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GOOD NEWS OF GREAT JOY 

Two important things for a messenger to know: what is the message and to whom is it to be delivered.  In various 

parts of the Christmas story, as told in Matthew’s and Luke’s Gospels, angels deliver important messages.  An 

angel appears to Zechariah to let him know that although he and his wife had not been able to have children, in 

their old age they would have a child who would prepare the people for the Lord’s coming.  Nine months later, 

the one who would later be known as John the Baptist was born.  An angel then appears to Mary to let her know 

how God wanted her to become the mother of the Messiah.  An angel also comes to Joseph, who was engaged to 

Mary, to let him know his fiancé’s pregnancy was not an indication of infidelity.  Each message had to be 

delivered accurately and to the right party.  And then we have the angelic message that comes in our reading from 

Luke tonight.   

My wife, Nancy, grew up with four siblings.  With five children in the household, there were a good number of 

wrapped packages under the Christmas tree and some of Nancy’s siblings, not Nancy, of course, did a bit of 

snooping trying to figure out what their gifts were going to be.  So Nancy’s mother decided that instead of putting 

the recipient’s name on each package, she would just number all the packages and announce on Christmas 

morning that gift number nine was for Doug and gift number ten was for Stephanie.  But of course, the master list 

of who was to receive each numbered gift got lost, and as Hank and Miriam and Nancy opened the gifts that it 

was thought were for each of them, there were the parental cries, “Oops, that one’s not for you – that’s for so and 

so.”   

In the gospel accounts, it was important that the angels delivered their messages to the right recipients.  It is rather 

startling that the one message delivered about the event of the birth of a Messiah went to a group of shepherds on 

the edge of town.  Shouldn’t it have gone instead to someone a bit more upscale, perhaps to all the candidates 

vying to become mayor of Bethlehem as each one sought to be the most powerful person in town?  The message 

could have instead gone to the beauty queen from Bethlehem, or to the first runner up in the contest – easy to get 

those confused.  The angel could have delivered it to the publisher of the City of David Dispatch, the news-

parchment that advertised with the phrase, “If you don’t get it, you don’t get it.”   

However, instead of more likely recipients, the message was delivered to a group of shepherds who were not 

normally in the know about important events.  Many of you are old enough to remember Currier and Ives 

Christmas cards which were very nice to receive in the mail.  But truth be told, they weren’t very realistic 

depictions as they sanitized and beautified the picture of petrified shepherds receiving the message from an angel, 

backed by a whole celestial choir ready to proclaim a grand entrance of God’s glory.  You couldn’t tell it from the 

Christmas cards, but the shepherds who first received the angel’s message probably didn’t have a bathtub out in 

the fields to clean up their act.  Neither did they have a closet full of sparkling fresh robes to change into before 

going to see the special baby whose birth had been announced.  We’ve seen plenty of images of nice clean good-

looking shepherds.  But in actuality, these were not just day laborers, they were day-and-night laborers, who were 

quite low on the economic scale and on the status scale and probably on the cleanliness scale.  And while most of 

the rest of the Roman world was rushing to comply with Emperor Augustus’ decree that everyone should be 

registered, these shepherds were living in the fields, probably among those thought to be not worth counting.     

Now Luke’s telling makes it sound like the shepherds were overwhelmed by the angelic appearance.  I dare say 

any of us would be.  But I wonder when the shepherds went to see the baby whether they were somewhat 



underwhelmed.  The special child looked like a regular baby.  And as they had been told, they found the baby in 

such humble surroundings, lying in a manger instead of a cradle.  If it was as Luke hints, that the family was 

staying in a stable instead of a house, that would be an odd, undignified place to find such an important baby.  

Those shepherds would realize that the first gasps of air that the baby drew smelled musty, perhaps even of 

animal excrement.   

I do not suggest that as a reminder of the conditions into which the Christ child was born, that we move our 

Christmas Eve worship to be held in a stable.  I am thankful for the beauty of this sanctuary with all of its 

decorations.  No cow dung in the chancel is needed for authenticity.  But I don’t want you to think that the beauty 

of Christmas goes no further than lights, candles, poinsettias and greenery.  I grew up hearing Bing Crosby sing, 

“I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas,” and I love to hear it this time of year.  But on this very warm Christmas 

Eve, my dream for you goes beyond a desire for an experience of treetops that glisten and the opportunity to 

listen to sleigh bells in the snow.   

My dream for you this Christmas is that you discover the integrity and power of the angelic message that was 

rightly delivered to lowly shepherds.  “I am bringing you 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.”  Good news of great joy for whom?  For all 

the people – not just the powerful, the beautiful, and the wealthy!  To whom is born a Savior?  Even to those who 

fade into the landscape unnoticed by most.  My dream this night is that you might see the love of a Deliverer is 

deeper than the loveliness of decorations.  My dream is that you recognize that God was born into humanity 

because this world was and is filled with behavior so excremental that it smelled to high heaven, a heaven 

determined to demonstrate that divine saving love reaches even into the depths of human experience.  My dream 

is that you understand that the angelic message that holy night was directed to lowly shepherds in order to make it 

clear that the good news of great joy does extend to all people.  That’s good news of great joy for you and for me.  

Some find themselves excluded in a variety of ways in this world, but this is good news of great joy to be shared 

with Syrian refugees and undocumented immigrants, with the working poor and the unemployed.   

I know you are not angels.  Neither am I.  But we can be messengers, messengers for God, if we remember what 

the message is, and to whom that message is to be delivered.  The message is that God’s love in human form has 

come into this world that has needed it so very badly.  The message is for all the people because God’s love isn’t 

just extended to a few.  It will be a beautiful thing to see and hear when we light candles around the edges of this 

sanctuary while we sing “Silent Night” and “Joy to the World.”  How much more beautiful was the event in a 

musty-smelling stable that inspired the singing of angelic anthems, and a message shared of good news of great 

joy for all the people!  Alleluia!  Amen. 


