
“O come, thou wisdom from on high 
who madest all in earth and sky;  
creating us from dust and clay, 
to us reveal salvation’s way.” 

 

What happened on the first Christmas?   
 

Ask Luke and he will tell you of two related families each of 
whom experienced miraculous births.  To Elizabeth, an ageing 
childless woman, John was born and to Mary, a young virgin, 
Jesus was born.  Each mother was prepared for their amazing 
stories by angels announcing the births.  Luke will also tell you 
an elaborate tale which gets Mary and Joseph who live in 
Nazareth to a crowded Bethlehem for the birth.  He will tell you, 
too, of shepherds leaving their flocks to pay homage to the new-
born who was laid in a feeding trough in a stable for want of a 
room and a cot.  As he tells you his story, Luke will sing songs 
that have become familiar to us as the Magnificat, the 
Benedictus, the Nunc Dimittis and the Gloria.  Luke will tell 
you a tale well told.   
 

Ask Matthew what happened on the first Christmas and he will 
tell you a different story, a sinister story, whose only points of 
contact with Luke’s story are the birthplace, Bethlehem and the 
parents, Mary and Joseph.  Matthew will not tell you about an 
inn or shepherds and he will have nothing to say about 
Elizabeth and her son John.  Instead he will tell you of wise 
men travelling from the east following a star, Herod massacring 
all boys under two years of age and the family fleeing to Egypt 
for safety.  Instead of songs, Matthew will tell you of dreams 
which announce Mary’s pregnancy to Joseph and warn him to 
get away from Herod.             
 

Ask Mark what happened at the first Christmas and he will tell 
you nothing.  
 

Ask John what happened at the first Christmas and he will wax 
lyrical.  He will tell you that the Word became flesh and dwelt 
among us full of truth and grace and that we beheld the glory of 
God. 
 



In the four gospels, the Bible offers us two Christmas stories.  
Yet through what the Christmas carol calls two thousand years 
of wrong, great dramatic and storytelling minds have woven 
these different stories together so that we have in our minds a 
sense of ‘the’ Christmas story.  We can’t deny, though, that it 
has taken great ingenuity and a certain amount of ‘blind eye 
turning’ to achieve one story out of two.   Ask what happened at 
the first Christmas and Luke’s story and Matthew’s story do not 
sit comfortably together.         

 

Yet I believe in Christmas.   
 

Ask what happened at the first Christmas and in any modern 
congregation the answers will vary, ranging from those who 
conflate Matthew’s and Luke’s tales and say both shepherds and 
wise men visited the Christ-child to those who think of the 
gospel’s birth narratives as legends behind, beneath and within 
which there lies deep truth about God being with people.  It’s 
that deep truth that all Christmas storytelling and Christian 
theologising is trying to fathom.                
 

Between this morning’s Bible readings we used an ancient 
prayer called the Advent Antiphons, the first of which provides 
a strong indication of what happened in the first Christmas.  In 
verse form it reads like this: 

    “O come, thou wisdom from on high 
who madest all in earth and sky;  
creating us from dust and clay, 
to us reveal salvation’s way.” 

 

I believe in Christmas in the style of those ancient words.  The 
first Christmas saw the Incarnation of God in Christ;   

wisdom from on high came to earth in such a way that, at 
that moment, the people involved did not know whether 
they were in heaven or on earth.     

 

The simple well-rehearsed stories of the infancy narratives need 
be no embarrassment to modern-day non-literalist preachers 
for each aspect of the stories is redolent with meaning and 
carries with it mind-blowing truths.  What happened at 
Christmas is to do with Trinitarian theology;   



it is to do with how we think about God.   
It is to do with the marvellous miracle that God, who is 
infinitely mysterious, beyond being, beyond being named was 
made present in human history in the body of Jesus born in 
Bethlehem.   
 

Critics of Christianity may scoff, for it seems nonsense that the 
ground of all being, God, can be contained in the body of a 
squirming child,  

that the voice of God that called the world into being can 
be reduced to a wordless cry,  

yet this is the astounding claim proclaimed in the Incarnation 
of God in Christ.  The second person of the Trinity comes 
among us;   

what John called the Logos comes among us;   
the figure of Wisdom portrayed in the Old Testament 
comes among us.                

 

Soon our mood in church will shift from the preparations, 
watching and waiting of Advent to the full-blown celebrations 
of Christmas.  We will then be celebrating the coming of 
wisdom from on high that shows us what we are and what we 
can become, showing the way of salvation to creatures of dust 
and clay;   

we will be celebrating the wonder of wonders that, as the 
quite excitingly innovative American theologian, Wendy 
Farley, expresses it, wisdom fell from the womb of eternity 
into the womb of Mary.   

 

Ask me what happened on the first Christmas and I’ll tell you of 
God contracted to a span and, though it stretches my sense of 
reason and logic and moves me into the realm of unproveable 
faith, that’s the Christmas I believe in.                 
 
 
 

 


