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PASTOR’S CHRISTMAS MESSAGE 

No one can ignore Christmas, because the birth of Christ inspires faith or 

doubt. People can be neutral about many topics, but how can anyone remain 

unmoved by a claim beyond human reason? This claim is believed by children 

without quibbling - God became man and was born of the Virgin Mary, the Lord 

of Creation is placed in a feeding trough for animals. He would die on the cross 

for the sins of the world, yet He was born in poverty, weakness and humility. 

Adults find many reasons to doubt the truth of God becoming man. In 

various ways Christmas is traded away for trendy facts.  

Modern rationalists have trouble with the Virgin Birth, but I continue to 

marvel at God becoming man. Christmas means that the baby in the manger was 

a tiny boy in all respects, a newborn in development, and yet the eternal Son of 

God. Who can explain that to me? Therefore, the Virgin Birth is simply another 

miracle in the supernatural event we call Christmas. 

God so designed Christmas that the rich and powerful, the proud and 

arrogant, could not believe in Jesus as their Saviour. The baby Jesus is too weak, 

too poor, too bereft of public relations experts to hold the attention of those who 

glory in their own merit. In contrast, the baby Jesus is so harmless and appealing 

that any child will look at the manger and sing:  

“Ah, dearest Jesus, holy Child 

Make Thee a bed, soft, undefiled, 

Within my heart, that it may be, 

A quiet chamber kept for Thee. 

 

May we always look upon our Saviour with a child-like faith.  

God bless your celebration of Christ’s birth! 

Pastor Ziebell  
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF CHRISTMAS 

Christmas is unique among the celebrations of the church year because 

it has no counterpart in the Old Testament. All the other major festivals have 

corresponding festivals in the Old Testament. Easter, Pentecost, the weekly 

day of worship (the Lord’s day), all correspond to events in the Jewish 

calendar, namely Passover, Pentecost, 

and the Sabbath. Also, there is no 

precise date for Christmas given in 

Scripture. From the account in Luke, 

we can surmise the year in which the 

birth occurred because we know the 

Roman Emperor, Augustus, the 

governor of Syria, Quirinius, and the 

fact that a census of Roman people was underway. We can also make a rough 

approximation of the time of the year due to the fact that the shepherds were in 

the hills abiding with their flocks According to most traditions, the flocks were 

not in pasture from November through March. However, this tradition was not 

the rule, and there is evidence that it was not followed strictly. These facts: 

The lack of a corresponding festival and the uncertainty of the date resulted in 

Christmas being one of the last-festivals of the church year to come into place. 

In the first three centuries after the ascension of Jesus, the church did 

not have a universal calendar of festivals. Worship at this time was largely 

focused on the completed work of Jesus, namely His death and resurrection. It 

was not until the fourth century that a calendar that encompassed all of the 

events of Jesus’ life came into being.  

A date needed to be chosen for Christmas, as many of the minor 

festivals associated with the birth of Christ, such as the Presentation at the 

Temple, the Naming of Jesus, and the adoration of the Magi, depend upon the 

fixed date of Christmas. The date of December 25 was originally chosen for 

several reasons. Firstly, to exploit the imagery of nature. On the old Roman 

(Julian) Calendar, December 25 is the date of the winter solstice, the shortest 

day of the year. Christ’s birth, His life and His ministry can be likened to the 

lengthening of the day and the increasing amount of light in the world. The 
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Light shines in darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it, (John 1:5). 

This is also the reason that we celebrate Christmas by decorating with lights 

and the lighting of candles. 

Incidentally, the nativity of John the Baptist is set as June 24, the 

summer solstice, because of the passage: He [Christ] must increase, but I must 

decrease, (John 3:30). 

Secondly, this date was chosen to counteract the pagan festival of 

Saturnalia. This celebration originated in Rome because of errors in the Julian 

Calendar. These errors resulted in an accumulation of extra days at the end of 

the year. Eventually, these days became a great celebration given over to 

drunkenness, gift giving, frivolity, and a few days of freedom for slaves and 

servants. In order to prevent Christians from participating too robustly in the 

festivities, the festival of Christmas was celebrated at this time. Some of the 

less objectionable practices of this festival, such as gift giving, were 

assimilated by the Christians and became part of the Christmas tradition. 

The overall mood of this Church festival was markedly different in the 

early Church than it is today. Since it was first instituted to counteract a pagan 

festival, the emphasis was clearly on the religious aspects of the festival. Some 

of the Church fathers even condemned the 

practice of gift giving associated with this 

festival. Augustine, in one of his sermons, 

states “Separate yourselves from the 

heathen. Do the opposite of what they do. 

