Contemporary Christmas Classics #1

“The Homeless Savior”
Luke 2:7


Growing up in church, one of the delights during the Christmas season was the Christmas play. In different years I portrayed a shepherd, one of the wise men, and, in the last year before I was too old to participate, Joseph. (I also remember my mother and brothers taking one of my stuffed animals and gluing cotton balls all over it to make it look like a sheep. Not sure I’ve ever gotten over that….)


There was one part, though, that I never played in the Christmas play: the innkeeper. For whatever reason, the plays in which I participated never had that part of the story. Of course, A Charlie Brown Christmas did not miss this character—he was portrayed by Pigpen. They even had Frieda as the innkeeper’s wife, and she complained that Pigpen’s dust would take the curl out of her naturally curly hair!


At any rate, the Christmas story would not be complete without the words of Luke 2:7, “She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.” We are familiar with the scene, from singing “Away in the Manger” to the manger scenes in nearly every house around Christmas to artistic depictions on canvas. Historian Paul Maier notes that the nativity “has been the most familiar scene in the history of art.”


Let’s not allow this familiarity, though, to rob this occasion of a powerful truth. Consider this: Practically speaking, during their stay in Bethlehem, Mary and Joseph were among the homeless.
 When He was born, Jesus was homeless, too.


What do we think of when we see homeless people? Do we pity them as we pass by, or do we think to ourselves, “If they would only get a job, they wouldn’t have to live like this”? Have you ever considered the fact that Jesus was Himself homeless? And, as we will see, that condition was not confined only to the beginning of His earthly life.
Jesus Was Homeless at Birth


Clearly Jesus was homeless at birth. Joseph and Mary left the town of Nazareth and traveled to Bethlehem, so that Joseph could enroll in the Roman census. Perhaps Joseph left too late from Nazareth.
 Maybe they made more frequent stops and lost time due to Mary’s condition of late pregnancy. Whatever the reason, when the exhausted couple arrived in Bethlehem, there was no room for them. The truth of this is captured in the Christmas carol, “Thou Didst Leave Thy Throne”:

Thou didst leave Thy throne and They kingly crown when Thou camest to earth for me

But in Bethlehem’s home was there found no room for Thy holy nativity.

Chuck Swindoll points out, 

Ancient Near Eastern rules of hospitality required the local inhabitants to open their homes to the visitors, but the sheer numbers would have overwhelmed the poor people of Bethlehem very quickly. So Mary and Joseph would have sought out an “inn.”
Thanks to the charming little children’s pageants presented in churches each Christmas, we typically think of the “inn” as an ancient version of Motel 6—clean beds for folks on a budget. We imagine the hapless couple vainly wandering the streets of Bethlehem searching for a vacancy.

In reality, “inns” were seedy little establishments run by shady characters, and they offered only a slightly better alternative to sleeping in the open fields. They were more like a truck stop than a motel, providing trade cara​vans modest room and board, as well as relative safety from robbers. They were not the kind of place a man would want to take his wife and children, and definitely not the ideal place to give birth. Nevertheless, even these were filled to capacity.

The picture of Joseph going from door to door, desperately begging shelter because Mary was in labor, has always struck a poignant chord amid the joy surrounding the rest of the Christmas story. And the nameless innkeeper who refused them refuge is usually considered right up there (or down there) next to Judas in the popular mind. But proba​bly he—or perhaps his sympathetic wife—remembered the cave behind the inn where animals were sheltered, and he opened it to the hapless couple. The hills around Bethlehem are perforated with such caverns, and they are still used to shelter cattle and sheep.
 This is probably closer to the truth than the wooden shed such we generally see in modern manger scenes.


Visitors today can visit the Church of the Nativity outside Bethlehem today, and it is located in a cave. How did this site become known as the site of the nativity? In the second century, early church father Justin Martyr identified a cave near the village as the place of Jesus’ birth, and a church was built over this grotto. Emperor Constantine constructed the first basilica there in approximately ad 326.
 It may or may not be the exact location, but the type of cave is consistent with the original site.

