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Introduction… 
 Santa Claus. For many people, Santa is the iconic figure of Christmas.  For others, Santa represents what 

Christmas has become but shouldn’t have become. But where does Santa come from?  Did you know that Santa 

Claus is derived, via a very long and circuitous route, from an actual “saint” named Nicholas? [pic] But the 

historical Saint Nick and the modern day Santa have little in common.  What is the connection? 

 Saint Nick was a Greek Bishop in the city of Myra, in modern day Turkey, in the late 200’s.  This was 

before Constantine, so during the time when Christianity was still an underground movement and frequently 

faced persecution.  “Nicholas was neither fat nor jolly but developed a reputation as a fiery, wiry, and defiant 

defender of church doctrine during the ‘Great Persecution,’ when Bibles were put to the torch and priests made to 

renounce Christianity or face execution.” [Brian Handwerk, “St. Nicholas to Santa: The Surprising Origins of Mr. 

Claus,” National Geographic, Dec 20, 2013] 

 Nicholas defied these rules and spent many years in Prison before Constantine not only made Christianity 

legal, but made it the official religion of the Roman Empire.  Nicholas remained famous long after his death, 

which occurred on Dec 6
th

 some time in the early 300’s.  In one well known story about him, he rescued 3 young 

girls from a life of prostitution by secretly delivering 3 bags of gold, likely in socks, to their indebted father, which 

he then used for their dowries. [Handwerk] 

 In another story about him, Nicholas discovered 3 dead boys who had been murdered and brought them 

back to life.  Along with other legends, this made Saint Nicholas the patron saint of children and bringer of gifts. 

[Handwerk] From the 12-1500’s  People celebrated the day of his death, Dec 6
th

, by giving gifts to children, 

supposedly brought by Saint Nick! Nicholas also helped keep children in line, encouraging them to say their 

prayers and behave well. [Handwerk] 

 Then the Protestant Reformation happened and saints fell out of favour and fashion. The job of delivering 

gifts to children fell to the baby Jesus and the date of celebration moved to Jesus’s birthday, Dec 25. But the baby 

Jesus didn’t have much carrying power for gifts with those short arms, and babies tend not to strike the fear of 

God into children. So who was to keep kids behaving?  A variety of cultures added a scary helped as a 

companion of Jesus who would not only haul around the gifts, but punish naughty children! 

 Many of these traditions were brought to North America where Christmas was celebrated rather 

differently than today. Remember, we talked a couple weeks ago about how people celebrated Saturnalia by 

getting drunk, partying in the streets and causing trouble.  There wasn’t a magical gift bringer associated with 

this holiday, though.  

 Then, in the early 1800’s along with other attempts to rein in the Christmas celebrations, Saint Nicholas 

was pretty much reinvented and popularized as Santa Claus, a jolly, fat man who brought gifts to nice children and 

a spanking to naughty ones.  In 1821 there was an anonymous illustration of what we would recognize as Santa 

Claus.  “They’ve taken the magical gift-bringing of St. Nicholas, stripped him of any religious characteristics, 

and dressed this Santa in the furs of the [scary companions of the baby Jesus].”  In 1822, in the poem “The Night 

Before Christmas,” Santa is depicted as flying around in a sleigh drawn by reindeer and the rest is history! 

[Handwerk] 

 So basically, Santa Claus is a modern remake of Saint Nicholas developed in an attempt to change 

Christmas from something like Mardi Gras to a peaceful, family friendly holiday. 

 Now, why am I sharing all this?  Because we’ve been talking about redeeming Christmas and one of the 

things that many Christians don’t like about how we celebrate Christmas is the way Santa is focused on instead of 

Jesus. Also, Santa tends to represent all the commercialism and materialism and greed of our modern holiday.  

It’s important for us to know both where he came from and that he was an attempt to soften a much harsher 

celebration of Christmas.  But we should also understand that he was an attempt to make Christmas safe and fun, 
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but also very secular. So yes, he is an important piece in the secularization of Christmas. 

