CHRISTMAS CHARACTERS:
LIFE LESSONS FROM THE ‘LESSER’ KNOWN CHARACTERS
IN THE CHRISTMAS STORY:
“THE LOWLY SHEPHERDS:

JOURNEY TO BETHLEHEM.”

Let’s begin with a brief review. This Advent season we have been considering
how God began the miraculous process of introducing His beloved Son to the world,
which would be his home for 30 some years. We heard God’s message delivered to the
aged couple Zechariah and Elizabeth, and discovered their incredible faithfulness in
spite of their fears, shame and circumstances. Last week we spoke of John the Baptist’s
unique role of ‘preparing’ the bride to meet the bridegroom. We know that at this
chronological point in the story God has spoken to Mary and she to Joseph, and they are
on their way to Bethlehem, bearing with them this mysteriously conceived child. We’'ll
consider them some more on Friday evening.

So all told, God has revealed His long-kept secret plan, from everyone but these
5 people; Zechariah, Elizabeth, their son John, Mary and Joseph. Until now, that is! We
are going to read now of the first public declaration of God’s coming revelation. We are
going to see and hear how God plans to announce His Son’s birth to the wider earth.

We are going to be introduced to the distinguished delegation that will symbolically
represent all the people of the world as they hear and receive this wonderful news God
has bottled up for 400 years. What might we expect this delegation to look like; The US
Congress, maybe, the United Nations General Assembly, possibly, The United
Methodist General Conference, perhaps? At the very least, we might expect the heads
of state from all the major nations of the world, or at least a representative group of

national and international leaders, to be contacted.



For certain in that day and time, the Jewish religious leaders, or the Roman
electorate, or at least the Bethlehem political bigwigs, would naturally be included in this
divine press conference...right? Nope, a bunch of sheepherders get the message and
here it is:

8 That night some shepherds were in the fields outside the village, guarding their
flocks of sheep. 9 Suddenly, an angel of the Lord appeared among them, and the
radiance of the Lord's glory surrounded them. They were terribly frightened, 10 but the
angel reassured them. "Don't be afraid!" he said. "I bring you good news of great joy for
everyone! 11 The Savior — yes, the Messiah, the Lord — has been born tonight in
Bethlehem, the city of David!

12 And this is how you will recognize him: You will find a baby lying in a manger,
wrapped snugly in strips of cloth!" 13 Suddenly, the angel was joined by a vast host of
others — the armies of heaven — praising God: 14 "Glory to God in the highest heaven,
and peace on earth to all whom God favors.

15 When the angels had returned to heaven, the shepherds said to each other,
"Come on, let's go to Bethlehem! Let's see this wonderful thing that has happened,
which the Lord has told us about.” 16 They ran to the village and found Mary and
Joseph. And there was the baby, lying in the manger.

17 Then the shepherds told everyone what had happened and what the
angel had said to them about this child. 18 All who heard the shepherds' story were
astonished, 19 but Mary quietly treasured these things in her heart and thought about
them often.

20 The shepherds went back to their fields and flocks, glorifying and
praising God for what the angels had told them, and because they had seen the
child, just as the angel had said. Luke 2: 8-20

From these verses we deduce one overarching message: God cares not a whit
about your status or station in life. When it comes to receiving the Good News of His
Only Son, it matters not whether you are a dishwasher or a dignitary, it matters not if you
count your money in the stock market, or in an old stocking, it matters not if you
graduated from Harvard or the school of hard knocks, it matters not if you are the

beauty, or the beast.



When God determined it was time to introduce the world to His Son, he chose a
bunch of lowly shepherds to be His first recipients, and his first messengers, but first
they had to make a little trip to Bethlehem...and so do we. Let’s think about that journey.
There are 5 stages...from Bismarck to Bethlehem.

1. FEAR ...They were terribly frightened...

Don’t you find it interesting that the immediate first reaction almost everyone
feels when hearing the Good News is fear? The angel’s first message to Elizabeth,
Mary, John, and now these shepherds is “Fear Not.” I’'m not sure our reaction would be
any different.

