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Glory to God
Luke 2:8-20

I’m sure you have heard it said, maybe even said it yourself.  A child is born, maybe yours, and he or she aspires at some task or skill quickly.  They are quick learners and someone comes along and comments to you or you to someone “that child is destined to accomplish great things.”  So the child is helped along to develop that skill in sports or music or painting.  We marvel at their early accomplishments and then wonder at the potential of what they may become.  Sometimes they fulfill the aspirations of parents, sometimes they don’t fully achieve the goals we hoped they would.  

If you have talked much with David you know he has a vivid imagination.  I sometimes ponder what he will become as he grows.  He’s a 5 year old in a 10 year old body.  He’s a big boy.  No one has ever told me that he’s destined to be great at something.  That’s okay.  But let him dream away.  I don’t want to be the wet blanket hat douses his imagination.

Mary was told by the angel that the baby she would birth would be the Savior of the world.  How many would agree that’s pretty big stuff?
In children’s literature, there has been for generations the legend of three trees.  Listen carefully to this folktale The Tale of Three Trees.
“Once upon a mountaintop, three trees dreamed of what they wanted to become when they grew up.

‘I want to hold treasure,’ the first tree said.  ‘I will be the most beautiful treasure chest in the whole world!’

‘I want to be a strong sailing ship,’ the second tree said.  ‘I will be the strongest ship in the world.’

‘I don’t want to leave this mountaintop at all,’ the third tree said.  ‘I want to grow so tall that when people look at me they will raise their eyes to heaven and think of God.  I will be the tallest tree in the world!’

One day three woodcutters climbed the mountain.  With a swoop of the first man’s axe, the first tree fell.  With a swish of the second man’s axe, the second tree fell.  With a slash of the third man’s axe, the third tree fell.

The first tree rejoiced when the woodcutter brought him to a carpenter’s shop, but the busy carpenter was not thinking about treasure chests.  Instead his work worn hands fashioned the tree into a feed box for animals.

The second tree smiled when the woodcutter took him to a shipyard, but no mighty sailing ships were built that day.  Instead the once strong tree was made into a simple fishing boat.

The third tree was confused when the woodcutter cut her into strong beams and left her in a lumberyard.  ‘What happened?’ the once tall tree wondered.  ‘All I ever wanted to do was point to God.’

Many, many days and nights passed.  The three trees nearly forgot their dreams.  But one night golden starlight poured over the first tree as a young woman placed her newborn baby in the feed box.  And suddenly the first tree knew he was holding the greatest treasure in the world.

One evening a tired traveler and his friends crowded into the old fishing boat.  When a storm arose, the second tree shuddered.  But when the traveler stretched out his hand, and said, ‘Peace,’ the storm stopped.  And suddenly the second tree knew he was carrying the King of heaven and earth.

One Friday morning, the third tree was startled when her beams were yanked from the woodpile.  She shivered when she was dragged through an angry crowd.  She shuddered when soldiers nailed a man’s hands to her.  She felt ugly and harsh and cruel.  But on Sunday morning when the sun rose and the earth trembled with joy beneath her, the third tree knew God’s love had changed everything.  It had made the first tree beautiful.  It had made the second tree strong.  And every time people thought of the third tree, they would think of God.  That was better than being the tallest tree in the world.”
Luke’s account of the birth of Christ is more than just folklore.  Each Christmas we rekindle the hope for humanity’s desperate condition through the birth of the Savior.  We who believe the written and eye witness accounts of what occurred some 2,000 winters ago through this miraculous birth, who have received this gift offered by God and come to accept Him by faith as Messiah, have come to celebrate once again, with joy, the Savior.

I invite you to turn in your Bible to that most familiar of passages around the birth of Jesus – Luke 2:8-20.  
When we first started attending here over five years ago, shortly after David was waddling around, I sat on the steps of this very platform with Pastor Don chatting.  David toddled up and then away as toddlers often do.  Pastor Don commented to me about David “he is a gift to this church.”  Robyn and I certainly believe that he is a gift to us and yes we may even conclude that he is a gift to this church, but beyond that few would consider him a gift to a greater number of people, let alone the whole world.
Jesus was a gift from God to all of mankind.  We equate Jesus as the Savior through an abundance of Scripture passages that tell us He is.  Through Him He offers salvation of which Paul reminds us is a gift of God through faith and by no effort of our own.
So it is that we find this familiar story where shepherds are out in the fields surrounding Bethlehem.  Bethlehem wasn’t very far from Jerusalem, maybe six miles.  It’s not clear at all about who these shepherds were.  Their names are anonymous, but their story is not.  Some speculate they were the men responsible to care for the sheep that would be offered sacrificially in the Temple.  Others believe they were just shepherds who had banded together perhaps for companionship or perhaps for safety.  Our text notes that they were living out in the fields.  The sheep would graze during the day and then be herded together at night, penned in some crude sheep fold to keep them safe from wild animals that would hunt in the cover of darkness.  Companionship also afforded protection from thieves who would come to steal the sheep.  One would watch for a time while the others slept.

