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The Celebration of the First Christmas





12/17/06

Luke 2:8-20

Introduction:  The season of Christmas is here, and for us as Christian believers it is one of the most important holidays because we celebrate the birth of Jesus Christ our Lord and Savior.  Celebrating the birth of Jesus should be the main reason for the season, and nothing else, even though there are many other cultural and traditional customs attached to Christmas.  Thus we have to put up the Christmas tree, the lights inside and outside the house, buy gifts, and then prepare for next Sunday when we may either go and visit friends and relatives or they may come to visit us.  How many of you expect others to visit you?  And besides all these some of you will still have a full week at your job place.

So we have to keep our focus on the main reason for the season and that is Jesus our Lord and Savior who came for us and not for other reasons.  Give yourself to all these other cultural customs; it is good to follow them, but don’t let them distract your attention from following your Savior and praising Him.

God put on my heart this morning to look at how the first Christmas was celebrated.  Luke is telling us here in his gospel that the first persons who heard about the wonderful news of the birth of Jesus and celebrated it were the shepherds on the fields.  Let’s see their main attitudes and motivations for celebrating the birth of Messiah:

1.  Courage.

The first important aspect in the celebration of the first Christmas was a challenge to courage.  Luke is telling us that when the angel of the Lord stood before the shepherds and the glory of the Lord shone around them they were terrified.  Yet as Luke mentions in v.10 the first thing that the Angel did was to dispel the fear and challenge them to courage.  “But the Angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid.’”   They were terrified but the Angel said, “Wait, Wait, Wait, Do not be afraid, I am not here to scary or harm you, but to bring you a great news.”

Through nice and assuring words, the Angel dispersed the fear and gave them courage and confidence.  God knows what is on your heart this morning.  He knows that even though is the season of Christmas when we are suppose to have joy and peace in our lives we don’t because there are things that make us afraid.  We can’t rejoice and celebrate the birth of our Lord and Savior because of a serious illness, or deep grief, or an uncertain future.  God wants to take the fear and terror away, that is why He tells you and me this morning, “Do not be afraid, Do not let fear take away your joy and peace, but trust in me for I am the One telling you, ‘Do not be afraid.  I am in control of your life.’”

In John 14:1 Jesus said, “Do not let your hearts be troubled.  Believe in God and believe in me also.” 

That is God’s challenge to us as we celebrate Christmas; it is a challenge to trust God and have confidence in Him who takes our fears away.

2. Joy.

Secondly, we see here a motivation to joy.  The Angel told the shepherds, “Do not be afraid; for see I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people…” (v.10).   See the Angel might have been successful in dispelling away the fear from the shepherd’s hearts.  They saw in the end that he wasn’t there to harm them, but why should they rejoice?  Why was there such a great reason for joy when they knew the many other reasons that brought sadness and grief in their lives?  I am sure that like any other human being they had sufferings and problems in their lives and that brought sadness and sorrow.  Think about them: they were living in the fields away from the comfort of a warm home, they had a hard job - caring for the sheep was not easy, sometimes it was dangerous, they lived at the mercy of other people, they probably struggled with sin in their lives, and so on.  Yet the angel not only motivates them to rejoice, he does not only tell “Rejoice, I have news of great joy, God will do something for you…” He also tells them why they should have joy, for what major reason and that follows the motivation.  In v.11 he says, “To you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.” 

We see first the challenge or motivation, “I bring you news of great joy, so rejoice” and then we see the concrete reason “To you is born this day a Savior…”
When God tells us to rejoice He not only motivates us to do so, but He also provides the means that will enable us to rejoice.  Now God is telling us today as He told those shepherds 2000 years ago, “Rejoice, it’s Christmas, I want you to rejoice.”  “But why Lord?  I know it’s Christmas, but how can I rejoice when there are thousands of reasons to be mad and discouraged?”  The key words here are “To you.”  “To you or for you specifically I gave my own son.  I know that you have serious reasons to have sadness in your heart, but I did something to take away all these reasons.  I gave you my Son, I sent Him to die in your place so that after this temporary life with its pains and disappointments, you will enjoy spending the eternity with Me in Heaven…”   

Listen, our grief, pain, and sufferings are temporary but the joy of salvation is eternal and in order for us to be saved God sent His Son Jesus.  “To you is born today in the city of David, a Savior.” To you and me God gave His Son and that is the biggest reason for us to have joy in our hearts in spite of temporary pains and disappointments

In Romans 8:18 Apostle Paul said, “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us.” 

We can rejoice this Christmas because we know that the One whom we celebrate is our savior who died for us on the Cross in order that we be saved and then went to prepare us a place in God’s kingdom.  And then also we have to keep in mind that Jesus who came for us, came also to heal, and help, and guide us as we go through this life.  So the good news of Christmas motivates us to joy not only because of the aspect of eternal life through Jesus but also of His help and compassion toward us as we still live our life on this earth.  Jesus who said, “I go to prepare a place for you in My Father’s house…” (John 14:2), also said, “Come to me all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens and I will give you rest…” (Matthew 11:28), and “Remember I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:8).

