Luke’s Gospel: First Impressions
Pastor John Rosensteel

Big Idea:

First impressions matter.

Purpose:

To help people understand how God arrives reveals who God is.

Passage:

Luke 2:1-20

Opening
Story

-It’s been said that you don’t get a second chance to make a first impression. Like it or not,
we live in a world of snap judgments. Recent research has shown that in the duration of
an eye blink we determine whether someone is trustworthy and attractive. Over the next
three seconds we form a more complete appraisal and determine someone’s personality
and competence. And what we say doesn’t matter a lot. A study of 2,000 Americans
discovered 69% form a first impression before someone speaks.
-Psychologists have done research on the factors that affect our first impressions. If
someone dresses well or has nice shoes, we consider them wealthy. If someone makes
good eye contact with us, we consider them to be intelligent. If someone speaks quickly,
we think they are more competent. If someone has an effortless gait, then we think they
are extroverted and adventurous. If someone has a baby face, we think they are more
trustworthy and naïve. If someone has good posture, they are more competent. Multiple
facial piercings cause us to think people are creative but less intelligent. Multiple tattoos
mean people are less reliable.
Shoes are important. Practical shoes suggest agreeability while polished shoes suggest
anxiety and a need to belong. And of course, a limp handshake means you are more
passive. None of these things is necessarily true, but these are the snap judgments we
make in less than four seconds when we meet someone for the first time. First
impressions matter.
-I struggle with first impressions. My wife told me the first time she met me she thought I
was a jerk. 20 plus years of marriage and she is finally coming around. I want to help those
of us who struggle with first impressions. Research tells us what makes a good or bad
impression. The number one thing we can do to make a good first impression is to smile.
Smiling suggest altruism, trustworthiness and approachability. Being polite, making good
eye contact and listening well are right up there as well. The number one thing that leaves
a bad first impression is smell. The inverse is true. If you smell good then you form a good
impression 85% of the time. The number two factor that leads to a bad first impression is
arrogance. But if you smile and smell good you can override your arrogance. So, take a
shower, use deodorant and smile. I just saved countless first dates. I’m here to help. First
impressions matter.

Series/review

-Today we are going to talk about the power of first impressions as we consider the
Christmas story from Luke 2. You may be thinking—we just did Christmas. I have two
responses to that. First, the Christmas season is longer than you think. The church
calendar which has guided followers of Jesus for 1500 years or so has a season called
Christmastide. We think Christmas begins the day after Thanksgiving or at the beginning
of Advent. Advent is a separate season from Christmastide. Christmastide begins in the
evening on Christmas Eve. The much sung-about 12 days of Christmas start on Christmas
day and go until Epiphany which happens on the evening of the 12th day of Christmas.
Epiphany celebrates the arrival of the wise men. Our family knows that we cannot begin
to take Christmas decorations down until Epiphany. I shake my head at all the Christmas
trees out on the curb the day or two after Christmas. I am thinking Christmas just started.
No shame if that was you this year. Don’t let it happen again. My point is that Christmas is
longer than you think it is. More importantly we are doing a several-month study of Luke’s
gospel and Luke 2 is where we are today.
-I think the Luke 2 Christmas story is why hardly any churches study Luke’s gospel.
Pastors feel like they have already taught on Luke 2 every Christmas so they will just do a
different gospel. We are in week 3 of our study of Luke’s gospel called The Great Reversal.
Luke, who wrote more of the New Testament than anyone, is arguing from eyewitness
testimony that Jesus is someone who turns everything and everyone upside-down and
inside out. No one can truly encounter Jesus and stay the same.
In week one we looked at Zechariah’s song and learned about the necessity of quiet
stillness. I hope you are continuing to try the practice of centering prayer. In a noisy, noisy
world, we have to create space to hear God. Last week we looked at Mary’s song. We
learned that in the upside-down world of the Kingdom of God, a young, poor, scandalized
woman is our model of faithfulness. I gave you a prayer to pray that captures Mary’s
commitment to take God seriously and put her life in God’s hands. I hope you have the
courage to pray it at some point.
-This week we are going to dive into a well-known text that illustrates the power of a first
impression. April will be reading our Scripture today. Get your Bibles out to follow along.
When April finishes, she will say, “This is the word of the Lord.” We will respond by saying,
“Thanks be to God.”
-Let’s pray.
Luke 2:1-20

