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Introduction… 
 Growing up from the ages of 5 to 10, my family lived on Long Island NY, about an hour outside NY City.  

One year, when I was probably 7 or 8 years old, my family splurged and we made a big trip into the city for 

Christmas.  I remember seeing all the stores with their windows filled with Christmas displays. [pic] I remember 

going to the huge toy store FAO Schwarz. That’s the store in the Tom Hanks movie Big in which he plays the 

giant piano on the floor. I remember the street vendors selling knock off versions of toys, in particular 

Transformers, which were one of my favourites at the time! 

 [pic] The climactic element of our day was going to Radio City Music Hall for their Christmas 

Extravaganza performance featuring The Rockettes.  It was a spectacular show filled with lights, glitter, 

glamour, music and, of course, the dancing Rockettes!  

 Now, if you’re not familiar with them, the Rockettes are a female dancing troupe.  They are very talented, 

very athletic and very sexy! [2 pics]  The show at Radio City Music Hall was filled with number after number 

featuring different Christmas scenes and lots and lots of long legs kicking up in the air.  The entire show built to 

its climactic scene- the birth of Jesus!  They rolled out a massive nativity scene background- a humble stable.  

As Joseph and Mary made their way on stage, they were met by shepherds with live sheep and wise men with live 

camels!  This was a big deal!  There was exciting music, flashing lights and live animals!  What a show! 

 Although I don’t remember, my sisters tell the story of looking over at my dad. There he was bent forward, 

with his face in hands. His shoulders were quivering.  “Wow,” we thought, “Dad is really moved! He’s even 

crying! What a powerful performance!” 

 Then we got outside.  We asked my Dad about what he thought.  It turns out he was actually laughing so 

hard he was crying.  Why?   Because sexy dancing girls, flashing lights and loud music were nothing at all like 

the real birth of Jesus.  Best of all, my Dad the pastor noticed that Joseph, Jesus’ earthly adoptive father, the 

carpenter, came out on stage holding a shepherd’s crook.  Jesus is the Good Shepherd.  Joseph was a carpenter.  

Somebody in the props department got the two confused. 

 You see, Jesus’ birth wasn’t loud. It wasn’t fancy.  It was actually very ordinary.  A few miles 

away, there were lights and a chorus of singing, but there were no dancing girls.  Just shepherds and sheep 

amazed at having seen a host of angels who proclaimed what had just happened.  As one commentator put it, if 

ever God had wanted to show off, this would have been a great time to do it! [Darrell L. Bock, Luke, p. 53] But he 

didn’t. Jesus’ birth was actually very unsurprising, very normal, very mundane.  The King of Kings was not born 

in a palace as we would expect. But, as we shall see, he wasn’t born in a stable either. He was born in a normal 

home. 

 But we get it wrong in so many ways today. We get the details of Christmas wrong. We get the spirit of 

Christmas wrong. We often lose Jesus himself when we celebrate his birthday.  Often the way we celebrate 

Christmas causes us to lose sight of what God has done.  So this year we are going to try to cut through many 

of the layers of tradition, commercialization and junk that has gotten piled onto Christmas.  Why? Because these 

things often obscure the actual star of the show- Jesus himself! 

Text 
 Let’s take a look at one of the two accounts we have of Jesus’ birth. Let’s read together from Luke 1:1-20.  

I know this is probably a familiar passage to many of us. Let he ask you, though, to focus on what the text says 

and, in particular, if you have certain mental images of the birth of Jesus, put them aside.  Look at what the text 

says and notice what it doesn’t say. 

What It Says 
 The first thing to notice from the text is that our author, Luke, sets the events within history.  He gives the 

names of different political officials and the events surrounding Jesus’ birth.  Luke began his gospel, back in 
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chapter 1, by saying that his goal is to set out an orderly account that he himself has carefully researched. 

