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In 1809 Napoleon was sweeping through Austria.  Blood flowed freely turning green into red.  If there had been news broadcasts at that time the world would have heard that its destiny was being shaped on Austrian battlefields.  The real story, however, was taking place in the cradles of England and America.  William Gladstone was born that year.  He would shape British politics for a generation.  Alfred Tennyson was born to an obscure minister and his wife.  He would affect the literary world far beyond his years. On the American continent, Oliver Wendell Holmes was born in Cambridge, Massachusetts.  Not far away in Boston, Edgar Allan Poe began his eventful and tragic life.  In that same year a physician named Darwin named his son Charles Robert.  Then, in a log cabin in Hardin County, Kentucky a baby cried into the cold stormy night whose name was Abraham–Abraham Lincoln. Everyone thought taxation was the big news when a baby boy was born in a small town called Bethlehem.  


The events recorded by Luke in the passage we consider this morning took place in the days when Octavia Caesar Augustus was Emperor of Rome.  He issued a decree, says Luke, that a census should be taken of the Roman world. This census has been surrounded by controversy over the years because of the name of Quirinius in verse 2.  There was a census taken in Palestine when Quirinius was governor of Syria but that was in AD 6, too late for Luke’s record.  Critics of the Gospel should wait before they uncork the champaign, however.  The fact is there were regular registrations of this kind during the time when Quirinius was a viceroy in the region, and what Luke says is that this was the first census of this kind while he was an administrator or Government official in Syria.  As Fred Craddock puts it, “Luke is generally if not exactly correct in his historical references.


What is important is the theological point Luke wants to make.  By putting this event in the context of the history of Rome Luke affirms the Lordship of God over history.  Whatever may have motivated the Emperor to issue this decree his actions were the means of fulfilling the purposes of God.  


Joseph was of the family of David so he reported to Bethlehem, the city of David.  The journey was about a ninety mile trip, and would have taken around three days assuming that Samaria was bypassed.  A journey to the ancestral home would have fitted Jewish practice, so that the decree would have avoided cultural offense.  This was important, since the tax itself would have been a painful reminder of Israel's position before Rome.   


Inns contained rooms for persons and stalls for animals.  Late-comers would have been put into the stalls.  There amid the beasts of burden the Savior of the world was born. 


The shepherds may have been a religious group who provided sheep for the temple sacrifices.  They were peasants, who lived in caves and slept with the sheep, a fact Jesus used on one occasion to illustrate the role of the good shepherd, who is also the door.  While Augustus played a role in this drama, he was but the stage-hand.  He merely set things up.  The shepherds were in the play!  Not many mighty, not many noble, wrote the Apostle.


Queen Victoria once said that ‘m’ was her favorite letter.  She said, “Paul said, not many noble; he didn’t say not any noble.”  At the same time, the ancient Church was a community filled with slaves, which continually provoked scorn from the Romans.  Though, on the other hand, the Bible knows nothing of the class warfare that has characterized so much of the politics of the twentieth century.  Often it has been accompanied by the doctrine of human perfectability through the exercise of raw power.  Over such thinking hangs a history of human slaughter. 


The Bible is not political theory; it’s the record of divine redemption.  When humans think they can bring in a golden age of peace and plenty the results can be catastrophic.  The meek will inherit the earth. 

Let the weak say I am strong; 

let the poor say I am rich 

because of what the Lord has done for us.


In verse 9 we read, An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them.  The response of the shepherds was predictably one of fear.  Indeed, fear gives Luke’s record the feel of a real human crisis.  One of the themes of this birth narrative is the distinction between natural fear, and the supernaturally given fear of the Lord.  The one paralyzes and freezes.  The other is a godly awe in the presence of holiness.  Gabriel substituted their human fear with joy.  Indeed, joy is the antidote to fear.  It’s like in the old westerns, “Joy says to fear, ‘this town aint big enough for both of us.’”  


