
Christmas 2014 #1
The Surprise Guest

Luke 2:7-20

I must confess to you that I haven’t taken the time to really reflect on 
why God would make the world’s greatest and most important announcement 
to shepherds.  Every year we read Luke 2 and hear all about the “shepherds 
keeping watch over their flock by night.” I have always thought the shepherds 
were a bit vanilla (and not Ben and Jerry’s).  The truth of the matter is I have 
always liked the wise men.  They came on a long journey.  They brought gifts.  
They stopped to talk  to Herod.  They rode nice camels.  What did the shepherds 
ride? Not sheep. They just walked.  They were local yokels.  But God always 
has a reason for what He does.

So, as we continue our Christmas series, I want you to imagine for a 
minute the circumstances surrounding the birth of Jesus and the angelic 
announcement of His glorious birth by an angel to the shepherds. Bethlehem 
at this particular time in history was a bustling, busy town. A census had been 
called for by Rome which meant that every man, woman and child had to be 
counted. The very fact that the census was going on throughout the entire 
Roman Empire, which covered the entire world of that time, is significant. But 
for the region of Judea it was even more amazing that this province, which 
once was so resistant to the rule of the Roman Empire, was now entering into 
the "registering" of it’s people as members of Rome and subjected to the 
administration of its emperor.

It is recorded in verse three that every person went to his own town (the 
town of their ancestry) to register. Bethlehem, of course as the town of David 
would have been a very, very busy place because of this. The line of David was 
the royal line of Judea and the Roman Emperor would probably had made sure that 
everyone in this line registered so as to know their numbers and strength.

You can almost picture this town in the days of the census. People did 
not have cars and planes back then. Many people would have traveled days or 
weeks to reach Bethlehem and it would become a stopping over, or resting place, 
before they headed home. Of course the merchants, innkeepers, caravan 
drivers, buyers, sellers, businessmen, entrepreneurs and sharpsters would 
take advantage of this sudden boom of customers as the people arrived in 
Bethlehem. I can just picture the residents of this small town rubbing their 
hands in anticipation of all the wealth that would come from this sudden 
flurry of activity. They were taking a hold of this event and milking it for all its 
worth, perhaps there were even some visionaries who were petitioning Rome for a 
repeat of the census the following year! Maybe it could become an annual event!
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Of course, we know that it was into this arena of the census being taken 
that a young man and woman found themselves a stable where they 
experienced the birth of a child. A very special child, a child that had been 
prophesied to be the Messiah, the coming King, the Savior, the King of Kings 
and Lord of Lords, the Son of God, Immanuel, God with us, Jesus. Yet the 
world did not know. Lying in a manger was a King whose glory outshone, and 
still outshines, every king and ruler and emperor of the world combined. Yet 
the people in the town of Bethlehem were oblivious to His presence.

And then God announced the birth of His son! All of a sudden there 
were fireworks all over the sky, bright blues, reds and greens. A giant 
Christmas Tree miraculously appeared in front of the stable with angels all around 
it shouting at the top of their lungs "It’s a Boy!" – the whole sky was lit up like day 
with lettering written across it, "The Messiah has come.” 

Did that really happen? No. And yet it could have. Surely, the creator of 
the Universe would be capable of such a glorious entrance into the world? 
Surely this kind of announcement of the birth of Jesus would have been 
possible for the One who spoke the world into being? But this was not the way 
the birth of Jesus was announced. Instead an angel went to a bunch of 
anonymous shepherds in the fields near Bethlehem and to them announced 
the majestic birth in the city.

The people in Bethlehem were unaware of the drama unfolding in the 
fields outside of the city; they were unaware of the majestic events taking 
place in their own yard. But are they really to blame? Was it their fault that they 
were oblivious to these events? Perhaps not, and yet, through the perspective of 
the shepherds we can find some reasons for God’s choice to make his 
announcement to them instead of those dwelling in the city.

First of all, the announcement came to the Shepherds to reveal God’s 
Grace. While Scripture in general views shepherds in a positive way, in Jesus’ 
day, shepherds were outcasts in 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.

Nine times out of ten the job of shepherd would be given to the youngest 
male in the family so that the older ones could be freed up for more important 
work.

The scriptures record that when the angel appeared to the shepherds 
they were terrified. “Why is the angel here? What is the angel going to do? Is he 
going to usher in the judgment of God?” All these thoughts and more were 
probably going through the shepherd’s minds. And yet the angel’s first words to 
the shepherds were, "Do not be afraid. I bring you good news…"
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The message of the angels to the shepherds was that there was Good 
News! We like good news. We certainly don’t like bad news. A father came home 
from a very rugged day at work and said to his wife, "I have had a bad day today, 
so if you have any bad news tonight, keep it to yourself." To which she replied, 
"O.K. No bad news. Now for the Good News. Remember our four children? Well, 
three of them didn’t break an arm today." 

The first significant truth born out of God coming to the lowly shepherd 
is that God does not reserve his grace just for the privileged and wealthy, but 
also for the poor and the lowly.

A brief look at the pages of the Bible bears witness to this. Look at the 
people whom God called to do His work! There were wealthy merchants, lowly 
shepherds; wealthy fishermen and outcast women; wealthy tax collectors and 
converted fortune-tellers. 

Did you know that God wants to use you this Christmas? That he 
extends His grace to you? That it does not matter what position you hold in life 
He can use you? 

It is also interesting to note the number of times God is referred to as a 
shepherd in the Bible. Perhaps the most famous reference is Psalm 23, “The Lord 
is my shepherd.” Jesus is the prophesied good shepherd of Israel in Micah 5:2-4, 
"But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, 
out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are 
from of old, from ancient times. Therefore Israel will be abandoned until the time 
when she who is in labor gives birth and the rest of his brothers return to join the 
Israelites. He will stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of the LORD, in the 
majesty of the name of the LORD his God. And they will live securely, for then his 
greatness will reach to the ends of the earth."