 Luke goes on to tell us that Joseph was required to go to Bethlehem, his ancestral home, in order to register 

in the census.  This was important for Luke because Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem was part of the fulfilment of 

prophecy.  The Messiah was to be born in the city of David and that was Bethlehem!  So Luke is pointing out 

that God used the secular authorities, even Caesar himself, to enact God’s plan for salvation and help bring about 

the fulfilment of prophecy! 

 Joseph took Mary with him because they were betrothed, but not yet married.  We’re not sure if he was 

required to bring her or not, but it may have helped stop some of the wagging tongues back in Galilee.  

Remember, Mary was pregnant out of wedlock!  That certainly would have had the gossip mill going back home. 

 While they were in Bethlehem, the time came for the baby to be born.  Notice, it was not just as they 

arrived in town. It was while they were already there.  Mary gave birth to a son and wrapped him in strips of 

cloth. This was a normal procedure for a new born. It not only kept them warm, but was believed to help keep their 

limbs straight.  The only irregular detail is that once wrapped, Mary laid him in a manger. Here’s the crucial part 

of the verse- because there was no room for them in the inn. 

 Of all the bad translations of words; of all the mistaken ideas because of a mistranslation, this is probably 

the worst one in the English Bible.  The word translated “inn” is not the normal word for a commercial inn.  

Luke uses the normal word for an inn later on, in chapter 10 verse 34, when he records Jesus telling the parable of 

the good Samaritan.  The good Samaritan takes the wounded Jew back to a commercial inn and pays the 

innkeeper to look after him. Luke 10:34 uses the word for an inn. 

 That’s not the word used here. The word used in our text is the same word Luke uses again in chapter 22.  

In that context, the disciples have asked Jesus where they are to celebrate the Passover, what turns out to be the 

Last Supper.  In Luke 22:11, Jesus tells them to go into the city and ask a certain man, “Where is the guest room,” 

where they will eat together.  In chapter 22 the translators get it right- guest room. Here in chapter 2 they often 

get it wrong- inn.  So our passage today should read, “She placed him in a manger, because there was no 

room for them in the guest room.”  
 What, then, does our passage not say?  It does not say Mary was in a stable. It does not say that a cruel 

innkeeper turned them away. Nor does it say a kind innkeeper remembered his barn and let them stay there.  It 

doesn’t say that cows, sheep or donkeys witnessed Jesus’ birth.  It just says Mary laid him in a manger, a feeding 

trough, because the guest room was full. 

 Where does all that other stuff come from?  It all comes from reading into what it must have meant for 

Mary to have laid Jesus in a manger.  You see, in Western Europe, mangers are in barns.  So people assumed 

Jesus must have been born in a stable or barn.  This then likely shaped the translation for the word “guest room” 

to “inn.”  The ideas are similar. In fact, even today when our teams go to Kenya they stay in “guest houses,” a 

common term for inns or B&B’s.   

 In many translations in other languages, and even in some English translations today, they get it right.  

They use the word for “guest room” in whatever language.  But because the image of Jesus being born in a stable 

is so deeply ingrained in our minds, and because that imagery has now been exported to many other nations, 

people hold on to the image instead of reading the text for themselves.  Some of you may be aware that we use 

the NIV here.  In the updated, more recent translation of the NIV done a few years ago, they render the word 

“guest room,” but in our version, the 1976 edition, it’s still “inn.” 

 But what about the manger?  Why doesn’t being laid in a manger mean a stable?  You see, in the Middle 

East, in particular Palestine, houses are built very differently than in most of Europe.  [pic]  Most houses in 

Palestine, certainly most rural houses, have only 2 rooms. [Kenneth E. Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern 

Eyes, p. 28ff] There’s the main living room where the family lives, eats and sleeps, and the guest room set aside 

for visiting family or other guests.  Sometimes this guest room is on the rooftop. That’s like the widow’s house in 

the OT where Elijah stayed. Her guest room was on the roof. Other houses have the guest room on the end of the 

house.  But the main living area is all one big room. [Bailey, p. 28] 

 Also, most of these homes have an area by the door that is lower down than the rest of the house.  It is into 

this lowered area that they bring the family’s livestock at night.  Why?  Because it’s provides security for the 

animals- harder to steal from within the house where everybody is sleeping- and it provides heat!  It’s also 
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cheaper than having to build an entire separate building just for a few animals.  This “stable” area of the home 

would be cordoned off from the rest of the house with some beams stacked on the ground to make a fence, or by 

the rest of the floor being a few feet higher than the animals’ area.  To provide for the animals overnight, there 

would be a manger or two either carved out of the floor in the living area, just at the edge, or a wooden manger 

placed on the other side of the fence. 

