A CLOSER LOOK AT CHRISTMAS

A three-session study guide for small groups
Session 1

EXAMINING THE STORY OF CHRIST'S BIRTH

Read Matthew 2:1-12 and Luke 2:8-20

The recounting of Jesus' nativity is one of the most celebrated stories of the Bible, and with good reason. The mystery of birth, the beauty of a new born, and the promise of salvation make the story well-suited for telling year after year during the bleakness of winter. The Magis play a significant role in the account. The universality of the message is reinforced with these astrologers who journey from afar to celebrate Jesus' birth. But what about the treasures they brought with them? 

Surely their trappings of wealth were incongruous with the humble conditions in which they found the “King of the Jews.” But the contrast of three kingly figures paying homage to an infant in a feeding trough makes perfect sense if you consider that Jesus brought a message that elevated the low. For example, the Magis arrived much after the birth - perhaps months later - and they play second fiddle to the local shepherds who arrived immediately on the scene. 

These marginal, poor, field workers were the ones entrusted with announcing Christ's birth. This is more noteworthy than the gifts brought by representatives of the privileged class. Certainly Mary knew the arrival of her son was not God's way of affirming the elite of the day but an indication that the tables needed to be turned. Thus she sang in the Magnificat: “He has brought down rulers from their thrones, but has lifted up the humble. He has filled the hungry with good things, but has sent the rich away empty.” (Luke 1: 46) 

This reversal of the traditional social standing was central to Jesus' description of the kingdom of God - a realm characterized by Donald Kraybill as “an inverted, or upside down, way of life that contrasts with the prevailing social order” (see The Upside-Down Kingdom, Herald Press, revised1990). King Herod tried to snuff out Jesus' dramatic message of liberation, but it could not be denied and has inspired countless marginalized people over the centuries. 

Discussion

1. Think about common understanding of the nativity story. How does it compare with what you read in the paragraphs above?
2. How can we reflect the Magi in our celebration of Christmas?

3. How can we reflect the shepherds in our celebration of Christmas?

4. In what ways does the story of Jesus' birth affect your impression of Jesus' life and message?
Responsive reading

One: O Gracious God, as we recount the story of Jesus' birth, we hear of fear, anxiety, and uncertainty.
All: Help us to remember the hope in Christmas.
One: Much like that first Christmas, our celebration of Christ's birth is filled with disarray.
All: Help us to remember the peace in Christmas.
One: When we feel overwhelmed by pressures to shop, decorate, bake and cook,
All: Help us to find the joy in Christmas.
One: When money dwindles and expectations increase,
All: Help us to find the grace in Christmas.
One: When our calendars fill up and our patience runs down,
All: Help us to find the abundance in Christmas.
All: O God, this Advent let us embrace the celebration of the birth of a baby in a manger. Help us to experience a Christmas that holds a place for Christ's promise of peace.
