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Unopened Gifts  12/24/12 

 My kids have been giving me disturbing hints about the Christmas gift 

they are planning to give me.  Last night they were concerned that it they 

left it in Stephen’s truck overnight, that it might freeze.  On the other hand, 

if they put it in the basement, they said it would run around making noise all 

night.  Clearly, they’re joking.  At least I hope they’re joking!   

 But you know, although we Americans enjoy all kinds of celebrations 

and traditions (like gift-giving) at Christmas, it has not always been like that.  

When the Puritans landed in Massachusetts, they disapproved of 

celebrating Christmas at all.  In fact, they disapproved of celebrating any 

religious observances, except for the Sabbath.  They were radical 

Protestants and they saw those other religious observances as “too 

Catholic!”  So in 1652, they cancelled Christmas!  That’s right.  Everything 

related to Christmas, from mince meat pies to church attendance, was 

forbidden.  Dec. 25 was to be like any other day.  The government council 

even met on Christmas!  But John Evelyn, his wife, and their pastor ignored 

the ban and went to church.  The couple was receiving the Eucharist when 

armed guards marched in.  The guards waited until the service was 

completed and then arrested the couple.  Eventually they were released 

because no one could figure out how to punish people for going to church! 

 Fortunately, we are free to celebrate Christmas however we want, 

including Christmas trees, gifts, parties, and, of course, Christmas 
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Pageants.   That reminds me of a favorite Peanuts comic strip.  Sally is 

talking to her brother, Charlie Brown.  “I volunteered to write our class play 

for Christmas,” she says.  “In the opening scene Geronimo talks to Mary.”  

Charlie Brown responds, “It wasn’t Geronimo.. It was Gabriel..”  “Really?” 

replies Sally.  “The kid who plays Geronimo is going to be very 

disappointed!” 

 Sally isn’t the only one with a little confusion about the Christmas 

story, so let’s think together about a couple of gifts that Jesus’ coming 

brought to us. 

 First, at the heart of the story is the fact that God became human in 

Jesus of Nazareth.  When the Old Testament prophet Isaiah looked 

forward to the coming of the Messiah, he said, “Therefore the Lord himself 

will give you a sign.  Look, a virgin shall conceive and shall bear a son, and 

they shall call him Emmanuel.” (which means “God is with us.”). (Matt. 

1:23)  God is with us!  What a gift!  He has visited us right where we are. 

 Have you seen the CBS TV show, Undercover Boss?  On the show, 

the CEO of a company goes undercover and visits the stores or offices of 

the corporation.  Often, he or she takes on an entry-level job.  Their goal is 

to understand first-hand how the company really works, although he or she 

inevitably also learns about the concerns and challenges facing their 

employees both at work and in their private lives. 
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 When God visited our planet, he learned first-hand how things in his 

Creation were working for the beloved creatures made in his image.  Jesus 

went through the normal, everyday challenges that we all face.  He had to 

learn to walk and talk.  To dress and feed himself.  He faced the normal 

angst of teenagers.  He had to learn a trade and how to manage money.  

He was tempted by sin.  He dealt with illness and heartbreak as well as 

family issues.  The writer of Hebrews, referring to Jesus as our great high 

priest, says, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize 

with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been 

tested as we are, yet without sin.  Let us therefore approach the throne of 

grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help 

in time of need.”  (Hebrews 4:15,16)  The point is that because God 

became one of us, you can be assured that he truly understands whatever 

it is that you are facing right now.  He even knows what it’s like to feel that 

God has abandoned you.  Jesus’ coming is a gift to us because it gives us 

confidence that when we go to God in need, God will understand us.  He’s 

been there!  And that is a great gift for us! 

 Second, Jesus’ coming brought us the gift of forgiveness.  When the 

angel appeared to Joseph, he told him to name the child Jesus, “for he will 

save his people from their sins.” (Matt. 1:21)  And when the angels 

appeared to the shepherds on that first Christmas night, they also 

proclaimed the birth of a Savior, one who will save us from our sins. 
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 That’s a gift that operates on two levels.  First, it works on a personal 

level, for we need a Savior, personally.  Many years ago, Bonnie and our 

four-year old son returned one Saturday morning in December, excitedly 

showing off the Christmas tree they had purchased.  “It was the best one 

on the lot, Dad,” Stephen said.  To me it looked a little lopsided, almost 

pregnant, but I didn’t say anything.   

