This Christmas: Consider the Shepherds (Luke 2:8-20; 21/12/08)
Introduction

Ravi Zacharias tells how he was having his hair cut, and suddenly the lady asked, “Are you a Christian?” This led to her telling him her story. About two years previously, she had been cutting a man’s hair, and he was looking seriously at her in the mirror. She felt uncomfortable, and then he said, “I’m sorry, but you look awfully troubled today.” The lady began to cry. She told how she was having a divorce, and that the papers had come through that day. “My heart inside is breaking,” she admitted. The man apologised quietly for upsetting her. Then he gave her a CD from his car and said, "You don’t know me, and you’ll probably never see me again. I am a missionary in Europe and am about to leave with my family. Listen to the CD, and here’s the address of an Iranian pastor not far away. If you want to get some answers, phone him.” 

On her way home, she listened to the CD of hymns. One of them was Amazing Grace. Something within her said, “This is what I need.” The next day she contacted the Iranian pastor and went along to the church. She became a follower of Jesus Christ, and led her family, one by one to Christ (Beyond Opinion, Zacharias). That young woman had no idea that the meeting with that stranger would change the course of her life.
That’s the way God can work! He’s the God of surprises. He does the unexpected. He can bring good news into hurting hearts.

This morning we’re going to look at a group of people who had no idea that a meeting with someone would change the course of their lives that night. We don’t know what was going on in their personal lives, but we do know about the change that took place. As we do so I want you to think about your own life, and how God can work in you too.  

1) They Receive the Good News (v8-12)

It must have been such a shock! There they were, just preparing for another night shift, and suddenly a supernatural messenger appears! How do they respond? They are terrified! That’s the natural reaction whenever people have a close encounter with God’s glory. But the angel has a reassuring message: good news of great joy… for all the people. What is it? Have they won the lottery? Will they never have to work again? No! The good news is: a Saviour has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. ‘God is sending someone to rescue you and reign over you.’ The angel wants them to understand that God has sent this Saviour for them personally – to you – and for all the people – rich or poor, religious or irreligious, Jew or Gentile. The assumption is that everybody needs this Saviour. Why? Perhaps the clue is in v9. The glory of God terrifies us because we are sinful. The glory of God will consume us unless we have a Saviour.

In the UK there has been an X Factor competition. The finalists sang Mariah Carey’s song called Hero. It has some interesting lyrics: 
And then a hero comes along/With the strength to carry on
And you cast your fears aside/And you know you can survive
So when you feel like hope is gone/Look inside you and be strong
And you’ll finally see the truth/That a hero lies in you
The good news, according to this song, is that you have the power to save or rescue yourself. It’s the exact opposite to the good news of Christmas. The good news is that there is a hero outside of us. 
You might wish for an angelic visitor to tell you this good news! But you don’t need one. The same good news is explained to you in the bible as you read it for yourself. The good news is that the living God has provided a Saviour for you personally. It doesn’t matter what nationality you are, what background you come from or what education you’ve received. Jesus Christ can save you from a terrifying appointment with God one day, and bring you into a satisfying relationship with him today. It’s the relationship that you so desperately need: My secret is that I need God, that I am sick and can no longer make it alone. I need God…to help me to be kind, as I seem no longer capable of kindness; to help me love, as I seem beyond being able to love (Life After God, Douglas Coupland). 
2) They Respond to the Good News (v13-16)

How? By seeking this Saviour of whom they have been told: Let’s go to Bethlehem and see…(v15). They could have said, “What a wonderful experience! We’ll never forget that!” – yet fail to respond to the message. They could have said, “Isn’t that nice – good news for everyone!” – yet failed to respond personally. But actually they show us what we need to do to respond to this good news – they act upon it personally and urgently. Notice that they hurried off (v16). The news of a Saviour becomes their priority; they leave their sheep. It might have taken them a while to search through Bethlehem before they found the place, but they acted by seeking. This is evidence of faith. But eventually they find what they’re looking for: the baby lying in a manger – the sign the angel had given them. The good news is the message of Jesus Christ as Saviour, but you will never experience him without seeking him personally and urgently.
It’s traditional in the UK to have January sales, when big stores cut their prices drastically. People wait for the ‘good news’ to be announced. Then they’ll get up early in the morning or even camp out through the night, so they won’t miss out on the sale. Or think about tickets for a concert. People will get up in the night to camp out in the street for days, in order to buy their tickets. They make this their priority, and seek it with all their hearts!

