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Sasha Trivett - December 14, 2019 

 

Luke 2:1-7 - No Room 

Today is the third Sunday of advent and as my son informed me last night, only 10 days left until 

Christmas Mom, you had better start getting my presents ready! 

 

Reading from Luke chapter 2 verse one: 

At that time the Roman emperor, Augustus, decreed that a census should be taken throughout the 

Roman Empire. 2 (This was the first census taken when Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 3 All returned to 

their own ancestral towns to register for this census. 4 And because Joseph was a descendant of King 

David, he had to go to Bethlehem in Judea, David’s ancient home. He traveled there from the village of 

Nazareth in Galilee. 5 He took with him Mary, to whom he was engaged, who was now expecting a child. 

6 And while they were there, the time came for her baby to be born. 7 She gave birth to her firstborn son. 

She wrapped him snugly in strips of cloth and laid him in a manger, because there was no lodging 

available for them. 

 The birth of Jesus, told in these few short versus, is probably one of the most beloved and recited 

passages in the Bible. Throughout the advent season we ponder this moment in history when God 

becomes man.   

Christmas carols, greeting cards, nativity displays, church Christmas pageants with little children dressed 

up in their parents’ housecoats, towels draped over their heads, giddy little angels with tinsel crowns 

and fluffy white sheep crawling around on the stage all portray the romance of the birth of Jesus.  The 

beauty and charm of a healthy wee baby born in a sleepy town in Judea.    

And yet for Luke, our author, the romance of this story was not what he most hoped to convey to his 

reader.  He had an agenda in retelling this event and he wanted to ensure his reader understood a few 

main points about this special event. 

Now, I promise I won’t ruin the romance and charm of the Christmas story for you. ☺ 

But let’s see what Luke wants us to learn about Jesus from this passage. 

First is the political situation: 

Luke, as with all the apostles, wants to validate the birth of Jesus.  He wants his reader to know the birth 

of Jesus really happened.  So he reminds his reader of the governing officials and the political landscape 

at the time of the birth.  This political situation tells us why Mary and Joseph end up travelling to 

Bethlehem at this crucial point in their lives.   
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Caesar Augustus has required everyone living under Roman authority to complete a census to prepare 

for taxation which obliged every citizen to return to their birthplace.  There is historical evidence of a 

census, as noted by the famous historian Josephus, whether localized or for the entire Roman world.   

There is some theological disagreement concerning which census Luke refers to, whether it was 

localized to Judea or the larger Roman world and the grammar structures Luke uses to describe the 

census but these are questions for anther sermon.   

We know Luke was dedicated to the concrete and would not place so much emphasis on the political 

setting and the census if it was not commonly known to his original reader.   

In Luke chapter 1 he writes, “Many people have set out to write accounts about the events that have 

been fulfilled among us. 2 They used the eyewitness reports circulating among us from the early 

disciples.[a] 3 Having carefully investigated everything from the beginning, I also have decided to write an 

accurate account for you, most honorable Theophilus, 4 so you can be certain of the truth of everything 

you were taught.” 

The one thing about the census that I have always found unreasonable is the idea that a pregnant 

woman would be required to travel many days to fulfil the obligations of this census.  Especially since 

the birth of a child of my own.  I know I read this story through the lens of a 21 century woman but still 

that is a hard one to swallow.  Certainly, she must have been made of tougher stuff than I am.   

Walter L. Liefeld notes, in the Expositor’s Bible Commentary, “It was customary to return to one’s 

original home for such a census.” (W.L. Liefeld, EBC, Pg. 843)  Aren’t we luck we can pay our taxes and 

complete census documentation on line? ☺ 

And so we learn why Jesus is born in Bethlehem when his parents live in Nazareth and he is raised in 

Nazareth, except of course, for the couple of years Mary and Joseph fled to Egypt to hide him.   

What Luke seeks to convey is that birth of Jesus in Bethlehem fulfils what the Prophet Micah said in 

Micah 5:2,  

But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, 

    are only a small village among all the people of Judah. 

Yet a ruler of Israel, 

    whose origins are in the distant past, 

    will come from you on my behalf. NLT 

And so Luke wants us to know that although the Roman leaders were the ones to issue these decrees, 

underneath it all God had orchestrated for Jesus to be born in the town of David – as he was of the 

lineage of David. 

Luke is showing us that God’s plan is much bigger than the edicts of kings and rulers of this world and 

despite the seeming humble beginnings of Jesus, God has a powerful plan for the world that will move 

forward regardless of the decries of the rulers of this world. (IBC) 

 

Second is the significance of the birth taking place in the town of Bethlehem: 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+1&version=NLT#fen-NLT-24864a
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And so our Saviour is born in Bethlehem on an evening like every other, with shepherds tending sheep 

on the hills and people coming and going about their business in the small town.  Welcoming guests 

from out of town and seeing to their needs.   

Did you know the name Bethlehem means, ‘House of Bread’?  For many of us who have grown up in the 

church we have doubtlessly heard Jesus named as ‘The Bread of Life’.   

