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Guiltless Gift Giving
for a Joyful Christmas

DeLyn Davis Wagenknecht

Linking parents to one another and the cross
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T hey were all so happy they couldhardly speak. They just looked
with shining eyes at those lovely
Christmas presents. But Laura was
happiest of all. Laura had a rag doll.”
That was the picture of Christmas in
Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little House in 
the Big Woods—a picture of contentment
with simplicity. We modern-day parents
might feel nostalgia for moments like
this. Wouldn’t it be nice if our children
were joyful over a rag doll or one
orange and one piece of candy in a
stocking on Christmas morning? Then
there are those of us who think, “I
don’t have time to make a rag doll for
my child anyway! What can I buy 
that will make her happy?”
With every generation there is more

for parents to consider: more material
possessions our kids would like to
have and more advertising to
make those possessions feel
like needs. Electronics alone
could break the bank for
most families. Should you
buy your child the latest
game console, a smart
phone, a pony? The
choices can certainly
stress us out!
We do want to

give our children all
that we can, don’t
we? Our children are
gifts from our Lord,
and seeing smiles 
on their faces is an

added bonus. No one wants to be the
parent of a sad child! “Which of you, if
your son asks for bread, will give him
a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will
give him a snake?” (Matthew 7:9,10).
Christmas gift giving often leaves

parents feeling guilty in one way or
another. Either we overindulge our
children in order to make them 
happy and then feel guilty for our
poor stewardship of God’s gifts, or 
we scrimp on the gifts and feel guilty
that we haven’t given our children 
all that we’d like them to have or all
that their peers are receiving. These
moments are bound to happen as 

we struggle to keep God in first place
in front of our families, our finances,
or what others think of us. 
The most important thing we can

do to keep the guilt at bay and honor
God with our decisions is to make
some plans regarding our Christmas
gifts. Plan number one is remembering
the one who gives all gifts. Matthew 7
continues: “If you, then, though you
are evil, know how to give good gifts
to your children, how much more 
will your Father in heaven give good
gifts to those who ask him!” (vs.11).
The best gifts come from above, and
that’s what our children need to know
the most!
Here are some suggestions when

making this year’s shopping list:
1. Always, always, always fill your
children up with “holy” gifts. Give
them the gospel. Share the story
of Christmas. Read devotions
together around the table or at
bedtime. Involve them in church
and charitable activities. Stress to
your children from a young age
that Jesus is “The Gift” this
Christmas and every Christmas.
Our gifts to one another are only
a reflection of God’s gift to
us, and we give to others
out of gratitude to him.
Children will still be chil-
dren; they will still want
possessions. They may
still whine and beg and
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show disappointment, but the
bigger the role Jesus plays in your
Christmas, the less important
material gifts will be.

2. Let go of worrying about not 
giving your children enough.
Proverbs chapter 22 tells us to
“train” our children. It doesn’t
say, “Make sure they are happy 
all the time.” Often that training
involves saying no. While you are
helping your children focus on
Jesus as “The Gift” this Christmas,
focus your own attention on
what is most important as well.
Decide what is the proper amount
of money to spend on your chil-
dren, and don’t let comparisons
to other families change your
mind. Fill yourself up with “holy”
gifts as well, and pray for strength.
Your children may complain
about receiving fewer gifts than
their friends, but if you keep
your resolve, you may find that
eventually they appreciate your
restraint.
My husband and I raised our
children in an extremely affluent
area without any affluence of our
own. I asked my 20-year-old if he
felt slighted because his friends
had so much more than he had.
To the contrary, he always thought
we were quite generous and that
we shouldn’t have spent as much
money on him as we did!
Imagine that!

3.When you make a mistake and
purchase an item that wasn’t worth

the money (and you will make
those mistakes), give it to God.
Let it go. He is able to use your
mistakes for good. One year, 
our daughter asked over and 
over for some toy that we knew
was overpriced and not a good
purchase. We gave in to the
request, spent more money than
we should have, and reveled in
the happiness on her face when
she opened the gift. The next 
day, the toy broke. Big mistake!
Or not? That was a lesson she
will never forget. She learned 
to trust us when we said no,
because we knew more about
what was best for her than she
did. We learn to trust God more
when he says no to us, because
he knows much more about our
needs than we do. 

4. Forget about fairness. I can
remember being so concerned
once that I had spent more on
one child than on the others. 
I worried and wondered if I
should purchase extra items 
for the other children so that 
my gift giving would be fair. It
wasn’t necessary. The happiest
child in the room was the one
with the cheapest toy. In Little
House in the Big Woods, Laura was
the only child who received a
doll. All the others were content
with mittens and candy. They
knew she was the one who 
needed the doll most. There is 
no substitute for knowing each 

of your children as an individual
just as God knows us all, each
with our own needs and desires. 

