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Kerrisdale Presbyterian Church 
“God is Surprising” 
Scripture:  Luke 1:26-38; Isaiah 9:6-7; Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19 refrain I 
Hymns:  Come, thou long-expected Jesus 110; All the earth is waiting 109; Spirit, 
Spirit of gentleness 399; Oh come, oh come, Emmanuel 122 (1/2/4/5/6) 
November 30, 2014 
Rev. Steve Filyk 
 
There aren’t many surprises at Christmas. 
 There aren’t many surprises at Christmas. 
 
We aren’t astonished 
 When we find a gift on our desk, 
  Or a parcel in the mail, 
   Or a present with our name on it, 
    Under the Christmas tree. 
 
We aren’t astonished 
 Because we’ve also left gifts 
  On other people’s desks. 
   We’ve also packed up parcels, 
    And placed numerous packages under the tree. 
 
No big surprise. 

At Christmas, we exchange gifts. 
 
And even though we spend time 
 Trying to disguise those gifts we’ve given. 
  Most of the time the recipient has a pretty good idea 
   Of what they will find. 
 
A present from Aunt Irene, 
 Your family’s famed knitter. 
  You can bet it’s a scarf or a sweater. 
 
A present from your cousin Andrew 
 The cousin who studied English literature at University. 
  He will send you a book. 
   Maybe a Penguin Classic  

or a Governor’s General’s Award winner. 

 
A present from your brother Ted. 
 The one who doesn’t care for shopping. 
  Probably another gift card: 
   Tim Horton’s or Starbucks. 
 
Now the kids or grandkids may show great delight 
 When they unwrap their gifts on Christmas morning. 
  But even they aren’t so surprised. 
   The lego was on their Christmas list. 
    It was highlighted, capital letters, in that email 
     They sent to the North Pole. 
 
Ho! Ho! Ho! 
 No big surprises there. 
 
Aside from the gift-giving 
 The rest of the season in also scripted. 
 
We will go to church and sing some carols. 

gather with family and eat too much food. 
Go for a drive to look at the Christmas lights, 
 Or stay at home and watch some classic movies.  

 
Our Christmases are pretty predictable. 

But what about that first Christmas? 
  What about that first Christmas? 
 
“God’s people—the people of Israel 

had been waiting [for God’s gift 
not just for 25 sleeps] 

but for thousands of years… 
 
[They] were waiting on one special hero 

—the Messiah, the Anointed One— 
who would show up and rescue them all. 

 
The gift of the Messiah had been forecast  

and broadcast and advertised for so long  
that people had their hopes up pretty high.  
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The prophet Isaiah had written the prophecy  

[the passage that was read this morning 
 A prophecy which spoke about the coming of a: 

 
Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God  

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  
whose authority shall grow continually, 

and whose reign shall bring endless peace.i] 
 
The people had imagined great things about this Messiah 

—that he would be strong  
and politically powerful  

and exceptionally wealthy.  
 
That he would ride into Jerusalem in a chariot of fire,  

overthrow the oppressive Roman Empire,  
and place their people in power over all the other nations…  

 
They had put all of their hopes and dreams  

into the arrival of this hero.  
[But they waited and they waited and] 

still no birth announcement had arrived.  
No messiah had come.  

 
Like [a woman who has never been able to conceive 

But has desperately wanted children] 
they must have almost given up hope 

that their dreams would ever come to fruition.ii  
 
But then unexpected things starts happening. 
  
An older lady named Elizabeth, 

Who is years into menopause, 
  Suddenly realises that—wow—she is pregnant. 
 
And then her cousin, 
 A young girl named Mary 
  Has a vision of an angel. 
 
 

The angel Gabriel tells Mary 
that the she’ll soon be joining her cousin Elizabeth 

  In prenatal classes at the ‘Y’; 
 
Even though she’s only recently hit puberty 
 And has never been with a man. 
 
Amazing. 
 
But just as surprising as these unexpected pregnancies, 
 Is what is shared about that baby 

that Mary will soon be nursing. 
 

Gabriel tells Mary that the child 
 Will take up the throne of his ancestor David, 
  That he will reign over the house of Jacob. 
    
Mary will be the mother of the Messiah! 
 
God’s gift is to come suddenly, unexpectedly 

Via a young girl with little pedigree or status. 
  Someone is betrothed but unwed, 
   Someone from Nazareth, a town with a bad name.iii 
 
And just in case she imagined 
 This Messiah would be like past leaders and heroes.  
  Gabriel tells her plainly, 
   “he will be called Son of God.”iv 
 
The people who were looking for the Messiah 
 “thought God would send a messenger,  

a representative to save them and defeat their enemies.  
 
[But God’s son?] 
 No one had any idea  

that God would show up in person.”v  
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What was that first Christmas like? 