Shepherds in those days didn’t have a very good reputation.  Even in the days when the clan of Jacob journeyed to Egypt shepherds were considered at the bottom of the social ladder.  Most were uneducated and unskilled.  Many were dishonest and unreliable.  Some were unsavory.  They were not allowed to testify in court and because their work required them to tend their sheep seven days a week they could not comply with the man-made regulations around the Sabbath.  God often does the unexpected and here He uses the despised of society to carry His message of hope through the Christ child.  (I Corinthians 1:26-29) These shepherds were different from most. Because of what occurs at the end of the text we can assume that they had some knowledge of Scripture and were themselves awaiting the coming of the Messiah though they didn’t know when that event would occur.
I imagine that it was like any other night.  There was the soft bleating of the sheep as they settled down.  The crackle of a small fire to warm the shepherds glowed in the night.  Quiet chatter rose with the smoke as they gazed into a starlit sky.  

It is in this setting that the most unsuspecting visitor appeared.  In the story The Night Before Christmas, we read that the man jumped from his bed at the sound of a noise out on the roof.  He couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw a sleigh with eight tiny reindeer.  On this night out in the fields around Bethlehem it was not the sound of sleigh bells or reindeer hooves, but the sight of an angel that brought the shepherds to the height of their senses.  Imagine the commotion that must have ensued.
Ponder for a moment that from the lips and pens of Old Testament prophets the promise of a coming Messiah had been given.  
Isaiah 7:14; 9:6-7

Micah 5:2

Those words speak so clearly about His birth – how it would occur through a virgin and take place in Bethlehem.  David is so excited for Christmas, he can hardly keep still.  How many in this town really believed the prophecies that would take place in our passage?  How many waited with eager anticipation the arrival of God’s promise?  How many people today accept the prophecies and believe He came, and understand why He had to come at all?  
As Joseph pondered what to do with Mary an angel visited to inform him that she would be the mother of the Messiah.  He was to be given the name Jesus, for He would save His people from their sins. (Matthew 1:21) 

This one who is God became flesh and dwelt among us.  He is the Savior.  

When the woman at the well informed the town of what occurred to her, they went to see for themselves.  They noted that they no longer believed because of what she said.  They had heard with their own ears and believed that this man, Jesus, whose birth we celebrate is really the Savior of the world.  (John 4:42)  Do you believe He is?  Are you convinced of it yourself?  He came once.  Are you expecting Him again?  Some have yet to receive Him for the first time.  Is that you?
Like some of you, we will be expecting guests for dinner on Christmas day.  We know that they will be coming.  We even know where they will travel to.  We even know the reason for their coming. Robyn already has her long list of things to do before their arrival.  We’ll be mopping and vacuuming floors, dusting furniture, cleaning bathrooms, preparing bedrooms for overnight guests, picking up toys, setting the table, eagerly expecting their arrival.  

