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introduction

God in the Stable:
Reflections on Christmas

Each Christmas season, many of us 
secretly long for the excitement of 
our childhood. “This year,” we vow, 

“Christmas will be different! It will be good again.” 
Yet the old magic remains elusive. 

Robert Solomon understands this. As a medical 
doctor, author, speaker, and pastor he knows that 
life is a blend of wonder and disappointment, joy 
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and pain, triumph and tragedy. Such complexity 
mirrors the story of Christmas. The angelic 
announcement of the birth of Mary’s baby boy 
was followed by an unthinkable atrocity against 
other baby boys. And when the child grew to 
manhood, His miracles and ministry seemed to 
meet an abrupt end with His crucifixion. 

But all of that was mere prologue to the reason 
we celebrate Christmas. All along, the manger 
was pointed to the resurrection. 

Christmas is not magic. Yet Christmas is 
majestic! God in the stable. God with us! That is 
the promise of Christmas. 

RBC Ministries
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one

The Promise of  
Christmas

For many, this year’s Christmas may not be 
conducive for an all-out celebration. Yes, 
the shopping centers bravely put up festive 

decorations, hoping to inspire an acceptable level of 
buying activity. But the backdrop for many is worry.

As I write this, wars are taking place across the globe. 
There are widespread anxieties over terrorist attacks, 
including the possibility of large-scale bioterrorism. There 
is further gloom in the marketplace. We live in the midst 
of a prolonged recession, under which many harbor 
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growing worries about their future. The conflict between 
the Israelis and the Palestinians rages on without any 
sign of lasting peace. Bethlehem, where Christ was born, 
remains one of the hotspots in the world, troubled by 
violence, unrest, and deep anxiety.

What does Christmas mean in this kind of world? 
To the entrepreneurs, it’s a time to make money. The 
nostalgic will recall all the popular notions of Christmas—
snow, decorations, Santa Claus, presents, festive songs. 
To still others, it’s a convenient year-end holiday to shop, 
celebrate, and feel good.

But at the heart of Christmas is the birth of Christ 
our Lord. It is the time in the church year set aside to 
celebrate God’s “indescribable gift” (2 corinthians 9:15). In 
a time like this, perhaps there is a 
greater opportunity for the primary 
meaning of Christmas to stand out 
against the gloomy background, 
like a flame of hope in a dark night.

Christmas is surely not a time 
for escapism. On the contrary, the 
truth of Christmas plunges us into 
thick reality. That is the way Jesus 
was born into this world. He “made 
himself nothing, taking the very 
nature of a servant, being made 
in human likeness” (philippians 2:7). 
He was not born in a palace, with 
layers of luxury insulating Him 
from a disturbing reality. No, Jesus 

The truth of 
Christmas plunges 

us into thick 
reality. That is 

the way Jesus was 
born into 
this world.
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was born into the stark reality of poverty. By His own 
choice, He was born in an obscure stable in the humblest 
of circumstances. He came to a people living in a nation 
dominated by the foreign power of Rome. For centuries, 
God had led them. He loved them, struggled with them, 
and disciplined them. When He brought them back from 
captivity, they returned to their ancient homeland with 
the promises of God. Then, for 400 years, heaven seemed 
distant and silent. It was as if God had finally given up on 
them. The godly among them clung to the thin threads of 
their faith, despite the terrors of their world. Their holy 
temple was desecrated and thousands were massacred.  
How they looked forward to the promised Messiah!

  Antiochus IV Epiphanes was a Syrian king who destroyed 
Jerusalem and desecrated the temple by sacrificing to Zeus� This led 
to the largely successful Maccabean revolt of 167–164 BC� Antiochus 
died in 164 before he could put down the rebellion�

God kept His promise. He sent His Son, Jesus. And 
this is why we celebrate Christmas. 

We too may feel like His ancient people, waiting for 
better times, waiting for God to act. Christmas is a timely 
reminder that God does keep His promises.

The One we celebrate was given two names at His 
birth, Jesus and Immanuel (matthew 1:21, 23). Jesus 
means “God saves” while Immanuel means “God is with 
us.” The message of Christmas is that through Christ, 
God saves us from sin and death and comes to be with 
us. This message does not change no matter what our 
circumstances are. In fact, in our present world, this 
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message shines all the more brightly. Who can deliver us 
from our dire circumstances? Who can change the bad 
news to good? It is Christ our Lord who brings salvation, 
reconciliation, healing, peace, and hope. Let us place our 
hope in Him in these troubled times.

