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We have finally arrived to this moment – worship on Christmas Eve.  The hours of shopping or 
working on gifts, the never ending task of wrapping, planning for meals, making travel 
arrangements, the cranky kids and the excited ones too, and lists made and checked twice -  it’s 
all been leading us to this moment in time, to this place, to this service. We are here, ready to 
gaze once again into that manger scene in Bethlehem and relive it all again. The birth of the 
savior of the world. 

In many ways, we glamorize the story of Christmas.  Phillip LaBelle, pastor of St. Mark’s 
Episcopal Church in Southborough, MA, writes, “In all of the depictions of the manger that I’ve 
ever seen, every small detail is cleaned up. The barn animals have recently been groomed, and 
the stable itself has been mucked out. Mary looks nothing like a woman who’s just given birth—
her hair is too perfect; there aren’t circles under her eyes. Everything is calm and peaceful, as if 
the young couple somehow knew that they were scripting lyrics for all those Christmas carols to 
come.” 
 
That may be part of the enduring qualities of Christmas carols, like Joy to the World, the 300th 
Anniversary of which has inspired our Advent journey this year. Words written in a different 
century with a totally different cultural context find their way not only to our lips, but into our 
hearts during this season. We sing the words to vaulting melodies neither to ignore the harsh 
circumstances of that first Christmas, nor to imply that our world isn’t still filled with too many 
painful realities to count. We sing them to draw our minds and our hearts back to the events of 
that night recorded in account of Jesus’ birth recorded in Luke’s gospel. 
 
Our perfect porcelain depictions aside, there is still something that is incredibly attractive about 
the story.  And it’s why we’re all here tonight – to hear the story again, to experience the story 
again.   
 
In this story, there are so many powerful themes: God coming near to his people; hope showing 
up in the midst of the darkness; a love that was willing to go to whatever lengths necessary to 
show itself; a proclamation of peace in a world where peace was hard to find.  The power of the 
story comes in knowing that, in that instant of a baby’s birth, the world was at once and forever 
different, changed because of what happened on Christmas.  In the historical event of Jesus’ 
birth, in the moment that God became human and was welcomed into our world, the world was 
changed. 
 
And, no matter how many times we hear the story, I think the reason that it pulls us again back 
to this place, back to worship, back to kneel at the manger, is that Christmas is still changing the 
world.  And that’s where we turn our attention tonight. One piece of the Christmas story that I 
particularly love is what happens to the shepherds.  As the story begins to unfold, the shepherds 



are just doing what they do.  Herding.  Outside of town.  Surrounded by sheep.  And each other.  
Nothing fancy, nothing fun.  Not really expecting this night to be any different than all the others 
when they’ve pulled the graveyard shift. But, if we look at what happens to and in the 
shepherds, we can be drawn into a celebration of Christ that transcends the years. 
 
We celebrate Christ because Jesus showed up. Luke records, “Do not be afraid. I bring you 
good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has 
been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.” Even before the shepherds heard these amazing words 
from the angel, the world was different simply because God had arrived on the scene in a way 
that had never before experienced. 
 
Rev. Dr. Thomas Lane Butts shared in a message entitled, A Permanent Glimpse of God 
(https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/5d9b820ef71918cdf20026eb/a_permanent_glimpse_of_god ) 

“No act of God in time and history gives us more reason to hope in any age or any human 
condition than the Incarnation. And what is the Incarnation? At the right time and in the most 
undeniable and unforgettable way, God stepped into our world of sin and sorrow to break the 
grip of evil and to save us--from ourselves and all the demonic forces that deface the image of 
God in us. On one night of all nights God entered our world with an infant in his arms. This was 
not an ordinary infant. This child was more than he appeared to be. In adulthood it became 
increasingly obvious that he was more than just a man. He looked like us. He grew up like any 
other child of his time, but he had a reason for being here that not only required him to be 
human, but more. In him we got a permanent glimpse of God, and in him we came to know 
more about God than has ever been known, before or since.” 
 
We repeat the sounding joy, because in the coming of Jesus, God meets us where we are, God 
comes at the point of our need and God does not wait on our readiness.  Into our lives, and into 
the lives of His children to the ends of the earth, God shows up. 
 
We celebrate Christ when we allow the Story to become our story. Luke continues in verses 15-
16 – “When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, 
‘Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.’ 
So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger.” 
 
