
Luke 2:1-20 – DICCU Christmas Brunch Talk 
 
 
I wonder how you responded to hearing God’s invitation of love last night. For many of us, the invitation may 
have been appealing – but you may have come away thinking: isn’t this too good to be true? 
 
A friend of mine was studying the Bible for the first time with a friend who wasn’t a Christian. And, though 
English was her first language, her friend who was new to the Bible kept misunderstanding it. In one account, 
Jesus heals a leper – but she thought it was talking about Jesus healing a leopard. The climax of the gospel 
accounts is when a Roman centurion says, “Surely this man is the Son of God.” But she thought that the 
centurion was actually a centaur – half man, half horse. 
 
Though many of us don’t get quite as confused as her, I think that’s how many of us understand the Bible. It’s 
as if we’re being transported into a world of fairy-tale. So we keep it at arms distance. We may hear the 
invitation of God’s eternal love but we think – that might be true in a fairy-tale – but what about real life? 
 
This morning, we’re looking at a part of Luke’s Gospel, one of the earliest accounts of Jesus’ life. And Luke 
didn’t think he was recording a fairy-tale. Look at verses 1-3. Luke doesn’t start his account, ‘Once upon a 
time’ or ‘A long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away.’ He starts his account of Jesus’ birth in human history. 
There was a decree from the Emperor, Caesar Augustus, that all people must be registered. And we’re then 
told which of Caesar’s many decrees this relates to: the one when Quirinius was governor of Syria.  
 
Luke is saying: read your history books, these are facts – and so is what follows. 
This morning I want to encourage us to put aside our fairy-tale caricatures of Christmas and hear for ourselves 
– as adults – what actually happened, and what it means. Luke wrote his account because he’s certain that the 
historical Christmas story brings with it the most life-transforming news. 
 
Let’s notice two things. Here’s the first: Jesus has an ordinary birth. 
 
Verse 3 tells us that everyone treks to their ancestral hometown for the census. In Joseph’s case, that means 
travelling back to Bethlehem. Mary is with him. At this point, they are betrothed to be married. And Mary is 
pregnant. That much we’re probably familiar with. But look at verse 6: “While they were there, the time came 
for the baby to be born.” 
 
What’s interesting is that it doesn’t sound like there was a panic-filled arrival, does it? In fairy-tale version that 
we’ve perhaps picked up from nativity plays, Mary is practically ready to pop as she and Joseph and the little 
donkey travel along the dusty road into Bethlehem. Her waters are breaking as Joseph desperately goes door 
to door trying to find a place for the night. But listen again to verse 6: “While they were there, the time came 
for the baby to be born.” Doesn’t it sound more like Mary and Joseph had travelled to Bethlehem for the 
census, but then ended up staying there a bit longer? It’s much less dramatic, isn’t it? Perhaps they came to 
the conclusion that the journey back to Nazareth would be too risky as the due date approached. We can 
imagine the conversations as Mary and Joseph decide to stay in Bethlehem until after the baby is born – it’s 
better for everyone that way. Their arrival probably wasn’t panic-filled and desperate, unlike many of our 
fairy-tale caricatures. It’s much more real and gritty than that. 
 
And the challenges don’t end there. Look at verse 7: 

 
Mary gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, 
because there was no guest room available for them. 

 



Again, the fairy-tale caricature is challenged. The fact that Mary placed her baby boy in a manger isn’t because 
there was no room in the inn. It was more mundane than that: there was no guest room available for them. If 
you ever played the inn-keeper in your school nativity, you might be saddened to hear that there was 
apparently no grumpy inn-keeper at all. That makes sense. Bethlehem was a small town on the way to 
nowhere in particular – and so it was unlikely to have a travellers’ lodge. The problem wasn’t that there was 
no room in the inn; the problem was that there was no guest room available. 
 
Joseph and Mary were probably hosted by one of Joseph’s distant relatives. But, says Luke, they weren’t in 
the guest room. A guest room was typically added onto poor one-room homes. But the room was already full. 
It was taken by others, maybe by elderly relatives, also in Bethlehem for the census.  
 