 It seemed a little unsteady on the stand, and after we decorated it, it 

just fell over!  Looking more carefully at the tree, I discovered that the main 

trunk was badly bent.  You couldn’t see that from the outside of the tree, 

but when you pushed the branches aside, it was clear.  We ended up 

sawing the tree in half, and wiring the two halves of the tree together just to 

get it to stand up!  We even tied a string around it and nailed it to the floor 

just in case!  Really! 

 I think many of us are like that tree.  From the outside we may not 

appear to have any significant flaws.  But sin has worked its way into our 

hearts and twisted our character, so that we cannot stand up anymore for 

what is right given certain circumstances.  The vast majority of our 

resources- time, money, and energy- are devoted to our own comfort and 

enjoyment while millions go without even the basics.  When someone hurts 

us, we strike back, or slander the one who has hurt us rather than trying to 

work things out.  Upon closer inspection, the real flaws of our nature 
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become apparent.  We need radical work to be useful for God and 

humanity.  We each need a Savior, personally! 

 But forgiveness and power over sin has a societal dimension, too.  

Evil is alive and well in our world.  The inability of Israelis and Palestinians 

to come to a peaceful settlement when the outline of such an agreement is 

obvious to all, is the result of sin.  The atrocities committed in the Syrian 

conflict are the result of sin.  The horror of the shootings in Newtown, 

Connecticut is the result of sin.  The reality of evil in our world is clear to 

everyone, but we seem powerless to do much about it. 

 This is not new.  The world into which Jesus was born was a grim, 

violent world filled with disease, oppression, and brokenness.  And into that 

world and into our world comes a Savior, who is able to break the power of 

sin over us and over our world.  Sometimes people are quick to point out 

how Christians have failed, but think of some of the progress against sin 

and brokenness that Christians have helped to lead:  The abolition of 

slavery in the British Empire and in this country.  The enactment of child 

labor laws.  The entire civil rights movement.  The founding of countless 

hospitals, clinics, and educational institutions around the world.  We’ve got 

a long way to go, but the coming of Jesus gives us hope that evil will not 

always reign.  It will not have the final word.  That is a gift that Jesus brings.   

 But unused gifts aren’t much use, are they?  Recently, a 1920’s toy 

train set, still in its original box, went up for auction here in Pennsylvania.  It 



 6
originally cost just a few dollars, but it sold for $40,000 at auction!  

Apparently it belonged to a girl from a wealthy family in Buenos Aires, 

Argentina.  When it was given to the little girl, she unwrapped it, but she 

didn’t like it, so it was placed in the attic and never used.  No matter how 

valuable they are, unused gifts aren’t much use to us. 

 Jesus is bringing you gifts this Christmas!  He understands what it is 

like to be you, to face the challenges and joys you face this season.  He 

would love to talk with you about those things and guide you through the 

hard times.  Will you open that gift and begin a conversation with him? 

 Jesus is also bringing you the gift of deliverance from sin.  Is there a 

past sin you have been carrying around as an unwanted burden, maybe for 

many years?  Jesus invites you to set it down and let him take care of it.  

Are there sins you are struggling to overcome right now?  Again, Jesus 

invites you to set them down and let him take care of them and help you to 

overcome them. 

 Jesus also is inviting you to be part of the work he is doing in the 

world.  Work to challenge the forces of evil, and stop the violence all 

around us.  Work to feed the hungry, provide shelter for the homeless, cure 

the sick, teach the illiterate to read, comfort those who grieve.  Work to 

bring peace between individuals, families, communities, and whole nations.  

It’s work that requires courage and determination and persistence.  Jesus 
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wants to help you do that work.  Will you join with him?  Why not open the 

gifts that Jesus is bringing you this Christmas? 