 They’ve been building houses this way in that region for 3 thousand years!  Houses of this design go as 

far back as the time of King David and were still being built this way until the middle of the 20
th

 Century! [Bailey, 

p. 29] But, because so few Europeans have ever been to Palestine, Bible scholars from Europe had no idea.  They 

just imported what they knew about animals and mangers into their understanding of the text. As a result, they got 

a lot of it wrong and many of our traditional Christmas images are also wrong as a result.  As long ago as the mid 

1800’s some scholars were noting that Jesus was probably born in a normal house because they had put these 

pieces together, but they were in the minority and the image of Jesus being born in a stable was already so 

ingrained into our psyche that most commentators ignored them and repeated the mistake. [Bailey, p. 31] 

 Having potentially blown your mind, I want to get back to our text and what it says.  If you look at the 

page, look at how much space Luke dedicates to the different aspects of the story of Jesus’ birth.  There are 5 

lines putting the event in its historical context, about the census etc. There are 6 lines about Joseph and Mary 

going there together. There are 5 lines about the birth itself, including the manger and guest room details.  That’s 

16 lines from the opening about Caesar to the birth and being laid in a manger.  There are then 32 lines about the 

shepherds and angels!  Which aspects of the story seem to have been more important to Luke?   

 So let’s look at the shepherds’ experience that night.  Shepherds had a bad reputation by the time of Jesus. 

Although Abraham, Moses and David had all been shepherds, and had not suffered in their reputation because of 

it, by the time of our text they had fallen on hard times. Their job meant that often they were not able to follow the 

religious ceremonial laws and so were perpetually “unclean.”  Also, many were hired hands, it was tough work, 

and not necessarily very loyal in looking after the sheep. If predators came along, the shepherds were as likely to 

run away as to protect the sheep. That’s one thing about David- even as a boy he defended his father’s sheep from 

lions and bears! 

 Another factor may have been that as the shepherds moved around a lot, they tended to forget the 

distinction between “thine” and “mine.” [Leon Morris, Luke, p. 93]  They developed a reputation for being 

around when things went missing.  Basically, some of them supplemented their income through theft. 

 Regardless of whether or not these particular shepherds were honest or not, what we do know is that they 

were incredibly ordinary.  They were not powerful men. They were not important men. They were not educated 

or learned men. They were your average Joes.  And it was to this group of average men that the Lord first brought 

word of the most amazing event in history since the dawn of creation! 

 Whereas Jesus’ birth itself was very ordinary, most likely in a normal home, with no fanfare, fireworks or 

music, the announcement to the shepherds was the complete opposite.  An angel of the Lord appeared in 

splendour!  The shepherds were rightly terrified!  Not only is it a terrifying sight, but whenever we unholy 

people encounter the holy we are appropriately made aware of our unholiness and are afraid. 

 But the angel says, “Do not be afraid!” This is a common greeting for angels it seems. “I bring you good 

news of great joy….” The word used for “good news” is actually the word from which we get our word “gospel” 

and “evangelize.”  It doesn’t just mean good news like, “Hey, I got a new job!” Gospel means “triumphal good 

news with earth shattering consequences.”  This is the word used when the emperor announced the birth of a 

son- an heir to the empire!  Interesting that it’s the word God the Father used to announce the birth of his Son, the 

heir to the universe!  

 What is this triumphal good news the angel brings?  That today a Saviour had been born in the town of 

David!  This is the Messiah, or Christ, that the Jews had been waiting for for thousands of years!  Today he was 

born!  This is what God has done! 

