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“Never-Ending Christmas”

“From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.”

For some people, Christmas never ends:

· Every neighbourhood has that house that keeps its Christmas lights up all year.  In my old
neighbourhood, that house belonged to the Whelans, who were customers on my newspaper
route.  One day, I asked Mr. Whelan why he kept his lights on his house long after Christmas
was over.  His response had its own unique logic: “It’s not that I’m late in getting my lights off;
I’m just really early putting them up!”

· Some communities have stores that sell Christmas items throughout the year, including
Niagara-on-the-Lake and Frankenmuth, Michigan.  Frankly, I have a hard time thinking about
Christmas shopping in the heat of the summer, but the popularity of these places testifies to
the enduring meaning of Christmas for people no matter the season.

· For Christians, the true meaning of Christmas continues long after we have put away our
Christmas decorations and moved on to the next season of the church year: the good news
that in Christ the Word of God is with us always.

Today’s Gospel lesson is the prologue of the Gospel of John, which contains none of the familiar
elements of the Christmas story.  You will not find any mangers, or shepherds, or angels, or even wise
men in at the beginning of the Fourth Gospel; instead, this evangelist begins the story of Jesus at the
very beginning of time: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God.”  In other words, John proclaims that the story of Jesus begins not with his birth in the
stable at Bethlehem but at the very beginning of time itself, because the child whose birth we are
celebrating throughout this Christmas season is truly what the prophet Isaiah proclaimed him to be:
Emmanuel, “God with us.”  As Martin Luther teaches in the Small Catechism, we believe that Jesus
Christ is “true God, begotten of the Father in eternity, and also a true human being, born of the Virgin
Mary…”  He was therefore “in the beginning with God.  All things came into being through him, and
without him not one thing came into being.”  As God’s first act in creation was to declare “’let there
be light,’ and there was light” (Genesis 1:3), in the incarnation of the Word in the birth of Christ there
is “life, and the life was the light of all people.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did
not overcome it.”  

Yet even though “he was in the world, and the world came into being through him,” all people did not
receive the news of his birth as good news; for “the world did not know him [and] he came to what
was his own, and his own people did not accept him,” an anticipation of Jesus’ rejection at the hour of
his passion and death.  But the good news in his birth is that “to all who received him, who believed in
his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of the will of the
flesh or of the will of man, but of God.”  For John, the good news of the Christmas story centers in the
fact that in Jesus’ birth “the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the
glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.”  In a sermon he preached on Christmas Day



1522, Martin Luther connects these words with the joy that the angels brought to the world in their
announcement of the birth of Mary’s child:

· “This is the great joy of which the angel speaks.  This is God’s comfort and his surpassing
goodness, that we (if we believe) may glory in such a treasure, that Mary be our very mother,
Christ our brother, and God our father.  For all these things have truly happened that we
might believe in them.”

Here, then, is the reason why Christmas is truly a never-ending celebration for Christians, even if you
put away your decorations for the rest of the year.  The message of Christmas is a message of hope
for every season of the year, a word of good news that we continue to proclaim long after the time of
Christmas has passed.  It is the never-ending good news that the light of Christ shines in whatever
darkness we may face on any occasion; it is the message of confidence that we are children of God,
and that even though “what we will be has not yet been revealed … what we do know is this: when he
is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see him as he is.” (1 John 3:2).  The blessings of Christmas
continue throughout the year because what we have celebrated was not merely the birth of a baby
but the incarnation of the Word of God in human flesh that now abides with us full of grace and
truth.  It is the light of hope that shine on even when the lights of Christmas are unplugged.

· “We live confident of the promise that light is stronger than darkness, love stronger than hate,
and life stronger than death.  Yet not only is that not always apparent in the meantime, but
even when we believe it most confidently that doesn’t lessen the amount of struggle a faithful
life entails.”

In the midst of the struggles that we may encounter in this new year, we turn again to the witness of
John the Baptist, the first witness to Jesus whose testimony is given “so that all may believe through
him.”  The validity of John’s witness is conveyed in the present tense verbs that the Evangelist uses to
introduce it: “John testifies concerning him.  He cries out: ‘He who comes after me has surpassed me
because he was before me.’” (1:15, NIV).  John’s witness is not locked in the past, but continues into
the present.  The Baptist, whose appearance introduced a concrete historical referent (“There was a
man sent from God, whose name was John.” – 1:6), witnesses to the truth of the pre-existence of
Jesus (“he was before me”), recognizing and proclaiming that the very Word of God exists in the
person of Jesus.  This proclamation becomes the basis for the confession of faith in the community to
which John addresses his Gospel.  The grace and truth of the Word, which speaks of God’s covenantal
love and faithfulness (“The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and
abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” – Exodus 34:6) becomes “grace upon grace” in the
community’s life.  The double use of “grace” (charis) underscores the superabundance of gifts
available to the believer through the incarnate Word.  The gift of the law through Moses is now
placed next to the new gift: “grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.”  It was the purpose of Jesus’
ministry and saving work to make God known; for while “no one has ever seen God … it is God the
only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known.”  

· “[John’s words] remind us that Christmas isn’t just a season, its’s a way of life.  Christmas isn’t
over when we reach Epiphany, it is only newly launched once again.  While the season may
pass, the hope and life it promises are just beginning.” – David Lose.



Unless you’re one of those households that will be keeping your lights up throughout the year so that
you’re already planning for next Christmas, we will all be taking down our trees and packing all of the
seasonal decoration away in the coming days.  But that doesn’t mean that the joy of Christmas will
also be put into storage; as John reminds us, the good news of Christmas is a never-ending story of
light and life, of hope and confidence, of blessed assurance that the message of Christmas is that God
fulfilled his promises in the birth of his Son who came so that we might have light to shine in the
darkness, joy in the midst of sorrow, and confidence in the midst of anxiety and fear.  While this may
be the last Sunday of Christmas, it is also the first Sunday of a new year in which we have the
opportunity to “emulate and actualize God’s activity to come among us in grace, mercy and love that
the light might continue on in even the darkest of places.” (Lose).  Howard Thurman’s poem “The
Work of Christmas” invites us into a never-ending Christmas life that will allow the joy of this season
to continue into all seasons of the year:

· “When the song of the angels is stilled, when the star in the sky is gone, when the kings and
princes are home, when the shepherds are back with their flocks, the work of Christmas
begins: to find the lost, to heal the broken, to feed the hungry, to release the prisoner, to
rebuild the nations, to bring peace among the people, to make music in the heart.”

So Christmas has ended for another year – and for another year, the good news of Christmas is never
ending: unto us a child is born!  Emmanuel has come; God is with us!  The Word has become flesh
and dwells among us, full of grace and truth!  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did
not – and will not – overcome it! Amen.