Did these shepherds out in the fields near the town of Bethlehem ever consider the old prophecies from Micah or Isaiah that in thier town the Messiah would come?  That He would be born of a virgin, that it might even occur in their lifetime?
An angel appeared from nowhere and verse 9 describes for us where this angel came from.  He was an angel of the Lord.  He had just come from the presence of God where he received the most important assignment of traveling to earth, to this quiet field outside the small town of Bethlehem in Judah to proclaim to these unsuspecting shepherds a message of great importance.  We are told in Daniel that an angel of the Lord was sent to Daniel with a message about a vision, but the angel was delayed when he was opposed by Satan.  But on this night there would be no delay of God’s emissary in getting this message to its intended audience.  
We know that he came directly from God’s presence because the passage notes that the glory of the Lord shone around them.  The angel reflected God’s shekinah glory as he stood before them that night.  We can only imagine that his appearance caused the shepherds to shield their eyes with a raised arm.  They must have squinted to try and get a glimpse of this celestial being that shone brilliantly against the dark night.  Why had he come?  Why had he come to them?  As is the case with other encounters with God’s heralds, these shepherds were terrified.  It literally means they feared a great fear.  They were scared senseless.  And who wouldn’t be afraid?  Fear is a normal response when we are surprised by something.  It’s an instinctive reaction that kicks in our protective nature.  They had to wonder if judgment of some kind was coming their way.  Please keep in mind that 400 years of silence had elapsed since God last spoke directly to man.  Now in a matter of months God had spoken through His special messenger. The angel had privately visited Zechariah months earlier and told him that his aged wife, Elizabeth, would have a son who would be the forerunner of the Savior.  He then spoke privately to Mary that she would be the mother of the Messiah.  Next, he privately spoke to Joseph not to be afraid to take Mary as his wife.  But now the news this angel brought the shepherds was not a private message for them only, it was for all mankind.  The shepherds were to be the next heralds of this gift.
With his coming, the shepherds were gripped with fear.  They needed reassurance and as he had to with the other earlier visits when he appeared they too needed to have their fears relieved.  He told the shepherds to stop being afraid.  They had nothing to fear.  How often is it that we need those reassuring words to not be afraid?  How often when we are confronted with the unexpected that we fear a great fear?  Better than the words of an angel we have the very Word of God that has been given to us to abate any fears we might have.
His message was simple and comforting.  It was not a message of condemnation or judgment, but one of hope, words that fulfilled the promise made by God, through Isaiah, words that pierce through the corridor of time to us, words that are for all people, yesterday, today and tomorrow.  “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.”  
We can all use some good news from time to time can’t we?  It doesn’t matter who we are.  Unemployment.  Health concerns.  Family issues.  Financial or family loss.  A bad grade on a test.  Crime.  War.  An increase in prices and a decrease in pay.  Rarely does it seem that there is any good news.  We long for it.  We’re desperate to hear it.

Aside from all the circumstances of life that cause great fear we need these words of hope to abate the fear of what happens after death – words of salvation from sin. 
The angel brought good news that night, not just for the shepherds or for the people of Bethlehem or for the people of Judah or for the people of that era.  It was good news for all people.  

Good news is our word evangelize. The angel was the first evangelist bringing to them the good news that the Savior had been born.  This news is cause for celebration.  Let there be joy.  Throughout his writings Luke would equate joy with salvation and truly those who respond by faith to the good news through this one whose birth we celebrate gives joy to our hearts.  It is good news to all for all who call on this name, the name of Jesus, will be saved.  That indeed is good news and reason to have joy both today and for all eternity.  

The angel could accurately describe our feelings of joy because the coming of God’s Son to earth would be the solution to man’s greatest problem – sin.  And so it is that in Luke 15:10 we read that the angels rejoice when one sinner comes to repentance.  They know why Christ came and can echo words of hope that will bring joy to those who receive this gift of a Savior.  Visit the homes of little ones across the land on Christmas morning when gifts are opened and you will see expressions of great joy, sheer delight.  To the world, the gift of the Savior has been given.  Delight should be our response to this Savior.  Many were looking for a political savior to deliver them from the oppression of Rome.  Some were looking for a physical savior to deliver them from the oppression of disease or physical abnormalities.  Few were looking for a spiritual savior to deliver them from bondage to sin.

And so the angel was sent to tell the news that the Savior had been born in Bethlehem.  As Isaiah wrote centuries before, He would be born of a virgin.  J. Oswald Sanders notes that “the virgin birth is not a prerequisite for salvation, but it must be believed if we are to be saved.”  God had to become a man in order to die for man.  It could be done no other way.  And so if God can create man through natural generation between a man and a woman in the likes of you and me; and if God could create man without man or woman as He did with Adam; and if God could create a person through man without a woman as He did with Eve; and if God through divine empowerment could create man through a man and a woman past the age of child bearing as He did through Abraham and Sarah; why does man think it inconceivable or impossible that God could create man without man but through a woman as He did with Jesus?  Why is it difficult to believe that God became man and yet still was at the same time God?  He did not put aside His deity to just come and live among us, but to die for us.  Jesus is God with us – Emmanuel.  That is great joy
The angel came with the news that mankind had longed to hear and in his message there was no need to fear.  I John 4:18 states that “perfect love casts out fear.”  God’s demonstration of perfect love was the sending of His only Son so that through faith in Him we might have eternal life.

To assure them of the accuracy of this news they were given a sign by the angel.  While the angel did not tell them to go to Bethlehem to check it out, it was assumed that they would.  Should there be other babies born that night as well, the one they were to seek out would be swaddled and lying in the most unusual crib – a manger, a simple feeding trough for animals.  And if trees could really talk and make wishes of what they would become, this tree held the most precious of gifts in all the ages of the world past, present or future.  Among any other born then, there would be no mistaking this little one.  The news of His birth in a semi-public area would swell through the town.  The news of a birth travels fast, the news of this birth would travel faster.  He’ll be cradled in a manger.
As if to punctuate the announcement there was surprise upon surprise as we see in verses 13-14.  If one angel startled them so that they feared a great fear, what must it have been like to now be surrounded with a multitude of angels?  It must have been an awesome sight.  In this they were given a preview of heaven.  They were given a glimpse of what it will be like to radiate the glory of God and give Him praise.

