Christmas with the Classics #1

“It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas’

various texts
This Christmas season, I want to focus our attention during the Sunday evening sermons on the theme of “Christmas with the Classics.” Each week we will take a classic Christmas song and, through it, take a look at Christmas from a little different perspective than perhaps we are used to.

I like many components of our Christmas celebrations, and the one I enjoy the most is Christmas music. I remember growing up listening to my parents’ vinyl albums such as Nat King Cole’s A Christmas Song (which happens to be the first compact disc I ever purchased). Shortly after graduating from college I purchased a two-record set called The Time-Life Treasury of Christmas, featuring classic songs from Bing Crosby, Perry Como, Burl Ives, and a host of others. (I have since got that collection on CD as well!) All but one of the songs I am using in this series come from that collection, and the other comes from the Nat King Cole album.

The first classic Christmas song I want to consider is “It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas.” The song was written by Meredith Willson, and was originally titled “It’s Beginning to Look Like Christmas”. The song has been recorded by many artists, but was a hit for Perry Como and The Fontane Sisters on September 18, 1951.

It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas everywhere you go

Take a look at the five and ten, it’s glistening once again 

With candy canes and silver lanes that glow

It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas—toys in every store

But the prettiest sight to see is the holly that will be

On your own front door

A pair of Hopalong boots and a pistol that shoots is the wish of Barney and Ben

Dolls that’ll talk and will go for a walk is the hope of Janice and Jen

And Mom and Dad can hardly wait for school to start again

It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas everywhere you go

There’s a tree in the Grand Hotel, one in the park as well

It’s the sturdy kind that doesn’t mind the snow

It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas—soon the bells will start

And the thing that’ll make ‘em ring is the carol that you sing

Right within your heart

It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas—toys in every store

But the prettiest sight to see is the holly that will be

On your own front door

A popular belief in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia, holds that Willson wrote the song while staying in Yarmouth’s Grand Hotel. The song makes reference to a “tree in the Grand Hotel, one in the park as well”; the park being Frost Park, directly across the road from the Grand Hotel, which still operates in a newer building on the same site as the old hotel. It also makes mention of the five-and-ten which was a store operating in Yarmouth at the time. It is also possible that the “Grand Hotel” Willson mentions in the song was inspired by the Historic Park Inn Hotel in his hometown of Mason City, Iowa. The Park Inn Hotel is the last remaining hotel in the world designed by architect Frank Lloyd Wright, and is situated in downtown Mason City overlooking central park.

At any rate, this song seems a fitting start to our series as it marks the beginning of the holiday season. I imagine when the song was first written and recorded that meant the weekend after Thanksgiving, though now it seems that Christmas displays go up the day after Halloween! (Don’t even get me started on that subject!) 

This evening I want to consider what Christmas looks like today, what Christmas looked like then, and what we can learn from that in our observance of the holiday now.

What Christmas Looks Like Today

The song announces, “It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas.” What does Christmas look like? Most of us would probably think of colored lights on trees and houses, snow on the ground (depending on where you live), and lots of red and green combinations in clothing and décor. But if we look beneath the surface I think three terms jump out at us.

The first is chaotic. The Christmas season is a busy time of year. (Maybe that is why we see the beginning of the Christmas season moving earlier and earlier, but I would chalk that up to a different term—commercialism.) As families grow, just getting folks together for Christmas celebrations can be a scheduling nightmare. With Christmas programs to attend and gifts to purchase and wrap…it can be quite chaotic! I recently heard that 80% of people report that the holiday season is somewhat or very stressful.
 There is pressure to do it all, be it all, and buy it all and have higher expectations than normal. Those who suffer anxiety or depression can have their symptoms increase during this season. As December 25 draws closer, the chaos seems to grow.