5.Make a plan and stick with it.
You may choose to give each of
your children one fun gift and
several practical gifts, or you 
may decide on a specific dollar
amount that you know fits your
budget. Developing a tradition 
in your family can help build
appreciation for even the smallest
of gifts. When I was a child, we
were allowed to open only one
gift on Christmas Eve, and that
gift was always pajamas. Some
kids may turn up their noses at
pajamas, but year after year I
looked forward to putting on 
my Christmas Pj’s before bed. 
As we raised our children, we
opened all our wrapped gifts on
Christmas Eve, and they found
their stockings filled on Christmas
morning. The excitement of 
emptying out that stocking made,
and still makes, even the least
expensive items a joy to receive.

6. Finally, if you don’t have the
money to splurge on gifts, splurge
on your time, your support, your
love, and your prayers. Jesus is
“The Gift,” the reliever of our
guilt, the giver of peace. Give
your family Jesus this Christmas:
no guilt—only joy. 

DeLyn Davis Wagenknecht is a member of Grace
Lutheran Church in Yorba Linda, California. She
is a freelance writer and editor, the mother of two,
and the foster mother of two more.
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Plan number one is remembering 
the one who gives all gifts.
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1. . . . that their parents
encourage them to
play outside with
others so that . . .

Mac & Margo
are glad . . .

2. . . . that their parents give
them guidance but expect
them to do projects and
homework on their own
to help . . .

3. . . . that their parents ask
God to do what is best
for their kids’ health and
safety because . . .

4. . . . that their parents talk
nicely to others, young
and old, so that . . .

A. . . . Mac and Margo know
that parents can’t keep
their children perfectly
safe, no matter how hard
they try.

B. . . . Mac and Margo
take responsibility
for their work.

C. . . . Mac, Margo, and their
friends set up their own
rules of play and solve
their own problems.

D. . . . Mac and Margo
learn to show respect
and kindness to others.

Look up Deuteronomy 5:16 and add the missing words.

Honor your _____________ and your _____________, 

as the Lord your _____________ has _____________ you.

Read each sentence starter about Mac and Margo and find its correct
ending at the right. Make the mouth on the plain snowman match the
snowman near the sentence starter. Take turns doing the drawings!
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When I brought up the topic of 
self-sacrifice to a friend who has

belonged to several church denomina-
tions over the course of his 40 years,
his vehement response surprised me.
His frustration came from the view
that self-sacrifice is something that
requires a person to assume a false
humility, to downplay one’s own gifts,
or to not even acknowledge that there
are any gifts. I understood where he
was coming from. In my own life, the
phrase “Do not think of yourself more
highly than you ought” (Romans 12:3)
had woven its way through my upbring-
ing and my schooling. It seems there
is some misunderstanding when it
comes to self-sacrifice. 
Satan would have people think

solely of themselves. Then, in contra-
dictory devilishness, he makes them
question what is so good about them-
selves, thus creating a spiral of self-
doubt and self-defeatism. The world
takes the view of self-promotion, 
self-gratification, self-indulgence, 
and self-love as the only way to get
ahead. Human nature automatically
puts self on a pedestal. One of the
first words mastered by children is
“No!” followed by the self-absorbed
“Mine!” When it comes to looking
after self, there is no shortage of
opportunities to put self first. 
But what happens when the word

sacrifice is attached? Does self-sacrifice
require that we disavow our gifts and
abilities? Do we need to adopt an 
attitude of false humility when we
speak of the things we do? How 
often does one hear a demurring 
tone of “Oh, it was nothing” or
“Anyone could do this” when 
referring to accomplishments done
well? (In reality, that appears to be 
a pathetic plea for more attention.)

The account of Abraham and Isaac
comes to mind as a biblical example 
of self-sacrifice. Abraham had waited 
a lifetime to have the son God had
promised him. He struggled with
patience, trying to solve things in his
own way. God reminded Abraham to
wait on God’s perfect timing, finally
giving the promised Isaac. The 
intensity of love Abraham felt for 
Isaac must have been immense. 

God had promised this boy; he then
made Abraham wait decades for the
promise’s fulfillment. Now Abraham
should give Isaac back to God?
Abraham obeyed God immediately.

