
Sermon 7: Luke 2:8-21: The Good News of Christ’s Birth

OUTLINE

The gospel to the shepherds
The gospel from the angels
The gospel in the manger
The gospel on the eighth day

INTRODUCTION

One of the great public events, at least for those who still have a monarchy, is the first 
appearance of the crown prince, or royal baby.  The picture of the couple and the baby 
makes the front cover of every news outlet, social commentators wax lyrical about whether 
the duchess wore a dress in the same style as Diana, and on and on it goes.  The arrival of 
a new royal is a big deal and the world sits up and pays attention.  Some even have a little 
shrine to the royal family in their homes, a central place with anniversary china, pictures and
coffee table books full of photos and facts.  The birth of the King of the universe and the 
King of kings was not noticed by the world, but God did ensure that it did not go unnoticed. 
The portion that we have before us with the angels appearing to the shepherds in the fields 
is the equivalent of the modern media event on the steps of St Mary’s hospital.

Heaven has come down to earth when God the Son became a little baby; and here we have 
heaven interpreting the event to us.  God announces the birth of His Son and Saviour of 
mankind.  There is great significance in every aspect of this text.  God is proclaiming the 
good news of Jesus birth to the world.  As we look at this event we will look at four things, 
firstly, the fact that God preaches the gospel first to the shepherds; secondly, we want to 
listen to how the angels view the gospel and how they respond to it; thirdly, we want to see
the manger scene itself and how those present react to it; and finally, we want to hear the 
gospel preached on the eighth day in v21.

The gospel to the shepherds

V8, ‘And in the same region there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over their 
flock by night.’  One of the most common arguments against the fact that Jesus could have 
been born on the 25th of December is the fact that the Shepherds were out watching the 
sheep.  It has been commonly believed that April-November was the usual times for 
shepherds to watch the sheep and that Dec. 25th would not have been one of those times.  
This is not true; there are records of shepherds out in the fields all the way until February.  
We are not defending that Jesus was born on the 25th of Dec. but we are putting to bed any
silly theory that it is out of the question because it was cold.  

Now the question that should come to you is this one, why did God choose to send an 
angelic witness to these shepherds?  Out of all the people in Israel that you would want to 
let know, why single out this bunch?  We have stressed that this is not a random but a 
deliberate act on God’s part which tells us something about His ways through the gospel.  
The shepherds were humble and lowly.  They were not educated or those of any 
respectable trade.  True in Israel Moses and David were both shepherds, and this gave 
some dignity to the profession but in the eyes of society they were not well respected.  
Some slightly later rabbinic accounts characterize shepherds as being dishonest, unreliable, 
and so their testimony would not be accepted in a court of law.  Also on account of the fact 
that they could not rest on the Sabbath they were considered unclean.  



So let me ask you again, why do you think God appeared to the shepherds?  James 2:5, 
‘Listen, my beloved brothers, has not God chosen those who are poor in the world to be rich
in faith and heirs of the kingdom, which he has promised to those who love him?’  1 Cor. 
1:26-29, ‘For consider your calling, brothers: not many of you were wise according to 
worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. 27 But God chose 
what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to 
shame the strong; 28 God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are 
not, to bring to nothing things that are, 29 so that no human being might boast in the 
presence of God.’  In Israel rich people were thought to be holy and blessed by God 
because of their material prosperity, God is overturning our ordinary way of thinking.  More 
than that the true condition of every human being is impoverished sinner destined for 
judgement.  The good news of Jesus announcement to shepherds is that God saves the 
weak, the poor, the broken, the sinful, the outcast, the reject, the lowly.  Is this you?  Are 
you in the blessed position of knowing your poverty and need, then good news, ‘Blessed are
the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.’  Those who are well and rich and 
succeeding do not need a Savior.  God preaches the good news to shepherds.  

The gospel from the angels

The heralds of this new day is first one angel, and then a host, v9, ‘And an angel of the Lord
appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were filled with 
great fear.’  Was this Gabriel?  Gabriel had appeared to Zechariah, Mary and Joseph, 
perhaps it is his privilege to declare the birth of Christ as well.  The appearance of the angel 
follows the typical pattern with one difference, this angel appears with the glory of the Lord 
on high in a night sky and the brightness pierced the darkness as a sign of God’s light 
shining in a dark world.  But then the typical pattern of fear, the call to ‘fear not’, and the 
then the revealing of a sign follow.  

V10-12, ‘And the angel said to them, “Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great 
joy that will be for all the people. 11 For unto you is born this day in the city of David a 
Savior, who is Christ the Lord. 12 And this will be a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped
in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger.”   Here we see that the angel is literally 
preaching good news, and announcing the birth of Christ.  I love what J C Ryle says in his 
commentary here, ‘We need not wonder at these words.  The spiritual darkness which had 
covered the earth for four hundred years, was about to be rolled away.  The way to pardon 
and peace with God was about to be thrown open to all mankind.  The head of satan was 
about to be crushed.  Liberty was about to be proclaimed to the captives, and recovering of 
sight to the blind.  The mighty truth was about to be proclaimed that God could be just, and
yet, for Christ’s sake, justify the ungodly.  Salvation was no longer seen through types and 
figures, but openly, and face to face.  The knowledge of God was no longer to be confined 
to the Jews, but to be offered to the whole Gentile world.  The days of heathenism were 
numbered.  The first stone of God’s kingdom was about to be set up.  If this was not ‘good 
tidings’, there never were tidings that deserved the name.’

