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“The Angels and the Shepherds”      Text – Luke 2:8-20        OT Reading – Isaiah various.


Location – Bethlehem police station
Subject – Criminal investigation report
Reporting officer – Constable Aaron ben Naphtali
Assistant investigator – Miriam ben Asher of the Bethlehem SPCA.

The accused – The Bethlehem Shepherd’s collective
The charges – Wilful abandonment of sheep and neglect of duties.

Witness statement 1 – Joshua ben Amoz – Sheep owner – taken the day after said incident.
I was called to the door of my Bethlehem home and told that some of my sheep were roaming the hills of Bethlehem without shepherds.  I immediately went out to the hills to check this story out for myself.  Upon arriving, I discovered the accusations to be true as I found that young Jacob was the only shepherd there and that some of the sheep had gotten outside of the sheepfolds.  I want these shepherds to be charged as this has cost me a lot of time and money and we simply cannot have shepherds behaving like this.

Witness statement 2 – Rebekah ben Judah – wife of Shepherd – taken the day after the incident.
Reuben, my husband, came home very early this morning and did not stay for long.  All I could get out of him was that they had heard that Messiah had just been born in Bethlehem.  They immediately went into the city and found Him, and were now heading to Jerusalem to tell as many people as they could about all that they have seen and heard.  That’s all I know.

Witness statement 3 – Reuben ben Judah – Shepherd, husband of Rebekah, taken 4 days later.
As you know, it is our job to care for the sheep used in temple sacrifices throughout the year.  Because it was late at night, I was taking my turn to keep a watch while most of the other shepherds were sleeping.  All at once, an angel appeared and the night was chased away by a glorious light.  I have never been so terrified in my life!  Well, as you can imagine, by this time, there was not a shepherd left asleep.  We were all standing, staring in terror at this angel.  And he said, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.  This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.”  And the next thing we knew, “a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, "Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests."”  Well, after they had left, we shepherds started talking together.  We could hardly just carry on as if nothing had happened!  So we decided that we must immediately go and see this for ourselves.  After all, we have been hoping and praying for the Promised One for a long time, and this announcement was clearly from the Lord!  And it was exactly as the angel described!  We searched the inns and found the child with His parents and “wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger,” of all places.  Well we know many people in Bethlehem and Jerusalem who have been praying also that Messiah would come.  And so, we just had to go and tell them!  We left Jacob to look after the sheep, so I can’t understand why some of them seem to have escaped?

Official Recommendation: No harm seems to have come to the sheep, and all the shepherds have returned to their work.  It is likely that they will lose some pay.  Despite the fact that each shepherd interviewed tells exactly the same story, we all know how unreliable shepherds are.  They do seem pretty passionate about whatever it is that they have seen, and they are the talk of the town.  However, I can’t find any evidence of criminal activity.  Therefore, I recommend that no further action be taken.  
Well, I am sure that you realize that what has just been said forms part of a purely imaginary police report.  And yet, I hope it is helpful in amplifying some aspects of the scene that we have just read about in Luke 2.  
Last Sunday, as those of you who were present will recall, we saw that Luke’s primary interest in his gospel is not history, but His-story; the story of the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.  
And that is to the fore with this portion of Luke 2 as we read of shepherds and angels.  
Again, enough information is given to demonstrate that this account is history, but just enough.  
And yet, the information that is given is enough to testify to the reality of Jesus’ birth that day.  

So, what we are going to do is briefly consider the scene that lies before us in these verses and then spend most of our time considering the angel’s message, and then end by looking at the shepherd’s reaction to the message.  
   And we do this in order that we too might have cause to think about our reaction to the story of 
   Christmas, here in 2009.
So, the Christmas scene, the Christmas message, and the Christmas reaction; our three points.

Firstly then, let’s briefly consider the Christmas scene that is set before us by Luke.  