They give each other gifts; give ye alms 

instead. They sing worldly songs; read ye 

the word of God. They throng the theatre; 

come ye to the church. They drink 

themselves drunken; do ye fast.” Clearly, 

the emphasis of the early church was on 

overcoming the decadent and lascivious 

celebrations of the pagans.  

Today, the religious aspect of the 

Christmas celebration is again being lost amidst the carnival of spending that 
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gift giving has evolved into. The wonderful message of the birth of God, a 

concept that is unique to Christendom, is overlooked and lost. We must 

remember at all times, that this is a celebration, not only of the birth of our 

Saviour, but of the fact that God loves us so much, that He would send His 

only Son to die to save us from our sins.  

What’s with All the Singing? 

This time of year we are bombasted in the stores by Holiday and Christmas 

music. With all of this music floating around, we even get to gather in God’s 

House and sing some more (hymns that is! Not holiday music). 

So what is it with all the singing and all the music? What differences, if 

any, should we look for in the church? What is it about Lutheran Hymnody 

that makes it so wonderfully beautiful and beginning to look a lot like 

Christmas? 

Music is a great gift from God 

and has been given to His entire 

creation. This can be witnessed to 

if one looks anywhere across 

God’s wonderful creation. Music 

can be heard all throughout the 

world, and this is no different 

when it comes to the life of the 

Church. In almost every religious 

denomination, one can hear some type of music. Music is a very important 

aspect in our lives, and within the Church. In fact, Martin Luther once said, 

“We can mention only one point (which experience confirms), namely that next 

to the Word of God, music deserves the highest praise.” Luther well 

understood the benefits that music offered to the Church. Music could 

proclaim the Gospel, teach the Faith, praise God, and comfort the people in 

need. 

This very high view of singing is characteristic of the Lutheran Church. 

When the Church unites in song, it is proclaiming all that God has done for 

her. Lutheran Hymnody proclaims the true faith as taught in the Holy 

Scriptures, and sings concerning the Word and Work of Christ on behalf of His 
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Church. Wilhelm Loehe wrote, “Hymns express the true faith along with 

sermon.” Hymns are not separated from of the proclamation of the Gospel and 

the sermon, they are inextricably intertwined. They naturally flow from each 

other. Solid Hymns do exactly what the sermon does. They expound truths and 

apply them to lives. 

Using this very high view of singing, what makes a Lutheran Hymn 

distinctively Lutheran? The subject of the Hymn is precisely the focus of the 

Gospel. All of Scripture is centred on the life and work of Jesus Christ, and 

Lutheran Hymns are no different. Lutheran Hymns do not say anything that is 

not found IN Scripture. These hymns tell of the wondrous things that He has 

done for His Church, for you! The centre of the Lutheran Hymn is not us, but 

Christ. The focus is not on our life and works, but on the life and works of our 

Lord and Saviour. Many of the hymns will express how the salvation won for 

us by Christ is given to us and applied to our lives, but the centre of the hymn 

is not us; it is first and foremost about our crucified and risen Lord. 

When the Lutheran Church sings these great truths about Christ in our 

hymns, we do so as a community. Even when we sing alone in our homes, we 

are singing with the entire body of Christ. Lutheran Hymns do not sing about 

“my faith,” but about “the faith.” As Christ is the head of His Church, 

Lutheran Hymnody centres upon that which is true and applies to His entire 

body, you included. As the Church sings, she is singing the great confession of 

the entire Church. The Lutheran hymn is confessional AND communal. 

Because hymns are about Christ, and because they sing of nothing outside 

of Scripture, Lutheran hymns are a teacher of the faith. Hymns not only 

proclaim to us about Christ, but hymns teach about Christ. They teach about 

His Work, about His Life, and they also teach how that is applied to our lives. 

Hymns were one of the ways in which Luther used to teach the faith during the 

Reformation. The children would be learning hymns and singing them to their 

parents, the Kantors and Choirs would be singing the truths of the faith, and 

the adults themselves would be singing these truths. When one thinks of the 

words to “Come, Thou Saviour of our race” (LH 19) or “A Mighty Fortress is 

Our God” (LH 195), the teaching element can clearly be seen. These hymns  

do not simply tell us about Christ, but they teach us about who He is and what 



6 

He has done for us. 

