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THE REGION: 

While Mary was living in Nazareth,  

 the angel Gabriel came to her and announced  

  that she would give birth to the Messiah.  

   That birth was foretold to take place in Bethlehem. 

 

Today, we would pile into a car  

 and drive the 97 miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem  

  along the Yitzhak Rabin Highway.   

  The journey would take us just under 3 hours. 

 

However, without a car, or a camel,  

 Mary and Joseph would have walked that distance;    

  probably by one of two routes.  

 

 

One would have taken them south across the Jezreel Valley,  

 then through the hills of Samaria into Judaea.  

  This is the more direct route in straight-line distance. 

 

However, that route was much more physically demanding  

 because of the many hills to climb  

  and it was directly through Samaria.   

   We are told in John 4:9 that  

   “the Jews [had] no dealings with the Samaritans.”  



 

More likely, they would have traveled southeast  

 across the Jezreel Valley, connecting with the Jordan Valley,  

  then level or slightly down in elevation into Jericho,  

   then up through the Judaean Desert  

    to Jerusalem and Bethlehem. 

 

Now this is not a geography lesson. 

 I mention the details in order for us to realize 

  how difficult and long this journey really was. 

 

Simply stated: that was not an easy journey  

 even for folks who are physically fit. 

 

But it is one Mary and Joseph were forced to take.  

 Roman administrators had decided to conduct a census  

  for the purpose of taxation,  

   which sent thousands throughout the country  

   back to their ancestral hometowns. 

 

So for about five days they walked;  

 most likely camping along the way. 

I can’t imagine how difficult that journey would be  

 with a pregnant wife! 

My ears would be bleeding from the complaining  

 by the time I got to Bethlehem. 

  And at the end of the journey, not even a Motel 6! 



The best Joseph could find was a manger;  

 most likely a limestone cave like the ones we have around here. 

 

THE SHEPHERDS: 

While Mary and Joseph were settling in to their manger,  

 out in the fields around Bethlehem,  

  there were shepherds doing what shepherds do. 

 

A word about shepherds. 

  Some of Israel's great heroes were shepherds –  

  Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and David.  

 

But in the First Century, it seems, shepherds –  

 specifically, hireling shepherds –  

  had a rather unsavory reputation.  

 

You just couldn’t trust a shepherd. 

 

Joachim Jeremias, a theologian and historian, cites Rabbinic 

sources to the effect that  

 "most of the time they were dishonest and thieving; they led 

 their herds onto other people's land and pilfered the produce 

 of the land."  

 

Because they were often months at a time without supervision,  

 they were often accused of stealing the increase of the flock. 

  They would take a lamb or two or a goat or two 

   and report that it had died after being born. 



 

Consequently, people were warned not to buy wool, milk, or kids  

 from shepherds on the assumption that it was stolen property.  

 

Shepherds were not allowed to fulfill a judicial office  

 or be admitted in court as witnesses.  

 

A midrash [rabbinical comment] on Psalm 23:2 reads,  

 "There is no more disreputable occupation than that of a 

 shepherd."  

 

Philo, a Hellenistic Jewish philosopher of Alexandria,  

 wrote about looking after sheep and goats,  

  "Such pursuits are held mean and inglorious." 

 

Only God knows why shepherds were chosen  

 to be the “first responders” to the birth of Christ. 

 

THE ANNOUNCEMENT: 

The angel tells the shepherds,  

 “. . . 
 
to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is 

 the Messiah, the Lord.” 

 

This causes just a bit of confusion among the shepherds. 

 

Announcement of a Savior being born 

 may not have been as surprising as we might think.   

  The shepherds, and other Judaeans,  



   were all awaiting a Savior to deliver them  

    from Roman oppression.   

 

The word “Christ” is the exact Greek equivalent  

 of the Hebrew Messiah—meaning “the Anointed One.”  

  Jews had long awaited their Messiah. 