Jesus says in John 6:35 and again in 6:48, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be 

hungry again. Whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.  

So why is Bethlehem named House of Bread?  The simple truth is that Bethlehem is located in a fertile 

region of Palestine.   

Most of Palestine is a barren land.  Below Bethlehem is the long wilderness of Sinai, to the east beyond 

the Jordan Valley lies the harsh plains of Moab and beyond these the empty desserts inhabited only by 

the Arab Bedouins.   

But around Bethlehem the land was not so harsh; wheat, figs and olives grew in the fields.  Those living 

in Bethlehem would have had ready access to food. 

Don’t you find it curious that Jesus was born in a town whose name is ‘House of Bread’?  For me this 

speaks to how the love of God is not indifferent to basic human need. 

Jesus was no cold aloof religious figure – he was a man among the people.  How many scenes in the 

Bible centre around Jesus eating with his friends and disciples?   

The wedding at Cana, dinner at Mathew’s, dinner with Zacchaeus, eating with Mary and Martha in 

Bethany, the upper room last supper and more.  Jesus was not indifferent to human need or human 

happiness.   

And yet we can’t miss the double meaning of the’ Bread of Life’.’  And although Jesus is always 

concerned with our physical lives he also knows that no satisfaction of his people’s economic wants and 

needs, as vital and important as they are will ultimately fill our soul.  (Walter Russell Bowie, IBC, Pg. 51) 

Even if we were to create a perfect utopian society where everyone was well fed and cared for, there 

would still be a lack of true joy.  Because something in the human soul always starves unless it is fed by 

the one who said he had come to be the bread of life. Matt 4:4 reminds us, ‘People do not live by bread 

alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’ 

 

This brings us to our third point, the humble circumstances surrounding Jesus’ birth: 

In our birth narrative, Luke does not say how long Mary and Joseph stay in Bethlehem or when exactly 

they arrived in relation to the birth.  They may actually have been there for a few months prior to the 

birth.  It seems quite unreasonable that a young woman 8 months plus pregnant would have attempted 

a long journey, on or with a donkey, when she was so close to delivery.   

It is approximately 80-90 miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem and one article I read of a contemporary 

man who did this walk with a donkey suggests that due to the rough terrain Mary may not even have 
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ridden the donkey but rather walked and simply loaded their gear on the donkey.  As donkeys are such 

stubborn animals that if ridden may have made the journey even longer.  IMAGE 

I keep picturing the donkey from Shrek talking back to Mary in Eddie Murphey’s voice; complaining 

loudly about the long journey he is forced to take.  

The route would likely have been around Samaria, since we know Jews and Samaritans were not the 

best of friends at this time.  The other thing you will note in the image is the huge Judean mountain 

range that would have to be traversed to avoid Samaria.  All in all quite a grueling journey that would 

have taken anywhere from a week to ten days. 

Whether the couple walked or rode the donkey when they finally arrived in Bethlehem they found there 

was no private room for them to stay in.   

Growing up I had always understood Mary and Joseph arrived in Bethlehem late one night, found no 

place to stay and that same night Mary gave birth in a stable.  We are not told by Luke or any of the 

gospel writers when the couple arrived in Bethlehem.  But the popular image of Mary and Joseph 

arriving to a crowded inn at the eleventh hour might not be as accurate as we imagine.   

The EBC notes that since Joseph was from Bethlehem, of the line of David, he would likely have had 

family living in Bethlehem and may have brought Mary there a few months prior to the birth to deflect 

some of the gossip and emotional stress surrounding her pregnancy, since the couple was only pledged 

to be married.   

According to Matthew 1:24 we know the couple was married at this time but had not consummated the 

marriage, deciding to wait until after the baby was born.  (EBC)  

Either way, the story tells us Mary delivered the baby in a place where animals lived.  It is quite possible 

Joseph’s family home was crowded with relatives on hand for the census and the only private place was 

with the animals. Maybe a cave or stable or even part of the house.  For many places in the world 

animals and their food are kept in the same buildings as the family quarters. 

Really, all is speculation and even although we would love to know all the particulars, Luke is not 

concerned with filling us in on all the details surrounding the timing of the young couple’s arrival in 

Bethlehem nor whether Mary rode the donkey or walked or the architectural details of the birth 

structure.   

What concerns him is conveying the humble beginnings of the baby Jesus.  How different his birth to 

that of a king.  Again, Walter L. Liefeld tells us Luke is establishing a contrast between the proper rights 

of the Messiah in his own ‘town of David’ and the very ordinary and humble circumstances of his birth.” 

(EBC, Pg., 844) 

A king born to this young peasant couple, how bizarre, how extraordinary.  How different from all we 

would ever think makes sense.   

The Messiah!!!  If Mary could even imagine it, had come to her.  How could the hope of the Jewish 

people have come to her?  She was nothing but the young wife of a poor carpenter.  They had no money 

or connections to propel their child into the political arena he would need to prepare for in order to save 

the Jews from their Roman oppressors.   
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How could she and Joseph prepare him to be the champion of her people?  What exciting miracle would 

God bring into their lives to make this happen?   

