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Christmas through 
Luke’s Looking Glass 

 
SESSION THREE – The Bethlehem Baby 

(Luke 1—3) 
 

Remembering the stable where for once in our lives 
Everything became a You and nothing was an It. 

W.H. Auden, “For the Time Being) 
 

Open – Mary Did You Know? 
 
One of the most popular modern Christmas songs celebrates the penetrating cosmic ironies of 
Christmas by asking the simple, “Mary, did you know?”  
 

Mary did you know that your baby boy would one day walk on water? 
Mary did you know that your baby boy would save our sons and daughters? 
Did you know that your baby boy has come to make you new? 
This child that you've delivered, will soon deliver you. 
 
Mary did you know that your baby boy will give sight to a blind man? 
Mary did you know that your baby boy will calm a storm with his hand? 
Did you know that your baby boy has walked where angels trod? 
When you kiss your little baby, you kiss the face of God 
 
Mary did you know? Mary did you know? Mary did you know? 
Mary did you know? Mary did you know? Mary did you know? 
The blind will see, the deaf will hear, the dead will live again 
The lame will leap, the dumb will speak, the praises of the lamb. 
 
Mary did you know that your baby boy is Lord of all creation? 
Mary did you know that your baby boy would one day rule the nations? 
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Did you know that your baby boy is heaven's perfect lamb? 
That sleeping child you're holding is the great I am. 
 
Mary did you know? Mary did you know? Mary did you know? 
Mary did you know? Mary did you know? Mary did you know? 
 
Oh Mary did you know? 

 
The truth is that no one quite knew what this child would be. Angels spoke of a Savior, but that 
left options wide open. Years later, just as Jesus prepared to launch his ministry as a young adult, 
the great John the Baptist pictured this one who would come after him as a fiery judge. “His 
winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his 
granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” Others thought he would be a 
military hero or a powerful ruler. No wonder few recognized him, when he filled his appointment 
book with outcasts and outlaws, commanding us to love our enemies, and setting up a mobile 
hospital for the infirm of Galilee. This  broad swath of surprise begins with the conditions of 
Jesus’ birth – not in a palace or position, but relegated to a cattle stall in his family’s ancestral 
home, who traveled there in obedience to a Roman emperor’s edict. 
 
When has God surprised you? 
 
 
 
 
The Event before the Event 
 
What would Mary of Nazareth, a poor teenage girl from a poor family, have anticipated for her 
life? She no doubt planned to live as her mother had lived, who had lived as her mother had 
lived, and so on for generations. She would marry a good man from nearby, a mason of sorts, 
serving a minor town in an out-of-the-way place. No major crossroads near her, no trade routes, 
no outside world to imagine. In her whole life to this point, she may never have traveled beyond 
the region surrounding her birth place. Then something happened that changed her world. 
 
The Christmas story starts before Christmas, of course, and the reason is familiar. Before “it 
came upon a midnight clear”, before “angels bending near the earth”, and “shepherds watching 
flocks by night”, and “cattle lowing”, and innkeepers refusing – before all that, there was Mary, 
minding her own business, when an angel called Gabriel appeared in her mother’s kitchen. 
Throughout scriptures, the appearances of angels scare people, so most often their first words 
are, “Fear not.” To depict Gabriel’s appearance, one Christian video curriculum for kids has Mary 
respond to his voice by first screaming, then throwing pots and pans and fireplace pokers and… 
you get the picture.  The angel’s message for Mary was as alarming as his presence: God wants 
to do new and amazing things on earth, and those amazing things start with you – young and 
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unmarried – having a baby.” “How can that be?!” she wonders. “I’m a virgin!” But she listens 
while Gabriel answers, and she finally says, “I’m in.” Her words are more beautiful: 
 

“Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” (Luke 1.38) 
 
The rest, as they say, is history. 
 
The extraordinary drama and magnitude of Mary’s call is a once-in-the-history-of-the-world 
show. (God only becomes human once.) But the dynamic of God’s call and our response happens 
in a lot of lives. The fact that your calling is not to give birth to the savior of the world does not 
mean that it is insignificant! 
 
When have you sensed God calling you to do something? 
 
