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 Christmas With Gospel Writers 
 Mark 1:1-8 & 16:5-8 
 A sermon by William M. Klein 
  
   3 December 2017 
 

1 The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 2 As it is written in the 
prophet Isaiah,  

"See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way; 3 the 
voice of one crying out in the wilderness: "Prepare the way of the Lord, make his 
paths straight,' "  

4 John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for 
the forgiveness of sins. 5 And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the 
people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, 
confessing their sins. 6 Now John was clothed with camel's hair, with a leather belt 
around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. 7 He proclaimed, "The one who is 
more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the 
thong of his sandals. 8 I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the 
Holy Spirit.” (Mk 1:1-8 NRSV) 
 
1 When the Sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James, and 
Salome bought spices, so that they might go and anoint him. 2 And very early on the first 
day of the week, when the sun had risen, they went to the tomb. 3 They had been saying 
to one another, "Who will roll away the stone for us from the entrance to the tomb?" 
4 When they looked up, they saw that the stone, which was very large, had already been 
rolled back. 5 As they entered the tomb, they saw a young man, dressed in a white robe, 
sitting on the right side; and they were alarmed. 6 But he said to them, "Do not be 
alarmed; you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has been raised; he 
is not here. Look, there is the place they laid him. 7 But go, tell his disciples and Peter that 
he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him, just as he told you." 8 So they 
went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they 
said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.  (Mk. 16:1-8 NRSV) 
 

1 
 In case you have just awakened from a long nap that began sometime in September, 
Christmas has been upon us since well before Halloween.  This year Black Friday became 
the entire month of November.  Marketers skipped Thanksgiving all together.   
 Never mind.  I enjoyed Thanksgiving enormously.  As a matter of principle I do not 
turn toward Christmas until Thanksgiving turkey in its many forms is no more.  But on 
this first Sunday of Advent, my face is set toward Bethlehem.   
 In October, I spent a couple of days with two clergy friends at Smith Mountain 
Lake.  We talked, walked, fished, and ate.  When minister friends get together they don’t 
just talk shop…but they do talk shop.  What is working at the church you are serving?  
What have you been reading?  What have you been preaching?  What preaching plans do 
you have for Advent season this year?  What members would you like to trade?  That sort 
of shop-talk. 
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One of my preacher pals, Randy Harris, is pastor of Highland Presbyterian Church 
in Winston-Salem, NC.  He said he was thinking about a series of sermons this Advent 
season that will have Highland Church thinking about what it would be like to celebrate 
Christmas with each of the Gospel writers.  He got the idea from Agnes Norfleet, pastor of  
Bryn Mawr Presbyterian Church…who got the idea from Tom Are, pastor of Village 
Presbyterian in Prairie Village, KS…who got the idea from Jon Walton, pastor of First 
Presbyterian in New York City.1   
 I found myself drawn in by this idea.  What an interesting way to think about Jesus’ 
incarnation…to use some imagination to ponder what it would be like to celebrate 
Christmas with each of the Gospel writers. 
 We have no idea if any of the Gospel writers actually celebrated Christmas.  My 
guess is they did not.  I say this because the first three centuries of Christianity's existence 
Jesus's birth wasn't celebrated at all.  The first recorded date of Christmas being celebrated 
was in the year 336, during the time of the Roman Emperor Constantine, the first Christian 
Roman Emperor. A few years later, Pope Julius I officially declared that the birth of Jesus 
would be celebrated on the 25th of December.2 
 All of this is to say…you will have to give yourselves permission to use your 
imagination to ponder what it would be like to celebrate Christmas with the Gospel 
writers.  

2 
 There are four Gospel writers…so four homes to visit.  According to Agnes 
Norfleet, at John’s house the theology professor will welcome us in and we’ll sit by the 
fire in his living room and discuss the multilayered meaning of things.  Every window in 
the house will have candles burning – light shining in the darkness, light to lighten the 
world.    