Christ was born into the real world, with its anxieties 
and trouble, uncertainties and pain. The Christ of 
Christmas does not offer the momentary relief of escape 
into fantasy. Instead, the One who hung on the cross 
offers us His abiding presence, even in times of trouble. 
He is not only our Savior, He is also our Friend.

In our heart of hearts let us be quietly confident that 
nothing can separate us from the love of God. As Martin 
Luther remarked, “The mystery of the humanity of 
Christ, that He sunk Himself into our flesh, is beyond 
all human understanding.” Let us therefore celebrate this 
mystery of Christmas with awe, gratitude and hope. Let 
us make our lives . . .
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two

A Place for God

There was no room at the inn. The sun was setting 
and the darkness came quickly. The small town of 
Bethlehem was bursting at its seams with long-lost 

sons and daughters. Augustus Caesar, the emperor of 
the Roman Empire, had sent a decree for a census to be 
taken, and hundreds of thousands had to return to their 
hometowns to register (luke 2:1–7).

When Joseph first heard about this decree, he started 
to worry. Mary was expecting a baby. Yes, he had come 
to realize that this was not an ordinary child. The angels 
had appeared to him and told him about it. He did not 
understand it fully but he realized that he was dealing 
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with a heavenly mystery. Still, they had to travel four 
days’ journey—about 80 miles (130 km)—from familiar 
Nazareth to Bethlehem, where he likely did not know 
anyone. How were he and Mary going to cope?

Mary’s quiet but painful groan jolted Joseph from his 
thoughts. He went about searching for a place where 
Mary could safely deliver the child. But all the inns 
were full. They were turned away at every place. Joseph 
increased his pace as he realized the urgency of the 
situation. He must do something. If he were a rich man, 
he could have gotten a room. But Joseph didn’t know 
powerful people who could help him. 

Mary and Joseph had no choice. They finally found a 
stable and had to settle for it. In that place, crowded with 
animals and filled with their smells and noises, the Son of 
God was born. 

In his bestselling book The Jesus I Never Knew, Philip 
Yancey describes how the rulers in our world tend to travel:

Queen Elizabeth II had recently visited the United 
States, and reporters delighted in spelling out the 
logistics involved: her four thousand pounds of luggage 
included two outfits for every occasion, a mourning 
outfit in case someone died, forty pints of plasma. . . . . 
She brought along her own hairdresser, two valets, and 
a host of other attendants. A brief visit of royalty to a 
foreign country can easily cost twenty million dollars.

What a great difference the visit of our Lord was. 
His immediate witnesses were farm animals and poor 
shepherds. What parent would understand how God could 
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send His Son to be born in a place 
like this? Paul describes Jesus as 
having emptied Himself when He 
left the throne room in heaven and 
entered the humble stable of an 
inn in an obscure town. He could 
have chosen to be born in a palace, 
in the corridors of power, in the 
lap of wealth, luxury, and privilege. 
But on that day, God stood with 
the poor and downtrodden, the 
simple and ordinary people. His 
kingdom, power, and glory were of 
a different kind.

Christ was born in a stable 
not only because of His humility, character, mission, and 
message, but also because there was no room for him at the 
inn. If the innkeeper had known, would that have made a 
difference? Could he have found some room for Jesus?

The painting of Jesus standing at the door and knocking 
is familiar to most Christians.  Many of us became 
Christians by asking Jesus to enter our hearts and lives 
as Lord and Savior. What a joy it is when Christ enters a 
human heart and makes it His dwelling!

  A number of paintings capture this familiar image from 
Revelation 3:20� The most popular, Christ at Heart’s Door,  
is by Warner Sallman (1892–1968)� 

But all too often, the initial joy and fervor erode 
with time. Like the church in Ephesus, many Christians 

The painting of  
Jesus standing at  

the door and 
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forsake their first love (revelation 2:4). Their lives 
become crowded with things, ambitions, distractions, 
and relationships that take them away from Jesus. In 
their daily lives, their minds become cluttered with 
unimportant things. The marketplace concerns of their 
lives crowd out . . .



13

three

Mary’s Little Lamb

Jesus was born among the lambs. The birth itself 
was clearly a miracle—Mary was a virgin. We  
profess this in the Apostles’ Creed  when we declare  

that Jesus “was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the 
Virgin Mary.” 