 
 
What form did the calling take? 
 
 
 
 
Humble Origins 
 
Once when I was in Managua, Nicaragua on a mission trip, we worshiped Sunday evening in a 
pleasant Dominican outdoor sanctuary.  As we arrived, I did my usual pastor thing and made sure 
everyone made it in from the van, pointed people to bathrooms, made sure I hadn’t forgotten 
my backpack.  So, I was distracted.  When I finally sat down on the aluminum pew, though, and 
raised my head and my eyes to focus, they fixed on a magnificent fresco arrayed across the front 
wall.   
 
Tears welled in my eyes. I was overwhelmed. There, larger than life, a Central American peasant 
woman adored her newborn child, with a whole company of other peasant men, women, 
children and their animals looking on.  Woven into the scene is Oscar Romero, the peasants’ 
priest of El Salvador, Che Guevera and other leaders who attended to the needs of the poor, all 
leaning in for a look at the babe. I had seen black and Asian and even Hispanic Jesus portraits 
before in books, but I hadn’t gotten it. This was a Central American nativity scene.  He was their 
Jesus. 
 
The Gospel of Luke is a little like that fresco.  Mary’s famous Magnificat celebrates God’s 
preference for the poor. When Jesus’ family sacrifices in the Jerusalem Temple after Jesus’ birth, 
they take advantage of a clause in Moses’ law that allows poor people to sacrifice birds instead 
of lambs. Even John the Baptist doesn’t just shout, “Repent!” He gets specific. When the crowds 
ask John, ‘What then should we do?’, he replies,  
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‘Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do 
likewise.’ 12Even tax-collectors came to be baptized, and they asked him, ‘Teacher, what should 
we do?’ He said to them, ‘Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.’ (Luke 3.10-12) 
 
In a familiar sermon, Jesus says “Blessed are the poor,” but does not continue with “in spirit.”  
He even follows it with, “Woe to you rich!”  And he concocts a parable in which the villain is a 
rich guy who does not take care of the poor man, Lazarus, at the end of his driveway. 
 
Luke’s Jesus is prophet of justice.  He talks more about wealth and poverty than any of the 
others, and by a good margin.  And here’s the irony:  Luke was probably the richest of the Gospel 
writers.  He writes the most educated Greek in the New Testament, and in first-century Rome, 
only the rich got to go to that good a school – almost without exception.   
 
In sum, a rich and educated Christian writes about a poor and uneducated Christ who blesses all 
the outcast and downtrodden souls he can find. This is all unlikely, through and through. God’s 
Spirit must be at work here somewhere!  Let’s read on… 
 
How does it matter to you and the way you live your life that Mary didn’t appear on the scene 
wearing Armani and Gucci? 
 
 
 
 
A Big Stage 
 
Have you ever discovered a very big thing in a very small place?  Maybe you saw a magnificent 
play in a lowly off-off-off-Broadway theatre or in a back street of your city. Or you are an English 
teacher grading a pile of mediocre papers when you suddenly come across a Dickens in the 
making. I once sat in a church pew listening to a long and a bit tedious line of auditions for the 
congregation’s production of Sound of Music, hearing barely- and sometimes badly-missed notes 
from tentative, untrained voices, when out of nowhere an 11-year-old girl stepped to center 
stage and stopped everyone in the room. Her voice filled the sanctuary with “On My Own” from 
the musical, “Les Miserables”, every note splendid, every nuance clear. A roomful of listeners sat 
stunned with that unusual joy that comes with sheer beauty. Some of us wept. Great things from 
unexpected places stop us up short. 
 
The story of Jesus is that way. Luke tells our backwater Jesus’ story on a big stage.  He does this 
sometimes subtly, as he paints Jesus with “colors” usually reserved for Socrates, the great 
Athenian philosopher, or other Greek and Roman heroes. But sometimes Luke is more blatant.  
He contexts Jesus’ birth within the events of world history.  The whole drama begins when the 
Emperor of the World, Caesar Augustus, orders a census.  The words are familiar.  
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In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be 
registered. 2This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of 
Syria. (Luke 2.1-2) 
 
While a Roman Emperor runs the world, the savior of that world is born in a back-alley cattle 
stall. This seems normal to us. We’ve heard the story every Christmas all our lives. But when 
Luke wrote, Christianity was a mosquito on the elephant of Roman religion and society.  The 
Augustus reference is a bold stroke. 
 
