A Birth Like No Other #3

“Born in a Barn”

Luke 2:1-20

How do you picture the first Christmas?


Your answer may depend upon how you have seen it depicted. Children’s plays leave us with an impression of a cute and cuddly birth of Jesus. Christmas cards portray the characters as icons stamped in gold foil, surrounded by halos and showing holy, serene expressions on their faces. Even our nativity scenes like this one (I call this “Christmas in Buffalo” because of all the snow!) give a much more dignified appearance than was the case two-thousand-plus years ago. As Philip Yancey observes, “We observe a mellow, domesticated holiday purged of any hint of scandal.”
 But that is not at all how Luke tells the story. Let’s read again those familiar words of Luke 2:1-20,

In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) And everyone went to his own town to register. 
So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn. 

And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 

Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.” 

When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.” 

So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told. 

An Untimely Inconvenience

The first aspect of the story Luke records is an untimely inconvenience. He begins the story with a character you’ll never see on a Christmas card or displayed in a nativity scene: Caesar Augustus. (Maybe next year Hallmark will print a card with a marble bust of Augustus and a little holly around the base, declaring, “Seasons Greetings from the Palentine in Rome!” On second thought, maybe not…) And yet it was his decision, fifteen hundred miles away in Rome, which started the train of events that finally led to the birth of Jesus in Beth​lehem.

Augustus was born Gaius Octavius (often called Octavian) in 63 b.c. He was the grandnephew of Julius Caesar, who adopted him as a son and officially declared him the heir to the throne of the Roman Empire. Octavian didn’t immediately ascend to the throne after the assassination of Julius Caesar, but the young man eventually prevailed in a power struggle with Mark Antony and ruled the Empire from 27 b.c. to a.d. 14. During that period, the versatile and able Octavian demonstrated great military, political, and social skills in ending all civil wars and extending Rome’s boundaries to the edges of the known world.
 He was granted the title “Augustus” by the Roman Senate.

The decree that all the Roman world should be enrolled in a census (for taxation purposes) was nothing new under Augustus. He took several throughout his reign, before and after the one mentioned by Luke. He proudly mentioned his censuses in eighth place among the thirty-five “Acts of Augustus” for which he wished to be remembered, items that were later engraved on two bronze plaques outside his mausoleum.
 Yet, as Chuck Swindoll puts it,

Caesar Augustus thought this exercise of power would give him greater control over the world, but in the end, all he did was run an errand for God. Joseph and Mary lived in Nazareth, but the prophecy said the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem.

Luke also mentions in verse two that this census “was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.” Publius Sulpicius Quirinius was a Roman military leader and later a  prominent Roman governor of Syria.
 Some scholars criticize Luke, pointing out that Quirinius did not become the governor of Syria until 6 a.d. and that Herod the Great died in 4 b.c.. How should we understand this?

One possible solution translates the Greek term prōtē as “former” or “prior” rather than “first,” thus giving the meaning, “This census was before that made when Quirinius was governor.”
 Since Roman history records a later census taken during Quirinius’ term as governor, this would make sense.

Others suggest that Quirinius may have been in office for two terms, first 6-4 b.c. and then a.d. 6-9, and a census is associated with each term.
 Or this may refer to the time when Quirinius was in Syria on a military mission for Augustus from 10-7 b.c. and that, with Herod’s increasing madness, the emperor was preparing the region for direct Roman control. Therefore, this would have been the “first census taken while Quirinius was governor.”

Luke did not have to mention these names of Roman officials who seemingly have little to do with the Christmas story. But it seems to be part of his plan to set his story in the historical context. He sees God as Lord of history, and the actions of the emperor in faraway Rome serve to bring about the divine plan and purpose.


When the word arrived in Nazareth of the census, requiring everyone to return to their hometown, Joseph must have thought to himself, “Are you kidding me? Could their be a worse time than now for this?” Mary was in her ninth month of pregnancy, due to give birth perhaps at any time. Bethlehem was eighty miles away—how could he make Mary go on such a journey? But how could he leave her behind—alone, scared, at the mercy of the skeptical slanderers of Nazareth?


Some have doubted that Mary would have been required to make the trip, but ancient records in Syria, the Roman province in which Palestine was located, show that women twelve years of age and older were required to pay poll tax and therefore to register.
 Joseph may not have wanted to leave Mary behind, or else they had no choice. The journey must have seemed like an untimely inconvenience, but God had something else in mind.

An Unseemly Incarnation

Luke writes simply in verses six and seven, “While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, 7 and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.”

Paul Maier re-creates the scene for us:

It is almost certain that Joseph and Mary reached Bethlehem in the late afternoon or early evening. Had they arrived earlier, lodging would not have been so difficult to find, although Beth​lehem would have been crowded enough with the many descend​ants of King David returning to register at their ancestral home.

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 wreathing the rest of the Christmas story. And the nameless innkeeper who refused them refuge is usually enshrined next to Judas in the popular mind. But proba​bly he—or was it his sympathetic wife?—remembered the cave behind the inn where animals were sheltered, and he threw it open to the hapless couple.

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.


