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Title: They Were Amazed – The Shepherds: Responding No. 201429 

Venue: Tyrrell Baptist Church 

Date: December 14, 2014 

Scripture: Luke 2v8-20 

Call to Worship: Jeremiah 23v1-6 

Main Idea: Responding when you hear the message 

All Scripture is from the New American Standard Version unless otherwise indicated 

 

Luke 2 

8  And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their 

flocks at night.  9  An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone 

around them, and they were terrified.  10  But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I 

bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  11  Today in the town of 

David a Saviour has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.  12  This will be a sign to 

you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.”  13  Suddenly a great 

company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying,  14  

“Glory to God in the highest,  and on earth peace to men on whom his favour rests.”  15  

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.”  16  So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying 

in the manger.  17  When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had 

been told them about this child,  18  and all who heard it were amazed at what the 

shepherds said to them.  19  But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them 

in her heart.  20  The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things 

they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told. 

 

Jeremiah 23 

1  “Woe to the shepherds who are destroying and scattering the sheep of my pasture!” 

declares the LORD.  2  Therefore this is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says to the 

shepherds who tend my people: “Because you have scattered my flock and driven them 

away and have not bestowed care on them, I will bestow punishment on you for the evil 

you have done,” declares the LORD.  3  “I myself will gather the remnant of my flock out 

of all the countries where I have driven them and will bring them back to their pasture, 

where they will be fruitful and increase in number.  4  I will place shepherds over them 

who will tend them, and they will no longer be afraid or terrified, nor will any be 

missing,” declares the LORD.  5  “The days are coming,” declares the LORD,  “when I will 

raise up to David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign wisely and do what is just and 

right in the land.  6  In his days Judah will be saved  and Israel will live in safety.  This is 

the name by which he will be called:  The LORD Our Righteousness.” 
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No Ordinary Sheep 
 

Those were no ordinary sheep... 

no common flocks, 

huddled in sleep 

among the fields, 

the layered rocks, 

near Bethlehem 

That Night; 

but those 

selected for the Temple sacrifice: 

theirs to atone 

for sins 

they had not done. 

How right 

the angels should appear 

to them 

That Night. 

Those were no usual shepherds there, 

but outcast shepherds 

whose unusual care 

of special sheep 

made it impossible to keep 

Rabbinic law, 

which therefore banned them. 

How right 

the angels should appear 

to them 

That Night. 

 

(Ruth Bell Graham’s Collected Poems) 
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Last week, I asked you to use your imagination to try to picture the dark streets of 

Bethlehem and the sounds outside and the sounds inside the stable on that silent 

night when Jesus was born. 

 

This time, please use your imagination to put yourself in a place with a warm and 

dry climate far to the east. In this place, the Mediterranean Sea lies just to the west 

but you have never seen the sea. Put yourself back in time about 2000 years. You are 

walking along the dusty road on the outskirts of the town called Bethlehem and you 

see a small crowd of people. They are working people . . . farmers, field labourers, 

and some shepherds, who are gathered about a man who, by his appearance, is also 

a shepherd. The crowd is abuzz with excitement. Many people are talking all at the 

same time. Just as you draw close, the man who is at the centre of the crowd begins 

to speak. Close your eyes and just try to imagine this scene. 

 

[Shepherd’s monologue] 

It had been a fine day. The sheep had good grazing and we hadn’t lost one. 

 

There had been a lot of activity in the countryside.   

You know how travelers were returning to their towns to register in that census ordered 

by Caesar Augustus.   

There has been much grumbling about this, but what could we do?   

Our land is controlled by the Romans. 

Because our home is near Bethlehem, we were able to take turns at reporting before the 

centurion. 

 

Four of us were in the field that night. 

It was chilly but we had laid a good fire and were able to keep warm. 

 

It was very quiet.  The sheep hardly stirred.   

Benjamin had fallen asleep.   

Aaron and I were talking and keeping watch over the flock. 

Joshua was tending to the fire.   

At first, I thought that something had flared up in the fire.   

The area around us became much brighter. 

 

But that great light and that strange yet appealing sound were caused by something else.  

It didn’t even disturb the sheep much. 

