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SESSION 1

setting the  
Record straight

The Son of God became a man to enable men to 

become sons of God.

– C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity
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Introduction

Holidays just bring out the best in us. Whether it’s roses and choco-
lates for Valentine’s Day, or baskets of candy for Easter, or flags 
and fireworks for the Fourth of July, we love the celebratory focus 
a holiday brings to our lives.

Of course, there’s little debate over the best of all holidays. It 
has to be Christmas. When you close your eyes, you can almost see 
the forest as you hike to cut down your very own Christmas tree. 
The scent of fresh pine permeates the air on the way back to the 
car— and once home, there’s the smell of those Christmas cookies 
in the oven that the kids and grandkids created in the shapes of 
angels, shepherds, and Christmas trees.

The sounds of Christmas fill the house with the music of the 
season. You’ve already lost track of how many times you’ve heard 
Bing Crosby sing “White Christmas” or Elvis sing “Blue Christmas” 
or Mariah Carey sing “All I Want for Christmas Is You.” The lights 
on the newly decorated tree bring a warm glow to the whole house.

As evening falls and the dinner dishes are cleared, it’s time for 
another Christmas tradition— watching those classic Christmas 
movies. There’s a long list of family favorites: A Christmas Carol, 
Holiday Inn, A Christmas Story, Miracle on 34th Street, Home Alone, 
Elf, How the Grinch Stole Christmas, and Christmas Vacation . . . just 
to name a few.

And let’s not forget what many consider the finest Christmas 
movie ever made— Frank Capra’s It’s A Wonderful Life. You remem-
ber that one, don’t you? The movie centers on George Bailey, 
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who lives with his wife and children in Bedford Falls. The drama 
begins when George’s Uncle Billy is supposed to deposit $8,000 of 
George’s business receipts into the bank, but Billy loses the money. 
The town villain, Mr. Potter, finds the cash and realizes it is exactly 
what he needs to put George out of business. In doing so, he can 
then take over the town.

George is despondent when he hears about the loss and doesn’t 
know what to do. He believes his life insurance policy could cover 
the loss, and he concludes that he’s worth more to his family dead 
than alive. As he contemplates suicide, he meets an angel named 
Clarence, who helps him sort out his issues. Clarence shows George 
what the world would be like without him in it. George discards the 
plan for suicide. A happy ending ensues.

There are so many memorable lines in the movie, but one 
stands out for our purposes. It’s a tantalizing theological morsel 
uttered by the Baileys’ little daughter, Zuzu:

Every time a bell rings, an angel gets his wings.

You don’t have to be a learned theologian to sniff out the theo-
logical weakness of Zuzu’s statement. The connection between 
bells and angel wings seems flimsy at best. But did you know 
there are more traditional statements about Christmas— the first 
Christmas— that are equally suspect? We will look at a few of those 
in this opening session.

Before You Watch

Pair up with another group member, ideally someone you don’t know 
that well, and briefly talk about the following questions:
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• What’s your favorite Christmas movie? How about a
favorite character? Is there a favorite memory you can share
of a time when you watched this movie with your family
or friends?

• What is your family’s tradition as it relates to the opening
of presents? Does your family open their gifts on Christmas
Eve or on Christmas morning?

• Do you have a nativity scene that you display during this
time of year? What would that scene look like without the
stable or the wise men? (It would make the scene look a bit
different and less familiar, wouldn’t you agree?)

Video Teaching

Play the video segment for session one. As you watch, use the following 
outline to record any thoughts or concepts that stand out to you.

Notes
It would have been unthinkable in the first century for anyone to 
turn away a pregnant Jewish woman seeking shelter. The person 
who turned her away would be ostracized.
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Luke specifically chose the Greek word katalyma in the account 
of Jesus’ birth, which is best translated as “guest room.” In fact, 
the New International Version translates Luke 2:7 as saying Mary 
placed Jesus in a manger “because there was no guest room available 
for them.”

Luke says the time for Jesus to be born came “while they were there” 
in Bethlehem. Luke doesn’t portray this as an emergency situation 
that arose as they approached the village.

What about the idea that Mary gave birth in a cave? Actually, the 
Gospels don’t mention a cave at all. In fact, the idea of a cave can be 
traced back to Christian apologist Justin Martyr, who was writing 
much later— during the middle of the second century.
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It’s a legitimate question to ask whether we can trust the Gospel 
accounts. How do we know they are reliable? Can we be sure they are 
trustworthy when they describe the birth, the teachings, the death, 
and— ultimately— the resurrection of Jesus? Yes, for two reasons:

First, they were written a lot closer to the events they describe 
than some critics claim.

