CHRISTMAS

LECTIONARY COMMENTARY
Saturday, December 25 or Sunday December 26, 2010

Marvin A. McMickle, Guest Lectionary Commentator
Senior Pastor, Antioch Baptist Church, Cleveland, Ohio and Professor of Homiletics, Ashland
Theological Seminary, Ashland, OH

Lections - Isaiah 9:6 (New Revised Standard Version)

For a child has been born to us,

a son is given to us;

authority rests upon his shoulders;
and he is named

Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.

Luke 2:8-14 (New Revised Standard Version)

(v. 8) In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flocks by
night. (v. 9) Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around
them, and they were terrified. (v. 10) But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see — I am
bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: (v. 11) to you is born this day in the city
of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. (v. 12) This will be a sign for you; you will find
a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” (v. 13) And suddenly there was with
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the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, (v. 14) “Glory to God in the
highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors!”

I. Description of the Liturgical Moment

The power of Christmas is best understood by those that do not rush into the celebration of the
birth of Christ immediately after Thanksgiving Day. Christmas should come after we, like
ancient Israel, have had to wrestle with waiting for our Savior to come. That is what the season
of Advent is meant to accomplish; four weeks between Thanksgiving Day and Christmas Sunday
when the church awaits the joy and peace that will come when Christ finally appears into our
sinful and unjust world, bringing with him the promise of peace on earth.

Christmas is the time when believers rejoice that the season of waiting is over and the promised
Messiah has now appeared. The name of that promised child is Immanuel which means God Is
with Us! That is the reason for our rejoicing; God is with us with power and grace and glory.
Christians do not rejoice because Santa Claus has come to town even if he comes to the ghetto.
Our message is Immanuel; God is with us. On Christmas Sunday we should focus on the blessed
assurance that we are not alone in life’s struggles. God is with us.

I1. Biblical Interpretation for Preaching and Worship: Isaiah 9:6 and Luke 2:8-14
Part One: The Contemporary Contexts of the Interpreter

Lebron James left our Cleveland Cavaliers basketball team to “take his talents to South Beach”
and play for the Miami Heat. Our whole city felt a sense of loss and abandonment. When people
or entire communities feel abandoned by someone or something they had earlier valued, it is
important to remember that on Christmas Day God sent someone into our world that will neither
leave us nor forsake us.

The promised child of Isaiah 9:6 and the announced child of Luke 2:8-14 are not like the
Christmas gifts we exchange with one another; gifts that we either quickly consume, return, set
aside or wear until current fashions change. No sports star’s departure can diminish, no job loss
can impact and no personal crisis can uproot what Christmas provides -- joy. Indeed, it is the
permanence of the joy of the Lord that allows us to absorb and endure all of the losses, hurts,
insults, setbacks and disappointments that life sends our way. That may be why we sing “This
joy I have, the world didn’t give it and the world can’t take it away.”

Part Two: Biblical Commentary

There are several Old Testament passages through which Christians have seen the birth of Jesus
being predicted, promised or foreshadowed. Among those passages are Micah 5:2, that suggests
that the Messiah will be born in Bethlehem, and Isaiah 7:14, that suggests that the Messiah will
be born of a virgin. Both of those themes figure prominently in the Christian observance of
Christmas and in our understanding of the person and work of Jesus.
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This passage in Isaiah 9:6 also fits into that category, and it suggests that the Messiah’s birth will
result in an era when the government, not always known for working on behalf of all the people,
will be established on the principles of God’s justice. The Messiah will be known not so much
by his birth name as by the deeds he does and by the impact of his presence. His name shall be
called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father and Prince of Peace.

People in the eighth century BC undoubtedly saw Isaiah 9:6 as being fulfilled by the birth of
King Hezekiah who would reign in Judah from 715-687 BC. Details of his reign can be found in
I Kings 18-20. The same can be said for Isaiah 7:14; people in the eighth century viewed this
passage as having to do with the imminent threat from the armies of Israel and Assyria that
seemed poised to conquer their tiny nation. The passage in Micah 5:2 also had an original
meaning, namely that the Messiah that would appear after the punishment that God was about to
send upon sinful Jerusalem would come from the line of King David. God’s covenant people
would be punished for their sins, but they would not be abandoned. The promise of Il Samuel
7:14ff concerning the continuation of someone from David’s line sitting on the throne in
Jerusalem would be fulfilled. The covenant would be continued!