But was the place of Jesus’ birth merely the result of 
circumstances? Instead of choosing some plush, royal 
venue for the birth of His son, God chose a humble 
stable. We know from Scripture that this was partly to 
demonstrate remarkable humility on the part of Jesus. 
Truly, He “made himself nothing, taking the very nature 
of a servant . . . . He humbled himself” (philippians 2:7–8). 
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  The Apostles’ Creed came about in part to counter a heresy that 
opposed the scriptural concept of the Trinity� It affirms orthodox 
Christian beliefs and is widely quoted by many denominations today� 

But there is another reason why Jesus was born in a 
humble stable. The lamb stands out as of prime importance. 
Every Jew living in Jesus’ day would immediately know 
the significance of lambs in worship. Each day two lambs 
were slaughtered —one in the morning and another in the 
afternoon—as a general offering for the sins of the people.

  The sacrificial system effectively ended when the temple was 
destroyed in AD 70� Nearly four decades earlier, Jesus had ended the 
need for the sacrificial system with His once-for-all sacrifice on the 
cross� (SEE HEBREWS 9:26-28�)  

God’s Law stipulated the requirement to sacrifice 
lambs as sin offerings (leviticus 4:32), guilt offerings (14:12), 
and other forms of offerings. But why? 

These practices can be traced to the first Passover 
when God freed the Israelites from their slavery in Egypt 
(exodus 12). God, through Moses, gave instructions 
regarding His rescue plans. Every family was to slaughter 
a lamb and apply its blood on the doorposts. God visited 
Egypt in judgment that night. Wherever He saw lamb’s 
blood on a doorpost He would pass over that house. The 
Israelites were saved from death and led into freedom.

The lamb became a reminder of redemption and 
freedom. But all the sacrificial lambs of Israel were only 
symbols in anticipation of the one Lamb who would bring 
salvation to Israel and the nations. The Old Testament 
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prophet Isaiah foresaw that when he wrote about the 
Suffering Servant: “He was led like a lamb to the 
slaughter” (isaiah 53:7).

When we come to the New Testament, we note how 
John the Baptist declared who Jesus was and why He had 
come to earth: “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away 
the sin of the world!” (john 1:29). That statement sets ablaze 
the whole historical and liturgical tradition of Israel with the 
glory of God’s saving truth. It answers the longing of every 
heartfelt prayer and explains the motive of every divine act. 

This theme of Jesus as the Lamb of God through whom 
the sins of the world are dealt with finds rich expression in 
the New Testament. Referring to requirements in Jewish 
religious rituals, Peter wrote about “the precious blood 
of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect” (1 peter 1:19). 
Likewise, Paul described Christ as “our Passover lamb” 
(1 corinthians 5:7). We see from the way the Last Supper  
is narrated in the Gospels that Jesus understood this.  
On the day of Unleavened Bread when the Passover  
lamb was sacrificed, Jesus had a meal with His disciples. 
As He offered broken bread and the juice of crushed 
grapes, He made it clear that He was the Passover lamb 
who was being offered as a sacrifice for the sins of the 
world (luke 22:7–20).

This truth of Jesus as the Lamb of God is of vital 
importance. Jesus is described repeatedly in the book of 
Revelation as the Lamb. The apostle John saw a vision 
of the Lamb that had been slain standing in the center of 
the heavenly throne (revelation 5:6). In his vision, the four 
living creatures and 24 elders fell down in worship before 
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the Lamb (5:8). Then the grand angelic choir sang, “Worthy 
is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth 
and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!” 
(5:11–12). Then there will be the glorious scene of a great 
multitude from every tribe and nation standing before the 
Lamb (7:9) who, as their Shepherd, will wipe every tear-
filled face and quench every thirst of the soul (7:15–17).

History will end with the Lamb on the throne, 
bringing salvation and ultimate peace. And this Lamb was 
born that night in a humble stable of an unnamed inn in 
an obscure town in Judea. Besides Joseph and Mary, the 
only people who knew about this momentous event were 
poor shepherds keeping watch over their flocks. 

The flocks of these shepherds certainly had lambs, 
some of which were destined to be temple sacrifices. 
But centuries of sacrifices had not taken away the guilt 
engraved in human hearts. It was time for the birth of the 
Lamb of God who would finally take away the guilt of 
the human race.

