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INTRODUCTION.

Our God is very intentional – there is not a single detail in all of creation that is not filled with purpose, meaning, and God’s loving intention.  I must admit that I have become so accustomed to the Christmas story, and to the characters of this narrative, that I no longer notice the subtler details.  When I think of the characters of Christmas I often tend to wander towards what they have become, rather than the truth of who they were.  What they have become for me are those cute kids who play Mary, Joseph, the Angels, the Shepherds, the wise men, and of course the ‘Baby born’ doll (or light bulb) that plays Baby Jesus in the school nativity play!

Yet, I think that sometimes we forget that the very reason why there is a record of the lives of particular people is because God desires to communicate something particular and important to us.  God encounters people with a purpose.  These characters are no different.  Today we shall encounter some very interesting characters – the shepherds that we read about Luke 2:8-20, and we shall see what lessons we can learn about them, about ourselves, and about the God who deliberately wishes to encounter us this Christmas.

I want to encourage you to put the ‘school play nativity’ scenes out of your mind for the next few minutes.  I want to encourage you to ask God to speak to you about the REAL shepherds that were encountered in that field outside of Bethlehem that night.  Ask God to speak to you about your REAL life as God speaks to you about their real lives!
Tonight we’ll look at 5 lessons we can learn from the shepherds as we prepare ourselves to understand anew the miracle of the birth of God, in Christ, at Christmas:

Lesson 1:  Who you are matters more than what you do or what you bring.

· The first lesson that we learn from the narrative of the REAL shepherds is that when it comes to God, WHO YOU ARE matters more than what you do, or what you bring – this is the lesson of INTEGRITY.  We pick up an interesting difference between two of the Gospel accounts of the birth of Jesus, in Matthew’s Gospel, the first persons to visit the new born King are 3 wise philosophers from the centre of learning and knowledge of the time – the east.  Matthew mentions not only that they are wise and important people, but that they bring expensive and rare gifts, gifts that show not only that Jesus is an important King, but that they, the visitors, are people of importance and standing.

· However, in Luke’s account we read that the first people to visit the baby Jesus are a group of shepherds, stinky, smelly, uneducated, unskilled, shepherds.  They don’t come bringing any gifts… In fact they come in fear, disbelief and with nothing but questions!  In fact Luke tells us that they didn’t even have enough sense to realise that Jesus is the Lord, rather they are more impressed by the Angles – in fact that is the source of their wonder, joy, and amazement (v.15).  It is only in verse 20 that we begin to see that they had understood that the significance of the baby born in a stable is more important than a choir of angels lighting the sky at night.

· Who visits Jesus first?  Matthew’s account or Luke’s account?

· The question I want to ask you tonight is this – which story is the story of your life?  When you are called to approach Christ the King, what is your response?  You see many of us respond like Matthew:

· We think that we are not worthy to be in fellowship and relationship with the saviour of Grace until we know it all, and can understand it all, and can bring him the gifts he rightly deserves!

· However, the lesson that we learn from the Shepherds is that God is not interested in what you know, or in what you bring.  God simply longs for you to come, like the shepherds did.  To come to him honestly.  For some of us that will mean that tonight we will need to come with our questions, to come unclean, sinful, and filled with fear.  But the lesson we learn from the shepherds is that we can come to Jesus just as we are!  He loves us and accepts us that way!

· What stops you from coming in to the miracle of the presence of Christ the King!?  Don’t let ANYTHING hold you back from him tonight.  That’s the first lesson we learn from the shepherds.

Lesson 2:  True worship should always lead to some measure of fear.

· The next lesson we learn from the shepherds is the lesson of LIFE CHANGING AWE.  We read about this lesson in v.9 “An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified”.  It is interesting to note some of the Greek words that Luke uses in this verse.

· An angel – Luke’s Gospel is a Gospel in which Angels play a very important and significant part.  If you read Luke’s Gospel in its entirety you will see that each time something truly significant happens an Angel appears.  The conception of Jesus (Lk 1:28-37), the announcement of Christ’s birth (Lk 2:9, 13-14), Jesus’ agony in the garden (Lk 22:43), etc. So, we know that this was a truly important thing from God’s perspective.

· The glory of the Lord – the Greek word doxa speaks of a radiance of God’s glory that would fill not only the heaven, but their very hearts and minds.  This is the kind of worship that we should be desiring, a worship that truly brings us into the radiant presence of God.

