
 

 1 

 “CHRISTMAS TIME: II - A TIME FOR GIVING” 

 Karen F. Bunnell 

 Elkton United Methodist Church 

 December 11, 2011 

 

 

 Matthew 2:7-12 

 

 

A couple of weeks ago, when I preached the first sermon in this Advent 

sermon series, I told you that I had boycotted my favorite radio station, WJBR, 

early in November, because they started playing all Christmas music all the time 

way back then.  It was just too early for me!   

 

Well, today, I’m going to tell you about something else that irritates me!  It’s 

all the negative talk about gift giving.  Now, maybe it’s just in my little theological 

world that it’s abundant, but I don’t think so.  There’s a lot a talk around about 

how we spend too much, and get carried away, and how we have too much stuff, and 

it’s all about the money and yada, yada, yada.   

 

Now, as I told you, I wasn’t a big fan of the Black Friday sales starting on 

Thanksgiving itself, but all we heard about after that day was about the shootings, 

and shovings and injuries related to the shopping sprees.  All negative!  

 

One pastor is so into putting down gift giving at Christmas that he wrote a 

sermon about it, and in it, he says we’ve lost the purity of gift giving, and he 

categorized the gifts he thinks we give.  One of them he calls the “gift for a gift” - 

you know, where you give someone a gift because they gave you one.  Tit for tat, if 

you will.  And heaven forbid, he says, if you don’t have some of those little gifts 

tucked away in case you get a gift from someone you didn’t expect.  A gift for a gift. 

 

The other one he calls “a gift for a favor.”  These are gifts that are given 

without expecting another in return, except for, well a favor.  He categorizes 

employer’s gifts this way - they give bonuses or hams or turkeys to their employees, 

and the implication is, okay, now, be a good employee. 

 

Kind of cynical, isn’t he?  Pastor Ebenezer Scrooge! 

 

That kind of stuff makes me sad.  All of it makes me sad.  I don’t think 

there’s anything wrong with gift giving, as a matter of fact, I love it.  I love buying 

presents for people, and I love trying to find the perfect present.  It’s a wonderful 

way for me to show someone how special they are to me.  I know a lot of you feel 

the same way too. 
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You know where we got the tradition of giving gifts, don’t you?  From those 

guys in today’s Gospel lesson - the three wise men.  You all remember them - 

they’re such an important part of the Christmas story.  But do you remember much 

about them? 

 

They were from the East, learned men, probably astronomers.  They spent 

their lives exploring the heavens, pondering life’s deepest questions.  They, like the 

rest of the people in that day, knew about the prophecies in the holy scriptures.  

They knew that a messiah was expected. 

 

And so, when they discerned from the heavens, that something was to 

happen, they followed a star.  And it brought them near to the place where Jesus 

was born.  Along the way, they met up with Herod, who also was on the lookout for 

this Messiah, but not for the same reason.  He wanted to ferret out his competition. 

 He didn’t want to adore Jesus, he wanted to be rid of him.  And so, he thought he 

was pretty clever by enlisting the help of these wise men to do just that. 

 

After their meeting with Herod, they continued to follow the star, until they 

came to the place where Jesus lay with Mary and Joseph.  And the scripture says 

that they “rejoiced exceedingly with great joy” and then, they offered him gifts - 

gold, frankincense and myrrh.  It was the perfect thing they could do - praise him 

and give him their precious gifts.  It was a wonderful way to show him their joy in 

finding him, their joy in knowing who he was, and what he would mean to the 

world! 

 

But you know what?  They weren’t the only gift givers that first Christmas 

time.  There was somebody before them - the innkeeper who let Mary and Joseph 

stay in his stable.  It may not sound like much of a gift, but every other innkeeper 

had closed the door on them, saying, “Sorry, no room in the inn.”  Though he 

couldn’t offer them a room, still he offered them a place to lay down, and have their 

child.  He gave them the only gift he had. 

 

And there was another gift before his - actually two of them.  Mary’s gift and 

Joseph’s gift - some of the greatest gifts ever given, because the two of them, gave 

their very lives.  When offered the invitation to take part in God’s great saving 

adventure, Mary and Joseph risked everything to say yes.  They risked being 

ostracized by their family and friends, they risked their integrity, they risked their 

future well-being, they risked not being in control.  They risked it all, when they 

offered God the gift of their acceptance, when they embraced the opportunity God 

gave them to bring Jesus into the world, and raise him as their child. 

 

And yes, there was even a gift before their’s, from the greatest gift giver of all 

- Almighty God.  He gave the most perfect gift, that has showed all of us how much 
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He loves us, how much He cares about us, how much He wants to save us from sin 

and from ourselves - He gave the gift of His Son. 

 

Friends, you and I give, not just as Christmas, but every day, because of that 

supreme gift - the gift of Jesus Christ.  We give, because we have first received.  

We give, because we are so grateful for the life-saving gift God has given us, and all 

the gifts He continually gives us.  We are in a long line of gift givers - Mary, 

Joseph, the innkeeper, the wise men and so many others.  How best to reflect our 

thankfulness to God than to be giving people ourselves? 

 

So, in that spirit, this morning I want to suggest a few gifts for your 

Christmas list this year.  I think they reflect very well the Gift that has been given 

us. 

 

First, I invite you to give the gift of praise this season.  In any way you can, 

praise God.  Come to worship, and praise Him!  In your decorations, praise Him!  

Praise Him through the Christmas cards you send - sure, Rudolph cards are cute, 

but faith-filled cards are a way to praise Him and introduce His love and care to 

others.  Go Christmas caroling!  Go to concerts and Christmas programs and revel 

in the remembrance of God’s great gift!  Praise Him in your words and actions.  

