
How Christian Is Our Christmas? #4

“A Season of Giving or Getting?”

selected Scriptures
Over the past few weeks we have been looking at common cultural components of Christmas and asking the question, “How Christian is our Christmas?” So far we have considered the date of Christmas, the role of Santa Claus, and the various green items used in decorating for the holiday season. In all of these we have discovered that what we do today has roots in the ancient past, some of which has nothing to do with the historical story of the birth of Jesus. Some of these practices do indeed have pagan origins. But there is one familiar element to our Christmas celebrations that I believe goes back to the birth of Christ, and that is the giving of gifts.

Like many popular Christmas traditions, people have been exchanging gifts for a very long time. Though trends and tastes in gifts may change, the acquiring, preparing, and bestowing something of value to friends and family is something that has been honored by people all over the world in celebration of the festive period for centuries.

Today, giving presents to one another forms a central part of Christmas day, with many families dedicating a lot of time (and expense) to the custom. For children, and some adults too, the chance of getting presents is often the highlight of the festive season.

Christmas gift giving is such a widely celebrated event in the Western world that huge industries have grown up around it—billions of dollars are spent every year creating, marketing, and distributing products that people can buy for one another.

This morning I want to consider Christmas presents and their role in celebrating the birth of Christ. While we will discover parallels to this practice from other cultures and religions, I do believe this is firmly based on the actual accounts of Christ’s birth. Yet there is a danger we must acknowledge and avoid in this practice. So this morning I ask, Is Christmas a season of giving or a season of getting?

The Precedent of Gift Giving

Let’s begin with the precedent of gift giving. It is true that gift giving started long before Christmas was set as a day to remember Christ’s birth. While Christmas became an official holiday in the fourth century, gift giving during holidays is of Roman origin. It was part of the celebration of Saturnalia, with offerings to the Roman god Saturn who was viewed to be the god of agriculture who gave vegetation and fruitfulness all year round. The celebration lasted for seven days through the 17th to the 23rd of December. The gift giving ceremonies were seen as a way of gaining fortune for the next year. People initially gave simple gifts like candles, cheap wines, fruits, nuts and the like.
 Even before this, however, the Jewish Hanukkah and the Hindu celebration of Pancha Ganapati in honor of Lord Ganesha featured the giving of gifts to one another.

The conversion of Emperor Constantine to Christianity in ad 312 signaled the beginning of the end of pagan celebrations in the Empire, but early religious leaders couldn’t simply ban the popular Saturnalia for fear of backlash. Some claim that the exchange of gifts was one of the traditions carried over from Saturnalia to the birth of Christ, linking this practice to the gifts of the magi to baby Jesus.

The life of Nicholas of Myra—later known as St. Nicholas—inspired the giving of gifts, especially to the poor and to children. French nuns gave gifts of food and clothing to the poor on St. Nicholas’ Eve, which is December 5.
 As we saw a couple weeks ago, the veneration of St. Nicholas throughout Europe, and especially Holland, led to the practice of gift giving in and around Christmas.

We also saw, however, that the Pilgrims who came to America in the 1600s did not look kindly on such celebrations of Christmas, which they viewed as part of the excess of Roman Catholicism, and banned it outright. There are a few stories of non-Puritan people making merry at Christmas, and being severely reprimanded by leaders of the community. By 1776, 75% of people in New England were of the Puritan faith, and this domination of the region meant that Christmas remained outlawed for a long time. In fact, it wasn’t until 1870 when Christmas became a federal holiday that the no-nonsense attitude to the festive period was relaxed.

Interestingly, up until around the early 1800s, most people who exchanged gifts did so on New Years’ Day—and it was usually just one present, rather than the massive collection of gifts typically given today. Today, Christmas is a huge gift giving bonanza for retailers far and wide.
 

I insist, however, that the connection between gift giving and Christmas goes back to the birth of Christ itself. We read in Matthew 2:1-2,

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.” 

Then, in verses 9-11,

After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and of incense and of myrrh.

Here are literally the first Christmas gifts ever given! And what impressive gifts they were!