This good news is all condensed in this new child who has been born in David’s city, the 
angel uses three titles to help the shepherds understand, ‘a Savior who is Christ the Lord.’  
Savior, is a common title that would be used of the judges who delivered the people of God 
from their enemies.  You only need saving if you are in some sort of trouble.  When we say, 
‘save the rainforests,’ we mean save them from the oil companies, lumber companies, 
exploitation and denuding the land.  When we say, ‘save our beaches,’ we are mean save 
them from oil spills, overdevelopment and invasive species.  When we say ‘save the rhino,’ 
we mean save them from poachers and extinction.  When we mean ‘save our assets,’ we 



mean that the NZ government should not sell precious parts of NZ to China.  But what do 
we mean when we say ‘Jesus is our saviour?’  What do we need saving from?

Primarily Jesus came to save us from our sins.  Now sin in our modern world is something 
that is easily misunderstood.  Some people think that sin is equal to crime and that if you 
don’t have a criminal record you are not a sinner and don’t need saving from sin.  But the 
Bible reveals to us that sin is not defined by the laws of the state, but rather sinned is 
defined as anything that is contrary to God’s perfect holiness.  The law reflects God’s perfect
holiness so sin is also anything that is contrary to God’s law.  Well once again many think 
that this still does not apply to them for after all, people say, ‘I haven’t broken the 10 
Commandments, I am not a murderer or adulterer.’  Jesus not only came to save us from 
our sins but during His ministry He also helped people to see that every person who has 
ever been born is in fact a sinner and in need of saving.  Every person has broken God’s law
and every person needs the salvation that Jesus is offering.

Next Jesus is called ‘Christ’ this is the OT title which means Messiah/anointed one.  In the 
OT the prophets, priests and kings were anointed.  Jesus is not just a prophet, priest and 
king, but the Prophet, Priest and King.  He is the one who brings us the perfect truth of 
God; He is the highpriest who alone is qualified to be the offerer and the offering of the final
offering of His own life to pay for our sins.  And He is the King of Kings who will rule over 
all.  

Thirdly, Jesus is called Lord, or more specifically Christ the Lord.  This is the only time in the
Greek that construction ever appears, it is unique and immensely significant.  The word Lord
can be a mere term of respect when you speak of someone from a higher station than 
yourself.  However, it is also the Greek way of talking about God.  Since this term is from 
the lips of an angel and comes with full understanding of who Christ is we are to read it with
the fullness of its meaning in mind, this then is a clear expression of Christ’s deity. 

Put together these title tell us that God our deliverer will come to save us as our Prophet, 
Priest and King.  Now any Jew would be very hesitant to believe such a radical thing, so the 
angel gives them a sign, he tells then that this child has been born in the city of David and 
wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger.  The cloths are not significant, but a 
baby lying in an animal trough would be a rare event indeed.  This humble birth forms a 
book end of Christ’s life, born and laid in a manger, crucified with thieves and laid in 
another’s tomb.     

Not only do we hear their message but we get some insight into their worship as well, v13-
14, ‘And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God 
and saying, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom he is 
pleased!”  what should be our response to this amazing news, here it is, worship.  The 
angels ascribe the highest praise to God for what He is doing.  And they outline the impact 
that this will have on the earth, ‘peace among those with whom He is pleased.’  This is the 
typical way of speaking of the elect in the first century.  Peace on earth.  When our sins are 
paid for God is at peace with us and we with Him, when our hearts are changed and the 
selfish seed that drives us is challenged by the new nature that begins to take root in us, we
seek peace with those around us, forgiving enemies and seeking peace.  And because our 
sins are forgiven and we know the wonder of sins forgiven, we have for the first time true 
peace in our own hearts.  

The gospel in the manger 



Next our thoughts are turned to the scene around the new born child, v15-16, ‘When the 
angels went away from them into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let us go 
over to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has made known 
to us.” 16 And they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby lying in a 
manger.’  The shepherds want to see this child that the angels have announced and set off 
into Bethlehem.  Notice that they did not doubt what the angel had said.  They found all just
as described by the angels.  This led them to a certain response, v17-18, ‘And when they 
saw it, they made known the saying that had been told them concerning this child. 18 And all
who heard it wondered at what the shepherds told them.’  Imagine you were the shepherds,
the events are too fantastic to keep quiet about, they must tell others.  Like the angels and 
the shepherds our first response is to give God the highest praise, and then our second 
response should be to tell others.  You do not have to be an evangelist to tell others.  Think 
about the birth of a child or grandchild, think about when you started dating or got 
engaged, think about that graduation or longed for promotion.  Was it not your instinct to 
tell someone about it, to allow the joy that filled your heart to spill over.   You didn’t think to
yourself, ‘O I am not a public speaker I can’t talk about such things.’  It just spilled out 
spontaneously because your heart was full.  This is our problem, we have grown 
accustomed to the wonder of what is happening here.  God has come to earth, God has 
come to save sinners, His enemies who deserve nothing but hell; God has fitted the bill in 
taking our punishment upon Himself; God gives us not just acquittal but adoption; He does 
not merely let us off the hook but takes us into the closest and most blessed position a 
creature can enter.  A new car, house, overseas holiday, what are these in comparison to 
what God has done for us in Christ?  

