A Charlie Brown Christmas #4

“What Christmas Is All About”

Luke 2:8-14
A Charlie Brown Christmas has been a staple during the holiday season for almost as long as I have been around. (The animated special first aired in 1965…when I was one year old!) What most folks don’t know is that it almost did not made it to television screens at all.

When writer Charles Schulz and producer/director Bill Melendez brought the finished version to CBS, the executives did not like that there was no laugh track (which was unheard of in those days), that children did the voice acting instead of adults, that the soundtrack featured the jazz of the Vince Guaraldi Trio, and especially that Linus recited the story of the birth of Jesus from the gospel of Luke. There was a standoff of sorts, but Schulz did not back down, and because of the tight production schedule and CBS’s prior promotion, the network executives aired the special as Schulz intended it. But they were certain they had a flop on their hands.
 

The rest, as they say, is history. 

The half-hour special aired on Thursday, December 9, 1965, preempting The Munsters and following Gilligan’s Island. To the surprise of the executives, 50 percent of the televisions in the United States tuned in to the first broadcast. The cartoon was a critical and commercial hit; it won an Emmy and a Peabody award.

After all the fun and festivities, the program reaches its dramatic apex as Charlie Brown cries out in desperation, “Isn’t there anyone who knows what Christmas is all about?” 

“Sure, Charlie Brown,” Linus answers calmly, “I can tell you what Christmas is all about.” With that he walks to the center of the stage, calls for the spotlight, and recites our text for this morning, Luke 2:8-14 from the King James Version:

And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night. And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them: and they were sore afraid. And the angel said unto them, “Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord. And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.” And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God, and saying, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.”
Then he returns and says simply, “That’s what Christmas is all about, Charlie Brown.”

Is it really that simple? Our Christmas celebrations these days are anything but simple. Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe if we got back to the simple facts, we’d rediscover what Christmas is all about.

A Dramatic Interruption 

That first Christmas was not special or even noteworthy. Whenever it was—scholars cannot pinpoint the year with accuracy, not to mention the date—it was an ordinary day followed by an ordinary night.

And on that ordinary night we find some ordinary men. In the first century, “the shepherds stood for the cross-sectional, average Palestinian—quite literally, too, ‘the man on the night shift.’”
 In fact, shepherds were really outcasts in Israel. Their work not only made them ceremonially unclean, but it kept them away from the temple for weeks at a time so that they could not be made clean.
 In our day, we might think of truck drivers or longshoremen or factory workers…blue collar workers not highly thought of by much of society and certainly not the kind of people one would expect to be the first to hear extraordinary news!

I’m reminded of a musical produced several years ago entitled, “Child of the Promise,” and a song sung by the shepherds called, “Nothing Ever Happens to a Shepherd.” They sing,

It’s cold outside in this God-forsaken place, 

And we’re stuck here with a thousand sheep.
While life is exciting for everybody else, 

The highlight in our day is sleep.


It’s lonely out here in this isolated job. 

Our position is without esteem.
We’re socially challenged; we’re society’s scourge; 

We’re not exactly every woman’s dream.


Nothing ever happens to a shepherd. 

Life is boring as can be.
While exciting things occur all over the world, 

Nothing ever happens to me.


As the song ends, the stage goes black—just like that dark night some two thousand years ago. Then the stage is lit up as an angel appears—just like the sky on that first Christmas night. For the shepherds their night—and their lives—was about to experience a dramatic interruption.

A Divine Incarnation

The night lights up as an angel appears from heaven. Needless to say, the shepherds were struck with amazement…and fear. Wouldn’t we be? But the first words from the angel were, “Fear not.” Right!
We can hardly even imagine what startled, frightened feelings the shepherds had when suddenly, with no warning whatsoever, the highest of all created beings showed up in blazing glory. In fact, it’s difficult to describe the dramatic significance of that moment. Luke says, “the glory of the Lord shone around them,” an expression we often take for granted but which denotes one of the high points in all of history.

Yet as unlikely as it was for the shepherds not to be scared out of their socks when an angel appears out of nowhere in the middle of the night, the angel’s message must have been downright unbelievable. Hear the words again:

“Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord. And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.”
Imagine! The promised Messiah (or Christ) was born on this night, right here in Bethlehem. And the first ones to hear about the birth were…shepherds! But there is more.

Who was born in the city of David? “Christ the Lord.” We’ve probably heard this so many times that we fail to comprehend the significance. “Christ the Lord.” This Child was no less than God Himself! As Warren Wiersbe put it so well,

How amazed the angels must have been when they saw the Creator born as a creature, the Word coming as a speechless baby. The best commentary on this is 2 Corinthians 8:9, “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich,” and the best response from our hearts is wonder and worship. “Great is the mystery of godliness: God was manifest in the flesh” (1 Tim. 3:16).


This is what the phrase “divine incarnation” means: God coming as a human being. In the words of one of my favorite Christmas songs, “He wrapped His love in flesh and blood and He took the form of man.” You want to know what Christmas is all about? Here it is: Almighty God was born as a helpless baby to a poor couple in a barn.

After that incredible news, “all heaven broke loose when angels appeared and started praising God to a small and most unlikely audience.”
 Their message: “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.” The word translated “peace” is the Jewish word shalom, and it means much more than a truce in the battles of life. It means well-being, health, prosperity, security, soundness, and completeness.
 

The phrase “good will toward men” is probably better rendered “peace to men on whom his favor rests” [niv]. Jewish Christian scholar David Sterns comments, “People of good will” are people whom the will of God favors and whose own wills desire what God wills.
 

A Definitive Invitation


Which brings us to our final thought, a definitive invitation. Implied in the angel’s message was an invitation to go and see this miracle. The shepherds were even given a sign: They would find the baby wrapped in strips of cloth and lying in a feed trough. Not too many babies would be found in that condition! 

So what did the shepherds do? You won’t find this is Linus’ recitation in A Charlie Brown Christmas, but if you read a little further in the same text you’ll discover in Luke 2:15, 

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.”


They got up and went! 


Again, we are so familiar with the story that we might not catch the significance. Would we have been so responsive? As Paul Maier puts it,


Perhaps it was fortunate that they were common laymen, for had they been scholars or theologians, they would likely first have held a debate on the hillside instead of rushing into Bethlehem after the glad announcement, the conservatives insisting they would never leave the sheep, and the liberals labeling the angelic appearance a mere hallucination.


Or, if it had happened today, they might have looked at each other and said, “Did you see that?” “No, I didn’t see nothin’.” Or they might have said, “Wow, that was inspirational! Didn’t that make you feel good?”—and then do nothing about it!

Notice the shepherd’s response to this amazing encounter: 

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… The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told (Luke 2:17-18, 20).
I am reminded of the twin invitations of Easter: “Come and see” (Matthew 28:6) and “Go and tell” (Matthew 28:10). This is what the shepherds did: They came and saw, then they went and told. We are invited to do no less ourselves.


That invitation given to the shepherds is still open today. No, we cannot go down the road and see the Christ Child in the manger, but we can open our hearts and allow Him in to our lives. We can have, as one preacher put it, “a Bethlehem experience in our hearts.”


That’s what Christmas is all about, Charlie Brown. It’s all about the news of a baby’s birth. It’s all about God becoming man so that mankind might be saved. A baby was born so that we might be born again. Have you experienced that kind of Christmas in your own life?
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