“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom His favor rests.”  Repeat that.
It will be an endless anthem of praise as described so vividly for us in Revelation 4 and 5.  When you sing glory in excelsis Deo, you are singing the Latin form of this verse: “glory to God in the highest.”  Revelation 4 reminds us that He is worthy of all praise.  Truly there is no greater praise deserved than for the salvation He has given through this One whose birth we celebrate.  Theirs was an outpouring of adoration to God for the redemption He was giving to mankind.  Is our heart filled with joy and praise for the salvation we have been given through this one whose birth we celebrate?  
But how is it then that since the time of His coming there has been no peace but rather only war upon war?  Nations fight against nations, people within nations fight amongst themselves in civil turmoil.  Everywhere you look in the past or in the present there has been everything but peace.  Has God failed to provide what the angels announced that night that there would be peace on earth?  Are we so bent on destruction, so depraved that God is somehow incapable of giving what He promised? Let me reassure you that peace has come.  Oh, it’s not in the form of peace treaties or the absence of war, not yet anyway.  This is a peace that only comes from God and is a peace that the world can neither afford nor give.  Peace among nations today is temporary.  This peace is eternal.  It is a peace that is beyond our understanding.  In Romans 5:8 we are reminded that we are the enemies of God.  When sin entered the world we automatically became the enemy of God and though many don’t realize it God became our enemy.  We wanted nothing to do with God, but God wanted everything to do with us and so sent His Son into the world, born of a virgin to be reconciled back to Him.  
Romans 5:1 gives us the means by which reconciliation has occurred.  It reveals how God has been able to make peace with us.  Bear in mind that it was all God’s doing.  He initiated it.  “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.”  There it is.  Reconciliation is simply being brought back into a friendly relationship where once there was animosity.  We cannot have peace with God without faith in Christ.  Faith makes us right with God and God gives us His peace.  Christ restores the relationship with God that was once severed by sin.  It occurred when He died on the cross.  His birth didn’t save us.  His death and resurrection did.  But in order to die for us He had to be born among us.  Some want to dismiss this truth.  Some want to diminish it, but the facts cannot be denied.
The world for the most part has refused His peace.  Most seek it on their own terms: doing good, offering sacrifices, chanting prayers, giving contributions.  Those don’t give peace.  They only increase anxiety to wonder if God accepts them or if we have done enough.  There is only one way to have peace with God and it is through Christ the Savior.  If you have this peace today there should be both joy and praise as you give God the glory He is worthy of.  
While their message was but for a moment, the promise of peace the angels described remains for eternity.  It is there for all who by faith call on the name of the Lord to be saved.  How different the world would be today if they knew of this peace.  How different homes would be if this peace was evident.  
Many people attempt to have good will toward their fellow man.  They do their best to be amiable toward others.  God’s peace is not given to those who have good will, but to those who are recipients of God’s good favor toward them.  Peace with God is not external so that life now all of a sudden which was full of thorns and thistles becomes an easy bed of roses.  All our problems don’t just evaporate into thin air when we trust Christ.  Rather we have been given internal peace with God that comes through having the debt of our sin forgiven.  That’s the peace we experience now.  But it doesn’t end there because there will be peace on earth in the future.  This will be experienced when Christ comes to reign.

Because we have this peace in our hearts we can express the ultimate goal of all who experience this peace – giving glory to God.

Today are you able to join the angelic chorus and give God praise through the peace He has given through His Son Jesus, the Messiah who came as an infant, whose birth we celebrate each Christmas?  
What is your response today to this news of the coming of the Messiah?  After the angels had left, the shepherds pondered the announcement they had heard and quickly decided that they must go to Bethlehem to check it out.  They didn’t go to verify the accuracy of the news, but to go and witness the coming of the Messiah.  They shared with Joseph and Mary all that had taken place for them and then shared the same with any who would hear them.

The shepherds believed the angelic message.

The shepherds went.

The shepherds received the good news.

Many had heard the prophecies about the Messiah’s birth.  Many had heard the news proclaimed by the shepherds about the Messiah’s birth.  Few believed them.  Few went to seek Him out. Few received His salvation, few welcomed His arrival.
This Christmas as you exchange gifts with others, remember that most precious gift given to mankind - peace on earth through Jesus Christ, the newborn King.  Spend time giving God glory for this unspeakable gift that is ours by faith.  And while you’re at it, like the shepherd’s let’s go out and tell others about the good news that has come to us.

How will you respond to the birth of the Messiah?