John may have a quizzical look on his face when we ask him about Mary and 
Joseph and the baby born in a manger…or about the shepherds and angels and the star 
and the wise men.  At John’s house we can look around all we want but we will not find a 
crèche.  Accounting for Jesus’ birth did not seem relevant to John.   

More relevant, for John was Jesus, the Word of God made flesh…Jesus who was 
with God at the beginning of creation…Jesus through whom the world came into being… 
Jesus who was the human face of God, the glory of God for all to see, full of grace and 
truth.3    

If we glanced at John’s photo gallery we may find a photograph taken at a wedding 
at Cana…a photograph of that captures a smiling Jesus or a dancing Jesus or Jesus raising 
a glass of exceptional wine to toast the happy couple.  We may find a Christmas card with 
a thank-you note attached from a man born blind who was given sight by Jesus.  Instead of 
a crèche we may find a miniature wash basin and a towel to remind us that, just as Jesus 
washed his disciples’ feet, so are we to be servants to one another. 

Christmas at John’s house would be about incarnation…about being reminded God 
so loving the world that he sent a Son to live among us, as one of us…so that through him 
we would have abundant life now and in the life to come. 
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3 
If we dart across town to Matthew’s house we are not likely to find a crèche there 

either.  Matthew didn’t seem to think the details of Jesus’ birth were very relevant, either.  
He thinks it was enough to tell us Jesus was born.  He will also tell us that while a group of 
foreigners from the East paid the boy Jesus a visit…his own King Herod did his best to 
have God’s Messiah killed. 

Matthew wants to make sure we understand that the incarnation of Jesus prompted 
two responses.  First that Herod, who represented the power center of Jesus’ world, 
rejected God’s Son…while, second, the Gentile “wise men” from a foreign land welcomed 
God’s great gift.4 

At Matthew’s house we are apt to find a family reunion in full swing.  Jesus’ entire 
clan is likely to be there - grandparents and aunts and uncles we’ve never heard of.  We 
may barely fit in Matthew’s house for the crowd, but it’ll be a fun family reunion.5   

The down side is that we’ll need to be ready to hear about Jesus’ family tree…his 
lineage reaching back 42 generations all the way to Abraham.6  Genealogy can be tedious 
stuff…but if we are patient we may realize it has a purpose.  And that purpose is to 
emphasize that the promises God made to Abraham were displayed in God’s covenant 
relationship with Israel…that those purposes continued through Israel and Jesus, rather 
than through Babylon or Rome or Berlin or London or Washington.   

At Matthew’s house we will be caught up in the story of Jesus’ as the fulfillment of 
Jewish hopes and dreams.  The photo gallery may include a photograph of Jesus’ cleansing 
the Temple – making it very clear the Temple was a place to worship God and not a place 
for the sort of commerce that oppressed the poor.  The gallery may also include a photo of 
Jesus celebrating Passover and of him taking bread and wine during that celebration and 
giving these elements a new symbolic and mystical meaning.   

4 
We will be greeted at Luke’s house with angels and birth announcements.  We’ll 

circle up and sing Christmas carols late into the night:  “Silent Night, Holy Night…all is 
calm, all is bright.” A tree will be decorated and there will be candles everywhere.7  And, 
yes, there will be a crèche at Luke’s house…one with Mary and Joseph and the baby lying 
in a manger, surrounded by sheep and cows and donkeys and chickens and adoring 
shepherds. 

The photo gallery at Luke’s house will include photographs of Jesus teaching, 
healing, and telling stories.  It may include a sketch of Zacchaeus up a Sycamore tree…or 
Rembrandt’s painting of the Prodigal Son…or Eugène Burnand’s painting that captures 
the stunned look on the faces of Peter and John as they rushed to the empty tomb on the 
morning of the resurrection…or a needlepoint of Jesus and two disciples walking to 
Emmaus resurrection evening. 

