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 As some of you may know, I have preached from this pulpit many times before, and each 
time it’s with special consideration that I come to the Word in order to investigate the passage 
that I am given. Pulpit supply is a true joy for me; I love being up here, and even being told which 
passage to preach on. It’s a challenge, and it’s stimulating. This time though, when Pastor Tom 
asked me to preach, there was an added touch. I wasn’t just working through our passage on 
Colossians, I was also continuing our Advent series. Normally I preach the first week of January, 
as I have the last few years, and normally, it’s after the close of the Advent season; but here we 
are, still on our Advent series in the Carols of Christmas and its Boxing Day. Before you check 
out of the Christmas season, because I know you’re done hearing All I Want for Christmas by 
now, stay with me for this next bit. There’s something to learn from the Word, and not only the 
Word today, but also from poem’s inspired by it’s story.  
 
 Our Advent series this year has been walking us through the Carols of Christmas, as I 
mentioned earlier, and also the Scriptures that they are derived from. All of these famous 
Christmas hymns focus on specific aspects of the deity and nature of Jesus Christ. Each Sunday 
since the end of November, we’ve learned about the foretelling of His coming with O Come, O 
Come, Emmanuel. Then His birth is explained in “What Child is This?” The angels sing glory in 
the heavens in “Hark the Herald Angels Sing.” Joy has come to the world in the carol “Joy to the 
World.” We then sang about the “Silent Night” that came on the first night of Christ’s life. A 
reflective hymn about the beauty and glory of our Saviour… and now… I Heard the Bells On 
Christmas Day. 
 
 Some of you may have had a similar thought to my own upon hearing that title. I began 
humming the tune; “I heard the bells on Christmas day, on Christmas day in the morning!” Oh 
right! That joyous tune. Of course. And then our passage comes from Colossians 1, which is an 
introduction to the church of Colossae and the nature of Christ’s deity in our relationship with him. 
I thought; perfect! Slam dunk. Joy and Jesus; what two things go better together for a feel-good 
Boxing Day sermon? 
 
 Well my celebration was cut short when I began singing it briefly in my weekly meeting 
with Pastor Tom, and he quickly cut me off and said, “No, not that one. The other one.” What 
other one? Well, it’s not that tune, nor that happy-go-lucky hymn. It is a much different hymn, with 
a much different story. A story and tune I had never heard of before. You see, I did not grow up 
in the church, and only began my first attendance at a church when I was 15. I missed those years 
of hearing different special carols than the standard songs we hear on 96.3 The Breeze, or down 
the aisles of your local supermarket.  
 
 I read over the lyrics of this hymn, and I realized they are somber. They are sobering and 
reflective. They speak about the difficulty of the human condition, and the reality of sin in the 
world. And then when it seems all hope is lost, it ends with a brief joyous thought about Christ’s 
work for us.  
 
I think to better understand the carol we’re learning about, we should read first from the Scripture 
from which it’s ideas stem. From Colossians 1:19-23 more specifically. I will read them to you 
aloud, they are just a few verses and yet pack such an important message.  
 



For God was pleased to have 
all His fullness dwell in Him,  
and through Him to reconcile 
everything to Himself 
by making peace 
through the blood of His cross— 
whether things on earth or things in heaven. 

21 Once you were alienated and hostile in your minds because of your evil actions. 22 But now 
He has reconciled you by His physical body through His death, to present you holy, faultless, and 
blameless before Him— 23 if indeed you remain grounded and steadfast in the faith and are not 
shifted away from the hope of the gospel that you heard. This gospel has been proclaimed in all 
creation under heaven, and I, Paul, have become a servant of it. 
Paul is writing to his brethren in Colossae. To encourage them as they have just laid the 
foundations of their faith, and are walking in the journey of sanctification. They don’t have it down 
pat yet; they still need much Spiritual growth, and they need to understand the centrality of Christ 
to that walk. It’s from these two themes that Paul writes the passage I read.  
 
You were once alienated and hostile in your minds because of your evil actions. Paul addresses 
their original state before knowing Christ. They had no hope in their lives; not only so, but also no 
hope of knowing God let alone knowing Him intimately. 
 
It is from this passage, this reality of relationship with God despite separation in our sins, that on 
Christmas Day in 1863, 158 years ago, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote his famous poem 
“Christmas Day”, which was later translated into the song I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day. 
The song speaks first of the reality of the birth of our Saviour, followed by a stark contrast of sin 
in the world, and finally landing firmly on our hope in Christ despite this reality. It goes as this; 
 

I heard the bells on Christmas Day, their old, familiar carols play, And wild and sweet, the words 
repeat, of peace on earth, good-will to men! And thought how, as the day had come, the belfries 
of all Christendom, Had rolled along, The unbroken song, Of peace on earth, good-will to men! 
Till ringing, singing on its way, The world revolved from night to day, A voice, a chime, A chant 
sublime, Of peace on earth, good-will to men! Then from each black, accursed mouth, The cannon 
thundered in the South, And with the sound, The carols drowned, Of peace on earth, good-will to 
men! It was as if an earthquake rent, The hearth-stones of a continent, And made forlorn, The 
households born, Of peace on earth, good-will to men! And in despair I bowed my head; "There 
is no peace on earth," I said; "For hate is strong, And mocks the song, Of peace on earth, good-
will to men! Then pealed the bells more loud and deep: "God is not dead, nor doth He sleep; The 
Wrong shall fail, The Right prevail, With peace on earth, good-will to men." 

