
Emmanuel Evangelical Lutheran Church 
Christmas Eve, December 24, 2017 
Sermon by Pastor Bart Brauer 

Somebody helped 

 
—Luke 2:8-14 
 
  
One of my memories as a boy is seeing a man jump into a freezing river to save a woman from 
drowning. I know that many of you saw it too. It was all caught on tape, and it was national news in 
January of 1982. For those of you who weren’t around back then, here’s what happened. January 13, 
1982, was a very snowy and a very cold day around Washington, D.C. Freezing cold. The weather 
conditions and pilot error led to a horrible plane crash. A jet took off to fly from Washington to 
Florida, but the plane was unable to sustain lift after take-off. It clipped part of a bridge and then 
plunged into the icy Potomac River, where the water temperature was said to be 29 degrees. The plane 
broke up, with only the plane’s tail sticking out of the water. Of the 79 people on board the plane, 73 
never surfaced. The six who survived the crash were huddled around the plane’s tail in the middle of 
the river. One eventually submerged and drowned. A helicopter showed up about 20 minutes after the 
crash to try to save the few survivors before hypothermia killed them. The rescue of the five survivors 
was quite a scene, and it was caught on tape by a local news cameraman.  
  
Unforgettable images of a flight attendant being airlifted to shore, a man being dragged by the 
helicopter’s rope across the sheets of ice to safety, another woman being plucked out of the river by a 
helicopter crewman with the helicopter’s skids going beneath the water. And then the most 
unforgettable image of them all. A woman, Priscilla Tirado, whose husband and baby had just perished 
in the crash, was unable to hang onto the lifesaver that was thrown from the helicopter. She lost her 
grip and was struggling to tread water. She was drowning. A crowd of people had gathered on the 
snowy shore as the rescue was unfolding. One man on shore, a man named Lenny Skutnik, took off his 
coat and plunged into the water. The water wasn’t like cold, it was like an electric shock. Lenny 
Skutnik swam 30 feet out to get the woman, and then he dragged her back to safety. Twenty-five years 
later, when asked about that day, Lenny Skutnik recalled, "I remember when we first got down to the 
riverbank, there was no rescue equipment. It was very quiet—that eerie quiet when it snows. And out 
of the quiet, this woman was yelling for help: 'Will somebody please help?'" 
  
So what would cause God to plunge himself into this place? To appreciate Christmas, you are going to 
have to see the world from God’s perspective. Before Christmas, God looked on this world and saw 
more than one tragic plane crash. He saw every tragic plane crash. He saw every tragic train crash, 
every tragic car crash. He saw every boating accident that caused a fatality, every ship’s sinking that 
resulted in loss of life. God saw every death. The death of a twelve-year-old child. The death of a 
beloved husband. The death of an only son. God saw all this, and from humanity God heard a collective, 
frantic groan under the weight of death: “Will somebody please help?” 
  
Before Christmas, God looked and saw more than death. He saw everything leading up to death. Every 
disease and sickness among mankind. God saw the months, even the years a person would endure with 
a chronic pain or a chronic bleed that won’t stop, that no doctor can completely stop, no matter how 
much money is thrown in that doctor’s direction. God saw every skin condition that brings 
unpleasantness and embarrassment to the one who bears it. God saw the small conditions: every 
broken bone, every poke, every fever. God saw every lamentable condition under the sun. Hunger. 
Blindness. Deafness. Speech impediments. Paralysis. God surveyed the scene of sickness and suffering, 



and amidst all the misery he heard a huge worn-out cry that said, “Will somebody please help?” 
  
But before Christmas, God also saw a lot more than all the sickness and suffering that must at some 
point inevitably end in death. God saw the cause of it all. There is a chapter in the Old Testament 
prophet Isaiah (chapter 59) where God looks around at humanity and assesses what he sees. In the 
words of the prophet: “Your sins have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face 
from you, so that he will not hear…Your hands are stained with blood…Your lips have spoken lies…No 
one calls for justice, no one pleads his case with integrity…Their deeds are evil deeds, and acts of 
violence are in their hands…Their thoughts are evil thoughts; ruin and destruction mark their 
ways…They have turned their paths into crooked roads…We look for light, but all is darkness…For our 
offenses are many in your sight, and our sins testify against us…we acknowledge our iniquities: 
rebellion and treachery against the LORD, turning our backs on our God.” 
  
On that freezing cold afternoon back in 1982, a single stewardess, the lone survivor of the flight crew, 
was hanging onto the wreckage of a tailplane for dear life. She had been in the icy river for 20 minutes. 
She felt angry at the people on the bank, who just stared helplessly at her. And she felt something else, 
too. She was a self-acknowledged party girl. The weekend before she had partied up and down the 
Florida Keys with friends. Now here she was in danger of dying in the Potomac River around 
Washington, D.C. Looking back on it, she described what else she felt, “I was kind of afraid of God at 
that point. I thought he must be really mad at me.” 
  
