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We got the nativity scene out of the 

Christmas storage box. It was a barn 

that held all the characters inside. It 

was plush and handmade, a lot like 

this one. As we accounted for all the 

characters, my daughter raised a 

suspicious eye. “Something’s 

missing” she said. I went over all the 

characters with her again. “Here is 

Mary, mother of Jesus; here is the 

angel who announced to everyone that 

Jesus was coming. Here is Joseph, 

Jesus’ earthly father. Look there are 

the kings, you can tell because of their 

crowns. And the shepherds because of 

their staffs. There are even animals. 

Look here is the baby Jesus wrapped 

in cloth in the manger, which was a 

place for the animals to eat out of.  

 

Who is missing?” I asked.  

 

“Where is the little drummer boy?” 

she asked innocently.  

 

“Hmm” I said, “Yes, well the little 

drummer boy comes from a song that 

someone wrote about the birth of 

Jesus, but I don’t think there was 

actually a drummer boy present at the 

birth of Christ.”  

 

“Oh,” she said and walked off.  

 

She had strummed a chord in me, and 

I could not get rid of the feeling that it 

left. Was her statement that something 

“was missing” about more than just 

taking stock of the nativity 

characters?  

 

Have you seen the Christmas Star this 

season? It is what scientists call the 

“conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter” 

that creates what appears to be a very 

bright star in the sky. This 

phenomenon has been named 

Christmas Star because of the witness 

of kings to a bright star that guided 

them to the Christ child. The 

Christmas Star of 2020 is bringing 

many people hope and joy after a year 

filled with fear, illness, loneliness, 

and death. For many it is a sign of 

God’s presence with us. 

 

We have heard Luke chapter 2 before. 

It is traditional to read this scripture 

every Christmas. It is such a beautiful 

and meaningful story, full of 

characters and well … hope. I am 

inclined to stay focused on this 

chapter for weeks. Perhaps the most 

outstanding piece of the scripture for 

me right now is in verse 12 when the 

angel says to the shepherds, “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.” 

 

The angels say in chapter 2 verse 12. 

This will be a sign for you- The Greek 

word for sign is “semion.” Strong’s 

Concordance adds that this word, 

“semion” (or sign) is used dozens of 

times in the NT for what 

authenticates the Lord and His 

eternal purpose, especially by doing 

what mere humans cannot replicate or 

take credit for.  

 

The Christmas Story in Luke is full of 

signs of what God’s intention for 

Creation is. Verse 1 identifies the 

people of power, or the empire. The 

reason is two-fold as to why the 

Governor Quirinius and Caesar 

Augustus are mentioned. One is to try 

and place the story on the timeline of 

history, which has been difficult for 

our 21st century biblical historians. It 

also establishes a bit of dichotomy 

between those who make the rules 

and those who must follow them. 

Augustus and Quirinius are rule 

makers. Joseph, Mary, the citizens of 

Bethlehem of Judea are the followers. 

Jesus, who will be king, does not 

actually belong (in) the realm of 

earthly power.  

 

What follows is the idea of God’s 

Kingdom. It mentions that Joseph 

must go to Bethlehem because he is in 

the line of David. Joseph is not just 

the one who will raise the child Jesus 

with Mary, but also a sign of royalty, 

connected to the line of King David. 

He helps connect Jesus to David, the 

well-loved and well-known King of 

the Jewish people. The angel from 

Luke 1:30-33 tells Mary, “Do not be 

afraid; you have found favor with 

God. You will conceive and give birth 

to a son, and you are to call him Jesus. 

He will be great and will be called the 

Son of the Most High. The Lord God 

will give him the throne of his father 

David, and he will reign over Jacob’s 

descendants forever; his kingdom will 

never end.” These are signs that 

establish that Jesus’ reign is not like 

that of Rome but is something 

different and God-led.  

 

What happens next happens quickly. 

Two verses sum up what we have 

been waiting for weeks for. Mary 

gave birth to Jesus and laid him in the 

manger, because there was no room 

for them. There is no fanfare, no 

exciting lead up. There is no drawn 

out description of the setting, nothing 

about how Mary and Joseph were 

feeling. It is simple. The baby was 

born. Our scripture refers to Jesus as 

Mary’s firstborn. It all seems simple 

and quiet now, however, Jesus’ 

connection to earthly and heavenly 

inheritance will begin to make the 

story more complicated. Jesus is a 

baby now, but he will not always be.   

 

An angel tells those who are 

available, shepherds in the field, of 

this great news. A savior is born. This 

is a message to the shepherds, but this 



Good News is for all people. It begins 

with a message not to be afraid. The 

shepherds should not be afraid of the 

messenger, nor of the world and its 

perils. The announcement includes 

great joy, and a promise of peace.   