Perfect love also casts out fear, and love combined with joy  produced something glorious and life transforming in these peasant shepherds.  The source of both was the Gospel,  Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.  A Messianic Savior was born.  That is what Christ means--  God’s anointed one–the Messiah.  Of course, this Christ broke all the bounds of messianic expectation, for he would also be Lord, or Adonai, the substitute name the Jews used for the highest name they had for God.  


Three significant names or titles are given to Jesus by the angel in verse 11: Savior, Christ, and Lord!  Savior was used of some persons in the Old Testament who delivered God's people from their enemies, like Gideon and Deborah, though its primary use was for God.  It’s the idea of deliverer, used in the first chapter of this Gospel and verse 47. 


The combination of Christ and Lord describe this Savior.  He is the Messianic Lord who is heir to the Davidic office.  In chapter 1:43 Elizabeth referred to the fruit of Mary’s virgin womb as, My Lord.  For Luke, the title Lord is the key to all his Christological claims.  The term implies that all that was associated with the God called Yahweh under the Old Covenant is transferred to the child called Jesus under the new.  The title Lord explains and qualifies what the title Christ would mean for the people of God.  It is not merely that Jesus is Messiah; this is the kind of Messiah He is!  He is Lord!


With the announcement comes a sign, verse 12.  They will find this baby sleeping amidst the hay.  Here again the idea of sign is deeply rooted in the Old Testament.  Israel worshiping outside of Egypt functioned as a sign for Moses.  Death in the family, success in battle, plentiful harvest, even nature miracles acted as signs of the activity of God in the lives of His people.  Well, the manger would be the sign of the presence of the King.  His life would then be wedged between two strange book-ends--a feeding trough and a cross!


In verses 13-14 Luke gives us a rare example of heavenly praise.  He says, There was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host.  Such experiences often come in the form of vision, but this was no ecstatic experience.  The shepherds were very much in control of their senses.  What happened was that the sky lit up with the manifestation of glory.


Given the respect assigned to the Temple, especially the Holy of Holies, as the place where men met with God, this whole scene is quite remarkable.  The axis mundi--the point at which heaven and earth meet, the point at which the divine and the human converge--is no longer limited to the inner sanctum of the Temple.  God's glory is now manifested in a field!  


These angels function in this narrative in the way the chorus did in ancient Greek dramas.  They supply the commentary.  They reveal to these humble peasants the significance of the advent of this wonderful infant.  Their song was, Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom He favors.  


One cannot read the Scriptures without coming across the word glory.  Sometimes it refers to the majesty of God.  In the Hebrew the word implied a certain heaviness or weightiness.  Most of the time it refers to the manifestation of the divine attributes.  The heavens declare the glory of God in their beauty, order and immensity.  They make visible His wisdom and power.  That is how the word is used here. 


Our redemption is rooted in the love of God, but ultimately our salvation is for the glory of God.  The intention is to magnify the wisdom, power, justice and grace that came together in the plan of our salvation.  May God deliver us from the subjectivism that makes our needs the only things that matter.  It is the glory of God that matters.  The glory of God is the ultimate and final good. 


Of course, while our salvation is intended to bring glory to God in heaven, its effect, when once it is received on earth, is peace.  So the angels sing, Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace...  True biblical peace is experienced on three levels.  There is peace with God.  This is the reconciliation we enjoy when we are justified by grace through faith and our sins are forgiven.  There is a horizontal peace between all those who are reconciled to God.  There is also the peace of God that rules in our hearts, and increases as we yield our lives more and more  to the rule of the Prince of peace.


When the angels sang, And on earth peace among those whom He favors they used a technical term for God's elect.  It’s not good-will to all men as the King James puts it.  I'm afraid that's one part of the King James that has done much mischief over the years.  People get all sentimental during this season.  People think that Christmas is about the end of war, and peace among nations, and so on.  But that is not what the angels are describing.  The peace of which this text speaks is not the result of some agreement between nations not to fight each other anymore.  It is the peace that results from men and women yielding to the claims of the gospel of the grace of God.