· They were terrified – the Greek word used here ephobethesan is from the root Greek word phobos from which we get our English word phobia.

· Well what’s the lesson we learn from these shepherds?  The lesson is that when we truly encounter the Glory of the Living God we should be filled with awe and fear.  Awe, because we come to realise that the one who created the very universe, who created us, who not only created, but sustains all reality moment by moment is real, is all around us, and is within us!  When last did you hunger for that kind of experience of God that permeates and shines through all reality!?  That kind of doxa will truly transform your world.  But, it should also fill us with fear.  We should be a bit like Isaiah in Isaiah 6:5 who when he is confronted with the truth and the Glory of God he cries “Woe is me, I am doomed.  Every word that passes through my lips is sinful, and I live in a sinful world among sinful people.  I have seen the King, the Lord of hosts”

· We learn the lesson that when we truly encounter God our world can never be the same again!  The God who is truly Holy, truly pure, truly loving, will give us the desire and the power to run from the evil of our sin and seek to change and worship God. 

· If what we sing and pray is really true we should be terrified… BUT also greatly encouraged…  So, when last were you covered in the GLORY of God, a glory that will purify your sin and change your world?  When last were you afraid for your sinful self, and broken hearted over the sin of others?

· You see, when the shepherds were encountered by the truth of God, and the truth of themselves, their lives changed forever.  The couldn’t just stay in the fields, they had to find the one who truly brings life and wholeness.

Lesson 3:  God trusts ordinary people with great things.

· The next lesson that we learn from the shepherds is the lesson of POTENTIAL.  Why does God choose shepherds!?  Why didn’t God go to the mayor of Bethlehem?  Why didn’t go to the local Priest, or Rabbi?  Why does God go out to a field and find some shepherds?  Well, there is a lesson in this for us.

· The message passes by nobles and Kings and is set down in a field outside of a small provincial town.  Shepherds were not very important people in their time – in fact quite the opposite.  They were usually among the poorest and least respected members of society.  Often they were outcasts and criminals, and you would find that shepherds who ‘worked the night shift’ were the least acceptable of all (or else they would have worked during the day).  Now, not only does God choose to announce the birth of the saviour of humankind to PEOPLE such as these, but God finds the poorest, most outcast members of society in Bethlehem!  That is also important to our story tonight.

· Bethlehem, let us never forget, was NOT an important town or city.  It was not Jerusalem!  No, it was the Poffadder of Isreal!  It was a small, out of the way, provincial town.  It probably had just one little motel with a few rooms (which is why Mary and Jospeh end up staying in the stable).  So, here you have people who either couldn’t make it to the big city, or people who had chosen to head for a small town and work at night – these were the outcasts…  YET, the God of the Universe chooses to TELL THEM of the new beginning of all life, the birth of a saviour for all humankind!

· What’s the lesson that we can learn here?  Well friends, sometimes your life may feel a bit like that of the ‘night time shift’ of the shepherds of that small provincial town of Bethlehem.  Sometimes you may feel like you’re living in the dark – take heart, God has a great plan for you!  Maybe you’ve done, said, or not done and said something, that makes you feel like running away – teak heart!  God has a great plan for you!

· You see, our God is the God who passes by the nobles, who does not look upon the proud with favour.  Our God is the God of the misunderstood, the outcast, the downtrodden, and the disregarded.  Our God is the God who reveals new life to those who work and live in darkness, who are on the fringes of society.  Our God brings new life, and a new beginning, to people such as these – people like you and me.

· So, do not fear tonight – take heart from the this lesson you can learn from the shepherds.  If you’re different, misunderstood, or perhaps you’re disregarded, unloved, or in need of a new start.  God has a plan for you tonight!  God trusts people like and me, people who know that we NEED God, more than God needs us.  God trusts us with great things.

· So let me say if you’re here tonight in darkness, please pay attention!  Don’t underestimate God’s desire to speak to you… Make sure you’re listening.

Lesson 4:  You don’t have to understand it all to share it with others.

· The next lesson that we learn from the shepherds is the lesson of FAITHFUL COURAGE.  I’ve already mentioned that our shepherds didn’t quite have it all together.  Unlike the wise me, they weren’t sure where to go, they didn’t know what they would find, in fact they weren’t even sure who had spoken to them and why!  In short, we could say that they were shocked and confused...