The shepherds hurried to find the Lamb. Renaissance 
paintings of the scene depict the shepherds carrying little 
lambs on their shoulders. They found the Lamb and praised 
God. The birth of little Lamb in the manger was to become 
the turning point in human history. The history of slain 
lambs was coming to an unexpected climax. The story of 
this Lamb was going to define and redeem history and all 
the tragic stories of human beings. Hope had finally arrived 
in a dark world. It was time to sing joyful songs and start 
dreaming of a glorious new day.
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four

The Boys of  
Bethlehem 

This is the time of the year when the story of 
Christmas will be told countless times in nativity 
plays, sermons, and magazine articles. The story 

of the birth of Jesus brings joy to our hearts and smiles 
on our faces as we hear familiar carols in churches and 
shopping centers, on our car radios, and in town centers. 
In Sunday school plays—where the all-too-dominant 
Santa Claus is thankfully absent—we get a chance to 
see shepherds and sheep, angels and wise men, and are 
reminded of the biblical account of the birth of Jesus.

One important part of the story is, however, often 
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forgotten or left untold. No doubt it is because of its 
darkness, pain, and violence. Who wants to be reminded 
of such things when celebrating Christmas? But the grim 
details are there in the Bible, and they are integral to the 
Christmas story.

It took the wise men from the East some time to find 
the baby. Who could blame them for thinking that the 
child born to be king would not be anywhere else but the 
palace. Their logic brought them to the palace of King 
Herod  who, on hearing their story, found out that the 
Messiah King would be born in Bethlehem (matthew 2:1–6).  
Herod’s jealousy and insecurity joined forces with his 
political shrewdness as he discovered the details of the 
appearance of the star in the east. He then tried to 
fool the wise men with his false piety and told them to 
return to him once they had found the child so he would 
know the exact location and identity of the Boy King. 
He pretended that he wanted to worship this newborn 
king, but in his heart he wanted to get rid of this new 
competition to his throne.

  The Revelle Bible Dictionary, “Herod stands in stark contrast to 
the other King presented in Matthew’s gospel—Jesus, the servant 
King� Herod dedicated his life to gaining power but found no peace� 
He gained not love but hatred and fear�”1

The angels got to work. They warned the wise men 
of Herod’s evil plans. The Magi then avoided passing 
through Jerusalem again so that Herod would not get 
the vital information he wanted so badly. When Herod 
realized that the wise men had outsmarted him, the dam 
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burst and the evil in his heart spilled out into the open. 
He sent his soldiers to Bethlehem and, because he did not 
know where the newborn king was or who he was, with 
cruel calculation he ordered the soldiers to kill all the 
boys in Bethlehem who were two years old and under.

The little boys of Bethlehem were slaughtered that day. 
Their infant cries were silenced by the swords of violent 
men acting on the heartless command of a wicked man. 
Their mothers wept and wailed 
helplessly as all hell broke loose 
that day. Their hearts were pierced, 
their dreams shattered. And the 
fathers stood by helplessly, unable 
to stop the evil from entering 
every door.

The Boy whom the wicked 
Herod wanted to kill so badly was 
not there in Bethlehem on that 
fateful day. An angel had warned 
Joseph of Herod’s despicable 
intentions and instructed him to 
bring mother and child to Egypt, 
far away from the reach of Herod’s 
violent sword. Soon after this, Herod, the man who tried 
to hang on to his throne so violently, lost his grip on life 
and died. It was as if heaven had pronounced judgment. 
Jesus was then brought back to Israel.

The world into which Jesus was born was ugly with 
human sin and violence. It still is. Every now and then, 
Herods emerge in history with their gross wickedness. 

The world into 
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Massacres, such as the one in Bethlehem, continue to 
bloody the sad pages of history. The voices of victims cry 
out, asking if the violence will ever end. The spilled blood 
of the slain cries out to heaven for justice and redemption 
(genesis 4:10).

The birth of Jesus is the long-awaited answer from 
heaven. Though God, He emptied Himself for our sakes 
and became a man (philippians 2:6–8). He stepped into a 
world gone mad with sin. He left the sweet fragrance of 
heaven and entered the stench of a world of depraved 
human beings. Yes, if we think seriously about it, 
everyone has a little bit of Herod in him. We may not act 
as desperately wicked as Herod but the same depravity 
dwells in every human heart.

