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“The peculiar thing about the lowliness of Jesus’ birth is that his birth in a stable 

 is the first form of Christ’s work of salvation.  While maintaining His true deity,  

God became a human being in Jesus, in order to make the cause of humanity His own.   

In supreme loyalty to His divine being, God made Himself lowly in Jesus.   

This is the secret of Christmas.”  (Karl Barth) 
 

This week, we start the New Testament portion of the Long Story Short.   
  

Four hundred years pass between the end of Malachi and the beginning of 

The Gospel of Matthew.  And it’s not a distinguished era for the Jews.  They 

live quietly in their homeland, but they continue to be dominated by foreign 

empires – the Persians, then the Greeks, then Egypt, then Syria, and finally 

Rome. 
  

As we head into the New Testament, the approach of the Long Story Short is 

going to be the same.  The focus will not be on the teachings of the New 

Testament, but on the main narrative, the story that’s told.  We’ll cover the 

New Testament in ten weeks: six weeks in the Gospels, focusing on the 

story of Jesus from his birth through his resurrection; three weeks in Acts, 

with the story of the early church and Paul’s missionary trips around the 

Mediterranean; and a final week on where the Story’s still heading, in the 

book of Revelation. 
  

Now, we are much more familiar with the New Testament story than we 

were with the Old Testament story.  But here’s my challenge to you – as you 

read through the New Testament, allow yourself to continue to be surprised 

and puzzled and shocked by the Story as you read.  Because the great 
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temptation of the church, always and everywhere, is to try to tame, and 

control, and domesticate this most powerful story ever told.  Instead, allow it 

to speak for itself. 
 

*   *   * 
  

We start our New Testament journey at the beginning – the birth of Jesus.  

Listen to God’s Word from the Gospel of Luke: 
 

   At that time the Roman emperor, Augustus, decreed that a census should be 

taken throughout the Roman Empire. (This was the first census taken when 

Quirinius was governor of Syria.)  All returned to their own ancestral towns 

to register for this census.  And because Joseph was a descendant of King 

David, he had to go to Bethlehem in Judea, David’s ancient home. He 

traveled there from the village of Nazareth in Galilee.  He took with him 

Mary, to whom he was engaged, who was now expecting a child. 

   And while they were there, the time came for her baby to be born.  She gave 

birth to her firstborn son. She wrapped him snugly in strips of cloth and laid 

him in a manger, because there was no lodging available for them. 
 

Such a well-known, familiar passage.  And yet, even though we know it so 

well, several parts of this story are really quite strange. 
  

For example: Why are Mary and Joseph on the road in the first place?  

They’re on the road because they’re being pushed around.  Mary and Joseph 

are little people being pushed around by the superpower of the time, a 

superpower that had invaded their country 63 years earlier, imposed military 

rule, and is now attempting to systematize its oppression by taking a census 

so it can tax the Jews more efficiently.  And it’s a strange kind of census – 

it’s not civil servants going door to door with surveys, but everyone is forced 

to uproot their lives and travel by hook and by crook back to where they 

were born.  Wouldn’t that be strange if our census worked like that?  I’d 

have to go back to Los Angeles.  Becky would have to go to Baltimore.  

Liam would have to go back to Jersey!  But everybody has to dance to the 

tune of the superpower, even a stressed-out young couple about to have their 

first baby. 
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So Mary and Joseph travel the eighty miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem, 

traveling the road with everybody else, looking not much different from a 

line of Somalian refugees.  And when they arrive in Bethlehem, Joseph’s 

ties to this town are so tenuous that there’s no family, no friends, no 

contacts, no nothing.  So they wander around, hoping to depend on the 

kindness of strangers, only to find that strangers aren’t always that kind or 

dependable.  And strange as it sounds, they end up staying in a barn – a 

garage, a work shed in someone’s back yard. 
   

And then it’s time for Mary to deliver.  And her mom’s not there, nor her 

sisters, nor the village mid-wife – it’s just Mary and Joseph.  They kind of 

know what they’re doing – just like a boot camp graduate kind of knows 

what he’s doing when he’s first thrown into combat.  It’s terrifying – 

everything is out of control.  And then – after hours and hours – the baby’s 

out, and it’s a boy. 
   

And Joseph wraps him up and gives him to Mary.  And Mary tries to hold 

the baby, but she’s exhausted.  So Joseph picks him back up and looks 

around – where am I going to put this kid?  And, in the strangest move of all 

in this passage, he puts the baby in the feeding trough. 
   

Now, let’s think about this.  This isn’t a real feeding trough, but it’s close.  

Would any of you – any of you – ever put your baby in this thing?  I think it 

only happened because Mary was too wiped up to sit up and smack Joseph: 

“You get my baby out of that thing!”  But when Luke tells the story of 

Jesus’ birth, he’s emphatic about including this strange detail: “They laid 

him in a manger.” 
  

*   *   * 
   

Most of the carols miss this.  I was surprised to discover, when I was trying 

to pick a closing song for this morning, that hardly any Christmas carols deal 

with this strange detail – that when Jesus was born he was put in a feeding 

trough.  Most of the great carols merely refer to the fact that Jesus was born, 
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but not where: “Angels We Have Heard on High”, “The First Nowell”, 

“Hark! The Herald Angels Sing”, “It Came Upon a Midnight Clear”, “Joy to 

the World”, “O Come, All Ye Faithful”, “O Little Town of Bethlehem”, 

“Silent Night” – none of them make any mention of the feeding trough. 
   

