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Text 
In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. 
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(This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 
3
 And everyone went to 

his 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 room for them in the inn. 

 

 Let me just make three observations from this classic Christmas text. 

 

Historical 

 First of all, Christmas is not in the heart, it’s in history.  “In those days Caesar 

Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world.  (This 

was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria)” (vv. 1-2).  

This is the Christmas story and it’s not just a quaint cultural tale.  Luke, the author, is 

making it clear that he is writing of datable, historical events.  Caesar Augustus was the 

title given to Octavian, the great-nephew of Julius Caesar.  He came to power by 

defeating Antony and Cleopatra and solidified the great Roman Empire between what we 

now call the years 31 B.C. and A.D. 14. 

 This is an important observation because there is an assumption these days that 

Christianity, like all other religions, is a matter of the individual’s private experience.  

The late, postmodern philosopher Richard Rorty helped champion the view that religious 

justifications had to remain entirely outside of the public square.  These types of beliefs 

are fine for someone to have, but they’re founded upon a person’s personal experience 

and you can’t base public arguments on subjective feelings.  Thus he, following Kant and 

other Enlightenment thinkers, defined religion as what you do on your own time in your 

own inner experience. 

A Christian theologian had an opportunity several years ago to spend some time 

with Rorty and he “asked him if it would make a difference if Christianity were 

articulated not on the basis of personal, subjective feeling or pragmatic usefulness but on 

the basis of its historical claims.”
1
  In other words, what if Christianity was not primarily 

about subjective feelings, but made a public claim offering a testimony to something that 
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happened in datable events in the past and arguing for those positions in a public way that 

was accessible to people other than those who already believed them?  Rorty conceded 

that that would an entirely different ballgame. 

The problem is that Richard Rorty and most people these days haven’t been 

presented with a Christianity that is anything more than a private, sentimental, 

individualistic experience… because most self-professed Christians don’t realize that it’s 

anything more than that!  At Christmas we are adamant that Jesus is the reason for the 

season, but we have little understanding of Jesus beyond him being our own, personal 

friend who lives in our hearts.  And we lament the removal of nativity scenes from 

courthouse lawns but to us they represent little more than a cute symbol of Immanuel – 

God with us (and by that we mean God with me, right here, right now).  And so we get 

kitschy Christmas hymns with refrains like this one: O Come to my heart, Lord Jesus, 

there is room in my heart for thee. 

The Christmas message is not meant to merely warm the heart, but to make 

massive, public claims.  During the reign of Caesar Augustus, while Quirinius was the 

governor of Syria, Jesus the Christ was born, this Jesus whom we call Lord and Savior 

(two titles used at the time to describe Caesar)… this Lord Jesus Christ whom we confess 

was the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds; God of God, 

Light of Light, very God of very God; begotten, not made, being of one substance with 

the Father, by whom all things were made.  Who, for us men and for our salvation, came 

down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the virgin Mary, and was 

made man. 

 

Material 

 So the Christmas story, not unintentionally, starts off with an historical reference.  

What else do you notice about the rest of this passage?  Well, I’m intrigued by the fact 

that it’s very earthy.  Listen to it again, “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.  He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be 

married to him and was expecting a child.  While they were there, the time came for the 

baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son.  She wrapped him in cloths and 

placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn” (vv. 2-7). 

 For something so utterly supernatural – God becoming man – it is quite natural.  

Real places – Nazareth and Bethlehem – with unique elevations.  A real man with a 

family tree and social obligations.  A pregnant, young woman… the birth of a child… 

swaddling clothes.  This is right in the midst of real life in the real world. 

 Many people are aware of the crass nature of consumerism that has crept up 

around Christmas.  We like to maintain that it’s about something more.  The card my 

wife received from the university where she teaches just had these words on the front: 

“Spirit Enlightenment Compassion Truth Joy Goodwill Wonder Love Devotion Harmony 

Understanding Unity Comfort Peace Warmth Kindness Commitment Integrity 

Generosity.”  Many Christians it would seem just want to add the word Jesus to that list. 

