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SUMMARY: THE PEOPLE OF BETHLEHEM 
(Luke 2:1-7) 

 

We’ve been revisiting various dimensions and implications of the Christmas story as we 
walk through Advent this year – examining again something of what it means that Jesus 
came to be born into our worlds. Biblical scholarship is all over the place about the details of 
the story of Jesus’ birth. They argue about the date, the place, as well as all sorts of other 
details. As we look at the two Gospel accounts that we have of Jesus’ birth, we are taking the 
details as written, not because we are wanting to be at odds with the historical scholarship, 
but because I believe and understand that there are profound theological truths here for us to 
embrace, as it is written. 
 

Also, while we understand that there are all sorts of literature in the Bible, I love that 
particular word German has for describing its most essential genre: heilsgeschichte – or 
salvation history. While we know God’s Spirit inspired the many scripture writers and 
compilers over many years to use all sorts of literary influences to make its most sacred point  
- I mean, there’s historical reporting, comedy, irony, drama, mythology, metaphor – all 
intended not so much to provide us with detailed chronologies and historical facts but, most 
essentially, to describe the relationship of Creator God with us and all of God’s Creation - 
and so, as Timothyi later came to write of how we believe all is useful to our faithful living.   
 

We come again to today’s very well-known reading of Jesus’ birth. Both Matthew and Luke 
present this as a being very busy time for that little town. As a regular stopover for travellers 
travelling south to Egypt, Bethlehem was understood to be a place of refreshment, a 
refuelling place – it’s no surprise its very name means ‘place of bread’. The locals would 
have been used to a certain bustle of travellers coming through anyway - but now, with 
Augustus Caesar’s decree for an empire-wide tax census, it would have been especially full. 
Everyone originally descended from the House of David had by enforced Roman law to 
make their way back there to be counted – an enormously arduous task for a people dispersed 
throughout the land. We can imagine this small local population of less than 1000 exploding 
by probably over ten times: …every lodging place, inn, dining hall – just chock n block full! 
 

Of course, local merchants would have been delighted as the crowds jostled for supplies in 
their marketplaces, every street and walkway crush-full. We can imagine people frazzled, 
schedules crammed, tempers frayed. Cheek to jowl shopping, haggling, jostling… And then 
this one very tired man and utterly exhausted, heavily pregnant young woman arriving with 
their pack donkey, anxiously trying to push their way through, desperate for accommodation. 
It’s not hard to imagine people’s annoyed reactions to having them blocking their way… 
 

All travel would have been extremely difficult for them. The 90 miles between Nazareth 
where they lived and Bethlehem (avoiding Samaria) would have been brutal. And completed 
in 5 days: that’s some 18 miles a day, travelling through arid semi desert with very limited 
supplies. Sleeping roughly each night under the stars, agonized moving by day. 
 

Imagine Mary's exasperation: the journey, the pregnancy, and now at last arriving only to 
experience the aggressive busyness of the crowds and the rejection of NO ROOM!  
 



These crowds who had for centuries been awaiting the arrival of the long-anticipated 
MESSIAH now actually encountering him about to be born – and having absolutely no idea! 
Instead of welcoming them, their irritation at having to make room for these slow moving 
travellers… If they had known just who this heavily pregnant family blocking their way 
actually was, I wonder how different their reaction would have been? 
 

Like those crushing crowds so focused on just their own agendas, I wonder to what extent we 
– because of our own ego-generated priorities and agendas - tend to miss opportunities for 
divine encounter in our lives? I wonder. Seriously. Take another look at what seems to be 
obstacles in your path, those slow-moving-pregnant-couples with their donkeys… However 
they may appear to be slowing you down, what opportunities for Christ’s birth in your life do 
they represent? 
 

Dear Most Loving God, open our eyes, calm our spirits when we are eager to act and our 
circumstances seem to be blocking our efforts. Sometimes, we confess that our enthusiasm 
does run away with us fearing that we have too much to do and too little time to do it all; 

then, when some obstacle slow us down, we are filled with frustration and disappointment. 
Help us to accept interruptions or endurances with grace and to understand that all things 

do ultimately work for good, if we but look for it. May we recognize that such times give us a 
chance to revaluate our actions or perhaps take a time-out with you. Teach us that all things 
proceed on a timeline not of our making but yours and so increase our trust in your wisdomii. 

 
 

And then there's the innkeeper. We're not told too much about this guy, only that there was 
no regular space anywhere in Bethlehem for Mary and Joseph to have their baby. Neither are 
we specifically told that it was a stable that they ended up in. That we believe they ended up 
in a stable is based entirely on the single line that ‘Mary placed the newborn Jesus in a 
‘Manger’’ - (Latin: manducare), (Italian: mangiare) …words simply meaning to eat!  
Jesus was placed in a container normally used by animals for eating - a manger. 
 

Some traditions suggest that it was the innkeeper’s wife who would have seen their plight 
and who, moved by compassion, suggested to her husband that they go to their stable. It’s 
not too much of a stretch for us to believe that however it happened, there must have been at 
least some one who saw their plight and had compassion, took pity… 
 

I love the story of the little one in the elementary school pageant who was acting as a star - 
who on the big night was suddenly overcome with compassion, had their eyes light up as they 

blurted out: ‘Hey you guy can have my room! 
 

Maybe there’s some truth in that sweet blurting. Compassion! Mercy! We may feel somehow 
insulted that the Saviour of all creation was to be born in such humble circumstances, but 
maybe there is also this something very very beautiful going on here. That seeing this hugely 
pregnant family caught between a rock and a hard place, someone was moved to offer what 
they could – and it was enough!. 
 

When have you felt just helpless in the face of another’s need; perhaps it was a homeless 
someone who touched your heart? Or perhaps it was as you were alongside someone in their 
grief after losing a loved one as a relationship broke down, or by death? Maybe it was 
someone lost, struggling in dark depression… 
 



All too often we allow our personal sense of helplessness so to immobilize us that it stops us 
from doing anything: NO ROOM HERE we may think, or even say out loud!  
 
There’s nothing I can do! It’s as if our sense of helplessness blinds us, stops us from offering 
whatever we may actually have to offer, even if it is just a stable… It seems from this that 
what may appear to be woefully inadequate to us may in fact be a godsend to another. 
 

When has someone been an unexpected godsend to you with the stable they offered? 
When have you been an unexpected godsend to someone else? 
 
Oh Merciful One, so often we take for granted the true richness of our lives. We forget to 
give thanks for our homes and jobs. …the incredible array of items that we can purchase for 
our own comfort and entertainment. May we remember the food banks that serve those right 
here as well as throughout the world – people struggling for basic human rights. This day we 
pray for all who are in any kind of need or danger …even as we pray for those who are being 
moved to help this troubled world with all its hurts and poverty of many kinds. May we be 
given to express hospitality and charity from the bounty of our blessings, and so be moved to 
action by your very own incarnate Christmas Spirit of Christ’s loveiii. 
 

Rev Robin Jacobson 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
i All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness (2 Timothy 3:16) 
ii Paraphrased from Entering the Mystery (A New Experience of Christmas), Jean Porche, Deborah Vaughan (2012: 41) 
iii Op Cit 


