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Luke 2:8-14

Luke 2:8-14  8 And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night.  9 An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified.  10 But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  11 Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.  12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger."  13 Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying,  14 "Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests."

Intro
“Christmas” is a compound word originating in the term “Christ’s Mass.” It means “”an annual festival commemorating the birth of Jesus” (Wikipedia). However, December 25th isn’t the exact day of His birth, but a date imported from a festival inaugurated by a Roman emperor to celebrate the sun god. Therefore, there are many Christian denominations that do not celebrate Christmas.  Carol songs, gift exchange, tree decoration and other customs come from many pagan cultures. Today, Christmas day is celebrated as a major festival and public holiday in countries around the world. The true meaning and purpose of Jesus’ birth seems to be getting lost more and more. However, God’s saints must strive hard to realize the truth of the gospel in this Christmas season although their schedules are busy with many events and meetings.  

What is the mystery of Jesus’ birth? The bible records very specifically about His birth. He who is God Himself came down to earth in a form that no one can even imagine from human perspective. In the book of Matthew, there is the story about three wise men who chased the star from the east and worshiped the baby Jesus with great joy and returned home. It describes Jesus as one who came as our King. However, in Luke, Jesus is described as a vulnerable figure but perfect human savior.  Let us find the mystery of the gospel from the story of Jesus’ birth.

“And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night.  9 An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified.  10 But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people”
Why did the angel of the Lord appear to and first tell the good news of great joy to the shepherds who were watching over their flocks at night in their fields? The bible very often describes our relationship with God as that of lamb and shepherd. “Know that the LORD is God. It is he who made us, and we are his; we are his people, the sheep of his pasture” (Psalm 100:3).  David confessed that “The Lord is my shepherd” (Psalm 23:1). Jesus identified Himself as “the good shepherd” and “the gate of the sheep” (John 10:7,11).  "I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me--  15 just as the Father knows me and I know the Father-- and I lay down my life for the sheep” (John 1014-15).  His sheep follow by recognizing His voice and pass through His gate in order to unite with His death so that their old self dies and their new being is recreated in Him.  

Jesus who is “the good shepherd” points out that all religious leaders who acted like a good shepherd are, in fact, “thieves and robbers.”  They are “hired men” who don’t care anything for the sheep but always steal and kill and destroy them (John 10:10-12).  Then, from God’s perspective, who are the “thieves and robbers” today? There is only one “good shepherd” (“kalos poiemen”) in this world. That is “Jesus Christ” because only He can demonstrate God’s “absolute goodness.”   He is God Himself.  He can bring us to the light of God out of our deep darkness and give us life from death. “The people living in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned” (Matt.4:16, Isa.9:2). God will judge all those who make God other gods and provoke self-idol worship by leading others to a religious, mystical, and humanistic life. They are all “thieves and robbers” in God’s eyes.  They only depend upon their own lustful knowledge of good and evil and try to make themselves a god figure in the world. “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God” (2 Cor.4:4). Are there any other gods in the world?  The men whose mind are totally depraved (rooted in the lustful knowledge for good and evil) always try to make other gods in their imagination, the gods that satisfy all of their craving and desires. Who can satisfy them the most? It is one’s own self. Therefore, everyone has their own religions. They believe in their own self the most and make themselves a god. That is self-idol worship.  Without knowing Christ, when one tries to lead others, one’s efforts eventually make others as the same type of self-idol worshiper. Everyone influences each other with their own lifeless ideologies and self-religious beliefs. Therefore, no matter how excellently one leads others, in God’s eye, he is nothing but still a kind of totally corrupted man who frets to be king of the world.   From a spiritual perspective, all mankind who does not have the life of Christ has no choice but to live as a thief and robber. They are also “hired men” who work for a certain price and prize so always remain in contractual relationship with others.  Obviously, there are very good, sacrificial people among the hired men. But their sacrificial love can’t be compared to that of Jesus because they can’t lead others to the true light out of darkness and the true life out of death after all. Only by the death of Christ, can our sin be completely consumed. Even more, we can sit in the place of life through our union with Christ who is the “the life-giving Spirit.”  As a result, we can possess the image of Christ and perform the same role of “the good shepherd” for others as Jesus did for us.

Why are we depicted as a lamb in the bible? “We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all” (Isa. 53:6).  Why is it saying that we turn to our own way and have gone astray? First, the special character of a lamb is about their lacking in a sense of direction. Their poor sight only allows them to see less than three meters ahead. Secondly, they can’t feed themselves correctly. Without care, they can graze even poisonous herbs easily. Third, they can’t protect themselves, their life from dangers. So, they group together yet walk too slowly, do not have sharp teeth or claws, and have horns twined round back. So, without their shepherd’s care, they can’t keep themselves alive from outside attack. The lamb is an animal that can’t live without a shepherd’s guidance. “Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom and healing every disease and sickness.  36 When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd” (Matt. 9:35-36).

