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Once in royal David’s city, 

Stood a lowly cattle shed, 

Where a mother laid her Baby, 

In a manger for His bed: 

Mary was that mother mild, 

Jesus Christ, her little Child. 

 

He came down to earth from heaven, 

Who is God and Lord of all, 

And His shelter was a stable, 

And His cradle was a stall: 

With the poor, and mean, and lowly, 

Lived on earth our Saviour holy.  

 

It was in our first year of dating that I was inspired, I am sure by 

something that I saw in a movie, to give Niki a present which was actually 

less than it appeared. I got my hands on a large box, at least past my 

knee in height and the same length in width. I remember the greatest 

amount of work was getting enough wrapping paper to cover the big 

box. 

This gift was saved ‘til last, of course, and with great excitement 

it was presented. Unsure what to think, the receiver slowly tore of the 

paper and opened the box to find… To find a lot of crumpled up 

newspaper and even some heavy books at the bottom to deceive the 

weight of the gift. The gift was small, very small when compared to the 

size of the box. I don’t remember what the gift was but it was definitely 

inappropriately wrapped and presented. 

Just two weeks ago I gave a copy of those two lyrics from ‘Once 

in Royal David’s City’ to the Year 6 class at St Michael’s School. I asked 

them, “Which phrases and thoughts in those two verses just don’t fit, 

don’t seem right, seem out of place?” It didn’t take long for hands to 

come up and for the answers to come: “a lowly cattle shed,” “his shelter 
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was a stable,” “his cradle was a stall,” and “with the poor, and mean, and 

lowly.” And they were correct: these things just don’t seem to fit, 

especially when juxtaposed with “royal David’s city,” “God and Lord of 

all,” and “our Saviour holy.” Indeed, they are much like that gift 

inappropriately wrapped, inappropriately presented, weighted down 

falsely: but this time a present which was actually more than it appeared. 

Martin Luther, in his presentation at the Heidelberg Disputation 

of 1518, presented the following as his 3rd and 4th theses: “Although the 

works of man always seem attractive and good, they are nevertheless likely to 

be mortal sins. Although the works of God are always unattractive and appear 

evil, they are nevertheless really eternal merits.” Well we are not talking so 

much about mortal sins and evil this night/morning as we are talking 

about appearances, and the deception of appearances. And Luther’s 

theses hit upon this truth: The works of humanity can appear very flashy 

and monumental while the works of God can appear so very plain and 

normal. “A lowly cattle shed,” a “mother mild,” “a stable,” a cattle stall, 

“With the poor, and mean and lowly.” Is this the place where a king is 

born? Is this a place that would grab anyone’s attention, attract anyone’s 

eye? Is this a place where anyone would seek to find God and purpose 

for their lives? 

Contrarily, we can think about things that really do grab our 

attention. Take for instance, what has been described, as the most 

spectacular display of royal pomp in all English history: the restoration 

of King Charles II on 29 May 1660. Tens of thousands of people lined 

the royal route from Rochester to London. Flowers and herbs were 

strewn before the royal coach and the streets of every town along the 

route were strewn with garlands. Fifty thousand horse and footmen 

acclaimed the King at Blackheath, and at St George’s Fields the royal 

train was joined by the Lord Mayor of London and the aldermen wearing 

scarlet robes and golden chains. As the procession crossed London 
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Bridge, a troop of three thousand horse dressed in cloth of silver 

doublets led the way, followed by other uniformed regiments and two 

trumpeters with His Majesty’s arms. Next came eighty sheriff’s-men in 

red cloaks laced with silver, and then six hundred liveried horsemen, and 

then the City Marshal with eight liveried footmen and next the 

aforementioned Lord Mayor with drawn sword. The King followed on 

a white horse, sporting a plume of scarlet feathers in his cap. And even 

more regiments stretched behind as far as the eye could see.i  

Now, that is some pretty impressive wrapping and presentation. 

And it won’t take us long to juxtapose this with the birth of Jesus of 

Nazareth, son of a poor family. In this year’s special Christmas edition 

of The Spectator there is a cartoon: it depicts the Nativity of Jesus of 

Nazareth; and just outside the manger are crowds of cameramen and 

journalists eager to capture this historic moment. Well, that clearly 

wasn’t what happened; not even close: and therein lies the irony, really 

the irony of the Christmas message. For instead of the glitz and glamour 

of that cartoon, we find a child born essentially homeless as his parents 

scramble around Bethlehem searching for a place, any place, to enable 

Mary to give birth to her meek and mild child.  

And it won’t take us long to see that the shabby shepherds stack 

up pretty poorly when compared to liveried horsemen and Lord Mayors 

with drawn swords. It won’t take us long to see that royal, white steeds 

are far more impressive than donkeys, sheep and cattle. Indeed, it 

doesn’t take us long to see that Luther’s reflection, as expressed in those 

two theses, is time and again true: the work of human’s is appears flashy 

and gaudy while the work of God appears drab and unimpressive. But 

the real reflection, the Christmas reflection, must be: where should we 

be looking for real meaning to our lives; what delivers the real goods? 

As I mentioned, I cannot remember what I gave in that 

impressive looking box with all of its wrapping paper and excited 
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presentation. It wasn’t that long ago, and yet, I didn’t even remember 

the whole event until just recently. Add to that the very small effect that 

it had at the time and almost non-existent lasting effect and we can draw 

the conclusion that we have been driving at this whole time. The meek, 

the low, the mean, the unimpressive…those are the things that 9 times 

of out 10 are the ones that truly make a difference, a lasting difference, 

in our lives. 

It is the chance encounter in the street with someone whom you 

did not intend on meeting that will leave a longer and lasting effect on 

your life than the events that took days and weeks of preparation and 

anticipation… 

It is hearing something said by a small, unwitting child that will 

change your life compared to anything said by a monarch or a 

president… 

It is a baby born in Bethlehem and then, 30 years later, crucified 

as a common criminal outside the city walls of Jerusalem that will change 

your life more than any earthly monarch. Indeed, that life has not been 

forgotten and neither has its drab wrapping and presentation. It is the 

simple, meek, mild and unimpressive child Jesus who is God with us; 

God with us in the drabbest and unseemly wrapping and presentation. 

And there is at least one important Christmas message in all of that: the 

shabbiest, most unimpressive, un-noteworthy things of life are probably 

the things that will change us forever.  

The distressing things it that we are probably rushing past these 

things on a daily basis—like people would have rushed past that shed in 

Bethlehem. These types of things are unimpressive, they are mild and 

they are easily ignored—who can blame us for passing them by? But 

Christmas must be about taking time, taking a deep breath and opening 

our eyes to things previously unseen—the unimpressive things that 
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don’t draw our attention. The shabby shepherds, without any silver lined 

cloaks and swords drawn, left their flocks and found God in a child, 

wrapped in swaddling clothes. God is still there to be found in this world, 

in our lives. His peace, his joy and his salvation are still there to be found 

and to be made our own. Can we take the time, this Christmas and 

hereafter, to look in those unexpected places to find him? 

Once in royal David’s city, 
Stood a lowly cattle shed, 

Where a mother laid her Baby, 

In a manger for His bed: 

Mary was that mother mild, 

Jesus Christ, her little Child. 

 

 

 

He came down to earth from 
heaven, 

Who is God and Lord of all, 

And His shelter was a stable, 

And His cradle was a stall: 

With the poor, and mean, and 

lowly, 

Lived on earth our Saviour holy.

 

i From the Introduction to John Milton’s Paradise Lost, xv 
                                            


