
 You’ll probably think I’m crazy, but I enjoy going shopping at Christmas time. I like the 

crowds, the screaming kids, and most of all I like the endlessly repeating Christmas music 

that every store plays over and over. To understand why, you need to know two facts about 

me: I was raised in a puritanical Christian sect that forbid the celebration of Christmas and 

my parents’ wedding anniversary is December 23. 

 These two facts meant that every year when I was growing up I found myself shopping 

around Christmas time, not for Christmas gifts but for an anniversary present. Every year, in 

my effort to be a “good kid” and shun the commercialization of Jesus’ birth, I fought my way 

through crowds of happy Christmas shoppers while struggling to not think about the holiday 

or listen to the cheerful music. 

 Now, when I join the crowds at Christmas, I can join them with all my heart. I can be happy about Jesus’ birth. 

I can enjoy and sing along with the songs. Like anyone who has been deprived of what other take for granted, I 

always enjoy it.  

 These life experiences have gotten me to thinking in recent years, what is it that everyone is so happy about at 

Christmas? Even non-believers enjoy the season, give presents, and hum along to tunes with words they say they 

don’t believe, words like “veiled in flesh the God-head see; hail the incarnate deity.” 

 I think the answer is to be found in what Jesus’ birth really means. It is the moment when the whole human 

race was adopted into the life of the Father, Son, and Spirit. The Holy Spirit is speaking to all humanity - believing, 

non-believing, happy and scrooge-like - and saying “Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth, burst into jubilant song 

with music!” (Psalm 98:4) Notice the Spirit calls the whole earth to sing, not just believers. I can tell you from ex-

perience, it is hard to fight the tidal wave of joy and celebration that sweeps over humanity at the news that the 

Son has become flesh and made his dwelling among us. Especially when the Holy Spirit is telling the whole earth 

to sing! 

 That’s why I’m not too critical of all the singing, partying, and shopping that goes on at Christmas. Sure, there 

are many excesses, and a lot of people don’t know what or why they’re celebrating. But there is a reason to rejoice 

and the Spirit is calling humanity to do so. When I see the world celebrating I want to celebrate too, and pray that 

they will come to believe the truth of what we are all so happy about.  

 Merry Christmas! 

~ Jonathan Stepp 
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Christmas Day – December 25 

Isa. 52:7-10 – Ps. 98 – Heb. 1:1-4, (5-12) - John 1:1-14 

 At Christmas, the people “lift up their voices, together they sing for joy… [They] 

break forth together into singing” (Isa 52.8-9).  Why? Because “in plain sight they 

see the return of the LORD to Zion” (52.8). Because of the presence of God’s sav-

ing reign, the reign of peace and truth, the reign of the Unconquerable Light (52.7; 

Jn 1.5). “The LORD has bared his holy arm in the sight of all the nations” (Isa 

52.10), and all the ends of the earth shall see that “his right hand and his holy arm 

have gotten him victory” (Ps 98.1-2). This is the victory of light over darkness, the 

victory of truth over lies (Jn 1.5).   

 The gospel of Christmas is that the light we have seen is not just a prophet or an 

angel, but rather God’s own Son, “the reflection of God's glory and the exact im-

print of God's very being” (Heb 1.1-3).  The LORD’s own right hand has become 

flesh and dwelt among us, and it is this incarnate Right Hand who has gotten him 

victory. “The hills sing together for joy” because the Light has come to judge and 

destroy the darkness which enslaves us all (Ps 98.8). This is a victory not of brute 

force but of truth—the truth of humanity’s inclusion in the Triune Life through the 

incarnate Son.  Adoption is reality, and we experience reality by believing in it (Jn 

1.12). And as reality illumines everyone and everything (Jn 1.3,9), we hold to the liv-

ing hope that “all the ends of the earth shall see the salvation of our God” (Isa 

52.10).   

 

First Sunday of Christmas – December 28 

Isa. 61:10-62:3 – Ps. 148 – Gal. 4:4-7 – Luke 2:22-40 

 Praise Yahweh, for it is Christmas!  At the incarnation of the Triune Life, creation 

breaks forth in shouts of praise (Ps 148), singing: “He has clothed me with the gar-

ments of salvation, he has covered me with the robe of righteousness!” (Isa 61.10).  