 But I want to go a bit deeper. Why do we love Santa so much?  What is Santa?  Basically, Santa is what 

most people wish God was like.  He’s an almost all-powerful, all-knowing creature who is kind and jolly. Many 

people think of God as an old man with a white beard- just like Santa.  If you ask Santa for something and you try 

to be good, he’ll give it to you, which is how many people approach prayer.  Although there’s the rumour if 

you’re naughty Santa will bring you a lump of coal instead of toys, who ever really got coal on Christmas?  It’s a 

pretty empty threat.  Which is how many people think about God’s threats of Hell and damnation. 

 When it boils down to it, we’ve made Santa into who we want God to be. He gives us what we want, no 

questions asked.  He doesn’t hold us accountable, even if he threatens to.  He has magical powers and abilities 

that he only uses to give us presents.  He fuels our lust for material possessions and even enables us in having 

whatever we want.  But it’s for the kids, you see. Right?  Because it’s for our kids we let it slide. 

Context 
 Let’s turn now to our text, but by way of context, let me say a few things. Our passages today are not taken 

from the Christmas story.  They are not about Jesus’ birth at all. Rather, they are going to serve as a reminder of 

what Christmas really means.  I’m not talking about what Christmas is about- it’s about worship; responding to 

God for what he has done.  But Christmas means that God has sent his Son.  God has sent the Christ, the 

Messiah, the Saviour.  What does that mean?  We’re going to see. 

 I remember a long time ago hearing something very interesting. As most of you know, one of our favourite 

words here at Priory is “agape.” Agape is one of 4 Greek words that all get translated “love” in English. When the 

NT says God is love, this is the word it uses.  When we are told to love one another, this word agape is the word 

used.  Agape love is a divine, self-giving love that is primarily concerned with the well-being of others, in 

particular their spiritual well-being. 

 What many of you may not know is that some time before Jesus, the Jews made a Greek translation of 

the OT, called the Septuagint. (The LXX) They did this because so many Jews were living outside Israel and no 

longer spoke Hebrew, but did speak Greek. So they translated the OT into Greek for them to use. 

 The cool thing I learned a long time ago is that in this Greek translation of the OT, the LXX, the first time 

the word “agape” appears is in our passage today. It is used to describe Isaac’s relationship to Abraham. Isaac is 

Abraham’s son, his “beloved son,” whom Abraham loves.  The first time the word agape is used in the NT is our 

Matthew passage, the baptism of Jesus when God speaks from heaven and says, “This is my son whom I love.” 

 As we will see, the parallels between Isaac and Jesus don’t stop there. 

Text 
 But let’s turn to our text and read together from Genesis 22:1-18 and then Matthew 3:16-17. 

What It Says 
 What does this text in Genesis say?  It’s a tough one for us to process because it involved Abraham 

willingly going along with a command to sacrifice his son, Isaac, to God.  That smacks us as so inhumane that we 

struggle to get our heads around it. So let’s take a look at the text and see if we can understand it. 

 The first thing to point out is what the text doesn’t say.  We are not told what Sarah’s reaction was to this.  

We don’t know if Abraham even told her what he was doing. Similarly, we don’t know what Isaac’s reaction was 

either. We don’t know if he put up a struggle or submitted willingly to his father. The text doesn’t give us this 

information.  The text is totally focussed on Abraham and his struggle. 

 We don’t even know Isaac’s age. All we can gather is that he was old enough to carry the load of wood 

needed for the sacrifice, so likely he was 12 to 14 years old. 

 We are told that God “tests” Abraham.  We must always remember that God tests us but does not 

tempt us. God does not ask us to do things that are wrong, but he does test us to see if we will trust him, obey him 

and listen to him.  That means that somehow we have to wrap our heads around this test of Abraham not being a 

temptation to do something wrong. But we’ll get to that in a little while. 

 God calls to Abraham and he answers, “Here I am.”  This is not just a greeting like on the phone, “hello, 

it’s me.” This is actually a response saying, “I’m listening and will obey.”  God gives Abraham instructions to go 

to the region of Moriah and to a mountain God will show him. There he is to sacrifice his son, his only son, Isaac, 

whom Abraham loves.  In the LXX, this is the first use of agape. In fact, it uses agape twice, “Your son, your 
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beloved son, whom you love.” 

