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Discussion Guide

God is for us
Luke 2.1-20

Connecting: 
45 minutes 
(The following questions are intended to 
provide your group with a way of connecting 
with one another so that you might partner 
in the work God is doing in your lives.)

In what ways did God move in your •	
life this week? In what ways did you 
respond to him? 
What was your biggest challenge this •	
week? In what ways, if any, did you 
invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us? •	
(Graciously thank group members for 
their honesty if they answer that they 
have held back.)

Getting Started: 
10 minutes

Describe a time when you received •	
good news. What was your response to 
this news? 

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes 
(The following questions are intended to 
provide your group with a simple road map 
through the text. Feel free to use these 
questions in ways that best fit your group 
and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

Using the background notes, explain •	
the narrative context for Luke 2. Then, 
read Luke 2.1-20 aloud slowly. Seek 
to imagine the scene unfolding before 
you.
In the text, what is good news?•	
Describe the reactions to these reports •	
of good news. Imagine the scene as it 
unfolds. What might lie behind these 
various reactions? What might they 
reveal about how people view God?
If God showed up to the average person, •	
how might this experience be viewed? 
Positively? Negatively? Something 
other? What might these reactions 
reveal about people’s view of God?
Imagine that God was waiting for you •	
one day when you arrive home. What is 
your reaction? 
What, if anything, might this reaction •	
reveal about how you see God? Where 
might this understanding of God come 
from?
Do you feel that this understanding of •	
God impacts how you live? If so, how 
so?
What, if anything, would change in •	
how you live if you were assured that 
God was well-pleased with you? Can 
you imagine anything that would keep 
you from living as if this was reality?
Sit with God for a few moments. When •	
you are ready, read Luke 4.18-19 aloud 
slowly. Allow these words to be Jesus’ 
words directly to you. Give him space to 
speak to your present condition. Spend 
time sharing with your group what you 
heard Jesus say to you.



Context and Background
The gods are angry
In the ancient world, the common view of the 
gods was that they were angry and foreboding 
creatures who kept themselves distant from 
humans except when they wished something 
from people or to satisfy their selfish whims. 
Close encounters with the gods usually did 
not go well for people as they stood a high 
chance of being duped or used by the god they 
encountered. Ancient religions grew out of this 
fundamental presumption about the nature 
of deities and thus the primary goal of ancient 
religious rites was to appease the gods. Gods 
were to be offered their required sacrifices 
and special rites were to be performed in 
specific ways or the gods would grow angry 
and punish people. While one might view 
this form of religion as completely negative, 
there was an upshot for the worshipers. The 
gods were responsible for running all aspects 
of the world: the presence of rain, the ability 
to conceive, victory in battle, etc. As long as 
a worshiper performed his duties to the gods 
well, he was assured a good life, for the gods 
were honor-bound to respond positively to 
his attempts to appease them. However, the 
gods often seemed to neglect their end of the 
bargain by refusing to send rain or granting 
victory in battle. When these things happened, 
all that a worshiper could conclude was that 
he had in some way failed to honor his god 
properly and was receiving the due wrath of 
his god. While this describes the majority of 
pagan religions, the common cultural view 
of deities having an angry countenance can 
also be found within Judaism. In the Old 
Testament, when people encounter God, one 
common reaction is fear of death (Judges 
6.22; 13.22). It seems that the idea that one 
was unable to experience God’s presence 
without paying a severe penalty. Further, one 
of the most common phrases, spoken by God, 
to those who were experiencing him was 

“Do not be afraid” (Genesis 15.1;26.24; Luke 
1.13; 1.30; 2.10). This cultural expectation 
coupled with reverberations of the exile would 
have left a fearful taste in the mouths of the 
Jewish people when it came to God. It seems 
that even the Jewish people were somewhat 
unsure of the true character of their God and 
what the outcome of experiencing him would 
be.

