Christmas with the Classics #5

“I’ll Be Home for Christmas’’

various texts
Home for Christmas.

Those words hold an almost magical quality to them. Every year we traveled “over the river and through the woods to Grandmother’s house.” (Yes, it was over the Ohio River and through the woods of the northern panhandle of West Virginia!) It was such a tradition for us to travel the eighty or so miles on Christmas Day that we opened our presents on Christmas Eve each year. Even when I graduated from high school and moved out of state, going home for Christmas was an annual event.

Many years ago I picked up a two-record set entitled A Time-Life Treasury of Christmas. Despite the fact that many of the songs had been recorded before I was born, I came to appreciate the classic Christmas songs from such artists as Bing Crosby, Perry Como, Burl Ives, and many others. One song from that collection is entitled, “There’s No Place Like Home For The Holidays”—a sentiment with which I wholeheartedly agree.

Another song from that record was called, “I’ll Be Home for Christmas.” The lyrics begin nicely enough:

I’ll be home for Christmas, you can count on me
Please have snow and mistletoe and presents under the tree
Christmas Eve will find me where the love light beams

 Until the last line:

I’ll be home for Christmas, if only in my dreams

What a heartbreaker! It took me a few times of hearing the song before I caught the significance of those final lines. And it was only when I was going could not be home for Christmas myself that I felt the weight of those words. Now I can hardly hear that song play without choking up with emotion.

Like the first song we considered in this series, “I’ll Be Home for Christmas” was recorded by Bing Crosby, and in 1943, joined “White Christmas” as one of America’s most popular homegrown holiday songs. It touched a tender place in the hearts of Americans, both soldiers and civilians, who were then in the depths of World War II. “I’ll Be Home for Christmas” became the most requested song at Christmas U.S.O. shows in both Europe and the Pacific.

Whether you are home for Christmas in reality or “only in your dreams,” this idea of home is meaningful when considering the first Christmas. 

The Home from which Jesus Departed

First, consider the home from which Jesus departed. The birth of Jesus was not the beginning for the Son of God. John writes in John 1:1-2, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning.” This “Word” in John chapter one is none other than Jesus Himself, as verse 14 states, “The Word was made flesh, and made his dwelling among us…”
But before He came to earth, Jesus was in heaven with God. Not only was He with God enjoying the glory of heaven; He was (and is) God Himself. As Paul writes about Jesus in 1 Corinthians 15:47, “The first man [Adam] was of the dust of the earth, the second man [Christ] from heaven.” 

The contemporary songs states, “I can only imagine what it will be like” in Heaven. Try to imagine what it must have been like to be God the Son, in all the majesty and splendor of Heaven, receiving the praise of angels, overseeing all of creation. It is beyond human comprehension. As we sing in verse one of the hymn “One Day”:

One day when heaven was filled with His praises,
One day when sin was as black as could be,
Jesus came forth to be born of a virgin,
Dwelt among men, my Example is He!

Jesus willingly departed from that heavenly home when He came to earth. Paul put it this way in 2 Corinthians 8:9, “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.” Picture a king leaving a castle or a billionaire leaving a mansion and it is only a fraction of the magnitude of the home from which Jesus departed on that first Christmas.

The Home to which Jesus Descended

Not only did Jesus depart from one home; He descended to another. The well-known account of His birth culminates in Luke 2:7, “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.” Is this any way for the Creator of the Universe to make His appearance on earth? 

Whenever an important dignitary is to arrive in a city, the red carpet is laid out, right? The best hotel suite is reserved, the best chefs are hired to prepare his food, and only the best of everything is used for this person. But when the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords made His debut on earth, there was no vacancy at the Bethlehem Inn. He had to be delivered in a stable, where His first bed was a trough filled with straw and His first outfit were strips of cloth.

This was not unusual for Jesus’ experience on earth. Later He would say of Himself in Matthew 8:20, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” We have a term for that condition today: homeless. Have you ever thought of Jesus as being homeless?

Homelessness brings certain pictures in many of our minds. Tammy and I saw some homeless folk on the streets of Decatur this past week. Their clothes were old and dirty, their hair was long and disheveled, and they looked as though they had not bathed in a long time. Not a pretty picture, huh? Yet Jesus was virtually homeless.