 The angel then gives some details or signs for the shepherds.  Later, the shepherds go and confirm that the 

signs are true, they confirm the message of the angel. But before that, the shepherds are treated to a sight!  The 

first angel is joined by an entire host of angels!  This is the term for a military host- an army.  The army of angels 

breaks into song praising God for what he has done.  “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on 
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whom his favour rests.” 

 As a result of what they have seen, the shepherds decide to go investigate for themselves. They find 

everything as the angels told them.  And what was their response?  Look at verses 17 and 20.  Verse 17 says 

that they told everyone they met. Verse 20 says that they returned to their sheep “glorifying and praising God for 

all the things they had heard and seen.” 

 This passage, concerning the angels and shepherds, is what Luke is focussed on. Don’t lose sight of that. 

His emphasis is on the angelic declaration of what God has done, the angels’ response to what God has done and 

the shepherds’ response to the angelic message.  The angels declare what God has done and respond by singing 

praise.  By definition, that is worship.  Worship is our response to what God has done!  In this case the 

angels’ response happens to be music, but our response to God need not always be musical but is still worship.  

The angels are responding to the fact that God has (finally) sent his Saviour- the Messiah!  He has sent the one 

who will deliver his people, and ultimately be a blessing to the entire world.  I’m not sure if the angels knew at 

this point what was in store for Jesus, or if they knew about the atonement and the resurrection. But at least they 

knew about the birth of the Saviour and they knew that was a tremendous piece of good news and that its 

consequences were going to be earth shattering! 

 Next consider what Luke tells us about the shepherds.  What is their response?  After the angels leave, 

the shepherds say, “Let’s go investigate this for ourselves.”  This is their response to what God has done. The 

shepherds’ response to the gospel is to investigate for themselves.  Notice what I did there- I slipped the word 

“gospel” in.  The shepherds’ response to the good news they had just heard was to investigate. Today we use the 

word “gospel” slightly differently, meaning the whole of the good news about Jesus, but our response can still be 

the same- to investigate for ourselves! 

 Now, let me put something else together. Notice I’m repeating the word “response.”  The angels respond 

to God in song and it is worship. The shepherds respond to what God has done by investigating for themselves. I 

think this too is worship.  We can worship God by investigating for ourselves what he has done. 

 But that’s not the end of the shepherds’ response. Luke goes on to tell us that once they had found what the 

angels said to be true, they told others and praised God themselves.  So we see another response to what God had 

done- they told others.  Since worship is our response to what God has done, we see that telling others about what 

God has done is also worship!  Then, finally, the shepherds themselves praised God and glorified him. Maybe 

this was in song. Certainly it was verbal praise and glorifying. Maybe it was in prayer. But they, too, responded to 

God in praise- which is another way to worship God. 

 This is an important part of the story of Christmas.  It was clearly important to Luke. He was writing his 

Gospel for a Roman official named Theophilus (see chapter 1), and he was telling him all about Jesus. Later, in 

Acts, he tells the same official about the spread of Christianity, and in particular the work of Paul.  But notice 

what Luke is telling Theophilus. Jesus’ birth was heralded by angels. That’s spectacular. But also that it was 

heralded to ordinary people who went and investigated the signs for themselves. They too believed and their 

response was both to praise God and to tell others.  This is the pattern for the rest of Luke’s writing- people 

experience Jesus for themselves, they investigate for themselves, and their response is almost always to go and 

tell others what they have found.  Luke doesn’t want Theophilus or us to lose sight of this. 

 Notice another thing that the text doesn’t say. If Jesus was born in a stable, wouldn’t the angels have 

mentioned that?  They mention the manger, but no stable.  Also, notice something the shepherds don’t say. They 

don’t say, “Wow, a stable is no place for a baby! Come home with us. You can stay at one of our houses. Our 

wives will take care of you and the baby!”  If they had found Jesus in a stable, don’t you think they would have 

invited the family to their own homes?  In the Middle East hospitality is a matter of honour. To allow a woman to 

give birth to her baby in a stable, and then to leave her there once you’d found her, would have brought shame on 

the entire village of Bethlehem! [Bailey, p. 36]  So this is further evidence that the place where Jesus was born 

was a normal home whose guest room was already full. Jesus was put in a manger inside an ordinary home where 

the household animals would eat when they were brought in for the night. 

