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Luke 2:1-20

A small girl looked at a Christmas tree, thought of the gifts she
had received, and wondered about the unusual kindness and happi-
ness and joy that Christmas brings. To her mother she exclaimed, “I
think Christmas is a wonderful idea!” Then, pausing, she said, “Mother,
who thought of Christmas?” Her mother replied, “God thought of
Christmas.”

Indeed, Christmas is a wonderful idea which comes from God.
It was because God so loved the world that He sent His only begotten
Son to be born as a baby, through a humble peasant girl in a little town
named Bethlehem. Christmas is an occasion on which God sends His
gift of love in the person of Jesus Christ to every man and every woman
and every child. God’s love is an indiscriminate love for every one of
us—the good and the bad, the rich and the poor, the educated and the
illiterate, the strong and the weak, the winners and the losers, and
those of every race and every nation in every land. And yet, in order for
this wonderful gift to become a reality to us, it has to be received.
Some years ago, when the Christmas rush was over, a friend of mine in
the U.S. was extending condolences over the sad plight of the mailman,
staggering under the mountains of mail. The postman said, surprising-
ly, “That’s not the hardest part. The hardest part is to see in the post
offices large piles of undelivered Christmas gifts, which did not have
the right address.” | wonder to how many people this unique Christmas
gift from God is still either undelivered or unreceived for one reason or
another.

There is a story about a little child who attended her first
church school Christmas party. Her mother had carefully explained that
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the occasion was actually Jesus’ birthday party. When she returned
home, her mother asked her how she had enjoyed the affair. She re-
plied, “It was a nice party, but Jesus didn’t come.” The child was dis-
turbed about a birthday party without its honored guest. Indeed, with-
out Jesus Christ, not only is the purpose of Christmas lost, but the true
gift of Christmas is ignored. | hope that none of us who celebrate
Christmas here this morning will let our honored guest be crowded
out by our manifold activities of celebration.

Traditionally, the innkeeper of Bethlehem has been regarded
as the first one who ignored the Christmas gift and let it be unre-
ceived. Luke tells us that baby Jesus was born in a stable, because
there was no place for Joseph, Mary, and baby Jesus in the inn. It may
seem that the innkeeper of Bethlehem was a heartless innkeeper who
refused Joseph and Mary’s entrance to the inn, and relegated them to
the animals’ stable. Martin Luther, in a Christmas sermon, reacted
with anger to this unfeeling conduct and said, “Shame on you,
wretched Bethlehem! The inn ought to have been burned with brim-
stone!” But a person named Mr. L. Paul Trudinger, in an article pub-
lished some years ago in A.D. magazine, questioned the validity of this
traditional point of view about the innkeeper of Bethlehem. He sug-
gested that the inn in Bethlehem was most probably just one large
room where everyone stayed. Here, travelers of all sorts bedded
down, dressed, and washed. At a busy time, such as during a census,
this one-room inn would be packed. This was no proper place for the
delivery of a baby. It might well be that the innkeeper was a sensitive
and compassionate person who realized that his one-room inn was
not a proper place for the delivery of a baby. In order to avoid the
awkwardness and possible embarrassment that Mary would have to
face at the moment of giving birth to a baby, the innkeeper offered
the only other accommodation he had—the animals’ stalls that were
located at the back of the inn, so that Mary and Joseph could have
shelter and some privacy. If this should be the case, then, the innkeep-
er of Bethlehem should be commended instead of condemned or re-
buked. We should salute him for his thoughtfulness and sensitivity and
not blacken him as a heartless innkeeper who turned Mary and Joseph
down in a time of special need.

Mr. Trudinger might be right. The innkeeper of Bethlehem
might indeed have been a thoughtful and compassionate person who
offered help to Mary and Joseph. But there is still a possibility that the
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traditional point of view about the innkeeper is the correct one. The
innkeeper might indeed have rejected Mary and Joseph and relegated
them to the animals’ stable simply because there was no more room
for them in the inn. At any rate, it is an undeniable fact that many a
time, Jesus sought entry to the overcrowded hearts of men, but could
not find it, either because their hearts were already filled with other
guests, or because they failed to recognize the importance of his pres-
ence.

Suppose the innkeeper had indeed refused Mary and Joseph’s
entrance to the inn. This does not necessarily mean that he was heart-
less. The reason for his refusal might well have been simply that other
guests had got there first. Had Mary and Joseph come earlier, they
would have been admitted. They were turned away, not because there
was any ill will against them, but simply because the innkeeper was so
busy with other guests that he had no more time, nor any more pa-
tience, to care for any additional guests. His house was full. These trav-
elers from Nazareth had come late. He just could not accommodate
any more guests. It was as simple as that.

