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In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire 

Roman world. 2 (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of 

Syria.) 3 And everyone went to their own town to register.  
4 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. 5 He went there to register 

with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. 6 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 guest 

room available for them.  
8 And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks 

at night. 9 An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around 

them, and they were terrified. 10 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you 

good news that will cause great joy for all the people. 11 Today in the town of David a Savior 

has been born to you; he is the Messiah, the Lord. 12 This will be a sign to you: You will find 

a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.”  
13 Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God 

and saying,  

14 “Glory to God in the highest heaven,  

and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.”  

15 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.”  
16 So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the 

manger. 17 When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told 

them about this child, 18 and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to 

them. 19 But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. 20 The 

shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, 

which were just as they had been told.  

 

 Tonight, I’d like to tell you the story about the night your brother was born.  It’s a 

story that you’ve heard before.  In fact, I read through St. Luke’s recounting of that story just 

before we sang the last hymn.  We know the story well.  Rome’s first emperor, Caesar Augustus, 

wants a tally of all the citizens of all the vast territories under his rule, so he gives the command 

for an empire-wide census. 

Fourteen hundred miles from Rome, a man and his wife living in the small town of 

Nazareth in the region of Galilee in Northern Israel find out that they have to travel down to his 

home town of Bethlehem to enroll themselves for that census. 

With the town overwhelmed by the crowds who had gathered to be counted this man 

Joseph and his wife Mary find themselves bunking not in a home or even a guest room, but in an 



animal stall.  And that’s where they are when Mary goes into labor, and so it is that as she greets 

her newborn son the best she can offer is to swaddle Him up and lay Him down in a feeding 

trough. 

From there the story turns to that group of shepherds out in a nearby field.  What had 

started as another ordinary night on the job is suddenly and dramatically interrupted by the 

appearance of an angel.  As the radiance of God’s glory lit up the night sky the shepherds fell 

back and cowered in fear, but then the angel spoke to them, “You do not need to be afraid, I have 

amazing news to share, news that will bring you great joy, news not just for you, but for all 

people.  Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; He is the Messiah, the 

Lord.  You’ll find Him there wrapped up in cloths and lying in a manger. 

And if that wasn’t incredible enough, all at once, scores and scores more angels appeared 

alongside that messenger angel and called out together, Glory to God in the highest heaven, 

and on earth peace to those on whom His favor rests.  

Then after what I can only imagine would have been a brief period of stunned silence the 

shepherds looked at each other and said, “Let’s go check this out. Let’s go down to Bethlehem so 

that we can see this news firsthand.”  So they went and they found them—the husband, the 

mother, the child wrapped in cloths and lying in that manger just like the angel had said He 

would be.  Incredible.  Awesome.  Amazing.  As they went back to the fields later that night, 

they stopped to tell everyone they met of the incredible things they had seen and heard, 

especially what had been told them about that child. 

We know the story, we know it well.  I imagine most of you here could retell it with a fair 

degree of accuracy.  But I told you I was going to be telling you a story about the day your 

brother was born.  There are a few details given about the baby born in Bethlehem that night in 

Luke’s first telling of first Christmas, but how could we possibly conclude from that account of 

His birth, that Jesus is our brother?  I think we can get there if we do two things.  First, we need 

to understand that the historical account of Jesus’ birth is not the whole story but rather it is a 

part of a much larger story. Second, we need to pay very close attention to message that angel 

had for the shepherds: Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; He is the 

Messiah, the Lord. 

In that one sentence three different names or titles are given to the baby in the manger.  

Each one helps us learn something about Him.  The first title is Savior.  To understand the 

significance of that title we have to go back a few chapters in the story to a place called Eden.  

Another man and his wife were there, just getting to know this world that God had created for 

them—the paradise that God had created to be their home where He could love them and they, in 

turn, could love Him.  But that man and his wife threw away the perfection of that happiness.  

Rather than love and obey their loving God they decided to do what seemed favorable to them.  

So plan was broken, sin came into the world and with it, the promised punishment of death. 

