
Jesus’ Birth, part 2 (Luke 2:8-20)

Sunday school May 22, 2016

Luke chapter 2 READ Luke 2:8-20. Last time we studied the first half of this passage,
verses 1-7. The point I was trying to impress upon you last time was that none of the events
that happen in verses 1-7 are really that remarkable or unusual for a birth in a peasant
family at that time. Taxation and government decrees are not that unusual, as we all know.
Wrapping a newborn baby in swaddling clothes (or strips of cloth) would have been the
normal thing to do. Laying a baby in a manger (a feeding trough) would have been the
normal thing to do when one was available: where else are you going to lay it? Sleeping
with animals, for a peasant family, again was not that unusual. The only thing remarkable
was who was born: Jesus, the Son of God. Otherwise, it was a very normal birth.

Transition: On the other hand, the events described here in verses 8-20 are definitely not
normal. I don’t know about you, but I haven’t seen the glory of the Lord shine about or a
multitude of the heavenly host praising God anytime recently. It all happened not because
of anything unusual in verses 1-7, but because of who was born. So last time we studied
the normal, today we study the abnormal. So let me HAND OUT OUTLINES. These are a
full page because we had the printer issues last time. So Roman numerals I and II were last
time, so this time we start with...

III. Shepherds and Angels Let me start by giving you a little cultural background. At this
place and time, shepherds were basically on the bottom of the social totem pole. Shepherds
generally did not own land, at least not farm-sized pieces of land. They were hired workers
in a very dirty line of work. They were the minimum wage workers of the day. If you know
a little about sheep, you know they are not nice animals to be around like cats are. Sheep
are dumb, dirty, can’t do much for themselves, have no independent thoughts, so it’s not
a nice line of work. Yet when God goes to announce this salvation history birth that will
have universal ramifications, the first outsiders He announces it to, that is other than the
family (which was chapter 1), are shepherds. You would think maybe He would choose the
kings in Israel at that time, but no, He chooses shepherds. In particular, the rulers of the
land, the people whom we would think would be the greatest people in the land, apparently
received no announcement at all. The reference I gave you is Matthew chapter 2:1-6. It talks
about when the wise men from the east came to Jerusalem and asked King Herod, “Where
is he that is born King of the Jews? for we have seen his star in the east, and are come
to worship him,” the Roman King Herod didn’t know what they were talking about. He
had to consult with the priests and scribes, who told him that the King of the Jews would
come from Bethlehem. So the lowly shepherds knew, but the mighty rulers didn’t. So we
see again that man’s order is not God’s order. We hit that idea a few weeks ago. When we
studied the Magnificent Cat, one of the points I made was in chapter 1 verse 52, which says,
“He hath put down the mighty from their seats, and exalted them of low degree.” Here it is
happening. The mighty (Herod, the rulers) had no idea what was going on, while them of
low degree (the shepherds) got the first announcement from God outside of the family.
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You see, nobody is ever too low for God. At my church over in Athens, there was a guy
named Billy. I know his last name, but I’m just going to call him Billy. Billy lived under
a bridge. He had some money; he didn’t have to, but he lived under a bridge. He also had
some drug abuse and mental issues. When he first started coming to our church, all he would
do is sit in the back and ask people for money on their way out; the kind of people you really
like to have in your church. I was thinking, “what do we do with this guy?” Fortunately,
my pastor was far wiser than I was. He started picking him up in his car and bringing him
to church every Sunday. He gave him a ride whenever he needed to go somewhere, gave him
some food (not money), got him a place to live. When I left there a few years ago, Billy
wasn’t well, but he was doing better. You’re never too low for God. You may be beyond my
ability to help, but you’re never beyond God’s ability to help. These shepherds were not too
low for God to use, and neither is anybody today.

Transition: So with that introduction, let’s start through the text. The first part is...

IIIA. Angel’s Announcement I’ve listed a few points in your outlines that I want you to
notice about this announcement. First is ...