Isn’t this also a picture of our own attitude towards Jesus?
Many a time, it is just through the recent drift of circumstances, and
not through any particularly hostile will, that Jesus is excluded from the
inn of our hearts. We have merely filled all the space we have with oth-
er guests. We do not mean to be irreligious, but our thoughts and feel-
ings are so occupied with other matters that religion cannot find a
place. We too are like the little inn of Bethlehem where the first who
come are the first served. In a busy and noisy world, our time and
attention are often preoccupied with different kinds of thoughts and
interests, so that when Jesus comes with his infinite gift for the enrich-
ment of our souls, there is no more room left for Him.

A few years ago, in a shopping center in the U.S., a reporter
asked the last-minute Christmas shoppers, one day before Christmas,
what their wish for Christmas was. A lady answered, “l wish | had two
more weeks to prepare for it!” Indeed, it is very easy for us to spend
too much time and energy in Christmas shopping and preparation,
leaving no time or energy for the meditation on the essential meaning
of Christmas. We are so exhausted after the hustle and bustle of
Christmas activities that when we come to the more serious Christmas
worship service, we just cannot concentrate or stay awake. We do not
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mean to be impious or irreligious, but our physical energy is so spent
that we just do not feel well enough to do any more serious thinking or
concentrate on a worship service!

Another possible reason why Mary and Joseph were turned
away from the inn was that the innkeeper did not know that the baby
Jesus was to be the world’s savior. In other words, the innkeeper did
not know what kind of guests he had at his door. Had the innkeeper
known who Mary’s child was, he would have found means to welcome
him. If only someone would have told him that here was the world’s
savior, that here was the one by whose name every little town and
place he touched should be made significant forever, then he certainly
would have rearranged his guests and made room for Joseph and
Mary. But the trouble was that he did not know. Consequently, the
baby Jesus had to begin his life on earth by being shut out.

A Church of Scotland missionary to India tells of an incident
that occurred while he was in India. One early morning, as he was hav-
ing his usual early morning cup of tea, he looked down the drive, and
saw a woman draping her newly washed garment over the front gate.
There was a public roadside water tap by the gate, and she, like many
others, had washed her clothes there. The missionary would not have
the woman hanging her wash on the front gate. So he sent a boy to tell
her to remove it. She humbly complied with his request, removed the
garment, and went away, with a baby in her arms. An hour or so later,
his neighbor dropped in. “Have you heard,” he asked, “that a baby was
born in the early hours of the morning?” “Where?” “Right at the road-
side—by your gate.” In a flash, he knew that that woman was the
mother of the child. He had acted too hastily. He thought, “If only | had
known, | could have sent food and offered some clothing for the ba-
by!” But the trouble was that he did not know until it was too late!

Years ago, in Russia, a stranger one day entered a publishing
house in Moscow, and quietly drew a manuscript out of his pocket,
and requested that it be published. Since he dressed in very plain,
homely clothes, and his appearance was by no means impressive, the
publisher refused his request. The publisher said, “It’s no use looking at
your manuscript. | really cannot be bothered. We have hundreds of
such things in hand, and have really no time to deal with yours, even if
you were in a position to guarantee the cost—which | very much
doubt.” The stranger rolled up his manuscript, saying that he must
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have been laboring under some misapprehension, as he had been told
that the public liked to read what he wrote. “The public likes to read
what you write?” repeated the publisher, staring at the rugged figure
before him. “Who are you? What is your name?” The stranger quietly
said, “My name is Leo Tolstoy.” The astonished publisher immediately
jumped up from his seat, rushed out from behind his counter, and
with most humble apology, he begged the privilege of publishing the
manuscript. But the famous, eccentric genius quietly went out, with
the coveted manuscript in his inner pocket.

Friends, do you remember what Abraham did one day when
he saw three strangers standing in front of his tent? He invited them in
and offered them sincere and generous hospitality. And later, he dis-
covered that he had entertained the Lord’s angels! The people of the
city of Sodom failed to recognize the Lord’s angels and tried to assault
them. The result was that they all were struck with blindness, and
eventually perished with the city. In his parable of the sheep and the
goats, Jesus made it clear that those who do good and nice things to
insignificant people, do them to the Lord Himself, and will receive re-
wards beyond their expectations. On the other hand, if a person refus-
es to help those people who are in need because they seem to be in-
significant, the Lord will count him as failing to do service to Himself
and will pass his judgment upon him.

Christmas is an occasion to share our blessings with others
who are less fortunate than we are, because it reminds us of what a
unique blessing God has given to us by sending His only begotten Son
to be born for us and later to die for us. And, this year, our special
Christmas offering will be used to supplement the provisions for per-
sons living on an inadequate church pension. These people may seem
insignificant, but they are precious in God’s sight. And whatever we do
to them will be counted as being done to the Lord Himself. May the
Holy Spirit open our eyes to recognize the Lord Himself in those seem-
ingly insignificant people who are before us! May the Lord prevent us
from making the terrible mistake of waving away some ordinary
strangers at our doors, saying, “There is no room in my inn.”

Editor’s Note: This article is reprinted here by permission. If you would
like to purchase Rev. Chow’s book, please contact Mr. Timothy Chow

via email [tchow@alum.mit.edu]. ¢
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