 

If I had been alone, I would have thought that I was dreaming. 

Benjamin woke up but he was dazed for quite a few minutes. 

Aaron and I stared at each other in disbelief.   

It was real and it was terrifying.   
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We seemed to be surrounded by the host of an army. 

The one who spoke knew our fear and urged us to remain calm. 

He said that he was bringing good news. 

You know, it’s funny how things have changed amongst our people over the centuries.  

Our great king, David, whose memory is highly esteemed, was once a shepherd boy 

himself. But we, who tend the flocks, are the least amongst the Jews. Nobody has much 

regard for us.  That is why it amazed us! 

 

The angels of YHWH appeared to us and told us about the Saviour who had been born.  

Why did the angels’ message come to us? 

 

We left Aaron with the flock and went straight away to look for the one born to save our 

people. It was just as it had been described. 

We found them in a stable right here in Bethlehem. 

The mother’s name was Mary and her husband’s name was Joseph. 

They told us about the strange circumstances concerning Jesus’ birth 

. . . He is the Son of the Most High! 

 

You know that we are not educated men. We know Torah. 

We believe the words of Moses and the prophets concerning YHWH. 

Now we know that He has not abandoned His people. 

We spent much time with Mary and Joseph. 

We marveled at the child.  There was something special about him. 

 

You know that we are not men who have ease with words.  

Yet, we are now moved to tell others about what we had heard and seen.  

Others should know the good news of Jesus’ birth. 

We are amazed . . . how can we keep silent about it? 
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The shepherds 
 

Most often, it’s not fair to generalize about people and it’s  not proper to 

look down upon someone because of the work that they do, especially, if it’s honest 

labour. 

 

Yet, if we could put ourselves into that environment of first century Judea, the 

appearance of the angels to shepherds would have caused many to shake their 

heads. 

 

Why would the angels be wasting time with a bunch of shepherds? 

According to the rules of the Pharisees, no pious Jew was allowed 

to even buy wool, milk or meat from a shepherd (NIDNTT, Vol. 3, p. 566). 

They were on the same low level as tax-collectors, and because of that were 

forbidden to function as a judge or even as a witness in the case of dispute between 

two countrymen. Today, we might equate that to being unqualified for jury duty. 

 

To quote from a Jewish writing of the 2nd century AD (Midrash, Ps. 23) 

 “No position in the world is as despised as that of a shepherd.”  

In that time, to talk about shepherds would conjure up images of dishonest and 

highly questionable characters. 

 

No, it’s not fair to generalize and it’s  not proper to look down upon 

someone because of the work that they do BUT that’s what happened to shepherds 

in Judea, 2000 years ago. 

 

I’m pretty confident that the shepherds were perplexed and amazed that the angels 

of the Lord had appeared to them. The Bible shows this as being the first and only 

public announcement of the birth of the Saviour. 

 

 

Old Testament references 
 

The people had lost sight of their heritage and of the important images presented by 

the Psalmists and by the prophets. 

Abraham, the father of the nation had been a wanderer without a home and a 

shepherd of flocks.  

The nation of Israel had been a shepherding people when they first went into Egypt.  

 

We are so familiar with the famous passage of the 23
rd

 Psalm,  

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want . . .”   

Their great king, David, who wrote that Psalm was a shepherd boy himself. 
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Yet, in spite of their heritage, at the time of Jesus’ birth the shepherd was on the 

margins of Jewish society. 

 

The prophets had not been shy about using the imagery of the shepherd to speak of 

the leadership of the nation.  Those priests and rulers were described as 

irresponsible shepherds living off the richness of the flock.  They were leading the 

people astray and so God had promised to intervene and shepherd the nation 

Himself. 

 

Listen to the words of the prophet Ezekiel (Ezekiel 34v11-16, 23-24, 30-31) 

 

11  “‘For this is what the Sovereign LORD says: I myself will search for my sheep and look 

after them.  12  As a shepherd looks after his scattered flock when he is with them, so will 

I look after my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places where they were scattered on 

a day of clouds and darkness.  13  I will bring them out from the nations and gather them 

from the countries, and I will bring them into their own land. I will pasture them on the 

mountains of Israel, in the ravines and in all the settlements in the land.  14  I will tend 

them in a good pasture, and the mountain heights of Israel will be their grazing land. 

