The Promise of Christmas
Gospel text: Matthew 2:13-23

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus the Christ

You’ve heard of the Grinch’s plan to stop Christmas from coming, right?  According to Dr. Seuss’ story, the Grinch dresses up like Santa Clause, rides into the town of “Whoville” when all the residents of the town—called “Whos”—are sleeping on Christmas Eve, and then steals everything Christmas.  He loads his Santa sleigh with bag after bag of the “Who’s” Christmas trees, ornaments, stockings, presents, food for the feast, even the prized “roast beast.”  While hauling all of the “Who’s” Christmas stuff out of town on his sleigh, the Grinch cackles to himself.  He imagines all the sad little “Who” faces boo-hooing when they wake up to no Christmas at all, with nothing to celebrate and nothing to sing about.  

After all, the Grinch knows that Christmas is a time of great promise for the “Whos” in “Whoville.”  Year after year, Christmas has promised the “Whos” the opportunity to celebrate, to play, to feast, and to do what the Grinch hates most—to sing.  But the Grinch himself doesn’t understand what the promise of Christmas is all about.   
For us, Christmas holds great promise because the child Jesus is a child of great promise.  Listen to some of the titles already given to the child Jesus: Messiah, Christ the Lord, Savior, King of the Jews.  Such titles bear the promise of greatness and are only fitting for a king God has chosen to save his people.  

Though looking again at the Christmas story, the promise of greatness refers to a vulnerable child born into poverty—this Jesus—welcomed into the world by none other than his peasant parents, some lowly shepherds, and later on a few wise men, who came from a far-off land and weren’t even Jewish.  Was this a worthy welcome for one who bore the promise of such greatness, one called Messiah, Christ the Lord, Savior, King of the Jews?  Were these peasants, these shepherds, and these wise men the only ones who trusted that God had sent Jesus—had sent Jesus to save Israel, and the whole world for that matter?
It just goes to show that like Dr. Seuss’ story about the Grinch, not everyone welcomes Christmas.  Not everyone trusts that the child Jesus born in a stable in Bethlehem is the fulfillment of God’s great promise: for there’s always a Grinch lurking somewhere nearby, trying to destroy the one whom God sent to save the world.

During Jesus’ childhood years, this Grinch was a king named Herod, who lived in the palace in Jerusalem.  And regrettably, this Grinch, Herod, is many times worse than the Grinch in the Dr. Seuss story.  For Herod, the birth of the child Jesus was not good news but terrible news: a serious threat.  More than anything else, Herod was threatened when people started to believe in Jesus.  Especially when they believed that this child born in Bethlehem was the long-awaited King and Savior, the fulfillment of God’s great promise to his people.  
Herod wasn’t hopeful but threatened by a King of the Jews who was greater than he.  He was afraid and threatened by the king he imagined that Jesus would grow up to become.  According to Herod, to be king meant to always live under threat.  And if he didn’t get rid of Jesus, Herod suspected that Jesus would then find a way to dethrone him.  Compelled by fear and cruelty, Herod settled on a plan to effectively eliminate this up-and-coming king Jesus once and for all.  He was willing to do whatever he could to secure his power and keep his throne: even if it meant killing innocent children in order to do so…which Herod did. 
And that’s the hardest part.  Herod stopped at nothing.  And he got away with it.  He didn’t get Jesus, but he did kill countless other innocent children while trying to destroy Jesus.  
The Bible says that what Herod did fulfilled no purpose of God’s.  But Herod still did it.  And in that way, the Bible presents us with a world violently rebelling against God’s purpose to save it, a world that really isn’t much different from our own.  The Grinch doesn’t just go away, even after God comes as Jesus in order to save the world.  If you read other parts of the Bible or read the newspaper these days or watch television or browse the Internet, you realize that the Grinch still inhabits our world and our lives.  Innocent victims still suffer and die at the hands of people who want nothing to do with a God who saves.
Naturally, when the power of the Grinch looms large in our world we tend to have more unsettling questions than answers: Why didn’t God prevent the evil from happening in the first place?  Why didn’t God stop Herod from killing all those innocent children?  The answers we’re looking for, though, tend not to be the answers we get, especially from God. 
Our Gospel reading, for instance, tells us nothing about why God did not prevent evil in the first place.  Nothing at all.  Rather, the answer we get is that God saves the child Jesus from the worst kind of evil—represented by Herod—the kind of evil that violently rejects God by destroying innocent lives.  God saves the child Jesus from that kind of evil, the worst kind.
The great Lutheran pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who was executed by the Nazis near the end of World War II, preached a Christmas sermon on the same Gospel reading we have for today.  And in that sermon, he elaborates on the promise of Christmas.  According to Bonhoeffer, and I quote: “Could God not have protected [Jesus] from Herod even in Bethlehem?  Of course he could, but it is not for us to ask what God can do, but what in fact he wills.  God wills that Jesus escapes to Egypt.”
  It is God’s will, then, that the child Jesus is rescued from the ghastly Grinch, Herod and his son.  It is God that defeats Herod—not through violence—but through the obedience of Joseph, who leads Mary and Jesus to safety.  
And in the end it’s Herod who dies, and Jesus who lives.  Again I quote Bonhoeffer, “The mighty Herod is dead without achieving his purpose.  But Jesus lives.  So it has always been in the history of the Church.  First distress, persecution, fear of death for the children of God, for the disciples of Jesus Christ.  But then came the time when it is said, ‘…those who were trying to take the child’s life are dead.’ […] but Jesus lives, and with him, those who belong to him.”
  
Although the Grinch continues to lurk in our world, God has already fulfilled the promise of Christmas.  That is, all for the sake of his love for us, God has already sent Jesus, our King and Savior, to live among us in a world that rejects him and tries to destroy him by committing the worst kinds of evil—like Herod did.  Yet not even the worst kind of Grinch-like evil can stop God from keeping the promise of Christmas.  
For God will have his way, will love us, will deliver us from evil, will save us and bring us back to himself—even if it costs God his own Son.  Even if it means that Jesus, the King and Savior of the world, all for the sake of God’s love for us, dies as an innocent victim—like those children Herod killed.  Even if it means that God has to raise his beloved Son from the dead.
Near the end of Dr. Seuss’s story, the “Whos” of “Whoville” still sing together—even after the Grinch had stolen all of their Christmas presents, decorations, and food.  It turns out that the Grinch finally could not steal the promise of Christmas from them because the “Whos” continued to have what mattered most: their relationships with one another.  
Similarly, nothing can steal the promise of Christmas from us because at Christmas God comes to us.  And God’s love for us cannot be defeated.  Amen.
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