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December 21, 2008

“The Nativity:  The Angels”

Luke 2:8-14

FCF:  Jaded by the Christmas glitter

PROPOSITION:  (magnet) We should listen and take to heart the message of the angels

(anchor) because God is speaking.  And we need to hear.

SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

These results just in from a survey done by the Barna Group (READ quote):
The Christmas season is deeply embedded into the consciousness and lifestyles of Americans.  It alters people’s schedules, spending patterns and family experience, but it may not have as dramatic an effect on lives in other dimensions as you might imagine…Of the five behaviors explored in the survey, the only one which a majority of people acknowledged as a change they make during the holidays was listening to Christmas carols in their home
Many said they would drink more during the holidays.  Others will likely struggle with depression.  In terms of attending worship services, there will be an upturn again this season – but more from the more consistent attendance of regulars than absentees.  

The summary?  Some just aren’t celebrating Christmas – at least not in a way appropriate to the occasion.  And many who are really aren’t.  For reasons deeper than the economy, some just aren’t celebrating Christmas.  And many who are really aren’t.  

The solution?  A return to the Nativity scene.  And hearing the angels sing.
SCRIPTURE READING:  Luke 2:8-14
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

You may have heard the news of the death of Mark Felt this past week.  Why is this news?  As the second-highest official in the FBI under J. Edgar Hoover and L. Patrick Gray, Felt detested the Nixon administration’s attempt to subvert the bureau’s investigation into the Watergate scandal.  And so he secretly guided Washington Post reporter Bob Woodward as he and Carl Bernstein pursued the story, giving them crucial insider’s information, source material they might never have uncovered otherwise.  Big stories, if you’re going to get them right, demand a source close to the scene.
Which is exactly what we have here with the angel and the heavenly host, bursting onto the scene that night over the fields of Bethlehem, bearing this news that changed the world.  If anyone could speak with an insider’s perspective as to what was going on, it was them.  Now just so you know, our text doesn’t actually say the angels sang.  Our image of an angelic army singing this cosmic chorus really originated with George Whitefield’s adaptation of Charles Wesley’s words “Hark!  How all welkin rings, glory to the King of Kings!”  We know it today as “Hark!  The Herald Angels Sing.”  
Truth be told, as you look in Luke’s Gospel at Mary’s “Magnificat,” Zechariah’s “Benedictus,” and Simeon’s “Nunc Dimittis,” each has a poetic feel but were statements, declarations, proclamations.  Now that said, they’ve inspired many a song since.  They may not have begun as songs but they’ve inspired them.  The question is, “Do we feel like singing?”  Do we feel like joining in, no longer standing in the corner (or even in the middle just mouthing the words), singing with all we are for any who would hear?  Do we feel like singing?  And, if not, what would make us want to sing?  Let me suggest that the place to begin is by looking at the lyrics, listening to these words, and taking them to heart.  God is speaking through them to us.  And we desperately need to hear.
I. THE MESSENGERS 
Now, having said that, let’s consider the messengers themselves.  Angels are certainly popular but the popular perception is a bit misguided.  We’ve been touched by an angel.  We have angels in the outfield.  With the ringing of the bells, they earn their wings.  And so on.  What we need is less popular perception and more biblical testimony.
A) Background of What We Know

Surveying the data, looking at what God has given us, here’s what we know.
1. Who they are

Like us, they are created beings.  They are not eternal.  They are spirits.  They do not naturally belong to this part of the created order.  That said, they can become visible.  There’s a whole bunch of them – a host!  And there may even be classes or ranks.
2. What they do

What do they do?  Again, the biblical testimony shows they are given to worshipping and praising God.  They minister, care for, His people.  There is some indication of what are called “guardian angels.”  That said, they can be fierce – executing judgment upon God’s enemies.  They stand ready to do His bidding, communicating His message to man.

In terms of their relation to Jesus, we see their presence at crucial events – His temptation, in the garden, at the resurrection, the ascension, and, of course, His birth.  But little other mention beyond that.  The text to consider here?  (READ Hebrew 1:5-14)

B) The Implications of Their Presence

So here they are, much involved at this crucial point in God’s plan of salvation – at this birth.  What are the implications of their presence?  At least a couple of things.
1. Looking in

First, it has to be said that they were longing to see this.  They had seen so much thus far.  What was next?  A much overlooked text worth considering (READ 1 Peter 1:10-12).
2. Sent forth

So it’s safe to say they were looking in, longing to see this.  But saying that, we mustn’t forget that these angels are God’s angels.  They are His messengers, His servants, given to nothing more or less than His pleasure.  And there they are, pronouncing this news.

Which means something’s going on.  Angels don’t just show up.  They’re sent.  And when they’re sent, when they’re speaking, there must be something worth hearing.
Application:

There were things said that night, things unveiled, things announced that the shepherds needed to know.  And those they would meet.  And us as well.  Which brings me to this.  Having heard this message ourselves, we are to be His messengers too, bearing this same message, carrying it forth into a world darker than any Bethlehem night sky.  So here’s the question.  Will we pass this on as it has been passed on to us?  Will we look for, pray for, yearn for, and grab hold of opportunities, willing even to say to folks, “Listen, if you’re really interested in angels, you should check out the One who they say is even greater than they are.  I’d be glad to show you some things about Him.”