	Now, as we all know, we are talking here about the birth of Jesus Christ; King of kings, Lord of lords, the Saviour of mankind.  
	And so, it’s hardly surprising, is it, that after the birth story itself, in vv1-7, the very next thing that happens should involve angels!  
	After all, Psalm 103:20 says, “Praise the LORD, you his angels, you mighty ones who do his bidding, who obey his word.”

So, having announced His conception to Mary and Joseph, it is to be expected that angels announce His birth to the world!  

	But what is surprising, to the ears of these first century listeners at least, and perhaps to ours also, is that the story also involves shepherds.  
	For Shepherds of that time were not the fine upstanding members of society that Mr Davey and Mr Watson are today.  Far from it.
	Commentators and historians reveal to us that “ordinary shepherds in the time of Jesus’ birth were a despised lot.”  
	Because of their work, they were unable to observe the OT regulations for worship and levitical purity.  
	In addition, they were universally thought to be thieves who stole sheep from others whenever they could.  

And so, as a result of this, they were not allowed to give evidence in court because they were believed, by all, to be too untrustworthy.

	So why then are shepherds the first to hear about the birth of the Messiah?  
	Well, in the first place, as is always the case with the Bible, God’s ways are different from man’s ways.  
	God consistently makes use of those whom society has determined are unfit for anything to bring about His salvation purposes.  
	Remember Rahab the prostitute.  Remember Ruth the Moabitess.  Remember Paul the persecutor of believers.  

1 Corinthians 1:27 says, “God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong.”
	And so, biblically, the fact that God chooses Shepherds to be the ones who first hear the good news of Jesus’ birth oughtn’t really surprise us.  


	But secondly, we must notice also the very beautiful biblical symmetry that this story presents us.  
	In 2 Samuel 7, God makes His covenant with David promising that one of his children would always reign on the throne of Israel; a promise that had the birth of the Lord Jesus Christ in view.   And God said there, “Now then, tell my servant David, ‘This is what the LORD Almighty says: I took you from the pasture and from following the flock to be ruler over my people Israel.’”  
	So King David went from being a shepherd to being the ruler of God’s people.  

And now, as THE promised son of David is born, THE ruler of God’s people, His birth is announced first to shepherds!  
And when He grows older, how does Jesus describe Himself in John 10?  Boys and girls, can you remember?  I am the good ?????????  Shepherd!  
Isn’t that beautiful?  Doesn’t that demonstrate again the majesty of God’s glorious Word! 

	Well, as we return to the angels for a minute, it is quite clear that the angel that appeared to the shepherds was clearly recognizable as an angel, for they were instantly terrified.  
	Whether it was the angel’s physical size or the brightness of the glory of the Lord or the presence of holiness or all these things combined, the shepherds were terrified.  
	And biblically, this is a typical reaction in those who receive angelic visitors, particularly those angels that come with revelation from the Lord such as this one.  
	In Judges 6 we read of Gideon’s encounter with an angel.  It says, “When Gideon realized that it was the angel of the LORD, he exclaimed, "Ah, Sovereign LORD!  I have seen the angel of the LORD face to face!"”  
	But just as happens here in Luke, there the angel says to Gideon, “Peace!  Do not be afraid.  You are not going to die.”  


And so now the Christmas scene is set.  The Shepherd’s terror has been calmed by the angel who says, “Do not be afraid.”  So let’s move on now to consider the angel’s Christmas message.

