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In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should 

be registered. This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was 

governor of Syria. All went to their own towns to be registered. 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. He 

went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting 

a child. While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. 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. (Luke 2:1-7) 

  

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men 

from the East came to Jerusalem, asking, “Where is the child who has been born 

king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay 

him homage.” When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all 

Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the 

people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. They told him, 

“In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: 

 ‘And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 

 are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 

 for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people Israel.’ 

Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact 

time when the star had appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go 

and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word 

so that I may also go and pay him homage.” (Matthew 2:1-8) 
 
 
In the year 1659, the Magistrates of Massachusetts passed an ordinance which abolished 

Christmas. The ordinance read: “Whosoever shall be found observing any such day as 

Christmas, either by fasting, forbearing labor, or any other way—every such person so offending 

shall pay for each offense five shillings as a fine to the country.”
i
  

  

A century before the Massachusetts ordinance, celebrating Christmas was an offense punishable 

by imprisonment in John Calvin’s Geneva. In 1647, the British Parliament abolished Christmas 

as a public and religious holiday and penalties were imposed for its observing. Charles Dicken’s 

Christmas from the Backside: 

“HOW THE GOVERNMENT HELPED  

MAKE CHRISTMAS!” 
 

Rev. Gary Haller 

First United Methodist Church 

Birmingham, Michigan 

Scriptures: Luke 2:1-7; Matthew 2:1-8 

 

 

 



A Christmas Carol actually was written to help people regain a sense of the true meaning of 

Christmas in the aftermath of its being abolished.  

  

William Bradford, in his famous Pilgrim Journel, stated with pride that “on the day called 

Christmas all were summoned to labor as usual,” and also with pride, that he treated with 

patience and forgiveness those who had lapsed into paganism by celebrating instead of working. 

And just a little more than a century ago a New York school teacher wrote that “it was school as 

usual in New York on December 25. And when I asked if any knew what day it was, not a single 

student realized that it was Christmas Day.”  

  

Over the past five centuries there have been numerous attempts on the part of various 

governments to abolish the celebration of Christmas. The reasons have been various and sundry 

and, honestly, often with the best of intentions. Still, one would think govern-ments would wish 

to encourage and extend the observance of Christmas if only for the positive economic impact of 

the celebration. But when we go back to the early scriptures regarding the birth of Jesus we find 

that attempting to prevent Christmas is a time-honored tradition.  

  

As Dr. Ellsworth Kalas points out in his insightful book, Christmas From The Backside, the 

Roman government had no wish to encourage Christmas—yet somehow, inadvertently, it 

actually helped give birth to the day. He writes: “The governmental involvement began with 

taxes. The Roman government was a big operation, and a very efficient one. But even efficient 

operations need a lot of money if they’re to function; and ancient governments, like modern 

ones, were constantly under a strain to find new methods of taxation. Luke put it this way: ‘In 

those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered.’ 

The late British scholar William Barclay explained that censuses were taken periodically in the 

Roman Empire with two purposes – assessing taxation and locating persons who were eligible 

for compulsory military service.”  

  

It was this taxation registration by the Roman government that forced Joseph and Mary to make 

the seventy mile trip from Nazareth to Bethlehem. It was a most inconvenient time. Mary was 

near to giving birth, and the trip, by foot and donkey, would take roughly five days over difficult 

terrain. There could hardly have been a more difficult time for travel. But there was no arguing 

with the Roman government. Joseph would have to return to his ancestral village, Bethlehem. 

And Bethlehem is where the Messiah was to be born—the prophet Micah had said so. Which 

means that Emperor Augustus was being very helpful. He didn’t know it, of course. Had he 

known what was about to happen, he would have been horrified. He simply “did his thing,” 

signing a routine document, a pattern that Rome had followed for three centuries or more, never 

knowing how big a matter this particular document would turn out to be. 

  

And then there was Herod. Herod’s issue was pure political self-preservation. On the whole, 

Herod was a monster. I think we all know that Herod was insanely fearful of losing his tiny 

corner of the Roman Empire. His paranoid fear led him, over time, to murder his wife, his wife’s 

mother, his eldest son, and two other sons. He built tremendous fortresses in remote places to 

which he could retreat if the people turned against him. That’s how fearful he was that they 

might take his throne. Even Emperor Augustus said that it was safer to be Herod’s pig than 



Herod’s son—a line that was a neat pun when Augustus said it, since the words pig and son are 

only a letter different in the Greek.  

  

But Herod took no chances when it came to his throne. Dr. Kalas writes that Herod played 

politics in the meanest and most fearful way: “So when Herod heard from the wise men that a 

new king of the Jews had been born, he panicked. And, seasoned politician that he was, he 

turned his panic into ingratiating speech: ‘Go and search diligently for the child,’ he told the wise 

men, ‘and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage.’ 

Herod’s idea of homage, of course, was the sort of thing he did for his wife, mother-in-law, and 

three sons. He wanted to murder the child.” Thus, while Augustus was an unwilling aid to 

making Christmas happen, Herod’s clear aim was to prevent it; although, like Augustus, he had 

no idea what he was doing.  