Let us rejoice as we celebrate Christmas for to us a Savior is given.

3. Expectation.

The third aspect that we see in the celebration of the first Christmas is a sense of clear expectation.  The Angel motivates the shepherds to have courage, gives them a real reason for joy, and thirdly he provides a sense of real expectation.  In v.12 the Angel says, “This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.”

In other words, “When God says something you should expect that to happen for sure.  And here is the clear sign: you go to Bethlehem and see God’s promise fulfilled.”  

The point for us is that we should believe in God’s promises to us.  If God promises us something then we should expect that to happen and not only this, but God will give us clear signs that His promises of help are being fulfilled.  God is not a God of mystery, He does not work in hidden and unsure ways, but when He promises something and decides something about us that will certainly and clearly take place.

Illustration:  If God promised you He will heal you then you will see clear signs.  You will find the right doctors, you will be given the right treatments, you will see that tumor disappearing and so on.  The same about any other problem and hardship that you might have to deal with.  When God promises His help, you will see clear sings that His keeping His promise.

That is why should ask great things from God, expect great things from God, and not only that but attempt great things for God.

Illustration:  William Carey the first missionary to India also known as the father of modern missions, prayed to God before going as a missionary to India.  He asked God to let him know if it was God’s will for Him to go and if God will be with Him and give him success.  God said, “Go for I will be with you.”  Carey went and it was not very easy.  He encountered many problems and hardships but He saw God’s promises of help fulfilling in his life and ministry.  Because of the work that God did through Carey, there are today many Christian churches in India.  Carrey’s motto was, “Expect great things from God, attempt great things for God.”

The Word of God is telling us this morning to celebrate Christmas with a sense of strong expectancy.  Jesus came into our world to save us from sin and provide for us His help, care, and guidance so let’s believe strongly in Him and expect that from Him. Let this special season be a time of renewing and increasing our faith and expecting to see the fruits of our faith and trust in the Lord. 

Jesus said, “Very truly I tell you, the one who believes in me, will also do the works that I do, in fact, will do greater works than these, because I am going to the Father…” (John 14:12).  

4. Action.

Fourth we see here a motivation to action.  The angel of the Lord motivated the shepherds to have courage, joy, and expectation.  He dispersed away the fear from their hearts, gave them a real reason for joy, and gave them a clear sign to increase their expectation.  Now the last two aspects that we see here are what the shepherds did as a result.  And first we see that they took concrete action to go and find the newborn child.  In v.15-16 we read, “When the angels have left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, ‘Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing, which the Lord has made known to us.  So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger…”  

The first Christmas was time of concrete action yet not secular work or business action but spiritual action.  The shepherds went to find the newborn child and worship Him.  Now what troubles me is the fact that our world is becoming more and more secular when it comes to religious holidays and businesses use Christmas as a busy time for profit.  More and more people and industries consider the season of Christmas as the most opportune time for making profits.

Illustration: In England two million people were interviewed recently and asked if they wanted to work throughout the Christmas period.  70% responded that it was their own willingness and choice to work instead of taking vacations because they were better paid during this season.    

See, this is wrong.  Christmas should be a time for spiritual action.  It should be a time when people can spend time with their families and together do things for the Lord and not be forced or tricked to work for the secular world.  We don’t have to follow the secular business minded model of Christmas but the Biblical model based on doing the work of the Lord.  It is indeed a major sacrifice, but it is a worth sacrifice.  There were many people in Bethlehem that night but only the shepherds found the newborn King and Savior; all the others were busy or tired

We have to continually remember that Christmas is about Jesus and we have to periodically stop from doing other things and meditate on Him, pray to Him, worship Him personally and in the church.

5. Praise.

The fifth and last important aspect in the celebration of the first Christmas was a motivation to genuine praise.  V.20 says “The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them.”  

God sent His Son into our world for us, to save us from sin and eternal death, feel our pains and sorrows, and bring us into the family of God, and as we meditate on his coming into our world we should be involved in sincere worship and praise.  This season we should feel motivated to pray longer, to have more devotional time, to worship God in His house with more devotion.  If we don’t do it now, if we don’t feel motivated to do it now, I doubt we will be at other times.  Christmas is a time when the authenticity of our faith and dedication to the Lord is shown by our willingness to worship and praise God.  Now I am not saying we should be only Christmas believers, do it now and then don’t do it.  We should always devote our lives to the praise and worship of God but at Christmas more than ever. 

Illustration:  I am sure you all remember when Christmas was a time of singing Carols.  Groups of people went on the streets and from house to house and praise God through singing carols.  We used to do that in Romania too.  The week before Christmas and even after Christmas.  Now everybody is busy.
Again don’t let the busyness of life impede you from praising and worshipping God.  

I pray and hope that we all will feel God’s peace over us as we celebrate the birth of our Lord and savior and that in spite of sufferings and sorrows, He will help us rejoice as well us praise Him with our lives.  Amen.  

