
UNLIKELY CHOICES
He Came To & Through the Poor | Mystery Series (Part 1)

Text: John 1:6-8; 19-28

The story of Christmas is so familiar that some of you may be confused when I use the 
word MYSTERY to describe it. But there are things about this whole tale that are 
genuinely odd and demand explanation. In fact, I’d go so far as to say that until we 
unravel some of the confounding elements of the story of Christmas, we won’t fully get 
what God did through that manger or what he wants to do in and through our lives. To 
help with that, we’re going to take a magnifying glass this month to one of the most 
neglected of all the Bible texts that illuminate the meaning of Christmas – the first 
chapter of the Gospel According to John.  Listen as I read from the Word of God… 

God’s Puzzling Choice of Poverty

One of the great mysteries of the Christmas story is why God chose to shine his light to 
and accomplish his work through the particular people he did. Have you ever really 
thought about that? When God decides he is going to incarnate himself in a human 
being and launch the decisive stage of his plan to redeem his whole creation, he 
certainly has a whole range of options. He could have chosen to arrive with great 
fanfare on the lawn of the White House or the courtyards of Caesar. He could have been 
born at the Four Seasons Hotel or the Palace of Versailles. God could have elected to fill 
the womb of Ariana Grande or Melinda Gates or Queen Elizabeth or Cleopatra. 

We know the choices that rich, powerful, famous people typically make when it comes 
to their modes of travel, places of residence, and entourages. By that measure, you 
would certainly think that the Ultimate Master of the Universe – the one accustomed to 
the continual rapture of a blissful eternity and the perpetual worship of flawless angels 
would naturally choose to come to a person and place that in some way enhanced his 
comfort and reflected his matchless glory and grandeur. So, what is God’s choice?

God says: I will be born of a peasant teenager, under the care of a blue-collar fiancé, at 
a time when they are far from home. I will enter the world in a borrowed shed, in a 
nondescript town, in a minor province, in the armpit of the ancient world. My first 
visitors will be a group of shepherds -- people who occupy the lowest rung on the 
economic ladder of their society. I’ll grow up in a town that people are embarrassed to 
admit they are from, for can anything good come out of Nazareth? Eventually, my public 
campaign will be inaugurated with me standing waist deep in a muddy river, being 
baptized by a hair-shirted, locust-eating cousin, that looks like a hillbilly. 

I’ll spend the bulk of the next three years, walking hot dusty roads to visit struggling 
little towns. I’ll make some memorable speeches and tell some enduring stories, but I’ll 
be careful to communicate in a way that doesn’t require advanced education to 
understand. Along the way, I’ll befriend lepers, prostitutes, paralytics, blindmen, 
bartenders, tax-collectors, and a group of guys who stink of fish. Some very bright, 
well-to-do people will open their hearts and homes to me. But most of the affluent, 



powerful, popular people who meet me will dismiss me, diss me, or try to destroy me. 
And, for a moment, they’ll appear to win. I’ll die on a cross to pay for the sins of the 
people who put me there. My bloodied remains will be buried in a borrowed grave. 

Three days later, I’ll depart an empty tomb as mysteriously as I entered a virgin womb.  
Still, most of the people who welcome and worship me, will be poor – in body, wealth, 
or spirit. Yet through such people, I will unleash the movement of a new kind of 
kingdom that will outlast every nation, every empire, every form of civilization on earth. 
One day, I will return as suddenly as I arrived. I will bring a decisive end to the great 
struggle between good and evil in this world. I will raise to new life and take to myself 
all who know their need of a savior and put their trust in me. And on a renewed and 
flourishing earth, they will live and reign with me, forever and ever, hallelujah. Amen. 

The mystery I invite you to puzzle through with me today is WHY God makes all the 
UNLIKELY CHOICES he does in this storyline? More specifically: Why did God first come 
to and shine his light through the POOR? It defies common sense and conventional 
political strategy. Why would God enter the world through the lives of Mary and Joseph 
Nobody, instead of a more influential couple like Julia and Augustus Caesar? Why spend 
his entire life in the backwoods of an insignificant country like Israel, instead of in Rome 
at the center of commerce and power? Why does God in Christ invest so much of 
himself in all these poor people on the margins of society who have so little apparent 
means to make his campaign successful? It’s a mystery, isn’t it?

God Works Through the Poor to Show the Power Is in Him

Way back in the Fourth Century A.D., a church leader named Theodotus of Ancyra 
offered ONE solution to this puzzle, before he was martyred for his faith: “If [Christ] 
had been born to high rank and amidst luxury, unbelievers would have said the world 
had been transformed by wealth. If he had chosen as his birthplace the great city of 
Rome, they would have thought the transformation had been brought about by civil 
power. Suppose he had been the son of an emperor. They would have said: ‘How useful 
it is to be [well-connected]!’ Imagine him the son of a senator. It would have been: 
‘Look what can be accomplished by legislation!’ But in fact, what did [the eternal Son of 
God] do? He chose surroundings that were poor and simple, so ordinary as to be almost 
unnoticed, so that people would know it was the Godhead alone that had changed the 
world. This was his reason for choosing his mother from among the poor of a very poor 
country, and for becoming poor himself.”  God wanted to prove to us that the power we 
need to change human character and transform this world lies with Him alone. When do 
you suppose our society will wake up to that?