Mary’s response is recorded for us as well, v19-20, ‘But Mary treasured up all these things, 
pondering them in her heart. 20 And the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for 
all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them.’  Many hear this familiar story about 
Christ and it is water off a duck’s back, but consider Mary.  She has been at the centre of 
these thing, it is true that she does not yet understand them, but she is pondering them in 
her heart.  That may be you today.  You don’t have the full picture, you are only beginning 
to hear about Christ and why He is significant.  Do not emulate that common attitude of 
being blasé and not thinking about the significance of these things.  Think, ask yourself, 
Why would God become a man, did He have to?  If He is a Savior what do I need saving 
from?  Do I need a prophet, priest and king?  

The gospel on the eighth day

The amazing spectacle of the birth of Christ and the heavenly announcement are soon 
overshadowed with a harbinger of things to come, v21, ‘And at the end of eight days, when 
he was circumcised, he was called Jesus, the name given by the angel before he was 
conceived in the womb.’  Paul tells us the significance of this moment in Gal. 4:4-5, ‘But 
when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the
law, 5 to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons.’
Just as Jesus, the sinless one was baptised in a baptism of repentance in identification with 
sinners in order to save them.  In the same way, the sinless and holy one was sealed under 
the law in order to fulfil its requirements and its curse on behalf of those who were born 
under the law.

God’s law requires that you and I be perfect in order to qualify to live in God’s presence 
enjoying His eternal bounty forever.  Because He is just He cannot allow a wicked serpent to
dwell in His garden, it must be put to death.  If He did not kill us He would be unjust.  He 
cannot wink at our sin and pretend we are not sinful.  If He did that He would be a liar.  



God made man perfect and able to obey Him, and Adam could have obeyed and been 
confirmed in righteousness and enjoyed God’s eternal presence.  Because he failed now 
none of us can be perfect and obey all of God’s laws.  We are all incapable and under 
judgement.  But Jesus was born under the law to represent us and obey the law where we 
could not.  As a substitute, in the capacity as a federal head, only the second and last 
person to have ever represented His people in this way; Christ as the second and last Adam 
was born under the law to keep it on our behalf.  Christ’s positive life of obedience, His 
loving God and man as God’s law requires is a life of obedience lived in order to provide a 
righteousness for the law we could not offer ourselves.  Theologians refer to this as the 
active obedience of Christ, born under the law we would inevitably fail and bring judgement 
upon ourselves by, in order to fulfil it on our behalf.  This is what Christ’s circumcision 
means.  He is submitting Himself to the law we cannot obey in order to do it on our behalf.  

We are all born under law, each one of us is under the curse of Adam’s sin.  Each one of us 
is a sinner and doomed to sin and die.  The bloody knife of circumcision is a picture of an 
executioner’s sword, the flaming sword barring our way back to Eden.  Not only does Christ 
keep God’s laws on our behalf, He also pays for the sins we have committed.  Circumcision 
promises death to all who break God’s law, Christ submitted to circumcision in order to bring
that judgement upon Himself.  You remember the sacrificing of Isaac by Abraham, well, 
here we see God sacrifices His own Son so that the children of Abraham can be saved from 
the knife.  God promised various blessings, but those blessings can only come through 
obedience to the law, Christ was born under the law to secure these blessings for us.  

We must also note the significance of the fact that Christ was circumcised on the eighth 
day.  The 8th day is usually associated with the new creation.  God made the world in 7 
days.  For this reason there were many Sabbaths appointed for the 7th day but there were 
others appointed for the 8th day.  For example, the feast of tabernacles/booths.  This was a 
feast to commemorate that time when God first lived among His people in a booth and the 
people of God moved around in booths.  It was the first reversal of Eden where God dwelt 
among His people, and the first glimpse of the permanent state of affairs in the New 
Creation.  Circumcision itself speaks of the cutting away of the old, and is a fitting picture of 
the new birth.  Add to that the fact that Jesus rose from the dead on the 8 th day, that he 
poured out His Spirit on the 8th day, and that the Church would meet on the 8th day.  And it 
is 8 days after the 24th of December that the New Year begins.  It is most fitting that the 
day of remembering Christ’s circumcision is New Year’s Day, for it is by His being cut off that
we live, and how all things are made new.  He is the firstfruits of the new creation, and His 
circumcision on the 8th day is pregnant with significance which reminds us of these things.  

The name Jesus is a Greek name, which comes from the Hebrew name, Joshua, or 
Jehoshua, which means Jehovah is salvation, or Jehovah is our saviour.  So what do you 
think the message is from Jesus’ name?  Jehovah is our saviour and salvation!  The Word 
has become flesh and dwelt among us, Jesus is our Emmanuel, God with us.  
      
        


