The First Christmas Journeys #3

“The Journey of the Inconvenienced”
Luke 2:8-20
I begin this message with a public service announcement: The following sermon may step on some toes. It is not my intention to be offensive, but the Word of God is very clear on the subject. 

This Christmas season we are considering the first Christmas journeys—various trips made by the participants in the birth of Christ and how we can learn from them. So far we have covered Mary’s trek to Judea in order to visit her relative Elizabeth, and the travel of Joseph and Mary from Nazareth to Bethlehem just prior to Jesus’ birth. This morning I want to direct our attention on the shortest of these first Christmas journey, recorded in Luke 2:8-20. 

Jesus has been born in Bethlehem. Luke picks up the story in verse eight, “And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night.” These were not especially noteworthy men. We are not given their names, nor do we know much about them. Paul Maier writes, “If, resorting to symbolism, the wise men represented privilege, wealth, and intelligence, so the shepherds stood for the cross-sectional, average Palestinian—quite literally, too, ‘the man on the night shift.’”
 In today’s terms, they were “blue-collar workers,” like factory workers or truck drivers or garbage collectors. Even by their own culture, they were not highly respected. Leon Morris notes, 

As a class the shepherds had a bad reputation. The nature of their calling kept them from observing the ceremonial law which meant so much to religious people… They were considered unreliable and were not allowed to give testimony in the law courts. There is no reason for thinking that Luke’s shepherds were other than devout men, else why should God have given them such a privilege? But they did come from a despised class.

Chuck Swindoll adds, “Imagine the reception a dirty migrant worker would receive at the door of a sophisticated country club, and you will understand where the shepherd ranked in Hebrew society.”


And so one can imagine how surprised they must have been when their sleepy night was suddenly interrupted, as Luke records in verses 9-14,

An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 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. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.” 

At first they were afraid. Who wouldn’t be? Then they must have been astonished that such good news should be brought to them, of all people!

Yet notice their response, seen in verses 15-16:

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

These two brief verses speak volumes regarding the actions of the shepherds, even more than we might initially realize. Much like the wise men, these shepherds react immediately to the good news. As soon as the brilliance of the angels died away in the night sky, the shepherds say to each other, “Let’s go!” There is a sense of urgency in the Greek construction of that phrase.
 There is no sign of doubt or debate, just simple obedience. As Maier notes,

Perhaps it was fortunate that they were common laymen, for if they had been scholars or theologians, they would likely first have held a debate on the hillside instead of rushing into Bethlehem after the glad announcement.

Not only was their giving immediate, it was also potentially risky. They went off to see this Child whom the angels praised, and in doing so, they left their work. It is unlikely that the shepherds rounded up all the sheep and took them along, and there is no indication that any of them stayed behind. The Mishnah, which was the legal code of the Jewish society, was very clear about the liability these shepherds risked:

He who brings a flock into a fold and shuts the gate before it as required, but [the flock] got out and did damage, is exempt. If he did not shut the gate before it as required, and the flock got out and did damage, he is liable (Baba Qamma 6:1).

There are four kinds of watchmen: (1) an unpaid bailee; (2) a borrower; (3) a paid bailee; and (4) a hirer [probably the shepherds of Luke 2] …The hirers take an oath that they have not been negligent concerning a broken bone or death. But they pay compensation for the one which was lost or stolen (Baba Mesia 7:8).

These shepherds obeyed God at the risk of their livelihood. To put it in practical terms, they dropped everything they were doing to attend His birth. There is a sense of duty and godly determination in the way they came to Him.
 Similarly the first disciples were called to leave their fishing nets or tax collector’s tables to follow Christ. Throughout history men and women have been called from various occupations and backgrounds to devote their lives to the Lord. And don’t forget about the young man who refused to give up his riches to follow Christ!
And so I have entitled this message “The Journey of the Inconvenienced.” It was no small thing for the shepherds to leave their flocks in the fields in order to worship the newborn king of the Jews. And this is where we find application for us today.

A Dubious Indication

First I want to point out a dubious indication. Church attendance has edged down in recent years. Gallup’s latest yearly update from its daily tracking survey shows that in 2017, 38% of adults said they attended religious services weekly or almost every week. When Gallup began asking this question in 2008, that figure was 42%. On the other hand, 48% responded that they attend church “seldom to never.”

Even more troubling is the trend among church members when it comes to church attendance. It has been reported that the average church member attends church one Sunday out of four. These are not unbelievers, mind you. These are people who claim to be Christian, who have been baptized or otherwise placed their name in membership of a local church, and they come on average once a month.

Because of this, churches are closing throughout our country, on average seven per week. Three hundred fifty churches that were open to begin 2018 will have closed their doors by the end of this month. Furthermore, Christian missions and ministries suffer from a lack of support they once received from local churches. 

And this is not happening because the government is pressuring people away from church or because rival religious groups are persecuting Christians. Oh, no, this is going on in the United States of America, where there is freedom of religion (for the time being anyway). In other nations where believers in Jesus are persecuted, their church attendance is actually increasing! They put American Christians to shame.

A Divine Injunction

“What’s the big deal?” you might be wondering. “I can worship God anywhere—it doesn’t have to be in a church building on Sunday!” Worship is a divine injunction, a command. Yes, it is true that one can worship God on an individual basis, but we are called together as the body of Christ. Paul used this metaphor in 1 Corinthians 12:12 and 27,

The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with Christ… Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.

Within that same chapter Paul speaks of how we need one another within the body of Christ. Jesus promised in Matthew 18:20, “For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.” We are made for each other. When God said of Adam in Genesis 2:18, “It is not good for man to be alone,” I don’t think that only applies physically and psychologically. We need one another spiritually.