We who have longed for redemption and consolation (Lk 2.25,38) now praise God, 

saying “My eyes have seen your salvation!” (2.30).  What have we seen?  We have 

seen a human child “growing” (Lk 2.40).  The Greek word evokes the image of a 

blacksmith relentlessly pounding and shaping a stubborn piece of iron. By living out 

his Sonship within fallen human flesh, Jesus re-forged human nature, re-shaping the 

twisted mangled mess into “a crown of beauty in the hand of the LORD, and a royal 

diadem in the hand of God” (Isa 61.3).   

 By becoming one of us, he caused us to become one with him, “so that we might 

receive adoption as children” (Gal 4.5).  “And because [we] are children, God has 
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sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’” (4.6). This good 

news is the “light for revelation” which will reveal “the inner thoughts of many;” 

Jesus is “a sign that will be opposed” by the darkness (Lk 2.32-35).  But the darkness 

cannot extinguish the light (Jn 1.5). The light’s witnesses “will not keep silent” and 

“will not rest, until vindication shines out like the dawn, and salvation like a burning 

torch” (Isa 62.1). The sovereign “Lord GOD will cause righteousness and praise to 

spring up” (61.11), and “the nations shall see” it (62.2). 

 

Second Sunday of Christmas – January 4 

Jer. 31:7-14 – Ps. 147:12-20 – Eph. 1:3-14 – John 1:(1-9), 10-18 

 Before God made the universe, he gave it a destination; he destined it. One might 

say he “pre-destined” it.   What is this absolutely sovereign pre-set destination?  

Christmas. Incarnation. The union of the Son and his creation, so that creation 

would share in the Son’s life with the Father in the Spirit.  In other words, “He pre-

destined us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ” (Eph 1.5). There are count-

less paths we may choose (some more pleasant than others), but no path escapes the 

Omnipresent One.  We may love him.  We may hate him.  But he (and our eternal 

union with him) is our destination regardless.  For we have “been destined according 

to the purpose of him who accomplishes all things according to his counsel and 

will” (1.11).   

 And his purpose/counsel/will is “to gather up all things in him, things in heaven 

and things on earth” (Eph 1.10). To exist in this universe is to live “in the heavenly 

places,” surrounded with “every spiritual blessing” (1.3). This has happened “not 

of… the will of man, but of God” (Jn 1.13). Still, it is possible to be ignorant of the 

God who is in us, to refuse to receive and believe him (Jn 1.10,12).  “The good news 

of our salvation” is the truth no matter what (Eph 1.13).  But if we choose to believe 

lies instead, we are powerless to experience an abundant and free life as God’s chil-

dren (Jn 1.12). But his Spirit lives forever with us to tell us the truth—that we are 

indeed God’s children (Rom 8.16).   

 Our hearts may be frozen, but “He sends out his word and melts [ice]; he makes 

his wind blow, and the waters flow” (Ps 147.18).  He has become our father (Jer 

31.9), and he now calls all nations to hear and believe (31.10). Christmas is the begin-

ning of the world’s renewal: “They shall be radiant over the goodness of the LORD, 

over the grain, the wine, and the oil, and over the young of the flock and the herd; 

their life shall become like a watered garden, and they shall never languish again… 
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and my people shall be satisfied with my bounty, says the LORD” (Jer 31.12-14).   

 

Epiphany Sunday – January 11 

Isa. 60:1-6 – Ps. 72:1-7, 10-14 – Eph. 3:1-12 – Matt. 2:1-12 

 In Epiphany we experience God keeping his promise to bless Abraham so that all 

the peoples of earth will be blessed through him (Gen 12).  The ultimate Israelite 

vision is not simply to have a relationship with God, but also to see that relationship 

expanded to include the whole world. “Nations shall come to your light, and kings 

to the brightness of your dawn… they all gather together, they come to you… the 

wealth of the nations shall come to you.  A multitude of camels…shall bring gold 

and frankincense, and shall proclaim the praise of the LORD” (Isa 60.3-6). Israel 

crowned her kings with the words: “May all kings fall down before him, all nations 

give him service” (Ps 72.11).   

 These prophetic words find literal fulfillment in the wise men who come from 

the East to pay homage to Israel’s King Jesus, bringing gifts of gold, frankincense, 

and myrrh (Mt 2.1,11).  And these words are ultimately fulfilled as the knowledge of 

the Lord covers the earth as the waters cover the sea. This is the knowledge that not 

only has God kept his promise to Israel, but that “the Gentiles have become fellow 

heirs” (Eph 3.6).  And what are these “boundless riches of Christ” which are now 

given to the whole world?  The gift of God to Israel and to all people is the rich life 

of “boldness and confidence” that the Son has with his Father. The adopted life it-

self is the treasure chest that has opened “in Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom we 

have access to God in boldness and confidence through faith in him” (Eph 3.11-12). 

