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“The Journey to Bethlehem”   Luke 2:1-20 Christmas Eve 2016 

(4PM & 8:30PM) 

15When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said 

to one another, “Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has 

taken place, which the Lord has made known to us.” 16So they went with 

haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the 

manger.17When they saw this, they made known what had been told them 

about this child; 18and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds 

told them. 19But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her 

heart. 20The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they 

had heard and seen, as it had been told them. (Luke 2:15-20) 

 This Advent season, I’ve been preaching about journeys, looking at 

ways in which our life journeys intersect with the journeys of people in the 

Bible, especially in the stories related to Christmas.  Tonight we come to 

the journey to Bethlehem.  Let’s look closely at the well-known story that 

you’ve heard read tonight, paying attention to the reactions of the 

characters, as well as our own reactions. 

 We start with Joseph and Mary.  When Joseph envisioned his life, 

taking a long trip over rough country to Bethlehem with an unexpectedly 

pregnant wife did not factor in.  Everyone assumed this child was his, and 

since it was obviously conceived before they were married, it would have 
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brought great shame, not only to Mary, but to him.  And yet, he obeyed 

God and married her.  And now, because of an edict from the hated Roman 

occupiers, he was forced to travel all the way from Nazareth to Bethlehem 

in order to register for the harsh taxes that would go to Rome.  I think it’s 

safe to say that Joseph would have had very mixed feelings about this 

journey to Bethlehem, although he demonstrated righteousness, 

compassion, and courage by the way he went about it. 

 Mary also never envisioned beginning her married life in this way.  

She, too, was obedient to God, agreeing to bear this child, the long-

promised Messiah, at great personal cost.  Being so late in her pregnancy, 

she must have been physically miserable on the journey, and afraid.  For 

she was facing childbirth without the presence and assistance of family and 

friends.  And childbirth was pretty dangerous back then, as it still is in many 

places today.  Later in the story, we see another reaction of Mary, when 

after the shepherds come to worship the child and testify to his identity, 

we’re told, “19But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her 

heart.”   

 Mary must have been continually awakening to the implications of 

what God was doing in and through her at the birth of this child.  And she 

remembered it all and spent time thinking about all that had happened and 

all that was said.  Perhaps that’s not a bad response for us to the journey to 
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Bethlehem.  To carve out some time to reflect on the wonder and meaning 

of the coming of God into the world that first Christmas. 

 The angels are next.  They rip open the heavens to watch what’s 

happening and to praise God for the good news of great joy for all the 

people of earth.  They were observing a climactic moment in human 

history!  The great God of the universe, the Creator of all there is, was 

being born to a very young woman as a human child in order to restore 

God’s creation to its original intent.   

Sometimes the right thing to do is to stop doing anything at all and 

just praise God.  Tonight is one of those times.  Don’t let it pass you by 

without saying thank you for God’s greatest gift.  

 And then there are the shepherds.  When I think about shepherds, 

I’m reminded of that scene in the Charlie Brown Christmas Special when 

Lucy is handing out the parts to the Christmas pageant.  She comes to 

Shermy and says, “Shermy, you’re a shepherd.”  He responds, “Every 

Christmas, it’s the same.  I always end up playing a shepherd.”  But 

shepherds play an important role in the story.  They are the very first ones 

to hear the news of Jesus’ birth.  They listened to the angels and their 

wonderful message.  Then they hurried to check it out for themselves, 

finding the child and his parents, and telling everyone they met what had 

happened.  That’s a pretty good response to the journey, too.   



4 
 

I like the fact that they dropped everything to go see Jesus for 

themselves.  Words of angels are pretty convincing, I imagine, but there’s 

nothing like seeing for yourself!  Some of you have heard the Good News 

of Jesus’ coming into the world, perhaps many times, but you’re not sure 

what all the fuss is about.  You’ve heard others talk about it, and how it has 

affected their lives, but you’ve never taken the time to check it out for 

yourself.  To carefully read the stories in the four gospels to learn what this 

man, Jesus, was like.  To have a serious conversation with someone who 

is a follower of Jesus, expressing your questions and doubts.  Why not do 

that?  People in every country in the world are gathering tonight to 

celebrate the birth of Jesus Christ, some doing so at considerable risk.  