What It Means 
 Now, what does all this mean?  We’ve already looked at a lot of what this means in terms of what Luke 

doesn’t say- the stable, etc.  We’ve also looked at what it means in terms of worship- both the angels’ worship 
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and the shepherds’ worship. But what does it mean for us? What does it mean for Christmas? 

 Many times our nostalgic images and memories of Christmas get in the way of actually celebrating what 

God has done.  Many times our nostalgic ideas about Christmas interfere with our ability to worship God 

at Christmas time. We lose sight of what really happened that day. We lose sight of what the Bible emphasises.  

We’re going to continue to talk about ways in which our celebrations of Christmas interfere with worshipping 

God over the coming weeks, but let me start by saying that the chief meaning of Christmas is to worship God for 

what he has done!  That’s what we see in the text.  That’s what God wants from us. That’s how Jesus wants us to 

celebrate his birthday!  Certainly, Jesus does not want dancing girls and flashing lights.  Certainly he doesn’t 

want people making billions of dollars off his birthday either! 

 We have the idea of Jesus being born in a stable stuck in our heads. It’s on Christmas cards, in Christmas 

pageants, movies and TV shows.  I know there’s a church in town that puts a great deal of work into “recreating” 

the night in Bethlehem and they bring in all kinds of animals. To be honest, Amy and I want to go see it some time 

with Megan. She’ll love it! 

 But is it true?  Is this really what Jesus’ birth was like?  No. It wasn’t.  That’s not in the text.  It’s all 

based on misunderstanding what it means that he was put in a manger combined with mistranslating the word 

guest room as inn.  As early as the 200’s there was already a fanciful story being circulated in which Mary gave 

birth to Jesus in a cave as soon as she and Joseph reached Bethlehem.  The author gets details of geography 

wrong, showing he clearly had never been to Palestine.  There are miraculous elements in the story, including a 

woman being cursed with leprosy for not believing and then being healed when she touched the child.  [Bailey, p. 

26]  While this story is late, fanciful and totally unfounded, it too seems to have contributed to our 

misunderstanding of what happened on that first Christmas day. If nothing else, it shows that as the gospel spread 

into places culturally very different from Palestine, some of the details of Palestinian culture were lost or 

misunderstood and that happened within a few hundred years of Jesus’ resurrection. 

 Satan is dead set against people worshipping God.  That is, he is dead set against people responding to 

what God has done.  So he tries to obscure what God has done.  He wants us to lose sight of what God has done.  

He hates Christmas almost as much as he hates Easter.  And so he does his best to make sure that the true 

meaning of Christmas is obscured, lost and misunderstood.  He does his best to make sure people lose sight of 

what really happened and what it really means.  What we see in Luke’s account is a strong emphasis on what God 

did that day and the response of those who heard about it.  The angels broke into song.  The shepherds 

investigated for themselves, told others and praised God too.  These are all things that the devil hates!  And so he 

wants to make sure nobody else does them.  So he obscures the events. The text puts very little emphasis on the 

details of Jesus’ birth or its location. The entire emphasis is on declaring what God has done and responding in 

various forms of worship.  Satan hates that! So in order to distract us from what actually happened, to distract us 

from the core of the story in the text, he jumps up and down, waving his arms, saying, “Look over here! Look at 

the barn! Look at the animals!  Look at the baby who hasn’t done anything yet. Look at the mother and make up 

stories about how special she is instead of how special the baby is!” etc. 

 Think about it? What is our main emphasis on the Christmas story? We think of Jesus being born in a 

stable. We may think of the star, which we’ll get to next week. Sometimes we think of shepherds and maybe 1 

angel.  But how often when we think of the Christmas story do we think of the content of the angel’s message? 

