Advent 2

REAL CHRISTMAS SPIRIT

Among my all-time favorite TV programs is the Hallmark Hall of Fame series. They are consistently entertaining and more wholesome than what is generally offered by the networks. But I also like them for another reason—the commercials. Especially at Christmastime, the commercials portray a slice of life as we would like it to be: the peace of a walk in the woods under a starlit sky on Christmas Eve; the joy of hope fulfilled when a son makes it home for the holidays; the warmth and fellowship of boisterous laughter around a festive table. These 60-second mini-stories are designed to evoke feelings which are often referred to as the “Christmas spirit.”

We watch the commercials and imagine ourselves there. We might even try to duplicate them, but what happens? We might remember a winter walk more for the frozen fingers than for the peace it was supposed to give. Icy roads and six inches of snow might ruin plans for a loved one to make it home. Hours of preparation in the kitchen and dreading the cleanup afterwards might create a feeling of exhaustion rather than exhilaration. In other words, getting the Christmas spirit is not as simple as creating the right atmosphere. But it doesn't have to be that way. We can have true Christmas spirit regardless of whether our lives are Hallmark-perfect on the outside or not, because that spirit is a matter of the heart and a free gift of God.

Holiday music and appeals to one's goodness and generosity cannot produce Christmas spirit because those things do not change human nature. A selfish person is going to be a rude, impatient shopper no matter how loud the music is playing in the mall.  Anger toward others and being at odds with God do not disappear just because of glowing lights spelling “peace.” We can see all those faults and more in ourselves.  In fact, this time of year can make them stand out even more as we notice how far short we fall of the ideal. Even at Christmastime we are still sinners. “I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature” (Romans 7:18 NIV). Sin brings conflict and suffering, never peace and joy. Look back over the past day and week, and you will see many examples.


To find true Christmas spirit we have to look outside of ourselves and beyond the sinful world. The source of our hope is God's holy Word. Christmas spirit can only be found in Christ. Both the Old and New Testaments lead us straight to the manger in Bethlehem. What could be more joyful than knowing “that though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool”? (Isaiah 1:18 NIV).  What could be more peaceful than knowing that all is well between you and God through Jesus?  May the God of hope fill you with that true Christmas spirit!

God fills the forgiven heart so full of His peace and joy that it overflows into the lives of others and creates the Christmas spirit of harmony even where it might seem unlikely. The Roman congregation of Paul’s day was very diverse. Satan tried to capitalize on these differences by using hurt feelings and human pride to drive a wedge between these believers. But Paul steered them back to Christ and the Gospel, and reminded them of their unity in what really mattered. They were joined in one mind for they trusted in Jesus as the Son of God and their Savior from sin. With one united confession they praised God for His salvation in their worship services

One thing which Satan cannot stand is to see a congregation of believers working together in harmony.  He will work overtime to destroy that.  If he cannot divide us with false teaching, he will try to do it by making outward things which God neither commands nor forbids issues of contention. Stories are told of congregations splitting over a color choice for new carpeting in the sanctuary.

Rather than that, Paul says, “Welcome one another, just as Christ also welcomed us” (cf. Romans 15:17). Jesus did not grudgingly let us into His kingdom.  He did not first check to see whether we measured up. He unconditionally welcomed us with open arms. Every day we fall short of loving Him and living for Him as we should, and yet every night when we confess our sin, He patiently forgives us again.

That is the spirit He works in us toward one another. Paul wrote to the Ephesians: “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32 NIV). We all sin, and sometimes we sin against each other.  When that happens let the love of Christ move you to forgive just as freely and completely as Christ forgives you every day. Let His love give you the same compassion for the difficulties others are facing in their lives.  Christ's love overflowing from our hearts brings about and preserves a true Christmas spirit among us.

Think also of all the people around us who have no clue about the real Christmas spirit.  Let your joy and hope overflow to them. When your carefully laid plans for these days fall apart, let others see that your peace does not depend on earthly things, but on the Prince of Peace who has made things right with God. When the words and actions of others or just the hectic pace of life leaves you frazzled and frustrated, pray for Christ-like patience and then show it. When you see others searching for some kind of happiness, let them see your joy. Be ready to give a reason for the hope that you have. 

This Advent season “May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit”  (Romans 15:13). 
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