Music has a very strong resonance 

within our lives. This powerful 

element of song is a clear one even in 

our own time. How many times have 

you gone home after Church and 

remembered what the sermon was 

about? Now how many times have you 

gone home and remembered one of the 

hymns? The truth is music stays with 

us. When the great truths of Christ, are placed with a great tune, this can and 

does have a great impact in our lives. 

Another element of Lutheran Hymnody is its ability to comfort us in any 

situation. The ability of a hymn to do this very thing, has to do with who is at 

the centre. As I previously stated, it is Christ who is at the centre of Lutheran 

Hymnody. We are comforted in these hymns, because it is Christ who is there 

with us. It is Him who comes to us giving us His comfort and peace which 

surpasses all our human understanding. In every situation of our lives, Christ is 

our Saviour, Redeemer, and Comforter. Because of what He has done, we can 

have peace. Our hymns speak to us in our sinful condition. We as Christians, 

as human beings, are battered every day by the devil, the world, and our own 

sinful flesh. Hymns show us our sin, and proclaim Christ to us who pulls us up 

out of that sin. They give us comfort in the only One where true comfort can 

be found. 

Music is wonderful gift from God and the Lutheran Church has wonderful 

hymns that use that wonderful gift. The music of the Church is not for 

entertainment, and upon our works. The Lutheran hymns have their centre on 

the Head of the Church, on the life and work of Christ, and what He has done 

for His Body, the Church. Hymns proclaim and teach the entire life and work 

of Christ and the salvation that He has won for us upon the Cross. Because 

Christ is at the centre, when the Church sings, she sings as an entire 

community that has been purchased and won, and knows that her Lord is with 

her always, in every situation. Joy to the World the Lord is come! 
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HIS NAME IS JESUS 

On the eighth day, when the time came 

to circumcise the Baby, He was named  

“Jesus,” the name that the angel had 

given Him before He was conceived in 

the womb. Luke 2:21  

When God tells people to do 

something, He is very specific. When, 

beginning with Abraham, God told Old 

Testament Israel to practice 

circumcision as a religious rite, He told them exactly when (eighth day) and 

why (sign of the covenant).  

When God sent word that His incarnate Son was to be named “Jesus,” He 

told both Mary and Joseph. The naming of the Child was primarily Joseph’s 

responsibility, but this Child’s name was so significant that God spelled it out 

in two angelic announcements.  

On the eighth day of the life of the Son of God among us, the Lord’s 

instruction regarding both circumcision and the Child’s name were carried out 

by His foster-father Joseph.  

The custom of naming a male child on the day of his circumcision was no 

doubt meaningful for devout Jews, but in the case of Jesus the significance is 

both striking and unparalleled. God’s covenant with Abraham was to 

culminate in the “Seed of the Woman” through whom “all nations of the earth 

will be Blessed” (Genesis 12:3).  

Here is that Child. Every other circumcision symbolised the human need to 

be cleansed of sin down to the very source-point of our existence (sinfulness is 

inherited). This Child’s circumcision is not about His need for cleansing, but 

ours.  

The covenant - God is Himself placed under the covenant agreement He 

made centuries before in order to bring to fulfilment the promise of cleansing 

that lay at the heart of that covenant - in order “to save His people from their 

sins,” (Matthew 1:21).  
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Considering this, one would almost think that devout folk like Joseph and 

Mary would have settled on the name of “Jesus” (“Jehovah saves”) on their 

own. But then we remember that it was, after all, a father’s prerogative to 

name his son, and He did.  

CHRIST FOR ALL THE NATIONS 

On Epiphany we remember the visit of the Magi to the baby Jesus in 

Bethlehem. The Magi did not arrive the same night of the shepherds who came 

on the night of Jesus’ birth in a manger in 

a stable. They came a few years later when 

Joseph and Mary lived in a house in 

Bethlehem. They saw the star on the night 

of Christmas and the trip lasted more than 

a year. So they came to Jerusalem and 

asked people, “Where is the child born to 

be king of the Jews?”  (Matt. 2:2).   

The Magi were students of the stars and believed the star was a sign of the 

birth of the promised king of Israel, the King and Saviour of the world. 

Historians believe that the Jews spoke of the prophecy of the Messiah during 

their captivity in Babylon, and in this way the tradition was dispersed 

throughout Babylon, nowadays called Iraq, and Persia (Iran today), two 

possible candidates to be the country of the Magi. Because the Israelites shared 

their tradition in the countries east of Palestine, the Magi were men who 

wanted to see this prophecy fulfilled with their own eyes.  

