The First Christmas Angels #4

“The Angels and the Shocked Shepherds.”

Luke 2:8-20

How you ever wondered how strange our Christmas celebrations must seem to folks who aren’t used to them? One Christmas card reads, “Christmas is just plain weird. What other time of the year do you sit in front of a dead tree in your living room and eat candy out of your socks?”
 

As peculiar as our modern customs might seem, the actual events of the first Christmas must have been downright bizarre to the people of that day. Think about it: The Son of God comes to earth, not as a conquering King but as a helpless Baby, born not to noble or wealthy parents but to a poor peasant couple from out in the sticks, born in a barn far from home because there was no room in the inn—how crazy is that?

And the way the news of His birth was first announced was odd as well. There were no television cameras or newspaper reporters gathered around, hoping for an “exclusive” news story. No press conferences or photo ops. No, the news of Christ’s birth was certainly unorthodox—from the announcers to the audience.

A Revelation of an Unexpected Savior

In Luke chapter two we read of a revelation of an unexpected savior. The story of His birth is told in Luke 2:1-7,

In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) And everyone went to his own town to register. 

So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.
The passage begins with an all-too-familiar subject: taxes. The Roman emperor Augustus Caesar decreed that a census should be taken across the whole empire. This was the second of three such numberings taken during his reign, and he was pleased enough with the results that he proudly mentioned his censuses in eighth place among the thirty-five “Acts of Augustus” for which he wished to be remembered, items that were later engraved on two bronze plaques outside his mausoleum.
 And so Joseph and Mary had to make an eighty-mile journey from Nazareth in Galilee to Bethlehem in Judea, the latter known as the “city of David,” from whose lineage both Joseph and Mary belonged.

The first announcement of this birth is described in verses 8-14,

And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. 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.”

The most important announcement in human history—made to simple shepherds? Really? As John MacArthur writes, “If you were a modern public relations agent in charge of getting out the news of Christ’s birth, the last group you would have picked to be the first to inform would have been a small band of shepherds. Instead, you likely would have targeted the influencers, the real movers and shakers.”

Why not shepherds? Shepherds were really outcasts in ancient 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.
 As a class they had a bad reputation. The nature of their calling kept them from observing the ceremonial law that 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 would God have given them such a privilege? But they did come from a despised class.

Shepherding was not a shameful profession, just a lowly one that included many menial tasks. Shepherds were basically an insignificant class of workers, poorly educated and poorly paid. In fact, because it did not require much skill, people often gave the task of shepherding to children.
 These shepherds stood for the cross-sectional, average Palestinian—quite literally, too, “the man on the night shift.”

They may have been pasturing flocks destined for the temple sacrifices. A rabbinic rule provides that any animal found between Jerusalem and a spot near Bethlehem must be presumed to be a sacrificial victim.
 They may well have lived in the herdsmen’s village of Beit Sahur, just below Bethlehem, and have been pasturing their flocks at night on the sloping expanse just east of Bethlehem which is still pointed out to tourists as the “Shepherds’ Fields.”
 

The lot of ancient shepherds has been captured in a song, “Nothing Ever Happens to a Shepherd,” part of a musical entitled, Child of the Promise:
It’s cold out tonight in this God forsaken place 
And we’re stuck here with a thousand sheep 
While life is exciting everywhere else 
The highlight of our day is sleep 

Shepherds are notorious for making little profit 
We garner just enough for room and board 
While everyone else wallows in their wealth 
We’re financially ignored 
 
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 

Shepherds have a humble purpose 
Of our fate, few people care 
Sometimes I wonder if God knows we exist 
If He does, I am certain He’s forgotten where 


Shepherds are the lowest of the low 
Or lives are void of mystery 
Except for David killing Goliath 
No shepherd will go down in history 

‘Cause nothing ever happens to a shepherd 
I’m common as common can be 
While exciting things occur all over the world 
Nothing ever happens to me 

No, Nothing ever happens to me.



