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In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Christmas is a bittersweet season. For many of us, it’s bittersweet because of all the family memories and
church memories. We rejoice in the Savior’s coming, but we grieve about the loved ones we miss, the faithful
departed who’ve gone to be with the Lord.

Christmas is also bittersweet because of its wonderful promises — a Savior is born to us, Christ the Lord,
bringing redemption and eternal life in his blood. And yet, these blessings and promises, they’re still unfulfilled.
Our lives are not lives of joy and ease. The world is still very evil, and death remains a bitter reality. Around the
world, people are imprisoned and dying every day for the name of Jesus. And the church is divided and constantly
under attack.

It’s bitter, to still be waiting for our Lord’s return, on the final day. Waiting for him to raise us and all the
dead, and reunite us with those we love. We’re waiting to see our Lord Jesus, face to face, never to be parted from
him again, the full sweetness of the new heavens and new earth.

So Christmas is bittersweet. And because of that, it’s appropriate that after the rejoicing of Christmas Day
on December 25, the days after Christmas are tinged with bitterness.

For example, the first day after Christmas, December 26, is the feast of Saint Stephen, the first martyr of
the church. Stephen bore faithful witness to the Savior. He testified of the Messiah who came into the world to
save us by his holy death, but the Jews hated him for it. When they heard Stephen preaching the gospel, they were
enraged. They ground their teeth at him.

Acts chapter 7 records: But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God,
and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. And he said, “Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man
standing at the right hand of God.” But they cried out with a loud voice and stopped their ears and rushed together
at him. Then they cast him out of the city and stoned him.

And as they were stoning Stephen, it says, he called out, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” And falling to
his knees he cried out with a loud voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” And when he had said this, he
fell asleep.

That is what the church commemorates, on the day right after Christmas.

And the following day is also bittersweet. On December 27, the church commemorates Saint John, the
apostle and evangelist, the disciple whom Jesus loved. Of the twelve, John was the last to die, and he was the only
one of the twelve not killed as a martyr. But he suffered many things for the sake of the name of Christ, and he
was imprisoned on the island of Patmos, where he wrote down the Book of Revelation.

So like Stephen, John the Apostle suffered as a faithful witness to Christ. And together, by their suffering,
both men reveal the world’s hatred against the Prince of Peace. Their suffering reveals that Jesus came to die,
pierced for our transgressions, innocently sacrificed for the sins of the world.

And in John’s vision of Revelation, John heard the Spirit’s exhortation to the churches, and he saw the
glory of Jesus, the same glory Stephen saw, the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God. Also, John saw a
vision of the church, personified as a woman, pursued by Satan and persecuted by him for the sake of the male
child, Jesus Christ, born for her salvation.

John wrote in Revelation 12, “And a great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with
the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars. She was pregnant and was crying out in birth
pains and the agony of giving birth. And another sign appeared in heaven: behold, a great red dragon, with seven
heads and ten horns, and on his heads seven diadems. His tail swept down a third of the stars of heaven and cast
them to the earth. And the dragon stood before the woman who was about to give birth, so that when she bore her
child he might devour it. She gave birth to a male child, one who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron, but
her child was caught up to God and to his throne, and the woman fled into the wilderness, where she has a place
prepared by God.”

This is a vision of the whole history of the church. The male child is, of course, Jesus Christ. But the
woman who gives birth to him is more than the virgin Mary. The woman is the whole Old Testament church, the
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Old Testament people of God, waiting for the fulfillment of the promises of the coming Messiah, in the anguish
of expectation.

And after the child is born, the woman still represents the church, but now she is the New Testament
church, all the people of God from every tribe and language and nation who received the Christ.

Yet our enemy, Satan, is eager to devour the Savior. He seeks to snatch our Lord Jesus from us. So Satan
attacks the church, and persecutes believers.

The devil sought to destroy and devour the Christ child through the jealous rage of King Herod. And when
that plan failed, when the Holy Family escaped into Egypt, thirty years later the devil again attacked our Lord,
putting him to death on a cross, through the jealousy of the Jews.

