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“Good News from an Unlikely Source”

“When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about the child; and all who heard it
were amazed at what the shepherds told them.”

“Mamas, don’t let your babies grow up to be shepherds.”

Shepherding was a despised occupation in New Testament times.  Shepherds were scorned as shiftless,
dishonest people who grazed their flocks on other people’s lands and often failed to care for and protect
the sheep in their charge.  Jesus identified himself as the Good Shepherd so that no one would mistake
him for “the hired hand, who is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and
leaves the sheep and runs away … the hired hand runs away because a hired hand does not care for the
sheep.” (John 10:12-13).  While we give them a place of honor in our Christmas pageants and Nativity

scenes, shepherds were people who would not have been welcome in any respectable home, much less
in the presence of a newborn baby:

“While shepherds could be romanticized (as was King David), they were usually ranked with ass drivers,
tanners, sailors, butchers, camel drivers, and other despised occupations.  Being away from home at

night they were unable to protect their women, hence considered dishonorable.  In addition, they often
were considered thieves because they grazed their flocks on other people’s property.” – Bruce Malina

and Richard Rohrbaugh.

Yet it was to shepherds – lowly and despised as they were in their day – that the first news of the birth
of Jesus is given, and not to kings, Caesars, or governors mentioned at the beginning of the Gospel

passage.  It was to lowly shepherds that the angels announce “good news of great joy for all the people.”
(Luke 2:10).

The presence and role of the shepherds is one of many surprises in the Christmas Gospel.  Isaiah had
prophesied of a child whose name would be “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father,

Prince of Peace” (Isaiah 9:6), yet he is born into a household that lacks a royal lineage.  The angel Gabriel
declared to Mary that her son “will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord

God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David.  He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and
of his kingdom there will be no end.” (Luke 1:32-33), yet Mary’s son is born not in a royal palace but in a

humble stable.  The prophet Micah had proclaimed that “you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of
the little clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from

old, from ancient days” (Micah 5:2), yet the child born this day is laid in a manger, the place where the
animals of the stable would gather to eat.  The presence of the shepherds only enhances the many
unexpected surprises that we hear as we gather to celebrate the birth of Christ, the newborn king.

Luke follows his account of the birth of Jesus by moving the scene to the region outside of Bethlehem,
where “there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night.” (2:8).  The

peace and quiet of that “silent night” is suddenly interrupted when “an angel of the Lord appeared to
them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them” (2:9).  Their response is typical of how many people

react to an encounter with these heavenly beings: “they were terrified.”  (“When Zechariah saw [the
angel], he was terrified, and fear overwhelmed him.” – 1:12).  But the angel’s announcement to the



shepherds not only calms their fears but is “good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this
day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.” (2:10-11).  The birth of Jesus is a sign of

the fulfillment of the prophecy of Isaiah that “the people who walked in darkness have seen a great light;
those who lived in a land of deep darkness – on them light has shined … For a child has been born to us, a
son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God,

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” (Isaiah 9:2, 6).  The sign of this fulfillment will be in a setting as
humble as that of the shepherds: “you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.”
(2:12).  Before the shepherds can respond to the announcement, a great army of angels appears in the

sky, raising their voices in a song of praise to God: “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth
peace among those whom he favors!” (2:14).  The Lord, the Saviour of God’s people, has been born; “the
whole creation would celebrate, but at first only the shepherds knew what had happened in Bethlehem.”

(Alan Culpepper).

After the angels “had left and gone into heaven” (2:15), the spotlight is on the shepherds, who
immediately resolve to go to Bethlehem to “see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made
known to us.”  The angelic announcement was a revelation from the Lord; the child in the manger was a
sign to them that they had found the one of whom the angel had spoken; and so the shepherds left their
flocks in the field and “went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger.”
(2:16).  The manger in which the shepherds find the Christ child is not a sign of poverty but is probably

meant to evoke God’s complaint against Israel in Isaiah 1:3: “The ox knows its owner, and the donkey the
manger of its lord; but Israel does not know, my people do not understand.”  Luke is now proclaiming

that this has been repealed:

·“Now, when the good news of the birth of their Lord is proclaimed to the shepherds, they go to find
the baby in the manger and begin to praise God.  In other words, God’s people have begun to

know the manger of their Lord.” – Raymond Brown.

When the shepherds see the child in the manger, “they made known what had been told them about this
child” (2:17).  There is a double response to their report:

·Those who had also gathered at the manger (Luke does not identify them or explain how or why
they came to be there) “were amazed at what the shepherds told them” (2:18).

·Mary, on the other hand, “treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart” (2:19),
considering the meaning of all that she had experienced, from the announcement of the angel
Gabriel to the birth of her firstborn son in a Bethlehem stable to the shepherd’s report of the
angelic proclamation.  “Mary is not only the servant of the Lord, but also she quietly considers

the meaning of these wonderful events.” (Culpepper).

The shepherds now join the chorus of witnesses who have seen and heard the good news: “The
shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told

them.” (2:20).  Their profession may not have been what they families would have chosen for them, but
God chooses them to be the ones who bring the good news proclaimed by the angels to those gathered
at the manger.  It is from the shepherds that Mary and Joseph hear of the angel and the chorus of the
heavenly host; they do not experience the visitation of the angels but hear of it from the shepherds:

·“The shepherds belong in the story not only because they serve to tie Jesus to the shepherd king,
David [“Thus says the LORD of hosts: I took you from the pasture, from following the sheep to be



prince over my people Israel” – 2 Samuel 7:8] but also because they belong on Luke’s guest list
for the kingdom of God: “But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame,

and the blind.” (Luke 14:13).” – Fred Craddock.

By entering human history through a humble birth in a stable, by being laid in a manger – a feed trough,
“no crib for a bed” – God identifies with the powerless, the oppressed, the poor, and the homeless.  In

this world, God’s Word is “good news of great joy for all the people” – including humble shepherds, who
God chooses to be the ones to share the good news of this holy night: that “to you” – all of you – “is
born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is the Messiah, the Lord.”  The story of Christmas is

therefore “both an announcement of hope and a call to humility.” (Culpepper).

·“Behold, how very greatly God glorifies those who are despised by the world and who rejoice
therein.  Open your eyes and see what the Lord sees!  Only downward does he gaze into the
deepest lowliness, as it is written, ‘He is enthroned above the cherubim and gazes into the

deepest depth, even into the abyss.’ [Isaiah 37:16].  Neither did the angels find princes or the
mighty but only untaught and lowly folk.  Might they not have brought their message to the high

priest, the scholars at Jerusalem who have so much to tell about God and the angels?  No, not
they, but the poor shepherds were found worthy of such great grace and honor from heaven,
they, who on earth have no honor.  Yes, truly, God casts out all that is lofty.” – Martin Luther,

Sermon for Christmas 1522.

Mamas (and papas) may not have wanted their babies to grow up to be shepherds; but God chooses
these lowly, despised persons to be the bearers of the good news that brings us joy on this holy night. 

The joy of the good news of the Saviour’s birth is good news “to the world” – all the world.  All people –
young and old, rich and poor, respected and despised by others – are called on this night to “come and

worship Christ, the newborn King.”

Amen.