Jesus had every right to demand preferential treatment while He lived on earth. He could have legitimately lived as a king in luxury with many servants. But He didn’t. He told His disciples in Mark 10:45, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”
How different this is from our “me-first” mentality. The therapists and positive thinkers encourage us to say, “I’m somebody.” And the ad makers advise us that, “It may cost a little more, but you’re worth it.” The common feature in these is that the individual is important… In the incarnation we see the very antithesis of unredeemed individualism. Our Lord Jesus Christ put Himself last among human beings.
 This led Paul to write in Philippians 2:5-7,

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.

Jesus did not “throw His weight around” as God the Son, but made Himself “nothing,” taking on the form of a servant (literally, a slave). The step down from God the Son to a human being is infinite, yet He even descended even further by coming as a helpless baby, born to poor parents in a stable of an insignificant little town.

Bethlehem was not even Jesus’ hometown. Did you ever stop to think about that? Jesus’ parents were from Nazareth, but they came to Bethlehem to register for the Roman census. Perhaps Joseph and Mary thought about starting over with their new baby in the city of David, but in a short time they were run out of town by Herod’s edict to kill all boy babies in Bethlehem, and the holy family escaped to Egypt. They were only there a short time when they returned to Bethlehem. But the political situation was unstable there, so they ended up back at Nazareth, where Jesus grew up.

Despite spending many years growing up in Nazareth, when Jesus began His ministry there, the people ran Him out of town again. As He said in Luke 4:24, “I tell you the truth, no prophet is accepted in his hometown.” Once again, Jesus was without a home. For the rest of His life on earth, He had no one place to call home.

The Home of which Jesus Desires

Jesus does not want to remain homeless, though. Yes, it is true that He ascended back to Heaven after His death and resurrection. But there is a different kind of home that Jesus desires. He spoke of it in John 14:23, “If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching. My Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him.” The home of which Jesus desires is within each one of us.

He said to the Laodicean church in Revelation 3:20, “Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.” There is a rather famous painting based on this verse, depicting Jesus standing at a door and knocking. The interesting feature of the painting is that the door on which Jesus knocks has no knob or handle on the outside. It must be opened from the inside!

Jesus desires to live within us, to make our heart His home, but He only comes in by invitation. We must ask Him to come in. We must pray something similar to that last line of the Christmas carol, “O Little Town of Bethlehem”:

O holy Child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we pray

Cast out our sin and enter in, be born in us today

We hear the Christmas angels, the great glad tidings tell

O come to us, abide with us, our Lord Emmanuel

This day you can have a “Bethlehem experience” in your heart, as Jesus wants to come and make His home with you.

In another way, this message is an invitation for you to come home. There’s no need to sing, “I’ll be home for Christmas if only in my dreams” in the spiritual sense. No matter where this Christmas Day find you on this day—whether you are “home for Christmas” or a thousand or more miles away—you can come home to your Heavenly Father.

“Oh, but you don’t know me, preacher,” you might object. “There’s no way God would welcome me back. I’ve gone too far; I’ve done too much.”

You’re right—I don’t know you or your situation. But I would remind you of a character from Jesus’ ministry that felt much the same way. We call him “the prodigal son.” He left home with his share of his father’s inheritance, went to a far away place, and wasted his money in all forms of immorality and excess. When the money was gone, so were his friends. He ended up homeless, penniless, and friendless. The only job he could find was slopping pigs, and his situation got so bad that the pig slop looked appetizing. 

Then the proverbial light bulb went off in his mind. “When he came to his senses,” Luke 15:17 tells us, he realized that his father’s slaves lived better that how he was living. So he decided to go home—not as a son, but as a slave.

That’s not how it turned out, though. Jesus continues the story in Luke 15:20-24,

“But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him. 

“The son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’

“But the father said to his servants, ‘Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’ So they began to celebrate.” 

The prodigal son was still a son. True, he had blown his inheritance, and he had lost some precious time to spend with his father, but he was still a son. And his father was glad to have him back home.

The song, “I’ll Be Home For Christmas” really is a sad song about those who cannot be home with family and friends on this special day. The spiritual parallel is not only sad; it is tragic. For those who find themselves separated from their Heavenly Father, the remedy is available. God wants you to come home. That’s why He sent His Son on that first Christmas night. He came to call us home.

Jesus departed the glory of Heaven and descended to a humble earthly life. But the home He really desires is right inside your heart. Our invitation hymn this morning says it best:

Thou didst leave Thy throne and Thy kingly crown

When Thou camest to earth for me;

But in Bethlehem’s home was there found no room

For Thy holy nativity

This morning, will you make the chorus of this song your prayer?

O come to my heart, Lord Jesus,

There is room in my heart for Thee.

In the words of another holiday tune, please come home for Christmas!
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