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Christmas Lesson

MAIN IDEA

Jesus’ birth brought peace and is 
worthy of the highest praise.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

How can we praise Jesus for the 
peace he brings?

STUDY AIM

To determine how I can praise Jesus 
for the peace he brings

QUICK READ

In writing about the birth of Jesus, 
Luke included the angels who 
revealed the birth to shepherds. 
Upon hearing the news, the 
shepherds decided to find the baby 
Jesus.

Glory to God in 
the Highest

FOCAL TEXT

Luke 2:1–20

BACKGROUND

Luke 2:1–20
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Introduction

I love Christmas. Like many churches, our congregation hosts candlelight 
Christmas Eve services each year. The ceremonies conclude as participants 
light candles and sing “Silent Night.” The darkened room is slowly illumi-
nated by the lighting of individual candles. I light my candle from the Christ 
candle positioned in the Advent wreath and then I use my candle to light 
others.

This tradition continues until candlelight fills the entire room as a visual 
reminder that the world was once was dark, especially for the Jews. Jesus 
entered and overcame the darkness with his light. His birth assured the 
Jews that God had not forgotten them. His life enlightened more and more 
people with the message of the kingdom of God. Finally, Jesus, through his 
death and resurrection made it possible for us to have peace with God. His 
light was not just intended for the Jews but to light the world.

Luke 2:1–20
1 In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census 

should be taken of the entire Roman world. 2 (This was the first census 

that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 3 And everyone 

went to their own town to register.
4 So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to 

Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the 

house and line of David. 5 He went there to register with Mary, who 

was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. 6 While 

they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, 7 and she gave 

birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him 

in a manger, because there was no guest room available for them.
8 And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping 

watch over their flocks at night. 9 An angel of the Lord appeared to 

them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were 

terrified. 10 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you 

good news that will cause great joy for all the people. 11 Today in the 

town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is the Messiah, the 
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Lord. 12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in 

cloths and lying in a manger.”
13 Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the 

angel, praising God and saying,
14 “Glory to God in the highest heaven,

and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.”
15 When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the 

shepherds said to one another, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this 

thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.”
16 So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, 

who was lying in the manger. 17 When they had seen him, they spread 

the word concerning what had been told them about this child, 18 and 

all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. 
19 But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her 

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

the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been 

told.

Why Bethlehem? (2:1–7)

Luke 2 begins with a historical census. Rome took this count every fourteen 
years for tax and military purposes. The registration required that every 
male return to his hometown to record his name, property, occupation, and 
family members.

Caesar played right into God’s plan by enforcing the law regarding the 
census. Old Testament prophecy found in Micah 5:2 made clear that the 
Messiah was to be born in Bethlehem. The name Bethlehem means “House 
of Bread.” Bethlehem was also called the “City of David,” referring to King 
David of Israel. Joseph was a descendant of David.

It is interesting to note that Mary traveled with Joseph in the final tri-
mester of her pregnancy. According to the law, only the male was required 
to record his family in the census. Luke did not define how the couple trav-
eled, but whether it was on a donkey, riding in a wagon, or walking on foot, 
it would have been extremely uncomfortable for a pregnant woman. During 
their trip, Mary went into labor.
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Initially, Joseph was approached by an angel to explain that the Holy 
Spirit of God had caused Mary’s pregnancy, and that she would give birth to 
the Son of God. Joseph believed the angel and decided to go forward with 
making Mary his wife. Adult women, especially those who had a child and 
no husband, suffered great hardship in the ancient world. Joseph and Mary 
were husband and wife before Jesus was born, but because they had not con-
summated their marriage, Luke wrote that Mary was pledged to be married 
to Joseph.

Bethlehem was full of travelers because of the census, so Joseph and 
Mary could not find a place to stay. A place usually used to house animals 
was their only option. Mary gave birth and for a makeshift crib, she laid the 
baby Jesus in a feeding trough. In the eyes of the world, this place, inhab-
ited by animals and filled with their smells, was not a fitting birthplace for 
the King of Kings. The entire experience was a humble beginning for the 
Messiah.

Why Shepherds? (2:8–15)

Shepherds were the first to hear the announcement of Jesus’ birth. Luke 
wrote that the shepherds were living out in the fields, tending their sheep. 
This location indicates the time of year was warm enough for shepherds to 
keep the sheep outside, instead of tucked away in shelters. Jews considered 
shepherds low- class citizens because they worked with animals.

The Jewish religious leaders considered shepherds unclean because 
of their work with animals. However, sheep were a significant part of the 
Jewish economy; therefore, shepherds were in high demand. Some of the 
sheep they attended were used for temple sacrifices.

The shepherd’s job was critical for the owner of the sheep. Shepherds 
made sure the sheep had good grass to eat and plenty of water. They also 
protected the sheep from predatory animals and thieves. Trained shepherds 
bandaged wounds and nursed sheep to health if they were injured. In other 
words, the sheep were dependent on the shepherds.

A shepherd also knew his sheep well. Spending so much time with them 
allowed a shepherd to understand their needs, their tendencies, and the best 
way to care for them. It’s interesting to note that Jesus was born in lowly 
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circumstances among animals, and the first people to hear of the birth was 
a group of humble and unclean shepherds.

One night, the shepherds were doing what shepherds do when suddenly 
everything changed. An angel appeared, and the glory of the Lord lit up the 
fields. The shepherds were terrified. It was a scary sight, but the angel told 
them not to fear.