Do we really feel that we are like a lamb? Don’t we think that we have a good sense of direction, can feed ourselves very well, and have enough power to keep ourselves safe? Without any help from the shepherd, we think that we can live very much independently. That is Satan’s deception.  Satan deceives all people who ate from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil causing them to make their own great efforts to be a king sitting in the highest place by trusting no one but only their own will, power, and judgment.  Those who live according to their own lustful judgment for good and evil are the descendants of Cain. They easily make their own gods and diligently worship them to satisfy their lustful ambition. They even make Jesus as their own idol to get their own way. All they want is to gain more fame, wealth and power in the world.  If we do not truly realize the mystery of the gospel, we will fall into that same deception. The true message of the gospel does not help us improve or fabricate our looking better, but takes off all of our false decorations and puts on our new soul and body so that we can only trust God as our true shepherd.  God’s saints are the lambs who absolutely depend upon their shepherd, Jesus alone. Yet many times, the lamb acts like a goat. The character of a goat is quite different from that of a lamb. They are very individual, independent, and adventurous. They don’t’ group together. They would rather hit the lamb grouping together. Those who have the character of a goat can’t realize the absolute need of the presence of “the good shepherd” in their lives, but always pursue their own self-satisfaction and gratification making themselves a self-idol worshiper. 

Why did the angel of the Lord deliver the good news of great joy very first to the “shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night?” We can see God’s definite will that He would reveal Himself to only those who have the heart of a true shepherd.  It is because only those who have such a shepherding heart will truly accept Jesus as a King and truly celebrate His birth with great joy. Jesus came and told us that He is “the good shepherd.” But no one really accepted Him as a “good shepherd” or followed Him with great joy and trust. Meanwhile, some people showed Him a sense of royalty and expressed great joy for His works, yet eventually all were confused and mad at the way of His shepherding. When they found Him not to their own taste, they cursed and crucified Him on the cross.   It shows that without gaining the heart of a true shepherd from God, no one can truly rejoice for the birth of Jesus. The depraved in mankind can never understand or demonstrate God’s absolute goodness in the same way Jesus did no matter how hard they try to be a good shepherd to others. Before accepting Jesus Christ as our good shepherd and uniting with His perfect goodness, everyone is a false shepherd who exercises false goodness. In other word, they are nothing but “thieves” and “robbers” in God’s eyes.

Look at the account of Cain who killed Abel in the book of Genesis. It was the first murder case in human history. Cain, who worked the soil, murdered Abel who kept flocks. Cain eagerly worshiped God with an offering from the fruits of the soil, yet his sacrifice was caused by his own religious belief. When God didn’t favor his offering, he became so angry that he murdered his own brother.  Abel’s offering was favored by God. Abel, a shepherd, brought his offering from the firstborn of his flock.  Cain has the appearance of a “thief” and a “murder” whose heart is full of religious spirit.  The blood of Abel represents the blood of Jesus (Heb.12;24). This first murder account shows that man’s religious spirit is the deep darkness that will cause one to murder God. If anyone does not realize the mystery of Christ, he still has this wicked nature like Cain. Cain didn’t only kill Abel but he also killed God as well. It is like the case where Saul persecuted God’s saints as well as Jesus with his religious spirit. However, by God’s grace there are the lambs who recognize Jesus Christ only as their good shepherd and accept Him as their true savior with great joy. They were chosen as God’s children even before creation and were already united with the heart of the good shepherd, Jesus Christ.  They became God’s chosen shepherds living out in the wilderness and watching their flocks at night. Today, they are God’s saints who possess the gospel and try to shepherd others with Jesus’ compassion.