It was to save the human race from sin that Jesus 
was born. He made Himself so vulnerable that the One 
through whom the world was made had to be brought 
to the safety of Egypt, away from the violent swings of 
Herod’s sword. He was kept from harm as an infant, only 
to be crucified as a grown man. But it was necessary, for 
without the shedding of His blood there is no salvation 
for the world.

Christmas then is the story of a God who loved the 
world so much that He acted in a most amazing way. It 
is indeed good news because the Savior of the world was 
born on that day. It is good news like the way an oasis is 
good news in a vast and arid desert. That Christmas is 
good news is made all the more vivid when we see it in 
the real world of suffering and sin.

We often sanitize the manger scene and make 
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Christmas fluffy and nice, white and squeaky clean, minus 
the stench of the beasts of burden and the gut-wrenching 
hungers of poverty. We mute the disturbing sounds of 
wailing, heart-torn mothers weeping for their massacred 
infant sons. But that was the world into which Jesus was 
born. And it is in that kind of world that the birth of Jesus, 
the Savior and Light of the world, becomes truly good 
news. Indeed, light is good news in darkness. A source of 

water is good news in the desert. 
And Jesus is good news in a world 
trapped in sin.

The boys of Bethlehem were 
mercilessly killed that awful day. 
One might say that they died 
so that the Boy of Bethlehem 
could be saved. The irony is that, 
years later, this Boy of Bethlehem 
showed that He came to earth to 
die so that the boys of Bethlehem 
could ultimately be saved. For 
while the heavenly Father received 
the slain boys into His safe and 
secure arms, never to be troubled 
again, He left His Son on earth 

to finish His painful work. It was the Boy who later died 
in place of the boys, just as He was also sacrificed for you 
and for me.

Jesus was born as the Lamb of God who came to take 
away the sin of the world (john 1:29). That is the good 
news of Christmas. Mary saw all that was happening and 

We may not act  
as desperately 

wicked as Herod  
but the same 

depravity dwells  
in every human 

heart.
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“treasured up all these things and pondered them in her 
heart” (luke 2:19, 51). This Christmas we can do the same. 
In the midst of all the frantic and busy celebrations, where 
Christmas is often emptied of its true context (a tragic 
world) and significance (its good news), let us remember 
the real world into which Jesus was born. And let us praise 
God that Jesus is truly good news for a dying world. 
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five

The Heart’s  
Treasure

In the cold Judean night, the new mother gazed 
lovingly at her newborn son. The innocent eyes 
of the baby softened her heart. Though she was 

drained from the long and arduous trip and the ordeal of 
delivering her child, her heart was full of joy and peace.  
It was a moment of deep mystery as her eyes rested 
on the tiny figure wrapped in swaddling clothes. Her 
husband had no words to say as he too marveled at the 
child. The animals in the stable looked quietly on the 
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scene. In silence, all eyes beheld the face of God in a tiny 
newborn baby. Much was happening that night. Heaven 
was busy sending angels to announce the good news to 
simple shepherds in the fields outside Bethlehem. The 
shepherds rushed to the place and joined that amazing 
scene in the stable. They saw the mystery and came back 
with much joy and rejoicing. From the holy silence, they 
came out breaking forth with joyful praise. God had kept 
His promise. He had come to Earth to be one of us.

Mary reflected quietly and deeply on the mystery 
of God becoming man, the Word becoming flesh. We 
too need to do the same this Christmas. Why did God 
become a man? The writer of Hebrews explains: “Since 
the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their 
humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who 
holds the power of death—that is, the devil—and free 
those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear 
of death” (hebrews 2:14–15).

God was born a man so that He might die our death 
to free us forever. Jesus came not to help angels but 
human beings. “For this reason he had to be made like his 
brothers in every way, in order that he might become a 
merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and 
that he might make atonement for the sins of the people” 
(hebrews 2:17).

It was because God wanted to save us from sin and 
death that He had to become a man. If He had not done 
so, this would not have been possible. It was the fourth-
century Athanasius  who took up this biblical point when 
he wrote, “The Word of God came in His own Person, 
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because it was He alone, the Image of the Father Who 
could recreate man made after the Image.” The image 
of God in us that was marred and lost could only be 
recovered if God became man.