Of course, this is immediately followed by the appearance of an angel of the Lord (not the angel of the Lord, as in the Old Testament). The angel stood before the humble men of the field as an obviously supernatural vision accompanied by the glory of God’s presence. As with Zacharias and Mary, the angel’s appearance gripped the shepherds with fear, prompting the reassurance, “Do not fear.”
 Why not fear? It was not dread news of punishment or judgment, but very good news that would elicit great joy in the hearts of those who looked for the Messiah. The phrase “I bring you good tidings” is from the Greek verb euangelizo, from which we get the English word “evangelize.”
 This verb described the actions of a messenger bearing official proclamations of the king or announcing news of military victory or the birth of a royal heir.

This royal heir is described as, “a Savior [who] is Christ the Lord.” The title “Savior” is only used one other time in the gospels referring to Jesus, but echoes the words spoken by the angel to Joseph, “he will save his people from their sins.” “Christ the Lord” renders a Greek expression found nowhere else in the New Testament and meaning, literally, “Christ Lord.” Perhaps we should understand it as “Christ and Lord.”
 

As spectacular and significant as the titles are, the reality is surprisingly humble:  “You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” How unlike the ways of man! How much like the ways of God!

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.”

The message ended, there suddenly appeared a multitude of other angels praising God. They are called a host, literally an “army,” paradoxically an army that announces peace.
 The Jewish word shalom means much more than a truce in the battles of life. It means well-being, health, prosperity, security, soundness, and completeness. It has to do more with character than circumstances.

And so the first announcement of the Messiah’s birth was given by an angel to some anonymous shepherds. Why shepherds? Why not to priests or scribes? By visiting the shepherds, the angel revealed the grace of God toward mankind. God does not call the rich and mighty; He calls the poor and the lowly.

A Reaction of an Unceasing Sharing

What would the shepherds do? In verses 15-20 we see a reaction of unceasing sharing,

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.

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.
Just as suddenly as the heavenly host had filled the skies, the angels retreated to the invisible realm of heaven, leaving the shepherds in the dark of night—but glowing inwardly. Their harsh, solitary life among the flocks—subject to the elements, overlooked by polite society, on guard against jackals of both the animal and human variety—did not give these men much opportunity to celebrate. But they had just received the greatest news humanity could have heard. They responded immediately to the announcement of a Savior and set off to find their Messiah.

In fact, Luke records that the shepherds hurried to see for themselves. It is not easy to convey in English the sense of urgency imparted by the Greek particle dē, which has the sense of, “Come on, let’s go!”
 

Paul Maier quips,

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.

The verb found in Luke 2:16 means “found after a search.” The shepherds knew what to look for: a newborn Baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger. And they found Him! They worshiped Him and marveled at God’s grace and goodness and the miracle He had wrought for them.

When they had seen Jesus, “they spread the word” concerning what they had seen and heard. They could not keep the good news to themselves. They wanted everybody to know it.
 The angel had told them that this good news of great joy was “for all the people,” implying that they bore a certain responsibility to do something with the news they were hearing.

Verse 20 concludes, “The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen.” In other words, their experience issued in worship as well as in witness. But first, we read, they “returned.” They did not spend the rest of their lives in the stable or loitering 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. There was a spirit of wonder and of worship in their hearts. The discovery of Jesus Christ is still a transforming experience. It adds a new dimension to our old lifestyle. As Billy Graham says, it “puts a new light in our eye and a new spring in our step.”

So, how does this apply to us? Like the shepherds, we have heard a revelation of an unexpected Savior. The story of Jesus’ birth, as familiar as it is, still surprises us in its simplicity and humility. We are asked to accept the gift of grace God gave.

Once we have, we have a responsibility to replicate their reaction of unceasing sharing. The small group of shepherds became, in effect, the first New Testament evangelists. They went on their way and repeated the astounding news God’s angels had revealed to them, and they also recounted their experience of meeting Mary and Joseph and their Son. Those shepherds couldn’t restrain themselves. The news they possessed was the greatest information they had ever heard, far beyond anything their humdrum lives could ever have expected. The joy of their salvation and their eagerness to share it proved beyond any doubt that their experiences were valid and that they had truly found the Messiah.

One of the best-known and loved Christmas carols is “Joy to the World.” At the end of the second verse we sing, “Repeat the sounding joy.” Perhaps this can be the application of this message. Once we have discovered the true reason for the season, we should “repeat the sounding joy” to everyone we know.

And we don’t have to restrict this only to the Christmas season!
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