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Christmas Day
How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good news, who proclaim peace, 

who bring good tidings, who proclaim salvation, who say to Zion, “Your God reigns!” 

8Listen! Your watchmen lift up their voices; together they shout for joy. When the Lord returns to Zion, they will see it with their own eyes. 9Burst into songs of joy together, you ruins of Jerusalem, for the Lord has comforted his people, he has redeemed Jerusalem. 

10The Lord will lay bare his holy arm in the sight of all the nations, and all the ends of the earth will see the salvation of our God. (Isaiah 52:7-10)
Joy to the World!


How did your Christmas preparations go this year?  Were they joyful?  Did you select each gift with care and deliberation and then rejoice that you had used it to express your love?  When you put up your Christmas tree, was it a merry occasion, full of music and laughter and memories?  As you cleaned your house and made preparations for guests and meals and celebration, did you take satisfaction in work well done and count down the days until today?  
Or does all that sound like a fantasy world?  Was your holiday preparation full of stress and anxiety?  Did you toss and turn at night and curse under breath at crowds and traffic?  Did you spend more than you wanted to and finally make choices just because time was running out?  Did you get frustrated and yell at your kids when the tree went up and were you just glad when they went to bed?  “It’s the most wonderful time of the year,” the old song says.  But did it feel like that when you were running and working and stressing for the last month?   If it didn’t, then I would like to offer you a moment of peace and reflection here in God’s house.  No matter how stressed out you’ve been, no matter how disappointed you are in your celebration this year, this is a season of joy.  Rather than quoting a lot of sappy fluff, let’s remember the words that the great hymn writer Isaac Watts taught us to sing: Joy to the world!

I.

Joy to the world!  The Lord has come!  That’s what we’re celebrating today!  And Isaiah reminds us this morning that it’s my job to help us see the true joy of the Christmas season.  He says, “How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good news, who proclaim peace, who bring good tidings, who proclaim salvation, who say to Zion, ‘Your God reigns!’”  Everybody loves a messenger who brings good news.  Jerusalem is built in the mountains.  In Isaiah’s day, there were no cell phones. There was no e-mail.  There weren’t even telegraph lines.  Messengers ran to carry news.  Isaiah lived in a dangerous world with enemies all around.  When kings went out to war, the people held their breath at home waiting to hear what happened.  When the messenger came and announced good news, well his feet were beautiful.  Not physically of course – physically they were probably dirty and sweaty and swollen from running through the mountains.  But they were beautiful feet when they carried good news that made God’s people rejoice.
Christmas is about hearing good news.  It’s not wrong to give gifts. Christmas parties are not evil.  Decorations are not sinful.  But do all those things take the place of the good news in our hearts?  In this time of year, do we let greed or guilt or anxiety or envy replace the joy of the gospel?  If we do, then maybe we would be better not to celebrate Christmas at all.  You see, God never commands us to.  And it wouldn’t be wrong to have a purely secular holiday in December.  But greed and envy, guilt and anxiety are wrong.  When we undertake a holiday that does nothing but stir up those sinful emotions and make us snap at our kids and toss and turn at night and generally feel discontent, well, my friends, that is sinful.  If we claim that we’re honoring Jesus’ birth with our anxiety over everything that isn’t done and our cursing at the crowds and our snapping at our children,  then we are the worst kind of hypocrites.

But Christmas is about good news, especially to Christians who feel guilty because our celebration of Jesus’ birth has had too little to do with him and a great deal to do with anger and frustration and guilt.  Jesus came to take all that sin away.  That baby who was laid in the manger came because our human hearts cannot stay focused on the joy of the gospel.  He came because we make these holidays all about us and not about God.  He came because we’re jealous of what other people got, because we’re anxious that we spent too much or too little, because we take our frustration out on our kids and curse and swear at all those people who dare to get in our way when we’re shopping or driving.  That baby was born because we sinners have sinful hearts and we simply cannot rejoice perfectly in Christ.

Our hearts deserve hell.  But Jesus was born to suffer our hell and die in our place.  He was born to rise from the dead and lead us into heaven.  Yet none of that does us any good unless we know about it.  So God sends out messengers to tell us.  Guys like me and people like the teachers in our school and preschool and our Sunday school are messengers running through the mountains to tell you all that sin is paid for.  God has erased all his records of your sinful heart and attitudes.  Now, I’m not going to take off my shoes so you can decide if my feet are beautiful or not, but I do want you to rejoice in the message: the Lord has come!

The Lord was born in a stable and laid in a manger.  Where were you born?  Where were your children born?  My guess is in a hospital, with nurses and antiseptic equipment all around.  Our wives were cared for and pampered before and after the baby came.  Pediatricians examined our children and called out apgar scores and weighed and measured those babies.  But none of that happened for Jesus.  He was born in a filthy stable and laid in a manger.  The Son of God lowered himself to our world.  For thirty years, he accepted a life of filth and hardship that most of us Americans would rebel at.  By our standards, his life was primitive.  Even by the standards of his day, Jesus’ lived on the lowest rung of society.   But hidden behind that humble life was God.  Every day that he was here, Jesus had the power to lift himself up from that humble life.  Yet, he chose to continue on the road that led to the cross.  He chose not to use his power for his own good.  He chose not to make full use his glory.  He chose the humble road to death and suffering because that is what we needed. 