There are two things to point out here. First, Abraham obeys immediately.  He gets up the next morning 

and prepares for the journey. This is important because we see that Abraham has learned to trust God. In previous 

episodes, Abraham bargained with God, like when he asked God to transfer the covenant promise to Ishmael 

before Isaac was born and when he asked God to spare Sodom and Gomorrah. (Gen 17:18; 18:22-23) 

Second, the land of Moriah is significant.  It turns out that what is called Moriah in Abraham’s day 

later becomes the site of Jerusalem!  The hill where these events happened may have actually been the hill 

upon which the temple later stood. [Bruce Waltke, Genesis, p. 306] Certainly, it was in the neighbourhood of 

Calvary! [Derek Kidner, Genesis, p. 143] 

We then see Abraham preparing for the journey the next morning.  He seems to delay his start, cutting the 

wood for the sacrifice.  I can only imagine what was going through his mind as his axe raised and fell, raised and 

fell, chopping the wood. Then begins the 3 day journey.  3 days was a significant time in the Bible.  It was the 

appropriate time used to prepare for something significant. [Waltke, p. 307] It must have also been a very long 3 

days for Abraham knowing what was coming! 

On the third day, Abraham leaves the servants behind. He tells them that he and Isaac will both return.  

These are not empty words!  It is not a lie to keep the servants from being suspicious!  Somehow, Abraham 

trusts that God will return Isaac to him even from the dead. Later, in the NT, in Hebrews 11:17-19, it is pointed out 

that Abraham trusted and believed, he had faith in God that God could raise Isaac from the dead if need be in order 

to fulfil his promise to Abraham. [Kidner, p. 143] 

Finally, on the way to the mountain, we hear the first words from Isaac. He asks where the sacrifice is?  

Abraham’s response is again significant. Abraham says, “God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt 

offering.”  At the moment he spoke these words, Abraham may have been thinking about the fact that God 

himself had provided Isaac to him and Sarah.  

At the top of the mountain, the narrative slows down, painfully describing each step as Abraham builds the 

altar, puts the wood on it, binds Isaac, reached out his hand and takes the knife.  Then, at the last possible 

moment, the angel of the LORD speaks out, telling Abraham to hold and not to harm the boy.  The angel, 

speaking for God, says, “I know that you fear God for you have not withheld from me your son, your only son,” or 

“your beloved son” in the Greek translation. 

Then Abraham looks up and sees a ram behind Isaac, stuck in a thicket.  God has indeed provided the 

lamb for the sacrifice!  This is the first example in the Bible of substitutionary sacrifice. [Kidner, p. 144] That 

is, this is the first time in the Bible an animal is sacrificed in place of a person.  Later, in Leviticus, the law 

requires that all first born sons be redeemed with the sacrifice of an animal.  Also, in Leviticus 1:4, there is the 

atonement sacrifice in which the people lay their hands on the sacrifice which is sacrificed in their place. 

Abraham sacrifices the ram and names the mountain, “The Lord will provide” which has a double 

meaning in Hebrew. The word for provide also means to see.  In Hebrew the name of the mountain also means, 

“On the mountain it will become clear.” [Kidner, p. 144] 

What It Means 
So what does this passage mean? More importantly, what does it have to do with Christmas?!?  First, we 

are going to look at Abraham’s obedience to God. Second we are going to look at the parallels between Isaac and 

Jesus. 

Abraham’s obedience:  In the past, Abraham had not been nearly as faithful to God.  If you read the 

account of Abraham in Genesis, you will see that there were times he lied about who his wife Sarah was. Twice, 

he lied and said she was his sister, not his wife, in order to protect himself from powerful men. He didn’t want the 

men to kill him in order to take his wife. Interestingly, in both cases the men did take the woman they thought was 

his sister to be their own wife!  God intervened in both cases to rescue Sarah! (Genesis 12:10-20; 20:1-13)  

When he and Sarah are getting older and haven’t been able to have children, Abraham goes along with Sarah’s 

suggestion to take her handmaid Hagar as his concubine to “help move things along” when it came to having a 

son. (Genesis 16:1-2)  So Abraham’s faith had faltered in the past, and each time God showed up and reminded 

Abraham to trust him. So it is good to see that here, finally, Abraham trusts God in spite of the circumstances. 