But as a fellow parent, I have to think
that his heart was leaden as he led his
trusting son up that mountain. “Why,
God, are you asking this of me?” And
yet, Abraham trusted God, obeying 
his command. God was testing the
attitude of Abraham’s heart and what
held first place there. He responded 
to Abraham’s submission: “I swear by
myself, declares the LORD, that because

you have done this and have not 
withheld your son, your only son, I
will surely bless you. . . . Through
your offspring all nations on earth 
will be blessed, because you have
obeyed me” (Genesis 22:16-18).
This hits at the heart of what true

self-sacrifice is. Merriam-Webster defines
self-sacrifice as “the act of giving up
something that you want to have or
keep in order to help someone else.”
God certainly does not need our help.
What he does require is that he remains
first in our hearts. And true self-sacrifice
is not a hypocritical act. The account
of the Pharisee and the tax collector
demonstrates this: “The Pharisee stood
by himself and prayed: ‘God, I thank
you that I am not like other people—
robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even
like this tax collector. I fast twice a week
and give a tenth of all I get.’ But the tax
collector stood at a distance. He would
not even look up to heaven, but beat
his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy
on me, a sinner’” (Luke 18:11-13).
Self-sacrifice is not about drawing

attention to the great offering one is
making for God. Rather, it is about a
private humbling of oneself before the
God of all, acknowledging, as did the
tax collector, that on our own we
deserve only God’s abhorrence. 
Looking through the world’s rose-

colored glasses, we see ourselves as
wonderful, amazing, beautiful creatures
who deserve happiness. The view
through the lenses of God’s law shows 
a vastly different perspective. Like the
fluorescence of a department store
changing room, God’s law exposes
every flaw, wrinkle, and blemish we
might want to airbrush away. Without
the blood-bought cloak of Jesus, our
naked self earns us nothing but 
eternal decomposition.

Understanding the Language of 

Self-Sacrifice

The world takes 
the view of 

self-promotion, 
self-gratification, 
self-indulgence, 
and self-love 

as the only way 
to get ahead.

Pamela Holz
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And we are not standing alone in
this harsh light. The Bible reveals from
an omniscient perspective the raw
accounts of the lives of God’s people.
From the very beginning, the Bible
recounts both the joys and sorrows of
the human race, the balance of human
sorrows far outweighing the joys. How
depressing this Book would be if the
story stopped there. But the Creator of
all showed the greatest love when his
beautiful creation crashed into a sinful
abyss so soon after he lovingly put it

together. Instead of scrapping every-
thing, he put into place the plan for
the ultimate example of self-sacrifice,
promising a Savior. “He gave his one
and only Son” (John 3:16). Jesus came,
lived, died, and rose in true humility,
clearly defining what self-sacrifice is 
all about. 
The apostle Paul addressed the topic

of self-sacrifice, attaching the proper
attitude that should accompany our
gifts. “Therefore, I urge you, brothers
and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to

offer your bodies as a living sacrifice,
holy and pleasing to God—this is 
your true and proper worship. Do not
conform to the pattern of this world,
but be transformed by the renewing 
of your mind” (Romans 12:1,2).
“By the grace given me I say to

every one of you: Do not think of
yourself more highly than you ought,
but rather think of yourself with sober
judgment, in accordance with the faith
God has distributed to each of you. For
just as each of us has one body with
many members, and these members
do not all have the same function, so
in Christ we, though many, form one
body, and each member belongs to all
the others. We have different gifts,
according to the grace given to each of
us. If your gift is prophesying, then
prophesy in accordance with your faith;
if it is serving, then serve; if it is teach-
ing, then teach; if it is to encourage,
then give encouragement; if it is giving,
then give generously; if it is to lead, do
it diligently; if it is to show mercy, do
it cheerfully” (Romans 12:3-8).
The picture of the body is useful to

teach self-sacrifice and service to God.
The little toe is not expected to serve
the same function as the nose, but each
is important in its own capacity. Each
needs to perform its function well in
order to keep the body balanced and
to be alerted to that burning piece of
toast. Does this mean that the nose is
more important, because it is promi-
nently displayed? Is it easier to be a
self-sacrificing little toe, as it is most
often unseen? The understanding
must be that self-sacrifice is a private
conversation between the heart and its
Maker, acknowledging that he is the
one who has given each of us all that
we have.
As Christian parents, we respond to

God’s love by looking to imitate Jesus
in our lives. We daily take our children
along as we kneel before our loving
Father, asking for forgiveness and
strength. We help our children under-
stand the blessing of unique gifts and
talents. And we demonstrate in our
lives a proper perspective of the 
language of self-sacrifice.