· Does your life feel like that sometimes?  Do you sometimes feel like things are happen over which you don’t have control?  Do you sometimes worry that the world is passing you by and you can’t understand what to do about it?

· Well, the shepherds have a lesson for us tonight!  They were not the wise men travelling from the East (aka Boksburg), they were people who were simply wanting to make it through the night by watching their sheep.  When the Angel of the Lord appears to them they are terrified and confused.  Yet, we hear that because of their COURAGE and FAITHFULNESS they do two things:

· First, we hear that they are eager to learn and grow – the follow upon what they’ve heard and learned in order to discover the Lord! (v.15)  We read not only that they went to discover, but that they ‘hurried’ off to find Jesus (v.16)  What is God prompting you to discover?  What course, study, or journey, have you been putting off?  When last did you ‘hurry’ to learn something new and exciting about God?  When last did you invest any time and energy in your Spiritual growth and discipleship?  You see when we ‘hurry’ to discover the Lord, our lives are changd forever!  If God is calling you, and prompting you, to develop and grow then there is no time like the present to TAKE THE COURAGE to learn and grow.

· Second, we see that they didn’t have to have it all together in order to start sharing the miracle of the news of Jesus’ birth with others!  In v.19 that ‘all were amazed’ by what they shepherds were telling them about this Jesus whom they had seen!

· You see, unlike the wise men it was not KNOWLEDGE of Christ that motivated their witness, it was EXPERIENCE of Christ that changed their lives and the lives of those around them.  I want to encourage you to have a HUNGER, to HURRY and meet the Jesus who transforms the world this Christmas!  When you encounter him, you don’t need to know everything to change your life and the lives of those around you.  All you need is to experience Jesus! 

· Lastly, we learn from their courage that after their encounter with Jesus their ministry happens ‘in their fields’!  They didn’t have to become priests to honour God!  No, they go back to doing what they do, but they do it in the light of their encounter with Jesus, and people are amazed!  This Christmas you will have an opportunity to do that!  You will have an opportunity to go back to where you belong, and take Jesus there with you.  This leads to the last lesson we can learn from the Shepherds.

Lesson 5:  When you truly go looking for Jesus, you’ll find him in familiar places.

· Isn’t it amazing to notice where the SHEPHERDS finds the SAVIOUR!?  This is the lesson of LOCATION.  When the shepherds find Jesus, they find him in a place where no one would even think of looking – they find Jesus in a place that must have been very familiar to shepherds, a stable!

· I think that sometimes we miss the saviour at Christmas because we’re looking for him in all the wrong places.  I am so tired of hearing ‘Christmas’ messages that encourage me to ‘get out of the shopping mall and into Church’!  Friends, I want to say that we may just be surprised to find Jesus in the most unlikely locations!

· As you press hard to finish your work for the year so that you can take a few days off, don’t forget to look for Jesus there – can your co-workers see Jesus where you work?  As you brave the shops, as tempers flare and tolerance drops, can you find Jesus there?

· You see our task is not only to FIND Jesus in the familiar places in our lives, but perhaps we have the duty to TAKE Jesus to a few places where he has not been welcomed yet!

· Who of us will deliberately take Jesus to our office party, and let him be seen there?  Who of us will deliberately take Jesus to a weekend away with unsaved friends, and let him be seen there in us?  Who of us will take Jesus to a family gathering whether there are unresolved conflicts, unhealthy competition, and untrue feelings, and LET JESUS BE SEEN THERE!?

· You see the last Christmas lesson we learn from the shepherds is that LOCATION is important!  Find Jesus in your ‘stable’, but also be willing to ‘take him into your field’!

CONCLUSION.

So we’ve learned 5 lessons from the shepherds tonight:

· Integrity – who you are is more important than what you know or what you bring.

· Life changing awe – If you truly worship your life HAS to be changed.

· Potential – God trusts ordinary people with great things.

· Faithful courage – you don’t have to understand it all to share it, and take it to the field.  BUT, you do need to encounter Jesus for Christmas to matter.

· Location – Find Jesus where you ARE, if he’s not there, why not be the one to make him visible!?

Why not go and see?  Why not expect to be overawed?  Why not look for him in familiar places?  Why not tell others what you’ve seen?  AMEN.
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