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Dr Douglas Golding 

Reading:   Isaiah 7.10-16; Psalm 80.1-7, 17-19; Romans 1.1-7; Matthew 1.18-25 

 
Saved from sin, saved for life 

 
Hope, peace, joy, love . . .  these are the greatest of the gifts we are given at Christmas, and they are 
given to us to pass on to others. Our Christmas Bowl is just one way we can do this.  And as we 
consider how deep we can dig to support the Christmas Bowl, we know that many people will have 
little or no peace or joy this Christmas -- they may be hungry; they may be in a refugee camp, or a 
nursing home, or in prison, or Christmas Day may be just another day spent scratching for food 
among the rubbish dumps of Manila or Rio de Janeiro, or walking five or ten km to fetch water in 
northern Luzon.   
 
Our giving can relieve the pain and restore the lost hope of some of these people, just as our 
generosity in the past has brought some of the joy of Christmas to thousands of people in our own 
country and overseas.  I have met some of the village people in the Philippines whose lives have 
been transformed through the work of ABM.   So little can do so much. 
 
Many people are lonely at Christmas, especially among the old, and the young.   When I arrived at 
the Bay Nursing Home this week to give communion, one woman burst into tears at the sight of me.  
Her husband had died during the week; she was facing the first Christmas without him for more 
than 60 years.  And a recent survey found that more than a third of Sydney’s young people  feel 
especially lonely at Christmas, for a variety of reasons.  This backs up the findings of similar 
surveys in Britain.  Many of them would like to see Christmas cancelled – they are disturbed by 
tension in their families and by the break in their normal routine of school or work and spending 
time with their friends.  We need to pray for the lonely and the distressed this Christmas, and make 
time to be with those we know.  
 
Today’s readings give us plenty more to think about as we come close to Christmas – the Psalm is a 
prayer that the exile of God’s people be ended, that they be restored to their land and to the love of 
God.  Come to save us, the people cried.  Our reading from Isaiah tells us how this prayer would be 
answered, in the birth of a child, Immanuel, God with us.    
 
50 or 60 years after the event, Paul begins his letter to the young church in Rome by reminding 
them that the birth of Jesus was important to all people, Jews and Gentiles.  In human terms, yes, 
Jesus was a Jew, descended from King David, but in divine terms, he was, and is, the Son of God, 
calling all people to the obedience of faith.  We can be certain of his divinity, Paul says, because 
God raised him from the dead.  The joy of Christmas is the joy of Easter prefigured. 
 
Today’s Gospel comes from one of the two stories of Jesus’ birth we are given in the Gospels – 
from the less familiar story of Joseph, Jesus’ earthly father.  (And the hymn we sang earlier was less 
familiar than the other Christmas hymns in our book – thank you, choir, for leading us through it.  
Thus did great Love, with a capital L, come from the love between you.  Love most freeing, deep 
and faithful:  Abba, dear father.)  Joseph’s story is a story of love, and of obedience to the will of 
God, two of the virtues we are called to live by, as followers of Jesus, so we can reveal to others at 
least a little of the love of God.  The Gospel records that Joseph had three visits from an angel God; 
on each visit God gave him a tough call, and Joseph obeyed each time. 
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In a village society, there is no shortage of gossip, and we can imagine that Joseph’s story that the 
Spirit of God was the father of his fiancee’s baby would have been greeted with some ribald 
scepticism in the wine bars of Nazareth.   And Mary would have had to face the same kind of 
malicious gossip every time she went to draw water from the town well.   Joseph was tempted to 
break the engagement, but God told him ‘go ahead and marry her’, and he obeyed.  Mary, too, was 
obedient to God’s will, in spite of the public shame. They stayed together, in mutual love, and 
shared obedience to the will of God. 
 
The first generations of Christians did not keep Jesus’ birthday -- they expected him to return in 
their own lifetime.  They would celebrate with him.  But when the church finally realised that Jesus 
was not going to return so soon, they determined to celebrate an annual Christ-mass to honour his 
birthday, but there was no record of when his birthday was.   
 
This is quite common in early history – we know the date of death of many of the famous men in 
Greek and Roman history, but we don’t know the date of their birth.  For example, we know exactly 
how and when Julius Caesar died, the day and the hour, but we don’t know when he was born, 
because no-one knew that this baby was going to become so famous.  There were no registrars of 
births, deaths and marriages in the ancient world. 
 
