The First Christmas Lights #2

“The Gracious Light of Christmas”

Luke 2:8-20
Christmas lights are in abundance all around us, and this year we are using the theme “The First Christmas Lights” for our messages throughout December. Last week we considered “the guiding light of Christmas,” the star; this week we will focus on the light of the angels from Luke 2, what I am calling “the gracious light of Christmas.”

An Unlikely Audience of God’s Grace

If I were ask to name the characters of the first Christmas, I am certain that I would hear named baby Jesus, Mary and Joseph, the wise men, the shepherds, and at least one angel. Every nativity display features these characters, as well as the Sunday school programs featuring grade-schoolers wearing bathrobes with towels on their heads!
While these personalities are all very familiar to us, in first-century Judea this would have been a most unlikely cast of characters. Joseph and Mary were both poor, working-class people, the wise men were far-away Gentiles, and who would have ever guessed the Messiah to come as a helpless baby? But in some ways the shepherds stand out as the most improbable of all to be a part of the coming of the Messiah.

Why is that? Well, for one thing, shepherds were, like Joseph and Mary, part of the working class without much power or prestige in that day. If, resort​ing to symbolism, the wise men represented privilege, wealth, and intelligence, so the shepherds stood for the cross-sectional, average Palestinian—quite literally, too, “the man on the night shift.”
 Even more than this, though, as a class shepherds had a bad reputation. Leon Morris explains,
The nature of their calling kept them from observing the ceremonial law which meant so much to religious people. More regrettable was their unfortunate habit of confusing ‘mine’ with ‘thine’ as they moved about the country. They were considered unreliable and were not allowed to give testimony in the law-courts (Talmud, Sanhedrin 25b). There is no reason for thinking that Luke’s shepherds were other than devout men, else why would God have given them such a privilege? But they did come from a despised class.

Shepherds were the social outcasts of their day, a necessary yet ostracized caste without whom the temple could not function. While they tended the animals required for ritual sacrifice, the conscientious Jew—ever concerned with purity—spurned shepherds as too unclean to stand among other wor​shipers.

But why? Why shepherds? Why not to priests or scribes or warriors or kings? By visiting the shepherds, the angel revealed the grace of God toward mankind. God does not call the rich and mighty; He calls the poor and the lowly.
 The shepherds were the kind of people for whom God always has a special place. After she learned she would be the mother of Christ, Mary praised God for honoring the humble: “He has put down the mighty from their thrones, and exalted the lowly” (Luke 1:52). And the apostle Paul teaches us that the lowly were and are the primary objectives of God’s saving plan: 
For you see your calling, brethren, that not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble, are called. But God has chosen the foolish things of the world to put to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to put to shame the things which are mighty; and the base things of the world and the things which are despised God has chosen, and the things which are not, to bring to nothing the things that are, that no flesh should glory in His presence” (1 Corinthians 1:26–29). 

The Lord’s preference for the lowly started at the very beginning of the Gospels, reflected in the angels’ bringing the good news of the Savior’s birth to shepherds, some of the commonest and most unappreciated of laborers in Jewish society.

All of this is a wonderful metaphor of God’s salvation sovereignly extended to the undeserving sinner. The apostle Paul understood this truth when he wrote to Timothy “that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am chief” (1 Tim. 1:15). The lower the sinner, the greater is God’s glory when He saves him.

An Unfathomable Announcement of God’s Grace

So we have a group of shepherds, an unlikely audience, about to hear an unfathomable announcement of God’s grace. Have you ever pictured what that must have been like? I like how Chuck Swindoll describes the scene: “Here were half-asleep shepherds out keeping a flock of little woolies in the field, just like any other night.”

Think of how dark it must have been. Maybe the moon and stars were out, perhaps a small campfire burned, but no other lighting would have been present. Think of how quiet it must have been. In the absence of light the shepherds would have to listen for the sounds of oncoming predators, so they would have kept their conversation and other noise to a minimum. The slightest change in sight or sound would have alerted the shepherds to potential danger for their sheep and possibly for themselves.

Suddenly, the stillness shatters as a blinding light appears around an angel—perhaps Gabriel, who had been likewise sent to Zacharias and Mary in Luke chapter one.
 Our text records in verse nine, “An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them…” 

Albert Barnes describes this last phrase,

This is the same as a great glory—that is, a splendid appearance or light. The word glory is often the same as light… So the glory of the Lord here means an exceedingly great or bright luminous appearance—perhaps not unlike what Paul saw on the way to Damascus.


How might you have responded? I know that if my wife had been there, she would have let out a scream that would have awakened the sheep and perhaps those in the closest village! It is no wonder that Luke 2:9 concludes, “…and they were terrified.”  I’m sure they must have wondered, “Who is this?” “What is this all about?” and “Why is this happening to us?”

