
In our Advent series this year, we have looked at the instances of the Christmas Story where angels have appeared and informed the person they greet, “Do not be afraid.”  Today, we reach the last instance of the Christmas story, but not the last in the Gospel of Luke.   Today, we reach the angel appearing to the shepherds.  Afterwards, it will no longer being an angel announcing the work of the divine, but the Divine himself announcing the work of God.  Jesus will tell his disciples, Jarius who's daughter is dead, and thousands who are wondering whether to trust God, these same words, “Do not be afraid.”


The question today though, is why are the shepherds afraid.  What in the situation is causing fear to arise within them.  Shepherds, are probably much different in reality than we tend to depict them in our Christmas Pageant.  They are on the front line of danger.  They are a wandering people who have no permanent home.  They are in charge of watching sheep and keeping them safe.  Sheep are not really the most proactive in their safety.  They rely more on their numbers to continue to survive than their agility or speed, or really any defense mechanism.  


Shepherds do what most of us would consider stupid.  They surround themselves with what every predator knows is the easiest prey, and then try and keep them safe.  King David, one of the most famous shepherds who just happens to be from Bethlehem, had killed a lion and a bear before hitting puberty in the course of being a shepherd.  


Shepherds are a mix between expert outdoorsmen and a biker gang.  They have all of the skills and endurance to survive off the land.  Yet, this lifestyle leads to isolation and at times boredom, which leads to trouble.  


As I have mentioned before, shepherds were not known for their moral superiority.  When you are surviving off the land, anything and everything on the land is viewed as there for your use.  Whether or not it is in everyone else's eyes.  Your task is to have the most sheep possible come harvest time, so who is going to be able to tell one guys sheep from another, they all look the same.  Sheep rustling, while not as exciting, was still a possibility.  You traveled in a pack taking shifts to watch, making sure everyone else is safe.  These men's faces were a little more weathered and wearied than our usual bright eyed shepherds we see in manger scenes.


So why were these rough and tumbled men afraid?  At first, it again sounds like it is the angel appearing.  But there is another 'and.'  What is it about the angel's appearing?  It is the glory of the Lord shining all around them.  If you were sitting in the dark around a campfire and you heard unidentifiable sounds, that would cause us to be afraid.  But, to have a flood light turned on us and have the area around us illumined, that shouldn't cause fear, should it?


The shepherds suddenly had no reason to doubt that anything they had heard about God was false, they were in God's very presence, they were in his Glory.  Sadly for them, and probably most of us in this room, in the presence of God's glory, we are going to be afraid.  If for no other reason than, what ever we were doing just before the glory appeared, is not worthy to be in the presence of God's glory.


There are very few moments in life when I am trusting God and aware of God enough that I would not be surprised or embarrassed by his appearing.  If nothing else, I would not be expecting it.  Yet, Jesus tells us we are to live in constant expectation, because he is coming back like a thief in the night.  The deeper reality is probably that beyond any surface things that we fool the world around us with, when a flood light is placed upon our lives, when we are forced to stare the sin in our lives face to face with no darkness to hide them, there are parts that we want no one to ever see.


Why would the shepherds be any different?  God's glory appears, brings light to their lives, and they are afraid.  Now, before we assume that these particular shepherds are just the riffraff of the neighborhood, there is the possibility that these shepherds might have had a special calling in life.  They might have been the shepherds of the temple flock.  This is just speculation, but Bethlehem was where the priestly orders kept their flocks and each day, selected a pure lamb to be sacrificed.  These men raised and protected the sheep that allowed everyone to be forgiven each day.


This fact works for and against them.  They are part of the priestly work of God, just as you and I are.  They were well aware that God was at work, because each day they were reminded as they met with a priest to hand over a spotless lamb.  Each day they were reminded that God is present and at work in the world, but on this night, as on many days preceding, they were not expecting God to break into their everyday routine.  Life moves forward as it will, we have our lives planned already, the divine breaking in all of the sudden would just mess everything up.  The reality of this worldview being exposed by the glory of the Lord should cause each and everyone of us to be afraid.  For this view seeps into each of our lives at some point, sometimes hourly.


But, the angel does not let us stay there.  We can not continue to live afraid, because there is good news to be proclaimed.  Yes, we live lives that don't expect God to act.  Yes, there is darkness within us that we would prefer to keep in the dark.  Yes, at times we give lip service to God and his Kingdom while our actions run counter to all that God is.  But the good news is, A Savior has been born to us, he is Christ, the Lord.


The shepherds have every reason to be afraid, but the one who is to address all of those reasons to fear when the Messiah King comes and brings in his Kingdom, is no longer on backorder or standby, but that King is here.  You can live in the light without worrying about the darkness overcoming it, because I will even tell you where you can find the said child.  The shepherds are told to go to Bethlehem and look for a child lying in the manger.  The mangers function is to be a sign to the shepherds that they need not fear.  Everything they have heard is true.


In the moment of hearing this great news, hope sneaks into the room.  Can I really live with joyful expectation, could I really trust God to provide all my needs, is the real era of peace at hand, not the one falsely propped up by Caesar, but one that gives eternal life from God?  All of these questions and hopes fly into the face of the reality of the shepherds.  Are we not shepherds, people like Ryan correlate us to a biker gang?  We have no standing in society, we are at the bottom of the social scale.  How could our lives be changed?  Before any life changing action takes place, the shepherds go and check to see if the sign is true.  On this night, is there really a babe, lying in a manger?


They did not delay, the hope was welling up inside them, so they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, after searching with frantic hope.  And they knew Mary and Joseph had something special amongst them, because they had placed their baby in a manger, a feeding trough, just as the angel had said they would find.  This was the sign that the shepherds could trust the words of the angel, that life as they had been living it would never be the same.  The glory of the lord which had shone on them on the hillside now lay before them in a manger.


It is here, upon seeing the Christ child, that their lives change.  They are no longer isolated people thinking they don't belong, but follow the lead of the angels and begin proclaiming the good news to all who would listen.  


They went back to their everyday responsibilities of taking care of the sheep, but there was a new aspect in their life.  Instead of just sitting around the fire silently, they used their time to glorify and praise God.  The good news of the Messiah's birth transformed their lives and laid the seeds for others lives to be transformed.  For everyone who heard these words of the shepherds were amazed at what they had said.  They did not instantly join in, but they did consider them.  


Perhaps some who heard, later were among the thousands that heard Jesus talk about being his disciples and he told them personally, “Do Not Be Afraid.”  Thus, bringing the seed to full fruition and starting the next generation of followers of Jesus Christ who worship and glorify God, because God fulfills his promises and dwelt among us. 


 Our Messiah and Lord has come, Hallelujah.  Let us live in the glory of the Lord that shines upon us, until he comes again.  And when we find ourselves not living like it, we should not be afraid, but follow the shepherds example and return to the perfect lamb who laid down his life for our sin, so that the shepherds no longer had to sit in the dark of the night and protect the perfect lamb. But they merely had to sit in the presence of the perfect lamb of God and let the glory of him take away the darkness.

