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were left out.  
 

Luke 2:1-20 The Birth of Jesus 

In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be 
registered. This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of 
Syria. All went to their own towns to be registered. Joseph also went from the town of 
Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was 
descended from the house and family of David. He went to be registered with Mary, to 
whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. While they were there, the time 
came for her to deliver her child. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped 
him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in 
the inn. 

The Shepherds and the Angels 

In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by 
night. Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone 
around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; for 
see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day 
in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign for you: 
you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.’ And suddenly 
there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, 
‘Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors!’ 

When 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.’ So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and 
the child lying in the manger. When they saw this, they made known what had been told 
them about this child; and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told 
them. But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. The 
shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it 
had been told them. 

Invitations (With a playful or ironic tone. I can also bring the credit card applications 

with me to show.) 
I have received some “invitations” this season:   

• “You have been pre-selected!” 

• “Find out if this is A BETTER CREDIT CARD FOR YOU.” 

• “When it comes to paying interest on balance transfers, ZERO is better.” 
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I don’t really like those invitations. I didn’t respond to them.  
 

On the other hand, I was invited to a friend’s retirement party. I said “Yes” to 
that invitation. I heard his work colleagues speak of him with respect and appreciation. 
We have been friends for many years, but I have not seen him first-hand at work. His 
work colleagues provided me with a glimpse of a different side of him, which was a 
pleasure. My friend has been an accomplished, valued, and trusted colleague in his 
workplace for 31 years.  

What have you been invited to? Birthday parties? Christmas and holiday parties? 
Some invitations are better than others.  

Mary and Joseph, the parents of Jesus, do not receive an invitation. As Luke 
describes in the opening of this passage, they don’t receive an invitation, but are subject 
to a governmental degree. Emperor Augustus has decreed that “all the world should be 
registered.”  

That’s no better an invitation than a credit card application. Like a credit card, it’s 
also a financial arrangement. You are registered and counted and then taxed. The 
arrangement is extended more on the behalf of the sender, not the receiver.  

And Mary and Joseph comply, traveling to Bethlehem to do their civic duty.  
 

Invitations and Home 
 An invitation is often an invitation into someone’s home. You are invited in. You 
are invited into a special place. You are invited, at least to a degree, to be a part of the 
family, or to be welcomed as family.  
 For four weeks, in our worship and sermons and devotional readings and Bible 
studies at Good Shepherd, we have been talking about being “Close to Home.”  

• Advent 1: We have talked about longing for home, about yearning for roots, for 
connection, and to be able to gather together.  

• Advent 2: We have talked about hearing words of hope and promise that shape 
our identity and character, which lay a foundation for us for our future.  

o We talked about how we create an atmosphere of welcome or a sense of 
home that draws others in.  

o We have recognized our mutual responsibility to create welcome spaces 
for others: How is it that we “lay a foundation” for others? 

• Advent 3: We have talked about what it’s like when we have been an outsider or 
when we have been new in a particular place.  

• Advent 4: We talked about what it’s like when we’re unsettled and distressed.  
o We talked about sanctuary, about our need for places and people that 

offer safety and security.  
o We talked about the sanctuary that Elizabeth provided Mary when Mary 

needed a safe place when she was facing pregnancy.  
o Sanctuary is a place of home as well.  

All of these images and stories about home lead to this story tonight.  
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 This decree from Emperor Augustus meant that Joseph and Mary had to leave 
their home in Nazareth and travel to Bethlehem. They were away from home. They had 
no home in that place and they had no invitation to any other particular place.  

6While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. 7And she gave 
birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a 
manger, because there was no place for them in the inn (Luke 2:6-7). 

 Here’s the irony and here’s the good news of this story: The one whose 
family, metaphorically speaking, had no invitation, but was subject to a decree and 
forced to migrate, the one who was born away from home and was nestled into a safe 
place where animals gathered and where ordinary people came to welcome him,  

• This one spent his life inviting others who were left out or excluded.  

