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 I’m sure many of you who are parents would resonate with 
this story.  A mother was putting her little boy to bed.  After she 
had tucked him in and kissed him good night, he looked up at her 
through pained eyes and said, “Don’t leave me alone.” 
 “It’s alright,” his mother replied.  “God is with you.” 
 “But,” whispered the little boy, “I want someone with a face.” 
 Isn’t that the deepest need of each of us?  We all want 
someone with a human face to be with us, to accompany us, to 
comfort us.  We want a God with a face. 
 On a theological level we might answer this need by saying 
that in the Hebrew Scriptures we have a very clear picture of God.  
There we see a picture of God who is living and personal speaking 
to people through the prophets and through God’s work in history.  
God is purposeful, a God who acts in history giving it meaning, 
direction and value.  God is powerful and just, a God who exercises 
God’s will for God’s people.  But is this picture enough?  I don’t 
think so.  We need more than a picture.  We need the very face of 
God. 
 The Rev. Dr. Arthur Organ was minister emeritus at Trinity 
United Church in Toronto when I was a student there with Bill 
Phipps.  I recall quite clearly a sermon Dr. Organ preached in which 
he referred to his father.  His father had been in the merchant 
marine, and in those days some 70 years earlier, about 115 years 
ago now, he would go to sea for four years at a time.  Every four 
years Dr. Organ’s father would return home for three or four weeks 
only to depart again for the far reaches of the world.  Before Dr. 
Organ came to Canada from England as a young man, he had only 
seen his father four times.  He saw him only one more time before 
his father died.  For him his father was only a picture on the mantle.  
He knew that his father was somewhere, working, sending home 
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money for food and clothing.  He knew his father loved him, but 
how he yearned to have his father come out of that picture.  How 
his heart ached to see his father’s face, to touch him, to feel his 
love surround him with strong and secure arms!  How he needed 
that! 
 This is our deepest need of God to see God’s face.  A picture is 
not good enough.  We need a face.  This is precisely what God has 
done at Christmas.  Behold!  The face of God. 
 There is a brand of greeting card with the motto, “When you 
care enough to send the very best.”  God cared enough to send the 
very best in a child in whom all the fullness of God was pleased to 
dwelli, a child conceived of the Holy Spirit, a child whose name was 
Jesus who will save his people, a child who shall be called 
Emmanuel, which means God with us,ii a child in whom God was 
reconciling the world unto God and not counting our trespasses 
against us.iii  In Jesus we behold the face of God and that is a great 
comfort, a great comfort indeed. 
 In what ways?  In what ways is it a comfort? 
 First of all, in the face of God in Jesus we behold God’s 
presence.  Jesus is Emmanuel, God with us.  Jesus was a gift from 
God to us all.  His birth, Christmas, was a gift in the true sense in 
that it was not owed to us.  We had no claim or right to it.  God was 
not required to give us such a gift.  Indeed, if it was God’s duty, it 
would have ceased to be a gift at all.  A gift’s value derives, at least 
in part, from the freedom in which it was given.  It’s value, though, 
also derives from how much of the giver is invested in the gift.  The 
real value of a gift is not determined by how much you pay for it, 
but by what you invest of yourself in it.  God’s gift at Christmas was 
more profound than any we can give because God invested not just 
part of Godself; God invested God’s very self.  In Christ God was 
with us. 
 This is the meaning of the Virgin Birth, not biology but 
theology.  What Matthew is trying to tell us in this story is that 
because Jesus had no biological father, because he was begat by 
the Holy Spirit, Christmas is an event beyond comparison.  It’s a 
way of saying, this birth was God’s doing.  It is an event without a 
human why or whence or how.  It is simply God making a new 
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beginning.  God is in our world.  God is with us – God’s inward life, 
God’s Spirit, the very indwelling of God within us, given freely, a gift 
of free love which will never end. 
 This is, of course, not easy to understand and it’s easy to get 
off base in arguments about biology and to miss the message being 
sent.  Just because it’s difficult to comprehend doesn’t mean it’s not 
true. 
 Collins was what was once called a free thinker.  One Sunday 
morning he met an old farmer walking along the country road.  
“Where are you going?” he asked. 
 “To church,” was the reply. 
 “And what are you going to do there?” Collins asked. 
 “I am going to worship God.” 
 “And pray?  Is your God a great God or a little God?” 
 “He is both, sir,” was the farmer’s reply. 
 “How can your God be both?” he scoffed. 
 “He is so great that the heaven of heavens cannot contain him, 
and so little that he can dwell in my heart.” 
 In Christ we behold the face of God, and we are comforted by 
God’s presence.  Emmanuel – God with us. 
 Secondly in the face of God we are comforted by God’s 
purpose.  In Christ God came to save us. 
 Richard Jeffries tells the story of a boy who was looking 
through a Bible with pictures in it, and he found one of the 
crucifixion.  It was horrible picture and it hurt the boy’s feelings 
very much; the cruel nails; the unfeeling spear.  He looked at the 
picture for a long time and then turned the page saying, “If God had 
been there, he would not have let them do it.”iv 
 If God had been there!  This is precisely the mystery and 
marvel of the birth of Jesus, Emmanuel, God with us.  God was 
there!  Christmas, Good Friday, Easter, these are according to God’s 
will and purpose. 
 This too is not easy to understand.  Perhaps we would have to 
be God ourselves in order to understand. 
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 Back in 1959, John Howard Griffin, a white person, wanted to 
understand what it was to be a person of colour, a black person, 
and to be discriminated against for something over which you had 
