
Today’s Bible reading 
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.
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 Saviour, 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 favours!’
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. Amen. (NRSV)

Today’s hymns 
Let’s sing to the Lord (CH: 126) 

How excellent in all the earth (CH: 4) 
My life flows on in endless song (CH: 565) 

Now thank we all our God (CH: 182)  
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Of all the Sundays in the year, Sunday 26th June is just about as far as you 
could possibly get from Christmas Day. Because of this, it may strike you as 
being more than just a wee bit odd that our reading this morning is the 

Christmas story from Luke’s gospel - and this on the very Sunday that leads us into 
our summer service season for 2022, our Luke’s gospels in our hands!
On one level, I find it every bit as odd as you might do. We look around us at this 
time of year and we find no sign of Christmas decorations or trees or cards or 
presents. And why should we? Yet consider this: that familiar story of the shepherds 
and the angels, the manger and the child, was not written to be the story of 
Christmas as we know it today. The first two chapters of Luke’s gospel were written 
to be an overture to the story of the adult Jesus. And today if we take a good look at 
that overture, we may well find ourselves understanding what it is that the gospel 
writer Luke wants to get across in chapter 3, chapter 4, chapter 5 … all the way 
through to chapter 24 of this, the longest book in the whole of the New Testament.
If I were to go to a West End musical, I might expect to start the evening sitting 
through a compilation of the main musical themes which will feature over the 
following couple of hours. There would be something big and bold to begin with, 
segueing into a romantic ballad, before a whimsical comedy number made an 
appearance. Moving from one popular tune to the next the overture would take 
shape, hinting at what was to come in the production as a whole.
So too with Luke’s gospel, the very start of his book gives us a very strong hint at 
what lies ahead. It’s a kind of a taster for readers, to draw them in and help them to 
see exactly what this book is about. Actually, just such an approach was taken across 
many Greek and Roman biographies a couple of thousand years ago. If someone 
was telling the story of a notable public figure, they would weave into the early 
years clear indications of how the infant was destined to grow into greatness.
That’s why Luke’s Christmas story isn’t really about a baby at all. It’s actually to do 
with the kind of adult this baby would become. And in seeing the man through the 
story of the boy, we might also catch a glimpse of the kind of choices which Luke, a 
master wordsmith, makes as he offers us his unique and distinctive picture of Jesus.
The ink which flows from the pen of Luke describes a Jesus of many, many facets. 
The Jesus of Luke is a complex and compelling figure; a challenge to any reader of 
any era. His Jesus is a divine mystery worth engaging with - yet he is also a 
profoundly human figure much like ourselves in many ways.
So then, there’s a lot for us to come to terms with over the course of the summer, as 
we study the Jesus held out to us by Luke. Over July and August we’ll read lots of 
stories of Jesus as well as a few stories by Jesus. And you can carry on that study at 
home with your own “scribblable” copy of the book on which you can make your 
own notes, alongside the checklist of Luke’s key themes. For now, let’s go back to 
the beginning as we consider Luke’s brilliant overture and ask: “Just who is Jesus?”
The heavenly Jesus: Right from the word go, Luke turns his eyes towards heaven, 
showing his readers that the subject of his book is someone really special. In chapter 
1 we read of the angel Gabriel visiting a young girl with news of a divine baby born 
to lead the Jewish people. Here (as you probably know) is what he says to Mary: 
Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favour with God. And now, you will conceive in 
your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. He will be great, and will be called 
the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor 
David. He will reign over the house of Jacob for ever, and of his kingdom there will be no end. 