I’m sure Mary dreamed all kinds of exciting dreams of how Jesus would rise to power and save his 

people.  She would never have imagined what God planned for his son.   How could she have known he 

was destined to save not only the Jewish people but the entire world?  And she would never have 

imagined the manner in which he would do it.    

Two weeks ago when Chad treated the presentation of Jesus at the temple and he read Simeon’s 

blessing I was so powerfully struck by the foreshadowing of Mary’s pain when her son dies on the cross.   

“This child is destined to cause many in Israel to fall, and many others to rise. He has been sent as a sign 

from God, but many will oppose him. 35 As a result, the deepest thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. 

And a sword will pierce your very soul.” Luke 2:34-35 

How could she have understood that the Messiah who came to her was really God?  How could she 

know what life awaited her small baby.  What Jesus would endure for her and for the rest of the world?  

How could she know he had come to save the whole world?     

And to save us from what?  It was not salvation from slavery to Rome.  No, not that at all.  That 

continued long after Jesus died and rose again.  If not that, then what?  What could be more important 

than political freedom?   

He came to save us from ourselves.  To give life where there is none.     

But just like Mary must have imagined Jesus would come to rescue her and her people from a harsh 

situation they were in, we too dream Jesus will save us from our harsh situations.  That he will rescue us.   

Rescue from our sad or scary situation, rescue from our debt, our illness, our loneliness, our loss and 

pain.  We don’t want a Messiah to look into our hearts and see the void there.  A Messiah who will ask 

us to trust him with all we hold on to.  The anger we can’t let go of, the bitterness against our partners, 

the fear and disappointment of not really been seen and known by those closest to us.  The anxiety of 

not achieving all we hope to in this life.  

Although Jesus does not promise to save us from our difficult circumstances he does offer so much 

more.  He came to offer us lasting peace despite our difficult situation.  Real joy that surpasses our 

comprehension.  To be so happy you can’t even believe it.  How amazing would that be? 

And he came to show us the way to have this peace and joy, he was born as a human being to show us 

how to connect with God.  He walked and talked and lived all we live, to show us the way to connect 

with God.  By trusting God with all we hold dear just as he did so many years ago – trusting the Father 

perfectly, even to death on a cross.  And all for us.  All for love. 

But we don’t really want to trust.  We don’t really want to allow someone to look inside and see the 

darkness in our soul.  We like to keep a firm grip on control over our lives, however deluded we may be 

about the amount of control we have.  We don’t really have room in our hearts for Jesus to come in and 

take up space. 
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Verse seven, in our passage, tells us on the night of Jesus’ birth:  there was no lodging available for 

them, so they landed in a stable for the birth.  And so this single point in the story becomes a parable of 

the human soul.   

It seems unfair that the pregnant Mary cannot find a private room to deliver her baby – was this some 

kind of punishment?  No, just the circumstances Mary and Joseph found themselves in that night.  

Whether there was no room in the local in or in the family dwelling.  So too our difficult circumstances 

are not a punishment from God, nor are they something he will rescue us from.  But he will come to 

offer us peace and joy in the midst of these circumstances. 

And just like Mary and Joseph were excluded from a private room on this special night in their lives so 

too we exclude Jesus from our hearts.  We probably don’t even realize we do it most of the time – we 

don’t always purposefully keep him outside the door.  It is more a matter of the rest of life taking over.  

The immediacy of caring for ourselves and our families, work, church, obligations filling up all he space 

we have and exhausting us.  How many of your minds are running through all the things you have to do 

once church is over?  Don’t really answer that! 

Another reason why there was no room for Jesus to be born that night is that no one, or very few were 

looking for him, anticipating him.  Had the Jewish world into which he was born really known who he 

was, room would have been made.  And if we today had any real idea of how trusting Jesus with all we 

hold dear and precious would impact our lives we too would open the door and make room. We would 

usher him in and invite him to take over.  But we are more satisfied with the small joy we find in 

controlling our own world that we do not even know what real joy looks like. 

But some looked for him – some dreamed of his arrival, like Simeon and Anna, whom we heard about a 

couple of weeks ago – waiting at the temple for the arrival of Messiah.  Believing God would send 

Messiah just as he had promised them. 

And the magi – who followed his star – watching for him in the sky and determined to find this promised 

one travelled far beyond the borders of their own countries to find and worship him.  But the majority of 

the world was not watching and waiting – not expecting God to arrive as a baby on that quiet night in 

Bethlehem. 

This advent season may we open our hearts ever so slightly to the presence of Jesus.  Allow him in to 

take up some space in our lives.   

And what do we expect when a king enters our heart?  But God as king meets us one by one by one, 

right where you are, right where I am.   

That night the stable was quiet, a king had been born in the most unexpected way.  Mary and Joseph, 

their heads bent adoringly over their new babe.  A few astonished shepherds creeping in to worship the 

child.  

A King had come into the most unexpected places.  What unexpected place are you in today?  Rest 

assured the King will meet you there. 

Amen 

 