not control, something totally superficial.  So he decided that he 
would need to change the colour of his skin.  Using dyes and a 
sunlamp he darkened his skin and discovered what it meant to be 
black.  In his heart he felt the fear, the loneliness, despair and 
hatred that comes from being discriminated against.  Later on when 
speaking with a person of colour he could say, “I know, I 
understand, I feel for you; my heart goes out to you.”  And that 
person would know that these were not empty or idle words.  They 
were words of genuine concern purified by the flames of experience.  
He really did know.v 
 So with Jesus Christ it was God’s purpose to enter history as a 
human being so that when Christ says, “I understand,” he speaks 
more than idle words.  He too has been there.  He really does know 
and understand, and that is comforting. 
 But God’s purpose is more than understanding the human 
predicament.  Christ came also to do something about it.  To save 
us, is how Matthew put it, to take our hurts and heartaches and 
heartbreaks unto himself.  How often have parents looked at their 
children in times of illness or injury and thought to themselves, “Oh, 
if only it could be me instead.” 
 A woman dying of cancer was overheard to say, “I wish I could 
gather up in my pain all that the world must suffer from cancer, and 
pay the whole sum of it as I go.”  Christ came to pay the whole 
sum.  Christ came that we might have life, life in all its fullness.  He 
came to feel our hurt and to take that hurt unto himself, not that we 
must not experience the problems of life but that we might have the 
power, the strength, the courage to endure them and to overcome 
them.  This, of course, requires faith.  It is hard to understand and 
some still choose to say, “If God had been there God would not 
have let it happen.”  But God was there.  The cross of Christ was 
part of God’s purposes. 
 Dag Hammarskjöld, former Secretary General of the United 
Nations, wrote in his diary, “God does not die on the day we cease 
to believe in a personal deity, but we die on the day when our lives 
cease to be illuminated by the steady radiance, renewed daily, of a 
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wonder, the source of which is beyond reason.”vi  In Jesus’ birth is a 
promise that contains all promises, a fulfillment that contains all 
fulfillments.  In Christ we behold the face of God and we are 
comforted by God’s purposes illuminating our lives.  Emmanuel – 
God with us. 
 Thirdly, in Jesus, in the face of God we find the comfort of 
God’s power.  Through the Spirit of Christ there is power.  The 
power of which we speak is not some vague power off in the 
distance, not lightning in the sky, not a supernova in deepest space.  
Nor are we speaking of power like that created by Niagara Falls, 
which surges out of the turbines into the power lines of North 
America, but does not touch us.  We are speaking of a real power, a 
personal power, which enters the human spirit and soul and body, 
and gives us strength. 
 In times past when describing the Spirit of Christ it was 
common to use the words ‘Holy Ghost’.  There was nothing 
inherently wrong with this, but there was a danger.  The danger is 
that we might picture the Spirit of Christ as an entity outside of 
ourselves floating in space, a cloud, or worse, a Casper-like friend.  
We may then trivialize the Spirit as if relegating the Spirit to 
Hallowe’en along with the other ghosts.  But the Spirit has no 
bounds.  Like the wind the Spirit blows where it will.vii  The Spirit 
blows within us and joins to our spirit. 
 This, too, is hard to understand, especially if you do not feel 
the winds of God in the sails of your soul today.  But how do we see 
the wind?  By looking for its effects, by watching the billowing of a 
sail or the flight of a kite.  How would you see the Spirit of Christ, 
except by watching the power the Spirit gives to the lives of the 
followers of Christ? 
 Malcolm Muggeridge, the distinguished British journalist, grew 
up in a faithless environment to become a faithless person.  
However, while in the Holy Land filming a three BBC shows on the 
New Testament he was seized by “a curious, almost magical 
certainty…about Jesus’ birth, ministry and Crucifixion.”  Travelling 
around the Holy Land he had seen a great many shrines, most of 
which were of very dubious historical authenticity.  However, he 
goes on, “seeing a party of Christian pilgrims at one of these 
shrines, their faces bright with faith, their voices as they sang so 
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evidently and joyously aware of their Saviour’s nearness.  I 
understood that for them the shrine was authentic.  Their faith 
made it so.  Similarly, I, too, became aware that there really had 
been a man, Jesus, who was also God – I was conscious of his 
presence…the light he shone continues to shine as brightly as 
ever.”viii  Muggeridge became a Christian and Christ’s Spirit became 
a power in his life. 
 In Christ we behold the face of God and we are comforted by 
God’s power.  Emmanuel – God with us. 
 Who of us does not need God?  Who of us does not need the 
comfort of God found in God’s presence and purposes?  Who of us 
does not need God’s power?  Who of us does not need to behold the 
face of God? 
 Alcoholics Anonymous has 12 steps of therapy.  The first three 
go something like this.  Admit you are powerless.  Believe in a 
Power greater than yourself.  Decide to turn your will and your life 
over to God.ix 
 There is a God whose presence and purposes and power can 
come into your life and comfort you. 

I know not how that Bethlehem’s Babe 
Could in the Godhead be, 
I only know the manger’s Child 
Has brought God’s love to me.x 

Behold!  The face of God.  In Christ we behold the face of God.  
Emmanuel – God with us.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
                                            
i Colossians 1: 19. 
ii Matthew 1: 20, 21, 23. 
iii 2 Corinthians 5: 19. 
iv Richard Jeffries, Bevis; the Story of a Boy, quoted in J. S. Whale, Christian Doctrine, p. 98. 
v John Howard Griffin, Black Like Me. 
vi Dag Hammarskjöld, Soundings. 
vii John 3: 8. 
viii Malcolm Muggeridge, Jesus Rediscovered, p. 8. 
ix Alcoholics Anonymous, 3rd Edition, p. 59-60. 
x Harry Webb Farrington, Our Christ (A Harvard Prize Hymn). 