So is Luke’s genealogy. Now, genealogies are the Chicago phone book of the Bible – long lists of 
names that might be used to cure insomnia. But sometimes they mean more than appears. 
When Luke sets out to trace Jesus’ family tree, Luke casts his eyes back farther than others have. 
The Gospel of Matthew tracked Jewish ancestors, all the way back to Abraham and the beginning 
of God’s covenant with his family. (Matthew 1.1-17) Luke’s eyes are on all humanity. He speeds 
through the great King David and does not even slow down at Abraham and Sarah.  The reach of 
this life will beyond Israel’s history to the cosmic beginning of humanity.  Here’s an abbreviated 
version: 
 
Jesus was about thirty years old when he began his work. He was the son (as was thought) of 
Joseph son of Heli, son of Matthat, son of Levi…son of David…son of Jacob, son of Isaac, son of 
Abraham…son of Shem, son of Noah, son of Lamech, 37son of Methuselah, son of Enoch, son of 
Jared, son of Mahalaleel, son of Cainan, 38son of Enos, son of Seth, son of Adam, son of God.  
 
The appropriate ancestors for this story, (which we saw two months ago in our IMPActs study 
will wind its way forward until Jesus’ followers take Jesus’ Way all the way to the center of the 
Empire by the end of the Book of Acts) are Adam and Eve…and ultimately God. The message on 
and between Luke’s lines is clear: when the God of the universe decides to do a big and 
important thing on earth, he will shock the world by showing up where no one would ever have 
expected it. This little baby Jesus from this humble family will turn out to be more significant 
than Roman emperors and Jewish patriarchs. And it all started in the tiny “Little Town of 
Bethlehem.” 
 
Neither the characters in Luke’s story, nor even Luke himself, could really have known that 
nearly 2,000 years later, you and I would be reading this book. How does the seeming 
impossibility of that impact you? 
 
 
 
 
Are there things you and I could do now that would impact the world two millennia from now? 
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The Linus Moment 
 
In “A Charlie Brown Christmas”, Linus interrupts all the chaos that has broken out in preparation 
for the annual Christmas pageant with the simple words of Luke two. All of this ancient framing 
that Luke gives us, with emperors and governors and world events swirling around, seeming 
significant – it all leaves us at the gate to the infamous innkeeper’s cattle crib, with eyes and ears 
wide open to hear those familiar, world-changing words in a new way.  
 

In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should 
be registered. 2 This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was 
governor of Syria. 3 All went to their own towns to be registered. 4 Joseph also went 
from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called 
Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David. 5 He 
went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was 
expecting a child. 6 While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her 
child. 7 And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, 
and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. 
 

Building Luke’s Gospel 
 
Why did Luke write his Gospel?  Like the historians of his time and scholars of all ages, Luke 
begins his book by telling his reader others have tried his project before, but no one has quite 
got things right…until him. 
 
Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that have been 
fulfilled among us, just as they were handed on to us by those who from the beginning were 
eyewitnesses and servants of the word, I too decided, after investigating everything carefully 
from the very first, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you 
may know the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed. (Luke 1.1-4) 
 
Luke’s Theophilus knows “many” others who have written Gospels. We know Luke used 
Mark’s Gospel as a source, so that’s one. Did he know Matthew, too? We aren’t sure Did he 
know a Q source of collected sayings (what’s in Matthew and Luke, but not in Mark) – which 
must have been something like the Gospel of Thomas? He knows others.  He seems quite 
confident, though, like all good writers, that his is the best. 
 