 But is it possible to over-spiritualize Christmas?  To wrest Jesus not just from the 

context of history, but the realm of the physical?  Again, many of our beloved Christmas 

songs portray a less than earthly scene – a ‘silent night’ – and a less than human baby – 

‘no crying he makes’.  The ancient heresy of docetism – the idea that Jesus only 
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appeared to be human – is alive and well.  We see it in romanticized notions of a chubby, 

rosy baby with eerily adultish face and a halo over his head.  Failing to recognize and 

affirm the utter earthiness of this event also serves to relegate it to the category of fairy 

tale.  It may be personally inspiring, but it’s not universally significant. 

 The sections before and after this one in Luke’s gospel reveal that this event was 

indeed otherwordly.  I’m not denying that for a moment.  The conception was 

miraculous; the angelic realm was intersecting with ours.  But this account of the central 

event of the Incarnation is peculiarly plain.  Jesus was fully God and fully Man.  And the 

implications of this are legion.  The one I want to highlight here is that God affirms the 

material world, corporeal existence. 

Matter is not divine; it is a creation of God separate from him.  But in making it 

he pronounced it very good (Gn. 1:31).  Christianity, unlike other religions of the ancient 

Greek world or the current New Age milieu, does not believe that the human is a soul 

trapped in a body, that physical existence is evil or lesser or simply temporary while the 

spirit is eternal.  God made a beautiful world to be enjoyed and harnessed and celebrated.  

Life was meant to be lived in the reality of amino acids and ozone layers, apartment and 

office buildings, sports and sleep.  And God ultimately dignified this world in taking on 

human flesh. 

The mystery is indeed great – God was manifest in the flesh(!); but some of the 

implications are not hard to see.  Jesus was “perfect in Godhead and also perfect in 

manhood; truly God and truly man”
2
  The Incarnation, therefore, obliterates a Gnostic 

form of spirituality that downplays the body and elevates the Platonic forms.  To put it 

simply: Christianity is not just about worshipping God and praying, but also working on 

the job and playing.  As G.K. Chesterton described it, Christianity and only Christianity 

affirms and allows for full human vivaciousness – “dancing like children, and drinking 

wine like men.”
3
  God cares about this world.  Christianity is not just about ecstatic 

experiences divorced from everyday life and then going to an ethereal heaven when you 

die.  It has to do with embodied existence. 

Christmas is not merely about getting stuff and getting stuffed.  But there’s 

nothing wrong with material goods and good food.  Because God became flesh, we can 

give gifts, enjoy family, feast on seasonal treats, sleep in.  We can revel in traditions, 

stoke a child’s sense of pleasure, play games, listen to oratorios, read for pleasure, make 

snowmen… because we know Jesus did (well, except for snowmen, probably).  “The Son 

of Man came eating and drinking” (Lk. 7:34).  Often when Christians challenge 

materialism at Christmastime we can come close to disparaging materiality.  Jesus 

certainly didn’t!  He validated it.  Because of the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem we can 

affirm that Christianity is concerned with the earthy things. 

 

Redemptive 

But there’s a final and necessary point to notice from this text.  It’s situated in 

history and surprisingly earthy, but something’s not right.  The manger scene is not like a 

Thomas Kinkade painting; it’s an austere picture of injustice and inhumanity.  Let me put 

it this way: we live in a world where babies are born in barns!  The Nativity Scene has 

been tamed (kind of like the cross) and we display it without thinking about what it 

represents. 
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Most likely
4
 it’s representative of an imposed migration from an occupying 

foreign government resulting in an overcrowded city.  There was also probably prejudice 

directed toward this woman who became pregnant before marriage causing inhospitality 

and ostracism.  So a young couple finds themselves utterly alone, undergoing this 

traumatic event in a drafty stable, afterbirth in the straw with cow pies, wrapping their 

baby in rags and putting him to rest in a place where animals eat!  Something’s wrong 

with this picture! 

