
Sermon Discussion Information 
 
Sermon Series: Advent 2017 “Arrivals” 
Sermon Title: “Beholding the Child” 
Sermon Text: Luke 2:1-21 
Listener’s Journey: I want my listener to recognize that much of life is lived arriving at various kinds of 
plan “B” and improvising our way through the unexpected. And, that while the first Christmas also had a 
series of plan “B’s” we are invited to see that the presence and favor of God helps us transcend our fears 
and live a more grounded and wonder-filled existence.  
 
Unique Quotes from Sermon: 
 
I could go on for hours, and I am guessing that you could do so as well, because much of life is lived 
arriving at various kinds of Plan “B” and improvising our way through the unexpected. On this Christmas 
Eve we are in good company because the Scriptures tell us that all of the people comprising the first 
Christmas were improvising their way through Plan Bs. Joseph’s Plan A would not have included a pre-
marriage pregnancy and I can’t image that Mary’s Plan A included giving birth in a barn. The shepherds 
had probably hoped for a quiet night’s rest, not a terrifying supernatural encounter.   

 
And, in the midst of the first Christmas’ crazy Plan B’s there were also two operative emotions that all of 
us can resonate with: uncertainty and fear. In response and with great poignancy, Luke tells us of a 
message from the Creator of all things through the voices of angels to shepherds then and everyone 
around the world now: “do not be afraid…and peace to those on whom my favor rests.” Do not be afraid 
because God is with us. And, peace is available for our souls because God’s favor is upon us.  

 
Presence and favor. These two things are Christmas Eve gifts that will help us as we improvise our way 
through the many “Plan B’s” in our lifetimes.  
 
** 
The presence of God, or the idea of the Creator being involved in human affairs and uniquely present is 
diverse manifestations, is an often repeated experience throughout the sweep of Scriptures. In the 
Hebrew texts the creation narrative tells of God’s Spirit hovering over the primordial origins of all things. 
The ancient Hebrews often encountered the presence of God including a turning point in Moses’ life 
where he said, “If your presence does not go with us, do not send us up from here.”1 King David, who is 
referred to in today’s Scripture as connected to Bethlehem and as we read elsewhere the lineage of 
Jesus’ birthright, was a writer of poems and songs that often reflected on his experience of the presence 
of God as a re-orienting reality.2 An adult-aged Jesus spoke often of the permeating presence of God in 
all things and Jesus’ presence as One with the Spirit of God such that he would be with us to the very 
end of the age.”3  

 
It should be no surprise, then, that in the moment of God’s Incarnation into the human experience that 
everything was saturated by God’s presence, lavish wonder, and a primary message of “Do. Not. Be. 
Afraid.” God’s presence with us invites us step away from the life-choking emotion of fear in our lives. 
 
** 
A line from the Christmas Carol “O Little Town of Bethlehem” says “The hopes and fears of all the years 
are met in thee tonight.” In his interview, Steindl-Rast eloquently spoke of his Christian worldview as 
pointing toward two key outcomes that help address fear: the first is that while it is important to 
acknowledge our anxieties we must not let them lead to fear because while anxiety may be signaling 
something we need to pay attention to, looking back on our lives (and I remind us of the many alternate 

																																																								
1 Exodus 33:15.  
2 E.g. Psalm 63. 
3 Matthew 28. 



pathways of our lives) we see that the worst anxieties and tight spots in our lives often reveal themselves 
as the beginning of something completely new.  
 
“New births” is the second Christian worldview outcome gleaned in the interview and a reflection of the 
entire Christ narrative in the human experience, which is this: life is a series of living, dying, and being 
resurrected. It all belongs and God, and God’s grace is with us in each revolution operating as our very 
ground of being. The ground on which we can stand, let go, and move on to be renewed over and again 
until at the end many reformations we finally pass through the veil of death to another existence in the 
presence of God from which we came. 

 
If such thinking feels a long way off from your life today, and anxieties and fear plays far too important a 
role in your life--behold the child who is Emmanuel, God with us. And, awaken to Christ’s presence within 
our souls, and the voice of God saying “Do. Not. Be. Afraid….”Glory to God in the highest heaven, and 
on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.” 

 
** 
The Gospel biographers and other New Testament writers all affirm that the birth, life, death, and 
resurrection of Christ inaugurated an innovative understanding of God’s relationship with all people. 
Jesus spoke of this new relationship as an unconditional agreement that extends God’s favor to all, 
through grace, and by faith. And, yet such favor does not mean inoculation from, or promised absence of 
struggle, pain, loss, grief and suffering. In an interesting twist, though, God’s favor is most often elevated 
in the midst of our struggles like a rising tide is to a boat under threat of getting stuck. So, exactly what 
kind of favor is this Christmas favor?  
 
** 
So beautifully stated: “Arriving is only beginning.” And, in beholding the Christ child in the manger where 
God’s favor was expressly manifest we see that God’s favor is oh, so much more than that which spares 
us from suffering. God’s favor is like a canopy over and container under us all in one, providing us the 
sacred space to hold and transform our suffering such that it becomes our teacher. And with God under, 
within, and upon us, completely for us, we are aided in our journey of becoming our best selves through 
all the season of our lives. And, on this Christmas Eve we are aided in our movement from feeling 
hopeless in our losses to having a wonder-filled vision for our future of being connected to and having 
communion with God, neighbor, and all living things.  

 
God’s favor is the intangible means with which God lures us to remain on the path of love wherever it 
takes us. And, in light of the first humble Christmas, and on this Christmas Eve when we are reflecting on 
how much of our lives arrive at plan B and improvising our way through the unexpected…I wonder if our 
Plan B’s are actually Plan A’s in disguise. And, that because everything is held in God’s grace and it is 
our joy to awaken to Christ’s accompanying presence in our lives---the joyful and often times difficult 
journey is all about being willing to go wherever the path leads knowing that we never go alone and we 
never need to be afraid. God’s presence and favor are with us now and forever. 
 
 
 
Three Discussion Questions: 
 

1. What are some of the “Plan B”s of your life. ? (Personal sharing) 
 

2. “Presence” and “Favor” are the two main words from today’s text that were drawn into this 
sermon. What other key words are you drawn to reflect on from the passage? Why?(Exploring the 
text) 

 
3. “What are some of your anxieties and fears that merit letting go? (Direct application) 