So… they were forced into a stable, weren’t they? Well, perhaps not. Yes, we’re told that Jesus lies in a 
manger – an animal feeding trough. But it’s actually more likely that Mary was allowed to shelter inside, in the 
part of the house where animals would have normally been kept overnight. 
 
The idea of bringing animals into our house – apart from maybe pets – is pretty strange to many of us, but 
more familiar in poorer parts of the world today. In those cultures, you don’t leave your animals outside 
overnight. You bring them inside, unless you want them stolen. Bringing the animals inside guarantees their 
safety and brings the bonus of a night-time heat source… That’s how it was in Jesus’ day. Most families in 
Jesus’ time had a manger in their living space, where the animals fed overnight as their owners slept. 
 
So let’s put ideas of a heartless inn-keeper and a stable out of our minds. All they do is reinforce the idea that 
the Christmas story is a fairy-tale. The more likely truth is that Joseph, along with the men of the family and 
the animals, move outside for one night only, while the women helped Mary to deliver her precious baby, 
who is then laid in the manger. 
 
Yes, Jesus was born into poverty. But many other babies have come into the world in pretty similar 
circumstances. It’s not particularly the details of Jesus’ birth that mean that it is still celebrated today, more 
than two thousand years later. 
 
So why, then, is Christmas worth celebrating? That brings us to the second point: that Jesus comes so that 
ordinary people can know the one true God. 
 
In verse 8, Luke brings his attention to another ordinary situation. Now it’s a group of shepherds in the fields, 
watching over the flocks. These men were almost certainly poor too. They wouldn’t have owned the flocks. 
They’d have been hired by men who owned lots of animals to do the job of caring for them overnight. There 
was no way this number of animals were coming in for the night! They’re normal men doing shift work. And 
no doubt the night was just like any other until – verse 9 – a messenger from God, an angel, comes to them. 
At this point, an ordinary night becomes extraordinary. Christians will agree with you that it’s extraordinary 
enough for an angel to turn up. But it gets more extraordinary still. Because this heavenly messenger has 
come armed with good news: a baby has just been born, down the road in Bethlehem. 
 
That news may not seem particularly extraordinary, but it would have gobsmacked the shepherds. And the 
significance lies in who this baby is. Look at the three titles that the angel uses to describe him. Verse 11: 
“Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born to you; he is the Messiah, the Lord.” 
 
First, says the angel, he is the Saviour – the Rescuer. For hundreds of years, the Jewish people had been 
waiting for this figure. They had been waiting for the promised Saviour: the one who would come to set them 
free. As those in Roman-occupied territory, no-one would have needed to have convinced these men that the 
world was in a mess. No-one would have needed to have told them that they needed setting free. And, says 
the angel, this baby will be the Saviour. He’s the one who’s come to rescue people and set them free. 
 



Second, says the angel, he is the Messiah, the figure promised in the Jewish Scriptures hundreds of years 
beforehand. Messiah means ‘Special One’ – not in a Jose Mourinho way; rather, he would be the one who 
would do God’s work for him on his behalf in his world. Combine the idea of Saviour and Messiah and we’re 
beginning to see this is a special baby. He will rescue people – with God’s own backing. 
 
Thirdly, he is the Lord. The Jews only used the word ‘Lord’ in this way to describe God himself. This baby is the 
one true God, born in human space and time. And, get this, says the angel, God has been born this very night, 
just around the corner, perhaps on the street where you live. 
 
If you’d been a shepherd that evening, you’d have wanted to check that someone hadn’t spiked your soup. 
But then they compare notes. Psychologists today will tell you whilst hallucinations are possible, group 
hallucinations – where everyone sees the same thing at the same time – aren’t. And these shepherds are sure 
of what they saw and heard. So they abandon the shift and the sheep and bolt down into the village. And as 
they go, the angel’s words – recorded for us in verse 12 – are ringing in their ears. “This will be a sign to you: 
you will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 
 
Imagine that a couple of months ago you’re going about your business as your phone vibrates. You’ve got a 
message, from a number your phone doesn’t recognise. It says this: “Good news – William, George, Charlotte 
and I are delighted to announce I’m pregnant! Baby’s due next April. Keep it quiet for now – we don’t want 
the media to know just yet. Love Catherine x.” If you got that message, you’d probably assume it had been 
sent it in error. Yes, this baby’s birth will affect you, in as much as it will be the sibling of Britain’s future king. 
But, you’d think, why would Kate and William be so keen to break the news with you? 
 