The angel says, “I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born to you; He is Christ the Lord.”  And there are a number of remarkable things that we ought to notice in this extraordinary announcement.  
Firstly, in terms of the content of this message, it is concerned with the birth of a Saviour who is Christ the Lord.  
Now, those titles, “Christ the Lord,” are rich biblical terms.  
Christ, or Kristos, is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew, Messiah.  It means anointed one.  
It has in view one who holds office and most often kingly office.  
Earlier we read from Isaiah 9 where the prophet spoke of one who would rule on David’s throne, and whose government would know no end.  
We also read from Isaiah 11 about a ruler who would be anointed by the Holy Spirit to rule and judge with justice and righteousness.  
So now, declares the angel, the Anointed one, the Christ-Messiah is come!  
But not only is He Christ/Messiah, He is also Lord.  
And this Greek title, kurios, is the title used as the Greek equivalent of Yahweh, the OT covenant name of God.  
When Moses met God in the burning bush and asked Him His name, God said, “Yahweh Ashar Yahweh.”  “I Am who I Am ... This is my name forever, the name by which I am to be remembered from generation to generation.”
And again, we read earlier from Isaiah 2.  There, the prophet says of Jesus, “The law will go out from Zion, the word of the LORD from Jerusalem.”
So now, declares the angel, the Lord is come!

But not only is He Christ and Lord, He is also Saviour.
And the very use of the word “Saviour” suggests the need for salvation, doesn’t it.
I mean, if I was to say to you, “Great news!  The Westpac rescue helicopter has arrived,” you might be interested to have a look at it.  But beyond a bit of curiosity it would hold no special interest.  However, if you were lying there just having had a massive heart attack, that would be a different story.  Then they would be the most wonderful words you could hear! 
So, to people who are obviously in need of salvation, declares the angel, a Saviour has come!

Thus, the content of the angel’s Christmas message is the birth of a Saviour who is Christ the Lord.

But note also the nature of the angel’s Christmas message.  
You see, the Greek word translated here as “I bring you good news” is euangelizo, from which we get the English word evangelize.  The angel here evangelizes these shepherds.  
And what does he do as he evangelizes?  He brings them “good news of great joy.”  
And that, people of God, is what evangelism is all about; good news.  

And in this connection, let’s return to that Westpac rescue helicopter illustration.  
I want you to imagine that I am the one who has had the heart attack and that you are the only other person here and the one who has called for the helicopter.  
What would you do the moment you saw it in the sky?  Do you think you would keep this news private?  Do you think you would keep the news about the arrival of the helicopter to yourself and not tell me?
I hope not!  No, surely, you would come running in and say, “It’s here!  It’s here!”  
You would share this good news with me because you know I need to hear it.  

Well, Brothers and Sisters, out there in your neighbourhoods, and at work, and at school are people who dying because of sin.  
And not only are they experiencing the physical effects of sin in their own lives and in the lives of those they love, they, if they do not come to see their need for salvation, will die every moment of every day in the fire of hell, without ever actually dying.
And so, as a congregation, we have embarked on a significant overseas mission project.  We want to support our brother Andrew Dickson as he brings the good news to the people of Uganda.  But the people of Hornby need to hear the good news.  The people of West Melton, and Avonhead, and Halswell, and every other suburb of CHCH need also to hear this good news!  And it is you who must tell them.
The content of the angels’ Christmas message is the birth of a Saviour who is Christ the Lord.  The nature of the angel’s Christmas message is that of good news.  But note, also, the scope of the angel’s Christmas message.  
Who is this “good news of great joy” for?  Is it just for the shepherds?  No.  Is it just for the Jews?  No.  Is it just for the rich or the poor?  No.  It is “for all the people.”  It is a message of universal scope.  
You probably remember that wonderful story in Daniel where Nebuchadnezzar had that dream about the huge statue.  
Well, that statue represented all world kingdoms.  But in the dream, the statue was smashed to bits by a small rock that was cut out without human hands.  And, as Daniel explains, “The rock that struck the statue became a huge mountain and filled the whole earth.”  
And that rock, congregation, is the Lord Jesus Christ.  He represents, as Daniel says, the kingdom that comes to crush all those kingdoms and bring them to an end, but will itself endure forever.”  
And now, here in Luke, because He has come, the good news of His coming is “for all the people.”  