When did Luke write? One cluster of scholars identify Luke as a colleague of Paul and picture 
him writing in the sixties of the first century.  Another cluster places that date later, because 
they date Mark at around 70 C.E. and Luke used Mark. Whenever Luke wrote, his good Greek 
and his allusions to Greek high culture tell us that at least some in his audience were among 
the small percentage of people in his time who were highly educated. 
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8 In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their 
flock by night. 9 Then an angel of the Lord stood before 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; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the 
people: 11 to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the 
Messiah,[a] the Lord. 12 This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in 
bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” 13 And suddenly there was with the angel a 
multitude of the heavenly host,[b] praising God and saying, 
14 “Glory to God in the highest heaven, 
    and on earth peace among those whom he favors!”[c] 
 

15 When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one 
another, “Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, 
which the Lord has made known to us.” 16 So they went with haste and found Mary 
and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger. 17 When they saw this, they made 
known what had been told them about this child; 18 and all who heard it were 
amazed at what the shepherds told them. 19 But Mary treasured all these words 
and pondered them in her heart. 20 The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising 
God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them. 

 
When do you first remember hearing these words? 
 
 
 
How do they strike you this time? 
 
 
 
 
Defiant Hope 
 
Consider the magnitude of this small, unwatched birth in a backwater barn. Consider what it tells 
us about the God who devised it. We get some help a chapter later, when Luke introduces the 
now-grown-up John the Baptist. In his framework, Luke gets even more audacious with his claim 
that God chooses the unlikely place to land. 
 
In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, 
and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and 
Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, during the high-priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the 
word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. (Luke 3.1-2) 
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Years have passed, and the Empire has changed hands from Augustus (Octavian) to Tiberius, but 
the message is the same. The spotlight of divine focus pans around the world, from the 
magnificent city of Rome, center of the known universe, quickly passing the most illustrious 
Roman and Jewish leaders, to a deserted place in an obscure province where a crazy, lone Jewish 
prophet “cries out in the wilderness”.   
 
Rev. Nadia Bolz-Weber is a tattooed ex-addict, the author of Pastrix: The Cranky, Beautiful Faith 
of a Sinner and Saint, and until last summer the pastor of Denver’s “Church of All Sinners and 
Saints.” Nadia gets the anxiety that is in the American air these days, across the political 
spectrum – an anxiety that makes us quicker to anger, quicker to worry, quicker to lapse into 
living in a world without God. About this passage, she has preached, 
 

So here’s a word from the Lord to an anxious people praying for the conversion of 
our anxiety: Here is what pushed me that tiny distance between anxiety and hope 
this week. It was when I realized this: 

You know that list of powerful men at the beginning of our reading? You know, the 
ones whose power at the time must have seemed insurmountable? – the names of 
these emperors and rulers and governors and power brokers who were so feared 
and powerful at the time- you know what? The only reason anyone knows their 
names…the only reason anyone even says their names – the only reason these 
tiny, pathetic so-called powerful men are even remembered at all 2,000 years 
later is as a footnote to Jesus of Nazareth. Those who were caught up into the 
powers and principalities of violence and empire and greed – whose power at the 
time they were alive felt so absolute– are only a footnote to Jesus. Jesus – the 
prince of peace, the man of sorrows, the friend of sinners, the forgiver of enemies. 

So my prayer this week when I just didn’t know what to pray was simple. I named 
every single thing and person that seems so powerful right now as to feel 
inescapable – rulers, tyrants, my own sins, societal forces etc. and I named them 
and then said “footnote”. 

Pontias Pilate – footnote 

The Islamic state – footnote 

My own participation in the things I say I don’t believe in – footnote 

The gun lobby – footnote 

Your depression – footnote 

Your boss – footnote 

Student Loans – footnote 
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Xenophobic violence – footnote 

Don’t mistake me – all of these things are very real and the horrible effect they 
have on us and on the world is also very real. But in the big picture I defiantly 
believe that God can redeem it. All of it. Our God will be victorious turning swords 
into plough-shares and anxiety into hope. I will cling to the promise that ALL flesh 
shall see the salvation of God.  

(The full sermon can be found as podcast and script at: 
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/nadiabolzweber/2015/12/bullies-terrorists-and-
anxiety-a-sermon-on-defiant-hope/) 

God chose to enter the world through a baby in Bethlehem, to speak through a wild-eyed 
prophet out in the desert by the Jordan, and has reached to a needy world through a 
motley lot of humble churches and Christians through history. 

Close – Merry Christmas! 


