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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 The Swiss theologian Karl Barth, along with his teaching ministry at 

the University of Basel, had a ministry among the prisoners of that city.  He 

would go to the jail and lead the inmates in worship, bringing God’s Word to 

them every Sunday evening.  He would visit with them.  Spend time with 

them.  And he would correspond with them regularly, seeking to encourage 

and bless them with sound counsel.  In one of his letters he urged a seriously 

depressed inmate to read two portions of Scripture aloud—the 23rd Psalm 

and Luke 2.  And then he said this: Read these passages as if they were 

written to you—to you especially—to you personally.  Beloved, that is good 

advice.  There are riches for us in our lesson today that will encourage our 

hearts and grant us courage and good cheer when we read them in this way, 

with faith and thanksgiving.   

 Our lesson begins in Rome with a decree issued by Caesar Augustus.   

 And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from 

Caesar Augustus, that all the world should be taxed.  (And this taxing was 

first made when Cyrenius was governor of Syria.  And all went to be taxed, 

everyone into his own city.  And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of 

the city of Nazareth, into Judea, unto the city of David, which is called 



Bethlehem; (because he was of the house and lineage of David:) to be taxed 

with Mary his espoused wife, being great with child. 

Let me give you some background.  Augustus was born Gaius Octavius, and 

was known as Octavian.  He came from an illustrious family.  He was the 

great nephew of Julius Caesar.  When Julius Caesar was assassinated, it was 

discovered that Octavian was named in his will as his son and his successor.  

Octavian changed his name to Gaius Julius Caesar and, along with Lepidus 

and Mark Antony, formed what was called the “Second Triumvirate” and as 

a triumvirate those three ruled the Roman Empire.   

 Now Mark Antony was married to Octavian’s sister.  It didn’t last.  

Antony became infatuated with Cleopatra, Queen of Egypt, and left his wife.  

This angered Octavian.  It also angered the Roman populace, for they 

thought Antony was paying far too much attention to Egyptian affairs and 

not enough to Roman ones.  Things came to a head at the Battle of Actium, a 

naval engagement in which the forces of Antony and Cleopatra were soundly 

defeated.  Antony fell on his sword.  Cleopatra killed herself with a 

poisonous snake.  And three years later the Senate of Rome elevated 

Octavian to the position of Emperor.   



 He was a tremendous organizer and a genius in terms of his 

leadership.  Under his rule he allowed conquered peoples a considerable 

measure of home rule.  He let them keep their customs, religious convictions 

and even their local laws, as long as they did not interfere with Roman 

customs, convictions or laws.  He was a great patron of the arts and 

architecture.  He gave the people of the known world a considerable measure 

of peace—a peace they had not known before—and because of it travel, 

trade and economic growth were stimulated.  And as it turned out, many of 

his reforms and policies lasted well beyond his lifetime. 

 Now when Octavian was made emperor, the Roman Senate gave him 

a new name.  They called him Augustus.  Augustus means “holy” or 

“revered”.  Up to this time it had been a title reserved exclusively for the 

gods.  And so it was that under Augustus’ rule, decisive strides were taken to 

lift up the Caesars as gods.  The cult of the emperor, first started under Julius 

Caesar, became firmly established.  Greek cities in Asia Minor adopted his 

birthday—September 23rd—as the first day of the New Year.  He was hailed 

as Saviour.  Temples were built to him and he was worshipped as a god.  As 

one commentator put it, “The world had at its helm a self-proclaimed and 

widely accepted god and saviour and was enjoying his “peace”—a peace 



brought about by the sword—a peace nobody could speak against without 

fear.” 

 What a contrast Luke draws between this man who thought to become 

a god and the God who became a man.  Luke moves from Rome, the centre 

of world power, to a mean, despised little town named Nazareth some 90 

miles from Bethlehem.  When we get there we find that Caesar’s arm has 

reached out, causing a young couple to make a journey south.  They were 

not rich.  They were not educated.  They were not famous.  They were not 

even fully married yet, although the young woman was pregnant.  And when 

they got to Bethlehem they found there was no room in the inn.   

