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        Luke 1 & 2 12-24-18 

Unwanted Gifts of Christmas 

 So, tomorrow may be the big day, but how many of you have already opened at least one 

Christmas gift? Was it something good? Something you wanted? Was it a surprise? A good 

surprise or was it one of those unwanted surprises, one of those unwanted gifts. Maybe as a kid you 

got unwanted gifts. I heard about a boy who was grumpy Christmas day because he got more 

clothes than toys. As he trudged up to his room his mom called out, “where you going?” He said, 

“to my room… to play with my new socks.” Yea – we have all been there I expect. I remember 

when I bought my wife a gift she didn’t really want. It was Christmas Eve and I was feeling like I 

had not done enough in the way of gift-buying for my wifey, so I stopped by a store, hoping they 

would have something that looked good. Well, they had these house slippers – sort of like crocs 

with a lining in them. So, I figured I would go for that. Beth always seemed to have cold feet – 

even in Florida. Well – fellow husbands, you know that look that says, “you blew this one big 

guy?” That is what I got when the gifts were opened. But, I’ll be, if it did not turn out that Beth 

ended up loving those furry crocs. Especially after we moved up here, they became her go-to house 

shoes and she wears them still. Those shoes were an unwanted gift that turned out to be a blessing. 

So, lets, this evening, look with fresh eyes at the Christmas story, noting several unwanted, 

unexpected, surprise gifts on the first Christmas 

     The first Christmas surprise which involved an unwanted gift goes to Joseph. Joseph, the 

carpenter, the father of Jesus, the husband of Mary. What did he get for Christmas? What was his 

unwanted gift? He got him a pregnant fiancé. He didn’t ask Santa for that. It wasn’t on his Amazon 

wish list. He didn’t order one. But he got this unwanted gift anyway. Matthew 1:18-21 (NLT) This 

is how Jesus the Messiah was born. His mother, Mary, was engaged to be married to Joseph. But 

before the marriage took place, while she was still a virgin, she became pregnant through the 

power of the Holy Spirit. 19 Joseph, to whom she was engaged, was a righteous man and did not 

want to disgrace her publicly, so he decided to break the engagement quietly. 20 As he considered 

this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream. “Joseph, son of David,” the angel said, “do 

not be afraid to take Mary as your wife. For the child within her was conceived by the Holy Spirit. 

21 And she will have a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their 

sins.” Now, it would be a massive understatement to say that this had to be confusing to Joseph. 
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Few things could be more insulting to a man, more gut-wrenching, than to discover your fiancé is 

pregnant and you are not the father. Devastating! But then there are the supernatural elements that 

followed – the visit from an angel. And if someone else is going to be your child’s father, best that 

it be the Holy Spirit of God as the angel explained. Maybe the one word that described the first 

Christmas for Joseph would have been confusion. Bewilderment maybe. He must have felt an 

overwhelming sense of loss of control. He had no options that seemed right or good. But the angel 

represented this horrible news as if it was an occasion for joy. Scripture doesn’t tell us much about 

the reaction of Joseph the dad, but that he stayed in the marriage, that he named his son “Jesus,” 

that he went on to father many more children with Mary suggests that the unwanted gift became a 

total treasure. 

      Well, then there was Mary herself. She definitely got an unwanted gift for Christmas. She 

first learned of it by means of a surprise visit from an angel. Angels don’t make appointments. 

They just drop in at your house or office. They seem to think you should be happy to see them, but 

most folks are just terrified and bewildered. Mary was too. As much by the message as by the 

messenger. She got news of something that might have been wonderful. She was pregnant! She was 

going to be a mother! Lovely! Every first century Jewish girl wanted that. Except for one disturbing 

reality – she wasn’t married yet. And there were few things more important to a young Jewish girl 

than maintaining her purity until marriage. How would this affect her reputation? How would this 

impact her family? How would Joseph respond to all this? My, what a wonderful and horrible 

surprise! In Luke 1 the angel tells her she is going to give birth to the promised Messiah King who 

will sit on the throne of David and reign there forever and ever. And Mary was thinking what? Your 

gift is lovely but your timing is awful. Could have been, but her thought was more basic than that. 

Luke 1:34 Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” The angel explained 

that nothing was impossible for God and that her cousin Elizabeth had already gotten a less-messy 

birth announcement months before. Everything will be fine, said the angel, which is what the 

pediatrician tells young moms because he doesn’t have to go home with your crying, colicky child 

who, in this case, was born way premature, if you know what I mean.  