It is always useful to seek an understanding of these Old Testament passages within their own
historical contexts; in the life of ancient Israel and Judah before we appropriate them for our own
purposes as Christians. Ancient Israel was literally kept alive by the hope that a Messiah, a
savior, a deliverer, would come who would release them from the oppression they experienced
from one conquering nation after another from Assyria to Babylon to Persia to Greece to Rome.
They lost their land, their temple, their monarchy and their national autonomy. However, they
never lost their faith that the Messiah would come.

Having made this point about reading these passages within their original historical contexts, it is
now time to make the point that Christians have looked back on all three of these passages and
seen something that had less to do with the plight of Israel in ancient times, and far more to do
with what God was and is doing for all people for all times. Christians have interpreted the words
of Isaiah 9:6 as having to do with all of God’s promises about the coming of a savior being
fulfilled in the birth of Jesus Christ, as reported both in Matthew 1-2 and in our second text for
today Luke 2:8-14.

This New Testament text identifies the most direct beneficiary of the birth of the Messiah -- the
poor. The angel of the Lord appeared to a group of shepherds gathered on the outskirts of
Bethlehem and declared, “To you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the
Messiah.” In a world where every advantage is enjoyed by the rich, the powerful and the well-
connected, we should not miss the point that God’s appearance was most intended for the poor,
the powerless and the marginalized. Many shepherds were hired workers caring for sheep owned
by others. Those who cared for their own flocks were nonetheless cut off from normal Jewish
life because of their inability to maintain religious purity according to Leviticus 11:39. They
were a marginalized group; much like migrant workers in our society today. Instead of being
harassed about showing their immigration papers, as in Arizona, these poor laborers were told
that God had sent the Savior to them. Christians should understand that anything we say or do
that cuts off or leaves out the poor and the dispossessed among us is unacceptable to God and
unworthy of the Savior.
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Celebration

In the midst of the commercialization and secularization of Christmas where so much emphasis
is placed on the gifts we exchange with one another, we need to be reminded that the greatest
gifts of Christmas have already been given; joy and peace through Jesus Christ. Those gifts are
not limited to the rich and famous, but are especially intended for “the least of these my little
ones” (Matthew 25:31-46). Jesus is the only gift of the Christmas season that has true and lasting
significance. “Joy to the world, the Lord is come.”

Descriptive Details
The descriptive details in this passage include:
Sounds: The cry of a newborn, the proclamation of angels; the heavenly host praising God,;

Sights: A newborn child; a manger; shepherds in a field keeping watch; the glory of the Lord
shining; frightened shepherds; a child wrapped in bands of cloth; and

Colors: White sheep in a flock; the green fields where the shepherds lived; the beige clothes of
shepherds; the brightness of the glory of God.

I11. Other Sermonic Comments or Suggestions

Just as Advent is a season that covers four weeks, Christmas is actually a liturgical season that
covers two Sundays. In some settings the second Sunday of Christmas is viewed as Epiphany, or
the time when the message of joy was extended beyond the shepherds of Bethlehem and was
carried to the whole world by the three magi or wise men as reported in Matthew 2.

Preachers should take advantage of this second week of Christmas which will offer them another
remarkable preaching opportunity. The anticipation followed by joy that is the mark of
Christmas can easily carry over one week to a Watch Night service typically held in African
American churches on New Year’s Eve. This service is more than the marking of the passing of
one year and the arrival of the next. It is also a reminder of the anticipation followed by joy felt
by our slave ancestors on December 31, 1862 as they awaited the effective date for the
Emancipation Proclamation and the beginning of the end of chattel slavery in the United States.

The same anticipation followed by joy came in May of 1954 when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled
in the Brown v. Board of Education decision; a ruling that in many ways launched the modern
civil rights movement. Preachers should understand that joy is not an emotion that can be
understood in isolation. Joy is our reaction when a burden is lifted, a long awaited victory is
achieved or a great evil (apartheid or Jim Crow) has finally been defeated.

The break-out song by Kirk Franklin and the Family tells us what we are most joyful about:

Now behold the lamb, the precious Lamb of God;
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Born into sin that we may live again,
The precious Lamb of God.
Amen. Amen. Amen.

Those who really want to experience the joy of Christmas should consider a production of Black
Nativity by Langston Hughes. That musical drama tells the story of the birth of Jesus with all the
soul and substance the holiday (holy day) deserves. The same can be said for the joyful CD
entitled Handel’s Messiah: A Soulful Celebration, produced by Take 6 and others. One will be
equally uplifted by the joyful strains of the first part of the cantata Born to Die by Glenn Edward
Burleigh. Of course, no Christmas is complete without the satin sound of Nat King Cole wishing
a Merry Christmas to kids from one to ninety-two. Just to hear the openings strands of that song
can put even Ebenezer Scrooge into a joyful Christmas spirit.
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