What are you going to tell a woman in that situation? Don’t worry about it? Just forget about it? Are 
you going to try to convince her, “Oh, it’s only those religious freaks imposing fake guilt on you”? Are 
you going to tell her, “Hey, nobody’s perfect, you’ll do better next time”? Is there anything you can do to 
take away her legitimate guilt over her sin? 
  
Working back from there, what can you do about disease and the manifold miseries of mankind? Yes, 
we can and we should work to grant people relief, whoever we are. Doctors and nurses and therapists 
carry out a noble profession. Fathers and mothers who bind up brokenhearted children and bandage 
their wounds carry out a noble calling. But come on, can you stop all the bleeding? Can you cool down 
every fever? Are you going to cure every skin disease and scratch every itch? Can you soothe every 
emotional distress, can you calm every mental turmoil? Are you going to put poverty and hunger out of 
existence once and for all? Are you going to give sight back to every blind person? Are you going to 
make every para- or quadriplegic walk again? 
  
Can you hold back death? Even if you had the courage of Lenny Skutnik, and you jumped into a lethal 
ice bucket to save a woman’s life, could you stave off her death forever? Two of the five survivors from 
that plane crash died 20 years later. Is death going to stop because you put your hands up and shout it 
down? Are you going to make it so death doesn’t exist? Or how about this one? Can you prevent 
everyone—no, can you prevent anyone from going to hell under God’s wrath when they do die? Good 
luck trying. It’s impossible. “No man can redeem the life of another or give to God a ransom for him—
the ransom for a life is costly, no payment is ever enough—that he should live on forever and not see 
decay” (Ps 49). 
  
Can you save yourself? NO! But when you do get overwhelmed by it all, you just might find yourself 
crying out, “WILL SOMEBODY PLEASE HELP?!” 
At Christmas, God looked at the world. He saw that there was no one, he was appalled that there was 
no one to intervene. So he did it himself. His own arm worked salvation for him, and his own 
righteousness sustained him. He put on righteousness as his breastplate, and the helmet of salvation on 
his head (Is 59). And the mighty God became a baby boy. 



This year we have been remembering the 500th anniversary of the event that sparked the Reformation. 
Naturally that makes us think of Martin Luther and Germany. But this Christmas Eve, I mention a 
different man, a man from England who spoke English. William Tyndale. He was the first one to take 
the original Greek of the New Testament and translate it for the English-speaking world, just four 
years after Luther translated the New Testament for the German people. Tyndale translated the New 
Testament at great risk to himself. I thought it appropriate to read the Christmas gospel tonight from 
his translation, published in the year 1526: 
And it fortuned while they were there Mary’s time was come that she should be delivered. And she 
brought forth her first begotten son. And wrapped him in swaddling clothes and laid him in a manger 
because there was no room for them within in the hostrey. And there were in the same region 
shepherds abiding in the field and watching their flock by night. And loo: the angel of the Lord stood 
hard by them and the brightness of the Lord shone round about them, and they were soore afraid. And 
the angel sayed unto them: “Be not afraid. Behold I bring you tidings of great joy that shall come to all 
people: for unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saveoure which is the Christ the Lord. And 
take this for a sign: ye shall find the child swaddled and laid in a manger.” And straightway there was 
with the angel a multitude of heavenly sowdiers lauding God and saying: Glory to God on high and 
peace on earth: and unto men rejoicing.” 
  
Will somebody please help? God came here. God came to be the Savior. His compassion could never let 
that plea go unanswered. His mercy would not leave us without help. His love would not allow our sin, 
death, and hell to get the upper hand over us.  
  
So God was born a baby and became a man. He humbly and quietly did his saving work without fault. 
He healed people of bleeding, leprosy, fever, hunger, blindness, and a number of other conditions. He 
raised at least three people back from the dead, including a twelve-year-old girl and a widow’s only 
son. And then he died. Because he didn’t come to save himself, that was not his objective. He came to 
save everyone else. He came to seek and to save the lost. Through his suffering and dying he endured 
what human sin rightly deserved, all the wrath of God. He came back to life from the dead.  
  
He went back to heaven, from where he now gives us heavenly help. He gives us the forgiveness of all 
our sins. He takes away any guilt we have to our name and assures us that he is not mad at us. He 
shows us mercy and comforts us in our sicknesses.  
  
He makes promises to us that last to death, and not just to death, but even beyond death. We eagerly 
await a Savior from heaven, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring 
everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body. 
The One who came at Christmas to be Savior from sin is coming at the last day to be ultimate Savior 
from death, too. 
  