The Text
Luke 2.1-6: A baby is born
The Gospel of Luke provides only the briefest 
details surrounding the birth of Jesus. 
Because of his intent to provide an “orderly 
account” of the event surrounding the life 
of Jesus, Luke is careful to note the historical 
context into which Jesus was born (Luke 1.1-
4). Jesus is born during the reign of Caesar 
Augustus during a time that the Romans 
are conducting a census for the purpose of 
determining taxation amounts (Luke 2.1). 
The Romans seem to have honored Jewish 
customs for conducting such a census, for 
the Jews are instructed to return to their 
home town—place of ancestry—in order 
to be registered (Luke 2.3). During this time 
a man by the name of Joseph who resides 
in the village of Nazareth in Galilee travels 
with the woman to whom he is engaged to 
the village of Bethlehem which is his place of 
ancestry. This woman, Mary, happens to be 
pregnant with a child through the working 
of God (Luke 1.26-38). While the couple 
was in Bethlehem, probably over a period of 
weeks, Mary delivers. Because of the nature 
of the census and the size of Bethlehem, the 
couple has only been able to find shelter in 
an animal room as all other rooms are full. 
Thus, they lay the child in a feeding trough 
after binding him in strips of cloth to protect 
his frail limbs.



However, this wish for peace stresses an 
interesting aspect of God’s being. He has 
favor toward people; that is, God is well-
pleased with people. The implication is that 
people truly have no need to fear but only 
to rejoice, for God has shown up and he 
is anything but angry. The shepherds are 
amazed at the angelic message and leave 
to find the baby. Finding all as was told 
to them, they proclaim the message they 
had heard: God’s Messiah, God himself has 
arrived and he has favor for people; this God 
is not angry. Such a message is received 
with great amazement by all who hear, for it 
challenges their cultural presumption.

Application: 
The birth of Jesus has been so celebrated that 
it has become ordinary and common. For many 
of us, Jesus’ birth is one of the many things we 
celebrate and then move on. It is wonderfully 
ordinary, anything but life-changing. This was 
certainly not the experience of those who first 
learned of Jesus’ birth. Jesus’ birth changed 
everything. The birth of Jesus was the grand 
movement of God, a movement that challenged 
the assumption that God was angry, one to be 
feared. Gone are the days of performing to earn 
the love and protection of God. With the birth, 
a new understanding of God is ushered into the 
world, the understanding that rather than being 
angry, God actually is well-pleased with people, 
so pleased that he has gone to great lengths to 
be with them. Therefore, people do not need 
to fear. They need not cower. They need only to 
approach the God who has approached them.

Want to know how this looks in real life? Check 
out Blake’s blog at blakeshipp.blogspot.com.
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Luke 2.8-20: God is for us
While Luke does not provide great detail on 
the nature of Jesus’ physical birth, he does 
expound upon the ripples which this birth 
created and their meaning for all people. 
On the night that Jesus is born, an angel 
appears to a group of shepherds who are 
watching their sheep in order to protect 
them from predators. Shepherds may 
have been viewed somewhat negatively 
during this time, probably because of their 
inability to maintain proper religious purity 
standards due to their occupation. When 
the angel appears to these men, he does so 
accompanied by God’s own divine presence 
(Luke 2.9). Therefore, these unlikely 
candidates for a heavenly visit are very 
afraid. (See The gods are angry.)
The angel seeks to assuage the fearful 
shepherds, noting that he brings a good 
message that will be a source of joy for all 
people. He states that a rescuer has been 
born, the one who is the long-awaited 
Messiah. With these words, the angel 
echoes deeply held Jewish longings of 
God’s final rescue of his people from exile. 
However, the angel adds that this Messiah is 
the Lord. Grammatically, the claim is made 
that this rescuer is God himself, but this 
would probably have baffled the shepherds. 
However, the claim is clearly made that the 
reason for rejoicing is that God has physically 
shown up. In the ancient world, this would 
not have been a favorable message, but one 
that would have instilled great fear since 
this appears to be no ordinary visitation but 
a long-term stay. 
A sign is given to the shepherds to verify the 
truth of the angel’s message. The shepherds 
would, upon searching, find the Messiah 
where no Messiah or baby should be, in a 
feeding trough wrapped in cloths. As if on 
cue, an angelic army appears proclaiming 
praise for God and a wish of peace for 
people.


