The First Christmas Gifts #2

“The Gift of One’s Praise”’

Luke 2:8-20

The Christmas season has a way of bringing people together who may not always see eye to eye at other times of the year.  Family feuds, business quarrels, and rifts between friends are often set aside in the atmosphere of “Peace on earth, goodwill to men.”  Gaps in social standings are also bridged during the holidays, as employers and employees meet and mingle at corporate parties, and those who have been blessed with much often reach out to those who have not.  Christmas seems to bring all facets of humanity together.


The same was true for the very first Christmas.  While they did not all appear at the same time, we see in our nativity scenes the wealthy magi bringing expensive gifts, the working class shepherds taking time from work to worship the Child, and the human parents of the Son of God representing the poorest in Judean society of the day.  These people differed in many ways, yet they all had this in common:  They focused on the newborn King, and they all brought gifts to Him.


Last week we considered the gifts of the magi, the gift of one’s possessions.  These were gifts in the commonly understood sense of the term, but we are mistaken if we think this is the only kind of gift that was brought to Jesus at His birth.  The shepherds also brought a gift for the King, and it is a gift we can also bring to Him.

The Common Givers


Luke introduces us to the shepherds in the eighth verse of his second chapter:  “And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night.”   These were not especially noteworthy men.  We are not given their names, nor do we know much about them.  Paul Maier writes, 

If, resorting to symbolism, the wise men represented privilege, wealth, and intelligence, so the shepherds stood for the cross-sectional, average Palestinian—quite literally, too, “the man on the night shift.”


In today’s terms, they were “blue-collar workers,” like factory workers or truck drivers or garbage collectors.   Even by their own culture, they were not highly respected.  Leon Morris notes, 

As a class the shepherds had a bad reputation.  The nature of their calling kept them from observing the ceremonial law which meant so much to religious people… They were considered unreliable and were not allowed to give testimony in the law courts.  There is no reason for thinking that Luke’s shepherds were other than devout men, else why should God have given them such a privilege?  But they did come from a despised class.

Chuck Swindoll adds, “Imagine the reception a dirty migrant worker would receive at the door of a sophisticated country club, and you will understand where the shepherd ranked in Hebrew society.”


One can imagine how surprised they must have been when their sleepy night was suddenly interrupted, as Luke records in verses 9-14,

An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “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 Savior 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.”  Suddenly 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.”  


At first they were afraid.  Who wouldn’t be?  Then they must have been astonished that such good news should be brought to them, of all people!


We may be tempted to feel that we are like those shepherds, too common to be used by God.  We feel we are too young or too old.  We think we’re not educated or gifted enough.  We conclude that our background or occupation or unfortunate past would eliminate us from being candidates for God’s service.  But we are wrong if we think that way.  Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:26-30,

Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him. It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. 


God specializes in using the most unlikely in His service. The shepherds are proof. So are we.

The Courageous Giving


What could these common shepherds possibly offer to Jesus?  They did not have the wealth of the wise men to bring expensive gifts like gold and incense.  They couldn’t even offer one of their sheep, because they probably didn’t own them!


But they did give, as Luke details in verses 15-16:

When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, 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.”  So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. 


Before we consider their gift, let us see their courageous giving.  These two brief verses speak volumes regarding the actions of the shepherds, even more than we might initially realize.


Much like the wise men, these shepherds react immediately to the good news.  As soon as the brilliance of the angels died away in the night sky, the shepherds say to each other, “Let’s go!”  There is a sense of urgency in the Greek construction of that phrase.
  There is no sign of doubt or debate, just simple obedience.  As Maier notes,

Perhaps it was fortunate that they were common laymen, for if they had been scholars or theologians, they would likely first have held a debate on the hillside instead of rushing into Bethlehem after the glad announcement.


Not only was their giving immediate, but it was also potentially risky.  They went off to see this Child whom the angels praised, and in doing so, they left their work.  It is unlikely that the shepherds rounded up all the sheep and took them along, and there is no indication that any of them stayed behind.  The Mishnah, which was the legal code of the Jewish society, was very clear about the liability these shepherds risked:

He who brings a flock into a fold and shuts the gate before it as required, but [the flock] got out and did damage, is exempt.  If he did not shut the gate before it as required, and the flock got out and did damage, he is liable (Baba Qamma 6:1).

There are four kinds of watchmen: (1) an unpaid bailee; (2) a borrower; (3) a paid bailee; and (4) a hirer [probably the shepherds of Luke 2] …The hirers take an oath that they have not been negligent concerning a broken bone or death.  But they pay compensation for the one which was lost or stolen (Baba Mesia 7:8).


These shepherds obeyed God at the risk of their livelihood.  Similarly the first disciples were called to leave their fishing nets or tax collector’s tables to follow Christ.  Throughout history men and women have been called from various occupations and backgrounds to devote their lives to the Lord.  And don’t forget about the young man who refused to give up his riches to follow Christ!


Are we as willing to put our all on the line to follow Christ?  Would our relationship with the Lord be characterized as courageous giving?  