Many of us are fearful of what God’s Message might mean to our self-arranged,
self-sufficient, self-made lives. Many of us live in fear that God might rearrange our
priorities, might readjust our ability to be reliant only on ourselves, might even redo what
we have already done with our lives.

Many of us are fearful that God’s Message might call us out of our comfortable
existence, and challenge us to do, go, and scarier yet, even to be someone we’d rather
not think about. So we stay where we are, minding our sheep, keeping eternal watch by
night, avoiding the light of day, and the possibility of change. Many of us live in fear,
simply because the unknown appears more daunting than maintaining the mundane
existence we call life.

And then along comes God, offering new adventure, new challenge, new joy,
new peace, new hope, new love, and this one command: FEAR NOT! My friends our
first step to Bethlehem is to step out of our fears, to step away from our fear.

2. FLIGHT ...They ran to the village...

This is a fairly common reaction to a situation that causes us fear, to run! These

shepherds were not unfamiliar with fear.



They encountered numerous situations that caused them probably great fear;
wild beasts and animals seeking a quick and easy meal of some hapless sheep. Bandits
and robbers would find sheep an easy target, and shepherds unworthy adversaries of
their professional abilities. Even the natural elements would cause them considerable
anxiety, but the one thing they could not, would not do; would be to run away! Leaving
their charges defenseless would mean the end of their career. To run in the face of
danger would be their undoing, yet at this divine display in the sky, what do they do?
They throw down their rods and staffs, and run to town! The key here is not that they
ran away from their sheep, but where they ran to...They ran to the village to find Mary
and Joseph, and the baby.

I've seen fear cause people to run, some to run from God, some to run toward
God. I've seen people when faced with the prospect of going to scary places with God,
turn tail and run. I've seen people when faced with the choice of faith or flight; choose
flight. I've seen people mad at God, rather than deal with their own issues. I've seen
people literally run all their lives rather than stand still and face God face to face.

What about you? When was the last time God showed up in your life, and you
said, all right God, let’s go. | heard this week of a family in this church, struggling
financially, who have exhausted just about every other means, who have decided to
accept God at His Word and begin to tithe their less than adequate resources. That’s
faith running toward God, instead of away from God. | know I've not always passed this
test, | just hope for you and ME, that the next time the test comes, I'll run toward God,

not away from God.

3. FAITH ..."Come on, let's go to Bethlehem! Let's see this
wonderful thing that has happened... And there was the baby, lying in the
manger.

They ran to the manger, they found the child, they peered inside and because of

what happened next, we know, they believed.



Let’s think about what kind of faith it took to be a shepherd. They had to have
some kind of natural faith to do what they did. Their entire livelihood was dependent on
the weather, providing lush green for the sheep to eat, providing rain and sun to grow
their pastures. Not unlike the farmers in this part of the world, they were certainly not
unacquainted with faith as a natural prerequisite for success in their career.

But this faith was different, and ours must be too! Far to many of us have made
it to the inn, but have not let Jesus in! We’ve made it to the manger, we may have even
peered inside, may have even studied this Christ, and left him lying there. You see the
natural faith of living on this planet is not sufficient to change our lives. It might get us by
on earth, but it won’t get us to heaven. These simple shepherds were more than
enamored with the new baby; they received Him as their King, their Savior, their
Shepherd. And we must too.

Far too many of us would like nothing more than to keep the baby in the manger.
He’s safe there, he’s innocent there, he’s innocuous there, he can’t expect much of me
from there. This is why Christmas is so much more popular than Easter, but there never
ought to be a manger scene erected without a cross in the background someplace!
Jesus doesn’t stay a baby, he grows up, lives, heals, teaches, dies and from the cross
calls out to each of us. The curiosity of natural faith may lead us to the manger, but only
supernatural faith will lead us from the cross. And that my friends, is where real faith is
born.