Pamela Holz, a member at Beautiful Savior,
resides in Clarksville, Tennessee.
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Do you know the story of “TheLittle Match Girl”? As a child, 
I was entranced by Hans Christian
Anderson’s fairy tale about this poor,
cold, hungry girl, shuffling through
the streets in her father’s oversized
slippers, selling matches to support
her family. She couldn’t go home until
she’d made her quota, and no one was
buying on this cold New Year’s Eve. She
began to light her inventory one by one,
just to warm her fingers. And one by
one the matches magically transported
her inside warm homes filled with
Christmas trees, roasted geese, and
glowing stoves. The final matches gave
the weary, frozen girl visions of her
dear departed grandmother smiling
down on her from heaven. 
I’m not sure what drew me to this

story; yet I read it over and over. I even
dressed as the little match girl for our
library’s summer reading club parade
and wrote stories on the theme (“From
Rags to Riches—Almost,” circa 1976).

In reality, millions in our country 
and in our world live in what to us
would seem horrible, unimaginable
conditions. Most of us have never
known the extreme cold and poverty
of this fictional character. We have so
much that we cannot even properly
care for it all! Plastic totes and organi-
zational gurus are all the rage. Our
children begin their Christmas lists
months before December. (True story:
My daughter just came up to me with 
several wish list items. I said, “I am
writing an article on being grateful 
for what we have.” She said, only
half-jokingly, “When I have it, then 
I’ll be grateful.”) And it’s not just our
children! I had to stop visiting Parade
of Homes houses because I was becom-
ing so discontented with my lovely
Cape Cod. We pore over the Sunday
ad circulars and dream about cabins,
boats, new cars, and the latest fashions.
Our sinful, selfish nature likes to rear
its ugly head over and over, even in

the midst of overabundant blessings.
How can we praise God from whom
all blessings flow when our hearts are
coveting and dissatisfied and we just
don’t feel grateful? 
“Attitude of gratitude” is not a new

phrase. Thanksgiving and Christmas
nudge us in the right direction if we
can look beyond the world’s empty
celebrations. Applied to the Christian
life, this phrase can go deeper than a
mere thankful moment. As we pause
beside Jesus’ first lowly cradle and reflect
on our greatest blessing for now and
forever, we ponder 2 Corinthians 8:9:
“You know the grace of our Lord Jesus
Christ, that though he was rich, yet 
for your sake he became poor, so that
you through his poverty might become
rich.” Talk about unimaginable! What
amazing generosity! What outstanding
love! As we count our blessings, salva-
tion through Jesus must be number one!
And with Jesus at the top of the list,
everything else is overshadowed and
falls into place. His great love compels
us to share his story and to live a life of
thanks! Even when (especially when!)
we meet with life’s challenges, we can
be grateful. God has given us all we
need in Christ!
Spoiler alert: The little match girl did

not make it. The story ends with her
cuddled up in a cold corner, her fingers
blackened by those last matches. But it’s
not a sad ending—Anderson says the
girl looks peaceful and happy. She’s
left her suffering and is spending New
Year’s Day in heaven. No matter what
our circumstances, heaven is our home.
No matter what our earthly circum-
stances, God has provided all we need
to get there! Thanks be to God!
See the back page for ideas of how

to encourage an attitude of gratitude
among your children.

Ann Ponath lives and writes in Stillwater,
Minnesota, with her husband, David, and their
four children (ages 20, 17, 14, and 11). She also
serves as an organist, music coordinator, and
teacher at Christ Lutheran Church and School,
North St. Paul, Minnesota. 
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W
hile the adult world hurries after
shiny goals like financial security

and self-fulfillment, the child lives at a
slower pace and enjoys the unremark-
able attraction of, let’s say, moving a
pencil or crayon across the surface 
of paper. I remind college students,
who are required to take a course in
the visual arts, that every child draws.
But then most children quit drawing
as other interests absorb their attention
or they become discouraged. It’s too
bad that only in an ideal world would
most children continue to draw into
adulthood.
Many artists have demonstrated an

interest in art from childhood. Artists
are either supported and nurtured in
their childish interest or they persist
and find outlets for their interest on
their own. 
An interest in art at any age is 

usually considered a result of having
leisure time. An interest in art at any
age is also often considered a result 
of having a special, almost freakish,
talent. The truth is, an interest in art 
at any age, even childhood, has two
requirements: that the “artist” is
allowed time for his or her interest 
and that the “artist” is encouraged 
to develop his or her talent.