Wish people a “Merry Christmas.”  Hold the door open for them, even if they don’t 

thank you.  Be kind even when someone is snippy.  This season, give the gift of 

praise in whatever way you can.  It will be a gift that reflects God’s great gift to 

you in Jesus Christ. 

 

Secondly, give the gift of time this season.  I know everyone of you is 

probably crazy busy - you just can’t keep up with everything.  That’s why this gift 

is so important - the gift of time.  As followers of the one, Jesus, who was never, 

ever too busy to slow down and stop, we need to learn from Him and follow His 

example.  What a gift it would be to you and those you love to slow down and give 

the gift of some time this season.   

 

One man said that one year he realized that his child had everything she 

needed and more, so what he gave her was the gift of time.  He told her that once a 

month they could have a whole day together - to do whatever they wanted to do.  

He had been so busy, and so preoccupied with his own things that he hadn’t given 

her the time he should have, and this was the most precious gift he could give.  

And it was a year filled with delightful day-long adventures with a father and 

daughter. 

 

The gift of time.  Maybe for you the gift of time will simply be taking the 

time in the morning or at night to use the Advent devotional and spend quiet time 

in prayer. 
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Or maybe, if you really want to give the gift of time, it will be to take part in 

either the Women’s or Men’s Retreats coming up.   

 

Or maybe, your gift of time can be coming here on Christmas Day afternoon 

to help with the community dinner that will be held in Weldin Hall. 

 

The gift of time.  Life is precious, the life Jesus came to give us is precious, 

the time Jesus came to give us is precious - may we this season treat it that way, 

and give the gift of time in some way to ourselves and those we love. 

 

Thirdly, let me invite you this season to give a gift of love.  I would venture 

to say that most people in your life do not need one more “thing.”  Most of us have 

more than what we need already - that includes the kids.   

 

So make sure your gifts reflect your love, and are not just more things to 

clutter up already over-cluttered rooms.  Let me tell you about a few of these “love” 

gifts” I’m talking about. 

 

A man named  John Maxwell came home from work one night, and sat down 

on the couch to relax.  His wife Margaret came over to him, holding something in 

her hand.  She sat down, touched his arm, handed him a letter, and said, “John, I 

want you to read this, and as you read it be prepared to cry.”   

 

He opened the letter.  It was from their adopted daughter Elisabeth, a young 

girl.  In it, she talked about how she could have been adopted by any family in the 

world, but she ended up with them - a loving Christian family, and it was through 

them that she came to know and love God. 

 

It was a beautiful letter, and as John Maxwell said, it was the best 

Christmas present he ever got.  It was a gift of love.  (On-line, “A Gift Worth 

Giving,” John Maxwell) 

 

I personally know of a family where, ever year, the mother writes a letter to 

each of her children at Christmas - a love letter, a gift of love. 

 

Another gift of love I read about this week was given to Pastor Ed 

Markquart.  When he was in his early twenties, he became engaged to his now 

wife, and they were spending Christmas Eve with her parents.  Not wanting to 

exchange their gifts in front of her parents, they went for a drive, and he gave his 

fiancee her present, and then she gave his.  She handed him a big box, and said 

“you’ll never guess what it is!”  To which he replied, “A sweater?”  Well, her face 

dropped, because that’s exactly what it is, and on top of that, she had knit it herself. 
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 And it wasn’t all that great.  Let’s just say, she was a rookie knitter.   

When Pastor Markquart told about this gift, forty years later, he put it on in 

front of the congregation.  They kind of chuckled, because one of the sleeves was six 

inches too long and hung down over his hand.  It clearly was made by an amateur. 

But this is what he said about it: “This sweater is almost unbearably heavy and 

warm.  But I treasure this sweater.  It’s one of my most valuable possessions.  If 

the house burned, I would try to save the sweater and no other article of clothing.  

It is the only piece of clothing that I still have after forty years.  Maybe I treasure 

this first Christmas sweater because I knew that I was marrying a woman who 

understood what it was to give of herself.  It wasn’t the red sweater but the hours 

of loving with her knitting needle.”  (On-line, “The Long Walk is the Gift,” Edward 

Markquart) 

 

It was, indeed, a gift of love.  This Christmas, don’t give more stuff, give gifts 

of love.  Give things that show your love, your heart.  Give as you have received. 

 

So there’s the gift of praise, the gift of time and the gift of love.  And there’s 

one more - and it is, absolutely, positively, the greatest gift you can give - it is the 

gift of your heart, your life to Jesus.  I know some of you, many of you, have 

already done that, so you know the joy of a deep, trusting relationship with Him. 

 

But some of you haven’t.   Won’t you make today the day you do?  Make 

today the day you say yes to Him.  “Yes, Lord, I give you my heart, I give you my 

life.”  There is no greater gift you have to offer than that. 

 

In just a moment, we’ll be singing the wonderful hymn, “In the Bleak 

Midwinter.”  The last stanza goes like this: “What can I give him, poor as I am?  If 

I were a shepherd, I would give a lamb.  If I were a wise man, I would do my part.  

But what can I give him?  Give my heart.” 

 

As we sing, the chancel rail is open for prayer.  If you’re feeling stressed 

these days with all that you have to do, come and pray for peace.  If you’re 

troubled, come and pray for strength and courage.  If you know someone who is 

sick or suffering, come and pray for their healing.  If you have wandered away from 

God and those you love, come and recommit your life.  And if you’ve never said yes, 

come and give your heart to the Lord. 

 

Christmas time is a wonderful, wonderful time of giving.  Let us stand now 

and give our gift of praise to Almighty God as we sing and pray. 

 

 

  