II. THE MESSAGE 
Those are the sorts of things we can glean just from considering the messengers.  But then, of course, there is the message itself.  And that is where our focus must be.
A) The Sort of Message

What sort of message is this the angels bear?  (READ Luke 2:10)

1. Reassurance

The angel began by reassuring these frightened men.  They were encountering the same radiating glory of God’s majesty as with Moses at the burning bush, the Israelites and the pillar of fire, the Temple and Tabernacle worshippers.  As is often the case with such encounters, they needed to be told, “It’s okay.  Don’t worry.  You’re not going to die.”
2. Pronouncement

And with that reassurance came a pronouncement for “all the people” – likely meaning, given the definite article, a reference to the Jewish people.  That’s where it begins.  And these lowly shepherds were included in that.  To them, the angel brought “good news” – glad tidings, also translated as the “gospel.”  And this good news was of a “great joy.”  The adjectives are piling up, implying something explosive and exuberant is happening.
B) The Message Itself

And what was this message?  It was of someone’s coming (READ Luke 2:11-12).
1. Who has come

Who is it that has come?  A Savior – a deliverer, one sent to rescue.  Christ – the long awaited fulfillment of God’s promises, anointed to be the Great Prophet, Priest, and King.  The Lord – no ordinary man.  He is God in the flesh, sovereignly ruling and reigning.
2. How they’d know

And how would they know how to find Him?  Well, given what their expectations would have been, they had to be told, they had to be given a sign.  A sign that wasn’t so much about what He was wearing but where He was lying – in the most humble estate.
C) The Implications of the Message

That’s the message.  And its implications?  (READ Luke 2:13-14)

1. Glory to God

Glory to God – all praise, credit, adoration, affection, devotion, and worship to Him.  Who else would do this?  Who else could do this?  Setting the stage of world events, fulfilling the prophecies, moving the pieces into place.  Sending His Son into this His world in every lowly way imaginable, a reception hardly fitting for the King of Kings.
2. Peace on earth

But the heavenly host, God’s angelic army was there in force (READ Luke 2:14).  Glory to God!  And peace on earth.  Not “peace, good will toward men” as other less helpful translations render this but “peace among those with whom He is pleased.”  The good will, the favor, the good pleasure proceeds not from man but from God to man.  
And He is pleased to bring peace – not just the absence of conflict, but the restoration of “shalom,” the peace of wholeness, things being right and the way they were meant to be.
And this peace is said to be on earth – not just in theory or out there but here and now.
Such is the message of the angels.  And we need to hear it.
Illustration:

It’s real.  It intersects with where we are.  And it has no rivals, no comparisons.  You know what’s crazy?  Caesar Augustus – the one who decreed the census that sent Joseph and Mary to Bethlehem – his title meant “holy,” “revered.”  There was an inscription referring to him as “savior of the whole world.”  Do see the contrast the angel is laying out here?  One claiming it, the other being it.  Then there was the “Pax Romana” – the Roman Peace – the impressive road systems, the stability of the government, the judicial courts, the commitment to enforce the law.  It was impressive.  But it was also limited and external.  Epictetus, a pagan writer of the first century said of these limitations (READ quote):  “While the emperor may give peace from war on land and sea, he is unable to give peace from passion, grief and envy.  He cannot give peace of heart, for which man yearns more than even outward peace.”  A profound observation.

Application:

The angels sang of something greater, grander, higher, holier.  And on earth, here and now, for us.  Now think with me.  If these things be true, think of the deep abiding difference this should make – right here, right now for all of us.  First, we’re free.  No more hoops to jump through in trying to make ourselves right with God.  No more masks to wear in hiding from ourselves and one another.  No more grudges to hold poisoning our relationships.  We’re free.  That’s all been settled and done away with.  Which means you can go forth into these holiday celebrations and you can handle the criticism.  You can know that whatever anyone says about you isn’t the half of it.  Why?  Your sin was so bad that God had to send His Son to live and die in your place.  But you can know that that same God now loves and accepts you like no one else ever could.  You’re free.

And with that, you have footing – sure footing that won’t give way that then allows you to press forward.  What do I mean?  Here’s an example.  I’m talking more and more with married couples along these lines.  Wife, you know you need to honor and respect that man but you long to be treasured and cherished.  Don’t you see?  You already are.  And that’s your footing.  Husband, you know you need to treasure and cherish that woman but you long to be honored and respected.  Don’t you see?  You already are.  And that’s your footing.  This message has enormous and profound implications.

For us all, we are called to give and to live generous lives.  Well, we have the footing.  We’ve been freed from the materialism and given footing through an inheritance that will never perish or fade.  And so we can give it all away.  We have nothing to lose.  We can lose nothing.  We can give our very selves away.  For there is everything to gain.

CONCLUSION:

Here’s what we have before us.  Angels, messengers from God Himself, have come and delivered a message of good news of a great joy.  The focus of that message is the Child whose birth is marked by this season.  And the implications of that message are glory to God and peace on earth.  That, in a nutshell, is what we have before us.
It is a message the significance of which far eclipses anything the world has to offer.  And to buy into the world’s message is sure to invite disappointment.  It’s something like being lured into a store by a holiday sales flyer with all sorts of promises as to the deals only to get there and find there’s nothing on the shelves.  There’s nothing there.  Or worse, think back to a few weeks ago and that horrible story of the man trampled to death by shoppers at a WalMart in Brooklyn.  Here’s what’s held out to us.  Satisfy yourself on trimmings, on a hollow celebration with no substance, with the idea that if you can just get enough and buy cheaply enough, that will slake the thirst of your soul.  And then hope no one gets in your way lest they get trampled.  Now if we’re honest, if we’re looking this square in the eye, we have to then say, “That’s it?  That’s all you’ve got?”  And that’s what you have when you compare the “good news” of the world around us with the “good news” the angels are proclaiming that has broken in upon us.
Hear the angels.  Listen to what they’re saying.  God Himself is speaking through them.  And this is the very message we long to hear.  So let’s take it to heart.

PROPOSITION:  (magnet) We should listen and take to heart the message of the angels

(anchor) because God is speaking.  And we need to hear.