How often do we lose sight of the fact aht God has sent his saviour!  This is triumphal good news for all people! 

And when we think of the shepherds, what do we imagine them doing?  We usually depict them as standing by 

silently, gazing at the baby, the sheep lying peacefully by their feet.  But that’s not what the text says. The text 

says that they told everybody they met and they praised God themselves!  The text is full of singing, praising, 

talking, investigating, going and telling.  There’s so much action and movement in the text, which is the exact 

opposite of what we think of when we think of Christmas. 

 Our imaginations about Christmas are clouded and obscured. Instead of thinking of praising God and 

telling others, instead of worshipping God in these ways, we think of silently gazing on Mary, Joseph and the 

baby.  Do you think that’s the best response to what God has done? I don’t. 

Why It Matters 
 So what does this all matter?  Do we really care what’s on our Christmas cards? Does it matter? If Jesus 
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was born in a house and not a stable, does it matter? How do we apply this to our own walk with God? What are 

we to do with this when it comes to how we celebrate Christmas ourselves? 

 First, I think we need to get the story straight.  We need to have it right to the best of our abilities. We 

don’t want to lose sight of the events and meaning of Christmas. Satan is the father of lies, so if we believe a lie 

that’s playing to his strength, not God’s.  So if nothing else, getting the details of the story right is important for 

that reason alone. 

 But beyond that, there are people who are antagonistic to Christianity. They do whatever they can to 

undermine scripture, faith and belief in Jesus.  These are the kind of details they love to latch on to! So we need to 

be prepared to talk with them about these sorts of things. This is precisely the kind of thing an atheist could latch 

on to in order to try to undermine a Christian’s faith, or to show that we don’t really know what the Bible says, or 

that this is a contradiction, or whatever. So knowing what the text actually says can only help us in presenting the 

gospel to others and defending it from attack. 

 Second, this is a really good example of why it’s important to read the text.  Every week I get up here 

and I try to model how to read the text well. That means taking into account the original historical and cultural 

context, as well as the passages context within the rest of Scripture.  This is an example of how people have not 

been reading the text, or not reading it well, for centuries and we’ve gotten all sorts of funny ideas because of it.  

So please, learn to actually read what the text says and now that you think it says based on what you’ve heard 

before. 

 When you do that, with this text in particular, you see that the emphasis is not on where Jesus was born, 

but on responding to God for what he has done.  That’s what the passage is about. There is very little that is 

special about Jesus birth.  What is special is what his birth means.  What is special is what God has done in this 

birth.  What is spectacular is the angelic declaration of this truth and the angelic response of worship to God in 

song.  When we are distracted by anything else, we are distracted from worshipping God!  And notice the forms 

that worship can take. It’s not just singing.  Worshipping God is responding to what God has done. That may take 

the form of music, but also investigating, reporting to others, praising and glorifying.  Fixating on the stable, the 

donkeys, the manger, even Mary herself, her supposed trials in childbirth, her supposed loneliness in delivering 

him, Joseph’s failure to provide adequate housing, the non-existent mean or kind inn-keeper who refuses the room 

but gives them the stable- all these things distract us from responding to God for sending us the Saviour! 

 Christmas is about worshipping God for what he has done- in music, investigating, telling others 

and praising God.  That is the best way to celebrate Christmas.  It’s not about spending time with family, 

unless you are praising God together or telling them what you’ve found in your own investigations of Jesus.  It’s 

not about giving presents, unless your gifts are a response to what God has done for you! Christmas is about 

worshipping God for sending the Messiah and opening the door for peace between us and God.  Anything else 

obscures the true meaning of Christmas.  Anything other than responding to what God has done is not how Jesus 

would have us celebrate his birthday.  Think about these things as you prepare yourself for the Christmas season 

this year. Let it inform your thinking because ideas matter.  Let it shape your imagination and redirect your will 

as you plan your Christmas celebration.  Plan ways that you can worship God for what he has done. That’s the 

best birthday present you can give to Jesus. Amen. 