Second, archaeology has consistently affirmed the biblical 
record— to the point where Luke has been described by 
scholars as a first- rate historian.

We need to take seriously the historical record of the birth of Jesus. 
Because it’s true, Christmas cannot be ignored. In the end, the child 
in the manger deserves our allegiance and our worship.
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Group Discussion

Once the video has concluded, break into small groups for a time of 
discussion. Ideally, the group should be no less than four people and 
no more than six. Don’t be shy— grab your chair and circle up! Find 
someone who will become your partner over the next few weeks. If 
you’re married and your spouse is in the group, you’ve got the option of 
choosing him or her, or you may opt for someone completely different. If 
not your spouse, it’s best for women to choose another woman and men 
to choose another man. Get your new partner’s cell phone number and 
email so you can connect during the week.

1. Have you ever heard the teaching that Jesus wasn’t refused a 
room at an “inn”? What struck you as the most significant 
point as that myth was debunked?

2. One scholar suggests Mary and Joseph could have been in 
Bethlehem “five minutes or five weeks” before the baby Jesus 
was born, emphasizing the point that there wasn’t necessar-
ily any panic. Does that differ from how you have heard the 
Christmas story? Does it make a difference to you? Share your 
impressions with the group.
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3. What are your thoughts about the reliability of Matthew, 
Mark, Luke, and John? Do you view their Gospel accounts 
as trustworthy, or do you have some questions and/or doubts? 
(It’s okay if you do, because that’s one of the reasons why you’re 
meeting together this Christmas season. Share your answers 
honestly with your group.)

4. What other questions have you had about the reliability of Jesus’ 
birth story as told in the Bible? How did this week’s teaching 
help address these concerns? What other questions do you still 
have at this point that you want to express to the group?

Closing Prayer

Conclude your group discussion time with a few minutes for prayer. 
Nothing will bring your group together quicker than knowing you 
have brothers and sisters who care enough about issues you raise to 
bring them before the Lord for his answers and his direction.
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SESSION 1

Between- sessions 
Personal study

Reflect on the content you’ve covered this week by engaging in 
any or all of the following between- sessions personal study. 

The time you invest will be well spent, so let God use it to draw 
you closer to him. At your next meeting, share with your group any 
key points or insights that stood out to you as you spent this time 
with the Lord.

study God’s Word

To investigate the true story of the first Christmas, it will be 
worth your time to dig deeper into the original accounts, found 
in Matthew and Luke. For your study this week, concentrate on 
Matthew’s version. Read the following story of the birth of Jesus:

This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about: His 

mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before 

they came together, she was found to be pregnant through the 
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Holy Spirit. Because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, 

and yet did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in 

mind to divorce her quietly.

But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord 

appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do 

not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is 

conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a 

son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save 

his people from their sins.”

All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said 

through the prophet: “The virgin will conceive and give birth 

to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God 

with us”).

When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord 

had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. But he 

did not consummate their marriage until she gave birth to a son. 

And he gave him the name Jesus.

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time 

of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, 

“Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw 

his star when it rose and have come to worship him.”

When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all 

Jerusalem with him. When he had called together all the peo-

ple’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where 

the Messiah was to be born. “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they 

replied, “for this is what the prophet has written:

“ ‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,

are by no means least among the rulers of Judah;

for out of you will come a ruler

who will shepherd my people Israel.’ ”
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Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from 

them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent them to 

Bethlehem and said, “Go and search carefully for the child. As 

soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and 

worship him.”

After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and 

the star they had seen when it rose went ahead of them until 

it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw 

the star, they were overjoyed. On coming to the house, they 

saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and 

worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and presented 

him with gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. And having been 

warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to 

their country by another route.

Matthew 1:18–2:12

As you review what the group covered together during the teach-
ing time, what stands out in this passage that you didn’t notice 
previously?