IIIA1. The Location READ v. 8 It doesn’t tell us exactly where this announcement
takes place; it just says “in the same country,” so it’s somewhere near Bethlehem. Some
people have thought that because there were shepherds in the fields at this time that it
must have been the summer, the dry season. That’s not necessarily the case: sheep were
kept around Bethlehem year-round. In particular, the flocks that were used for the temple
sacrifices were kept near Bethlehem. So it’s possible that the shepherds who received this
announcements were the ones tending the lambs that would be used for the temple sacrifices.
Jesus was the Lamb of God after all, but we don’t know which shepherds these were for
sure. Regardless, they were just out doing their usual thing, keeping would be thieves and
predators away during the night watches. Just as Zacharias was doing his usual thing in the
temple when he received his vision, so are these shepherds when they receive theirs. They
get used by God when they are in their usual location doing their usual thing.

Transition: I’ve said some things about that before, so I won’t again. Next point,
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IIIA2. God’s Glory READ v. 9 The key phrase there is in the middle of the verse: “the
glory of the Lord.” For most of the Old Testament, the glory of the Lord is usually associated
with His dwelling place, heaven or His dwelling place on earth, first with the tabernacle and
then with the temple. After the tabernacle is assembled in Exodus 40, Ex. 40:34-35 say
that “the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle.” That represented God dwelling in the
tabernacle. Similarly, when the temple is dedicated, I Kings 8:11 tells us that the “glory of
the Lord had filled the house of the Lord.” That’s the same idea. It’s used in some other
ways in prophecy, but in the Old Testament the temple was considered the center of the
earth where God interacted with His people. Zacharias’ vision was received in the temple.
Now we have that same glory, the glory of the Lord, but it’s not in the temple: it’s on a
farm. This signifies that something new is starting to happen. God’s glory is not just for
the temple anymore. A right relationship with God is not just going to be for the Jews
anymore; it’s going to be everywhere for everyone. It’s a sign of the horizontal reconciliation
we studied back in Ephesians that at this point was about to come.

Transition: Finally, there is...

IIIA3. The Message We don’t know which angel delivered this message. Some people
think it is Gabriel because he is the one who delivered the messages of chapter 1. Maybe, but
it doesn’t tell us that. There are 3 things in the message the angel gave that are important.
First, it affects...

IIIA3a. All People READ v. 10 The good tidings of great joy were not just for the
shepherds. They were universal in scope; they were for all people. I already mentioned
that God’s glory appearing on a farm indicates an expansion of scope. There are many
Old Testament references that foretell this expansion of scope. The most famous is Genesis
12:3, where God tells Abraham “in thee shall all families of the earth be blessed.” The start
of that fulfillment is right here. I’m not a Calvinist, as I think most of you know. In my
view, the hardest, and I would say impossible, part of Calvinism to justify from scripture is
limited atonement, the idea that Christ only died for some people, for God’s elect. These
good tidings of great joy shall be to all people. There will never be anyone able to stand
before God and say, “my sins didn’t get paid.” When Jesus paid the death payment on the
cross, everybody’s sin got paid. You may not accept that payment by faith; that’s where
you can run into trouble. People try to make their own way rather than use God’s way. But
these were good tidings of great joy to all people. Everybody’s sin was going to get paid.
Everybody was going to have a chance at eternal life with God.

Transition: Next point,
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IIIA3b. Saviour and Christ READ v. 11 In chapter 1 the angel gave Mary His human
name, Jesus. Here the angel gives His function (Saviour) and His title (Christ the Lord).
The angel doesn’t give His human name here because He hadn’t been publicly named yet,
and that would be done by His family. Verse 11 says He is born “this day,” so this vision
happened the very same day He was born in verse 7, which we studied last week. He isn’t
named by His parents until His circumcision, which takes place in the next block of text
8 days later. We’ll study that one next week. Also, this speaks to the fact that Jesus as
Saviour and Lord will eventually be universal knowledge. It’s the expansion of scope again.
The reference I gave you is Phillipians 2:10-11, which say, “That at the name of Jesus every
knee should bow, of things in heaven, and things in earth, and things under the earth; 11
And that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the
Father.” Some of us realize who He is now, and we’re better for it. Everybody will realize
it eventually. He is Saviour and Lord for the entire universe.

