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The Matthean Christmas Pageant 

 

 

Matthew 1.18 “Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in 

this way . . .” 

 

 As you know, at this time of year, many churches put on a 

beloved Christmas pageant, so that our children can learn the 

story of Jesus’ birth, a story that we all know so well. It 

begins with Caesar Augustus putting out a decree that all the 

world should enrolled. So, Joseph took Mary, to whom he was 

engaged and who was expecting a child, from the town of Nazareth 

to be enrolled in Bethlehem, the city of David. When the Holy 

Family arrived, they famously discovered that there was no room 

for them at the inn, and they found shelter in a stable. There 

Mary gave birth to Jesus and laid him in a manager. 
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 In that region, we are told, there were shepherds tending 

their flock by night, when an angelic chorus suddenly appeared 

to them, bringing the good news of great joy for all people; for 

to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is 

the Messiah, the Lord, and this will be a sign for you, you will 

find the child wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a 

manager. And so, we are told, the shepherds go into the city, 

find the child lying in a manager, and tell Mary and Joseph what 

the angels had announced to them, and then they returned to 

their fields glorifying and praising God for all they had heard 

and seen, while Mary treasured all these things and pondered 

them in her heart. Cue, the singing of “Silent Night.” And 

that’s the story, right? 

 Well, not exactly. That’s Luke’s story of Jesus’ birth. 

None of that happens in Matthew’s account, which is very 

different from the story in Luke. And so, I have wondered why we 

don’t have Christmas Pageants based upon Matthew’s account as 

well, rather than just Luke’s. In Matthew’s story, you may 

remember, Mary and Joseph live in Bethlehem, not Nazareth, in a 

house in Bethlehem, and before they lived together, Mary was 

found to be with child, and Joseph, being a righteous man, we 

are told, and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, 

decided to divorce her quietly --- at least until an angel of 

the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream, so that when Joseph 
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awoke from sleep, he took Mary as his wife, but he had no 

marital relations with her, we are assured, until she had borne 

a son, and Joseph named him Jesus. 

 After Jesus was born in Bethlehem, magi from the East 

following a star came to Jerusalem and inquired of King Herod 

where was the child who was born to be king of the Jews? When 

Herod heard this, he was frightened, not surprisingly, and all 

Jerusalem with him, and he inquired of the chief priests and 

scribes where the Messiah was to be born, and they told him in 

Bethlehem of Judea. So, Herod secretly called the magi and 

learned from them the exact time when the star announcing his 

birth first appeared, and then sent them off to Bethlehem to 

find the child, and to let him know when they had done so that 

he might also go and pay him homage. Thus, the magi headed for 

Bethlehem and the star remarkably moved on ahead of them such 

that they found the very house where he was born by following 

the light of that star, and there they delivered their gifts of 

gold, frankincense and myrrh. But the magi were then warned in a 

dream not to return to Herod and so they left for their own 

country by another road.  

Meanwhile, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a 

dream, instructing him to quickly take the child and his mother 

away, and flee to Egypt for their very lives, and remain there 

until the death of Herod. When Herod saw that he had been 
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tricked by the magi, he was infuriated and sent his troops to 

kill all the innocent children in and around Bethlehem who were 

two years old or younger. Later, when Herod died, an angel of 

the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said get up 

and take the child and his mother and return to the land of 

Israel, for those who were seeking the child’s life are dead. 

Then Joseph got up, took the child and his mother and returned 

home, but as he drew near to Bethlehem, Joseph heard that 

Archelaus was now ruling over Judea in the place of his father 

Herod, and Joseph was afraid to go there. And after being warned 

in a dream, Joseph went away to the district of Galilee and 

there he made a new home in the town of Nazareth.  

Now that would be a very different Christmas Pageant for 

most churches, and would probably have to be rated PG-13! So why 

don’t we include those stories from Matthew in our traditional 

Christmas Pageants? Well, the Wise Men and their fanciful gifts 

of gold, frankincense, and myrrh often do get included, but 

that’s about it. Matthew’s story is not usually heard or 

celebrated, as there is too conflict there. For we seem to like 

Luke’s story better, which is one full of light and joy. For in 

Matthew’s story there is preponderance of shame and disgrace, 

there was great fear and anxiety with the King and in all 

Jerusalem, we are told, there is secrecy and deceit with the 

magi, there is a terrible slaughter of innocent children, and 
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there is the Holy Family fleeing for their very lives and living 

in a foreign land as refugees, and finally there is 

disappointment in their seeking to return home, and having to 

settle in new place, in Nazareth of Galilee. 

 Besides the different emotional feel of these our two 

Nativity stories, there is the significant difference in the 

simple question of where Jesus’ parents lived when he was born. 