  Athanasius was Bishop of Alexandria from 328 to his death 
in 373� He played a leading role in discrediting a great heresy of 
the day, Arianism� Arianism contended that Christ was a created 
being (making Him less than God), which Athanasius and others 
strongly refuted with the Scriptures� 

Athanasius used the illustration of a portrait on a 
panel that had become obliterated by stains. Instead of 
throwing away the panel, the artist got the subject of 
the portrait to sit for it again so that his likeness could 
be redrawn on the same material. Jesus is that Subject 
in whose image we are being re-created “as we gaze 
on [His] kingly brightness” (cf. 2 
corinthians 3:18). Athanasius put 
it succinctly when he declared, 
“God became man so that man may 
become like God.” It is for this 
reason that God, in Jesus, came to 
us, that the Word was made flesh.

This coming of God into our 
midst should not be taken lightly. 
Jesus was fully man and fully God. 
We must never forget this, and we 
must understand the implications 
of what we profess to believe. God 
became man and came to dwell 

This coming of  
God into our midst 
should not be taken 

lightly. Jesus was 
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among us. We should be trembling as we would in the 
presence of God.

The German pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
put it well when he wrote:

We have become so accustomed to the idea of divine 
love and of God’s coming at Christmas that we no 
longer feel the shiver of fear that God’s coming 
should arouse in us. We are indifferent to the message, 
taking only the pleasant and agreeable out of it and 
forgetting the serious aspect, that the God of the 
world draws near to the people of our little earth 
and lays claim to us. The coming of God is truly not 
only glad tidings, but first of all frightening news for 
everyone who has a conscience.

The birth of Christ is good news only when it is at 
first frightening news to us. The shepherds were terrified 
when the angel came to announce the birth of the Savior 
(luke 2:9). They were shivering not only because of the cold 
but because of the implications of God’s visitation. Terror 
turned to amazement and amazement to joy when they 
began to realize that God had come to earth as a man.

We must not only recognize the “otherness” of Jesus 
but also the fact that He became one of us. In Him we 
have true human as well as divine company. Because 
He became a man, we know that He understands our 
situation perfectly. He knows what it means to be living 
in a wicked and sinful world, to experience hunger and 
thirst, to be accused of all kinds of things, to be rejected 
by people, to be opposed by enemies, to feel tired and 
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weak, to lose a loved one, to suffer 
loneliness, to feel pain in all its 
forms, and to be tempted.

The Bible makes this point 
when we read, “Because he himself 
suffered when he was tempted, he 
is able to help those who are being 
tempted” (hebrews 2:18). Or again, 
“For we do not have a high priest 
who is unable to sympathize with 
our weaknesses, but we have one 
who has been tempted in every way 
just as we are—yet was without sin” 
(4:15, emphasis mine).

In Jesus, we have a God who 
understands us perfectly because 
He walked the streets of this 
troubled world, among beggars 
and the deadly sick, the sad and 
the wicked. He Himself was at the 
terrible receiving end of the wicked deeds of men and 
was tempted by the devil the same way we are. When He 
speaks to us, He speaks as One who has been through it 
all. He speaks with empathy and compassion.

In this uncertain world, God has come to be with 
us. He is the promised Immanuel—“God with us.” The 
saving, healing, and protecting shadow of God comes 
near to us through Jesus. No one needs to live without 
hope again; no one needs to suffer loneliness and despair 
again, for our Savior has come to be with us, to bring us 

In Jesus,  
we have a God who 

understands us 
perfectly because  

He walked the 
streets of this 

troubled world, 
among beggars  
and the deadly  

sick, the sad and  
the wicked.
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to our true eternal home. Some of these thoughts must 
have passed through Mary’s mind and rested in her heart. 
She treasured these truths. The Savior she carried in her 
womb was born into the world, and now He was born in 
her heart. He was the great Treasure of her heart. Her 
womb had held Him for nine months, but her heart would 
hold Him forever.

We too are invited to find this Treasure of Christmas 
and to keep and cherish Him in our hearts forever. If we 
have Him in our hearts, we will indeed tremble—with 
awe and joy.
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six

The Mess and  
the Messiah

The ancient world into which Jesus was born was 
a rough place. The average lifespan was 40 years. 
In the international sphere, Rome was the imperial 

power that ruled a large part of the known world. Yet 
decay was setting in. A third of the city’s population was 
enslaved. The powerful and rich entertained themselves 
with blood sports and whatever else they fancied.

