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The Word of the Lord from 1 John 4[:10]: “In this is love, not that we have loved God but that 
He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins.”   

 
This is the Word of the Lord. 

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

 

“Beloved, let us love one another.” That‟s how our epistle begins, and it‟s a fitting command for 
Christmas Eve. Christmas has become, after all, the grand-slam, pull-out-all-the-stops holiday, where 

even those who won‟t go near church consider it to be the most wonderful time of the year. The season 
preaches peace, goodwill, gift-giving and random acts of kindness and charity; and all of these are 

attributes of love. 

 
The word “love” gets bandied about with all sorts of meanings these days, but here‟s the 

definition I give to those who ask me to perform their weddings: I tell them that love means hard work. 
It‟s not the feeling of being gratified and happy by the presence of somebody else, but the ongoing labor 

of serving somebody else.  
 

In fact, the word for “love” in our text takes it a step farther than that: this love in Greek is the 

famous “agapé” love. This love doesn‟t just work hard at serving others. It works hard at serving others 
while expecting no return whatsoever. It doesn‟t say, “I‟ll love you so that you‟ll love me.” It just says, 

“I‟ll love you, no matter what.”  
 

That love is a tough haul for people like you and me. The so-called “Christmas spirit” involves 

giving gifts, helping the less-fortunate and performing acts of charity: and this love involves effort. It 
involves sacrifice of money or time. Even so, it doesn‟t hold a candle to the “agapé” love that our text 

commands, because we‟re usually anticipating something in return. We give gifts with the hope that 
people will like them and thus appreciate us. We contribute to charity and help the less-fortunate not just 

because they are in need, but because helping them makes us feel better inside. We give cans of food to 

help the hungry, and get 10% off our purchase where we donate. None of this is bad, but none of it is 
this “agapé” love, either.  See, “agapé” love says, “‟Tis better to give than to receive? Who cares about 

the receiving?” It gives the gift and says, “it doesn‟t matter if she never takes it out of the box or thanks 
me. I just want to give.” “Agapé” love doesn‟t just help the less-fortunate who express gratitude, but it 

intentionally continues to reach out to those who spit in its face for whatever reason. 
 

That‟s what makes it tough for us, because we‟re just not wired to be completely selfless. We‟re 

always looking for a return on our investment, and very few of the gifts we give have no strings 
attached. But at least this theme of the Christmas season reminds us that love is about serving others, 

giving to others. Even then, it‟s not sustainable: your credit card can‟t take the holiday pace of giving for 
very long; and the headaches of work, school, winter and the next rhino-virus stand a good chance of 

getting you out of the holiday mood. Various afflictions and trials will tempt you to turn further inward, 

working to deprive you of the ability to love and to make you turn self-pity into a god. That‟s why, from 
time to time, you hear someone lament and wish that we could have “some more Christmas all year 

„round.” This simple command, “Beloved, let us love one another” is a tough one to keep. It‟s beyond our 
ability. 

 



There is one relationship among human beings that comes closest to “agapé” love: it is the love 

that parents have for their children, and it is best illustrated in the early years of a child‟s life. Why do 
parents love their infant children? It is not because babies are cute. Granted, most infants are cute and 

adorable, and their helplessness moves us to compassion and love. However, “cute” does not sustain 
love. There is nothing cute about a baby with colic for the umpteenth night in a row, and sleep-

deprivation tends to suck the joy right out of parenting. There is nothing cute about a dreadfully dirty 

diaper, either. But parents keep taking care of their kids. Why? Because love is hard work, and the hard 
work further strengthens the love. From the very first day, parents work hard at serving their kids. They 

have to, because babies can do nothing for themselves. The more parents work at serving their kids, the 
more the parents love their kids. The more parents love their kids, the more they are willing to work and 

sacrifice. 
 

Even so, it‟s not “agapé” love. See, I‟d rather hold a baby who laughs when I make googly eyes 

than one who won‟t stop screaming, because the laughter rewards me. It‟s tough for parents to selflessly 
love a child who is not in the mood to show any love in return. And frankly, there are the future ulterior 

motives as well: for when my wife and I are older and I‟ve gotten grumpy-er, it‟s part of the plan to have 
the next generation around to take care of her…and put up with me. (Merry Christmas, boys.) 

