not like us. He does not lie… or forget what He has promised… or change His mind, as we do, and so cause pain and distress.

· He’s not like Rolf in “The Sound of Music,” who changed from a 17-year-old who sang to Liesl, “I’ll take care of you,” to a follower of Hitler who pulled a gun on her and her family.

Who have you hurt with forgotten or abandoned promises? The pain of relationships broken by broken promises darkens not only the history of our world but our own histories.
But, “the people walking in darkness have seen a great light!” (Is. 9) “Do not be afraid, for you have found favor with God,” the angel Gabriel said to Mary; “Behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son.” And, nine months later, an angel said to the shepherds near Bethlehem, "Behold, I bring you good news of a great joy which will come to all the people. For to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord!” God kept His promise! And, He did so not only for Mary and Joseph and the shepherds. “I will make you as a light for the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth,” God promised through Isaiah (ch. 49) long before Jesus was born. God sent His Son to be your Savior and my Savior… the Savior of all who are in darkness, no matter what it may be!
This is where you must find your joy: in God’s fulfilled promise. Christmas – the birth of Jesus, the Son of God, for you as your Savior – does not rest on your holiday customs and traditions, no matter how wonderful they may be. It does not depend upon being with family and having joy in your heart; something which is not always possible, even in the best of years. If your joy rests upon such things, then you have a very shaky foundation – and certainly don’t have God’s foundation. He didn’t send His angel to the shepherds because He saw that they were cheery guys who would spread cheer! Nor did He choose Mary to bear the Son of God because she celebrated Hanukkah better than everyone else and made the best matzo balls and knishes. “The grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people” (Titus 2); all, no matter who they are and how they feel about themselves. This is what God wants you to know, and to believe! He has kept His promise!
And, because He has, you have a glorious future ahead of you. Boy, don’t we yearn for this! And, we want it soon, don’t we? No more masks… no more distancing and separation… no more shut-downs… no more fear and division… just no more! Well, I don’t know what God’s will is regarding Covid, or anything else in this world. The improvement of this world, and life in it, is not God’s ultimate plan.

· That would be like an oncologist making the comfortable lives of his patients his focus, and not the curing of their cancer. Gee, thanks… but I’m dying!

God sent His Son into this world and into your flesh to save you from your sins, your death, and the fear of spending eternity in hell because of your sins. And He has done so! “The government shall be upon his shoulder,” God says in Is. 9. He bore the responsibility for us. And, He “gave himself for us” – into death upon a cross – “to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession,” we are told in Titus 2. In Jesus you have a glorious future – a home with God that no one can take away and nothing in this world change or prevent. And so, you can live a “self-controlled, upright, and godly life” right now – at peace in mind and heart in this frightened world – as you wait for our blessed hope: of Jesus to appear again; bodily, but in glory, and no longer in humility and weakness. "Be not afraid, for behold, I bring you good news of a great joy!” That news is as true and as life-changing for you as it was for the shepherds, for we are celebrating more than an event. We are celebrating a person who is as alive today as He was 2,000 years ago. Jesus lives and rules for us, God in the flesh, that in our flesh we might live with Him in heaven one day! 
Will this truly be? On Monday I watched on YouTube an interview with Charmian Carr from, oh, 10 or 15 years ago. She spoke of being at an event and talking with a 6-year-old girl about being Liesl in “The Sound of Music.” The girl looked at her closely and said, “You can’t be Liesl. You have blue eyes, and you sound like Liesl, but you don’t look like her.” “Well, I’m a lot older now,” Charmian replied. “That was a long time ago.” “No it wasn’t!” the girl said. “I just saw it yesterday!”
This is how you can see your Savior. It is not foolish or childish to do so, for Jesus’ story – His birth; His life; His horrible death upon a cross; His glorious resurrection; and His ascension into heaven to prepare a place for us – is timeless, for it is eternally true. He is the “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, [and] Prince of Peace” (Is. 9). Glory to God for Him, now and forever! Amen.
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