Raw power ruled the day. The man who wielded the 
sword was king. The ordinary people on the streets and in 
the fields went about their daily existence, often with great 
difficulty. Democracy, though it had been conceived and 
idealized in ancient Athens, was not practiced in Rome. In 
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many places, life could best be described in the words of 
Thomas Hobbes, a seventeenth-century English philosopher. 
He said, “No arts, no letters, no society, and which is worst 
of all, continual fear and danger of violent death, and the 
life of man solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”

Life was indeed poor, nasty, brutish, and short for 
many. And so it must have been for 
the poor shepherds who watched 
their flocks in the cold Judean 
night near Bethlehem (luke 2:8–20). 
To them the angels announced 
the good news of the Messiah’s 
birth. That heavenly choir sang 
about divine glory and human 
peace. And so the shepherds went 
into Bethlehem and found the 
baby lying in a manger. Though 
the stable where Jesus was found 
was the humblest of places, the 
shepherds knew in their hearts that 
this was a special baby. They were 
convinced that what they saw and 
heard when heaven opened and the angels came was true.

The shepherds must have felt at home in the humble 
stable. As people who lived in poverty, it was the kind of 
place to which they were accustomed. Just as well that Jesus 
was not born in a palace lined with gold and silver. They 
would not have gained entry. And even if they had been 
allowed in, they would have felt terribly out of place. The 
greedy among them would have had their eyes glued to the 

The shepherds  
must have felt 
at home in the 

humble stable . . . 
a place that poor 
and simple people 

could relate to.
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luxurious accessories instead of the baby. But the stable was 
a place that poor and simple people could relate to.

The shepherds returned to their flocks and to their 
poor lives with a new spirit. They were glorifying and 
praising God. Their difficult circumstances may not have 
changed, but they were changed men.

While the world has changed over the centuries, the 
human condition remains the same. Slavery still exists 
in many forms. Mindless violence continues its reign 
of terror across the globe. Bombings, hostage taking, 
shootings, and many other tragic incidents have made us 
keenly aware of the uncertain conditions of our world. 

In spite of all the advances in science and technology, 
in spite of the depiction of life in glossy brochures and 
the feeling that we are in control of our lives, we still live 
in a messy world. The apostle Paul describes the human 
condition as living “without hope and without God in the 
world” (ephesians 2:12). Imagine reading the newspapers 
and watching the evening news without hope and without 
God. What a terrible thought!

Jesus the Messiah came to a messy world, but He was 
not afraid of the mess. He could have tried to save us while 
remaining safely in heaven. But He did not stay at a safe 
distance. Instead, He came down: “The Word became flesh 
and made his dwelling among us” (john 1:14). He emptied 
Himself and took the form of a servant. He became 
vulnerable. He touched lepers without gloves. He took on 
a life of poverty. He had no place to call His own. He did 
not even carry money with Him. He experienced what it 
means to be homeless and poor. He was beaten mercilessly, 
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spat upon, and insulted. Then He was stripped and nailed 
to a rough cross to die a humiliating public death. He knew 
firsthand about the human condition. 

As we celebrate Christmas this year, our celebrations 
may well be colored by the pessimism and anxieties 
we see around us. Terrorism, economic uncertainties, 
worries about the future—we seem to be living in an era 
of bad news. 

Yet it is in these circumstances that we need to hear 
the good news afresh. In Christ, we have the Savior, the 
Messiah. Looking at this world without the Messiah turns 
our lives and our distant horizons into darkness. But when 
we look at the Messiah, we see the light in the darkness. 
John declared, “The light shines in the darkness, but the 
darkness has not understood it” (john 1:5). May we see 
the light shining in the darkness this Christmas. And may 
God give us grace to understand this light.

As Mary, Jesus’ mother, “treasured up all these things and 
pondered them in her heart” (luke 2:19), let us do the same 
this Christmas. Let us quietly ponder this miracle, grateful 
that God in His love has not abandoned us to perish in the 
mess, but in fact has sent us the Messiah, in whom is all our 
hope. No matter the condition of our world, in Christ we 
see the glory of God Himself. In Him we have peace.

1 The Revell Bible Dictionary, Herod, p. 483 (Grand Rapids: Fleming H. Revell, 
A Division of Baker Book House Co., 1994).
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