We are immediately impressed with the gifts themselves—the gold, frankincense, and myrrh—but we should not miss the importance of the words prior to the gifts: they bowed and worshipped Jesus. (By the way, notice that Matthew records that the wise men “saw the child with his mother Mary,” but they “bowed down and worshiped him.” Only Jesus deserves to be worshipped!) The gifts themselves did not constitute worship; rather, they were expressions of the worship being given. The presents were demonstrations of the attitudes of their hearts.
What specifically did these gifts demonstrate? First, they indicate what the wise men believed about Jesus. The early church father Epiphanius wrote that they “brought gold because He was king; incense because He was God; and myrrh because He was mortal.”
 Gold was considered the only form of tribute worthy of a king. Incense was burned as a part of worship—in fact, frankincense was a required part of the Israelite sacrifices to God. Myrrh was a spice used mostly in the burial of the dead, and was used to prepare the body of Jesus for burial, as seen in John 19:38-42. These gifts speak volumes to the person of Jesus Christ!
Secondly, the gifts symbolized the best these men could offer. Gold speaks for itself, but few realize the value of frankincense and myrrh in those days. They came only from northern Africa and southern Arabia and were very expensive outside of these regions.
 The ancient land of Sheba was well known for its fine gold, frankincense, myrrh, and cinnamon in those days.
 Contrary to most scholarly opinion, I believe the wise men came from the ancient land of Sheba, which is present-day Yemen. If so, then these wise men brought the choicest gifts representing their homeland.

If that is true, then they were also fulfilling Old Testament prophecy regarding the Messiah. Psalm 72:10, 15 speak of tribute to be brought to the Messiah:
The kings of Tarshish and of distant shores will bring tribute to him; the kings of Sheba and Seba will present him gifts… May gold from Sheba be given him. May people ever pray for him and bless him all day long. 
In the Song of Songs, there are instances where incense and myrrh are associated with the king, whom the Jewish rabbis taught was a prefigurement of the Messiah, such as Song 3:6, “Who is this coming up from the desert like a column of smoke, perfumed with myrrh and incense made from all the spices of the merchant?”
Then, in Isaiah 60:6 it is predicted, “Herds of camels will cover your land, young camels of Midian and Ephah. And all from Sheba will come, bearing gold and incense and proclaiming the praise of the Lord.” 
This does not conclusively prove that the wise men came from the land of Sheba, but it does demonstrate that their gift giving was done very intentionally, giving very meaningful gifts that may have represented the best they could give. This is certainly a strong precedent for gift giving at Christmas.

The Problem of Gift Getting

I want to move on to the problem of gift getting. This has nothing to do with the origins of gift giving, even if one wants to chalk it up to pagan beginnings. No, the problem with gift getting is that it can take away from the real reason for the season and promote greed and self-indulgence. 

I confess, gift giving and getting is one of my least favorite aspects of Christmas. I can relate to the author who admits, 

Christmas gift giving can sometimes degenerate into a caricature of itself. For me, the difficulties begin with shopping. Surrounded by all the glitzy stuff, I can’t figure out what I like and what might be appropriate to give, let alone what the other might enjoy. The trouble deepens when the actual gift exchange happens. It so easily turns into a protracted exercise in reciprocal dissimulation: false generosity, phony delights, fake praises, and feigned gratitude.

I also agree with Charlie Brown when he complains that Christmas has become too commercialized. It isn’t easy to keep one’s perspective focused on Christ, or even the true gift He gave. Christmas has become too commercial, too carefully merchandised, too crassly materialistic to lend itself to teaching any spiritual truth about giving. Every year at Christmas, the buying frenzy gets worse. Have you ever noticed, for example, how much stuff is sold that nobody needs? It doesn’t have any practical use. It just sits there, collecting dust. Our society is literally filled with the unnecessary, the insignificant, and the meaningless. And people spend a fortune on that kind of junk for Christmas. Why? Often, it is the quickest and easiest way to complete an obligatory Christmas list. What meaning is there in that?

With the globalization of the late 20th century, the secular Santa and his presents took hold in many societies that previously had not viewed December 25 as a commercial event. It is commonplace to see the story of Santa and the exchange of gifts in countries where Christianity is a minor or non-existent religion. For example, in Japan, a country where less than 1% of the population identify as Christian, people mark Christmas as a purely commercial holiday, where giving one another presents is celebrated without any reference to religion at all.

My biggest concern with the attitude of gift getting is greed. The Bible condemns greed consistently, as Jesus does in Luke 12:15, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man's life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” Or in Colossians 3:5-6, where Paul mentions “greed, which is idolatry.”
I fear that in a culture where bigger is better and more is better and parents almost bankrupt themselves buying Christmas presents that we send the wrong message to our children. There is no direct correlation between the number of gifts or their cost and the amount of love demonstrated. When Christmas stops being a season of giving and starts becoming a season of getting, I’m afraid we have missed the real meaning of Christmas.