As validating of earthly existence as Christianity is it also maintains that 

something has gone drastically wrong.  There’s pain, suffering, inequalities, oppression.  

You can walk down State Street and look at the windows at Marshall Fields (Macy’s) or 

Michigan Avenue and enjoy the lights and peak at the advertisements at The Gap of 

smiling, beautiful, healthy people.  But I stopped to get gas right over here at Union and 

18
th

 this week when it was in the teens and was approached by a homeless woman with 

tattered shoes and rotten teeth and thought, “There’s something wrong with this world.”  

When we were looking at houses to buy in our neighborhood a few years ago we saw 

some appalling living conditions.  And most of the world lives in worse.  There’s so 

much that’s good in this world, but there’s always something that’s disjointed.  Do you 

need more examples?  The man who was parked on 18
th

 street this summer in a van and 

was mistaken for a rival gang member, approached and shot randomly.  The tsunami a 

couple Christmases ago… 

This physical world has gone bad and needs to be redeemed.  We need to be 

rescued!  We can’t do it ourselves.  Caesar Augustus’ Pax Romana didn’t fix the world’s 

problems.  ‘The American Century’ didn’t result in global stability and universal wealth.  

We come together in the public sphere to work for “a more just, verdant, and peaceful 

society” to quote the mission of one philanthropic foundation and that’s good.  But mere 

humans can’t ultimately remedy the problem, because… the problem is in us.  It’s our 

sin, stemming from our Narcissistic infatuation with our own personal feelings and our 

incessant insistence on elevating of the creation above the Creator.  And we’re caught in 

this tangled web of our own weaving. 

The Christmas story recognizes that something with this world is messed up and 

tells us of a God who has entered into the mess to fix it.  Because the root of the problem 

is sin, the first part of redemption had to be dealing with that sin.  Jesus lived a perfect 

human life of righteousness and then marched to the Cross to pay the penalty for human 

sin – as a human because justice demands it, but as God because the price was infinite.  

He was raised from the dead as the proto-type of perfected physicality.  Now we wait for 

the whole world to hear the news of this divine rescue plan and then his return to remake 

those who have put their faith in him so that they will be like him. 

Christmas doesn’t just offer people warm feelings; we’re giving witness to facts.  

The hope is not of a mystical heaven, but of this physical, fallen earth being redeemed, 

restored, remade.  No, Virginia, there’s not a Santa Clause… but there is a God and he is 

keeping a list and you have been naughty, but he has entered human history to pay for all 

the bad things you’ve done and give you the greatest gift of eternal life. 

 

Conclusion 
 So Christmas is not just a warm feeling in your heart; it’s historical, material, and 

cosmically redemptive.  But it’s interesting that precisely because of this it can produce 
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the most profound experience.  “Reports grounded in objective facts – outside of us and 

our experience – are the most significant experience generators in our lives.”
5
 

 For example, perhaps you’ve seen this famous photograph from the cover of Life 

magazine.  It’s from August 14, 1945.  What’s going on here?  I had seen this before and 

I always thought it was a soldier coming home from war and seeing his wife for the first 

time.  It’s not.  This candid was taken in Times Square minutes after President Truman 

announced Victory in Japan.  People flooded the streets to celebrate.  And this sailor and 

this nurse are total strangers.  Really good news makes people do strange things! 

 If someone had stood on that street and told people to be happy or to love each 

other, called them to have an experience, even shared their own experience it wouldn’t 

make people dance in the streets and embrace their neighbors.  Only a report of 

something massive that has happened outside of you and for you can truly transform you.  

Christmas is good news of great joy that is for all people.  A Savior was born! 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
This Christmas may you experience the good news of great joy that is for all people! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, December 20, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a 

holy people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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