But maybe to understand the need for a Savior we don’t have to flip back to the Garden 

of Eden, we can turn a couple of pages farther in Luke’s Gospel and it becomes readily clear that 

there were sinful people living then as well, move a few chapters forward in the story and we 

find ourselves here today.  Here we are, men and women created by a God whose sole desire is 

to love us and have us love Him in return.  But just like that first couple in the Garden, the 

shepherds in the field, Mary and Joseph, and any and all of the others in between, you and I with 

the rest of the human race have chosen again and again to love ourselves rather than God.  And 

that breaks God’s plan—that takes Paradise out of the picture. 



But God still loves you. And He still wants you to love Him, so on that night in 

Bethlehem, He sent a Savior.   

The angel also calls the Savior the Messiah.  Messiah is a Hebrew word that means 

“anointed one.”  There’s a Greek word, kristos or Christ, that means the same thing.  Calling this 

baby in the manger the Messiah is meant to clue us in on how He would save us.  You see, in 

Israel there had been three positions that people were anointed for as they assumed the mantle.  

Prophets, priests, and kings all had oil poured onto their heads to indicate the beginning of their 

service in that role. 

This baby in the manger would serve as all three.  He would serve as Prophet by telling 

people about their heavenly Father, calling them to turn in repentance from their sins, and giving 

them the promise of God’s gracious forgiveness.  He would serve as Priest by offering a sacrifice 

of blood to atone for the sins of the people.  Yet unlike any priest before Him, the sacrifice this 

child would offer would not be some sheep or goat or bull, it would be Himself.  Finally, He 

would serve as King by defending the people from their greatest enemy, Satan.  Rescuing them 

from the bonds of their sin and giving them freedom to live a new life—a life lived in love to 

God as He had originally intended it. 

Jesus, that child in the manger, would be able to take up those mantles of Prophet, Priest, 

and King, and carry out His work as the Messiah in a way that no one before Him or after Him 

would be able.  That’s because this Savior, this Messiah, was no mere boy, not just an infant 

child lying in bed of hay.  Wrapped up in those swaddling clothes, the infant child those 

shepherds met that night was the Lord.  The Lord of all Creation.  That child was eternal Son of 

God wrapped in human flesh—the greatest miracle of all—the means through which God would 

restore our relationship with Him.   

As a man, Jesus was subject to God’s law.  As Lord, He was able to keep that law 

perfectly.  As a man, Jesus was able to die.  As Lord, His life had immeasurable value.  And so, 

by becoming man our Lord was able to carry out an act of love that no one else could have 

accomplished.  Having lived a life of perfect obedience to God’s law, the Lord offered His 

righteous perfection to us, in exchange for the guilt of our sins.  Offering up into death on a cross 

His life of immeasurable value, He paid the debt of all our sins.  And then as Lord, He defeated 

death itself, rising from the grave and promising the forgiveness, life, and salvation He had won 

to all who place their trust in Him. 

 

Why? 

 

Why go through all the trouble?  Why endure such humiliation and expend so much love 

for people who only wanted to love themselves?  Well, we have to go back to the beginning 

again, don’t we?  That was God’s purpose in creating this world in the first place, so that He 

could love us and we, in turn, could love Him.  That was His plan, so when we turned aside and 

jumped ship from His plan He sent us a Savior, the Messiah, the Lord.  He sent Him so that He 

could die on the cross to take away our sins. 

And that’s the whole story.  Isn’t it?  Well, actually, not quite.  We can’t celebrate Jesus’ 

birth without looking beyond it to Jesus’ death and resurrection.  But if Christmas is simply a 

means to an end, Easter is not the end.  Christmas and Easter are both the means, the end is you.  

It’s you, taking your place as a member of God’s family—receiving adoption as sons and 

daughters of God on the merits of the gracious acts of the child that we, along with the 

shepherds, find lying tonight in a manger.  His birth, His life, His death and burial, His 



resurrection, those were the means, the end is you becoming His brother His sisters as He brings 

you, though faith, into His family and into an inheritance in that eternal plan of God. 

I’d like a to tell you a story about the time when your brother was born.  This time I’ll use 

the words of the Apostle Paul: When the set time had fully come, God sent His Son, born of a 

woman, born under the law.  He came to redeem those under the law, He came to redeem 

so that we might receive adoption to sonship….  So you are no longer a slave, but God’s 

child; and since you are His child, God has made you also an heir (Galatians 4:4-7). 

May God bless your Christmas as we celebrate that story. 

Amen. 
 

 


