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The Christmas Story 

 

 

A very merry Christmas to you all.  It is good to be here on this 

Christmas Eve to hear the story of that very first Christmas.  Christmas 

is the story of a family, Mary and Joseph and Jesus.  It is a very familiar 

story.  We have read it tonight from Luke’s gospel.  Mary and Joseph 

lived in Nazareth in Galilee, the northernmost part of the ancient land of 

Israel, the land of Zebulun and Naphtali.  It was north of Judea and 

Samaria.  It was part of the Roman Empire at that time. 

 

The Emperor, Caesar Augustus, had decreed that a census was to be 

taken.  Each person was to be registered in his own town.  Joseph was a 

descendant of David, that great King of Israel.  You can read Joseph’s 

genealogy in the first chapter of Matthew’s gospel.  Being of the line of 

David, he and Mary went to Bethlehem, the City of David to be 

registered. 

 

Joseph and Mary were betrothed.  We might say they were engaged, 

although a betrothal was a much closer relationship than an engagement 

as we ordinarily speak of it. 

 

Mary was a godly young woman.  Her cousin Elizabeth was the wife of 

Zechariah, a descendant of Aaron and a priest in the temple.  Elizabeth, 

after a long period of being childless, had just had a son named John, to 

be known as John the Baptist.  Mary was also expecting a child.  It was 

not Joseph’s child.  In fact, it wasn’t any man’s child, because Mary had 

never known a man.   

 

Joseph was a carpenter, a builder.  I suppose we might say he was of 

sturdy, middle class stock.  And he was a good man, a righteous man.  

And being a just man, when he learned that Mary was expecting a child 

who was not his, rather than exposing Mary to public shame, he 

determined to marry her.  He had a dream in which an angel of the Lord 

appeared and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary as 
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your wife, for that which is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She 

will bear a son, and you shall call him Jesus, for he will save his people 

from their sins.”   

 

Joseph and Mary made the trip from Nazareth to Bethlehem, a journey 

of about 90 miles, which took several days on foot.  When they got to 

Bethlehem, the city was crowded with visitors.  They were unable to 

find lodging, and took shelter in what was most likely a cave that was 

used as a stable for animals.  We know that there was a manger there, a 

feeding trough for livestock. 

 

Mary gave birth to her son there in the stable.  She wrapped him in 

swaddling cloths, which was the custom, and laid him in the manger.  

And while they were there an extraordinary thing happened.  Some 

shepherds who were in the fields outside the town had a divine 

encounter.  An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the 

Lord shone all around them, and they were frightened.  They had never 

seen anything like this.  The angel told them that a child had been born 

in Bethlehem, and that he was the promised anointed one of God, the 

Savior, and that they would find the baby in swaddling cloths, lying in a 

manger.  And suddenly a multitude of the heavenly host appeared 

saying, 

“Glory to God in the highest, 

    and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased.” 

 

The shepherds left their flocks in the sheepfolds and hurried into town 

where they found Mary and Joseph and the child, just as they had been 

told. 

 

That infant boy would grow up to be a carpenter, as Joseph was a 

carpenter, a builder.  And then at about the age of thirty, Jesus left his 

father’s house in Nazareth and went to live in Capernaum by the Sea of 

Galilee.  And he was baptized in the Jordan River by his cousin John the 

Baptist, who prepared the way for him, and Jesus then embarked on his 

public ministry. You know the rest of the story. 
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There is another story of Christmas.  It was told by the apostle John.  

John was a passionate follower of Jesus, a young man who was so 

overwhelmed by the fact that Jesus loved him, that he referred to himself 

in his own account of Jesus’s ministry not by his own name, but simply 

as “the disciple whom Jesus loved.”  John wrote these words toward the 

end of his life as a tribute to the teacher he had known and loved.  It 

appears at the beginning of John’s gospel, one of four biographical 

accounts we have of the life and ministry of Jesus.  John wrote: 

 

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and 

the Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with God. 3 All 

things were made through him, and without him was not anything 

made that was made. 4 In him was life, and the life was the light of 

men. 5 The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not 

overcome it. 

 6 There was a man sent from God, whose name was John.  
7 He came as a witness, to bear witness about the light, that all 

might believe through him. 8 He was not the light, but came to bear 

witness about the light. 

 9 The true light, which gives light to everyone, was coming 

into the world. 10 He was in the world, and the world was made 

through him, yet the world did not know him. 11 He came to his 

own, and his own people did not receive him. 12 But to all who did 

receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become 

children of God, 13 who were born, not of blood nor of the will of 

the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God. 

 14 And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we 

have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full 

of grace and truth.”  (John 1:1-14) 

 

John describes what we call the Incarnation, the taking on of human 

form by God.  To John it had been revealed that Jesus, while fully man, 

was fully God, that God’s spirit fully indwelt Jesus.  John knew that God 
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had visited mankind in the person of Jesus.  And we have come to know 

that too. 

 

Two stories of Christmas; one from Luke, told from a human 

perspective, and another from John, a revelation from a heavenly 

perspective.  Two stories describing one event. 

 

Christmas is a holy mystery.  Think of it! God, the spirit creator of 

everything that is, the sovereign Lord over all creation, who was before 

all time, who is the source of all life and being, who is the alpha and the 

omega, the beginning and the end, the Lord of Hosts, the Almighty, who 

is above all things, who rules in majesty, who reigns in glory, who is 

everlasting, visited the earth in the person of his Son, Jesus Christ our 

Lord.   

 

The mystery of Christmas is that God, the ancient of days, the Lord over 

all this vast creation, took on human form, being born as a baby to Mary 

and Joseph, that humble, godly couple from Nazareth, to live as we live, 

to teach us the way of life, to redeem us from sin, to die for our salvation 

and to raise us to life eternal. 

 

God created us in his image, after his likeness.  We are spiritual 

creatures of a spiritual God.  He made us that we might know him, that 

we might live in relationship to him, that we might have fellowship with 

him.  And when mankind forsook God and walked away, and our lives 

became base and crude and degraded and violent and disobedient, he 

sent his Son that we might turn from our corrupt ways and have true life 

in him.  Indeed, Jesus said,” I came that they may have life and have it 

abundantly.” (John 10:10) 

 

Christmas is a celebration of this most profound and holy mystery.  It is 

a season of rejoicing.  And so we enjoy this blessed season.  And we 

delight in the lights and the gifts and the food and spending time with 

our families.  All of these are good and pleasant things, but they are 

ephemeral.  We need to take a little time in quiet to contemplate the 
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surpassing goodness of God, and to give thanks for his inestimable love 

in the redemption of the world by our Lord, Jesus Christ, who has 

offered us the means of grace and has given to believers the sure hope of 

glory. 

 

It all began in Bethlehem, as foretold by the prophet, Micah, “you, O 

Bethlehem … who are too little to be among the clans of Judah, from 

you shall come forth … one who is to be ruler in Israel, whose coming 

forth is from of old, from ancient days.  And he shall stand and shepherd 

his flock in the strength of the Lord, in the majesty of the name of the 

Lord his God.  And they shall dwell secure, for he shall be great to the 

ends of the earth.  And he shall be their peace.” (Micah 5:2, 4-5)   

 

The message of the angel, spoken to the shepherds, echoes in our minds, 

“Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy that will be for 

all the people. 11 For unto you is born this day in the city of David a 

Savior, who is Christ the Lord.”  That is the true joy, the good news, the 

holy mystery of Christmas. 


