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Christmas Eve Service 

 

It’s Beneath the Wrapper 
that Counts 

 
In 1934, a Lutheran pastor attended a convention of clergy in 
Frankenmuth, Michigan. During this convention, the pastor 
was offered lodging in the home of his cousin, who was a 
farmer. During conversation, the farmer showed his cousin a 
family heirloom, an old Bible that had apparently come from 
Germany, since it was written in the German language. 
When the pastor examined the book, he recognized that it 
was centuries old. Then, as he opened the cover and viewed 
the title page of the Bible, he gasped. In the lower right-hand 
corner, handwritten in ink, was the date 1733. Above the 
date was a signature: “J. S. Bach.” This Bible had originally 
been the personal copy of the great composer Johann 
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Sebastian Bach! 
 
For centuries, this book had been regarded by its owners as 
just an old dusty tome. In fact, two other volumes also 
belonging to Bach were subsequently discovered in the attic 
of this farmhouse. For almost two hundred years, no one 
had recognized its origin or its value. It had been packed 
away in the attic and long forgotten. But no longer. Now this 
“Bach Bible” is housed in the rare book collection at the 
Concordia Seminary library and is valued as that library’s 
most prized possession. 
 
The lesson learned from this story is clear—never judge a 
book by its cover. To the farmer, this was just another 
ancient, out-of-date, unimportant book. In reality, however, it 
was a priceless treasure. This reminds us also of the advice 
given to us by our mothers, who said: “Never judge a gift by 
its wrapping.” The most valuable treasure can be wrapped in 
modest packaging. 
 
Tonight, on Christmas Eve, we are reminded of a similar 
lesson. Indeed, the message of Christmas is that the 
greatest gift of all—the gift of God’s own Son—was delivered 
in modest, unassuming wrapping. Christ was literally born in 
a barn, wrapped in rags, and laid in a feed trough for 
livestock. 
 
The Gospel writer Luke describes the humble scene of 
Jesus’ birth: “And while they were there, the time came for 
[Mary] to give birth. And she gave birth to her firstborn son 
and wrapped him in swaddling cloths and laid him in a 
manger, because there was no place for them in the inn” 
(2:6–7). This most precious gift of all—God himself!—was 
packaged in the flesh of a vulnerable infant. He was born of 
peasant parents and wrapped in swaddling cloths—ordinary 
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strips of fabric. And he was laid in a manger, which would 
normally hold fodder for the animals. All this because there 
was no place for them in the inn. Even the local motel 
wouldn’t accommodate this little family! This child was 
welcomed not by kings and princes, not by dignitaries and 
the elite of society. Instead, on that night, he was greeted by 
shepherds, who were regarded by most as lowly and 
unclean, even as outcasts from society. 
 
So it was an angel who was sent to unwrap the identity of 
this child and to reveal the true nature of the gift. Luke 
records the account: 

An angel of the Lord appeared to [the shepherds], 
and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and 
they were filled with great fear. And the angel said 
to them, “Fear not, for behold, I bring you good 
news of great joy that will be for all the people. For 
unto you is born this day in the city of David a 
Savior, who is Christ the Lord. And this will be a 
sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in 
swaddling cloths and lying in a manger.” (2:9–12) 

 
The angel makes it unmistakably clear who this child is. He 
is none other than the Christ—the Messiah promised of old. 
He is the Lord, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He is 
the Savior, the one anticipated since the time of Adam. He is 
God in human flesh, the greatest gift in all history! 
 
One would expect to find this person in a palace. One would 
expect to find this gift wrapped with garments of silk and 
presented in a cradle gilded with gold. But that’s not what 
happened. Notice how the angel had to clarify the signs, 
which would identify the baby’s location. It would be in the 
city of David, the little town of Bethlehem, not in the capital 
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city of Jerusalem. He would be lying in a manger located 
where animals lodge, not in a velvet-lined crib in a royal 
nursery. He would be wrapped in common cloths, not in the 
ermine of kings and princes. 
 
Why such a treasure in such humble wrapping? 
 
First, the reason this most precious gift of all is delivered in 
such lowly packaging is because that packaging itself 
communicates something about the gift. The wrappings are 
important! The adage holds true: the medium is the 
message. What this means is that how you communicate 
defines what is communicated. And here, God 
communicates something highly significant by packaging his 
Son as a weak infant born of poor parents in humble 
surroundings and welcomed by society’s outcasts. It means 
that this one who is born in such low estate has come for the 
lowly, the humble, the outcast, and the poor in spirit. 
 
