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December 28, 2008

“The Nativity:  The Shepherds”

Luke 2:8-20

FCF:  Feeling of insignificance
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Seeing that the “gospel” is for us,

(magnet) our view of ourselves and of God Himself is transformed.

SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

An interesting headline for this time of year:  “2,000 Years after Christ’s Birth, Bethlehem’s Shepherds Are Dwindling.”  It seems that most shepherds have given up the hard life and moved into modern homes adjoining the fields, where they work on a part-time basis.  Should the angels return, they would likely find many of the shepherds inside next to an electric heater, watching television.  Only a few still watch their flocks by night, reading the stars as their forefathers did.  There’s no need.  They have the internet.  

The fact of the matter is the high cost of feed makes such a vocation uneconomic and many carry on simply as a labor of love to keep the family traditions alive.  It’s a dying breed.  Where once so vital, such shepherds are now overlooked and nonessential.
Ever feel like that?  Do you wonder if the Christmas message could speak to it?
SCRIPTURE READING:  Luke 2:8-20
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

“Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” – a holiday classic.  My childhood Christmas celebrations would have been incomplete without Rudolph, Hermie the elf, Yukon Cornelius and their journey to the Island of Misfit Toys.  Surely, you remember!  There they met the likes of a Charlie-in-the-Box, an elephant with polka dots, a choo-choo with square wheels, a water pistol that shot jelly, a bird that swam, a cowboy riding an ostrich, a boat that couldn’t float, and a doll – well, I don’t know what her deal was.  Then there was the King of the Island, a flying lion who urged our brave travelers (READ quote):
When you return to Christmastown, tell Santa about these homeless toys.  I’m sure he can find girls and boys who would be happy with them…A toy is never happy till it’s loved by a child.

And, of course, they did tell Santa.  And, of course, he did find homes for them.
And, of course, there’s a reason I’m telling you this.  The message of Christmas is for misfits.  What?  It’s true!  The news that God has come, that light has dawned, that hope is real, that our longings will be met, that we really can be forgiven, that we really can start anew, that we really can be changed – it’s all true.  And it’s for people like us, for people who know they need it.  Jesus has come and He’s come for us.  For misfits.

Remember what the angel said (READ Luke 2:10-11).  This “good news” is the “gospel.”  It is good news of a great joy.  It is the message that God has come in the flesh – a Savior, Christ, the Lord.  We talked about this last week.  We also talked about how this good news is “for all the people” – meaning first the Jewish people and how it began with them, that the Savior came through them.  And ultimately then for all peoples.  And, to make sure the shepherds were clear that they were included in this, the angel went on to say, “For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior…”  Unto you!
What did this mean – then and now?  What do we learn from this?  Seeing that the gospel is for us, our view of ourselves and our view of God Himself is then transformed.  It changes absolutely everything.  What do I mean by that?  Well, let’s break it down.

I. FILLED WITH WONDER

First, we see the shepherds were now filled with wonder (READ Luke 2:15-16).
A) Because of Who They Were

There are at least two factors in the wonder that filled the hearts of the shepherds.
1. What we know of them

The first has to do with things they knew to be true of themselves.  They knew they were outcasts – just a step up from lepers.  Why?  Their lives as shepherds – their duties, the impurities – kept them from adhering to the ceremonial laws.  Worse, they were known to have a habit of confusing “mine” with “thine” as they moved about the country.  They were seen as robbers and cheats.  So much so, rabbis forbid buying goods directly from them.  Their integrity so questionable that their testimony was inadmissible in a court.
2. What we learn from this

Yet here they are – the first recipients and heralds of this news.  Why?  Why shepherds?  Doesn’t it point again to the lunacy of saying these accounts were made up?  And doesn’t it tell us that standing in the world’s eyes means nothing as far as standing in God’s?
B) Because of Who He Is

That would seem to be the first factor in their wonder – who they knew themselves to be.  The second then has to do with who they knew God to be.
1. What we know of Him
They were likely at least nominally familiar with the words of the Old Testament.  God’s self-revelation (READ Exodus 34:6-7).  The Psalmist’s declaration (READ Psalm 62:11-12a).  Then this beautiful counter-intuitive statement from Isaiah (READ Isaiah 55:6-9).
2. What we learn from this
And so, again, as we ask the question, “Why shepherds?”  It’s not that the LORD prefers them to craftsman, fishermen or farmers.  It’s that He treats us not by to what we deserve but by His grace.  Salvation is for everyone.  And so this news came to shepherds.
All of which has a way of upsetting our expectations.  God is not looking out for “good people” but for sinners desperate for His mercy and grace.  And there is a necessity of saying this repeatedly to ourselves and one another.  Why?  Because we are so prone to forget it and to let other voices drown out the wonder of this message.

Illustration:

Here’s an example as to why we have to keep saying this.  Last week, I came across a quote in a commentary on this text.  Regarding the shepherds (READ quote):
(There is) no reason for thinking (they) were other than devout men, else why would God have given them such a privilege?

This man is one of the preeminent New Testament scholars and has done some fine work.  I’m sure he’s a nice guy and his dog loves him.  But he’s not preaching in this pulpit.

Application:

Why?  Think with me here.  Where we would be if we allowed that statement to stand?  If the reason God gave the shepherds this privilege hinged on their being devout, who then has hope?  Devout people.  Who then doesn’t?  Us.  People like you and me.
I don’t know if the shepherds were devout or not.  I would think it was a mixed bag.  But it doesn’t matter because that wasn’t the point.  And they knew it.  And this filled them with wonder, transforming their view of God and themselves as well.

