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Grace and peace to you all,

For some reason, in preparing for the Advent season, I began to consider the notion of
swaddling. As it turns out, swaddling is an age-old practice and is a sign of an infant being
loved and cared for. After an infant was born, the umbilical cord was cut and tied, and then the
baby was washed, rubbed with salt and oil, and wrapped with strips of cloth, so that movement
of the limbs was tightly restricted. This would keep the newborn child warm and ensure that
the child’s limbs would grow straight. Probably the most famous record of swaddling is found in
the New Testament in the birth of Jesus in Luke 2:7: “And she brought forth her firstborn
son, and wrapped him in swaddling clothes and laid him in a manger; because there
was no room for them in the inn.” Had Jesus been born in the best lodging available in
Bethlehem, he would have still been wrapped in swaddling clothes. They were not rags, and
certainly not used only by poor people to wrap their babies because they couldn’t afford
anything else. There is a lot of significance to this reference to Jesus being swaddled.

First, being ‘salted’ was symbolic, in that the child would be raised so that he would grow
up and have his words “salted,” that is, that he would say what he meant and mean what he
said; that he would be loyal, honest and truthful. That was certainly true with Jesus: the way,
the truth and the life. Second, the oil used in the process is a symbol of anointing. The word
‘Messiah’ in Hebrew, means ‘anointed.’ The same word in Greek is ‘Christos’ from which we get
the word “Christ.” Third, being wrapped tightly, the baby’s arms and legs would be held very
straight. The custom of swaddling represented that the child would be raised to be “straight”
before the Lord, free from “crookedness.” Fourth, being wrapped in cloth in this manner was a
foreshadowing of Jesus death. The Greek word for “swaddling clothes” is the same Greek word
that is used for “burial bandages.” So the first clothing that was used to cover the baby Jesus
was the same type of cloth that would be used after His death on the cross.

But perhaps the most significant aspect of all this - is found in comparing it to Ezekiel
16:4: “As for your birth, [when] you were born your navel cord was not cut, nor were
you washed with water to cleanse you, nor rubbed with salt, nor wrapped in cloths.”
Israel is described here as being unswaddled, a metaphor for abandonment - which is how they
felt during this time of war and exile. But speaking to those same Israelites, Isaiah brought
words of hope from God: “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Look, the
young woman- is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel.”
Thanks to Matthew’s gospel, this verse is considered to be a prophecy of Christ. But it’s not so
much the name ‘Immanuel’ as it is what the name means, which is, “God is with us.” These are
words of comfort to all God’s people - then and now. As Jesus is swaddled by Mary, so are we
swaddled - protected and loved - by our heavenly Father. The Christ-child born is a reminder
that God will not abandon his people - that God has not, nor will he fail.

Friends, the rich symbolism that fills every aspect of Christ’s birth points to that same
message: that God is with us, in our chaos, confusion and pain, wherever it is found - our
homes, schools, relationships, even our churches. That God allows us to experience the painful
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