Longfellow was lamenting, at that time, two major upheavals in his life. First, the loss of his 
beloved wife to a house fire two years previous. He was deeply troubled and grieved by this, and 
wrote about her in different poems. The second marking event was that his eldest son, Charles 
Appleton Longfellow, joined the Union Army without his father’s permission, and left without 
saying a true goodbye. This was a deep transgression at that time, and it showed in Longfellow’s 
distaste and disdain for the war itself. Charles left his father a note stating; “I have tried hard to 
resist the temptation of going without your leave, but I cannot any longer [...]. I feel it to be my first 
duty to do what I can for my country and I would willingly lay down my life for it if it would be of 
any good.” He was severely wounded in the Battle of Mine Run in early December, when the 
Unionists unsuccessfully went for a bid against the Confederates in Orange County, Virginia.  



Longfellow’s deep despair is apparent in the poem, especially in verses 2 and 4 “from each black, 
accursed mouth, the canons thundered in the South, and with that sound the carols drowned…” 
and “For hate is strong, and mocks the song of peace on earth good-will to men.” The song was 
so despairing in fact, that during its most famous recording by Bing Crosby, Johnny Marks cut out 
the second verse, eliminating the Civil War aspect but also keeping it from “being overly 
pessimistic”, as it was said.  

So back to Longfellow. His wife; passed away, his son; critically wounded, the country; tearing 
itself apart in wartime; what good was there at Christmas in 1863 in America? What hope was 
there to even consider?  

Both the carol of I Heard the Bells and the Word from Colossians answers this question clearly. 
And it is in this; We can have a settledness of confident hope even in the midst of bleak 
despair. I’ll say it again, We can have a settledness of confident hope even in the midst of 
bleak despair. 

I hear your question; How? How is it possible to have that settledness of confident hope, no matter 
the time, or circumstance? The answer is twofold. 

One - It is possible because Christ made peace with us through the blood of His cross (vs. 
20)  

Two - As we remain grounded in our faith, God promises to redeems us (vs. 23) 

Both of the realities are keys to knowing true relationship with God, and attaining that peace in 
the midst of bleakness.  

I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day is broken up into 3 sections, the first two sections are 3 verses 
each, and the final section is a single verse, marking 7 total verses. The number of completion in 
the Bible.  

The first section focuses on the love, joy, peace, excitement and songsinging of a Christmas 
morning, as they have come and gone for millenia. The carols are being sung sweetly, the bells 
in their belltowers are ringing to remind the townsfolk of the joyous nature of Christmas. Christ is 
born! Our Saviour and King has come into the world. Each verse ends with this important line; of 
peace on earth, good-will to men - this stemming from Luke 2:14 in the KJV of the Bible. Christ’s 
birth brings these things to heed. “God was pleased to have His fullness dwell in Him, and through 
Him to reconcile everything to Himself [...]” (Col 1:19-20a).  

This is the beginning of a settledness of our hope. That Christ descended to earth, emptied 
Himself of many aspects of His deity, yet retained in some way, the fullness of God. This 
conundrum is something we explored weeks ago when Pastor Tom preached through Hark the 
Herald Angels sing, and the final verse states, Mild He lays His glory by. He gave up His glory, in 
order to become man. Philippians 2:7 “Instead He emptied Himself by assuming the form of a 
slave, taking on the likeness of men.” God had to do this in order for His Son to become human, 
able to empathize with us and experience every temptation, yet live without sin. That is something 
worthy of celebrating, as we all did yesterday morning.  

The second section is the complete opposite of the first. It ceases the joy and peace and replaces 
it with evil, degeneration, sinfulness, death. “Then from each black accursed mouth, the canons 
thundered in the South, and with the sound, the carols drowned of peace on earth good-will to 



men, it was as if an earthquake rent, the hearthstones of a continent, and made forlorn, the 
households born of peace on earth, good will to men.” The war drowned the joy that Christmas 
morning. Not far away from Longfellow’s home, men were dying on the battlefield. America was 
shaken to its core by the war. The country was not even 100 years old at the time, and was 
already coming apart at the seams. Colossians 1:21; “Once you were alienated and hostile in 
your minds because of your evil actions.” America seemed bent on evil at that time, alienated by 
their sin towards each other. The world around seems to be bent on evil, and that spits in the face 
of the joy that Christ brings in this season.  