A few of the carols mention the manger but seem to miss the point.  There’s 

“Away in a manger, no crib for his bed” and “Ox and ass before him bow, 

And He is in the manger now”, but they just kind of touch on the manger 

and then quickly move on to other matters. 
   

 “What Child is This?” seems to get the idea, but you can hardly tell because 

the message is lost in high Anglicanism: “Why lies He in such mean estate 

where ox and ass are feeding?”  I don’t think “mean estate” really carries the 

freight. 
   

You see, when Luke tells the story of Jesus’ birth, he wants us to know that 

God became human in a way that we’re not familiar with, in a way that is 

strange to us. 
   

I mean, do any of you have a birth story like this?  I’m sure, if we took the 

time, we’d hear some crazy stories – births in taxicabs, births in foreign 

countries, births happening in awkward places at awkward times.  But none 

of us were born in a place as pitiful as a barn.  Most all of us were born in 

hospitals – staffed, equipped, sterile, full of people and procedures, full of 

back-up people and back-up procedures – to see to it that we were born 

safely. 
   

This isn’t the kind of birth that Luke writes about.  The birth that Luke 

describes, it has nothing in common with our births or the births of our 

children.  It reads more like the birth of a child in a Sudanese refugee camp.  

It reads more like the birth of a child to a homeless woman in a cardboard 

box.  It reads more like the birth of a Syrian when the bombs are falling and 

there’s no electricity and nothing sterile is left. 
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There’s only one carol – and it’s a second-tier carol at that – that seems to 

get the strange point that Luke is making.  Listen to the first two verses of 

“Once in Royal David’s City”: 
  

Once in royal David’s city stood a lowly cattle shed, 

Where a mother laid her baby in a manger for a bed. 

Mary was that mother mild, Jesus Christ her little child. 
  

He came down to earth from heaven, who is God and Lord of  

   all 

And His shelter was a stable, and His cradle was a stall. 

With the poor, oppressed and lowly, lived on earth, the  

   Savior holy. 
   

Luke emphasizes that Jesus was “laid in a manger” to surprise us with the 

fact that the manner of Jesus’ birth identifies him with people who are 

strangers to us – “the poor, oppressed and lowly.”  That when God chose to 

come to earth as a human being, even though He is King of kings and Lord 

of lords, He chose to come to us as a poor person, a person on the margins, a 

person living under political oppression.  The manner of Jesus’ birth, 

surprisingly, makes him a stranger to people like us. 
  

*   *   * 
   

You see, we’re so familiar with the story of Jesus’ birth that we don’t hear 

how different from our reality it is.  We know the words but we really only 

hear a sanitized version of it.  Because the fact is that the beautiful creches 

that decorate our mantelpieces at Christmas have as little relation to what 

happened in Bethlehem as the gold crosses around our necks have to what 

happened on Calvary. 
   

 “They laid him in a feeding trough.”  Luke puts into sharp relief the fact that 

God came to us in Jesus not only to save us from our sin, but also to deliver 

us from the false gods we pursue to find safety and comfort. 
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 “They laid him in a feeding trough.”  Luke points to the utter incoherence of 

the commercialization of Christmas, because while we know how to 

celebrate a holiday we’re pretty lost when it comes to observing a holy day. 
   

 “They laid him in a feeding trough.”  The concept is utterly foreign to us.   
   

But, you see, the story of Jesus’ birth makes immediate and perfect sense to 

millions and millions of people, people who are different from us – the have-

nots of the world, people who live with few economic opportunities and 

fewer legal protections and no social provision, people who literally have no 

future because they can only live day to day.  These are the people who get 

the manger, because they have laid their babies in places just as desperate.  

These are the people who really believe the impossible truth that God’s love 

took shape on earth at absolute ground zero. 
  

*   *   * 
   

So what about us?  The carol I finally chose to end our service – “Gentle 

Mary Laid Her Child”, barely even a third-tier carol – puts it this way: 
  

Gentle Mary laid her child lowly in a manger. 

There He lay, the undefiled, to the world a stranger. 
  

That Jesus was born in a barn, that Jesus was laid in a manger, means that 

Jesus started his life as a stranger to people like you and me.  And the only 

way for us to know Jesus as anyone but a stranger is to get a new vision of 

Jesus’ birth and a new vision of ourselves – the view from the manger. 

• Because the manger proclaims that God comes to save us not at the 

superficial level of our modern anxieties but at the level of our deepest 

needs. 

• And the manger proclaims that to follow in the path of this child 

means to seriously re-think a lifestyle that has shaped us for far too 

long. 

• And the manger proclaims that what Jesus’ humanity shares in 

common with us is not that part of us that marks us as the fortunate 
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ones in this world, but it’s the humanity that we share in common with 

all the unfortunate ones. 
  

*   *   * 
   

Like everything else we’ll read over the next ten weeks, the story of Jesus’ 

birth is familiar, but it’s also full of unfamiliarity.  And so as you read, allow 

yourself to be surprised, and puzzled, and shocked by the New Testament.  

Because the great temptation of the church, always and everywhere, is to try 

to tame and control and domesticate this most powerful story ever told. 
   

Friends, the news of Christmas is impossible, but it’s good, because it 

reveals to us, in all of its strangeness, what God’s salvation looks like: 
  

She gave birth to her firstborn son. She wrapped him snugly in strips of cloth 

and laid him in a manger. 
  

AMEN 
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