
The Sorrow of Christmas 

 Psalm 97

The feast of Christmas is a feast of happiness, of joy and celebration. It is a time of 

sharing, of friendships renewed and families coming together. It is a time which many 

look forward to with excitement and anticipation, a time they enjoy themselves and a 

time when they bring joy to others.

But it is not so for everybody, sad to say. There are many in our community who do 

not  eagerly  anticipate  this  time  of  celebration.  For  there  are  those  who  have  no 

families, no friends to be with them, and who will be all alone on Christmas day. 

There are those whose inner suffering outweighs any joy they may have,  whether 

caused by sickness or depression,  bereavement or other personal pain and sorrow. 

Christmas can for many be too much to bear, an added burden to their already heavy 

load.

We tend to forget those whose Christmas will not be a time of joy, a time for families  

and friends to share together. But that this should be so is all the more strange since 

the Scriptures themselves  present the first  Christmas as much a time of grief and 

mourning as a time of joy. We love to think of the angels telling glad tidings to the 

shepherds, of the wise men who travelled from afar to worship, of Mary and Joseph 

themselves filled with wonder and amazement at these marvellous events.

But what about the events which were soon to follow: the fear of the wise men who 

went home by another way rather than face Herod once more; the hatred of Herod 

which led to the mass slaughter of young children and babies, of the fear of Mary and 

Joseph as they fled from this massacre aimed at their child. But we should think not 

only of the terror and mourning which resulted from these actions of Herod, but that 

which was to follow the very coming of the Son of God himself.

In Isaiah the prophet we read

The Lord will lay bare his holy arm in the sight of all the nations, and all the ends of  

the earth will see the salvation of our God.
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When God rolls up his sleeves, he is not preparing for domestic chores, but for battle 

against his enemies. The salvation of our God seen in all nations involves not only 

spiritual blessings for his people but the vindication of the Holy God against all who 

do wickedly. 

Psalm  97  speaks  of  the  Lord  coming  to  take  his  kingdom.  At  his  coming  the 

mountains melt like wax, the earth trembles, lightning lights up the world, and fire 

burns up all of his enemies. It is for this reason that the Psalm proclaims: The Lord 

reigns, let the earth be glad.

How can we be glad when God is consuming his enemies with fire? Can we rejoice at 

such a thing? Certainly we can, for our God is a God of justice and righteousness, and 

those who are consumed by his judgement have rejected God and chosen instead to 

worship idols - false gods that are no gods at all. But the Scriptures do not treat the 

worship of idols as though this was simply an ignorant or superstitious act, something 

which is not very sensible or nice. No, an idol is a sign of the rejection of the living 

God, and his replacement with a substitute god of our own devising.

What is an idol? Is it simply something we are too involved in? We sometimes hear 

people say of another person that “sport” is their idol, or their “work” is their idol, or 

even a particular person such as a sportsman or film star or rock singer. For some men 

it is their cars, or motorbikes, for some women it is their physical appearance or their 

social status. What is meant is that they put a lot of time or energy into whatever it is  

that is their “idol.” 

But an idol is not simply something which consumes our time and interest. An idol-

worshipper may pay no attention to the object of their worship apart from maybe once 

or twice a year. What makes something an idol is its substitution for the living God, as 

the source of meaning, purpose and direction in our lives. The true and living God has 

called us all to serve him and to care for one another and for the earth which he has 

made for our home. To reject that call and to elevate something else instead, which 

must be one of God’s creatures, to the source of meaning, purpose and direction in our 

lives is what it means to worship an idol. 

That means that we live instead in the light of another gospel, walking another path 

than the one God calls us to walk. But as we live in accordance with our idolatrous 
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gospel, our lives will be distorted and corrupt. We will see others around us, and the 

world we live in, in ways contrary to the way God wishes us to see them. And we will 

treat those people, and God’s world, not in accordance with the law of God, but with 

our own rebellious, self-conceived law for life.  The result  then,  is destruction and 

injustice, not only in the lives of those who worship false gods, but in the lives of all 

those over whom these idolators have power. Marriages will break down, children 

will be neglected, business customers will be ripped off and exploited, the earth will 

be ransacked and polluted. The consequences of rejecting God in preference for an 

idol of our own making are many and numerous.

And into this situation God sent his son. The Lord reigns, but many rebel against his 

reign. Righteousness and justice are the foundation of his throne; but wickedness and 

injustice are the thrones of our idols. Those who love the Lord hate evil, but those 

who worship idols do wickedly throughout all the earth.

Jesus Christ was born as a baby boy in Bethlehem. But that baby boy came not to be 

doted on and clucked over; he came as the avenging God, bringing judgement on all  

those who hate justice and peace. He came to consume his enemies, and to cast down 

the mighty from their thrones. Let the earth be glad, let the distant shores rejoice! Our 

God reigns, He has not forgotten us in our distress and oppression, but he has come to 

wreak havoc on those who prefer an idol to the living God, whose lives are distorted 

by their false religion, and who oppress others and exploit the earth as a result.

The Lord reigns; he has come to deliver us. But his appearing as a baby boy should 

not cause us to forget that he came with avenging fire. The earth trembles, and do we 

sit at ease? The mountains melt like wax, and are our hearts like stone before him? 

Zion  hears  and  rejoices,  and  the  villages  of  Judah  are  glad  because  of  your  

judgements, O Lord.

Zion, rejoice, Judah, be glad, because the Lord has come in judgement. All those who 

boast in idols are put to shame! For the Lord is the most High, exalted above all gods. 

There can be no comparison between God and our trivial, insignificant idols, for the 

Lord alone reigns in justice and truth. All our idols are empty, hollow, unreal. They 

bring  not  freedom but  chains,  not  truth  but  lies,  not  justice but  oppression.  They 

cannot compare to our God, who destroys all injustice and all oppression.
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Let those who love the Lord hate evil. The Lord calls us to turn from our sin to follow 

his paths. Only then will we see justice and peace in the earth, and only then will 

righteousness  reign.  The  Lord  is  our  God,  he  goes  before  us  destroying  all  our 

enemies. He delivers us from the hands of the wicked. There is no power that can 

withstand our God, even though he came in frailty and powerlessness as a tiny baby, 

vulnerable to the hatred of Herod, the rejection of his own people, the imperial might 

of Rome. This baby boy, whose birth we celebrate at Christmas, is a mighty God, who 

rules over all the earth. He will bring justice to the oppressed, freedom to those in 

chains, healing to those who suffer, hope to those in despair.

Light is shed on the righteous, and joy to the upright in heart.  Fear the Lord and 

follow his ways, for our God is a consuming fire, and has come in judgement on the 

earth. The days of the wicked are numbered, the power of the tyrant is coming to an 

end, the lies of the idols have been exposed, for our God is a living God, come in the 

flesh to deliver us from the wicked, the tyrant, the idols. 

Rejoice in the Lord, you who are righteous, and praise his Holy Name, for the Lord 

has come to judge the earth. Who can stand before his throne and not tremble before 

him? On that day many years ago, his throne was a trough where animals ate their 

feed. And as Matthew reports, Herod was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. The 

birth of a baby boy would shake the earth. Can those with the eyes to see, remain 

unmoved at the sight? This is our God, let us worship and adore him. 
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