In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken
of the entire Roman world. (This was the first census that took place
while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) And everyone went to their own town
to register.
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. He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to
him and was expecting a child.
While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, 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.
And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over
their flocks at night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of
the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to
them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news that will cause great joy for all
the people.
Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is the
Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in
cloths and lying in a manger.”
Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel,
praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth
peace to those on whom his favor rests.”
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.”
So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying
in the manger. When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning
what had been told them about this child, and all who heard it were amazed at
what the shepherds said to them. But Mary treasured up all these things and
pondered them in her heart.
The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had
heard and seen, which were just as they had been told.
This is the word of the Lord
Color Commentary
Luke 2:1-8

-Luke positions us within historical context. Luke is not writing fiction. It is during the time
of Caesar Augustus. We will return to Caesar Augustus as Luke is painting a contrast
between two rulers. There is some type of census that happens that requires Joseph and
Mary to travel from Nazareth to Bethlehem. Luke is very clear that Bethlehem was the
town of David and that Joseph was of the line of David. This is important because these
are two of the prophetic markers for the coming Messiah. The Messiah was to be born in
Bethlehem and come from the line of David.

-This journey was 70-80 miles and very similar to
the one Mary took to visit Zechariah and Elizabeth.
The big difference is that Mary is now about to give
birth. Most very pregnant women would not
choose to go on a rigorous 4-day journey.
Traditionally, we picture Mary traveling on a
donkey, but Luke does not mention a donkey. Luke
tells us Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph.
Was Mary still in the one-year betrothal window we
discussed last week? Probably not. It would have
been inappropriate for Mary to travel alone with
Joseph during the betrothal year. It is more likely they got married early and that Luke is
indicating they had still not consummated the marriage. Why would Mary even go on the
trip? If they were married, she may have been required to register in some fashion. And
we can assume Joseph wanted to be present for the birth.
-Verse 7 is one of Luke’s most well-known lines. Jesus was born, wrapped in cloths or
swaddling clothes and laid in a manger because there was no room for them in the inn.
You can picture and hear Linus saying these lines from Charlie Brown Christmas.
-Let’s quickly do a little Christmas myth-busting. I’m always hesitant to do this on
Christmas Eve with all the guests. Now I am free to do it. The traditional understanding of
this story is that Joseph and Mary rolled into Bethlehem to find every inn filled and an
angry inn keeper turning them away. Since there was no room in the inn, they found an
old stable in the middle of a field where Jesus was born. I hate to break it to you, but that
is not what happened.
-The typical first-century Palestinian village home
usually included space for animals. The living
space might be upstairs while the animals were
downstairs. Or if the home were one story the
spaces might be side by side. The animals often
slept and feed in a space connected to the home.
Here is a layout of a typical home at that time.
Here is a picture of what some homes might have
looked like. Most village homes had one primary
living space but some more affluent village homes
may have had a guest room. Luke never uses the
word stable. He just references a manger or feeding
trough. We can assume Joseph and Mary were
staying with relatives in their one room home.