The Communicative Gift


What was the gift the shepherds gave to Jesus?  It was not anything they left with the Baby and His family, as the wise men would later do, but happened after they had left the stable.  Luke writes in verses 17-20,

When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them.  But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart.  The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told. 


The gift of the shepherds was the gift of praise. This gift was expressed in three ways.


First, they wanted to see for themselves. They did not dismiss the angel’s words as impossible or irrelevant. They could have easily said, “There’s no way that could be true!” or, “Well, that’s nice, but how does that affect me?” I believe the second response is what we see often today. For most people we know, the reaction to Christianity is not so much atheism as it is apathy. Many even claim to believe in Jesus, but they are too preoccupied with their jobs, their families, their hobbies, or whatever else to make any effort to discover the truth. How many people do you know claim to believe in God but can’t seem to get themselves to church on Sunday? They can’t find time during the week to read their Bible or pray. Oh, sure, they believe all that stuff is true, but it doesn’t mean anything to their lives. Do you know what the Bible calls that? Unbelief! But the shepherds immediately hurried off to find the truth for themselves. They wanted to know the truth.


Secondly, when they found what they were looking for, they worshiped. Verse 20 states, “The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told.” I realize this takes place after they left the stable, but something tells me that they worshiped the Child once they arrived. Those words, “glorifying and praising God” is the very heart of worship. When we encounter God, our reactions ought to be that of giving God glory and praise. There ought to be a spirit of wonder and worship in our hearts. Is there at Christmas? Or any other time of the year?


Finally, when the shepherds left the scene of their worship, they witnessed. Once they had seen Jesus, “they spread the word” concerning what they had seen and heard (Luke 2:17). They could not keep the good news to themselves. They wanted everybody to know it. Their experience issued in witness as well as worship. Notice Luke writes that they “returned.” In other words, they did not spend the rest of their lives in the stable or loiter around the manger. Instead, they returned to the fields and the sheep, to their homes, their wives, and their children. But, although their jobs and their homes were the same, they themselves were not. They were new people in the old situation. They had been changed by seeing Jesus.
 Can the same be said about us?
How much do we want to know the Lord? Last week I mentioned Jeremiah 29:13, “You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.”  Does this accurately describe our heart’s desire? Can we say with Paul, “[For my determined purpose is] that I may know Him [that I may progressively become more deeply and intimately acquainted with Him, perceiving and recognizing and understanding the wonders of His Person more strongly and more clearly]” [Php. 3:10, amp]? Or is our approach to Christ more casual, more “take-it-or-leave-it”?
How about our worship? As Christians, we are usually pretty good about praising God when we come together.  The words of Psalm 52:9, “I will praise you forever for what you have done; in your name I will hope, for your name is good. I will praise you in the presence of your saints.”  The phrase, “I will praise you in the presence of your saints” is usually fulfilled on Sunday morning in Christian churches throughout our land.  

Yet consider Psalm 57:9, “I will praise you, O Lord, among the nations; I will sing of you among the peoples.” Our worship ought to naturally lead into witness to others. Are we as ready to praise the Lord publicly as we are within the walls of our church?


I am not suggesting that we become obnoxious in public, shouting, “Praise the Lord!” for everyone to hear, or standing on a soapbox on the street corner, calling people to repent.  In fact,

God does not call everyone to be an ‘evangelist.’ He does not call everyone to be a ‘minister’, ‘missionary’ or ‘preacher’ either. But every Christian is a witness, and every Christian is called to bear witness.


Just like a witness in a courtroom is called to testify about whatever he or she has seen and heard, so the shepherds shared their experiences with others.  They were not Bible scholars or polished speakers, yet Luke records that “all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them.”  Their simple witness had a profound impact on their hearers.


This is reminiscent of another witness to Jesus.  Mark chapter five records the healing of a demon-possessed man.  Verses 18-20 state,

As Jesus was getting into the boat, the man who had been demon-possessed begged to go with him.  Jesus did not let him, but said, “Go home to your family and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how he has had mercy on you.”  So the man went away and began to tell in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done for him.  And all the people were amazed.


Why would Jesus refuse someone who wanted to go with Him?  Perhaps because He knew that the man’s testimony would have more impact on those who already knew him.  The strategy seemed to work, too, as the text concludes, “And all the people were amazed.”  


There are people you know who would never listen to me for the very fact that I am a preacher.  They might expect a preacher to talk about God, or they may be wary of ulterior motives from previous experience with other ministers.  But when they hear you talk about the Lord—and you’re not getting paid to do it!—they are more likely to listen.  Many people in our society do not suffer from a lack of information about Jesus; many suffer a lack of trust in the Christian Church.  When they see the credibility of your life, they are more apt to accept what you have to say.


What will you bring to the King this year?  Perhaps you cannot bring the gift of precious possessions like the wise men, but we all can bring the gift of praise to our Lord and Savior this year. We have to want to experience the Lord for ourselves; we then must respond to Him in worship; which must be followed by our witness for Him to others. We will find it is a gift that keeps on giving, not just at Christmas but throughout the year!
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