Transition: Last point along this line:

IIIA3c. The Sign READ v. 12 When the angel appeared to Zacharias, he asked for
a sign and got one: he couldn’t speak. When the angel appeared to Mary, she didn’t ask
for a sign, but got one: the infant John moving in Elisabeth’s womb. The shepherds don’t
ask for a sign, but they are promised one: “Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling
clothes, lying in a manger.” From verse 7, we know that is exactly what they were going to
find. From a human standpoint, that’s not a very impressive sign. As I mentioned last week,
finding a baby in such conditions would have been quite common, especially for peasants
like shepherds. The only thing remarkable or sign-like about this is who it was: this was the
baby that was the Saviour and Christ the Lord, as given in verse 11. It’s also the birth that
was prophesied in the Old Testament, in places such as Isaiah 9:1-7. So this otherwise very
normal baby was the sign that these words were going to come to pass.

Transition: So that’s the announcement one angel makes to the shepherds. Next, a whole
group of angels join in. That’s...
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IIIB. The Angels’ Song READ v. 13-14 The angels are in heaven praising God. This
is the “heavenly host” in v. 13; also the phrase “in the highest” in verse 14 carries the idea
of heaven. Psalms and Revelation tell us that praising God in heaven is the normal thing
for angels to do. Psalms 148:2 and Rev. 5:11 are a couple of verses that have to do with
that. So this particular praise in verse 14 needs to be understood in the context of Christ’s
birth: it all has to do with Jesus. The first phrase, “glory to God in the highest,” the glory
goes to God because of who was born. By the way, the Latin for that phrase is gloria, in
excelsis deo, the chorus to “Angels We Have Heard on High,” the Christmas hymn. The next
phrase, “Peace on earth,” is again because of who was born. I mentioned last time that the
Roman Empire at this point was experiencing the pax Romana or the Roman peace, but the
real peace was coming through Jesus. Romans 5:1 says, “Therefore being justified by faith,
we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ:” The only real peace on earth,
the peace with God, is through Jesus. To experience real peace, we have to trust in Jesus.
Then the last phrase “goodwill toward men” is because God sent a Saviour. Have you ever
thought about how nasty universe and life would be if God wasn’t good, if He didn’t show
goodwill to us? You think things are bad now; imagine how much worse they would be if
that was the case. Fortunately we don’t have to experience it, because He shows favor to
us even though we don’t deserve it, and not just to us but to everyone. God’s goodness is
universal.

Transition: The last few verses in this section gives...

IIIC. The Shepherds’ Response READ v. 15-20 Much like Mary after she got her
vision from the angel, the shepherds don’t ask questions. They just go to Bethlehem to find
the sign. In fact, they went “with haste” as verse 16 tells us. When they get to Bethlehem,
they found exactly what the angel said they would, a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes
lying in a manger, which in turn verified their vision. One detail I want you to notice is
in verse 16. Notice the order of the parents: Mary, then Joseph. The convention in those
days was to list the more prominent person first in a list of names, kind of as it still is
today. If you have a married couple, you usually list the husband first, like John and Shirley
Prager, my parents. If you are authoring a research paper with a team of researchers, as I
do occassionally, you usually list the lead researcher first, the top assistant researcher last,
and then everyone else in the middle. So you would expect Luke to say “Joseph and Mary,”
but instead he says “Mary and Joseph.” So Luke gives Mary the preeminence. Likewise,
down in verse 19, it tells us Mary’s response, which as we would expect based on what
we know of her from chapter 1 is one of faith and pondering. It does not tell us anything
about Joseph’s response. In fact, in this entire narrative Joseph doesn’t really do anything
by himself other than supply a legal link from Jesus to David. In the Matthew narrative
he does a few things, but in the Luke narrative that’s all he really does. This is another
example on Luke’s emphasis on Jesus’ humanity. Mary was Jesus’ human mother. Joseph
was NOT Jesus’ human father; He didn’t have a human father. So as it was in chapter 1,
the focus remains on Mary and Jesus.
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Conclusion

As a final thought on this text, we see the responses of Mary, of the shepherds, and the
people the shepherds told about the birth of the Saviour, Christ our Lord. Verse 18 tells us
it was a response of wonder, and verse 20 tells us it was a response of glorifying and praising
God. I hope those are our responses today when we think and read about the good will God
has shown to us by giving us His Son. The wonder of it all, to think that God loves me.
That love caused Him to empty Himself, dwell among men, become poor so that we might
be made rich through His poverty. If you ever lose the wonder of that, you need to check
your spiritual temperature. That’s a wonderful and amazing thing. Christmas in May or
December is all about Him and what He did for us.
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