-The NIV has represented this with a better translation. It doesn’t use the word inn but
says – there was no guest room for them. The Greek word Luke uses is not the word for a

commercial inn. And it is unlikely Bethlehem even had a commercial inn. It was a small
town. When we consider all the facts, it is likely Joseph and a very-pregnant Mary arrived
after a rigorous journey and showed up at a home of a distant relative. They may have
had a simple home with no guest room or a bit nicer
home with a guest room that was already occupied.
They meant Mary and Joseph had to sleep in the
common living area that was attached to the place
where the animals slept and fed. When Jesus was
born, they cleaned out one of the feeding troughs for
him and created a makeshift crib. This would be like
some of us hosting several generations of family for
Christmas. Picture the movie Christmas Vacation.
There isn’t room for everyone, so someone has to
sleep on the couch in the living room. That is the idea.
It was a very simple setting and Joseph and Mary
took what they could get.
Luke 2:8-14

-Luke tells us there were shepherds nearby keeping
watch over their flocks by night. There is a field
about 2 miles from Bethlehem called Shepherd’s
Field. This is likely where the action happened.
Shepherds at that time kept night watches and
essentially lived outdoors as they protected their
sheep from predators and thieves. When I go
backpacking for a week, I smell horrible. Imagine
living outdoors with sheep for weeks on end.
Shepherds weren’t getting invited to lots of parties. Shepherding was isolating and lonely
work. Shepherds did not have any social standing. It was a lowly profession. Like Mary, the
shepherds were nobodies from nowhere.
-An angel of the Lord appeared to the shepherds. The angel told them not to be afraid.
This is the same thing Gabriel said to Zechariah and to Mary. Then the angel announced
good news that will cause great joy for all people. Today in the town of David a Savior is
born. He is the Messiah [or Christ], the Lord. And then the angel told them how they
would know it was the Messiah— “You will find him wrapped in cloths and lying in a
manger.” Christos is the Greek translation of the Hebrew word for Messiah. This is why we
call it Christ-mas. Christmas is a time set aside to ponder and celebrate the arrival of the
Christ—the long-promised and awaited Savior of the world. The big reveal was that the
Christ was God Himself. Jesus was God in the flesh or incarnate. Jesus is Immanuel, God
with us.
-Then the angel of the Lord was joined by a mighty host of angels singing, “Glory to God
in the highest heaven and on earth peace on whom his favor rests.” The good news is that

God has offered shalom and good will towards everyone as evidenced in His arrival on
earth as Jesus.
Luke 2:15-20

-How would the shepherds respond to the unexpected announcement? They could have
chalked it up to eating some weird mushrooms. But they didn’t. They were inquisitive.
They headed to Bethlehem to look for the Messiah. Like Mary, but unlike Zechariah, they
believed that no word from the Lord will ever fail. This brings up one of the great
unanswered questions of the Bible—what happened to the sheep? I think that would be an
awesome children’s book— The Lost Sheep of Christmas.
-They found Jesus. It was a small town and the
number of newborns in feeding troughs was
limited. Here is a famous painting called The
Adoration of the Shepherds. The shepherds were
blown away by what they discovered. They spread
the word and news travels fast in a small town.
Everyone was amazed at what they heard. Mary
treasured it all in her heart.
The Disconnect

-If you are a first century reader or a modern reader there is a disconnect in the story. The
disconnect is between the angel’s announcement and the actual circumstances of Jesus’
arrival. An entire choir of angels is announcing the arrival of the King of Kings who will
save the world and then the next scene is a baby laying in a feeding trough being kept
alive by a 14-year-old peasant girl.
-This would have defied the expectations of Luke’s readers. It defies our expectations.
Luke’s readers would have expected pomp and ceremony for the arrival of such an
unprecedented leader. We expect the same thing. Luke’s readers would have been well
acquainted with Caesar Augustus who ruled the Roman Empire from 31 BC to AD 14. The
reign of Augustus was also hailed as good news for everyone. Augustus was seen as a god
and believed to be the savior of the Roman people. Augustus led the mightiest empire on
the face of the earth. He had palaces and untold wealth and vast armies at his disposal.
That is contrasted with Jesus who enters the world in relative obscurity surrounded by His
poor peasant parents from Nazareth and a handful of curious shepherds. When the angels
describe the King of Kings, they tell the shepherds to look for the baby lying in a feed
trough. The contrasts with other rulers of Jesus’ day are startling.
-It is no different in our day. On July 22, 2013 a global event occurred. Prince George was
born. Prince George was the first child born to Prince William and Catherine, Duchess of
Cambridge. It was a big event because Prince George will one day be King George.
-This was not a normal birth. The police did a massive security sweep of St. Mary’s
Hospital in London as the due date approached. Catherine went into labor around 6 AM
and arrived with William at her side. Crowds of people and reporters from all over the