The focus in the story is not on the danger to Isaac, but to Abraham’s relationship with God.  Here is God, 
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who has finally provided the son he promised, asking Abraham to give back the one source of joy and hope in 

Abraham’s old age.  After a lifetime of disappointed hope, God finally sends Isaac.  Now he is asking Abraham 

to give him back.  What a test of their relationship! [Waltke, p. 304] God claims for himself all firstborns. This 

shows up again in the law he gives Moses. When Israel is led into the promised land, the firstborn of every animal, 

and the firstborn sons in every family are claimed by God. The people have to redeem their sons with a 

substitutionary sacrifice! [Ex 13:12-13] 

When Abraham tells Isaac that God will provide the lamb for the sacrifice, he is showing “complete 

certainty of God, together with complete openness as to detail” as to how God is going to work things out. 

[Kidner, p. 144]  This is a model answer of faith to what must have been an agonizing question!  God’s method 

for fulfilling his promise to make Abraham a great nation through Isaac was God’s business.  Abraham and Isaac 

would both be surprised as to how God worked things out! [Kidner, p. 144] 

Abraham believed that God holds life and death in his hand.  For the obedient, God provided life. For the 

disobedient, God sent death.  And so Abraham doesn’t try to protect that which is most precious to him, but trusts 

his future to God. [Waltke, p. 308]  This is Abraham’s radial obedience to God founded on his deep faith in God 

as he has seen God’s character demonstrated time and again over his lifetime. 

The second meaning I want to draw from this passage is the parallel between Isaac and Jesus. It’s 

remarkable!  Remember last week we looked at Matthew’s use of the OT and that different aspects of Jesus’ birth 

were to “fulfil” the OT.  Sometimes, Matthew wasn’t using what people had previously believed were 

prophecies about the Messiah. Rather, in hindsight, Matthew saw things in the OT that foreshadowed Jesus. When 

Jesus came, he fulfilled that foreshadowing.  Here, in our text today, we see the same thing. Abraham’s 

sacrifice of Isaac foreshadowed Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross. 

I already mentioned that Isaac is Abraham’s only son, whom he loves.  In Matthew, God describes Jesus 

as his only son, whom he loves!  Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac “typifies Christ’s sacrifice.” [Waltke, 

p. 310] Like Isaac, Christ doesn’t object. He carries his cross on his own back, as Isaac carried the wood.  Jesus 

obediently submits to the sacrifice, as Isaac does in the text.  Abraham received Isaac back from the dead and 

Jesus, too, came back from the dead, only in a much more decisive way! 

God provided a sheep, a ram, in place of Isaac. Jesus is repeatedly referred to as the Lamb of God!  John 

the Baptist refers to him as the Lamb of God.  In 1 Peter 1:18-19, Jesus is the lamb God provided without 

blemish, making him a suitable atonement sacrifice.  Rev 5 Jesus is depicted as the Lamb that was slain. Rev 13:8 

refers to Jesus as the Lamb that was slain before the foundation of the world.  Jesus is the Lamb God provided 

as a replacement for all of us!  

You see, God tested Abraham, but he didn’t ask Abraham to do anything he, himself, wasn’t willing to do.  

Yes it seems harsh to ask Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, but God did, in fact, give his only Son, whom he loves, as a 

sacrifice for all of us.  That is the love God has shown us. That is why when lighting the Advent candle of Love 

we read John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son so that whosoever believes in 

him shall not perish but have everlasting life!” 

Why It Matters 
So why does this matter? God calls us to a radical life of obedience. That was the test Abraham faced. 

Would he trust God and demonstrate radical obedience?  Today we are still called to live lives of obedience to 

God. 

God asked Abraham to give up that which was most precious to him: not only his son, but all that Isaac 

represented. Isaac was Abraham’s answer to God’s promise to make him a great nation. Isaac was Abraham’s 

future. Isaac was the reward for years of faithfully following God’s leading through miles and miles of travel.  To 

give up Isaac would seem to be giving up on the future God had promised. 

