
Readings for December 25, 2019   Christmas III (Day) 
 
Isaiah 52:7-10. Context. The second section of the book of Isaiah (chapters 40-54) reflects the ministry of an 
anonymous “servant of the Lord” who suffered and was killed in the closing days of the Exile in Babylon (539 BC). 
What ties the different parts of the book together is the theme of the special status God has given to 
Jerusalem/Zion and to God's covenant with David in the restoration of all Creation. In the second section, coming 
as it does at a time when the nation had been crushed, the message is one of hope. It opens with God 
proclaiming words of comfort to Jerusalem, that her suffering has come to an end, and that her glory would be 
restored. God then chooses the servant to convey that message to the people – not only of Zion’s restoration, but 
the role of Zion to be a light to all peoples and nations. These verses from Isaiah 52 are a joyful comment on the 
proclamation of God’s servant to Zion, and form something of a “bookend” to the opening of the section in chapter 
40. 
 

How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of the messenger who announces peace, who 
brings good news, who announces salvation, who says to Zion, "Your God reigns." Listen! Your 
sentinels lift up their voices, together they sing for joy; for in plain sight they see the return of 
the LORD to Zion. Break forth together into singing, you ruins of Jerusalem; for the LORD has 
comforted his people, he has redeemed Jerusalem. The LORD has bared his holy arm before the 
eyes of all the nations; and all the ends of the earth shall see the salvation of our God.  
 

Reflection. The suffering servant proclaimed an end to Zion’s desolation. But it was an end that the servant never 
experienced. The gospel proclaims an end in Christ to the alienation of all of us from God. The exuberant joy of 
these verses not only anticipates a reality that is yet to come, but celebrates a reality that has already come: the 
incarnation of God in Jesus, the beginning of our reconciliation with God. We can all attest to our suffering and 
lienation; what can you point to in your own life that attests to your reconciliation with God? 
 
******************* 

 

Psalm 98. Context. Psalm 98 is another of the “enthronement psalms,” so-called because they proclaim the reign 
of God over the whole world. The first few verses that speak of God’s “victory” are generally thought to echo the 
triumph of God over Pharaoh at the Exodus. This psalm was the inspiration for the Christmas carol, Joy to the 
World. In the context of today’s readings, Psalm 98 reinforces the joy and exultation of Isaiah 52, and looks 
forward to a cosmic fulfillment of God’s purposes and promises in the coming of God’s Son, the very Word of 
God, one who is greater than every other being in the universe. 
 

O sing to the LORD a new song, for he has done marvelous things. His right hand and his holy 
arm have gotten him victory. The LORD has made known his victory; he has revealed his 
vindication in the sight of the nations. He has remembered his steadfast love and faithfulness to 
the house of Israel. All the ends of the earth have seen the victory of our God. Make a joyful 
noise to the LORD, all the earth; break forth into joyous song and sing praises. Sing praises to 
the LORD with the lyre, with the lyre and the sound of melody. With trumpets and the sound of 
the horn make a joyful noise before the King, the LORD. Let the sea roar, and all that fills it; the 
world and those who live in it. Let the floods clap their hands; let the hills sing together for joy 
at the presence of the LORD, for he is coming to judge the earth. He will judge the world with 
righteousness, and the peoples with equity. 
 

Reflection. Sometimes it’s easy to think that God is only at church. But this psalm tells us that God rules over the 
whole world. Do you ever act as though God was not in charge of the whole world, but only part of it? 
 

******************* 
 

Hebrews 1:1-12. Context. The author of this letter is unknown, although traditionally considered to be Paul, and 
its destination is obscure – perhaps Rome. It’s not really a letter, so much as a theological treatise that tries to 
explain how Jesus brings us to God, using verses of Scripture to validate his argument. In the present passage, 
the author describes Jesus as God’s Son in terms that are very similar to the way Jesus is described as the 
“Word” in John’s gospel. He goes on to make the point that Jesus is far superior to any angel, quoting several 
verses of Scripture, generally from the Psalms.  
 

Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, but in these 
last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he 
also created the worlds. He is the reflection of God's glory and the exact imprint of God's very 



being, and he sustains all things by his powerful word. When he had made purification for sins, 
he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, having become as much superior to 
angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs. For to which of the angels did 
God ever say, "You are my Son; today I have begotten you"? Or again, "I will be his Father, and 
he will be my Son"? And again, when he brings the firstborn into the world, he says, "Let all 
God's angels worship him." Of the angels he says, "He makes his angels winds, and his 
servants flames of fire." But of the Son he says, "Your throne, O God, is forever and ever, and 
the righteous scepter is the scepter of your kingdom. You have loved righteousness and hated 
wickedness; therefore God, your God, has anointed you with the oil of gladness beyond your 
companions." And, "In the beginning, Lord, you founded the earth, and the heavens are the 
work of your hands; they will perish, but you remain; they will all wear out like clothing; like a 
cloak you will roll them up, and like clothing they will be changed. But you are the same, and 
your years will never end." 
 
Reflection. “God speaks to us” is one of the themes of these verses. Through prophets, through the Son, through 
the Scriptures. Each of these “speakers” tells us something about God, about God’s purposes; in addition, the 
Son gives us an exact image of who God is. We need look no further. On this day, that would be in a manger. 
What does the helpless Christ child tell you about the nature and will of God? 
 

******************* 
 

John 1:1-14. Context. Each of the gospels has its own version of an “introduction.” In Mark, it’s one brief 
sentence: “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, Son of God.” In Matthew and Luke, it’s an extended 
account of the birth of Jesus. In John, it’s a poetic “prologue” that with its first words – “in the beginning” – echoes 
the opening of Genesis and signals that the story of the gospel didn’t just start with Jesus’ ministry or even his 
conception and birth; it has its origins in the very beginning of time and in the eternity of God’s very being. Jesus’ 
cosmic origins and role in creation are the necessary premise, as it were, of Jesus’ role in the redemption of the 
cosmos. The opening verses of John’s gospel are an elegant, lofty statement of the meaning of Jesus Christ, the 
Word of God, the Light and Life of the world, who became flesh and dwelt among us. 
 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in 
the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing 
came into being. What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all 
people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. There was a 
man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that 
all might believe through him. He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light. 
The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. He was in the world, and 
the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what was 
his own, and his own people did not accept him. But to all who received him, who believed in 
his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of the will 
of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God. And the Word became flesh and lived among us, 
and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father's only son, full of grace and truth. 
 

Reflection. Gail O’Day writes in The New Interpreter’s Bible (9.524) that “The Word becoming flesh is the 
decisive event in human history—indeed, in the history of creation—because the incarnation changes God’s 
relationship to humanity and humanity’s relationship to God. The incarnation means that human beings can see, 
hear, and know God in ways never before possible.”  The Creator of the universe is also our soul’s companion. 
Sounds like a great idea; but if we really opened up our spirits to God fully and unreservedly, would we be 
prepared for the consequences? Could we really give up our self-centeredness? 

 

 