Look back through the text and circle the words you consider to 
be key. (Limit the number of these key words to twenty.) Write 
these words in the left- hand column in the table on page 22. In 
the center column, write down a brief answer to the question, 
Why do I consider this word to be key to the text? Then take those 
key words and do your best at defining them in the right- hand 
column. Use a different word than what was recorded in the text.
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Key Word Why Is It Key? Word Definition
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Put It into Practice

Take some time this week to think about how the material you are 
covering with your group can make a difference in the way you live 
your life. In the New Testament book of James, the author implores 
us to be doers of the God’s Word and not hearers only. The real test 
of what is important to us is how well we integrate it into our lives.

You can trust the accuracy of the Gospel accounts— thus you can 
trust the accuracy of the Bible. What difference does that make 
in the way you live your life?

How does trusting the Bible affect your home life? How does it 
affect your work life?

How about your friendships? What does it mean in your per-
sonal life?
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What is the biggest truth you learned this week? Write it down.

What are two more concepts that emerged from your study 
this week?

How has your time with the group changed the way you view the 
story of the first Christmas?

How did you think about it before? How do you think about 
it now?
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Make contact with the partner you selected at the meeting 
either through a text or, better yet, a phone call. Check in to see 
how he or she is doing:

• Is the person enjoying the study? Why or why not?
• Is there any frustration or confusion that he or she can 

verbalize?
• How does trusting the Bible make a difference in the way 

that person is living his or her life?
• Is there anything you can do to be of help to them between 

now and the next time the entire group gets together?

Talk to your partner about the answers to the previous 
questions— the big truths you’ve come away with as a result of the 
study and how the group experience has made an impact on you 
thus far.

CLOSING REFLECTION

The Chicago Tribune newsroom was eerily quiet on the day 

before Christmas. As I sat at my desk with little to do, my mind 

kept wandering back to a family I had encountered a month 

earlier while I was working on a series of articles about Chicago’s 

neediest people.

The Delgados— sixty- year- old Perfecta and her grand-

daughters Lydia and Jenny— had been burned out of their 

roach- infested tenement and were now living in a tiny two- 

room apartment on the West Side. As I walked in, I couldn’t 

believe how empty it was. There was no furniture, no rugs, 
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nothing on the walls— only a small kitchen table and a handful 

of rice. That’s it. They were virtually devoid of possessions.

In fact, eleven- year- old Lydia and thirteen- year- old Jenny 

owned only one short- sleeved dress each, plus one thin, gray 

sweater between them. When they walked the half- mile to 

school through the biting cold, Lydia would wear the sweater 

for part of the distance and then hand it to her shivering sister, 

who would wear it the rest of the way.

But despite their poverty and the painful arthritis that kept 

Perfecta from working, she still talked confidently about her 

faith in Jesus. She was convinced he had not abandoned them. 

I never sensed despair or self- pity in her home; instead, there 

was a gentle feeling of hope and peace.

I wrote an article about the Delgados and then quickly 

moved on to more exciting assignments. But as I sat at my desk on 

Christmas Eve, I continued to wrestle with the irony of the situa-

tion: here was a family that had nothing but faith and yet seemed 

happy, while I had everything I needed materially but lacked 

faith— and inside I felt as empty and barren as their apartment.

I walked over to the city desk to sign out a car. It was a slow 

news day with nothing of consequence going on. My boss could 

call me if something were to happen. In the meantime, I decided 

to drive over to West Homer Street and see how the Delgados 

were doing.

When Jenny opened the door, I could not believe my eyes. 

Tribune readers had responded to my article by showering 

the Delgados with a treasure trove of gifts— roomfuls of fur-

niture, appliances, and rugs; a lavish Christmas tree with piles 

of presents underneath; carton upon bulging carton of food; 
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and a dazzling selection of clothing, including dozens of warm 

winter coats, scarves, and gloves. On top of that, they donated 

thousands of dollars in cash.

But as surprised as I was by this outpouring, I was even 

more astonished by what my visit was interrupting; Perfecta and 

her granddaughters were getting ready to give away much of 

their newfound wealth. When I asked Perfecta why, she replied 

in halting English: “Our neighbors are still in need. We cannot 

have plenty when they have nothing. This is what Jesus would 

want us to do.”

That blew me away! If I had been in their position at that time 

in my life, I would have been hoarding everything. I asked Perfecta 

what she thought about the generosity of the people who had 

sent all these goodies, and again her response amazed me.

“This is wonderful; this is very good,” she said, gesturing 

towards the largess. “We did nothing to deserve this— it’s a gift 

from God. But,” she added, “it is not his greatest gift. No, we 

celebrate that tomorrow. That is Jesus.”