And so we see an unseemly incarnation, as the eternal God the Son enters the world as helpless baby of a poor teenage couple far from home. Practically speaking, during their stay in Bethlehem, Mary and Joseph were among the homeless.
 Think about it—Jesus was literally born in a barn! When Christ entered the world, He came to a place that had some of the smelliest, filthiest, and most uncomfortable conditions. There were no midwives, no assistance to Mary at all. The Bible doesn’t even mention that Joseph was present. Perhaps he was, but if he was typical of first-time fathers, he would have been of little help to Mary. She was basically on her own.
 Imagine young Mary writhing in labor pains in a dark, cold, dirty, smelly barn! When the baby was finally born, there may not have been water to clean him up with (or perhaps Joseph did go and fetch some). She wrapped Jesus in “swaddling clothes,” which were strips of cloth she probably brought with her from Nazareth. Everything about the story points to poverty, obscurity and even rejection.
 As Yancey adds, “It seems that God arranged the most humiliating circum​stances possible for [Jesus’] entrance, as if to avoid any charge of favoritism.”

An Unlikely Invitation

While this was happening, a different group of people were spending the night in the dark and cold outside of town. They were more used to it, though. Staying outside in the elements was just part of the job for shepherds outside of Bethlehem. Due to their proximity to Jerusalem (about six miles) it is likely they were pasturing flocks destined for sacrifices at the Temple.
 Some of them may have been themselves descended from King David, who got his start as a shepherd boy on the hills around his hometown.

Before we get a glamorized view of these men, however, we must understand that as a group shepherds in those days had a bad reputation. Swindoll writes, “Imagine the reception a dirty migrant worker would receive at the door of a sophisticated country club, and you will understand where the shepherd ranked in Hebrew society.”
 The nature of their calling kept them from observing the strict ceremonial laws that meant so much to the religious people. They were considered unreliable and were not allowed to give testimony in the law-courts according to the Jewish Talmud.

To this group an angel of the Lord (perhaps Gabriel?) announces the greatest news ever delivered: “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.”

Before we break down what the angel said, stop and think about this. Why them? Why would God send an angel to lowly shepherds? (I’m sure they were asking the same thing!) Warren Wiersbe observes, “By visiting the shepherds, the angel revealed the grace of God toward mankind… God does not call the rich and mighty; He calls the poor and the lowly.”
 This would become the hallmark of Jesus’ ministry and of the Christian Church throughout the ages. The message is indeed “for all the people,” not just some.


After saying, “Fear not!” (certainly necessary considering the circumstances!) the angel states, “I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.” The term rendered “good news” is the word from which we get “gospel.” What is this “good news”—is it a thundering warning of wrath and doom, a pronouncement of judgment on all sinners sentencing them to eternal hellfire and brimstone? No! This is described as “good news of great joy”! (Makes one wonder why preachers are often characterized in fiery terms and Christians in miserable ones!)


What is this good news of great joy? The Savior, Christ the Lord, is born. The Jews were longing for a Savior to come—the promised Messiah (meaning “anointed one,” which is what Christ means in Greek). Add to that “the Lord,” the Greek rendering of the Hebrew name Yahweh, and we see that God Himself has come as the promised Messiah who would save the people. The angel thus describes the child in the highest possible terms.


This child, though, was not born in a palace, surrounded by guards to keep the common people away. The shepherds were given an unlikely invitation to approach this child—God in the flesh—and were given directions on how to find him. A baby wrapped in strips of cloth lying in a feed trough in a cattle stall was not something they would see everyday! The implied invitation was to go, find the child, and see for yourselves.


Then suddenly appeared a multitude of other angels praising God. They are called a “host,” an army, “paradoxically an army that announces peace.”
 They said, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.” Here the twin themes of the Bible—the glory of God and the grace of God—is seen at the climax of human history, with the result being “peace to men,”—not merely a cessation of hostility but the true meaning of shalom—peace of mind, peace with God, peace with others, and the health and happiness such peace brings.

What did the shepherds do? They said to one another, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.” So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. Maier writes,

Perhaps it was fortunate that they were common laymen, for had they been scholars or theologians, they would likely first have held a debate on the hillside instead of rushing into Bethlehem after the glad announcement, the conservatives insisting they would never leave the sheep, and the liberals labeling the angelic appearance a mere hallucination.


These shepherds are good examples for us to imitate today. They received by faith the message God sent them and then responded with immediate obedience. After finding the Baby, they reported the good news to others, “glorifying and praising God.” Think about that—they took the place of the angels!  Then they humbly returned to their duties, new men going back to the same old job.

In other words, their experience issued in witness as well as in worship. They “returned.” They did not spend the rest of their lives in the stable or loiter around the manger. Instead, they returned to the fields and the sheep, to their homes, their wives, and their children. But, although their jobs and their homes were the same, they themselves were not. They were new people in the old situation. They had been changed by seeing Jesus. There was a spirit of wonder and of worship in their hearts.


As we celebrate Christmas this week, amid the holiday decorations, music, gifts, and time with family, let’s pause long enough to reflect on the real reason for the season. Could it be true, this Bethlehem story of a Creator descending to be born on one small planet? If so, it is a story like no other.
 This was a birth like no other, the start of a life like no other.


For too many, Jesus remains the Child of Christmas. In the weeks to come, we will see that while He was literally born in a barn, He did not stay there. He did not even stay in the little town of Bethlehem. He grew into a child and then into a man. As God, He showed the truth and called others to follow Him. As man, He laid down His life so that they could follow Him.


Perhaps the familiar Christmas carol says it best:

Hail the Heav’n-born Prince of Peace! Hail the Sun of righteousness!

Light and life to all He brings, risen with healing in His wings.

Mild He lays His glory by, born that man no more may die,

Born to raise the sons of earth, born to given them second birth!

Hark! the herald angels sing, “Glory to the newborn King!”


Like the shepherds, let us come and worship the Savior, Christ the Lord. Like the shepherds, let us go and witness to others of the Savior, Christ the Lord.


Merry Christmas, everyone!
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