 And so it was, that while they were there, the days were accomplished 

that she should be delivered.  And she brought forth her firstborn son, and 

wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger; because there 

was no room for them in the inn. 

The innkeeper wasn’t cruel or unfeeling; he was just full up.  There were 

Romans who had come to administer the census.  There were Jews who had 

come to register for the census.  The town was bustling.  And so Mary and 

Joseph had to find their way to a stable—perhaps a cave, for it was the 

custom in that place to use the local caves to shelter animals—and there 

Jesus was born.   



 Beloved, things are not always what they seem and we now know and 

testify to the truth that it wasn’t Caesar Augustus who was in charge of these 

events at all.  He was nothing but an instrument in the hands of the 

Almighty.  It was the will of the One, true and living God that was being 

accomplished according to the plan that he had unchangeably decreed from 

all eternity.  This plan was first revealed to Adam and Eve in Genesis 3:15—

there would come one from woman born who would crush the head of 

Satan.  Abraham learned of the plan when God provided a substitute for 

Isaac on Mount Moriah—a ram that was caught in a thicket.  Abraham 

called that place “Jehovah Jireh”, “The Lord Will Provide”, because he 

understood that while the blood of bulls and goats could not atone for sin, 

one day God would send a substitute whose shed blood could save his 

people.  Moses saw the plan day by day in the wilderness Tabernacle, which 

was a picture of Jesus Christ and his ministry.  David heard of it in the 

promise that there would be a king from his house and lineage who would 

rule from his throne forever.  And some 700 years before Christ was born, a 

prophet named Micah foretold what was to be.  He wrote,  

But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of 

Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose 

origins are from of old, from ancient times.   



Therefore Israel will be abandoned until the time when she who is in labour 

gives birth and the rest of his brothers return to join the Israelites.   

He will stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of the Lord, in the 

majesty of the name of the Lord his God.  And they will live securely, for 

then his greatness will reach to the ends of the earth.  And he will be their 

peace. 

It is God who is at work here.  It is God’s will that is being accomplished.  It 

is God’s plan that is coming toward its fulfillment.  And if it seems strange 

that God would come to earth in such circumstances, what is there to say but 

“God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the 

weak things of the world to shame the strong.  He chose the lowly things of 

this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify 

the things that are, so that no one may boast before him” (I Corinthians 

1:27-29).  I like very much what William Hendriksen has to say about this 

too.  He writes: 

 It cannot be emphasized too strongly that our Lord was born in a 

stable and was laid down in a manger, that is, a feeding trough for animals, 

possibly a niche carved out in the cave wall. 

Greetings, you highly favoured one, the Lord is with you. 

There was no room for them in the inn. 



He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. 

She laid him down in a manger. 

Why these contrasts?  The answer is given in II Corinthians 8:9:  “For you 

know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for 

your sake he became poor, that you through his poverty might become rich.” 

 The Son of God, the fully divine second person of the Holy Trinity, 

took upon himself a human nature.  He did not simply take on the 

appearance of a human being.  He was not pretending to be a human being.  

He actually became fully human, with everything that entails.  As a human 

being he had to learn how to walk.  How to talk.  How to feed himself.  How 

to read.  How to hold a hammer in his father’s workshop.    Now he was at 

the same time fully human and fully divine.  He did not cease to be divine 

when he took upon himself human flesh.  Jesus has two natures; one fully 

human, the other fully divine, and these two natures are perfectly united in 

one person.  Don’t ask me to explain it.  I cannot.  I can only assert it, 

because that is what the Bible teaches.  But I can draw out some implications 

of this truth—implications for our blessing and comfort.   



 That God has taken on human flesh shows us the wonder of his 

condescension and mercy.  The Creator assumes the nature of a creature—

the independent unites with the dependent—the self-existent joins with the 

derived.  Our Lord left his heavenly home in glory to come a dark world of 

sin.   

 That God has taken on human flesh is a sign of his good will.  It 

means blessing for us, not destruction, peace, not wrath, grace and favour, 

not condemnation.  What else can it mean?  If God had meant to do away 

with us because of our sin, he would not have come to us as one like us.  He 

could have destroyed us from his heavenly habitation.  That he has come 

means there is hope for us yet. 

