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December 24, 2016, Christmas Eve 

Click here to view readings. 

Focus: Salvation has appeared to all. 

When I was younger, this time of year meant Christmas pageants.  The Christmas pageants 

included the usual roles: Mary, Joseph, the wise men, the shepherds, maybe even an inn keeper if 

you had a big and fancy cast, and of course the animals.   

What they didn’t tell the kids in the plays was that there was a hierarchy.  Of course, the starring 

role was Mary, but I didn’t have the right “skill set” for that part, so as boys, we aspired to be 

Joseph.  But the first several years of your life, you had to take your lumps climbing through the 

minor leagues, being a sheep with cotton balls covering a cardboard box, or a donkey with a 

fuzzy tail and a colored cardboard box, or a camel made out of, you guessed it, a cardboard box.  

Supposedly it got better when you got older, but the problem was that I was born into a class of 

about 5 boys in the same year, so that meant every December, I waited with trepidation to find 

out if I would play Joseph.  And almost every year, I was disappointed.  So I’d end up as a wise 

man wearing the Burger King crown for the 3rd straight year.  Or worst of all, I’d be a shepherd 

and just have to wear the smelly old red-and-blue-striped converted bedsheet that must have 

dated from the church’s founding in 1973.   

In tonight’s Gospel text, we hear that familiar story of Jesus’s birth, the story that has been told 

down throughout the generations.  The story of Mary’s “yes” to God’s will, the story of Joseph’s 

faithful guardianship of Jesus as his adoptive father.  The story of the baby in the manger.  And 

the story of the angels. 

But it’s also a story of shepherds.  Probably not many of us here on the Hilltop experience 

shepherds outside of those Christmas pageants, but back then they weren’t anyone’s superstars 

either.  They spent all night with the sheep.  They were sometimes considered untrustworthy 

because they were away from their families.  They smelled a lot worse even than that 1973 

converted bedsheet.  And when they went to the Temple, it probably wasn’t for worship, but to 

sell their sheep to the sacrificial priests.  We don’t hear anything special about shepherds.  We 

don’t get angels’ predictions months in advance.  We don’t get shepherds calculating where stars 

should be.  We don’t find them poring over sacred Scripture looking for the Messiah.  It turns out 

shepherds are just about the last people you’d expect to be on God’s A-list when he announces 

the Good News of salvation.  They have been caught completely unaware by Christmas.   

What about you?  Where does this Christmas find you?  Every year, we try so hard for 

Christmas.  We give to charities.  We try to make it out to church for at least the Christmas Eve 

service (and of course here’s the point where I have to make my pitch to come back tomorrow 

morning in your p.j.s for our Christmas Day service, too!), we write all our Christmas cards, we 

make Christmas cookies, we try to put up all the lights, we try to make sure that we get to visit 

with all the family and friends, we watch all those old claymation movies, whether we like them 

or not, and of course, as our sagging bank accounts can tell us, we try to find the gift that is 

original that’s wanted for each person on our list so that on some distant summer day months 
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from now they will look on that gift and as they think on us who bought it for them, a smile will 

cross their faces.  That’s the Christmas game-plan.   

And if you’re like me this year, it was a last-minute call.  I can tell you that the Christmas cards 

just got written, the cookies were almost an after-thought, my presents for everyone were bought 

on time thanks to the advanced planning of one Nikki Smith and the magic of Santa’s sleigh 

known as Amazon Prime’s 2-day delivery, even getting ready for these worship services was a 

stretch, and those darn icicle lights still aren’t hanging above the doorstep.  I am no Christmas 

superstar.   

Now, I suspect despite the Hallmark Channel, we know that’s not what Christmas is all about.  

It’s about the so-called “Christmas spirit.”  It’s about loving your neighbor.  It’s about letting this 

time of year be a part of your daily life.  It’s about as the letter to Titus says, “living lives that are 

self-controlled, upright, and godly in the present age.”  So then, are you a Christmas superstar?  

Or have you been caught unaware by this Christmas? 

Maybe you’re not here every Sunday and you feel like Christmas is more for the people singing 

in the choir week after week.  Maybe you feel like you’ve done a lot of things that you’re 

ashamed of and you feel like Christmas is for the good Christians (somewhere out there) who 

never tell a lie, never break the Ten Commandments, and edit their speech to say things like 

“gosh-darn.”  Maybe you don’t get the same warm teddy bear feeling that you suppose everyone 

else gets about Jesus in the manger or about putting the star on the Christmas tree.  Maybe since 

the last time you met at the Christmas dinner table, you’ve had a falling out with a spouse or a 

family member, or a friend.   

Tonight, what I want to say is that Christmas is for you, too.  This isn’t just your holiday.  This is 

a baby who is born for you tonight.  This is God’s gift to you.  And this is the Messiah who 

comes to save you. 

Christmas always catches us unaware.  Always and everyone.  Christmas superstars like Mary 

and the Christmas C-team like shepherds.   

On that night so many years ago, it was the shepherds who heard the Good News first.  Angels 

didn’t announce the birth of God’s Son in the Temple or in palaces, but on a simple farm out in 

the country.  To shepherds keeping their flocks by night who probably more than once were too 

tired to show up for 10am service.  Shepherds who probably occasionally used rough language 

and didn’t have fancy Christmas sweaters.  Shepherds who had never sung in a choir, never sent 

a Christmas card, or never bought the perfect Christmas gift, who probably felt like an 

afterthought in God’s plan or in anyone else’s life.  Shepherds who never got the invite to the 

office Christmas party.  Shepherds who all year put their jobs ahead of their families.    

The angels came to shepherds, too, and shepherds first, singing the most beautiful Christmas 

hymn.  “Unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior.”  Unto you.  Yes, even and 

especially you shepherds.  To shepherds in a cold and dark field appeared the grace of God.  

Bringing with it the Good News of salvation.  Salvation that the birth of a baby means the birth 

of the blessed hope for their un-Christmasy lives.  Salvation that the coming of the God of love 
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means love for them, too.  And salvation that the one who gave himself for the world didn’t 

bypass a dark hillside outside of Bethlehem, but appeared in glory before their eyes.   

Brothers and sisters, tonight, we all stand with the shepherds.  No matter who you are, whether 

you’ve been a Christmas superstar, whether you’ve been naughty or nice, saint or sinner, the 

grace of God has appeared to you.  A child has been born for you and for all of us.  A child who 

was given by his mother in a lowly manger bed and as a man gave himself high on the cross for 

you and for all.   

In the coming days and months ahead, we will learn what it means to live godly lives in the 

present age.  But for now this birth is enough.  This hope is enough.  Enough for a world where 

Christmas still catches us unaware.  Enough for a world that every bit as much as an olden days 

needs a bit of peace and a bit of good will.  And so with shepherds, we come as we are.  And we 

kneel at the feet of a Savior, a Savior not just born, but crucified and resurrected—for all of us. 

Amen.      