     Well, how do we react when the Lord sends us an unwanted gift. My guess is that you have 

gotten a few of these, right? They are definitely challenges, tests of our faith. Joseph seems to have 

responded well. Mary famously so. Luke 1:38 Mary said, “Behold, the bondslave of the Lord; may 

it be done to me according to your word.” A few verses later we read her great hymn of praise 
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which she wrote to celebrate her unwanted gift. 1:46-49 Mary said: "My soul exalts the Lord, 47 

and my spirit has rejoiced in God my Savior. 48 "For He has had regard for the humble state of 

His bondslave; for behold, from this time on all generations will count me blessed. 49 "For the 

Mighty One has done great things for me; and holy is His name.” Fear and bewilderment, touched 

by faith, gave way to peace and joy. Even more than my wife’s shoes, this unwanted gift became 

the greatest Christmas gift ever, for Mary and for us. 

      Well, who else got an unwanted gift on the first Christmas? This point may be a little more 

playful than serious, but it seems that Jesus did. You know the story of the wise men, how they 

brought gifts to the little king. What did they bring him? Gold, frankincense and myrrh. Try giving 

that to your four year old this week. Here is a short Tim Hawkins clip I hope you enjoy. He’s 

talking about the lyrics to a certain Christmas carol. Seriously though, of all the people put out at 

Christmas time – the shepherds had to leave their sheep, the wise men journeyed for weeks, Joseph 

had to go to Bethlehem, Mary had to give birth in a stable, the one most inconvenienced was Jesus 

himself. What kind of trip did he take? He came from heaven to earth. He left the glory He had 

with the father, to be born a human, a baby in the womb, a child in a manger and ultimately a man 

on a cross. Being born in that stable was not something Jesus wanted for Christmas. He didn’t care 

about the gold, frankincense or myrrh either. You see, he was all about giving a gift, not receiving 

one and the gift he gave was Himself, which is why we gather tonight to praise and honor him.  

      We have one more unwanted gift to talk about. This one came to Herod.  Now, we can get 

confused about who Herod was. He is called the King of Judea, but that can be misleading. He was 

certainly no rival to the Roman emperor. He reported to Rome and was Rome’s appointed leader in 

the area around Jerusalem, essentially the king of the Jews. And what was it that Herod got as a 

Christmas present that he did not want? Well, his gift was announced to him by the wise men who 

showed up in Jerusalem, had a meeting with Herod and told him that they had journeyed from the 

east in order to find and to honor one they had learned about who had been born as what? The King 

of the Jews. And when you are the king of the Jews, the last thing you want to hear about is another 

someone who has come to be the king of the Jews. Jesus the King was unquestionably an unwanted 

gift for Herod and he did his best to return the gift. Oh my! Why indeed the measures he took were 

extreme as he went on to demand the death of every Jewish boy born near Bethlehem who was still 

under two years of age. But the Lord frustrated Herod by getting Jesus out of Bethlehem until the 
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danger had passed. Suffice it to say though that Herod did not react well to the unwanted gift the 

Lord gave that very first Christmas. 

     Now, which of these four can you most relate to? Hard to relate to Mary. None of us have 

gotten a promise quite so extraordinary. Joseph’s situation was very similar. Hard to relate to that. 

Of course, none of us left heaven like Jesus. Seems the one we are like is Herod. God has sent us a 

gift in Jesus -- a gift the angel said would be a Savior, but a gift who saves from his role as King. 

Oooh, and like Herod, that is the part that could trouble us. Are you looking for a king? Are you 

looking for someone to rule over you? Hmm. I am guessing not.  

     A man by the name of William Henley, in the 19th century, maybe my great, great uncle 

wrote a well-known poem called “Invictus” which is Latin for “unconquered.” It says this.  

 

In the fell clutch of circumstance  

      I have not winced nor cried aloud.  

Under the bludgeonings of chance  

      My head is bloody, but unbowed.  

 

Beyond this place of wrath and tears  

      Looms but the Horror of the shade,  

And yet the menace of the years  

      Finds and shall find me unafraid.  

 

It matters not how strait the gate,  

      How charged with punishments the scroll,  

I am the master of my fate,  

      I am the captain of my soul. 

 

Bold words, Strong words, but words that express the proud autonomy of fallen men and women 

who insist on doing it my way, of establishing my own truth, of determining my own rules. A gift 

of a king? Someone else to rule over me? We don’t want that. But oh my friend, look around for a 

bit, look into some history, read the papers, look at your own heart and you will discover this – 
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there is nothing we need more than a benevolent, wise, mighty king who can forgive our sins and 

defeat our enemies and guide our souls into the ways of peace, by green pastures and quiet waters.   

     For some of you this evening, this gospel preacher offers an unwanted gift. But an, oh so 

needed one. I urge you to respond like Joseph, respond like Mary - with a humble, teachable heart 

that is open to the news and the love of a King who is also a Savior. So, instead of responding like 

my Uncle William, instead of saying, “I am the captain of my soul,” say with Watts, “Joy to the 

world, the Lord is come, let earth receive her king.”  