 

This idea of the existence of signs is 

so strong that there is a name for 

people who study signs of the 

presence of God in our midst- the 

study is called semiotics. Leonard 

Sweet, in his book Nudge about 

evangelism in the church, gives us 

this story about signs: 

 

“A teacher walks up to a chalkboard 

and writes ‘H2O.’ H2O is an 

abstraction of water. You can’t drink 

it, be quenched by it, swim in it or 

float on it.” It’s a useful symbol or 

sign when you are talking about 

water, but not useful when you 

actually need water. 

 

The nativity is a 3-dimensional 

symbol/sign or abstraction of God’s 

great love for us. As the angel tells the 

shepherds, “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.” 

 

What does it mean that the child is a 

sign for us of good news of great joy? 

How is the baby like the symbol for 

H2O written on the chalkboard? The 

baby’s very existence means 

something important has happened, 

but the baby does not teach us about 

forgiveness of sins. The baby is not a 

leader who tells us and shows us how 

to live in the world as God-followers. 

The death of this child would be a 

tragedy, but not something that would 

teach us about salvation. Would it?  

 

The angels say that the sign of God’s 

good news, the sign of the Messiah is 

the child wrapped in cloth laying in 

the manger. It means something that 

God’s Messiah would be born in the 

muck of a feeding station for animals, 

but in the care of parents who love it.   

Our nativity scenes are like that too. 

They are signs of the Messiah, and at 

Christmas time they are a good 

reminder of the great thing that God 

has done by becoming Emmanuel. 

However, the baby is not our 

salvation. It is a sign of it. A sign of 

God’s great love. A sign of God’s 

desire to be in relationship with us. 

The baby is a sign of God’s promises. 

 

We are semioticians - we study the 

signs of God’s presence around us. 

We watch for Christmas stars; we 

look for the good in humanity that 

reminds us that God’s promises are 

coming true even now. We put out the 

nativity and we wait for God to speak. 

And sometimes we put out the 

nativity and we think something is 

missing. 



I am not sure if you know it yet or 

not, but I enjoy Christmas pageants 

and plays. They are stressful and 

wonderful, and they really help us get 

into the Christmas spirit as children 

and youth, their parents, and youth 

workers share their all. For several 

years, the youth I worked with put on 

the play, “Case of the Missing 

Meaning.” A detective is hired to find 

out why Christmas is so special. We 

don’t have to search far to come to the 

same conclusion as Sam Heart, the 

detective.  

 

We know the meaning lies in the 

manger. We know it is a gift. But it is 

a gift unopened. We don’t know the 

full meaning until Jesus grows up to 

show us what obedience to God, and 

loving our neighbor really mean.  We 

won’t know the full gift of this baby's 

life until Jesus faces death and is 

resurrected. We won’t know about the 

true meaning of God’s kingdom and 

of our pardon and release from the 

sins that burden us. All we have now 

is the promise from the angels and the 

prophets that this baby will change 

our lives.  

 

We have been in Advent for months 

now, in our own lives. We have been 

waiting for the world to be a different 

place. We have been waiting for 

God’s intervention and signs of God’s 

presence. And now in our world we 

see a glimmer of hope. Vaccines are 

getting out to our healthcare workers, 

and soon they will be available to us. 

It will not change everything, but it 

will change a lot. It is a light in what 

has been a dark time. As Christmas 

comes and goes, we still wait. We 

wait for the child to grow, for God’s 

promises to be fulfilled. God’s 

promises are past, present, and future. 

The signs we read about, the ones the 

angels tell the shepherds and us about, 

are signs of joy. The real joy and 

peace of this season extends beyond 

the signs of God’s promises into the 

actual work of God’s spirit in the 

world.  

 

What is missing from the nativity? 

The future reign of Jesus, the 

fulfillment of God’s promises. Those 

cannot be contained in the items or 

people in our nativity scenes. We 

have to live out what the signs point 

to. We have to offer peace and 

hospitality; we have to offer paths of 

joy to others. We need to tell the story 

of this miraculous thing that 

happened. God came to Earth as a 

baby and grew and taught us all about 

what LOVE is.  Every year when we 

tell the story of Jesus, we bring the 

people, the excitement, the joy into 

our homes and into our hearts. Joy 

that cannot be contained in the 

nativity, but includes magi, animals 

and even drummer boys. May your 

joy extend beyond our Christmas 

traditions in the knowledge that God’s 

promises have, are and will be 

fulfilled. 

 



Merry Christmas everyone! May your 

season be merry and bright and full of 

the promises of peace and joy that 

come with the birth of Jesus, our 

Christ.  

 