  

So here’s the stunning result of Herod’s desire to protect his throne, and Augustus’ practical 

move to collect taxes: God used them both to help make Christmas happen. And this is so 

important for us to understand. God is active. God is acting. God is involved in our world—and 

in our lives. Augustus Caesar and Herod King had absolutely no desire to see Christ born. Yet 

God was more than able to use their resistance for God’s own purposes. So when we hear in the 

scriptures that Jesus is “God Emmanuel,” “God With Us,” what we need to hear is that God is 

acting in our world, even now. God did not create the world, give it a kick-start and head off to 

do something else. The Bible, which is the book of the mighty acts of God, is an ongoing witness 

to how God is ever-involved in our world. And Luke and Matthew are telling us that God used 

Augustus and Herod even though that’s the last thing either of them would have wished.  

  

To reinforce this theme, think back for a moment to the story of Joseph and his coat of many 

colors. Joseph’s brothers, you remember, were bitterly jealous of him. They resented him and his 

dreams and hated the way their father favored him. They seized him and tossed him into a pit, 

then sold him into slavery in Egypt. And then, years later, Joseph has come to be the Pharaoh’s 

right hand man in all matters. There is a great famine and Joe’s brothers come to Egypt begging 

to buy grain so that their families will survive the famine. And they come before Joseph who 

recognizes them right away, although they do not recognize him. And Joseph sells them grain. 

And the commentary is this: “Although Joseph’s brothers meant him evil, God intended it for 

good.” God can use our actions, base as they may be, for God’s purposes. Which is to say again, 

God is with us. And God is acting even now.  

 

This is the question that comes to my mind as I reflect upon this: how are you, how am I, in our 

lives working to give birth to God’s kingdom? Ultimately, we can’t thwart God’s purposes. 

God’s will will be done. But when we actively seek to do God’s will, God is so much more able 

to act through us and in our world. I think many of us are simply blind to the knowledge that 

God does wish to work through us, rather than “in spite of us.” We think we can do whatever 

thoughtless, heartless, careless thing and that it makes no difference. I want to tell you that it 

makes a difference to God! God is with us—although sometimes it seems to me as if we strive 

with all of our might to deny it. God desires to work through us—not in spite of us—so we 

should do everything we can to bring about acts of love and caring and generosity.  

 

 



In reality, we’ve all heard the Christmas story so often, and we sometimes get to the point where 

we don’t really pay attention to the good news of Christ at Christmas. We hear it, but we don’t 

pay attention to what it’s trying to tell us about God. Do you remember the story about President 

Franklin Roosevelt at a gala ball one evening? Roosevelt got weary of shaking hands and 

flashing that big smile of his, tired of the small talk as people moved through the receiving line. 

It was all so tiresome. So he did something outrageous. Convinced that no one was listening, he 

said to them “I murdered my grandmother this morning!” People moved through the line, heard 

his bogus confession, smiled at him and replied, “Wonderful, Mr. President!” “Keep up the good 

work, Mr. President!” It all went well until he came to a diplomat, one who is trained to listen, to 

be attentive. And when Roosevelt said, “I murdered my grandmother this morning,” the diplomat 

leaned over and said into Roosevelt’s ear: “Mr. President, I am sure she had it coming to her!” 

  

Are we listening? We didn’t hear Christmas coming. We did not deserve what God did in the 

birth of the Christ-child. But we act as if God’s act of salvation for us was simply our due. That 

we deserved it. And that’s far from the truth.  

  

What then shall we do? There’s one thing. Let us each resolve to help Christ be born in our 

world—and in our hearts. Let us each resolve to be as much unlike Herod and Augustus as we 

can. Let’s not force God to work through us in spite of ourselves. Let us choose to be vessels of 

God’s redeeming love.  

  

Many years ago, King Edward II and his Queen Alexandra were out walking on the moors some 

distance from their summer palace at Windsor. Suddenly, the queen stumbled and seriously 

sprained her ankle. Night was just beginning to fall. She was in great pain and could stand on 

only one leg. Finally, by leaning on her husband and hobbling on the other leg, they were able to 

reach the home of a humble cottager who had already gone to bed.  

  

The King pounded on the door until someone from within cried, “Who’s there?” The king 

shouted, “It is Edward. It is your king. Let me in!” The man behind the door shouted back, 

“Enough of your pranks! Be off with you and let a man get his sleep!” The man tried to go back 

to sleep, but Edward continued pounding on the door. The cottager shouted, “I’ll teach you to 

torment an honest man who is trying to get his sleep!”  

  

He rushed downstairs with a stick in his hand, ready to throw the intruder off the porch. Then in 

the dim light of his candle the cottager saw that it was indeed his king! He gasped, stepped back, 

dropped to his knees and invited the king and queen to come in. Help was quickly summoned. 

  

Years later, when the man had grown old and company would come over, he would relive that 

experience. He would tell of that wonderful night the king came to his humble home. He would 

rock back and forth before the fire, smoking his pipe, and in a voice touched with awe he would 

say, “And to think, I almost didn’t let him in! I almost didn’t let him in.”
ii
 

  

Christ stands at the door and knocks. He is your Messiah, God with you in every way. He is the 

one who knows everything inside you, and is the answer to your deepest need. God may find it 

necessary to work through the likes of Augustus Caesar and Herod. But let us not be like those 



whom God employs unwillingly and without knowing. Open the door to your heart and let him 

in, my friends, let him in. For that is when Christmas will begin.  
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