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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 form 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.                                                                    

Luke 2:1-5 
 

As we gather for this second Sunday of Advent, we mark this time by lighting the second candle 

which is the Bethlehem Candle, or candle of “Love.”  The candle is named for the town in 

which Jesus was born, and perhaps the words of the Christmas hymn, “O Little Town of 

Bethlehem” comes to mind. 
  

  O little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie! 

  Above thy deep and dreamless sleep the silent stars go by; 

  yet in thy dark streets shineth the everlasting light. 

  The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight. 
 

Most of us know the name of this town from little on, even if we might have some difficulty 

knowing where to put all the “e’s” when we are spelling it.  I wonder though if we don’t 

romanticize the town in our minds seeing it as described in the hymn, “still” and “silent”, and 

even adding a few snowflakes to our vision of that sleepy little town.   
 

There are things about this town that we just cannot overlook, if we are going to get a true 

picture of what is happening in the story. 

As we look around the place is packed.  I can’t imagine it is a still place as people have crowded 

in with their families and animals.  This little town has experienced a flood of people arriving, 

which has stretched the people’s hospitality to the limit.  There was a limited number of places 

for people to stay, and now it is full and there just isn’t any more room in the inn, or pretty 

much anywhere else.  So when Joseph and Mary, who is “expecting a child,” arrive there is no 

place for them, and they end up in a stable for shelter.  Is this just poor planning?  Maybe 

Bethlehem wasn’t the best place for them to go.  But as we know they had no choice in the 

matter.   
 

There was a decree from the Emperor that ordered them to go.  And when the Emperor orders 

something you do it.   So this is where the story of Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem takes on a 

subversive quality from it’s very beginning.  That is how Craig Koester, Professor of New 

Testament at Luther Seminary, suggests we see it.  The opening lines of the story give us a 

quick introduction to what was going on in the Roman world.  We don’t have to ask who is in 

charge because Luke makes it clear from the opening words of our text.  Clearly the figure in 

charge is Emperor Augustus, whose authority extends to “all the world.”  He uses his authority 

to declare a census in order to take an inventory of his people for tax purposes and for service in 

the military. 



The emperor exercises his power to reach into the lives of all those under his rule.  As we are 

told it even extends through the governor of Syria into the region of Galilee. There the call for a 

census disrupts the life of Joseph, who travels south to Bethlehem with a pregnant bride, 

scrambling to find a place to stay.  The world belongs to Augustus, while Joseph and Mary are 

relegated to a stable.  There seems to be nothing new here.  It is a world in which some 

command and others obey, some seem secure in their positions and others live on the edge. 
 

Remember, I said there was a subversive quality to this story.  A feeling that the established 

social order and its structures of power, authority and hierarchy are about to be reversed.  That 

is not where we usually go with the story of Jesus birth, yet now that I have piqued your 

curiosity, let’s look at it a little further.  The story centers on the promises of God, which comes 

as no surprise to any of us.  But as we look at the story the impact of those promises hits home 

in a new way.   
 

When we focus on Joseph in the story, we see that he is a descendant of David, the greatest of 

Israel’s past kings.  After years of reading the story it has never seemed like royal lineage was 

ever that important to Joseph.  It certainly didn’t help him get a room at the inn in Bethlehem.  

But we can’t just skim over this reference to David’s lineage and the city to which they are 

going.  The fact that it is so prominently mentioned, puts front and center the Old Testament 

promise of God that one of David’s heirs would establish an everlasting kingdom.  Those words 

describing Joseph as, “descended from the house and family of David,” should cause us to sit 

up and pay attention as if a whirling red light has just gone off.   
 

This is the subversive part of the story.  A power struggle is being signaled, and we of course 

know who the victor will be.  God’s ancient decree will subvert the Emperor’s decree.  With 

Joseph and Mary’s journey to Bethlehem, God is setting in motion the steps that will bring 

about a different kind of kingdom here and now.   
 

Peace had been established throughout the empire by Roman rule.  It had brought a measure of 

political stability and economic prosperity to some.  Now it is about to be overturned by the 

peace announced by the angels.  A peace on earth that comes through God’s favor and is made 

real through the birth of the child in the stable.  It is a different kind of peace, that comes not 

through military power and control, but through love. 
 

For many of us this is a time when fear and anxiety fill many of our thoughts.  They may be 

fears of a virus which we cannot see, but know is there, or of a power struggle for control which 

we do see, that often leaves us feeling uncertain about the future and our security.  In this 

moment in time this journey to Bethlehem calls each of us to renew our spirits and fills us with 

the transforming power of peace.  As the words of the hymn say, “The hopes and fears of all the 

years are met in thee tonight.” 
 

The story draws us into that hope that is rooted in the promise that God would send an heir to 

David’s throne.  The child lying in the manger in David’s city, Bethlehem, is the fulfillment of 

that divine promise.  Luke’s Christmas story may be one of the most familiar in Scripture, but 

the details continue to surprise us as we hear them once again in the reality of our world today. 

Amen. 

 