And when even that plan failed, when our Lord rose triumphant on the third day, now the devil always
persecutes those who bear Christ’s name. When he persecuted Stephen and John and all the martyrs, the devil
was really attacking Jesus. As Jesus said to Paul, on the road to Damascus, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting
me?” And for the same reason, the devil always persecutes the church to this day, seeking to destroy our faith.

But thanks be to God, that God provides a place for the woman, a refuge for the people of God, so the
dragon cannot touch us. He gives us refuge and sanctuary in the church, where Jesus stands as our strong fortress,
where we may flee from the all devil’s attacks and the world’s hatred.

So this is what Saint John saw in Revelation 12, and what he wrote down for us, to strengthen and
encourage us in these gray and latter days, as we wait with eager longing for the fulfillment of the promises of
Christmas.

But now today, the third day after Christmas, John’s apocalyptic vision of the dragon becomes a vivid,
bloody reality, in the massacre of the Holy Innocents, the babies of Bethlehem.

These children did no wrong against King Herod, but like a jealous raging dragon, Herod pursues the
woman to kill her child, slaughtering so many children on the way. Herod seeks to find Mary and Jesus, but God
warns Joseph in a dream, so they might escape into Egypt.

And all of it, Saint Matthew explains, is so that the word of the prophets might be fulfilled. The word of
Hosea, “Out of Egypt I called my son.” And the word of Jeremiah, “A voice was heard in Ramah, weeping and
loud lamentation.” God knew that all this awful murder would take place, and it grieved him, but he allowed it so
the wickedness and evil of the world might be exposed. He allowed it to reveal his Son, our Savior, so we might
see our need for him.

And how grievous, that the slaughter of innocent children still continues today. Millions die every year
from abortion, and the world turns a blind eye. The world even encourages mothers, and desensitizes them, telling
them their baby is merely a fetus, a growth, that they have the right to remove if they wish. This great evil reveals
the true depth of our human depravity, and of Satan’s grip on this world, that the murder of innocent children
continues today, in greater numbers than ever before in history. It reveals how greatly we need a Savior.

But even worse, we must realize that we ourselves are complicit in the devil’s hatred. Each one of us has
a hand in attacking the Christ child. We bear the guilt for his innocent death.

For if not for our sins, Jesus would not have had to die. But Jesus is born to show us his love, how greatly
we need his salvation, from our sin. We were his enemies, enemies of God, dead in our trespasses and sins, but
Jesus came to die for us. “God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”

So this is the bittersweet truth of Christmas. Jesus came to bring peace on earth, but the world always
fights against the Prince of Peace. Therefore Jesus is born to expose the world’s wickedness. His very innocence
draws the wrath of Satan and the hatred of the world, so that all who are found in him will surely suffer, as he
suffered.

And the death of the innocent ones of Bethlehem foreshadows the innocent suffering and death of our
Lord Jesus Christ himself. Their innocent death in his place foreshadows his innocent death in our place. And
their death foreshadows the innocent death of all the martyrs and saints of all the centuries, redeemed in the blood
of Christ, against whom the jealous world rages.

But let their fury rage, they can harm us none. As Jesus himself said, “Blessed are those who are persecuted
for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

For the Christ child, the one who was born to die, who escaped from the dragon’s jaws when Joseph
brought him down to Egypt — Jesus escaped only for a time, until the time was right for his own holy death. And
then, he offered himself up for us, innocent of all sin, silent in his own defense, praying even for us, his enemies,



“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”

And therefore, in him, all the blessings of Christmas are accomplished. As Romans 5 explains, “If while
we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled,
shall we be saved by his life. More than that, we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom
we have now received reconciliation.”

So, dear saints, it’s true. Christmas is bittersweet. But the sweetness of the joys to come outshines all the
bitterness of this present valley of tears.

Let not the grief and sadness of the present age have any power over you. Keep your eyes fixed on the
promises of God in Christ Jesus, the Savior born for you, in his forgiveness and life.

For as the Lord himself said to you in Jeremiah 31, in the Old Testament lesson today, comforting his
beloved church: Thus says the Lord: “Keep your voice from weeping, and your eyes from tears, for there is a
reward for your work, declares the Lord, and they shall come back from the land of the enemy. There is hope for
your future, declares the Lord, and your children shall come back to their own country.” Amen.

Now may the peace of God which passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus
to life everlasting. Amen.



