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Luke 2:1-20 
1 In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be registered. 2 This was 

the first registration when Quirinius was governor of Syria. 3 And all went to be registered, each to his own 

town. 4 And Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the town of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David, which 

is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and lineage of David, 5 to be registered with Mary, his 

betrothed, who was with child. 6 And while they were there, the time came for her to give birth. 7 And she gave 

birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling cloths and laid him in a manger, because there was no 

place for them in the inn. 
8 And in the same region there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over their flock by 

night. 9 And an angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were 

filled with great fear. 10 And the angel said to them, “Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy 

that will be for all the people. 11 For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the 

Lord. 12 And this will be a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a 

manger.” 13 And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, 
14 “Glory to God in the highest, 

     and on earth peace among those with whom he is  

      pleased!” 
15 When the angels went away from them into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let us go over to 

Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has made known to us.” 16 And they went with 

haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby lying in a manger.17 And when they saw it, they made known 

the saying that had been told them concerning this child. 18 And all who heard it wondered at what the shepherds 

told them. 19 But Mary treasured up all these things, pondering them in her heart. 20 And the shepherds 

returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them. 

 
Hotel Christmas 

 This afternoon I want to consider our passage from the Gospel of Luke and the all-too-familiar 
story of the birth of Jesus.  But I am indebted to the writing of a scholar named Ellsworth Kalas who 
reflect on some of the more peripheral characters in the story.  No, not Caesar Augustus or the 
angels or the shepherds.  I want to direct your attention – or invite you to contemplate – those who 
are at that inn that lacked any vacancy and therefore necessitated that Mary, after she gave birth 
(presumably in a barn), had to lay the baby Jesus in a manger.     
 And the first of that group I want to consider are the guests who are at the inn – the hotel 
guests – who have apparently filled every room.  The beginning of our passage reminds us that many 
of the guests at the inn may be in town for the same reason that Mary & Joseph are.  Periodically the 
Roman Empire took a census of the peoples they ruled for purposes of taxation.1  And this required 
people to return to their ancestral home, which for Joseph was Bethlehem.  But other occupants of 
the inn may have included Roman officials or soldiers who were allowed to claim free lodging in 
hotels while they were on the march.2  But even beyond to these possibilities, Kalas admits the inn 
may have also included guests who were there for immoral purposes, such as engaging with 
prostitutes, or activities they may have wanted to hide, like gambling.     

But whatever their reasons, there were clearly many folks at that inn (enough to make it full) 
who were clueless about who was being born and the miracle taking place just steps away from them 
on that night, for there God was drawing near by becoming flesh, God was being born of a woman.  
While Luke tells us of some shepherds who were made by angels to appreciate the gravity of what 
had happened, and later we probably all know the story of the group of magi who would follow a star 
clear across the continent in search of this babe.  But for the occupants of this Bethlehem Inn, it was 
just another night spent away from home, doing whatever it is they were doing.   
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 So how might this relate to us?  Or how might we relate to them?    
Well, Kalas invites us to consider whether we’ve ever had to stay at a hotel on Christmas?  If 

so, despite the likelihood that there was a Christmas Tree in the lobby, and maybe some Christmas 
music playing from the overhead speakers, even someone manning the front desk who probably 
wished you a “Merry Christmas”, despite all of that: Christmas at a hotel probably wouldn’t rank too 
highly for one of our most memorable Christmases.  Indeed, a hotel – which on other occasions be a 
nice little change of scenery – is probably the last place any of us would ever want to be on 
Christmas.  Even if it was a room to yourself at the Ritz Carlton, on Christmas we’d probably rather be 
at home or with loved ones.  There’s something intrinsically lonely about such a setting while you 
imagine everyone else you know is having one of the best days of their year.     

But Kalas points out that in some ways being in a place like a hotel on Christmas – in a place 
opposite of home – is a good metaphor for life in this world, where as believers we never quite feel at 
home, where things are never quite what they should be or what we imagine they could be, what we 
might hope they would be.   

And yet, it is instructive that such a hotel is precisely where Jesus came – to be born – on that 
first Christmas; or at least tried to come and ended up round back.  He came to those who were away 
from home, who perhaps were even caught up in something they shouldn’t be.  Jesus left his perfect 
home to bring restoration to us, to be with us on this imperfect terrestrial ball.  And he came to us to 
make our lives not just bearable, but joy-filled, that we might exceed our inborn capacities and 
participant in building his eternal kingdom even now.  And to receive that we need only to receive 
Him.  # 

And yet this point leads me to the other peripheral character in this passage mentioned by 
Kalas.  And that is the innkeeper himself.  Kalas admits that for many years, even back to his 
childhood, he had always thought of the innkeeper as a villain in the story.  I wonder if any of us can 
relate to thinking about him in that way?    
 But upon reconsidering the innkeeper, Kalas suggests – or speculates – that he was likely not 
such a bad guy.  First of all, if he’d had the choice between giving a room to paying customers like 
Mary and Joseph, over Roman officials or soldiers whom he was required to allow to stay for free, he 
likely would’ve preferred Mary and Joseph.    

But Kalas suggests that perhaps we can have compassion for this man who shut Jesus out 
because he lacked a room, since we too have likely shut Jesus out ourselves because our lives are 
too filled up with other things.  Aren’t you and I often “like the innkeeper: We shut Christ out, not 
because we hate him, but because we're preoccupied”?   

Kalas even suggest that the innkeeper might’ve responded differently if he’d had any idea who 
it was he was refusing, that this woman was about to give birth to the Christ child.  But he certainly 
had no idea he was refusing the son of God.  And yet, many of us have gone through long stretches 
of life – or perhaps are still in one – or at least many days – oblivious to the reality that Christ has 
sought admission into our lives.  But this Bethlehem Inn reminds us that Jesus comes to all people; 
even those who don’t want him.  As he says in Revelation chapter 3: 
“20 Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens 
the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me.”   

It strikes me that an irony of a day like today, with all the activity and 
festivity that can consume us, ironically Christmas Day can be one of the days 
where we are least likely to receive the very One whom the day is about.   

But I do know he’s been knocking.  And he still is.  Will we welcome 
him in?   

Amen. 
 
 

 