The Priority of Gracious Giving

That doesn’t mean that I’m completely against giving gifts. I believe we ought to emphasize the priority of gracious giving as we celebrate the birth of Christ.

Christmas is a good time for giving. After all, we are celebrating the greatest gift ever given—God’s Son: “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish, but have eternal life” (John 3:16). God’s great Gift was first of all a gift of love to an unworthy world. He gave not because He had to, but because He loves us. And our giving should reflect His love. If we can keep that perspective—especially in the minds of our children—this can be one of the most blessed and enjoyable aspects of the holiday.

In an excellent and creative article titled “The Gift of Giving,” author Calvin Miller addresses what I’m getting at:

The wise men started it all, some say. Still, I like the way the Magi gave their gifts, for they presumably returned “to the East” without expecting Mary and Joseph to give them anything in return. Their gifts were meant for the baby Jesus, but there seemed to be no obligation in their giving…

Often at Christmas, gifts become a subtle power play, resulting in obligation. Such gifts may subtly say, “While my gift appears free, repay me in kind,” or “Enjoy this, Joe, but you owe me one now…”

Let me suggest two ways to give a grace gift.

First, be sure it’s impossible to measure the cost of your gift. My daughter’s Italian mother-in-law has taught her to cook authentic Italian foods. So when my daughter wants to please me most, she fills a bowl with meatballs swimming in her marvelous marinara sauce, and I am content through long winters.

Second, realize that non-material gifts are the best way to say, “Don’t try to pay me back.” One friend promised to pray for me all through the Christmas season. Another friend who knows I am fond of Shakespeare gave me a book of Shakespearean quotes from his personal library.

Christmas is a time to remember Jesus and to celebrate God-given family and relationships. It’s not a time for fortune, selfishness and gluttony. What matters more than how we celebrate is what we celebrate. As long as we get that right, we’re on the right track.
 Ask yourself this year if your giving reflects the spirit of Him who gave His best for us—just because He loves us.

On that first Christmas, God did His part by giving His Son, God’s great gift to the human race. But we must do something. We must humble ourselves. We must admit our sins. We must admit that we’re moral failures and turn to Him by faith. We must say as the publican did, “God, have mercy on me, a sinner” (Luke 18:13). The Scripture says that a broken and a contrite heart God will not despise (Psalm 34:18).

Perhaps poet Christina Rossetti phrased it best in the carol we know as “In the Bleak Midwinter.”

What can I give him, poor as I am?
If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb;
If I were a Wise Man, I would do my part;
Yet what I can I give him? Give my heart.

As we close, I invite you to turn to 2 Chronicles 9. Remember that I shared my conclusion that the Magi came from the land of Sheba? Here is how that applies. Verse one records, 
When the queen of Sheba heard of Solomon’s fame, she came to Jerusalem to test him with hard questions. Arriving with a very great caravan—with camels carrying spices, large quantities of gold, and precious stones—she came to Solomon and talked with him about all she had on her mind. 
After visiting with the king and discovering that all the good reports about him were true, verse nine speaks of what she left with him:
Then she gave the king 120 talents of gold, large quantities of spices, and precious stones. There had never been such spices as those the queen of Sheba gave to King Solomon. 
From what we learned of ancient Sheba, it is likely that frankincense and myrrh were included along with the four-and-a-half tons of gold she brought with her. Those are quite exceptional gifts! Perhaps this is a foreshadowing of the gifts to be brought by future generations to the ultimate King of the Jews.
But look at the concluding verse in this section, verse twelve:
King Solomon gave the queen of Sheba all she desired and asked for; he gave her more than she had brought to him. Then she left and returned with her retinue to her own country. 
In spite of the impressive amount and quality of gifts the queen gave to Solomon, he sent her home with more than she had given to him!
I think the same could be said for the wise men. They came with impressive gifts for Jesus. But they left that simple house in Bethlehem with more than they gave. No, they did not return with more gold, incense, and myrrh than they brought, but they left with something eternally more valuable: life. 
Is Christmas a season of giving or getting? Considering the experience of the wise men, I would have to say both. They gave, yet they got more in return. In our Christmas celebrations we give and receive. But when our focus is on getting, we lose sight of what Christmas is all about: “For God so loved the world that He gave…”
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