Something happened to the shepherds when they moved beyond listening to the story the 
angels had to tell them.  They may have travelled to Bethlehem to find out if the story was true, 
but when they arrived, everything changed.  They made a conscious decision to enter into the 
story themselves by going to the manger in an attitude not of discovery, but of worship. 
 
Rev. Dustin Lappe writes, “We’re told that when Jesus was born, the Author entered His own 
story.  He stepped into the page, bringing with Him the story of heaven.  It’s why this is more 
than a Christmas story.  This is His story.  And as the Author of heaven and earth, He wants it to 
be our story.  Your story.  You see, God knows that when Christianity becomes something other 
than entering into and living the story of God, it becomes something other than Christianity.  It’s 
why the question we need to be asking ourselves is:  Which story are we living?  Is it His story?  
Or our story?  Keep in mind that they’re not meant to be two separate stories.  God’s plan – His 
purpose – is that they be one, single story.  His story is meant to be your story.  Just as your 
story is meant to be His story.” (citation unknown) 
 
When we move beyond listening to the familiar words and find ourselves gathered at the 
manger, awestruck that God himself has shown up, and persuaded that, when we celebrate 
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Christmas, we celebrate that a Savior has been born to me, to you, to us, we repeat the 
sounding joy. 
 
We celebrate Christ when we tell the story, just like the shepherd did. Luke 2:17-18 - “When 
they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, 
and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them.” 
 
When the shepherds had seen the baby for themselves – when the story they had heard from 
the angels had become their story, they couldn’t keep the story to themselves.  We don’t know 
who they told – in my imagination, I see them traveling through the crowded streets of 
Bethlehem, telling anyone who would listen not just what they had heard, but what they had 
experienced and seen for themselves. 
 
In my favorite moment of any Christmas special, Charlie Brown is completely exasperated at 
everything about the holiday going wrong.  His sister was asking for cash in small bills.  The 
only available tree was hardly a branch.  The participants in the pageant he was directing were 
more worried about their own personal spotlight than anything about the play.  Frustrated and 
ready to throw in the towel, Charlie shouts, “Doesn’t anybody know the real meaning of 
Christmas?” In that moment, Linus steps into the spotlight and tells the story of the real meaning 
of Christmas. (If you can, it’s powerful to show the video clip here.) 
 
You see, Christmas has the power to change the world, when ordinary people, like you and me, 
simply tell the story to others who will listen to it.  This isn’t about being the loudest voice among 
the many who clamor for attention.  It’s simply about telling the story of what it means that Jesus 
came, how his coming has touched and changed our lives, and how we believe that Jesus is 
still the hope of the world in the same way that He was over 2000 years ago. When we’re willing 
to tell the story, the joy resounds in and through us. 
 
Finally, we celebrate Christ when we follow Jesus into the world. Luke ends his telling of Jesus’ 
birth story by saying, “The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they 
had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told.” These are words that we need to 
hear and to heed. 
 
You see, the shepherds went back to the fields, because the sheep still needed herding.  But, 
when they went back, they were different.  When they went back to the world in which they 
lived, the world was going to be changed, because they had been changed.  In the course of 
perhaps a few hours, God had shown up in a manger, they had left and found the baby and saw 
for themselves the Truth, and they had begun to tell the story as they themselves had 
experienced it, not from a script or a scripture, but from hearts that had been changed.  And 
that’s why the world would be different when the shepherds followed Jesus into it. 
 
In a little while, after we light our candles and sing a few more songs, we will leave this place.  
Just like the shepherds eventually had to leave the manger to go back to the fields, we too, if 
not tonight or tomorrow, after a few days’ off, will return to our “normal life.” 
 
But the song won’t end, if we don’t go back into the world on our own.  If we follow Jesus into 
the world, we will look at the people in our lives and in the world differently.  We will choose to 
love in real and tangible ways.  We will glorify God with the way that we live our lives in front of 
our families, neighbors, co-workers and friends.  We will praise God by loving all of His children, 
and acting in Christ-like ways on their behalf. 



In their book Advent Conspiracy, Pastors Rick McKinley, Chris Seay and Greg Holder wrote, “In 
this decidedly cynical world, where far too many people have heard far too many empty words, 
the way we love others makes a difference—whether the others live in the third world of the 
third house down the street.” 
 
When we follow Jesus into the world, hope follows, joy follows, peace follows, and love follows. 
And our lives become an echo of that sounding joy. How you and I love makes a difference – 
and that difference will change the world one heart at a time. Merry Christmas, and amen. 


