Even after 1,600 years, childbirth was no safer than when Jesus was born. Queen Marie-Therese would have five more children and all of them died young. This is why witnesses to royal births swarmed the delivery room to confirm that a live birth had occurred and that a stillborn child was not substituted for a living one, or that a royal girl had not been switched for a male heir. To avoid all possibility of confusion, the physician or midwife delivering the child would swear a solemn oath as to the royal child’s legitimacy.

Perhaps it is because of Luke’s career as a physician that his gospel, more than any of the others, gives us the fullest account of the birth of Jesus. There were a lot of eyes on this event. One set of eyes, viewing this birth from Jerusalem about 8 miles away, were the cunning and merciless eyes of Herod the Great. This Herod rebuilt and enlarged the temple, established a retreat on the fortress of Masada, and was the greatest king Judah had known since Hezekiah. But Herod did not like what he was hearing about an allegedly royal birth happening in Bethlehem.

When the magi confirmed Herod’s suspicions, he ordered, in a manner reminiscent of an Egyptian pharaoh a thousand years earlier, the slaughter of all baby boys in Bethlehem. Matthew, quoting the prophet Jeremiah, writes: “A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be consoled, because they are no more” (Matthew 2:18). Jesus escaped this massacre because his parents fled to Egypt and raised him there. The Holy Family stayed in Egypt until Herod died, fulfilling the Scripture: “Out of Egypt I have called my son” (Matthew 2:15). The energy with which Herod the Great sought to end the life of a potential claimant to the Jewish throne attests to this birth being a very special one of great importance. 

There were shepherds, too, minding their business and their sheep, when suddenly, “An angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; for see — I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.’ And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors!’” (vv. 9-14).

The shepherds went into town: “So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger. When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child; and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them” (vv. 16-18). 

Old Testament prophecies. The Magi. The paranoid king. The shepherds. The angels. The parents, especially Mary, who “treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart” (v. 19). All were witnesses to a royal birth in a humble stable on a night long ago.

The boy Jesus grew “in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor” (Luke 2:52). He worked with his dad in the carpenter shop, “Joseph & Sons,” for brothers would soon be added to Joseph and Mary’s family. But the time came for Jesus to be who he was destined to be, and when he died, he died with a crown of thorns on his head and a crude sign affixed to a Roman cross which read: “King of the Jews.” And then, he was dead, until he wasn’t. On the third day, the power of God rolled the stone from the tomb and Jesus the Christ broke the bonds of sin and death and ascended into glory to be seated at the right hand of God as the King of Kings and Lord of lords.

Jesus, born in humble circumstances in Bethlehem, was the real deal. He was no impostor. There was no baby switched out for him. His was a live birth, corroborated by many witnesses, and now, according to Scripture, “he is able to save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them.” (Hebrews 7:25).

We are more than 2,000 years removed from the events that Luke describes in chapter 2 of his gospel. Yet, we are, in a real sense, also witnesses to this royal birth. Scripture says that Jesus lives in us by the Holy Spirit, therefore we can re-birth Jesus every day in our daily interactions with others. Living the Christ-like life, we enable others to see a living Jesus who is embodied in our words and deeds, so that Jesus may be reborn every day.

Sheldon Vanauken, a close friend of C.S. Lewis, wrote about this in his wonderful little book, A Severe Mercy. He says, “The best argument for Christianity is Christians: their joy, their certainty, their completeness. But the strongest argument against Christianity is also Christians — when they are somber and joyless, when they are self-righteous and smug in complacent consecration, when they are narrow and repressive, then Christianity dies a thousand deaths.”

Vanauken reminds us of the significant role we play in representing our faith and in presenting Jesus to the world. Are we merely posturing as authentic Christians while we brandish some sort of civil religion? Are we faking it or are we faithfully living out our faith? When we live with joy, certainty, and completeness in Christ, we are compelling witnesses to the transformative power of the gospel. Where else are people likely to find authenticity and a genuine adherence to what is right, good, and just? However, when we lapse into somberness, joylessness, self-righteousness and complacency, it is like we’ve never been witnesses to the real Jesus at all, and we cause Christianity to “die a thousand deaths.”

Ultimately, our challenge is to continually embody the love, grace, and joy that Christ offers. By doing so, we can fulfill our calling to be the light of the world (Matthew 5:14) and at the same time be the best argument for the faith we profess. His is a royal birth, and we are witnesses!

Prayer: Faithful God, we have waited for a long time for your hope, your joy, your love to shine in the darkness of this world. Even now, in our gathering here, we await you. In our hearts, we still hope that your light will blaze forth, banishing the shadows of this world and guiding all the people back to you.

Yet you did not come into this world in a show of power and glory. 
You did not shine forth for all of creation to behold. 
A tiny spark – a newborn baby, visible to parents and curious animals. 
A host of angels – away from the populated areas, singing to migrant workers. 
A sparkling star – guiding foreigners to see what neighbors could not.

Open our hearts, merciful God, to the sparks of your presence still in this world.
Open our eyes, that we might behold your presence in the least likely of places,
and among the least likely of people.

God with us, kindle your spark within us, that together we may shine forth your light, we might banish the shadows of this world, we might be the continuation of the Christmas miracle: Emmanuel is in this world, God is with us, now and evermore. Illumine our hearts, gracious God, that we might speak anew the words of love, of hope, of truth your Son will teach us. Amen.
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The year is 1661, not far from Paris at the enormous Château de Fontainebleau. This elegant hunting lodge, the summer residence of French kings, is where monarchs went for sport, to get away from the pressure of politics and public affairs, and to host extravagant soirees for close friends and visiting nobility.

King Louis XIV, France’s energetic “Sun King” who ascended the throne at the age of 4 and would reign an astonishing 72 years, is 21 years old and about to be a father for the first time. On All Saints’ Day, a message is conveyed from the attendants of Queen Marie-Therese, who is also 21, that the Queen is in labor and that a royal birth is imminent. The news spread. For days, the courtyards of Fontainebleau were filled with well-wishers, jugglers, wine vendors, and maidens hawking sweets and favors. Music filled the air. 

The anterooms of the queen’s bedchamber quickly fill with princes and princesses, dukes and countesses. Inside the chamber itself, the queen is in the last stage of labor. The court physician hovers, and the king’s advisors cluster like an unkindness of ravens at the foot of the bed. It is so crowded that courtiers clamber atop furniture to get a better view. A royal birth is a public spectacle.

Once the baby is born, they will fling their hats in the air (the signal for a baby boy) or cross their arms (the sign of a baby girl) so that those in other parts of the palace might know and relay the happy news to those in outer rooms and bustling corridors, and eventually to the throngs outside the chateau itself. It was “hats in the air” on November 1, 1661, as Prince Louis, known as Louis of France or the Grand Dauphin, was born. This Louis would live until 1711, dying before his father, destined never to be king.

Childbirth in those days was no picnic. In truth, it never is. But for women 400 years ago, childbirth was a terrifying and often deadly ordeal. It was not uncommon for women to die in childbirth or for their children to die in infancy. So, when the Mary of the Christmas story gave birth to a baby boy in appalling conditions that did not remotely resemble the chambers of the Château de Fontainebleau, there was no assurance that the child would make it through the night.