If we personally received news of this royal birth, we’d be stunned. We’d be all the more stunned if, like the 
shepherds, we heard that the baby was not only the Prince of Judea, but the Prince of Heaven, God himself. 
But we’d also wonder why we were being told this news. We’re ordinary. What would he want with us?  
 
Imagine the day after getting that strange text, the postman knocks on the door with a special delivery. It’s an 
embossed letter with Royal insignia, personally addressed to you. Inside is an invitation to personally come 
and meet the new royal baby when it has been born. Wouldn’t it get you thinking? You’d start wondering if it 
wasn’t a prank after all; that that text really had been for you.  
 
In the same way, the angel’s words would have rung in the shepherds’ ears: “This will be a sign to you: you 
will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” The angel is saying to these ordinary people: “Go on, 
go and visit him. Yes, he is the King of all kings. But he’s not the kind of King that is born in a palace. He’s not 
inaccessible to you. He’s the kind of King born in your neighbourhood.” 
 
The shepherds would have no doubt seen many of their own offspring wriggling about in mangers. And maybe 
what stirred them to go and visit Jesus was because they knew he’d come to people just like them. 
 
So here’s what we’re seeing. An ordinary town with ordinary people with a baby arriving by ordinary means…. 
yet the most extraordinary thing is happening. An announcement comes that the one true God is drawing 
close to humanity. And it’s all taking place in the Judean equivalent of Houghton-le-Spring. 
 
The more you read this account, the more you see how it juxtaposes spiritual wonder with the everyday 
world. You see it in the words of the angels’ song in verse 14: “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on 
earth peace to those on whom his favour rests.” Christmas speaks of the one true God – the one the angels 
call God in the highest heaven. But it also speaks of peace on earth. 
 



Christmas is ultimately about the one coming who will bring peace. He will make peace between humans in 
conflict, but – above all – he will heal the conflict between humanity and God. The fact that peace needs to be 
made tells us that we are not at peace with God. And that is true – we need his forgiveness, each and every 
one of us. We spoke earlier about the Roman regime as being part of what the Jewish people were hoping the 
Messiah would sort out – but it’s not only vicious regimes that leave the world in chaos. It’s not just bombs in 
Iraq and Syria that need sorting; it’s also words over the washing up. Each of us not only experiences but also 
contributes to the world’s hurts. 
 
But as you read on, the same God who drew near to humanity on a cold Bethlehem night also draws near to 
us in our failure and our guilt – he takes it upon his own shoulders and then willingly dies our death, that we 
might be forgiven and know not hostility but peace from God. God made his entrance into the world in 
humiliation – laid in an animal feeding trough – and that set the pattern for his life. He died a criminal’s death, 
naked, taunted and cut off from God as he took what we deserved. One of my favourite Old Testament Bible 
verses says, “The punishment that brought our peace fell on him, and by his wounds we are healed.”  
 
Let me say, it is a marvellous thing to know that peace – objectively, I am forgiven – but also subjectively: “I 
can know peace.” That kind of peace is transformative and can set you free to be a peace-bringer with your 
own friends and family. 
 
That is an offer open to you, whoever you are. So as we close, let’s consider this. Many of us will have the idea 
that, if God is there, he’s probably distant and uninterested. But the birth of Jesus tells us: the one true God 
has come close – and he is interested. And he is not just interested in humanity in general – but people like 
the shepherds and you and me. And he is so interested in you that he will die the death you deserve to secure 
love and peace for you forever. In entrusting your life to him, you can join the shepherds – and hundreds of 
millions of others – in knowing his eternal favour. 