The departure of the angels is followed by the resolution of the shepherds, Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.  Christianity is a revealed religion.  It is not the result of speculation on the meaning of life.  It’s the product of revelation, and it demands a response.  We hear the Word of God and we say let us go and see what the Lord has made known to us.  Such a response affects every aspect of our lives.  As Darrel Bock puts it, "The announcement sets off a chain reaction."


The first thing that happens is they resolve to obey.  The very structure of Luke's Greek emphasizes decision and resolve. Their words might be rendered, Indeed or surely let us go.  Believing the report of the angels they set off to find the child.  Luke clearly wants to emphasize haste.  There was no procrastination here.  They knew that he who hesitates is lost.  There was determination and perseverance.  They searched for the child until they found him with his family.    


The shepherds found things just as the angels had promised, verse 16.  And, my friends, when you respond in faith to the Word of God you will find Him just as the angels have promised.  You will find Him to be a Savior; you will find Him to be the anointed one who baptizes with the Spirit and with fire; you will find Him to be the all sufficient Lord who does all things well.


In verse 17 discovery is followed by evangelism.  They tell others why they sought the child.  They share with others the words of the angels.  Some commentators call the shepherds the first evangelists.  In fact, there is a sequence in verse 17. God's Word responded to by obedient faith is followed by proclamation and evangelism.  Nothing has altered.  The depth of our understanding of the gospel is reflected by the way we respond to it.  Once you hear and believe the Word of the Lord you have an obligation to tell others also. 


I do want to draw your attention to one final thing.  I think Luke wants us to see a comparison, or even a contrast, between how the people to whom the shepherds spoke, how Mary, and how the shepherds themselves reacted to all this.  In vs. 18 Luke says that those who heard the shepherds were amazed.  Concerning Mary, he says, verse 19, she treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart.  The shepherds returned to their sheep glorifying and praising God for all they had seen and heard.


The crowds were amazed, Mary treasured, and the shepherds praised.  The word rendered amazed in verse 18 means to wonder.  It’s a response we find elsewhere in Luke when people confront the glory of God.  It does not necessarily reflect true saving faith.  It’s the response that led people to walk around a lake but only because they had eaten miracle bread.  It was what provoked multitudes to follow Jesus one minute and cry Crucify Him the next.  It’s the response of a people who are impressed by the gospel but not impressed enough to do anything about it.


On the other hand, look at Mary and the shepherds.  The word used to describe her reaction is a wonderful one.  Our translation uses the word treasured.  The idea is that of careful reflection.  The gospel demands a thinking mind as well as a feeling heart.  Mary had both.  The report of the shepherds may have tickled the ears of the crowd, but it appears not to have penetrated their hearts very much.  They didn’t go looking for the child.  The word Luke uses to describe Mary’s response suggests a careful and deep contemplation that attempts to put things together into a coherent whole.


It does not mean she understood everything.  She may not have pieced together the nature of Jesus’ messianic call.  The reference is simply to her pondering these matters, and pondering them in her heart.  The idea in the Greek is that of mulling the situation over, rehearsing the words, thinking carefully about what they meant, and what their implications might be for the child she held in her arms.  


As the shepherds returned home they rejoiced.  Their response was celebration.  That's the faith-response that saves.  You may be impressed by the message, but what does it lead to? Does it lead to a careful reflection and a joyous celebration?  


Luke portrays the birth of our Lord with a simplicity that belies its enormous significance for history.  The birth of the Davidic Savior in a room reserved for beasts of burden!  His crib a feeding trough.  But oh, my friends, the world has not been the same since and never will be.  This event divides history.  It is the mighty cleavage between two great eras.  It brings one history to a close and opens another.  It is the beginning of the dawn of the kingly reign of God among the nations. 


The message of this text is this, once you know who He is the most important question is what will you do about it?  Today people all over the world hear the same news proclaimed and respond to it in many different ways.  Some get all sentimental, even a little religious.  Others may even determine to think more seriously about these matters, at least while the tree is up.  Others respond with joy and with heart-felt thought.  They are affected in what Jonathan Edwards called the affections of the mind.  Joy and careful reflection mark out the true people of God.  My friends, they are the ones who will share in His second advent.  They are the ones who love His appearing!