So God tested Abraham to see if Isaac had become an idol.  Would Abraham put Isaac above 

obedience to God?  Would Abraham choose Isaac over God? 

Today, many of us make an idol out of family.  How often do people choose to do things for their kids 

instead of doing what God has called them to do? I’ve heard of many families that left a church where the parents 

were growing in order to go to a church with a youth program their kids liked. This wasn’t a decision based on 

obedience to God, but a decision based on what their kids wanted. Ironically, studies have shown that the number 
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1 factor in whether or not kids who grow up in church are active in church when they grow up is if their parents are 

active in church when the kids are young. This is far more important than any youth program!  But parents 

sacrifice going to a church where they can grow and be involved to find a better youth program for their kids. I 

even know of parents who go to churches they don’t like but stay for their kids.  They’re making an idol out of 

their children!  Because God calls us to be active and growing in our churches! 

Also, how do we celebrate Christmas? One of the major ways we celebrate Christmas is by giving gifts. At 

times, Christians try to connect this gift giving with God giving the gift of Jesus.  I’m not sure if this is 

historically the case, that historically the gift giving has anything to do with God giving us Jesus, but it is a good 

connection to try to make at Christmas time if we are trying to redeem the holiday. 

But we don’t do a good job of it. Instead, how do we celebrate Christmas?  We spoil our kids with tons of 

presents.  How does God want us to celebrate Christmas?  He wants us to worship him, to worship Jesus.  

Christmas is supposed to be about Jesus and yet it is frequently about spoiling our kids with materialism. And why 

don’t Christians change?  Because we don’t want to disappoint our kids!  We put our kids’ pleasure and 

excitement above actually worshipping God on Christmas! 

I don’t think we pass the Abraham test very well.  We’re not being asked to actually sacrifice our kids. 

But we’re not even willing to sacrifice their morning of excitement in order to worship God and celebrate Jesus’ 

birthday the way we should. 

But more to the point, we need to remember what Christmas meant for God.  Christmas was good 

news for us, but bad news for Jesus.  Christmas marked the beginning of Jesus’ time on earth that was going to 

end very badly!  Before the incarnation, before Christmas, Jesus, the second person of the Trinity, the Son of 

God, knew what was in store for him. He knew he was going to die on the cross. God the Father knew he was 

sending his Son to die for us and, more importantly, he knew that at the last minute there would be no voice from 

Heaven stopping the sacrifice. He knew there would be no ram stuck in a thicket to take Jesus’ place. 

There was great rejoicing at the birth of Jesus because it meant triumphal good news for humanity.  But 

God knew that it was going to be incredibly costly to achieve victory.  And Jesus knew that before the 

incarnation. And he chose to do it anyway! 

And that is the tremendous gift God has given us at Christmas. That is the heart of what we need to 

remember at Christmas. If Christmas is about worshipping Jesus, if Christmas is about responding to God for 

what he has done, then this is what we need to respond to. This is what God has done! This is what demands our 

worship. 

This is the exact opposite of what our culture wants to hear at Christmas.  This is the exact opposite of 

Santa Claus.  Santa doesn’t ask for anything. Sure, we may leave him some milk and cookies, but if we don’t he 

still gives us what we ask for.  Santa makes no demands on us at all. And that’s why our culture loves him! 

But God does make demands on us. God does call us to radical obedience and a life of sacrifice.  But God 

never asks us to do more than he has already done!  And we can learn from Abraham.  When Abraham was 

obedient, God was faithful. And Abraham experienced new refreshing of faith.  Abraham’s faith was renewed 

and strengthened because of his obedience.  And the same is true for us when we obey God too. 

So obey God this Christmas.  Live a life of radical obedience to God and you will find your faith 

renewed. You will find the blessing of renewed assurance of God’s love and faithfulness. Worship God, respond 

to what he has done in sending Jesus. Worship Jesus for loving us enough to endure the cross, a journey that began 

with his birth that first Christmas day.  Worship God by being obedient to him, responding to what he has done in 

your life, the times he has shown himself to be faithful to you as well. This is how we should celebrate Jesus’ 

birthday. Amen. 