 

But the word Lord  

 may have caused those shepherds solemn reflection. 

  

Lord was a title for Jehovah, the Creator,  

 the One who gave the law to Moses on Sinai,  

  the God who was worshipped in the temple  

   just five miles away. 

 

Little did they comprehend that it was the great Jehovah  

 who was born as a babe in nearby Bethlehem. 

So, one minute the shepherds a hanging around in the dark 

 most likely complaining about their wages, or the boss. 

 

The next minute, the whole sky is ablaze with light 

 and there is the booming voice of an angel! 

  And they were terrified! 

   Boy, that’s an understatement! 

 

And it’s not just light – it is the radiance of God’s glory! 

 

https://www.lds.org/ensign/1998/04/moses-witness-of-jesus-christ?lang=eng


The angel, realized what all this is doing to the shepherds, 

 speaks to calm their fears: 

  '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.'"  

 

I want to point out something very important to us all. 

 The “good news” is not simply for the shepherd; 

  nor is it just for the Jews. 

   It is "for all the people."  

 

I strongly believe that is the primary reason  

 why God chose the shepherds as the first ones  

  to hear and bear witness to the good news. 

 

It is a message for everyone. 

 

If the message would have come through a king - 

 or any other political ruler 

  the message would have been misinterpreted. 

   Maybe it was just for the rich and powerful. 

 

If the message came through a priest or rabbi, 

 maybe it was a message for only the pious. 

 

However, coming through a shepherd would pretty much mean 

 that the message is for all of us! 

  No one is excluded from this message. 

 

It’s a shame – and completely human – that over the years 

 we have lost the enormous meaning 

  behind this very simple message. 

 



Unto us – everyone – excluding no one –  

 The Messiah, the Savior, God, has come to us! 

 

Not as some great prophet, although He was the greatest prophet 

 not as some noble king or prince, although He is king of kings. 

  not as some religious authority . . .  

   but as one of us! 

 

Too often we are like the shepherds, 

 we hear the good news – and have heard it so often –  

  that we simply take it for granted. 

 

It’s like ordering breakfast in the south, 

 you don’t have to ask for grits, 

  it’s just part of breakfast. 

         most places in East Texas don’t ask if you want them- 

      they just bring them with breakfast. 

 

Well, we’ve been Christians for so long, 

 we think the good news is like grits . . . it’s just there. 

  Tucked safely away among the gifts and the lights 

   and the candy and the carols.   

 

The shepherds may have been a bit skeptical, 

 sort of like the people who think  

  they have to get their lives in order  

   before they can become Christians 

    or come back to church. 

 

Most likely, the angel knows what they are thinking, 

 so the angel gives them a couple of signs: 

  The Messiah, the Lord will be: 

   A babe wrapped in cloths 

    Lying in a manger 

 



As punctuation at the end of the message,   

 the heavens reveal a huge crowd of angelic beings: 

  "Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host   

  appeared  with the angel, praising God and saying, 'Glory 

  to God in the highest, and on earth peace to all” 

 

CONCLUSION: 

At this point, the shepherds have a choice. 

 And if I have delivered this sermon as God directs –  

  you have the same choice: 

   What will you do about this annoubncement? 

 

Like the shepherds, 

 you have heard the good news, 

  you know it is for you and everyone else. 

 

What difference does it make? 

 

Will you simply go back to doing whatever you were doing? 

 Or will you come to Jesus? 

 

 

Will you recognize that He – and He alone –  

 is the messiah, the savior, the Christ. 

  

I leave you with that choice. 

 

And I pray that each of you will respond as the shepherds did: 

 Grateful for the Good News and glorifying God. 

 

PRAYER: 

God of us all, surprise us once again with Your good news. Call to us 

and assure us that we are loved beyond anything we can imagine. 

Let Your Holy Spirit whispers words of hope and comfort to us. 

Hold us close. In the Name of the Savior, Jesus. Amen 



 