 

One more thing about this parent-baby relationship example. At times, parents have decided to 
conceive a child out of the wish-filled hope that the baby will magically bring them closer together. In 

reality, their serving each other and serving the helpless child can strengthen the love for all. But if they 
expect a helpless, spitting-up diaper machine to do the work of making them feel appreciated, they‟re 

going to be disappointed.  
 

It‟s terribly unfair to put it all on the baby to save the family. 

 
“Beloved, let us love one another.” It‟s a command of God, and it‟s a good one. Ah, but selfless 

love is beyond us. We can‟t love as God would have us love, and even our attempts to do better at 
Christmas have a short shelf-life. We fall short, and we ultimately can‟t pin the blame elsewhere, try as 

we might. We fall short because we‟re sinful, because we‟re selfish, because we‟re always looking for a 

way to be served more than we are to serve.  
 

Now, in theological terms, all of that‟s a bummer. It doesn‟t help peace and goodwill in the world 
when sinners are looking out for themselves. But there‟s a far bigger problem to this: our text declares 

that “whoever loves has been born of God and knows God. Anyone who does not love does not know 
God, because God is love.” That‟s that “agapé” love again. If you love selflessly, you are of God and 
heaven is yours. If you do not love selflessly, then you are not of God and hell is yours. And whatever 

else is true about hell, it is certain that hell is an existence apart from any sort of love. That‟s worthy of 
some serious meditation. 

 
Now, the text doesn‟t say “Anyone who does their best to love has been born of God.” It says 

anyone who loves—selflessly, perfectly and ongoing-ly—has been born of God. There‟s no margin for 

error, and that leaves you and me outside of the kingdom of heaven, outside of the family of God. If we 
are to be saved, we have to be saved by someone outside of us, someone who can perfectly love, 

perfectly serve and perfectly sacrifice.  
 

An having just said that it‟s unfair to put it all on the baby to save a troubled family, the message 

of Christmas is that it‟s all put on the Baby to save us, to bring us into the family of God. 
 

We speak, of course, of the Baby born of Mary, wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in the 
manger. He is no ordinary Baby. If He were, Christmas wouldn‟t make sense—why would an ordinary 

infant among so many, born 2000 years ago, move you and me to love one another today? But this is no 
ordinary infant. Our text tells us this about the Babe of Bethlehem: “In this the love of God was made 



manifest among us, that God sent His only Son into the world, so that we might live through Him.” That‟s 

the miracle, the scandalous miracle, that makes Christmas a holyday. The Infant in the manger isn‟t the 
son of Joseph. Though conceived inside Mary‟s womb, this Baby is no less than the holy, eternal Son of 

God. Begotten of God the Father from eternity, He‟s become flesh to dwell among us. That is why He is 
called Immanuel. It means “God with us.” This Child is no ordinary child, but the Son of God with flesh 

and blood. 

 
He is not just called “Immanuel.” He is given the name “Jesus,” which means “Yahweh saves.” 

He is the Savior, and our text tells us how: “In this is love, not that we have loved God but that He loved 
us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins.” Note three great truths about this verse. First, 

Jesus came to be the propitiation for our sins: in other words, Jesus was born of Mary to be the sin 
offering for us. The wages of sin is death—for our sins, we deserve God‟s wrath, death and hell. Jesus 

was born to take our place—to suffer God‟s wrath, death and hell. That is what He did on the cross for 

us. If that were not God‟s plan for salvation, there would be no need for Him to become flesh.  But if 
there is to be Easter, there must be Christmas: Christ the Savior is born, that He might save you by His 

cross. 
 

Second, note that God sending His Son is an act of love—“agapé” love, selfless love. God loves 

you so much that He sent His Son to die for you, asking nothing in return. He declares that His Son has 
died for you and for all: and even—God forbid!—should you reject grace and life for hell and death, Christ 

has still died for you. God doesn‟t just love those who believe in Him. He loves all and sent Christ to be 
the Savior of all. He will not, however, force anyone to accept His love. The gift is given freely, no strings 

attached.  Here you go. Yours. 
 

Which leads us to the third point about this verse: this salvation is “not that we have loved God.” 

