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“Shepherds”

Luke 2:8-20

December 10, 2006


They came to Bethlehem, Joseph and Mary did, not because they wanted to, but because God wanted them to come. In the 8th century the prophet Micah predicted the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem. You might wonder who determines history, kings, presidents, terrorists even? But in faith we believe that God is not only the ruler of all things but the one in ultimate control of history, using many to do his bidding, many without their ever knowing it. Mary and Joseph came to Bethlehem because they were commanded to do so by a decree from Caesar Augustus who was inspired by God to give the command.


There are literally hundreds of biblical examples of men and women making God inspired decisions that changed history. And many of those people had no idea God was using them. I suspect that God is doing that even today since I am confident God has not changed his modus operandi since biblical times. My prayer for us would be that God is using us whether we know it or not.


Let me confess the truth about your pastor, I am not a very patient man, I get easily frustrated by what seems to me a lack of progress, I am always sorely tempted to push things along if I can. And I can’t always discern when something is God’s leading or man’s leading. God has taught me that it is always best to include as many of God’s people in the decision making process as I can. If I can’t hear God speaking surely someone else will. There are a lot of biblical examples of that. The one that immediately comes to mind is the story of Moses’ father-in-law Jethro who was able to help Moses understand that he wasn’t the only one who could judge the people’s needs, and it wasn’t even a good idea for him to try.


Let me give you a current example. I was reasonably certain Samuel Smith was God’s choice for our associate pastor. His theology was sound, his academic accomplishments impressive. His love for the Lord and the Lord’s word was obvious, his talents as a preacher good and bound to get better with practice. He had an amiable personality and an easy way. And he had been rejected by his own denomination because of what I saw as a Pharisaic prejudice directed at his wife. She was a divorcee. I felt certain God had directed Samuel Smith to us.


In my haste to get the ball rolling I tried to push the process, but God was in control and had greased the ball. Every time I would try to push the process it would slip away. God was showing me reasons why, but I wanted to ignore them. Finally, not due to any wisdom on my part, God led Samuel himself to close the door. He will not come to be our associate pastor. I was disappointed, still am. But I know now that ultimately this was the best decision for St. Timothy. Samuel was not God’s choice. So we are looking again, and I am trying harder and wiser to let God lead.


Don’t you imagine that Joseph was terribly frustrated and not a little concerned when he learned that he would have to journey for three days and nights to Bethlehem to register for a tax that he didn’t even want to pay? The trip from Nazareth to Bethlehem wasn’t all that safe under normal conditions. Mary was due any day. Don’t you wonder why Joseph decided to take Mary with him? Why not leave her safely at home with her parents and friends who could mid-wife for her should the baby come?


Joseph might have known of the Micah prophesy that the Savior would be born in Bethlehem. In fact it is very likely he knew. Every Jew would have known. Matthew tells us that Joseph was given a vivid dream in which an angel of the Lord told him that the baby Mary would deliver would be the Savior. Maybe all those nine months Joseph had been wondering if his dream had been real and if so how God would tie Bethlehem into the picture. (If I had been Joseph I would have moved my family and business to Bethlehem to help God with His plan. But Joseph was a lot wiser and more trusting than your pastor!)  Very likely Joseph understood this royal decree as God’s confirmation of the dream and God’s way of working out the ancient prophesy. In obedience, they went.


The baby Jesus was born during the night hours. We know it was night because of the story of the shepherds “keeping watch over their flocks at night”. We don’t begin to comprehend the drama of that evening. In the stillness of the night an angel of the Lord appeared to the shepherds. It is never “still” here! No matter what time of night you go outside you will not find it still, quiet. Planes will be rumbling overhead. Trucks and cars will be humming along somewhere nearby. Dogs will be barking. It is never quiet here. But it was, there on those hillsides around Bethlehem.


Some years ago Sheila and I were on the way home from a vacation in the Rockies. South of Raton my trusty navigator decided to take us on a little side excursion through New Mexico. After about thirty or forty miles down a rural road we stopped to admire the scenery. As soon as I stepped out of the car I knew something was wrong, I felt like I was deaf, I couldn’t hear anything, my ears even felt plugged. And then far in the distance I heard a bird’s call. I wasn’t deaf, the world was quiet!


It was at least that quiet on that hillside near Bethlehem. The sheep were sleeping, the shepherds sat quietly watching the fire. And then the angel appeared. I wonder how he made his entrance? Did he transport in like on Star Trek, “beam me down Lord”? Did he just suddenly pop into the firelight like on Charmed? Or did he quietly walk out of the darkness and begin to radiate God’s glory? We won’t know until we get to heaven.


God had chosen those humble shepherds to be the first to hear the Good News, the first to see the Good News, the first to tell others about the Good News and the first to glorify and praise God for the Good News. They were chosen. They had no choice, didn’t want a choice, couldn’t wait to see and tell.


This profound, earth changing, history altering event was entrusted to shepherds. They were a despised class of people, looked down upon by respectable society, not even good enough to do jury duty. And yet God chose them for this greatest of honors. God could have chosen anyone. He could have chosen the great Roman Caesar to be the one. But he didn’t. He could have stepped down a notch and picked Governor Quirinius of Syria to be the one to spread the Good News, but he didn’t. Any one of a hundred famous and influential families of Jerusalem would have been thrilled and honored to have the Messiah born in their home, but he wasn’t.


God chose “just folks” to have the glorious honor of seeing the Son of God in his baby soft new skin, and hear the angels and see the star. And he still chooses “just folks” to be the ones to glorify and praise God for the things they have experienced and the Good news they have discovered. Just folks like us, nobody else.

Lets keep up the shepherd tradition. Tell everyone you meet what God has done.


The poet Joseph Bayly wrote,

“Praise God for Christmas!

Praise Him for the Incarnation, for the Word made Flesh.

Tonight I will sing praise to the Father who stood on heaven’s threshold

and said farewell to his Son as he stepped across the stars to Bethlehem and Jerusalem.

And I will sing praise to the infinite, eternal Son, who became most finite,

a baby who would one day be executed for my crime.

Praise him in the heavens, praise him in the stable,

praise him in my heart.”

Amen.