There they will lie down in good grazing land, and there they will feed in a rich pasture  

on the mountains of Israel.  15  I myself will tend my sheep and have them lie down, 

declares the Sovereign LORD.  16  I will search for the lost and bring back the strays.  

I will bind up the injured and strengthen the weak, but the sleek and the strong I will 

destroy. I will shepherd the flock with justice. 

 

23  I will place over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he will tend them; he will 

tend them and be their shepherd.  24  I the LORD will be their God, and my servant 

David will be prince among them. I the LORD have spoken. 

 

30  Then they will know that I, the LORD their God, am with them and that they, the 

house of Israel, are my people, declares the Sovereign LORD.  31  You my sheep, the 

sheep of my pasture, are people, and I am your God, declares the Sovereign LORD.’” 

Time had passed since this prophecy.  People did not particularly care about 

shepherds.  Many in the nation were looking more to humanly-derived solutions 

than to that which God was preparing. 

 

 

The Shepherds’ visit 
 

The shepherds abiding with their flocks that night were probably:  

 amazed that the angel and the host should appear to them . . . 

 amazed that God should direct his attention to them, least amongst the Jews . . .  

 amazed that the Messiah should come in that humble fashion. 

 



7 

Bret Maukonen, 2014 

Yet, they believed what was spoken and rushed off immediately to Bethlehem to 

find the one described by the sign. There may have been more than one new-born 

baby wrapped in cloths, but there was only the one whose cradle was a manger. 

 

After spending time with Mary and Joseph and the baby Jesus, they returned to 

their flock, and on the way told everybody they met about the birth of the Saviour. 

 

How do you suppose their words were received? 

 

“Uh ha . . . shepherds . . . you can’t really trust them. 

Do you think they’re telling the truth? . . . they seemed to be honest enough but why 

would angels appear to them? . . . If it’s true about the birth of the Messiah,  

then certainly the religious leaders would have been the first to know!” 

 

Years later, Jesus would identify his ministry as calling the lost sheep of the tribes of 

Israel. He would fulfill the prophecies of Ezekiel and of Jeremiah. 

I wonder if the Pharisees and scribes would snicker at Jesus when he called Himself  

the “good shepherd”. . . “What is so good about a shepherd?” 

 

Jesus: 

“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” 

“I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me”  (John 10v11 & 14)  

 

 

I wonder if the angels made a mistake that night by appearing to shepherds?   

Wouldn’t the message of Jesus’ birth have had more exposure and credibility if it 

were channeled through respected men . . . ones held in high esteem in the Jewish 

community?  

 

 

I wonder how many would think that God made a strategic error in sending the 

angels to men of such low stature? Every indication of Scripture is that the baby 

Jesus was not acclaimed as Messiah amongst the people. Even as a grown man, his 

credentials were challenged. 

 

What was God doing on that night by sending the angels to common working men? 
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Application 
 

I believe that there were three things demonstrated in that occurrence: 

 

  

God is telling us that he is not impressed by our human standards of status and 

esteem. He is no respecter of persons. His concern and love and salvation are open 

to all people regardless of background or status or occupation. 

 

God is showing us that He is looking for responsive people. 

These simple shepherds responded to the good news and sought for reality and 

truth.  Years later, the powerful Pharisees, Sadducees and scribes would resist even 

the miracles performed and the words spoken by Jesus. For all their intelligence and 

knowledge about religious matters they rejected what was revealed. 

 

God is pointing our attention to the importance of being faithful.   

These simple shepherds were faithful in that they repeated what they knew to be  

true . . . what they had heard and seen and experienced. That is the type of person 

that God uses. 

 

From our reading in Luke we hear: 

the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be 

for all the people.   

 

Once the shepherds responded by kneeling before Jesus, Luke reports that: 

The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and 

seen, which were just as they had been told. 

 

They didn’t have to be important or recognized, they just had to be responsive and 

faithful. 

 

Yes, responsive and faithful. Friends, I wonder if we have the qualities displayed by 

these shepherds. Really . . .  the story of the shepherds should be our story. 

Responsive and faithful. 