But the Magi did not know exactly where the Messiah would be born. The 

sages of the court of King Herod told that Bethlehem was the site prophesied 

to be the birthplace of Jesus. So they went to Bethlehem, but before this, 

Herod asked them, “Go and search carefully for the Child, and when you find 

Him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship Him!” (Matt. 2:8). But 

this was a lie, because in his jealousy he did not want to worship Him, but to 

kill the infant Jesus.  

As we said, this event occurred a few years after the coming of Christ in the 

manger. Therefore, we celebrate it at a later date than Christmas, 12 days later, 

on January 6, the Epiphany. The visit of the shepherds meant the fulfilment of 



9 

the prophecies to the Jews, the descendants of Abraham. Epiphany means the 

other part of the Old Testament prophecies, the promise of the Saviour for all 

nations.  

In the beginning, Adam and Eve, the 

first humans, fell into sin and were 

expelled from Paradise. But in Genesis 

3:15, the Lord promised them a Saviour, 

a seed of the woman who would come to 

defeat the devil, the serpent who 

deceived Adam and Eve. This was a 

promise for the whole human race.  

But most of the human race rejected 

God and He destroyed them by a flood, 

except for the eight of Noah’s family. 

They were saved from the flood, then, with a promise that God would never 

again destroy the world by water. So, the Saviour’s promise was narrowed to 

eight who reconstituted the human race.  

Then the promise was narrowed to Abraham and his descendants. God 

called Abraham to leave his parents and his city for a promised land that God 

would give his descendants for their patrimony. Because God made a covenant 

with Abraham to make a great nation of his descendants and among them the 

Saviour would be born to a blessing to all nations.  

Then God promised King David that of his lineage would come the 

Saviour, so the promise was narrowed once again. However, when Christ was 

born, the seed of Abraham and David, He fulfilled all that God promised to 

them and opened the promises of God to all nations.  

In the Old Testament, the people of Israel were called to be a people from 

others, in their Promised Land to live as an example to other peoples. 

Therefore, the Promised One of Israel first came to them, to fulfil the Law of 

God and proclaim the good news of forgiveness of sins and reconciliation with 

God among the Jews.  

But the promise was never just for Jews, but for all nations. The Magi came 

to Bethlehem to worship the baby Jesus after the shepherds, men of Israel. 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Genesis%203.15
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Genesis%203.15
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This event, then, pointed toward the other part of the messianic prophecies, the 

promise of a Saviour for everyone. They heard of the fulfilment of the 

prophecies and brought gifts for the Child. The Bible does not say how many 

wise men came, but the tradition of the three emerged from the three types of 

gifts: gold, frankincense and myrrh. These were very expensive things, gifts 

for a king. The Magi recognised Jesus as Lord and Saviour of the world.  

Christ was born and raised among His own people, as a descendant of 

Abraham and David. He fulfilled all the promises to the Jews and more. With 

His death on the cross and His resurrection, He conquered the devil, death and 

sin as God promised Adam and Eve in the beginning. He also ascended into 

heaven, and as the Son of David, is seated at the right hand of God the Father 

Almighty, with all authority in heaven and earth.  

Now, those who believe in Jesus Christ are heirs of all the promises of the 

Old Testament and the New Testament. Therefore, the church, which is all 

believers in Jesus Christ, is the new people of God, the new Israel. The new 

covenant in the blood of Jesus Christ includes all believers, regardless of tribe, 

language or family. Among all nations live the sheep of God, those who 

recognise the voice of their Shepherd. On the final day, the Lord will separate 

the sheep from the goats and on that day only that distinction will matter.  

Some men are called to publicly preach the Word of God and administer 

the sacraments to the ends of the 

earth, but all Christians have the 

privilege, the call to witness for 

Christ in their families and 

communities. It is the will of God to 

live among unbelievers as examples 

and witnesses to the power of the 

gospel of Christ.  

To gather the sheep into the fold 

of God before the second coming of 

Christ is the great mission of the 

church. Some will reject the Word of 

God, but there will always be those 
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who hear the Word. Christ came the first time to save the nations and will 

come again to judge all nations.  

Because our mission is to proclaim the good news, our purpose in this 

world is to illuminate the darkness like stars, because this is a dark world. As 

children of God we are light in this darkness to others, then we have joy and 

peace that passes all understanding. 

oooOooo 

 

 

 

Can you find 

your way 

through this 

Christmas Tree 

maze??? 
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