And later on in his ministry, Jesus refers to Himself as the "good 
shepherd." In John 10:11 He says, "I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd 
lays down his life for the sheep.” In John 10:14 He says, "I am the good shepherd; 
I know my sheep and my sheep know me.” Clearly God held a special place in 
His heart for shepherds.

Warren Wiersbe writes: “The Messiah came to be both the Good Shepherd 
(John 10) and the Lamb of God sacrificed for the sins of the world (John 1:29). 
Perhaps these shepherds were caring for the flocks that would provide sacrifices 
for the temple services. It was fitting that the good news about God’s Shepherd and 
Lamb be given first to humble shepherds.”
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Can you imagine how the shepherds felt when they first heard this? 
They were terrified, probably prostrate on their faces before the angel. And 
then as they heard the angel speak of this "good news" they probably began to look 
at each other as they slowly rose to their feet – their fear turning to joy as they 
realized the privilege of hearing about God’s grace – marveling that God would 
even think of them!

This Christmas remember when Christ was born God was not only 
thinking of the world as a whole but He was also thinking of you! When you 
look through the eyes of a shepherd the merciful force of God’s grace is 
overwhelming. The news of God’s grace was almost too good to be true!

Bethlehem was the center of distracting busyness. Would they have 
heard the message?

As mentioned earlier there would have been a tremendous amount of activity 
going on in the town of Bethlehem that night – if they weren’t already asleep, the 
busyness and distracting activities the people of Bethlehem were involved in would 
keep them from hearing the message from the angel.

Would they have believed the message? A baby in a manger is the 
messiah? A baby in a manger is the savior? “Yea, right. I don’t think so… it’s a 
nice joke though.”

Secondly, God meets us where we are. The shepherds were in a place of 
quiet and were keeping watch. They heard the message. They didn’t have 
anything to distract them besides the occasional bleating of a sheep and the 
majestic view of a starry sky! The Bible records that they were, "keeping watch"

There are two Greek words used in this phrase, “phulasso” (foo-las-so) and 
“phulaka” (foo-lak-ay) are translated “keeping watch” but really the sense of the 
Greek is "really, really, watching." These shepherds were not half asleep, they 
were carefully, and caringly watching over their sheep. Probably looking for 
any predators that would be coming after the sheep.

It was into this still, calm, serene and alert setting that an angel of the 
Lord appeared to them, and frightened them. They believed the message.

The angel proceeded to tell them, "Do not be afraid. I bring you good news 
of a 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." (Verses 10-11).

4



Following the angel’s message a great host of angels appeared praising 
God and giving God glory.

Now, shepherds are not easily fooled. They are practical men of the 
world who have little to do with fantasy. God selected hardworking men to be 
the first witnesses that His Son had come into the world. God selected men who 
were ready to believe him. That they believed is obvious from their actions 
following the visit of the angels, "…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." 
Notice the shepherds did NOT say, "Let’s go to Bethlehem and see IF this thing 
has happened." When they went to Bethlehem, they went fully expecting and 
believing that the message from the angels was true. They actually thought 
that they would find a baby wrapped in cloths, lying in a manger and that this 
baby was the Messiah!

The shepherds believed! Are you ready to believe? One of the saddest 
things in our world today and especially in western society is the fact that many 
people are not ready to believe the message of the angel. That Jesus Christ has 
come and is the salvation of the world.

Either we are too busy or too prosperous. But sadder still is the way in 
which the Christmas season has become a holiday of buying and selling, making 
deals and getting steals, competitive decorating and certainly "the busiest time of 
the year." How many people who celebrate this holiday season have heard the 
message of Christ? Or should I say, how many people this holiday season have 
listened to the good news? Or should I say, how many people have really 
believed the message of Christ?

The truth of the matter is, whether Bethlehem was ready to believe or 
not, Jesus Christ was born. And whether we are ready to believe or not, Jesus 
Christ was born and the message of the good news was given then – is given 
today – and will be given for all eternity. Will you receive it?

They were ready to give. The shepherds were the very first Christian 
evangelists! The typical manger scene is but a snapshot of what really happened 
on that special evening. The scriptures record that, "when they had seen him, they 
spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child."

After the shepherds heard the message from the angel, and the angelic 
choir singing, the scriptures record that they immediately began proclaiming 
the good news! As they traveled towards Bethlehem they probably didn’t 
know that they were the only ones to have received the announcement from 
the angel. But as they traveled through the streets and finally to the stable they 
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would no doubt have noticed that nobody else seemed to be aware of whom this 
special baby was.

God knew that the shepherds were ready not only to believe the message 
of good news but ready to give it out as well.

We know the Christmas season is the season of giving and a lot of us 
have already made preparations to buy gifts for those we love. But how many 
of us are ready to give the most precious gift of all? How many of us are ready 
to give the gift of the knowledge of Jesus Christ? How many of us are ready to 
give the testimony of what God has told you and done for you?

I believe that just as God had chosen the shepherds to receive a special 
message on that special day just over 2000 years ago that God wants to share 
a special message with you this Christmas season. A message of hope, of peace, 
of joy, of love, of forgiveness, of grace, of eternity, and of wonder.

The truth is that God is ready to shower His grace upon you. The 
question is – are you ready to believe and receive? Are you ready to give? Are 
you ready to share Christ this Christmas?

 If you have never received Jesus as your personal Savior, why not today?

 Everyone please stand for prayer.

 Father,

 Thank you for the message of Christmas and thank you for meeting us where 
we are.  Help us to keep in our minds that the greatest news about the Christmas 
story is God’s amazing grace.  In Jesus’ name. Amen.
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