Another term that describes what Christmas looks like today is costly. A Gallup poll taken in October discovered that the amount Americans intend to spend on Christmas gifts this year is the highest in three years, since before the pandemic. U. S. adults estimate they will spend an average $932 on gifts this season, compared to $837 last year and $805 forecast in 2020. The article pointed out that one reason holiday spending estimate is especially high this year could be that consumers are expecting to pay more for goods like clothing, electronics and toys after a year of high inflation.

Did you notice in the song, “It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas,” how many references there are to toys and gifts? For many children Christmas has become all about the presents under the tree instead of the presence of God among us.

The third term describing the Christmas season is celebratory. Christmas is a time of celebration—of the season (when else do people actually like snow?), of family and friends, and of giving. The lights, the music, and the décor all add to the festive mood of Christmas. To borrow from another tune, “it’s the most wonderful time of the year.”

What Christmas Looked Like Then

But what did Christmas look like then? As we read the biblical accounts of the birth of Christ—the first Christmas—we see marked contrasts from our own times, yet there are similarities as well.

The first Christmas could accurately be classified as chaotic. Certainly the months leading up to the birth of Jesus had the heads of the main characters spinning. First there was the news that Zechariah and Elizabeth were to have a son, even through they were long past childbearing age. Then there was the announcement that Mary would have a son—before she was married to Joseph—and that this child would be divinely conceived by the Holy Spirit and would be the promised Messiah. Joseph had to be convinced by an angel before he believed what Mary told him was true.

Then, as the time neared for Mary to deliver the baby, we read in Luke 2:1-7,

In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) And everyone went to his own town to register. 

So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.
Let’s review their situation. They are living in Nazareth, a small town in Galilee (northern Palestine). They are engaged to be married, and Mary is pregnant, near the end of her term. Joseph had some doubts about his fiancée’s supernatural explanation, but after an angelic messenger reassured him, he took Mary to be his wife—though they did not consummate their marriage, according to Matthew 1:24-25.


After Mary returned home from visiting her relative Elizabeth, the couple probably spent considerable time and effort preparing for the upcoming birth. Joseph may have used his carpentry skills to make a crib, a changing table, or even a rocking chair for Mary! For her part, Mary probably lined up a local midwife to deliver the baby. Together they prepared their humble home for the King of Kings and Lord of Lords.


Then came the news: All men were required to enroll in the Roman census (used for taxation purposes) in their original hometowns. For Joseph, this meant traveling the 70-80 miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem, the City of David, not far from Jerusalem. Why did Joseph have to go immediately? 

John MacArthur explains,

History tells us that, due to various delays and difficulties, Caesar’s census was not carried out in Palestine until two to four years after it was first announced. But finally, Augustus imposed a strict deadline for compliance, and therefore average Jewish citizens like Joseph and Mary had to hasten their obedience to the edict.


That Mary ever had to endure the rigors of this eighty-mile journey on the back of a jogging donkey while in a state of very advanced pregnancy has been doubted by some scholars. Rome never required her subjects to return to their original homes for such enrollments, they claim, and Luke must have garbled his facts. But this view has been disproved by the discovery of a Roman census edict from ad 104 in neighboring Egypt, in which taxpayers who were living elsewhere were ordered to return to their original homes for registration.

Most scholars believe that Joseph had to go to Bethlehem because he was a descendant of David, but it is doubtful that Rome cared about a person’s ancestry that far back. Another explanation may make more sense: Pottery samples suggest a recent migration of people from the Bethlehem area to Nazareth around this time; Joseph’s legal residence may have still Bethlehem at that time, where he had been raised.

For whatever reason, Joseph had to go to Bethlehem, and he had to go now. Why take Mary, though, when she was so close to delivery? It is highly unlikely that she had to register for the census, so why didn’t she stay behind? We can’t say with certainty, but perhaps Joseph wished to avoid leaving her alone this late in her pregnancy, especially if the circumstances of her pregnancy had deprived her of other friends.
 Her family may have disowned her, and she was probably the hot topic of gossip among the townsfolk.