What do we mean when we say that
a person has a talent or gift for some-
thing? We mean that God has given
ability and interest in something to an
individual person. In Exodus 31:1-5 we
read of God’s appointment of Bezalel to
direct the tabernacle worship project.
Prior to divine appointment, Bezalel
must have possessed a measure of
God-given talent for this honorable
artistic work, and God also filled
Bezalel “with the Spirit of God”—an
extraordinary gift indeed.
This account is noteworthy for two

reasons: first, artistic gifts are recog-
nized as being godly, and second, 
artistic gifts can be used to advance
the kingdom of God. Sometimes in
church circles, God’s people are inclined
to require that the use of artistic gifts
be justified (as if they compete against
the gifts of ministry and evangelism),
and God’s people are inclined to grant
them a second-rate status (as if they
are not as worthy as more “practical”
gifts.) Our children—impressionable
young Christians—pick up on these
attitudes, which seem to be aligned
with the world’s devaluation of artistic
vocations.
What is the Christian parent to do, to

make sure that the visual arts are part

of a child’s well-rounded experience
and to encourage gifted children in
their interests? Parents should make
time for the arts, both as a part of 
family activities and as part of the
child’s inner, personal development.
My favorite point of access to this
experience is the reading of children’s
picture books together. Make time for
reading and make time to search out
good examples in the genre. Parents
should also find ways to introduce 
the child to art techniques and artistic
concepts. Access to expertise is most
commonly accomplished in a good
school by an art curriculum and/or 
a sensitive teacher.
Finally, if a child demonstrates a

curiosity or ability for things artistic,
parents can nurture this gift by inten-
tionally creating opportunities for the
child to exercise it. There are plenty 
of ways for this to happen. Taking a
child to a play is a wonderful way to
expose a child to the concepts of set
and costume design. Enrolling a child
in community or park programs can
work well because the program staff is
usually made up of young people who
are eager to share their enthusiasm for
art. Start looking for opportunities and
you’ll find them!

Paul Burmeister is a husband, father, and grand-
father who has taught art at a variety of levels.
His parents and grandparents nurtured him in his
God-given artistic interests. Paul serves the Lord
as Associate Professor of Art and Assistant Dean
of Advising at Wisconsin Lutheran College.

ARTIST
How to Raise a Young

Paul Burmeister 

Every child draws.
But then most 
children quit 

drawing as other 
interests absorb 
their attention 
or they become 
discouraged.
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“If we could harness the power 
of the snow globe, we would 

have unlimited school closings.”
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•Incorporate daily devotions and Bible reading at
dinnertime, at bedtime, laid out on the breakfast
table for early risers, or on the commute—whenever
it works! (But make it work!)

•Include faithful and regular congregational worship,
Sunday school, and Bible study as part of your 
normal routine.

•Pray together, thanking God for his abundant 
blessings. 

•Use words like “blessing” and “thankful” in regular
conversation. Ask your family to recount daily 
blessings around the dinner table. 

•Photographs are wonderful ways to remember 
blessings. Talk about how looking for beautiful or
interesting things is actually a way to be thankful 
for God’s wonderful world or special friends!

•As a family, seek out ways to help a family or 
child in need. Donate toys, clothes, Christmas 
gifts, or money. Volunteer together. Talk about 
how Christ’s love moves us to serve others.

•As a family, make a list or journal of blessings and
display it in a prominent place. Keep adding to it! 

•Before opening Christmas gifts, read about the
greatest gift ever in Luke chapter 2! 

•Practice basic courtesies in public and at home. Thank
others for their assistance, write thank-you notes,
and be polite!

•Pray for grace to model a positive, grateful, 
giving heart, reflecting God’s love to your family.
And be honest! When you don’t feel thankful, 
talk about it, ask for forgiveness, and pray for 
God’s help. 

•Use daily life tasks to actively count your blessings.
List blessings as you and your young children climb
stairs or one blessing for each stoplight. I like to
think and pray about my family members as I fold
their laundry, cook, or clean. 

•Make a blessing jar filled with small paper pieces on
which family members write blessings. (Hint: The
blessing jar is also a good antidote for a bad day!)

C
ar
to
on
: E

d 
K
o
eh

le
r

Attitude of Gratitude Ann M. Ponath

Focusing on God’s love in Jesus is the best way to maintain a thankful heart. Here are some practical
ways to nurture gratitude at home. Some of these activities may be met with eye rolling, but persevere;
even the hardened teenager will someday appreciate what you are trying to do! 

God bless you as you gratefully count your blessings and thank the Giver of all! 

Answers for page 3: 
Mac and Margo are Glad . . .
1-C, 2-B, 3-A, 4-D

God Hears Me
God listens when His children 
call Him from wherever they 
may be.

On the mountain, Moses prayed,
by a brook, Elijah prayed,
in a prison, Silas prayed,
in a fish, ole’Jonah prayed.

And God listens when I call 
Him from wherever I may be.

MaryAnn Sundby 2015

Creating an 