The most significant of all the wrappings of this gift is that of 
human flesh. “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us” 
(Jn 1:14). This shows that above all he has come for 
humans, for human beings. He is born for the likes of 
these—fleshly human beings who include babies, children, 
women, and men. In human flesh he identifies with and 
substitutes for human beings. And not just that, but he 
substitutes for sinful human beings! He who is without sin 
identifies himself with us, for all humanity—all of us—are 
poor unclean peasants before a holy and just God. 
 
What’s most amazing of all, however, is that this human 
being who is also God would later in his life be wrapped in a 
crown of thorns and attached to a cross with nails. He would 
be wrapped with our sin and the uncleanness of our 
iniquities. He would then be wrapped in gravecloths and laid 
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in a tomb. He would be wrapped with our death, having 
borne the consequences of our sin. All so that he might wrap 
us with his righteousness, innocence, and blessedness. 
 
So wrappings are important. Indeed, these wrappings 
around the gift of Jesus are eminently significant! For they 
reveal to us much about Christ’s mission to save us. His 
humble entry into the world as one of us marks him as the 
one whom the angel declared to be mankind’s Savior. He is 
the one born to “save his people from their sins” (Mt 1:21). 
 
Yes, the wrappings are important. Yet, as with any gift, you’ll 
want to get beyond the wrappings. When you unwrap 
presents tonight or tomorrow, you won’t be enamored with 
the wrappings! You’ll focus on the gift! So also tonight we 
don’t become enamored with the wrappings of the swaddling 
cloths, the bleating sheep, and the brilliant star. We don’t 
become merely nostalgic about the cute little baby. Because 
if in our Christmas celebration Jesus isn’t unwrapped to 
reveal the eternal Deity incarnated in human flesh, then he is 
only a cute infant who decorates our holiday. 
 
But we do see beneath the wrappings. We behold the 
revelation of one who is true God and true human. The 
prophet foretold that he would be the “Wonderful Counselor, 
Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace” (Is 9:6). 
The angel announced that he is none other than “Christ the 
Lord” (Lk 2:11). In our Epistle for this night, the apostle 
declares that we await “the appearing of the glory of our 
great God and Savior Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13). 
Approximately thirty-three years after his birth, Jesus was 
wrapped in those gravecloths. But on the third day, the 
cloths were loosed, and he was unwrapped for us to see 
now in his glory as the resurrected Lord! Furthermore, on the 
Last Day, he will be unwrapped for every eye to see in his 
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full glory as the King of kings and Lord of lords! So tonight 
we sing with the hymn writer: “Veiled in flesh the Godhead 
see, Hail the incarnate Deity!”   
 
Yes, you cannot judge a gift by its wrapping. For this 
newborn baby, wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a 
manger, is none other than the almighty and eternal God 
who comes to dwell among us. 

  
What’s more, God continues to deliver his most precious 
gifts in unexpected and even humble wrappings. The gift of 
eternal life and adoption into God’s family is delivered in the 
package of ordinary water. Christ’s true presence, his body 
and blood, is given to us to eat and drink in ordinary bread 
and wine. God’s powerful Word, the life-giving and sin-
forgiving Gospel, is delivered through the humble mouths of 
sinners like the preacher who stands before you tonight. 
Even now—especially now—God delivers his heavenly 
treasures through humble, earthly means. 
 
A young man was deeply in love with a woman. So he gave 
her several gifts at Christmas. Most of these gifts were 
packaged in beautiful wrappings—expensive foil paper 
encircled with lavish velvet bows. These his sweetheart 
opened first, since they were the most attractive to her. She 
left the most modest looking package for last. It was the 
smallest of all. It was wrapped with newspaper and tied with 
twine. It seemed so insignificant compared to the other 
packages. But when she unwrapped it, inside was a 
diamond ring. A diamond engagement ring! The humblest 
looking gift was the one that changed her life forever! 
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Tonight, 
Let Us Unwrap This Gift 

That Has the Humblest of Packaging 
—“a baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a 
manger”—and know that our lives are eternally changed! 
Amen. 


