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 Luke 2:1-20        Mark 7:1-13 

PPT 1. Grinch who stole Christmas
One of my pet hates is when people say “The real meaning of Christmas is…. Families gathering, or sending cards to friends to maintain communication, or children’s happiness… or any of a multitude of trivial things.

There is a line in Mark 7 that has the power of a nuclear bomb. Jesus said:

PPT 2  You put aside God’s commands and obey human teaching.   Mark 7:8

As you and I prepare for Christmas there is a terrible danger of doing just what Jesus condemned.

How much of Christmas is Christian?     The season is CHRIST – mas, yet very little of Jesus remains.

The season is not Xmas.   In mathematics X is the unknown amount.  The God we worship is not unknown.  Because of Jesus we can proclaim “I know whom I have believed”.   Jesus declared and demonstrated the nature of God.   I never ever write Xmas.  Always it is Christmas because Christ is central to all there is.   

Look around the decorations in the shops. Very few have nativity scenes. Very few tell the real story. Many have snow scenes. There is a fat old man in a red suit.   Over and over again “Jingle Bells" is played.   It is all unreal, in a land where we think about beach more than snuggling up by the fire with a hot drink.  

At Carols by Candlelight there is more enthusiastic singing for “Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer”   than there is for “O come all ye faithful”.  
Christmas parades in town are almost totally secular.  We Christian Churches have given up on putting in floats which proclaim the birth of Christ. 
In some States in America schoolteachers are forbidden to tell the Christian story of Christmas. They can tell of Santa Claus and his reindeer. They can decorate their classrooms with Christmas trees and tinsel. At Halloween they can tell of witches and goblins, ghosts and devils, but at Christmas they must not mention Christ. Nativity scenes are forbidden. The story of a baby in a manger, of angels and shepherds, wise men and gifts is all banned. Schools they say, must be secular. Religion is not to be mentioned, let alone taught.

It was not the Grinch who stole Christmas. The Christian Church has handed Christmas over to secular society.   That is the exact reverse of where it all began. It is exactly the reverse of where I believe God would have us stand.   Our task as followers of Jesus Christ is to boldly proclaim him as Saviour and Lord.
Our Christian celebration of Christmas began as a direct take over of pagan practise., Even the date of Christmas - December 25th has more to do with a pagan festival than it does with the birth of Jesus.

It is very unlikely that Jesus was born on December 25th. No one knows when he was born, not even the year, let alone the date. December is mid winter in the Northern Hemisphere. The shepherds would not be out in the fields taking care of the sheep. That only happened in the period April to September. In the early church, when Jesus’ birth was celebrated at all, it was observed on a range of dates, sometimes April, sometimes February, in one place even January 6th. A few years ago British physicist and astronomer David Hughes calculated that the date of Christ's birth was September 17th in 7 BC. This was based on an unusual conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn at that time. Truth is, no one really knows the exact date Jesus was born.

Since the beginning of time there have been mid-winter celebrations at the solstice.   That is the time when nights start getting shorter and days longer.   In the Northern Hemisphere, around December 25th.   Ancient Rome had a celebration called Sol Invictus.    The invincible sun. A wise Pope, Julius the First, in 353 AD realised it was impossible to stamp out all pagan practise so he decreed that wherever possible the Church should take over the pagan event and fill it with Christian meaning. Celebrating the return of the Sun was transformed - not to worship the SUN but to worship the SON who came as Jesus of Nazareth, born in Bethlehem.

Taking over pagan traditions did not always mean that pagan beliefs died out. 

PPT 3   Christmas trees

Christmas trees have a pagan root. A story is often told that the first Christmas tree came about because Martin Luther was walking home one Christmas night and saw stars glinting through pine branches which reminded him of the star of Bethlehem, so he cut a small pine tree and brought it inside for his family putting candies on the branches to look like stars. That is a legend. There is no authoritative source that confirms that story. The truth is that evergreen trees have been worshipped as symbols of life, reproduction and sexual prowess. They have often been brought into a house and set up as idols. This belief in trees pervades many societies.   Ancient English Druids had a strong belief in the power of mistletoe. Even Maori culture shows belief in the power of green trees. Between lakes Rotorua and Rotoma on Hongi's track there is a wishing tree. Travellers who stop are expected to place an offering on it to receive good luck. The offering is usually a bit of greenery, but the belief persists. If you drive past today you will see countless bits of withered leaves lying on the ground around the tree - gifts people have offered, continuing the ancient pagan belief.

The important question is "Does it matter?" Does it matter that many pagan beliefs have been incorporated into Christian tradition?     For some, emphatically yes. In many places around the world Christians do not celebrate Christmas.   Ireland is one of those.  The Irish remind us that there are only 11 verses in the Bible which mention Jesus’ birth.    By contrast more than half the Gospels are about events leading to his death and resurrection.  None of the New Testament letters mention his birth.   The focus of Jesus’ life was his death, not his birth.   But the problem is even deeper than the fact that Christmas has taken over as the major festival, and then lost its Christian roots.  