We are not given the name of the angel who appeared, but the purpose 
was clear. The angel came to announce the birth of the Good Shepherd to 
earthly shepherds. The angel used the title “Messiah, the Lord.” The word 
“Messiah” means the anointed one, and the title “Lord” means God Jehovah of 
the Old Testament. This baby was the promised Messiah. He was not a baby 
whom God favored; he was God. He came to save people from their sin—
those people who would claim him as their Lord. The peace the announced 
Messiah brought was available to everyone, but only those who believed he 
was God would experience peace.

The angel made an announcement of peace to a world that knew war 
and oppression. The Hebrew word for peace is shalom, and it does not mean 
the absence of conflict. Instead, it means prosperity, security, health, and 

The Census

The Roman emperor decreed that all the subjects in the Roman Empire 

participate in a census. One purpose of the census was to discover how 

many people Rome ruled. The other was to force all citizens, Romans 

and all others, to pay taxes as a financial tribute to the Roman Empire. 

The tax was a sign of allegiance to Rome. The vastness of the Roman 

Empire was a source of pride. The census allowed Rome to boast world-

wide about the number of people who swore allegiance to the greatest 

empire of its day.

For Mary and Joseph, though inconvenient, the timing of the census 

was perfect. Prophecy foretold that the Messiah would be born in 

Bethlehem, the City of David. Joseph was a descendant of King David, 

thus fulfilling the prophecy that the Messiah would come from the house 

and line of David. God used an earthly kingdom and ruler to carry out 

his divine plan once again. God used unbelieving kings like Pharaoh and 

Caesar Augustus to advance his kingdom.
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completeness. The angel demonstrated and stated that the good news of 
Jesus’ birth was for all people, rich and poor, highly exalted or lowly. The 
angel told the shepherds where they could find this baby and how to identify 
him. Parents typically wrapped babies in cloths or blankets, but most par-
ents did not place their babies in mangers. It should have been easy for the 
shepherds to find the right baby.

Why Praise and Proclamation? (2:16–20)

The angel finished his proclamation, and a great company of angels appeared. 
One of the roles of angels is to praise and worship God. Their chorus directed 
praises to God and blessings to people. Humanity would experience peace 
with the Father through his Son, Jesus Christ.

The angels disappeared as quickly as they had appeared. The shepherds 
faced a decision: stay where they were and carry on with life as usual, or find 
the baby. They chose Bethlehem. Luke did not indicate how far they had to 
travel, but the shepherds eventually found Joseph, Mary, and baby Jesus. 
Makes one wonder how many mangers they had to search before they found 
the one with a baby in it?

The word Luke used for “found” means to find after a search. Shepherds 
were not allowed in the temple because they were considered unclean, but 

Powerful Words

Words carry power. We can speak words of peace into each other’s lives. 

Read the following statements the angel made to the shepherds, and 

then express what each statement means to you.

• “Do not be afraid.”

• “I bring you good news.”

• “Good news that will cause great joy to all the people.”

• “A Savior has been born to you.”

• “Peace to those on whom his favor rests.”
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they approached the Son of God freely. The shepherds told Joseph and Mary 
about their experience with the angels and what the heavenly messengers 
had told them about the baby Jesus. These shepherds told all who would 
listen about what they had experienced.

Mary simply soaked everything in and treasured it in her heart. She 
meditated on what had happened over the recent months—and it was a lot 
to absorb: the appearance of the angel Gabriel, her visit with Elizabeth, (who 
was miraculously pregnant with John the Baptist), the experience of having 
her first child in a stable far from home, and the arrival of the shepherds tell-
ing stories about angels. Surely, this young woman, likely only in her teens, 
had to be overwhelmed with it all.

The shepherds took the place of the angels by praising God and pro-
claiming the Messiah’s birth. Although they went back to their lowly jobs of 
tending sheep, they returned as changed men. How could they ever be the 
same after what they had heard and seen?

The angels praised God because they celebrated God coming to earth in 
human form. The shepherds praised God because he had remembered his 
people and brought peace to a tumultuous world. The Jews prayed for and 
longed for God to send his Messiah to rescue them from their captors. Jesus 
would complete the act of bringing peace to the world, but in a manner sur-
prising to the Jews. He would bring peace not by force, but by sacrifice.

Implications and Actions

The entire Christmas story points to the fact that Jesus came to bring peace 
to everyone. His birth in humble circumstances, with a manger as his first 
bed, and the proclamation to the shepherds are indicative of the humble way 
Christ entered our world.

Do you remember when you first understood that the true meaning of 
Christmas was about God sending his Son to rescue us from the power and 
penalty of our sin? How did you respond to that knowledge?

The peace of God is not the absence of pain or conflict. Instead, it is 
God’s presence with us as we endure our trials. Life on earth is difficult and 
painful at times, but one day that sting will be gone. Until that day, we get 
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to experience peace we cannot fully understand. Remember, God has not 
forgotten us and he has provided a way to rescue us from our sin.

We are sinners but our merciful God graciously sent his Son to earth to 
live among us and die for us. Through Jesus’ death and resurrection we can 
have a personal relationship with God. Because of this, we can praise him 
and celebrate peace.

Questions

1. How does the birth of Jesus bring you peace?

2. How do you define peace?

3. How do you show gratitude for God’s peace in your life?

4. What does the appearance of the angels to shepherds say to you?

5. How can you proclaim the peace of God to others?