The angel’s well-known words address their fear as well as the greatest news flash of all human history:

Do not be afraid; for behold, I bring you good news of a great joy which shall be for all the people; for today in the city of David, there has been born for you a Savior, who is Christ the Lord (Luke 2:10).

The words “good news” is the same as our word “gospel”, and the word translated “great joy” is the same as how Matthew describes the reaction of the magi when they saw the star reappear over Bethlehem. This good news is meant for “all the people,” yet it was first announced to lowly shepherds! But the good news was the fulfillment of the promise that every Jew longed to see: the coming of the Messiah. The Scriptures predicted that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem—“the city of David”—in Micah 5:2. He was the “Savior”—the Deliverer, the Rescuer.  He was the “Christ,” which is the Greek translation of the Hebrew term “Messiah.” But don’t miss the significance of the last word: “Lord.” The Greek word rendered “Lord” is used in the Septuagint of God (it is used in other ways as well, but it is the translation of the name Yahweh). “Christ the Lord” thus describes the child in the highest possible terms.
 This Promised One, the Messiah, the Savior, the descendent of David destined for his throne, is nothing less than God Himself in human form.

 Just when we thought Luke’s narrative of Jesus’ birth could not get any more exciting, the divinely inspired historian takes us to new dramatic heights. Verses 13-14 go on to tell, 

Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.”

To put this in a nutshell, the angels said, “Praise to God in heaven and peace to men on earth!” This brief sentence provides the purpose of Christmas—to bring praise to God in heaven and to bring peace to men on earth.

 
We probably have a pretty good grasp on the concept of “praise to God in heaven.” That is worship, and certainly there is nothing God has ever done more praiseworthy than sending His Son to earth. But what about “peace to men on earth”?


The familiar Hebrew word shalom (translated “peace”) does not just refer to quiet places and tranquil moments.  Shalom means well-being, health, prosperity, security, soundness, and completeness. It has to do more with character than circumstances.
 In this particular context, 

…peace is used here in its full sense as a synonym for ‘salvation’, and denotes not merely the absence of strife and enmity between man and God but also the positive blessings that develop in a state of reconciliation.
 

In other words, the message of the angels to the shepherds that night was nothing less than the proclaiming of the gospel. Salvation was being offered to all by means of the coming of the Messiah. This does not mean that all will be saved, but that all can be saved if they respond in faith. Truly this was an unfathomable announcement of God’s grace.

An Unchanging Appeal of God’s Grace

With that in mind, I would like to conclude with an unchanging appeal of God’s grace. The message of the angels is still true today, as the Scottish preacher Alexander Maclaren put it years ago,

The glory died off the hillside quickly, and the music of the song scarcely lingered longer in the ears of its first hearers; but its notes echo still in all lands, and every generation turns to them with wonder and hope.
 
Yes, the message of the angelic choir does indeed echo in our own time. The dual emphasis on praise to God in heaven and peace to men on earth is as essential and as effective now as it was then. The fact that it was first delivered to shepherds—the outcasts of Jewish society—evidences God’s grace today as well, as MacArthur notes,

The gospel is for the humblest and lowliest, the most uneducated and unskilled, the most despised, even the worst of sinners. The Son of God, the One born as a baby that special night, came as the Savior for the shepherds and everyone who believes.
 

This is why I call the light of the angels “the gracious light of Christmas”—for it underscores the fact that Jesus Christ came into the world precisely for people who don’t deserve Him. People like you and me. 

Paul wrote in Ephesians 2:8-9, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.” The greatest Christmas gift ever given was wrapped not with pretty paper and a bow, but in strips of cloth and laid in a manger. It was the greatest gift not only because it was the most precious but also because it was the most undeserving.

But the story does not end with the announcement of God’s grace. The invitation was given, but it was up to the shepherds to respond. And respond they did! Paul Maier quips, “Perhaps it was fortunate that they were common laymen, for had they been scholars or theologians, they would likely first have held a debate on the hillside instead of rushing into Bethlehem after the glad announcement.”

There was no debate on the hillside; there was a decision that led to a deed. John Stott summarizes it this way:

Firstly, they went to Bethlehem to see for themselves. Their reaction was neither one of credulity nor of incredulity, but of open-minded, unprejudiced inquiry. So “they hurried off,” and they found what they were looking for.

Secondly, when they had seen Jesus, “they spread the word” concerning what they had seen and heard (Luke 2:17). They could not keep the good news to themselves. They wanted everybody to know it.

Thirdly, “The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen” (Luke 2:20). In other words, their experience issued in worship as well as in witness. But first, we read, they “returned.” They did not spend the rest of their lives in the stable or loiter around the manger. Instead, they returned to the fields and the sheep, to their homes, their wives, and their children. But, although their jobs and their homes were the same, they themselves were not. They were new people in the old situation. They had been changed by seeing Jesus. There was a spirit of wonder and of worship in their hearts.

May we so respond to the unchanging appeal of God’s grace this Christmastime.
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