That is good news that can never be equaled.  The Lord has come.  The Lord continues to come as his messengers proclaim him.  We hear that message every Sunday in the Word.  Isaiah looked forward to the day when the watchmen for the house of Israel – all pastors and teachers everywhere – would see Jesus come in glory.  The humility and the poverty of the stable are over now.  Jesus will come again in glory to judge the world and to rule the world for us.  Joy to the World!  The Lord has come and he will come again.

II.
 The true joy of Christmas is the coming of the Jesus.  The real crime of our modern Christmas celebration is that it’s so easy for us to lose sight of the joy God wants us to have.  It’s so easy for us to substitute the counterfeit joy of getting a pile of presents or of going to a Christmas party or of admiring our decorations for the real and lasting joy of the Savior’s birth.  Now, does that mean we shouldn’t give presents or have parties or decorate?  No!  But we should remember what the source of our joy is when we do all those things.  Jesus has come and our celebration of Christmas is about us receiving him.  Not just at Christmastime, but every day of our lives we need to receive him in faith and joy.  That’s the point Isaiah is making to us this morning.  To use again a line from Isaac Watts’ hymn, “Joy to the World:” Let earth receive her king!
It’s amazing how much our society’s celebration of Christmas has changed.  Certainly, political correctness has taken its toll.  I remember going to public school and singing “Joy to the World” and “Silent Night” and all the rest of the traditional Christmas carols.  Of course, we memorized all those songs and all the great Lutheran Christmas hymns in our hymnal every year for our church’s Christmas program.  Our church’s choir went caroling for elderly and ill members and after a certain age we were invited to join them.  But do any of those things happen today?  How many of our children know the words of even the most traditional of Christmas carols?  How many of them know the words to the great Lutheran Christmas hymns in our hymnals?

Our society’s celebration has changed and I fear it’s going to change even more.  But whether our society likes it or not, one thing can never change about how we Christians celebrate the birth of our Savior: we will always recognize that this is God’s greatest act of power.  Isaiah says, “The Lord will lay bare his holy arm in the sight of all the nations, and all the ends of the earth will see the salvation of our God.”  What does it mean that the Lord lays bare his holy arm?  In Old Testament poetry the arm of the Lord means his power.  When that arm is bare, you can see it working.  Think of an athlete bench pressing two hundred pounds.  As you watch the muscles flex in his arm and you see those weights going up and down, you realize that this guy can lift a whole lot more than you or I could.  
The arm of the Lord was laid bare when Jesus came.  Only God could do this miracle.  Only God could squeeze the infinite maker of the universe into a manger.  Only God could win eternal life for us by setting aside all the glory that he had coming.  Only God could defeat the devil by letting the devil nail him to a cross and kill him.  Only God could reach down to the very depths of life in a sinful world and find us and left us back up to him.  

God didn’t do that just for you and for me.  Jesus was born in Bethlehem for all people who have ever lived and who ever will live.  Jesus lived a perfect life in the place of every sinner in all of history.  Jesus died and paid for the whole human race.  He rose to give forgiveness to the whole world.  The arm of the Lord was revealed to all humanity when Jesus came.  God put that arm into the gospel.  He put his power into these words.  And it’s our job to point that arm out to untold millions who still need to see it.

The day is coming when all mankind will see that arm without our preaching.  But today, we proclaim the good news throughout the world.  And God in his grace has sent missionaries to every nation under heaven.  Sadly, there will always be people who don’t hear or don’t listen or don’t believe.   When Jesus returns that will change.  All people will see the King begin his glorious reign.  It won’t be possible to deny it any longer.  Tragically, all those who did not believe will look on him in fear and feel his wrath and then go to hell.  But for those of us who heard the message and by the grace of God believed, the return of Christ will be the Christmas present we have been waiting for all our lives.  For all eternity we will celebrate that gift of God: our King came and laid down his life for us and rose so that we will live with him forever.  Today is just the faintest echo of that celebration.

But it is an important echo.  This is our celebration of the King.  This is how we rejoice in God our Savior.  Today, we have the joy God wants us to have – whatever else has happened during this holiday season.   How will you spend the rest of your day?  Did you know that Christmas Day has become one of the biggest days of the year for going to a movie?  If that’s what you choose do, fine.  It doesn’t matter what you do, as long as it isn’t sinful.  It matters how you do it.  Whether you stay home and try out your Christmas gifts or take in a movie or go out to dinner or even go to work, do it all with a heart that rejoices because your Savior has come.  That is the best celebration of Jesus’ birth.  Joy to the world!  Amen