All of this sounds as though the story of the new heavenly king is meant for Jewish 
readers and Jewish listeners and Jewish communities … and, to an extent, it is. Yet 
Luke’s Jesus has a wider appeal. He is meant for everyone.
The universal Jesus: Yes, this overture might sound like it’s intended to inspire the 
descendants of King David, but there is a whole lot more to it than that. At the point 
of the child’s birth, other angels arrive on the scene with this dramatic message of 
hope for the whole world: 
Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people … 
In Jesus, the entire human race can look forward to glad tidings which will be for 
them, no matter who they might be - whether Jew or Gentile. And as if to reinforce 
this startling declaration of intent, the people being addressed by the angels are 
humble shepherds. Meanwhile … the heavenly child will know troubles of his own.
The poor Jesus: Let’s just pause for a moment to consider that manger where the 
baby Jesus is laid. It is bound to be a terrible place for a new-born child, especially in 
an age before any understanding of germs and infections. This unhygienic manger 
is where the tiny king will be expected to lay his head. And into the manger will 
come the wondering stares of the shepherds who are not only humble but also 
ostracised - looked down upon by almost everyone. Luke is telling his readers that 
Jesus, while coming from heaven, is entering into the world in some very, very 
challenging conditions. He will know poverty alright, just exactly like the people he 
has come to save. Yes, he will understand their plight from first-hand experience.
The “ox” Jesus: Down through the centuries four animals have been associated with 
the four gospels as well as with the Jesus whom the books present. Matthew’s Jesus 
is seen as a man; Mark’s as a lion; John’s as an eagle; and Luke’s as an ox.  Why an 
ox, you might wonder. (And no: it has nothing to do with any animals who may 
have been around that manger.) One reason for Luke’s symbol emerging as it did is 
that an ox is capable of bearing enormous burdens. Think of Mary and Joseph. What 
first century burdens were on their shoulders - and on the shoulders of their entire 
generation? Think of those shepherds engaged in their unclean work which would 
see them shunned by respectable society. These folk and so many others like them 
were burdened by a legal system which insisted on unattainable purity. Jesus the ox 
came to bear those burdens. Moreover, for Luke, this particular ox is on a long and 
dark journey, plodding ever onward to the place of sacrificial death.
The sidelined Jesus: Lastly, let’s consider what Luke tells us about the “how” of 
Jesus’ entrance into the world. Of all the images which we can conjure up in the 
Christmas story, surely the most poignant has to be the image of a heavily pregnant 
young mum and her desperate husband being turned away at the door of that 
Bethlehem inn. And why? “… because there was no place for them …” 
Do these few, simple words merely refer to that precise moment outside a fully 
booked hostelry? Or do they speak to a wider reality, a greater truth? While the 
adult Jesus would do his very best to live out a message of great good news … all 
the while the world would push both him and his message out and away - off to the 
edges, again and again. The baby will grow up to be someone dangerous and edgy.
Those early passages from Luke’s gospel form the lively score to an overture some 
of whose themes might have caught your attention today. Those same themes will 
come back to us in one form or another week by week across the summer, as we go 
with Jesus - the adult Jesus - on a journey towards death and so much more. And 
through the pen of Luke we will come to identify this compelling figure with the 
very Maker of heaven and earth. I think we can expect quite an adventure. Amen. 



Praying for others 
God of all that is true and precious, 

we bring to you this day the pressing issues of our world:
we recall the Covid-19 pandemic which seems to be less urgent in the UK 

yet which continues to spread in across the poorer nations. 
May policy makers work for justice over our interdependent lands.

We bring to you our prayers for the people of Afghanistan. 
Bless all those involved in rescue work following the recent earthquake, 
and be with those who are mourning now, and those who wait for news.

Close to home, we ask that you would guide your church 
towards making ready a workable response to the growing cost of living crisis. 

May we not simply wish an end to the cost of living crisis, 
but rather work to ensure that all your children have justice, 

each one with sufficient food to eat and fuel with which to cook it.
And in all things, move your people to be agents of change 

in a society and throughout a world where Christ’s love 
needs to be lived out in passion, in determination, in hope, 

with Christians rising to those challenges which need to be met in our time.
In Jesus’ Name we pray. Amen.

And finally … 
Abigail Morrison considers the fragility and robustness of life: 
In my occasional set of “And Finallys” (Finallies?) inspired by the BBC series 
Surgeons: Edge of Life I have pondered a few things. This time I’m thinking about 
the nature of the diseases or injuries of the patients that feature in the 
programmes.  They mostly have very unusual conditions: people with rare genetic 
conditions causing long-term damage, folk with pre-existing medical conditions 
that make otherwise fairly simple operations very hard, horrible aneurisms that 
could burst at any moment, to name abut a few.  I guess unusual problems make 
better television.  It makes me think how fragile life is.  The human body – well, any 
living thing – is so complex and relies on so many parts all working in synchrony 
that it only takes a tiny wee blip for it all to go pear-shaped. After watching a series 
of these programmes, if you’re not careful you begin to think imminent 
destruction lurks around every corner. 
But I am also struck by what a wonderful thing the human body is.  So much could 
go wrong but, for millions and millions of us for many, many years it doesn’t.  It is 
quite amazing how infrequently things do go pear-shaped.  Our bodies are 
indeed complex but so beautifully made that everything does, most of the time, 
work just as it should.  The myriad biological systems interact flawlessly.  Even 
when things do go out of kilter your amazing body usually sorts itself out and 
brings you back to stability.  Cuts and bruises heal and infections are fought off.  
 You might feel a little under the weather but harmony is restored quite quickly.  
Mercifully the conditions featured in programmes like the Surgeons series are 
rare.  We are really very robust! 
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