So the church decided to graft the feast of Christmas on to the ancient festival of the winter solstice.  
The first recorded Christ-mass was held on December 25 in the year 336, three centuries after the 
event.  The winter solstice was a time of feasting and celebration to mark the turn of the year.  This 
was a time to make merry, to break the rules.  Men dressed as women and masters dressed as 
servants.  People decorated their houses with greenery and lit candles and gathered their family 
around them and gave each other presents in honour of the sun god.  Sexual promiscuity was 
common and many people ate and drank more than was good for them.  For many people, this is 
what Christmas is about.  
 
Now, gardeners know that, if we don’t remove any shoots below the graft of a grafted citrus tree, 
the rootstock takes over.  We reach in to pick an orange or a lemon and long sharp thorns pierce our 
arms.   This is a good analogy for what happens to us, if we let the busy-ness of Christmas take too 
much of our time and our money– the cards and the presents and the family gatherings and the end 
of year parties and the eating and drinking – these can give us no time or energy to simply come and 
adore him, Christ the Lord.   
 
How can we, as people of God, stop this happening to us?   If Christianity is to be a credible 
alternative to the majority culture, Christians must show that they live by different standards, not 
just in how they deal with money and sex and power and possessions, but in how they celebrate the 
holy seasons of Christmas and Easter.  We do not worship Santa Claus or the Easter bunny. We 
know that some people come to church only once a year, at Christmas.  They have some faint 
memory of Christmasses past, they are looking for something extra in their lives, but they often 
aren’t sure what that is.  We can offer them hope and peace and joy and love, through the way we 
welcome them and through our presentation of Divine truth.  This is a time for rejoicing in God’s 
love. 
 
Other people may not come to church, but we may meet them at carols in the park or at the local 
school. They enjoy Christmas and they are happy to see a nativity scene outside a church or in a 
shopping centre, partly because they are a bit sentimental about the baby in the manger . . . All 
babies are beautiful . . .  
 
We can remind them that Jesus was no ordinary baby. As we heard in the Gospel, the angel told 
Joseph, ‘You are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins’. His people, in the 
first century, and to the end of time . . .  This baby was born to be the Saviour of the world, to teach 
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us the way to live, and to show us the way to live, then to die to reconcile us to God, then to live 
again to reveal that we too shall have a new life after death.   
 
Jesus brings . . . all the blessings that are listed in Connections today, and many, many more, to 
meet our personal and community needs. 
 
In a few moments we shall again recite the words of the creed:  For us and for our salvation, he 
came down from heaven.  But what do we understand by the salvation which the Christ of 
Christmas brings?  What does it mean, he will save his people from their sins?   It is easy to forget 
that our salvation has two sides:  through the death of Jesus we are saved from the power and the 
guilt and the penalty of sin and we are saved for a new life of joyful obedience to God, for a life in 
which, as John Wesley put it, the image of God is restored in us.  
 
If we dwell on our sin, and on God’s wrath and Christ’s suffering, we can foster an overwhelming 
feeling of fear and guilt and shame, and this can do great psychological damage; we can be driven 
to say, with Martin Luther, all I knew about myself was that I was a sinner.  But if we simply dwell 
on the new life, and on God’s love and on the joy of sharing Christ’s victory, we can foster a smug 
self-satisfaction which can do great spiritual damage.  The church is not a social club, but a 
fellowship of the redeemed, being equipped for ministry to others. Paul reminds us of this, in his 
letter to the Ephesians. 
 
We need a balance.  We need to see being saved from sin and being saved for life as the one divine 
act, like the two sides of the one coin.  For when we cry, Come to save us, we know that Jesus has 
already answered our prayer, even if the theologians can’t agree on a theory to explain exactly how.   
 
So, on behalf of the parish council and the ministry team, we wish you a Merry Christmas, we hope 
you enjoy your time with your family and friends; but more important, we wish you a Happy 
Christmas, because the way to true happiness is to take to heart that this baby was born for you, and 
died for you and lives again for you.  For us, Christmas is, above all, a time for celebrating him.  
 
Hope, peace, joy and love are the marks of the new life in Jesus; by being ever obedient to the will 
of God, as Joseph and Mary were, they can be the marks of our life as well.  
 
The Lord be with you. 

_________________________ 
 