4. FRENZY ...Then the shepherds told everyone what had

happened and what the angel had said to them about this child.
All who heard the shepherds' story were astonished,

This is the proof that their journey to Bethlehem changed their lives. They began

shouting and sharing with EVERYONE, what had happened to them. Their lives turned

into frenzy, and the people were astonished.



From the message on the hillside, to the messy stable barn, to the Messiah in the
straw, it was just as they had been foretold. And it changed their lives. The news they
discovered was to good to be covered, it had to be told!

Do you need help discovering this point of the journey? If we’'ve met Jesus, we
have to tell the story! If God has changed our lives, we have to share the good news
with others. It's not easy, and frankly, the way we’re telling the story now is rather
pathetic. We shared in Bible Study Wed night a story from a book | am reading about a
young waitress, a Christian girl, trying to explain to her co-workers, why the after church
on Sunday crowd are such poor tippers. She had a hard time explaining why someone
who claimed to love God might be able to justify leaving a poor tip, or no tip, but leaving
a gospel tract instead. Being a Christian is not just a matter of being a generous tipper.
Everywhere we go, everything we do, every attitude we convey, even every thought we
think; is a testimony of our relationship with God!

These shepherds would not have much credibility in the city. As a group they
were rather shy, loners, probably even outcasts filled their ranks. Their voices would not
count as much as say a politician, or a preacher. But what happened to them in the little
inn outside town, suddenly caused them to become the most eloquent Billy Graham’s of
their day, and the towns people, whether they liked it or not, were astonished!

It's probably true that the message had more impact than the messengers, but
we cannot discount the fact that our lives tell the story. People look at us coming out of
church, and make a judgment about the God we say we love and worship. What story
are they hearing?

| would love to be part of a new frenzy here in Bismarck, where humble,
authentic, honest Christians share the good news of Jesus, through our broken and busy

lives, with the community who have yet to hear of God’s good news. Would you?



5. FAITHFULNESS ...The shepherds went back to their fields and
flocks, glorifying and praising God for what the angels had told them, and
because they had seen the child...

Not everyone who meets Jesus becomes a Billy Graham. Not everyone who
encounters the Savior becomes a missionary, or a Bible School professor. But everyone
who has been to the manger, and been changed by the Child, becomes different! They
may have gone back to the drudgery of sheep dung, but they went back different! This
is the final lesson for us to learn from these simple shepherds.

God needs schoolteachers who will live faithful lives and glorify and praise Him
for their students and the privilege of spending hours with young people, especially
those kids who need something extra.

God needs truck drivers who will be faithful to their spouses on long hauls across
country, and who will counter the cursing on the CB radios, with a good word, a positive
word, and a kind word.

God needs grandparents who will be faithful to their grandchildren. Who will do
more for their grandkids than maybe they could do for their kids. Not by spoiling them
incessantly, but by sharing Jesus with them intentionally.

God needs retailers who will be honest, and public servants, who will really
serve. God needs preachers who will cast the vision, and care for the people. God
needs all His children to do what they are called and gifted and passionate about doing,
in the faith inspired by His Son, all the while praising and glorifying God. There is no
disgrace in being a farmer for Jesus, any more than being a shepherd for the Savior; you
are in good company with the GOOD SHEPHERD!

| hope today, that we can see in the simple lives of these shepherds that meeting
Jesus can change our lives. It's not enough to sneak into the cattle stall and catch a
glimpse of the baby, we’ve got to make room in our inn, to let him in, then go crazy
telling people what we have found! Are you with me? If God can accomplish that with a

bunch of stinking shepherds, just think what He might be able to do with us???
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Five Stages on the Journey from Bismarck to Bethlehem:

1. ... They were terribly frightened...
2. ...They ran to the village...
3. ..."Come on, let's go to Bethlehem! Let's

see this wonderful thing that has happened... And there was
the baby, lying in the manger.

4. ... Then the shepherds told everyone what
had happened and what the angel had said to them about this
child. All who heard the shepherds' story were astonished,

5. ...The shepherds went back to their fields and
flocks, glorifying and praising God for what the angels had told them,
and because they had seen the child...