Given these difficult conditions, there’s no way Joseph would have made the trip to Bethlehem without taking the nine-months’-pregnant Mary with him. Humanly speaking, the trip allowed him to remove her from a difficult social environment and to ensure his presence with her when the baby was born.

Once they made the trip to Bethlehem, they found no place to stay. The couple ended up in an animal stall—perhaps a cave, often used in this area to keep animals out of the weather. While there, Mary went into labor. From all accounts of the Nativity, it seems that no one assisted Mary at the birth of Jesus—perhaps not even Joseph, for husbands were not to play the role of midwives.
 Maybe Mary’s experience with Elizabeth gave her an idea of what childbirth involved. Perhaps Joseph decided to do what he could despite the cultural climate and gave assistance at Mary’s direction. 

At any rate, talk about chaos! An unplanned pregnancy, an unbelievable story, an inconvenient journey that left the couple literally homeless at the time she was to deliver her child! It has all the makings of a Hallmark Christmas movie…minus the snow!

The first Christmas was also costly. Literally, the trip to Bethlehem was going to cost them, as the King James Version of Luke 2:1 indicates: “And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus, that all the world should be taxed.” Residents of Illinois know all to well about taxes, as do some other states in our land. Taxation crippled the economy back then as it does in many places now. Not to mention how much the innkeeper charged Joseph to stay in the cattle stall!

Figuratively the first Christmas was costly as well. Mary’s unplanned pregnancy out of wedlock certainly cost both her and Joseph their reputation. That translated into less work for Joseph, and it could have cost Mary her life! Think of what it cost Jesus—giving up the glory of Heaven to be born as a humble baby to homeless parents in a barn!

Yet it would be accurate to characterize the first Christmas as celebratory, too. Despite all the hardships, Joseph and Mary must have celebrated the birth of their miracle baby. And they were not alone. We read in Luke 2:8-20,

And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 

Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.” When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.” 

So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told. 
The angels and the shepherds rejoiced at the birth of Jesus. In Matthew 2:1-2, and 9-12 we see others who celebrated the first Christmas:

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.” …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. And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route.

Here we see a cross-section of people—from the wise men representing privilege, wealth, and intelligence, to the shepherds who stood for the working class—quite literally
“the man on the night shift,”
 to the poorest of the poor, the homeless family in a cave. Yet they all had something to celebrate: the coming to earth of God’s Anointed One.

It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like…What?

So, in conclusion, it’s beginning to look a lot like…what? What does Christmas look like to you? Is it all about the lights and décor, the gifts given and received, the food and the family? Complete this sentence: “It’s just not Christmas without….” How did you end that statement?

The holiday season can be chaotic and costly—there may not be any way to avoid this at some level. Yet there are some practical steps we can take to minimize the chaos and the costliness of this time of year:

Readiness. Don’t wait until the last minute to get things done. The more we can accomplish early, the better we can handle interruptions and inconveniences that will inevitably happen. Make plans and backup plans, but be flexible when necessary.

Realism. We need to be realistic in our expectations of others and ourselves. No one can do it all. Set boundaries and clearly communicate them with others. You don’t have to attend every social function and go over the top in every situation. Be realistic with families and friends as well as yourself.

Restraint. Our modern Christmas traditions often lead to overindulging. The most obvious areas are with food and drink, but we can also overindulge in spending, scheduling, and socializing. Quality over quantity leads to fulfillment. Gift-giving should not be overboard; spend no more than 1.5% of your annual income for Christmas presents. 

Relax. Find ways to relax physically and mentally and spiritually. Spend time with people who care for you and you care about. Lower expectations on yourself and others. Don’t get caught up in the woulda, shoulda, couldas.

Remember. Don’t forget why we celebrate Christmas. Throughout the season have reminders of the true reason for the season. Remember the sentence I had you complete earlier: “It’s just not Christmas without….” The ultimate ending of that statement is this: “It’s just not Christmas without Christ.”
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