And there will be plenty of people…people of all kinds…Jews and Greeks, slave 
and free, male and female.  All are welcome at Luke’s house…even us.  Christmas at 
Luke’s house is not simply about status or one’s religious identity.  It is about the 
unfolding drama of salvation meant for the whole creation.  It is a story bound up with the 
status of Israel as God’s people, to be sure.  Jesus was sent by God to fulfill God’s promises 
to save Israel and to remind Israel that it was always meant to be a light to all the nations.  
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Whereas Jesus’ family tree at Matthew’s house went back to Abraham, at Luke’s house it 
goes back to Adam as a way of saying God’s plan for the restoration of all people goes 
back to the very beginning.8 

The Christmas message at Luke’s house, then, will be – Jesus shows us who we are 
and how we are to live out the substance of our faith as his disciples. 

5 
 And so we travel to the last of our four homes…to Mark’s house.  Let me give 
you fair warning.  At Mark’s home the celebration will be minimalists.  There will be no 
decorations, no wreath on the door, no presents under a tree. There will be a sort of 
emptiness here we may find unsettling…especially since we are accustomed to a 
Christmas story that parboils the four Gospel accounts. 
 Agnes Norfleet has us wonder why we might stop at Mark’s house on our seasonal 
tour of gospel homes because Mark says not one word about Christmas.  He begins: “The 
beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God...” and then goes straight to a 
grown up Jesus appearing in the desert to be baptized by John.   
 Mark dispenses with the Christmas story altogether.  He bypasses Bethlehem 
completely, and leads us straightaway out into the rocky terrain of the Jordan wilderness?  
Biblical scholars offer the following reason for this. 
 According to Mark, the strongest evidence that Jesus is the Son of God is not from 
some miraculous birth, but rather his life and ministry:  his healing the sick and forgiving 
sinners; his welcoming outcasts, women, and little children; his proclaiming the Kingdom 
of God, and how it upends the usual ways of being in this world of power and privilege.9   
 The key to understanding who Jesus is, according to Mark, is to illumine his whole 
life with resurrection light.  But even that light is muted.  Even resurrection light is 
presented to us slant…for Mark’s photo gallery would likely include a photograph of an 
angel telling Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome that Jesus had been 
raised from the dead.  And what did they do?  The look on their faces would have been 
terror and amazement as they fled from the tomb, and said nothing to anyone for they 
were afraid.10 
 At Mark’s house for Christmas, the absence of adornment and decoration is far 
more reminiscent of the empty tomb than it is of any shopping mall in the country this 
time of year and many of our own homes and churches. 

6 
 What would it be like to celebrate Christmas with the Gospel writers?  It would be a 
varied but rich experience.  Each writer believed Jesus was the long expected Messiah.  
There is no question of that.  But each was touched by Jesus in a different way and so each 
had a different way of telling Jesus’ story…a different point to make. 
 Wonder what the Gospel writers would think if they had the opportunity to 
celebrate Christmas in your home? 
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1 Norfleet, Agnes W.  2014.  “Christmas Tour of Gospel Homes.”  Bryn Mawr Presbyterian Church, Bryn Bawr, PA.  A 

series of sermons she preached during Advent 2014.  She writes:  I am indebted to friends in the Moveable Feast 

preaching seminar, Jon Walton of First Pres NYC who crafted a sermon series “Christmas at Mark’s House,” etc., in 

2002, and to Tom Are of Village Pres, who in 2008 took the idea for his own series, “Celebrating Christmas with 

Mark,” etc. I have borrowed ideas from both and have tried to indicate in these notes direct quotes. 
2 See www.whychristmas.com/customs/25th.shtml 
3 See John 1. 
4 Harrelson, Walter J. ed.  2003.  The New Interpreter’s Study Bible.  Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1749. 
5 Norfleet. 
6 There were 14 generations from Abraham to King David, 14 from David to the Babylonian exile, and 14 from the 

exile to the time of Jesus. 
7 Norfleet. 
8 Harrelson, 1847. 
9 Norfleet. 
10 See Mark 16:8. 