God offers you his Son as Saviour and King today. How have you responded? Do you think that you don’t need a Saviour? Do you put this matter further down your list of priorities? Have you ever sought Jesus Christ urgently and personally? But you might ask, “How can I do that?” I would say you should use what God has given you. He has given you his Word, the bible. You ‘search’ for Jesus here as you read the Gospels and apostles. He has given you prayer. You can and must cry out to him. It’s those who call on the name of the Lord who shall be saved. Have you done this? Jesus spoke some memorable words regarding this matter: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you shall find; knock, and the door shall be opened to you (Matthew 7:7). 

Unless you seek this Saviour, you will never find him!

3) They Report the Good News (v17-18)

They report what they had found to be true. What was true for them was true for others. It wasn’t a privatised message of good news! It was true objectively! The words of the angel were true! You can imagine the shepherds saying, “He promised a Saviour for all people. That means us, and it also means you!” There may have been some who regarded them as fools, but generally people listened: all who heard it were amazed. They must have spoken with some conviction and enthusiasm, don’t you think? Now it’s unlikely that these shepherds were great preachers! They hadn’t been to Bible College! What qualified them to tell others was the fact that they had heard the good news, acted by seeking the Saviour, and found him to be really there! So they spoke with the conviction of experience.
There’s a famous story from the C18th of the Scottish sceptic and philosopher, David Hume, who set out at 5am to hear the famous preacher of the gospel, George Whitefield. When someone asked him, “Why are you going to hear this man? You don’t believe the things he preaches!” To which the philosopher replied, “No, but he does!” That personal conviction made its mark, and caused even sceptics to listen. 
I want to tell you that the Christian good news is worth proclaiming and sharing with others because it is really true. Don’t be ashamed to speak of Christ to others. We’re living in an age when it’s popular to say things like, “Well, if it’s true for you, that’s OK.” Truth today has become a matter or taste or personal preference. But I want to tell you that Jesus Christ is not a matter of personal preference or taste. He was born in Bethlehem, really lived in Nazareth, really preached and performed miracles, really died and really rose from the dead. The evidence is there for those who are bothered to seek! It is this Jesus who is the only one who can save you from the judgement you deserve and give you eternal life. He is willing to save anyone who comes to him. Come to me all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me…and you will find rest for your souls.
4) They Rejoice in the Good News (v19-20)

Nothing else could compare with this! God had sent angels to them! Of all the people in Bethlehem that night, he came to them! They had found the message to be true! God – up there – must love them! Other people didn’t care for them. Shepherds were generally despised. But they could rejoice in the truth that God had revealed himself to them. Nothing could compare with this! That’s the joy that comes to those who seek and find Jesus Christ. They realise that God has spoken to them, and caused them to seek after him. To know the love of God is a source of joy unlike anything else.

Lassana Diarra, a footballer with Portsmouth, has been approached by Real Madrid! Manchester City were understood to be prepared to offer in the region of £20m but Diarra hinted earlier this week in Spanish newspaper Marca that he wanted to move to Real: "When you talk about Real Madrid the other teams are no longer important, all the others take second place," said Diarra.
When we talk about experiencing the good news of Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord, other relationships and subjects and joys ‘take second place’. Have you found that yet? Coming to know Christ brings a peace and joy that you can never find in the world.
But there’s also the future joy to anticipate. Just as the shepherds went by faith to Bethlehem, seeking the baby Jesus, so Christians today travel through this life, seeking Christ. One day every eye will see him. And that day for Christians will mean faith giving way to sight! What joy it will be for all those who have longed for his appearing!

O that will be glory for me

When by his grace I will look on his face

That will be glory, be glory for me.
Live in such a way now so that when you finally see the Lord in all his glory you will be filled with joy!