II. LONGING TO WORSHIP

And stemming from that came something else – a longing to worship.  Granted, there are some details here we don’t know.  How was their flock taken care of while they went off on this search?  Did they find the Child that same night or the next day?  Interesting questions.  But we just don’t know.  Here are some things we do know.  Filled with wonder for the grace of God, they then longed to worship the God of grace.
A) A Celebration – What They Did

1. Movement

And so they celebrated (READ Luke 2:16-20).  The message from the angels was not to be ignored.  And so they “went with haste” to find this Child.  They heard this news, believed it, and celebrated it.  Their feet and their hearts were moved, “glorifying” God – trusting, obeying, serving Him, giving Him all adoration, affection, and devotion.

2. Expression

They were moved and moving, glorifying God.  And “praising” Him as well – the very thing we read that the angels did – extolling Him, honoring Him, and expressing it. 

B) A Celebration – Why They Did It

And why?  Why this celebration, this expression of glory and praise?
1. Not because they were told to

Note that it wasn’t because the angels told them.  They weren’t under orders to go.
2. But because they longed to

But they longed to.  “That news!  Can you believe it?  To us!  Despite the fact we hadn’t been seeking this out, despite the fact we likely won’t be believed, God chose us!”  Mary’s song was being worked out in their experience (READ Luke 1:51-53).

And so they found themselves surprised by joy and longing to worship.
Illustration:

It reminds me something of the seasonal classic “I’ll Be Home for Christmas.”  You know the song.  It speaks of a strong gravitational pull towards home and family, nearly irresistible, a feeling of “I need to be there, I ought to be there, I should be there.  That’s where I’m from.  That’s where my roots are.  That’s where my heart is.”
Application:

How much more so here!  The Lord is “where our heart is,” “where our roots are.”  I think of that classic quote from Augustine’s Confessions (READ quote):  “Thou hast made us for Thyself and our hearts are restless till they find their rest in Thee.”

And why is this important?  Because we become what we worship.  If you worship a house or car, you become as worthless as a house or car.  If you worship your career or others’ opinion, you will act as if that was all that matters.  Worship transforms a person.  And if we worship Christ, as we find our hearts filled with wonder and given to a longing to worship Him, He promises to transform us, making us more like Himself.
III. DRIVEN TO WITNESS

And then, as our wonder increases and the longing to worship grows, so too does a drive to witness, to declare, “This is what God has done for me.  This is who He is and the wonders of what He has done.”  Just as the angels did.  Just as the shepherds did.
A) What They Said

Again, this is not a message to be ignored.  Look at what they said (READ Luke 2:17-20).  The “glorifying and praising God” flowed not only into worship but witness.
1. What they’d heard

They spoke of what they’d heard.
2. What they’d experienced

They spoke of what they’d experienced.  They heard it, believed it, and passed it on.
B) How They Left It

And then they left it for God to what He would.  Again, just as the angels did.
1. For some to wonder

And the response?  Some, those mentioned in v.18, when they heard it, “wondered.”  That’s all we’re told of them.  And apparently, for them, that’s as far as it went.
2. For others to go deeper

For others, it went deeper.  Think of Mary as she treasured and pondered these things.
The point is that the shepherds felt driven to witness.  And then to leave it there.
Application:

Which is exactly the thing we’re called to as well.  Having heard this message, having experienced the reality of the Savior ourselves, having our hearts filled with wonder and a longing to worship growing within, there should then be a compulsion to speak.  That’s our calling and our place.  God’s is then to do with that what He will.
We go forward, speaking and living out what we’ve heard.  And that we’ve begun to experience a miraculous change.  “He’s taken care of my guilt.  And He’s changing me, transforming me, from the inside out.  His presence, His promises – I didn’t think this was possible but it’s true.”  Which, of course, does make this deeply personal.  But it’s far beyond merely being just “personal truth” – true for me and maybe for you.  
Listen, the shepherds saw and heard real things.  They could not have fully understood all that had happened and the implications of these events.  But they knew what they had seen.  They knew what they had heard.  They knew that it was real.  They knew that it was true.  And they knew that they had to tell someone.  And so it was personal – having affected them personally – but it went far beyond being just “personal truth.”  This was and is “good news of a great joy that will be for all the people.”

Illustration:

And we should pass that on as we would with any other thing we deeply value that we would pass on to people we care for.  Think just in terms of the Christmas holidays.  You’ve come across a recipe that you just know others would love.  Don’t you want to tell them, to pass it on?  Your family begins a new tradition that has really added some meaning to the celebration.  Don’t you want to tell folks, to pass it on?  
So we should just naturally do so here, amazed He would call us into this work.

CONCLUSION:

A true story of Francis Schaeffer walking in the streets of France with a group of friends.  Don’t stop me if you’ve heard it.  They passed a prostitute and Schaeffer stopped and asked her, “How much?”  His friends were horrified but the woman gave him her price.  He replied, “No, how much?”  She gave her price again.  “I do not mean that,” he said.  “I mean, how much are you worth?” She didn’t know how to answer that question.  She’d never considered it.  He explained she was made in the image of God, that Christ had died for sinners so they might have fellowship with God.  So she was worth so much more than the price she had quoted.  She was worth the price of the blood of the Savior.
Now I don’t know how that story ended.  I don’t know what she said or how she responded.  But I do know how she should have responded.  Just as the shepherds did.   Just as anyone when challenged and comforted with the gospel, with this “good news of a great joy.”  Having our view of ourselves and of our view of God Himself transformed, we should then be filled with wonder, longing to worship, and driven to witness.  

May it be so with us right here, right now.  How should you respond to such news?  If even for the n-th time, may it be so as if for the first time.  If truly for the first time, thank God for it.  And go forward from here with wonder, worship, and witness.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Seeing that the “gospel” is for us,

(magnet) our view of ourselves and of God Himself is transformed.