God Chooses the Poor Because They Pass on His Light

Or, here’s a SECOND possible solution to the mystery of why God comes especially to 
and through the poor. What if the power of God simply finds a home in and flows more 
freely through those kinds of people? Think back to Jesus’ hillbilly cousin, John. Jesus 
says: Truly I tell you, among those born of women there has not risen anyone 
greater than John the Baptist. (Mat 11:11) This is puzzling, isn’t it? What makes 



John so great? He’s so poor that he wears a hair shirt and eats wild locusts. He clearly 
lacks the ambition that makes somebody a player in this world. In the scripture we read 
earlier, John is interviewed by the Jewish leaders: Who are you? (Jhn 1:22) Do you 
see yourself as society’s Messiah, or maybe being a famous leader like Elijah, or 
perhaps being the Prophet who’ll pave the way for the coming Savior? What do you 
say about yourself? (Jhn 1:22) But each time, John just bowed his head and He 
answered: “No.” (Jhn 1:21) 

Here, however, is where the mystery begins to resolve. You see, John actually IS the 
prophesied forerunner of the Messiah. At the moment he is being questioned, John has 
amassed the largest crowd of followers of any religious leader in seven hundred years. 
Not since the prophet Isaiah has there walked on the earth such a spiritual giant. He 
could have so easily thought of his own efforts and achievements and various virtues as 
like a glistening string of pearls, shining with their own glory. Many accomplished people 
think of their lives that way. But John is more like a fiber optic cable. John knows that 
He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. There is 
only one being truly worthy of glory and honor, and I am not worthy to untie his 
sandals (Jhn 1:26), says John. He will later say of Jesus: He must become 
greater; I must become less (Jhn 3:30). 

How do you think of your life and what do you say about yourself? Is your life a string 
of pearls you’ve made and threaded for yourself? Or do you think of yourself as more 
like a fiber optic cable, filled with a glory you did not manufacture and whose light it is 
your privilege to pass on? Because of their profound sense of dependence upon a grace 
from beyond themselves, poor people are often more like fiber optic cable. Maybe this 
unravels more of the mystery of why, when the Light of the World came to shine in the 
darkness, he first came to and through them. God knew the poor would recognize their 
need of his grace, and having gratefully received it, would be most likely to pass the 
light on. This has proven so true over the course of history. Here in the U.S. and Europe 
– the most affluent nations on earth, the light of Christ grows dimmer; while in poorer 
nations across the globe, the Church of Jesus Christ is exploding with growth and now 
sending missionaries to our shores. 

God Knows We Are All Poor

At the end of the day, of course, more of us are poor than may be immediately obvious 
to the human eye. As Mark Buchanan suggests in his book, Things Unseen, so many of 
us who are materially affluent, live with a strange sense of poverty. We are always 
looking for the next job, the next adventure, the next item on our luxury or novelty 
checklist. "This [next thing mentality] becomes so obsessive that we lose the capacity 
to enjoy and to be thankful for what we have right now.” Nowhere is this more evident 
than at Christmastime. “I saw this close-up,” writes Buchanan, “when my children first 
got to that age when the essence of Christmas becomes The Day of Getting. There 
were mounds of gifts beneath our tree, and our son led the way in that favorite 
childhood (and, more subtly, adult) game, How Many Are for Me?”

“But the telling moment came Christmas morning when the gifts were handed out…The 



children looked at each gift briefly, their interest quickly fading, and then put it aside to 
move on to the Next Thing. 
When the ransacking was finished, my son, standing amid a tumultuous sea of boxes 
and bright crumpled paper and exotic trappings, asked plaintively, ‘Is this all there is?’”

Buchanan suggests that maybe [the problem of our affluent times] is not that we are 
taught to value things too much, but to value them too little. We forget to treasure and 
to savor. The pressure of constant wanting dissipates all gratitude. The weight of 
restless craving plunders all enjoyment." But then he adds a surprising twist that leads 
us into a deeper mystery.  “[What if] God made us this way? [What if] He made us… to 
always be hungry for something we can't get, to always be missing something we can't 
find, to always be disappointed with what we receive, to always have an insatiable 
emptiness that no thing can fill… Yearning itself is healthy, a kind of compass inside us 
pointing to True North. It's not the wanting that corrupts us. What corrupts us is the 
wanting that's misplaced, set on the wrong thing.” 

Leverage Your Poverty

As you and your loved ones move into this Christmas season, what is your heart set on 
and how do you want to set it? Here are a few ideas as we go. 

First, at the top of your Christmas Wish List, write down this prayer request. Pray that 
God would do something in you that can’t be explained by anything other than his 
movement in the midst of your poverty. Ask him to give you the power to forgive 
someone you don’t know how to forgive on your own. Ask God to give you the power to 
let go of a vice or establish a new healthy pattern you haven’t been able to establish on 
your own. Pray that he’ll grow in you a fruit of his Spirit (love, joy, peace, patience, etc.) 
that you can’t summon by your own willpower. The story of Christmas is that God loves 
to supply transforming power to people who know they are spiritually poor.

Secondly, make the decision today that you are going to stop stringing pearls and start 
thinking of yourself as a fiber optic line. Be like Jesus’ cousin, John. Reject the thinking 
that your job is to display your pearly accomplishments and think more about how you 
can be a clear channel for God’s light to move through you toward others, especially the 
poor. They need some of the grace you and I have been given to help them flourish. Let 
Jesus become greater and you and I become less.

Finally, confess that you are poor too and move toward the only One who can make you 
truly rich.  We are all in this together. Most every one of us is trying to sate a hunger 
whose only satisfaction is in Christ. So, ask Jesus to be your Savior and Lord today, if 
you never have. Request the help of one of our staff to connect you to resources that 
can better feed your spiritual life during the week or to partners that can share the 
journey with you. For St. Augustine was right: “Our hearts are restless until they find 
their rest in Thee.” 

   