To her, this child in the manger was the undeserved gift that 

meant everything— more than material possessions, more than 

comfort, more than security. And at that moment, something 

inside of me wanted desperately to know this Jesus— because, in 

a sense, I saw him in Perfecta and her granddaughters.

I am hoping and praying you are going to see Jesus over the 

next four weeks. He won’t force himself into your life, but he 

will definitely make himself available to you. There is no better 

Christmas gift than the gift of life offered to you by that little 

baby in the manger.

– Lee Strobel, from The Case for Christmas
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The Case for Easter
A Journalist Investigates the 
Evidence for the Resurrection

Lee Strobel
New York Times Bestselling Author

Did Jesus of Nazareth really rise from the 
dead?

Of the many world religions, only one 
claims that its founder returned from the grave. The resurrection of 
Jesus Christ is the very cornerstone of Christianity.

But a dead man coming back to life? In our sophisticated age, 
when myth has given way to science, who can take such a claim seri-
ously? Some argue that Jesus never died on the cross. Conflicting 
accounts make the empty tomb seem suspect.

How credible is the evidence for—and against—the resurrection? 
Focusing his award-winning skills as a legal journalist on history’s 
most compelling enigma, Lee Strobel retraces the startling findings 
that led him from atheism to belief. He examines:

• The Medical Evidence—Was Jesus’ death a sham and his 
resurrection a hoax?

• The Evidence of the Missing Body—Was Jesus’ body really 
absent from his tomb?

• The Evidence of Appearances—Was Jesus seen alive after his 
death on the cross?

Written in a hard-hitting journalistic style, The Case for Easter 
probes the core issues of the resurrection. Jesus Christ, risen from 
the dead: superstitious myth or life-changing reality? The evidence 
is in. The verdict is up to you.
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The Case for Miracles
A Journalist Investigates 
Evidence for the Supernatural

Lee Strobel
New York Times Bestselling Author

New York Times bestselling author Lee 
Strobel trains his investigative sights on the 
hot-button issue of whether it’s credible to 
believe God intervenes supernaturally in people’s lives today.

This provocative book starts with an unlikely interview in which 
America’s foremost skeptic builds a seemingly persuasive case 
against the miraculous. But then Strobel travels the country to quiz 
scholars to see whether they can offer solid answers to atheist ob-
jections. Along the way, he encounters astounding accounts of heal-
ings and other phenomena that simply cannot be explained away by 
naturalistic causes. The book features the results of exclusive new 
scientific polling that shows miracle accounts are much more com-
mon than people think.

What’s more, Strobel delves into the most controversial question 
of all: what about miracles that don’t happen? If God can intervene 
in the world, why doesn’t he do it more often to relieve suffering? 
Many American Christians are embarrassed by the supernatural, not 
wanting to look odd or extreme to their neighbors. Yet, The Case 
for Miracles shows not only that the miraculous is possible but that 
God still does intervene in our world in awe-inspiring ways. Here’s 
a unique book that examines all sides of this issue and comes away 
with a passionate defense for God’s divine action in lives today.
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The Case for Christ
A Journalist's Personal 
Investigation of the Evidence 
for Jesus

Lee Strobel
New York Times Bestselling Author

Is there credible evidence that Jesus of 
Nazareth really is the Son of God?

Retracing his own spiritual journey from atheism to faith, Lee Strobel, 
former legal editor of the Chicago Tribune, cross-examines a dozen 
experts with doctorates from schools like Cambridge, Princeton, and 
Brandeis who are recognized authorities in their own fields.

Strobel challenges them with questions like: How reliable is the 
New Testament? Does evidence for Jesus exist outside the Bible? 
Is there any reason to believe the resurrection was an actual event?

Winner of the Gold Medallion Book Award and twice nominated 
for the Christian Book of the Year Award, Strobel’s tough, point-
blank questions read like a captivating, fast-paced novel. But it’s not 
fiction. It’s a riveting quest for the truth about history’s most compel-
ling figure.

The new edition includes scores of revisions and additions, includ-
ing updated material on archaeological and manuscript discoveries, 
fresh recommendations for further study, and an interview with the 
author, who tells dramatic stories about the book’s impact, provides 
behind-the-scenes information, and responds to critiques of the 
book by skeptics. As The Case for Christ and its ancillary resources 
approach 10 million copies in print, this updated edition will prove 
even more valuable to contemporary readers.

Video Curriculum Also Available!
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