“The Good News of Great Joy”
Why are we so happy with Jesus’ birth? Many people interpret the meaning of Christmas on their own and enjoy their own happiness.  Jesus didn’t come to grant our wishes. In fact, He came to destroy all of our evil wishes, lustful desire for good and evil, and religious spirit that comes from the heart of thief and murder. "Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword” (Matt.10:34). “Dear children, do not let anyone lead you astray. He who does what is right is righteous, just as he is righteous.  8 He who does what is sinful is of the devil, because the devil has been sinning from the beginning. The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil's work” (1 John 3:7-8).  The totally depraved man can never become a good shepherd. Yet they always pretends to be a good guide with all kind of fancy fabrication in their word and behavior.  Their judgment deeply rooted in their religious spirit become so critical to the darkness of others. In God’s eyes, they actually steal and kill others’ souls while teaching and leading others with their own knowledge and belief.  That is the word of the devil.  It is Gods’ great grace that we come to realize this sinful condition and works in our lives. God sent Jesus to destroy this wicked sins we have done every day. Without the devil’s work being destroyed in our lives, we have to live as a sinner who will be punished forever. But Jesus’ death substituted for the entire penalty of our sins and saved us from the bondage of our deep darkness. For this reason, the birth of Jesus can be truly celebrated with great joy among God’s saints. Now we are united with Jesus’ death and resurrection and experience more joy of our salvation in our life in wilderness. When we follow the life of shepherding others who wander like a lamb as Jesus did, our great joy for Jesus’ birth will be more realistic.   

“Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.  12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger." 
Why did the baby Jesus lie in a manager? It is said, “This will be a sign to you.” How come this is a sign of our true savior? It seems too disappointing from the expectation of men who eagerly awaited a Messiah of their salvation. But if we realize the mystery of this sign in God’s grace, it will be the greatest signof all. “The ox knows his master, the donkey his owner's manger, but Israel does not know, my people do not understand” (Isa.1:3).  In Hebrew, the word, “manger”(ebus) means “giving the temple of God as an visible covenant.” Its word was derived of the word, “abas” which means “feeding through.”  So, the sign of the baby Jesus lying in a manager means the coming of our Savior Christ  who would feed us with the bread of life according to God’s covenant. Therefore, this mystery of sign can’t be realized with man’s lustful knowledge of good and evil, but only by Gods’ grace.  Furthermore, this sign will become “the good news of great joy” for us when we realistically experience Jesus as one who feed us with the true bread of heaven that saves us from darkness.

"Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests."
Giving true glory to God is granted when we accept Jesus as our own savior as well as our good shepherd who will continue to feed us by the bread of truth.  Furthermore, when we realize daily our true existence as a lamb who absolutely needs to depend upon the good shepherd and always be obedient to His will with joy, God is truly glorified in our lives.  When the darkness of our religious spirit is revealed by the Holy Spirit, our hearts are broken, yet it is the sign of God’s good shepherding taking place in our lives. Although we always disappoint ourselves, it causes us to put more trust in our good shepherd. The true “peace” that comes from heaven is experienced when we surrender to Gods’ sovereign rule over our deep darkness.  People usually seek more peace in a nice and comfortable environment. But for God’s saints, true peace is found on a different level. We still have many problems to be worked out every day, God shepherds us to find our own deep darkness more and more in the midst of facing the worldly darkness. Furthermore, He wants us to discover Christ’s superiority over our deep darkness at the same time. God’s shepherding causes us to hold onto Jesus more tightly and leads us to share the mystery of truth with other lambs who need the good shepherd as well. That is the true life of living in God’s peace.  The life of living without Christ Jesus is the life of living without the true guidance of the good shepherd. Then, one is making his own house as “a den of thieves.” “As he approached Jerusalem and saw the city, he wept over it  42 and said, "If you, even you, had only known on this day what would bring you peace-- but now it is hidden from your eyes.  43 The days will come upon you when your enemies will build an embankment against you and encircle you and hem you in on every side.  44 They will dash you to the ground, you and the children within your walls. They will not leave one stone on another, because you did not recognize the time of God's coming to you."  45 Then he entered the temple area and began driving out those who were selling.  46 "It is written," he said to them, "'My house will be a house of prayer'; but you have made it 'a den of robbers” (Luke 19:41-46).  Those who do not have the life of Christ in them or misunderstand the truth of Christ are all making themselves “a den of robbers.”   They pretend to be happy and peaceful by fascinating themselves with their own religious beliefs. But their life is the most evil way of living in God’s eyes. They can never experience the true peace and joy of heaven.
Conclusion
During the Christmas season, what should God’s saints truly realize and enjoy? It is the spiritual reality of the gospel. God sent “the good shepherd,” Jesus to us. We can never become truly good by ourselves. But God brought us to His light out of darkness through the merit of Jesus’ cross.  Even more, through the union with “the good shepherd,” we can also live a new life of shepherding others with His goodness. The life and light of Christ is discovered and always enjoyed with great joy and peace in our lives.  The good shepherd who feeds us with the bread of truth keeps us as the apple of His eyes. Let us truly rejoice together for the birth of Jesus, our true savior and good shepherd. Let us enjoy true peace in Jesus and give thanks to God who let us know the wonderful Christ. 
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