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Chapter 4 – THE FIRST WITNESSES ANGELS, SHEPHERDS, 
SIMEON, AND ANNA
Destination:  Bethlehem and the Second Temple in Jerusalem

Scripture:  Luke 2:1-7 NRSV
  1 In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered.
2 This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria.
3 All went to their own towns to be registered.
4 Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David.
5 He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child.
6 While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child.
7 And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manager, because there was no place for them in the inn.
Questions:
1. What stands out to you about the circumstances of Jesus’ birth in Luke 2:1–7, and how does God’s presence show up in unexpected or humble ways?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. How does the simplicity of Jesus’ birth challenge common expectations about power, greatness, and where God chooses to act?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE FIRST WITNESSES
The first witnesses of the birth of Jesus, the angels in the heavens, shepherds in a field, and Simeon and Anna in Jerusalem temple, celebrated the keeping of God’s promises.  

Questions:
1. How does Micah’s prophecy deepen your understanding of Bethlehem as God’s chosen place for the Messiah’s birth?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What does this prophecy teach us about God’s faithfulness to promises made long before we see their fulfillment?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE CHURCH OF THE NATIVITY AND THE SHEPHERDS’ FIELD IN BETHLEHEM
Questions:
1. Why do you think God chose such diverse and unexpected people to be the first witnesses of Jesus’ birth?
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What does their response teach us about how we are called to recognize and testify to God’s work today?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Scripture: Micah 5:2 NRSV
 But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of the little clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days.
Questions:
1. How does Micah’s prophecy deepen your understanding of Bethlehem as God’s chosen place for the Messiah’s birth?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What does this prophecy teach us about God’s faithfulness to promises made long before we see their fulfillment?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

BETHLEHEM
In spite of such grand pronouncements, however, at the time of Jesus’ birth, Bethlehem was a modest agricultural village fewer than a thousand 
residents.  Today, Bethlehem is a small city of about 25,000 people, predominately Muslims with a strong but declining community of Palestinian Christian enclave in the Israeli-occupied West Bank.
At the center of Bethlehem stands the massive Church of the Nativity.  In the centuries after the birth of Christ, as Christian pilgrims began arriving in the village, tradition designated one grotto as the place where Jesus was born.  Three hundred years after Jesus’ birth, the first Christian Roman emperor Constantine built the original Christian sanctuary over the cave in honor of his mother, Henena, who converted to Christianity.  

Although the church sanctuary’s interior has a cruciform shape, the outside of the building appears as a rectangular fortress constructed of sandstone blocks.  The entrance of the church, the Door of Humility, is so low that the people must bow down to enter. Today, the building’s main floor contains multiple altars lit by tall, thin candles.  In 2019 archaeologists discovered a fourth-century baptismal font carved out of stone. Opposite this cave is the Altar of the Magi.  Like the shepherds and the magi of old, pilgrims come to Bethlehem from around the world to draw near to the Son of god, born of Mary.

Questions:
1. How does Bethlehem’s transformation, from an obscure village to a global pilgrimage site—reflect the way God brings lasting meaning out of humble beginnings?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What does the Door of Humility symbolize for your own spiritual journey as you seek to draw near to Christ?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

SHEPHERDS
The Shepherds’ Field, another destination on our pilgrimage, is just east of modern Bethlehem in a village called Beit Sahur, a predominately Christian community and also a center of Palestinian activism.  The Franciscan Sanctuary of the Gloria om Excelsis Deo has been built on the field where, according to tradition, shepherds once heard the angels sing.  
In 2023 and 2024, the Christmas festivities in Bethlehem were significantly subdued. These images created a political firestorm, as so claim the image to be pro-Palestinian or even anti-Semitic.  Still, despite all these controversies and conflicts, Bethlehem remains a thin place in the universe, a place where God’s grace can be sought and found.



Questions:
1. What does God’s choice of shepherds as witnesses reveal about who is included in God’s good news?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. In the midst of conflict and controversy, how might Bethlehem’s story encourage us to keep seeking God’s grace and peace today?
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

PRAYER
O God our father, you have brought us again to the glad season when we celebrate the birth of your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.  Open our ears so that we may hear again the angels’ chorus.  Open our lips that like the shepherds we, too, may witness his birth.  Open our hearts like Simeon and anna that we may joyfully welcome him to reign over us.   Glory to God in the highest, and on earth, peace, goodwill toward all; through Jesus Christ our Messiah.  Amen.
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