Joseph, Mary, and baby Jesus did not stay in the cave, though. By the time the wise men arrived, Matthew records that the young family was located in a “house” (Matthew 2:11). Yet this was not the end of Jesus’ experience with homelessness.

Jesus Was Homeless in Life…and Death


Throughout Jesus’ earthly ministry He was homeless. He said in Matthew 8:20, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” Once He began His preaching ministry, He traveled throughout Galilee and Judea, never staying in any one place for very long. And He never owned a home. He was “as a homeless stranger in the world His hands had made.”
 (I cannot understand how some of these knucklehead preachers on television can claim that Jesus was wealthy here on earth…but that is for another sermon!)

I am sure that folks opened their homes for Jesus from time to time (though I wonder how many would have had space for thirteen or more men!) Yet we read in Luke 21:37, “Each day Jesus was teaching at the temple, and each evening he went out to spend the night on the hill called the Mount of Olives.” It appears that during the final week of His earthly life Jesus spent His nights outside. 


Jesus was even homeless in death, so to speak. After His crucifixion, we read in Matthew 27:57-60,

As evening approached, there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph, who had himself become a disciple of Jesus. Going to Pilate, he asked for Jesus' body, and Pilate ordered that it be given to him.  Joseph took the body, wrapped it in a clean linen cloth, and placed it in his own new tomb that he had cut out of the rock.


Jesus did not even have His own place in death—He was buried in a borrowed tomb! (Of course, this was only a temporary stay. I would not have made much sense to buy a tomb for only three days!) At any rate, from His birth through His adult life until His death, Jesus was homeless. 

Jesus Is Homeless Today


Most tragic, and most relevant to us today, is the fact that Jesus is still homeless today. Oh, yes, I know that He is in Heaven at the right hand of the Father, preparing a place for those who trust in Him. I am not thinking of Jesus being homeless in a literal sense here, but in a figurative (though no less real) sense.


John Stott comments on the situation surrounding Christ’s birth, “It was symbolic of the rejection that Jesus was later to experience.”
 Even as we picture Joseph going house to house, knocking on doors seeking shelter, so we picture Jesus knocking on the hearts of people. Revelation 3:20 says, “Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.” Yet how many turn him away, just like the innkeeper. Bruce Larson observes,

Let’s not be hard on the innkeeper. He represents most of us. He is not a bad man, but a busy man.
We can identify with that. In the season when we celebrate this birth we get so busy with Christmas cards and presents, with year-end internal revenue matters, with shopping and cooking, that there is no room in our lives for the most important guest of all. Like the innkeeper, we are not villains; we’re just preoccupied and harried.


Cruel, hard, evil people are not the only ones who turn Jesus away. Good, nice, kind people also leave Jesus on the outside. Their not all that bad; their just busy. Their souls are consumed with activity—not necessarily sinful activity; just things that keep them busy. At Christmas, people are especially busy. Shopping, banquets, parties, concerts, school activities, and other things all compete for attention. And in the clutter of activity, many preoccupied people will miss the Son of God.


Many years ago, Evie Tournquist recorded a Christmas album, and one of the songs was actually a combination of two songs. The words are hauntingly true today:

No room, only a manger of hay
No room, He is a stranger today
No room, He and His word turned away
No room, No room

Angles in heaven up yonder
While they watch in
such amazement and wonder
To see the Son of highest treated so

No room here in the hears of mankind
No room, there's no cheery welcome to find
No room, surely the world is blind
No room, No room

Have you any room for Jesus?
He who bore your load of sin?
As he knocks and asks admission
Oh brother won't you let Him in?

Room for Jesus, King of Glory
Hasten now His Word obey
Swing your heart's door widely open
Bid Him enter while you may

Room for Jesus, King of Glory
Hasten now His Word obey
Swing your heart's door widely open
Bid Him enter while you may.


May Jesus be a homeless Savior no longer. May we say, in the words of the chorus of the Christmas carol mentioned earlier, “O come to my heart, Lord Jesus—there is room in my heart for Thee.” 
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