• The one who was born in an unlikely place spent his life inviting others 
home. 
This birth, as unusual as it was, was consistent with how Jesus lived his whole 

life looking out for those who were on the outside or lost: Here are a  few stories to 
characterize who Jesus is and the welcome or invitation we know through him as 
a reflection of the grace of God: 
 

Jesus welcomes the woman at the well: (John 4)  
 A woman sits by the well in the heat of the day about noon. She’s the only one 
there. Who else would go during the heat of the day? All the others must have been 
there earlier, when they could draw water together and enjoy each other’s company and 
share news and stories with each other.   
 She’s there at noon because she’s not welcomed by the others. She’s there by 
herself because that way she won’t have to bear their snide remarks and disapproving 
looks. She’s there by herself because she’s had a troubled past and she bears shame 
for it.  
 To her great surprise, as Jesus approaches, he sits down and speaks with her. 
In reply, she says, “How is it that you a Jew (and a Jewish man on top of that), ask for a 
drink of water from me, a Samaritan woman.  
 They have an extended conversation and through that encounter, she runs off to 
tell her whole village the exciting news about Jesus, whom she has recognized as the 
Messiah and who has welcomed her, despite all her flaws.   
 This woman who has been left out—ostracized--by her community, has now 
become the one who proclaims good news and who draws them together—when they 
come to see for themselves who Jesus is.  

39 Many Samaritans from that city believed in [Jesus] because of the 
woman’s testimony. . . 40So when the Samaritans came to him, they 

asked him to stay with them; and he stayed there for two days. 41And 
many more believed because of his word. 42They said to the woman, 

‘It is no longer because of what you said that we believe, for we have 
heard for ourselves, and we know that this is truly the Savior of the 

world.’ 
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Jesus invites himself to Zacchaeus’ home  
 Jesus walked through the town of Jericho. This man wanted to see Jesus. His 
name was Zacchaeus, and he was the chief tax collector. Tax collectors were generally 
despised and resented because they participated in the harsh treatment of their own 
people by the occupying Romans. It was commonplace to take advantage of their 
power by exploiting others by collecting more than what was owed and thereby 
enriching themselves. You can see how people would resent them.  
 Zacchaeus climbed up in a tree to see Jesus more clearly when he passed by. 
To his great surprise, Jesus called out to him and said he’d like to have lunch at 
Zacchaeus’ house. In a whole crowd of people, a crowd so large that Zacchaeus 
had to climb a tree in order to see Jesus more clearly, Jesus singles out 
Zacchaeus in order to stay with him, which is a way of honoring him with his 
presence.  He calls him by name and says, “hurry, come down; I must stay at your 
house” (Luke 19:5). 

 Jesus declares that Zacchaeus is like family: “‘Today salvation has come to 

this house, because he too is a son of Abraham” (Luke 19:9).  

And Jesus describes his role, mission, purpose, or job description:  

10For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.’ (Luke 

19:10) 

 Like the encounter with the Samaritan woman, Zacchaeus was transformed, too. 
People grumbled that Jesus would share a table and meal with a sinner like Zacchaeus. 
It wasn’t the first time they complained that Jesus shouldn’t be doing that—that he 
should know better  (See Luke 15:2). In response to that persistent grumbling, Jesus 
told some stories about things that are lost and the joy that comes from finding them.  

Jesus told a series of parables that were all about seeking those 
who are lost: (Luke 15) 

• He told about a shepherd leaving his sheep to go find the last one who was lost. 

• He told about a woman who loses a coin and then diligently looks for it. When 
she finds it, she calls her friends and they celebrate together, because she’s 
overjoyed at having found what was lost. 

• In an extended story, Jesus tells of a father whose son makes a lot of poor 
choices and rejects his father and takes money from the father and leaves the 
household to pursue the appeal of who know what.  

• Against all expectations, when the son encounters hard time and trudges back 
home, embarrassed and ashamed and ready to apologize, the father has been 
expectantly waiting and looking for him the whole time. He runs to embrace him 
and rejoices, even before the son can mumble out his apology. 

 
In these encounters and stories, Jesus is saying that he’s the one who will 

doggedly seek others out. He’s the one who will look for them when they’re lost. He’s 
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the one who will welcome them home, running to them with arms ready to embrace, 
even before that apology is offered. 

The good news of Christmas is that the one who with his family was away from 
home and had no particular invitation is the one who has come to seek and save the 
lost and to invite us home.  

Thanks be to God for this gift of grace.  
 