Maybe they’re on to something.  Check it out! 

I’ve got just two more responses to the birth of Jesus for us to look 

consider.  How did the rest of the world respond to the journey?  The 

Romans, the Jewish leaders, and the common people of Israel?  How did 

they react?  Mostly, they ignored his coming, not knowing a thing about it.  

However, later, they would react.  Paranoid King Herod, fearing the birth of 

a new king, took violent action to eliminate the threat, by killing all the 

babies of Bethlehem born about the time of Jesus’ birth.  Later, Herod’s 

successor along with the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, would get 

involved in eliminating the threat posed by Jesus.   
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And how was Jesus a threat?  The seeds of that threat are found in 

the words of the angels, who say, “to you is born this day in the city of 

David, a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.” (Luke 2:11) 

The problem was that the people of Palestine already had a Lord.  

His name was Caesar Augustus.  He had given himself the title, “divi filius,” 

“son of the divine,”  a title affirmed by the Roman Senate.  As Lord, he 

demanded ultimate loyalty from all of his subjects.  But the angels 

proclaimed that there is another Lord, a Lord with even higher authority 

than Caesar, an authority that Jesus recognized and claimed for himself.  

He claimed to be Lord over Judaism, enraging the priests and Pharisees.  

He showed that he was Lord of diseases, as he healed those who came to 

him.  He even demonstrated that he was Lord over all creation, calming 

storms and seas.  And the people recognized his power and authority and 

thronged around him.  Religious and political leaders therefore saw him as 

a threat to the social order and to their authority, and eventually they had 

him put to death. 

There is a sense in which they were right to fear him, for those who  

followed him did upset the social order, as his followers obeyed his 

instructions to protect and lift up the weak and vulnerable.  And his 

followers continued to flourish long after the fall of the great Roman Empire.  
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Some in the world ignored him and some still do.  Others feared him, and 

some still do today. 

What about you?  How will you respond to Jesus’ coming?  Will you 

obey him and follow him like Joseph and Mary?  Will you praise God for his 

coming, like the angels?  Will you go and check him out for yourself like the 

shepherds?  Or, will you ignore him, or even oppose his work, like many in 

Jesus’ day? 

A woman moved into a small town.  She noticed a man named Mr. 

Gentry who lived in her neighborhood.  Every time she walked past his 

home she was impressed with his yard that was filled with a beautiful 

garden and flowers.  And she couldn’t help noticing that Mr. Gentry was 

always whistling, loudly!  She wondered why he was always doing that, and 

finally got up the courage to ask him one day when he was working in his 

garden. 

He replied that his wife was no longer able to get around and that she 

had lost her sight.  Sure enough, there sat a woman rocking on the porch 

who she hadn’t noticed before.  Mr. Gentry continued, “Since she cannot 

see where I go and what I’m doing, I whistle to let her know where I am.  I 

whistle to let her know that I am nearby.  I whistle to let her know that if she 

ever needs me, I will be right there.” 
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Christmas is God whistling!  It’s a sign that God is on our side, that 

God cares about us, that God is nearby when we need him.  It’s a sign that 

God cares about you!  You can respond to that good news by opening 

yourself up to God and learning all you can about what it means to connect 

with your Creator.  I think that would be a wonderful Christmas response! 

And there’s more.  We also respond to Christmas by carrying on the 

work Jesus began in the world.  Author and civil rights leader, Howard 

Thurman, put it like this:   

“When the song of the angel is stilled. 

When the star in the sky is gone 

When the kings and princes are home 

When the shepherds are back with their flock 

The work of Christmas begins: 

 To find the lost, to heal the broken, 

 To feed the hungry, to release the prisoner, 

 To rebuild the nations, to bring peace to humankind 

 To make music in the heart.” 

God has placed you where you are, in your particular family, in your 

place of work, in your school, in your neighborhood- for a purpose.  Are you 
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doing God’s work in those places, caring for those who are hurting, and 

standing alongside those who have no one to speak up for them?  Are you 

sharing the Good News of God’s love in Jesus Christ with them?  That is 

also a very good response to the journey to Bethlehem.  How will you 

respond? 