 

Second Sunday after Epiphany – January 18 

I Sam. 3:1-10, (11-20) – Ps. 139:1-6, 13-18 - 1 Cor. 6:12-20 - John 1:43-51 

 Today, the God of Abraham is manifesting (epiphany-ing) himself to the world. 

Today—along with Samuel, Philip, and Nathanael—we find ourselves confronted 

with the compelling and unexpected Word of God. At first “Samuel did not yet 

know the LORD” (1 Sam 3.7), but then the LORD spoke, and nothing was ever the 

same again. One moment, Nathanael is slacking off under a fig tree. Then the Word 

of God speaks, and he is undone in the presence of the Son of God, the King of 

Israel (Jn 1.48-49). The Triune One knows us better than we know ourselves; he in-

teracts with us in ways too deep to understand (Ps 139).   
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 And yet, these interactions are only the beginning trickle of a flood of shared life:  

“You will see greater things than these… You will see heaven opened and the angels 

of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man” (Jn 1.50-51).  Human inter-

action with God was once rare (1 Sam 3.1).  But now in Jesus, human knowing of 

God is as unlimited as the Son’s knowing of the Father.  We are not merely ‘close’ to 

the Lord; our very bodies are now his dwelling place (I Cor 6.13,19).  We “united to” 

him and “one spirit with him” (6.16-17).  

 We celebrate our intimate knowing with God in the Epiphany season.  Because to 

experience oneness with God is to be set free, like Paul, to “not be dominated by any-

thing” (6.12).  To experience this epiphany—to realize that God has united himself to 

us forever—is to know the truth that sets us free. 

~ John Stonecypher 
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A Small Request for Christmas Communion 

 Whatever you do this Christmas season, please, as a personal favor to me, do not 

make your Christmas communion a funeral for Jesus. You probably know what I’m 

talking about. After we’ve sung with joy the words “Yea, Lord, we greet thee, born 

this happy morning”; after the children have happily re-enacted the story using 

stuffed sheep and a baby doll to stand in for Jesus; after we’ve all wished each other 

“Merry Christmas”; after all this comes the bread and the wine. 

 The celebrant says something like this: “Jesus was born to die for our sins and this 

bread is his broken body and this wine is his spilled blood.” The unspoken message 

in this? “You can be happy at Christmas, but don’t be too joyful, remember the wrath 

of God and the terrible punishment the baby Jesus would receive when he grew up.” 

 There is a time to take communion with sober reflection on Jesus’ suffering. That 

time is called Good Friday, not Christmas. 

 At Christmas the bread and wine symbolize the flesh that the Son of God has  be-

come as he “made his dwelling among us.” Christmas communion is a sign to us that 

the Son has adopted human nature, our flesh and blood, and will never “un-adopt” it. 

He lives in our humanity and we now live in his divinity because he has become what 

we are, fully human, while always remaining fully God. 

 So, I have just one small request. At this year’s Christmas communion speak 

words of joy about the adoption of humanity into the Trinity and save the words of 

grief for the day set aside for them. 

~ Jonathan Stepp 



The Adopted Life 

 We’re sometimes asked “Are you sure the adoption of humanity is the gospel? 

I’ve never heard it before.” In this light we find it helpful to look at the writings of 

other Christians who have expressed the gospel clearly.  

 Athanasius of Alexandria, writing in the 4th Century, had the following to say 

about the Son’s incarnation. We printed this in last year’s Christmas issue and re-run 

it this year because it is a profound summary of why we celebrate the birth of Jesus: 

Naturally also, through this union of the immortal Son of God with our 

human nature, all men were clothed with incorruption in the promise of the resurrec-

tion. For the solidarity of mankind is such that, by virtue of the Word's in-

dwelling in a single human body, the corruption which goes with death has 

lost its power over all. You know how it is when some great king enters a 

large city and dwells in one of its houses; because of his dwelling in that 

single house, the whole city is honored, and enemies and robbers cease to 

molest it. Even so is it with the King of all; He has come into our country and 

dwelt in one body amidst the many, and in consequence the designs of the enemy against 

mankind have been foiled and the corruption of death, which formerly held 

them in its power, has simply ceased to be. For the human race would have 

perished utterly had not the Lord and Savior of all, the Son of God, come 

among us to put an end to death. (On the Incarnation, Chapter 2, paragraph 

9. Emphases ours.) 
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