Will somebody please help? Yes, somebody will help. Somebody did help. Our Savior, Jesus, Christ the 
Lord. This Christmas, thank God somebody helped. Amen. 
  

One of my memories as a boy is seeing a man jump into a freezing river to save a woman from 
drowning. I know that many of you saw it too. It was all caught on tape, and it was national news in 
January of 1982. For those of you who weren’t around back then, here’s what happened. January 13, 
1982, was a very snowy and a very cold day around Washington, D.C. Freezing cold. The weather 
conditions and pilot error led to a horrible plane crash. A jet took off to fly from Washington to 
Florida, but the plane was unable to sustain lift after take-off. It clipped part of a bridge and then 
plunged into the icy Potomac River, where the water temperature was said to be 29 degrees. The 



plane broke up, with only the plane’s tail sticking out of the water. Of the 79 people on board the 
plane, 73 never surfaced. The six who survived the crash were huddled around the plane’s tail in 
the middle of the river. One eventually submerged and drowned. A helicopter showed up about 20 
minutes after the crash to try to save the few survivors before hypothermia killed them. The rescue 
of the five survivors was quite a scene, and it was caught on tape by a local news cameraman. 
Unforgettable images of a flight attendant being airlifted to shore, a man being dragged by the 
helicopter’s rope across the sheets of ice to safety, another woman being plucked out of the river by 
a helicopter crewman with the helicopter’s skids going beneath the water. And then the most 
unforgettable image of them all. A woman, Priscilla Tirado, whose husband and baby had just 
perished in the crash, was unable to hang onto the lifesaver that was thrown from the helicopter. 
She lost her grip and was struggling to tread water. She was drowning. A crowd of people had 
gathered on the snowy shore as the rescue was unfolding. One man on shore, a man named Lenny 
Skutnik, took off his coat and plunged into the water. The water wasn’t like cold, it was like an 
electric shock. Lenny Skutnik swam 30 feet out to get the woman, and then he dragged her back to 
safety. Twenty-five years later, when asked about that day, Lenny Skutnik recalled, "I remember 
when we first got down to the riverbank, there was no rescue equipment. It was very quiet—that 
eerie quiet when it snows. And out of the quiet, this woman was yelling for help: 'Will somebody 
please help?'" 

  

So what would cause God to plunge himself into this place? To appreciate Christmas, you are going 
to have to see the world from God’s perspective. Before Christmas, God looked on this world and 
saw more than one tragic plane crash. He saw every tragic plane crash. He saw every tragic train 
crash, every tragic car crash. He saw every boating accident that caused a fatality, every ship’s 
sinking that resulted in loss of life. God saw every death. The death of a twelve-year-old child. The 
death of a beloved husband. The death of an only son. God saw all this, and from humanity God 
heard a collective, frantic groan under the weight of death: “Will somebody please help?” 

  

Before Christmas, God looked and saw more than death. He saw everything leading up to death. 
Every disease and sickness among mankind. God saw the months, even the years a person would 
endure with a chronic pain or a chronic bleed that won’t stop, that no doctor can completely stop, 
no matter how much money is thrown in that doctor’s direction. God saw every skin condition that 
brings unpleasantness and embarrassment to the one who bears it. God saw the small conditions: 
every broken bone, every poke, every fever. God saw every lamentable condition under the sun. 
Hunger. Blindness. Deafness. Speech impediments. Paralysis. God surveyed the scene of sickness 
and suffering, and amidst all the misery he heard a huge worn-out cry that said, “Will somebody 
please help?” 

But before Christmas, God also saw a lot more than all the sickness and suffering that must at some 
point inevitably end in death. God saw the cause of it all. There is a chapter in the Old Testament 
prophet Isaiah (chapter 59) where God looks around at humanity and assesses what he sees. In the 
words of the prophet: “Your sins have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face 
from you, so that he will not hear…Your hands are stained with blood…Your lips have spoken 
lies…No one calls for justice, no one pleads his case with integrity…Their deeds are evil deeds, and 
acts of violence are in their hands…Their thoughts are evil thoughts; ruin and destruction mark 
their ways…They have turned their paths into crooked roads…We look for light, but all is 
darkness…For our offenses are many in your sight, and our sins testify against us…we acknowledge 
our iniquities: rebellion and treachery against the LORD, turning our backs on our God.” 

On that freezing cold afternoon back in 1982, a single stewardess, the lone survivor of the flight 



crew, was hanging onto the wreckage of a tailplane for dear life. She had been in the icy river for 20 
minutes. She felt angry at the people on the bank, who just stared helplessly at her. And she felt 
something else, too. She was a self-acknowledged party girl. The weekend before she had partied up 
and down the Florida Keys with friends. Now here she was in danger of dying in the Potomac River 
around Washington, D.C. Looking back on it, she described what else she felt, “I was kind of afraid of 
God at that point. I thought he must be really mad at me.” 