Reading this, I couldn’t help but compare our situation today. This poem has surely struck a chord 
with many readers over the past 150 years, particularly during wartime and times of great struggle. 
We are two years into the COVID-19 pandemic. What we once assumed would be “14 days to 
flatten the curve”, will become over 700 this coming March, and there doesn’t seem to be a real 
end in sight yet. Many have made different promises over these years, most having fallen short. 
Pastor Tom mentioned, especially this Fall that there is great division occurring amongst us. There 
is disunity in the body of Christ. Differing opinions, differing stances on these opinions have turned 
many to spew hatred towards one another. As the Unionists and Confederates shook the 
continent over a century ago, so does this war rage within our hearts today. We are in danger of 
no longer seeing our brothers and sisters as that; our brothers and sisters. “In despair, I bowed 
my head. There is no peace on earth, I said. For hate is strong, and mocks the song, of peace on 
earth, good-will to men.” I know I have been guilty of it, I’ll be ready to admit that. I’ve allowed 
Satan to alienate me, and twist my mind because of my disappointment; allowed hatred at some 
points to mock the Gospel of Christ that I preach. I think we all are susceptible to this scary reality. 
That is why this carol is so important for us to engage with. It seems to be impossible for us to 
have that settedness of confident hope in Christ when these things are surrounding us.  

So what is our hope then, if hate is strong and mocks our peace on earth? Remember my main 
point; We can have a settledness of confident hope even in the midst of bleak despair, and It is 
possible because Christ made peace with us through the blood of His cross (vs. 20). “Now 
Christ has reconciled you by His physical body through His death, to present you holy, faultless 
and blameless before Him [...]” What is this?  

It is grace. Grace from God in Jesus Christ is our settled hope. That is our confidence. The grace 
of the Lord being so big, that it removes the guilt of our sin. In repentance, we come to God to be 
reconciled and He does it. Jesus poured out His spiritual divinity, the greatness and fullness of 
power in God, and took on the flesh of man to change that. That truth overwhelms even the 
darkest of times; whether war, famine, pandemic; it is overcome because of Jesus’ life, death, 
and resurrection.  

Henry Longfellow discovered the same truth on Christmas morning in 1863 as we are discovering 
right now. Even through the disappointment at his country. His anger at the hatred and cursed 
words shared between people who were once neighbours and fellow countrymen, his son; 
teetering on the edge of life at that time, all these were stomping on his joy in the Christmas 
season. 

Yet he finishes his poem with joy. “Then pealed the bells more loud and deep, God is not dead, 
nor doth He sleep, The Wrong (in capitals to denote Satan) shall fail, The Right (again in capitals 
to denote Christ) prevail, with peace on earth, good-will to men!” It is said that Longfellow literally 
heard the bells of his local church clanging loudly in their bell towers, and it changed his mind 
about the day. He was instantly reminded that despite the terrible bleak circumstances that 



Christmas, He could depend upon God. His joy was not in the world, but was in the fact that Christ 
had come, died, and rose again for his sins. The grace of God was not quashed. 

We have that same hope right now, despite the grave and sometimes overwhelming 
circumstances of COVID-19; God is not dead, nor does He sleep. He has overcome the evil one, 
He has brought us out of despair. We can trust that. COVID didn’t surprise Him. He was not 
shaken by the reality of the illness. He wasn’t shaken by our reaction, or our anger, or sinfulness. 
His hand is open wide for us to seek redemption. The Wrong has failed, the Right prevails.  

All that remains for us to do lies in the second portion of my answer to the question; “How can we 
have that settledness of confident hope?” 

We remain grounded in our faith in Christ. Verse 23 of Colossians 1; “[You are reconciled to him] 
if indeed you remain grounded and steadfast in the faith and are not shifted away from the hope 
of the Gospel that you have heard.” 

Do not let this season of our lives bring you down. We have a settledness of great hope despite 
all bleak circumstances. Wartime couldn’t separate Longfellow’s understanding of His Saviour’s 
love for him, nor the grace that was poured out for him. And neither shall this pandemic separate 
our understanding of His grace and love for us today.  

My greatest hope for you all this morning is that you will internalize this grace. That you will seek 
grace when you are overwhelmed in emotion; anger at others, anger at ourselves, disappointment 
in the world, disappointment in leaders; anything taking your minds away from the meaning for 
our joy this season. There is peace on earth and good-will to men because of God, and His mighty 
work on the cross. It’s as simple as that. 

Will you bow your heads in prayer with me. 

-Seek your grace when we are angry 

-Pray for others who are ill in this time, those who are separated from family and loves ones. 

-Pray for peace on earth, good-will to me to reign. 

-Strength to push through this bleak season. 

 

  

  
 