 That God has taken on human flesh is also a pledge of his deliverance.  

We are a fallen race, but if God has come to us it must be that we will be 

made free.  Christ is the champion of his people and he will not fail or be 

discouraged until his work is done—the saving of many lives.  Christ has 

come to us as our great shepherd to bring his flock back into the fold.   

 That God has taken on human flesh is his promise that he will be with 

us in all our life’s journey.  Were you ever in a cradle?  So was he.  Were you 



ever a child?  So was he.  Were you ever a grown up?  So was he.  And if he 

did not grow old in years on this earth, he carried upon himself pains and 

infirmities and sorrows enough for a thousand, thousand years and beyond.  

If you know poverty, remember our Lord was born in a stable.  If you have 

been bereaved, remember how our Lord wept at the tomb of Lazarus and 

over the city of Jerusalem.  If you have been slandered, remember that our 

Lord was taunted and mocked by soldiers and by mobs.  If you have been 

betrayed, remember Judas’ thirty pieces of silver and Peter’s three-fold 

denial.   

 That God has taken on human flesh means that he is with us in our life 

and in our death.  Jesus has felt the pangs of death.  They are described in 

the 22nd Psalm: 

I am poured out like water, 
and all my bones are out of joint. 
My heart has turned to wax; 
it has melted away within me. 
My strength is dried up like a potsherd, 
and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth; 
you lay me in the dust of death. 
Dogs have surrounded me; a band of evil man has encircled me, 
they have pierced my hands and my feet. 
I can count all my bones; 
people stare and gloat over me. 
They divide my garments among them 
and cast lots for my clothing. 



He has felt the pangs of death and he has lain in the grave.  And yet he rose 

victorious over sin and death and the grave and because he lives, we shall 

live also.  His wrath is put away and there is now no condemnation for those 

who are in Christ Jesus.  Because God has taken on human flesh we will 

rejoice and serve him throughout all eternity.  We shall see him face to face. 

 Now the question is, how do we make these things our own?  How do 

I make the incarnation of personal concern to me?  How do I make his life, 

death and resurrection my life, death and resurrection?  What do I have to do 

to make his life live in me?  Let me tell you what you do not need.  You do 

not need to undergo strenuous preparation.  You do not need the intercession 

of a minister or a priest.  You do not need riches.  You do not need an 

education.  You do not even need a clean heart and clean hands.  You need 

only to come to Christ.  Come to him as the song says—just as you are and 

without one plea, except for the death and resurrection of Jesus.  You see, if 

you have no preparation, you don’t need to worry for Jesus will “equip you 

with everything good for doing his will.”  And if you have no earthly 

intercessor you are not to be discouraged, for as it says in Hebrews, Jesus “is 

able to save completely those who come to God through him, because he 

always lives to intercede for them” (Hebrews 7:25).  If you have no money, 



do not fret because money is not legal tender in the economy of God.  Peter 

puts it into its proper perspective in his First Letter: 

 For you know that it was not with perishable things such as sliver or 

gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to 

you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb 

without blemish or defect.  He was chosen before the creation of the world, 

but was revealed in these last times for your sake.  Through him you believe 

in God, who raised him from the dead and glorified him, and so your faith 

and hope are in God. 

If you have no education, don’t be afraid.  God will give you his wisdom.  In 

fact, he already has.  Listen to what Paul has to say about the Bible: 

 All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, 

correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be 

thoroughly equipped for every good work. 

Beloved, you do not even need to have a clean heart of clean hands.  The 

whole point is to go to God so that you may be washed.  That you may be 

renewed.  Think back to the opening chapter of Isaiah.    God does not say, 

“If you get yourself clean, then come to me and we can talk.”  No.  It’s just 

the opposite.   



 “Come now, let us reason together,” says the Lord.  “Though your sins 

are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as 

crimson, they shall be like wool.” 

 Karl Barth told that prisoner to read Luke 2 as if every word were 

meant for him, for him personally.  Won’t you read it the same way?  If you 

do, you will be blessed beyond measure and you will find that the Christ 

who was born in a stable has been born in your heart.  In Christ’s name.  

AMEN. 