Children very quickly discover that Father Christmas really is parents. If we lie to our children over Santa Claus and the tooth fairy how can we expect them to believe us when we tell them about Jesus? Making out that  Father Christmas is true does matter if we lead our children to believe that we cannot be trusted to tell them the truth. For the rest of their lives they can live believing that Jesus is a myth like Father Christmas.  

From early on we told our children that Father Christmas was a game some parents played with children at Christmas time because they did not know the real story of Jesus. We gave gifts to make children happy because we are happy celebrating the birth of Jesus.    
There is another problem with willingly accepting pagan practises and seeking to Christianise them. That is that Satan, who is behind all pagan practise, does not give up simply when we put a Christian meaning to an ancient ritual.   Ancient pagan practise has all the power of the past to hurt and destroy. What is happening in our society is that we allow the pagan meaning and pagan practise to take over and swamp out the Christian belief.   
This is a spiritual battle not confined to Christmas.   Easter, our most important Christian festival, is in serious danger of being swamped with pagan belief in rabbits and eggs - ancient fertility symbols.   Christian people, be bold in proclaiming your belief. Decorate your homes by all means, but fill those decorations with overt Christian meaning. 

The Hope Project is advertising on the Hope TV channel, asking all Christians to put Christ back into Christmas.    A few years ago there was a big banner across the street in Hamilton.  It read  Keep Christ in Christmas.  A young woman was heard to says to her friend, “Look at that.  Those cheeky Christians are trying to take over Christmas”.  
Here is the real challenge.    

Will you teach your children and grandchildren the truth of Christmas, and not let them grow up with the lie of Santa Claus, to be later disillusioned?     

Will you make it clear to all that Christmas for you is the celebration of the Birth of Jesus Christ?

When you choose your Christmas cards will you ignore the snow and sleighs and send only cards that remind us of Jesus? 

Will you,, who have connections with business premises encourage the use of Nativity scenes? 
Will you put in your home images of the Birth of Christ and discard the fat man in a red suit?  

A story is told of young man about to graduate from university. For months he had admired a magnificent sports car in a dealer's showroom, and knowing his father could well afford it, he told him that was all he wanted. As Graduation Day approached, the young man waited for signs that his father had purchased the car. Finally, on the morning of his graduation, his father called him into his study. His father told him how proud he was to have such a fine son, and told him how much he loved him. He handed his son a beautiful wrapped gift box. Curious, but somewhat disappointed, the young man opened the box and found a lovely, leather-bound Bible, with the young man's name embossed in gold. Angrily, he said, "With all your money you give me a Bible?" and stormed out of the house, leaving the Bible. Years passed and the young man was very successful in business. He had a home and family of his own,  but realised his father was very old, and thought perhaps he should go to him. He had not seen him since that graduation day. Before he could make arrangements, he received a message telling him his father had passed away, and willed all of his possessions to his son. He needed to come home immediately and take care of things. When he arrived at his father's house a sudden sadness and regret filled his heart. He began to search through his father's important papers and saw the still new Bible, just as he had left it years ago. With tears, he opened the Bible and began to turn the pages. His father had carefully underlined a verse, Matthew 7:11, "And if ye, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more shall your Heavenly father which is in heaven, give to those who ask Him?" As he read those words, a car key dropped from the back of the Bible. It had a tag with the dealer's name, the same dealer who had the sports car he had desired. On the tag was the date of his graduation, and the words 
“PAID IN FULL."

Almighty God has given us the great gift of Jesus Christ.  We live in a world that is discarding the gift and failing to find the treasure inside.

Friends, if the Christian Church is to be what it was designed by the living God to be, then the spiritual battle which began 2000 years ago, to take over pagan celebration and fill them with Christian truth, needs to be fought with courage and determination. Jesus said that we are to be like salt and yeast, spreading through the dough of society, preserving, giving flavour and rising power. All that depends on our ability to work with God in bringing his truth in powerful and effective ways. 

Proclaim the real meaning of Christmas whenever and however you can.

One year I conducted four funeral services in the last week before Christmas.  I do not mention Santa Claus, or reindeer. There was no mention of sleigh bells in the snow. These Christmas trappings have no saving power when we face the ultimate questions of life and death.   But, at funerals,  I do speak about Jesus. I do tell of his coming to earth, born of Mary, to live teaching us the truth of God, to die that our sins may be forgiven, to rise from death to assure us that death is not the end, and that we can face death with confidence because of Jesus Christ. No other reason for Christmas exists. Don't let the pagan packaging of Christmas hide God's truth. Don't let Satan's smokescreen of pagan practise so fill our Christmas traditions that the truth of God is lost in a bundle of tinsel and meaningless tradition. For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only son, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life. This is the meaning of Christmas.