God does not declare that we must love or serve or make sacrifices in order to be worthy of salvation. It 
is not your works, but the work of Jesus, your Savior. The only sacrifice left for you and me is a sacrifice 

of praise: having already been saved, we say thank you.  
 

And having been set free from sin by God‟s love, we are now set free to love one another. And 

where we fail in our sin, we confess it and rejoice that God—in His love for us—still forgives us for Jesus‟ 
sake.  

 
Thus, our text contains a marvelous confession of faith for us to make at Christmastime: “We 

testify that the Father has sent His Son to be the Savior of the world. Whoever confesses that Jesus is 

the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God.” That sums up Christmas. That sums up salvation. 
 

And it leads us to one more matter. I mentioned before that the peace and goodwill of the 
holiday season has led many to say, “If only we could have more Christmas all year „round.” I certainly 

agree; but rather let that remain an idle wish, I offer two concrete points to make that happen. 
 

To have Christmas all year „round, you must have Christ all year „round. We love because He first 

loved us; and we are able to love others because God abides in us. Daily, we are tempted to our own 
selfish sins, to cease to care for others and pursue only our own interests. These sins gradually isolate us 

from others and rob us of love; worse, they conspire to isolate us from God and His love, so that we 
decide we‟d rather have sin (with its death and hell) than the salvation Christ has won for us. Because we 

are daily tempted to sin, it is a great blessing that the Lord offers forgiveness to us daily. The Child born 

in Bethlehem grew up, went to the cross, rose from the dead and ascended into heaven. Even now, He 
continues to shower forgiveness upon you. Daily, by that grace, He sets you free from sin. Daily, by that 

grace, He sets you free to serve.  
 

So if you are to have Christmas all year „round, it is a matter of having Christ all year „round. 
We‟re halfway there. But where is He to be found? This is the second point: if you are to have Christmas 



all year „round, you also need “Mass” all year „round. We normally don‟t speak of “Mass” around here, nor 

do I plan to start; yet we still call this holiday “Christ-Mass.” “Mass” simply means a worship service, 
especially with Holy Communion. “Christmas” is technically a worship service held in celebration of 

Christ‟s birth. But it is more than a remembrance: it is not just us gathered to commemorate Jesus. 
Rather, He promises that He is present with us in His Word and in His Supper. Jesus is not far away. He 

visits us again and again, giving us forgiveness, life and salvation. He remains Immanuel: not “God-was-

with-us-once-upon-a-time,” but “God is with us.” It is little wonder that the Early Church called the Lord‟s 
Supper the “agapé feast,” for the Lord is present there in His selfless love to give forgiveness of sins. And 

where there is forgiveness of sins, there is also life and salvation. 
 

God doesn‟t stop loving you after Christmas. To have Christmas all year „round is to have God‟s 
love all year „round. God demonstrates His love for us in this—that while we were still sinners, Christ died 

for us. To have Christ is to have God‟s love, and to be set free from others. Thus, to have Christmas all 

year „round is to have Christ and Mass—the Savior and His means of grace—all year „round. Where He is 
present with His love for you, He sets you free from sin to love others. Thus we do tonight; and this very 

service is not just for us to remember Jesus‟ birth, but to rejoice that He is Immanuel with us here and 
now. For those visitors among us this night, you will notice that we ask that you undergo a time of 

thorough instruction before receiving the Supper here. This is in no way a judgment upon your faith or 

your soul; rather, it is in keeping with Scripture‟s requirements that we be loving stewards who do no 
harm to you. It is also in no way an attempt to deprive you of God‟s grace, for God gives you the same 

forgiveness in His Word tonight: God “loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.” The 
Lord is with you.  

 
So, beloved, let us love one another. That love starts not with us, but with God—God, who sent 

His Son into the world that the world might be saved through Him; God, who willed that His Son become 

flesh to die in your place for your sin. In His love, He gives you this grace and life now; and because He 
gives you grace, you are set free to love one another. And where you fail, you are free to confess your 

sins and be forgiven once more.   
 

So, to all: a blessed Christmas, for unto you is born in the City of David a Savior, who is Christ 

the Lord. God grant that you might indeed have Christmas far beyond this day, all year „round and into 
eternity. And so you may, for God loves you and sent His only Son for you—and you are forgiven for all 

of your sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 