Well for a lot of people it would be a day  
Like many others. 
 They didn’t notice what was happening. 

 
But for Elizabeth and Mary 

And those touched by these promises 
That first Christmas was unexpected and surprising. 

It turned their lives upside-down. 
 
Our Christmas promises to be rather ordinary by comparison. 
 There will be many traditions. 
  And few surprises. 
 
We will go to church and sing some carols. 

gather with family and eat too much food. 
Go for a drive to look at the Christmas lights, 

   Or stay at home and watch some classic movies. 
 
These traditions are good. 
 These traditions are enjoyable. 
  And yet the food and those presents 
   The singing and the relaxing 
    Won’t touch our deepest needs 
 
Like God’s people of old 
 We are waiting for a Savior, a Messiah. 
 
Whether or not we are aware of it, 
 We are all looking for someone to rescue us— 
  Not from the Romans— 
   But from our boredom, our loneliness, 
    Our heartaches, our failures. 
 
Well could it be that the Messiah has come, 
 And that somehow we missed it? 
 
We missed it like a little unwrapped present 
 A present that was under the Christmas tree 
  But got overlooked in all the celebrations. 

Could it be that our deepest longings 
 Will be fulfilled when we unwrap that gift 
  And receive the gift that our surprising God 
   God gave so many years ago at Christmas? 
 
That in this gift we will find 
 Our longed-for redemption? 
 
There is [a] Christmas story 

that [the American] radio broadcaster Paul Harvey  
used to tell every Christmas season  

about a man who just didn’t believe in Christmas.  
 
His wife got the kids ready to go to church for Christmas Eve services  

and asked him to come along,  
but the man—a farmer—refused to go with them.  

 
 
“Well, why would I want to get all dressed up 

in a scratchy suit and go sit in that to church  
with people I don’t even like  

and sing about a God  
I don’t even believe exists” he grumbled. 

 
After the wife and kids left for church,  

the farmer heard a noise in the dining room.  
He ran in and saw that a little bird  

had flown into the dining room window.  
 

It had hit the window and bounced off  
and was lying there, stunned, in the flowerbed.  

 
Then the man noticed that a whole flock of small birds  

was in his yard, unusual for that time of year.  
Apparently they had been caught in an early snowfall  

and had to land right there in his pasture.  
 
They weren’t meant to be out there in the cold;  

and the farmer knew if they stayed out there,  
they might freeze to death. 
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Concerned, the farmer tried to lure the birds  

into his warm barn for shelter.  
He went out and opened the doors of the barn,  

but the birds didn’t pay any attention.  
 
He turned on the light  

and tried to make it warm and inviting,  
but the birds didn’t even notice.  

He tried making a trail of feed from the inside of the barn  
all the way out to where most of the birds were. 

But they simply pecked at the seed  
and wouldn’t get anywhere close to him.  

 
He tried to chase them into the barn.  

But nothing worked;  
they didn’t understand they needed to go into the barn 

for safety and shelter. 
 
Discouraged, the farmer dropped to his knees in the snow.  

And then it hit him.  
The only way I can get through to them  

is to be a bird, he thought.  
 
To become like them,  

to put  on a cloak of feathers,  
become one of them,  

and tell them about the hope, the life, the salvation 
that rests just on the other side of the barn doors.  

 

i See Isaiah 9:6ff 
ii See Jessica LaGrone “God is Expectant” in Under Wraps: the Gift We Never 

Expected 18; Biblical quote is from Isaiah 9:6-7 
iii See Brent A. Strawn “Fourth Sunday of Advent, Year C; Luke 1:26-38” The 

Lectionary Commentary: The Gospels 287 

If only. 
 
Suddenly he remembered where his wife and children were 

—down at the little church,  
celebrating a little baby who came into the world  

to offer the hope the whole world needed.  
 
Who came to offer him life and hope. 
 
 
[And so that] farmer puts on a scratchy suit,  

drives down the road,  
slides into the pew next to his very surprised wife,  

and begins to sing more loudly than anyone in the church:  
 
…“Silent night, Holy night. Son of God, loves pure light.” 

The farmer began to believe 
that something could change because of Christmas.vi 

 
Will we finally unwrap that gift 
 That God send his people 
  So many years ago? 
 
Let’s open our hearts to the unexpected activity of God this Christmas. 
 Like Mary, may we receive God’s gift 
  And welcome God’s surprising plan. 
 
Amen. 

iv Luke 1:34 NRSV 
v Jessica LaGrone “God is Expectant” in Under Wraps: the Gift We Never 

Expected 19 
vi Jessica LaGrone “God is Expectant” in Under Wraps: the Gift We Never 

Expected 22,23 

                                                           