What are you going to tell a woman in that situation? Don’t worry about it? Just forget about it? Are 
you going to try to convince her, “Oh, it’s only those religious freaks imposing fake guilt on you”? 
Are you going to tell her, “Hey, nobody’s perfect, you’ll do better next time”? Is there anything you 
can do to take away her legitimate guilt over her sin? 

Working back from there, what can you do about disease and the manifold miseries of mankind? 
Yes, we can and we should work to grant people relief, whoever we are. Doctors and nurses and 
therapists carry out a noble profession. Fathers and mothers who bind up brokenhearted children 
and bandage their wounds carry out a noble calling. But come on, can you stop all the bleeding? Can 
you cool down every fever? Are you going to cure every skin disease and scratch every itch? Can 
you soothe every emotional distress, can you calm every mental turmoil? Are you going to put 
poverty and hunger out of existence once and for all? Are you going to give sight back to every blind 
person? Are you going to make every para- or quadriplegic walk again? 

Can you hold back death? Even if you had the courage of Lenny Skutnik, and you jumped into a 
lethal ice bucket to save a woman’s life, could you stave off her death forever? Two of the five 
survivors from that plane crash died 20 years later. Is death going to stop because you put your 
hands up and shout it down? Are you going to make it so death doesn’t exist? Or how about this 
one? Can you prevent everyone—no, can you prevent anyone from going to hell under God’s wrath 
when they do die? Good luck trying. It’s impossible. “No man can redeem the life of another or give 
to God a ransom for him—the ransom for a life is costly, no payment is ever enough—that he 
should live on forever and not see decay” (Ps 49). 

Can you save yourself? NO! But when you do get overwhelmed by it all, you just might find yourself 
crying out, “WILL SOMEBODY PLEASE HELP?!” 

At Christmas, God looked at the world. He saw that there was no one, he was appalled that there 
was no one to intervene. So he did it himself. His own arm worked salvation for him, and his own 
righteousness sustained him. He put on righteousness as his breastplate, and the helmet of 
salvation on his head (Is 59). And the mighty God became a baby boy. 

This year we have been remembering the 500th anniversary of the event that sparked the 
Reformation. Naturally that makes us think of Martin Luther and Germany. But this Christmas Eve, I 
mention a different man, a man from England who spoke English. William Tyndale. He was the first 
one to take the original Greek of the New Testament and translate it for the English-speaking world, 
just four years after Luther translated the New Testament for the German people. Tyndale 
translated the New Testament at great risk to himself. I thought it appropriate to read the 
Christmas gospel tonight from his translation, published in the year 1526: 

And it fortuned while they were there Mary’s time was come that she should be delivered. And she 
brought forth her first begotten son. And wrapped him in swaddling clothes and laid him in a 
manger because there was no room for them within in the hostrey. And there were in the same 
region shepherds abiding in the field and watching their flock by night. And loo: the angel of the 
Lord stood hard by them and the brightness of the Lord shone round about them, and they were 
soore afraid. And the angel sayed unto them: “Be not afraid. Behold I bring you tidings of great joy 
that shall come to all people: for unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saveoure which is 



the Christ the Lord. And take this for a sign: ye shall find the child swaddled and laid in a manger.” 
And straightway there was with the angel a multitude of heavenly sowdiers lauding God and saying: 
Glory to God on high and peace on earth: and unto men rejoicing.” 

Will somebody please help? God came here. God came to be the Savior. His compassion could never 
let that plea go unanswered. His mercy would not leave us without help. His love would not allow 
our sin, death, and hell to get the upper hand over us. So God was born a baby and became a man. 
He humbly and quietly did his saving work without fault. He healed people of bleeding, leprosy, 
fever, hunger, blindness, and a number of other conditions. He raised at least three people back 
from the dead, including a twelve-year-old girl and a widow’s only son. And then he died. Because 
he didn’t come to save himself, that was not his objective. He came to save everyone else. He came 
to seek and to save the lost. Through his suffering and dying he endured what human sin rightly 
deserved, all the wrath of God. He came back to life from the dead. He went back to heaven, from 
where he now gives us heavenly help. He gives us the forgiveness of all our sins. He takes away any 
guilt we have to our name and assures us that he is not mad at us. He shows us mercy and comforts 
us in our sicknesses. He makes promises to us that last to death, and not just to death, but even 
beyond death. We eagerly await a Savior from heaven, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that 
enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will 
be like his glorious body. The One who came at Christmas to be Savior from sin is coming at the last 
day to be ultimate Savior from death, too. 

Will somebody please help? Yes, somebody will help. Somebody did help. Our Savior, Jesus, Christ 
the Lord. This Christmas, thank God somebody helped. Amen. 

  

  
  
 
  
 
  
 