In Luke’s Gospel, the parents of Jesus lived in Nazareth of 

Galilee, and so some specific reason had to be given as to why 

they were in Bethlehem, when the child was born --- ah, that 

famous census under Caesar Augustus that all the world should be 

enrolled, a census that is otherwise unattested in the detailed 

historical records of that time, and a census that oddly 

required individuals to be registered somewhere other than where 

they were living, again something never mentioned before in the 

historical records. So, Joseph and Mary had to leave their home 

in Nazareth and travel to the city of David for the census, 

where there was famously no room for them at the inn, and Jesus 

was born in a stable in Bethlehem. But in Matthew’s account, 

Jesus is born in his home in Bethlehem, which the Holy Family 

later had to flee for their very lives, and after a respite in 

Egypt, the family settled in Nazareth in Galilee. 

Now there is little doubt that Jesus grew up in Galilee. It 

is with Nazareth that Jesus’ name is most closely associated. 
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And there are numerous references to Jesus being known as a 

Galilean from Nazareth (Mk. 6:1, 4; Mt. 13:54,57; Lk. 4:23,24; 

Jn. 4:44), but there are only these two Gospel infancy stories 

to suggest that Jesus was instead born a Judean, not a Galilean, 

in that little town of Bethlehem in the land of Judah. Even the 

crowd at the synagogue in his own hometown in Nazareth (Mk. 6:2-

3), who seemed to know Jesus well, seemed unaware of any 

auspicious beginnings. “Is not this the carpenter,” they said, 

“the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and Judas and 

Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?” Thus, none of his 

hometown friends and neighbors betray any knowledge that Jesus 

had an extraordinary birth in the Davidic city of Bethlehem 

amidst supernatural signs and wonders and exotic visitors. These 

neighbors seem instead to be astonished that Jesus has become as 

famous as he was, precisely because such fame was not evidenced 

by anything extraordinary in his previous family situation in 

Nazareth. 

So why was it then later thought that Jesus was born in 

Bethlehem of Judea, in the City of David? Indeed, Bethlehem is 

not mentioned again, even in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, 

where these stories are told, and Bethlehem is never mentioned 

at all in the Gospel of Mark, or anywhere else in the rest of 

the New Testament for that matter, with one exception. Perhaps 

there’s the clue in the seventh chapter of John’s Gospel (7:41-
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2, 52). Jesus is in Jerusalem for the Jewish festival of Booths, 

and he is teaching in the courtyard of the temple. “Some in the 

crowd said, ‘This is really the prophet,’ we are told. Others 

said, ‘This is the Messiah.’ Yet some in the crowd said we know 

where this man is from, but when the Messiah comes no one will 

know where he is from,” (since Ezekiel the prophet had 

proclaimed that the Messiah would just suddenly appear at the 

temple and thus no one would know where he was from). “Then 

others (in that crowd) asked, ‘Surely the Messiah does not come 

from Galilee, does he?” (One is reminded here of Nathanael’s 

question to Philip sometime earlier, “Can anything good come 

from Nazareth?”) “Has not,” some in that crowd in Jerusalem went 

on to say, “Has not the Scripture said that the Messiah is 

descended from David and comes from Bethlehem, the village where 

David lived?’ (as suggested in Micah 5.2)” And note here that 

Jesus doesn’t correct the confusion in the crowd. He doesn’t say 

something like ‘but wait I was born in Bethlehem, don’t you 

remember the census of Caesar Augustus or Herod’s slaughter of 

the innocent children.’ “So (saying nothing), there was,” we are 

told in this one passage from John’s Gospel, “there was a 

division in the crowd because of him.” (Jn. 7:40-44), all 

because it would appear in Jesus’ day that at least some Jews in 

Jerusalem at that time read the passage from Micah (5.2) as a 
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messianic prophecy, and they knew that Jesus was from Nazareth, 

not Bethlehem. 

This question from the crowd in Jerusalem thus raised a 

serious and significant dilemma for the early Church, if indeed 

many of the Jews of Jesus’ day did expect the Messiah to be born 

in Bethlehem, if that’s how the Micah passage was being 

interpreted at that time. Thus, it has been suggested by many 

biblical scholars that the stories of Jesus being born in 

Bethlehem were simply later additions to the Gospels of Matthew 

and Luke, and made up to address these polemical concerns, for 

no details from those stories are reflected anywhere else in 

those Gospels or the rest of the New Testament. The two Nativity 

stories of Jesus of Nazareth, different as they are, were 

perhaps simply invented as a means of Christian apologetics 

against Jewish ridicule of a Messiah who came from Nazareth in 

Galilee. Thus, I am not at all sure that Jesus was really born 

in Bethlehem, despite all our lovely Christmas carols and crèche 

scenes. And what difference would that make to us then if Jesus 

was indeed born in Nazareth? It won’t change any of Jesus’ 

teachings or parables or miracles. It won’t change how Jesus 

interacted with others, with the poor, the sick, the lame, with 

women and Samaritans. It won’t change the manner of Jesus’ life 

or death, or the importance of his Resurrection. 
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But would it change the meaning of Christmas for us, and if 

so, why, or how? For what is the story of Christmas other than a 

celebration of our God’s great love for us, and his desire to 

raise us up to God’s own glory and likeness. That God indeed has 

wrought for us a Savior and a Redeemer in Jesus of Nazareth. 

Come then, let us rejoice in that and be glad. AMEN. 