world gathered outside the hospital even though there was a heat wave throughout
London. At 4:24 PM Prince George was born under the care of some of the world’s best
doctors. He was 8 pounds and 6 ounces. He would be the first to bear the title Prince of
Cambridge in 194 years. The customary announcement of the birth was placed outside of
Buckingham Palace. London’s fountains, including the famous fountain at Trafalgar Square
ran blue. A 62-gun salute occurred in London and gun salutes also occurred in Bermuda,
New Zealand and Canada. The bells of Westminster Abbey and many other churches rang
out welcome to the new boy. Congrats poured in from world leaders including President
Obama. People’s phones all over the world offered notification of the birth. Twitter blew
up. Gifts begin to arrive including a recording of a lullaby written by a famous Welsh
composer and sung by a renowned soprano from
New Zealand. Commemorative coins were issued
by mints in the UK, Canada and Australia. On July
23rd the world got to meet Prince George on the
steps of St. Mary’s Hospital and pictures splashed
across the pages of websites and newspapers all
over the world.
-There is a group of people that figure out the
brand power of babies. No joke. Prince George shot
to number one in baby brand power followed by
Blue Ivy, the daughter of Jay-Z and Beyonce. This
marketing group proclaimed that Prince George
“…will be the most famous baby on earth.”
-There is a clear disconnect between how Kings and rulers of the past and present are
celebrated and how the arrival of Jesus was celebrated. This is another one of Luke’s
great reversals. It is the exact opposite of what we expect it to be. So, God is unveiling the
beginning of his world-wide restoration plan. If I were God, that unveiling would look like
Super Bowl night. Lights, TV, live music, huge crowds. But God simply gives an all-access
pass to a group of smelly shepherds and pins the hope of the world on an infant in a
feeding trough. I think that tells us a lot about God.
-First impressions matter. What is God like? God is like Jesus. The Scriptures tell us that
Jesus is the exact representation of God. The Christmas story is the arrival of God in the
flesh on our planet. What are our first impressions? What do our first impressions reveal
about God?
First Impressions
Humble

-The first impressions of Christmas reveal God is humble. Let’s review what we learned
about humility last week. I referred to Mary as a low-life. I was not being disrespectful. I
was acknowledging her humility. Mary’s humility is one of the characteristics that make
her a model of faithfulness. You may remember that in Latin, Hebrew, and Greek, humility