And so the early church often met together. Acts 2:42-46 records,

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. 
One vital feature of the early Christian community was their sense of being “gathered” together in worship. First, they were gathered in the sense that they actually met as a group, and second, as they met, they were gathered into a unity of spirit that transcended their individualism.
 They not only performed the actions of worship—being devoted to the apostles’ teaching, fellowship, breaking of bread and prayer—but they displayed the attitude of unity. Whenever a church is divided, you can be certain that they are not worshiping. Whenever you find a worshiping church, you will find a united church, for the petty differences that divide Christians fade into the background when God’s people are focused on worshiping Him.

Corporate worship is to be the top priority of the church. Tozer writes, “The Christian church exists to worship God first of all. Everything else must come second or third or fourth or fifth.”
 This is not to say that the church cannot do anything but worship. There are certainly other valid activities for a local congregation to do. But these can never substitute for true corporate worship.

Unfortunately, many churches have substituted a lot of other things for worship, as Tozer laments,

Because we are not truly worshipers, we spend a lot of time in the churches just spinning our wheels, burning the gasoline, making a noise but not getting anywhere. Oh, brother or sister, God calls us to worship, but in many instances we are in entertainment, just running a poor second to the theaters. That is where we are, even in the evangelical churches, and I don’t mind telling you that most of the people we say we are trying to reach will never come to a church to see a lot of amateur actors putting on a home-talent show. I tell you, outside of politics there is not another field of activity that has more words and fewer deeds, more wind and less rain.

Worship is meant for Christians to gather as a body to praise our Heavenly Father and our Lord Jesus Christ.

Furthermore, worship is commanded. “Where does the Bible say I have to go to church?” someone might object. Turn to Hebrews 10:25, “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.” True, this is a negative command—don’t stop meeting together—but it has the force of a command nonetheless. We are commanded to worship God together!

Not only that, but the first four of the Ten Commandments concern worship. The first commandment tells us, “You shall have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:3). Jesus tells us that the first and greatest commandment is that we are to love God with all our hearts, all our minds, and all our souls. The point is that our worship, our deepest devotion, our most ardent love is to be directed to God rather than to ourselves.

Worship, then, is commanded. It is not an optional activity that may be added to life’s curriculum by those who enjoy that sort of thing, and discarded by those who do not. It is rather an obligation.
 I like the way Eugene Peterson summarizes this truth:

I have put great emphasis on the fact that Christians worship because they want to, not because they are forced to. But I have never said that we worship because we feel like it. Feelings are great liars. If Christians worshiped only when they felt like it, there would be precious little worship. Feelings are important in many areas but completely unreliable in matters of faith. Paul Scherer is laconic: “The Bible wastes very little time on the way we feel.” 

We live in what one writer has called the “age of sensation.” We think that if we don’t feel something there can be no authenticity in doing it. But the wisdom of God says something different: that we can act ourselves into a new way of feeling much quicker than we can feel ourselves into a new way of acting. Worship is an act that develops feelings for God, not a feeling for God that is expressed in an act of worship. When we obey the command to praise God in worship, our deep, essential need to be in relationship with God is nurtured.

Corporate worship is not optional for the Christian; it is commanded. The Christian who fails to worship with other believers is simply living in disobedience to God. As James 4:17 puts it, “Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins.” 
We must intentionally budget our time for both private and corporate worship, and it must become a priority in our lives, or we will always find something else taking its place. 

A Direct Implication

This leads to a direct implication. The word worship is a contraction of the Old English weorthscope. While the spelling is unfamiliar, the word is actually “worth-ship.” To worship, then, is to ascribe worth to someone or something. In Christian worship that means ascribing worth to God. Believers come into His presence and actively declare His worth-ship.
 New Testament scholar Ralph Martin writes, “To worship God is to ascribe to Him supreme worth, for He alone is worthy.”
 
So what does our lack of worship imply? When we are too busy to worship God, we tell God that He is not worth anything to us. When we allow other things to take the place of worshiping God, we tell God that those things are more important to us than God…the very definition of an idol. As 1 John 5:21 warns, “Dear children, keep yourselves from idols.” Or as The Living Bible paraphrases it, “Dear children, keep away from anything that might take God’s place in your hearts.” Even worse, when we neglect to regularly worship God in His house, we communicate to our children that worship is not that important to us…that God is not worth all that much. And the recent statistics on church attendance declining shows a sharp drop off in church attendance among younger generations.

I understand that sometimes work schedules and family events make Sunday morning worship attendance impossible. That is why we have Sunday evening worship and other churches offer Saturday night worship. If you can’t be in church Sunday morning, why not attend Sunday night? An occasional absence in understandable, but when the average church member attends church one out of four Sundays, missing worship is the rule and not the exception. I also get that illness or injury may also keep us from church, even for a prolonged time. By all means, take advantage of solid biblical preaching on television, radio, or the internet. (This church offers every sermon in video, audio, and print format.) But let’s be straight about a regular failure to worship publicly: It is sin. If you are too busy to take an hour or two to worship God, then, my friend, you are just too busy! Let’s stop making excuses and start making our way to God’s house. 

The shepherds of the first Christmas could have come up with plenty of excuses for not searching for the Christ child in order to worship Him. Certainly leaving their flocks in the field was inconvenient, to say the least. Yet they made worshiping Christ a priority. 

May we dedicate ourselves to regularly worship God with our church family before our church becomes a statistic. Let’s together show God what He is worth to us.

O come, all ye faithful, joyful and triumphant,

O come, ye, O come, ye, to Bethlehem

Come and behold Him, born the King of angels

O come, let us adore Him, O come, let us adore Him, 

For He alone is worthy, for He alone is worthy,

For He alone is worthy—Christ the Lord!
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