And this is why in Matthew 28, when Jesus gave the church the Great Commission, He said, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations.”  
And this is why in Acts 1:8, we read that Jesus said to His disciples, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  

The good news of Jesus Christ is a message of great joy that is to be proclaimed to all.  
And for this to happen there needs to believers who are prepared to proclaim this good news as students, as workers, as employers, as husbands, as wives, and as parents.  
Are you busy obeying the Lord’s call to you to proclaim the good news to all people?

But there also needs to be believers who are prepared to proclaim the good news as preachers and missionaries.
Whether that’s here in NZ or overseas, and whether that’s as a preacher like me, or as a long term ordained missionary like Rev. Alan Douma, or as a long term mission worker like Sr. Janice Reid or Br. Andrew Dickson, or as a shorter term mission worker like Sr. Lucretia Dijkstra, the church needs those who work, full-time, as proclaimers.
Are you committed to the generous support of gospel proclamation?  
Are you praying that the Lord might raise up such people?  
Are you inquiring of the Lord whether He might be calling you to this work?  

The content of the angels’ Christmas message is the birth of a Saviour who is Christ the Lord.  
The nature of the angel’s Christmas message is that of good news.  
The scope of the angel’s Christmas message is universal.  Let’s move on now to consider lastly and briefly the shepherd’s reaction to the angels’ Christmas message.

	The grace of the Lord is apparent in that as the angel of the Lord makes this announcement he gives the shepherds a sign that will aid their search for the child, but also testify to the truth of what the angel has announced.  The angel says, “This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.”  And notice, congregation, that the angel does not tell the shepherds to go to Bethlehem.  All that the angel does is announce the birth.  Nevertheless, after hearing this announcement, and hearing the great company of the heavenly host praise God and say, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favour rests,” there is a wonderful reaction.
	Note firstly that the shepherds recognize the true source of the announcement.  Even though it is an angel who stood before them, look at what they say in v15, “The shepherds said to one another, ‘Let's go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.’”  
	The shepherds look beyond the messenger to the true source of the message, the Lord Himself.  
	It is the Word of the Lord that has been spoken to them.  

It is the Word of the Lord that they have heard.  
And it is the Word of the Lord that they obey.  
	Is this your attitude towards preaching?  
	Are you looking beyond the messenger to the true source of the message, the Lord Himself?  Are you listening for the Word of the Lord?  Are you keen to obey the Word of the Lord?


	But note secondly the haste of the shepherd’s reaction.  More literally, v15 actually says, “Let’s go to Bethlehem without delay.”  “Let’s go now!”  And then v16 says, “They hurried off.”  
	There was no procrastination for these shepherds; no ‘should we, shouldn’t we?’  

There was no skepticism for these shepherds; no “how do we know that this angel is the real deal?”  No, the obedience of faith is instant and unhesitating.  
	Is the obedience of your faith instant and unhesitating?


	Thirdly though, they encourage and exhort one another.  Again v15 says, “The shepherds said to one another, ‘Let's go.’”  It’s not every man for himself.  
	Having heard the sermon, the first thing they do is talk together and encourage one another to obedience and action.  

This is the community of the saints in action, not a bunch of individual shepherds.

	V16 tells us that “they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger.”  And then we read of two more things that are part of the shepherd’s reaction.  
	V17 says, “When they had seen Him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child.”  This was not something they could keep to themselves.  
	And so, as we have already seen today, like the shepherds, we too are to be spreaders of the word, proclaimers of the good news.


	And lastly, as we consider the shepherd’s reaction, note what it says in v20: “The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told.”  
	Unlike the shepherds, you and I have not seen the baby lying in a manger with our eyes.  
	But like the shepherds, you and I have heard the angel’s Christmas message.  

And in so doing, we have heard the Word of the Lord.  
	We too know that Jesus was born around 2000 years ago, in a manger in Bethlehem.  
	He is Christ, the Anointed one.  He is Lord, the king of creation.  
	The only question that each of us needs to answer today is is He my Saviour?  
	And if He is, then let’s join the shepherds and glorify and praise God by singing hymn 339 – Hark the Herald angels sing.”  Amen.