means low. Humility is to go low. The world seeks to go high. The Kingdom of God and the
way of Jesus is to go low.
-We also discussed how humility can refer to circumstances and mindset. Christmas
reveals that God embodies both humble circumstances and humble mindset. Jesus was
born in very humble circumstances. Jesus was born in a small backwater town, in the
common space of a very simple peasant home to very simple peasant parents. Jesus’ first
bed was a feeding trough. And the only people who knew God had arrived on earth were
Mary, Joseph, and a ragamuffin band of shepherds. That’s it. It was the polar opposite of
the normal royal birth of a king. Jesus was born during an era where Caesar Augustus
erected monuments all over the Roman Empire that detailed how great he was and
everything he had done. In battle, the soldier who was the first to make it up the ladder to
the top of the enemy walls received the wall crown to celebrate their awesomeness.
Going up, up, up was celebrated. Jesus called His followers to go down, down, and down.
-Jesus also embodied a humble mindset. Jesus is literally described as gentle and humble
of heart. Jesus’ entire life and ministry was about going low. One of the last things He did
before his death was take the place of a servant and wash His disciples’ feet. And it
doesn’t get any lower than dying on a cross. That was a death reserved for the lowest of
the low. We took a brief look on Christmas Eve at one of the oldest Christian songs found
in Philippians 2. That entire hymn is celebrating the God who goes low. Paul launches into
the hymn by telling the church at Philippi, “In your relationships with one another have the
same mindset as Jesus…” Followers of Jesus are to embody the humility of Jesus. And the
earliest followers of Jesus most certainly did.
-We now consider humility to be a virtue. We now acknowledge the lowest of the low
have dignity. But that was not always so. The lowest of the low were not given dignity
until Jesus and His followers began to celebrate and embody humility. Humility was never
considered something we aspire to until Jesus made it so. The first century world had a
strict caste system where the rich and powerful ruled at the top, and women, the young,
the poor, and the enslaved existed at the bottom. Jesus flipped the script and declared
we are called to go low instead of going high and that those who are at the bottom are
really at the top. Jesus consistently called His followers to go low and to care for those at
the bottom.
-Jesus’ earliest followers listened and followed His example. They rescued abandoned
babies and started orphanages. They cared for people left in cities to die from plagues
and started hospitals. They provided food and lodging for those without something to eat
and someplace to stay. They sought to educate the uneducated and started schools and
universities. They led the campaigns to end slavery and championed the concept of
universal human rights. They embodied humility. They consistently said, “You first.”
-How about us modern followers of Jesus? Are we known for our humility? Will we
embody humility? Will we be a church that seeks to go low? What does it look like to go
low today and serve those at the bottom of the ladder?

Courageous

-What else do our first impressions reveal about God? Christmas reveals that God is
courageous. G.K. Chesterton once wrote that God showing up in the flesh has added
courage to the virtues of the Creator. We can learn a lot about how God is from the
Hebrew Scriptures, but with the arrival of Jesus we learn that God is also courageous.
Merriam-Webster dictionary defines courage as the ability to do something you know is
difficult or dangerous. The Latin root of the word is courage is the word for heart. Courage
means with heart.
-The courage of Christmas is God entering the world through one of God’s most
vulnerable creatures— a human baby. The courage of Christmas is God entering the world
where 1/3 of the babies didn’t make it to year one. The courage of Christmas is God
submitting to the care of a young peasant girl. Jesus was literally dependent on Mary for
His life.
I read a story about a mom that was playing a guessing game with her six-year-old. It was
a basic Can you guess? game. When it was the six-year-old’s turn he said, “Can you
guess— a mammal who does magic?” The mom guessed and guessed and finally gave up.
The six-year-old triumphantly replied, “Jesus!” God as a mammal. That is truly an
incredible thought.
-When sin entered the world and corrupted God’s good creation, the safe thing to do
would have been to stay at a distance. God would have been just in choosing this path. If I
were God, I would have just let it all implode and then start over again. Thank goodness I
am not God. God is courageous. God looks at the burning building and says I am going in.
-Luke will continually show God’s courage displayed in the life and teachings of Jesus. In
Luke 15, Jesus tells 3 stories to attempt to explain the heart of God. There is a lost coin, a
lost sheep and a lost son. In all three stories, something precious was lost. In all three
stories anything and everything is done to find that which was lost. It doesn’t take a
Biblical scholar to realize we are the lost coin, the lost sheep and the lost son. And we
realize through Jesus’ stories that God will do whatever it takes to find us.
Years ago, I heard a story about a loved one who showed up in NYC right after the
attacks of 9/11. The city was in chaos. The air was toxic. Buildings were still falling. There
were thousands of people who were missing. Were they in the rubble? Did they make it
out? Were they in hospitals? Were they stranded in airports? Parents and spouses and
children who couldn’t reach loved ones flocked to NYC as everyone else was trying to get
out. The story I heard from a pastor on the ground was people walking the streets with
signs that had a picture of their missing loved one. The signs read Have you seen this
person. The pastor telling me this story said it was like some kind of apocalyptic movie—
but that these people would not leave until they had found the person they had lost.
-This is the courage of Christmas. God put on skin and entered our world to bring us
home. Some think of courage as the ability to ignore danger. That is not courage. Courage
is the willingness to do something dangerous for the sake of something greater. God did

not stay at a distance. God entered the dumpster-fire of our world because it was the only
way to make things right.
-President Teddy Roosevelt’s most famous speech was in 1910. A few thousand people
were in attendance. President Roosevelt was responding to his critics. He said,
It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man
stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit
belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust
and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again
and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who
does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great
devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the
end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least
fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and
timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat. (Teddy Roosevelt)
This is now a famous quote. Nelson Mandela referenced it as he fought apartheid in South
Africa. Pop star Miley Cyrus had it tattooed on her arm. It resonates with people because
it rings true. It describes courage. Christmas reveals Jesus to be the ultimate man in the
arena. God was willing to risk everything for me and for you.
-As followers of Jesus, are we living courageously? Are we willing to risk and be
vulnerable for the good of others? What might it look like this week to live courageously?
Approachable

-Finally, Christmas reveals God is approachable. Maybe we now take this for granted, but
we must encounter the scene through the eyes of a first-century Jewish person. In the
Hebrew Scriptures, God is unapproachable. We see God in a burning bush, God at the top
of a mountain and God in a cloud. Then God resides in a Tabernacle and a Temple in a
room where only the High Priest could enter once a year under the strictest terms. If the
High Priest made a mistake, then he could be struck dead. God was unapproachable.
-Christmas paints a remarkably different story. Christmas reveals God as approachable.
Mary and Joseph were literally holding God in their arms. The Shepherds left their fields
and quickly found Jesus and worshipped Him. There were no long lines. There was no
entrance fee. I like to think that Mary let the Shepherds hold baby Jesus. Maybe.
-Do you think Prince George was approachable on the day of his birth? Most definitely
not. Most famous people are not approachable. A friend invited me to the Blazer game
last week and we had 5th row seats. I have been to a lot of Blazer games and had never
been that close to the action. It would have taken me about 5 seconds to run onto the
court. What would have happened if I had tried to run onto the court during a timeout,
enter the huddle and say, “What’s the play guys?”, as I put my arm around Dame and CJ?
Let’s just say it would not have gone well. Large men in gray suits guard the perimeter of
the court at all times. The players, understandably so, are unapproachable.

-But Jesus, God incarnate, the King of King and Lord of Lords is approachable. We will
discover that throughout Luke’s gospel. Jesus’ disciples were always trying to play
bodyguard and keep people from Jesus, but every single time Jesus told them to cut it
out. Anyone and everyone had access to Jesus. That’s what I love about Nativity scenes.
They present open access to Jesus. We now know Jesus wasn’t really born in a stable—
but close enough. Jesus was born in a common space of a simple home, coexisting with
animals, exposed to the elements and on full display for anyone and everyone to stop by
and visit. When we stare at our Nativity sets and see baby Jesus illuminated in the middle,
we are reminded of one of Jesus’ favorite statements, “Come.”
Closing
What First Impression Do We Make?

-All of us have spiritual baggage. Much of that baggage has to do with a wrong view of
God. What is God like? God is like Jesus. And we meet Jesus for the first time at
Christmas. Our first impression reveals that God is humble. God seeks to go low so that
others may be lifted up. God is courageous. God is willing to face danger so that we can
make it home. And God is approachable. All are welcome to encounter God.
-You may be thinking that God could not possibly want to be in relationship with you. You
may think that God could never stoop low enough to rescue you. You may think that you
are far too lost to be found. You may think that God is unapproachable and inaccessible.
Christmas tells a different story. Christmas reveals God to be far different from what we
ever expected. And this is important because first impressions matter.

