THE SHEPHERDS AND THEIR MESSAGE OF HOPE
(Luke 2:8-20)

| want to share one of my favorite movie quotes. It comes from the 1994 award-
winning film, The Shawshank Redemption. The setting of the movie is a maximum,
security prison. Two inmates become unlikely friends. One is white, and one is black.
One is a college graduate. The other didn’t finish high school. One is much younger than
the other. Both are serving life terms for murder. The black man named Red, regrets what
he did when he was young and stupid. He is played brilliantly by Morgan Freeman. Tim
Robbins’ character is Andy Dufresne. He was wrongly convicted.

Andy holds out hope that he will get a new trial and be able to prove his innocence.
Red cautions him, “Let me tell you something, my friend. Hope is a dangerous thing.
Hope can drive a man insane.”

The movie is almost 30 years old, but just in case you have been planning on
watching it, [ won’t give away the ending. Red receives a note from Andy, and it is this
line that I love. His note reads, “Hope is a good thing, maybe the best of things, and no
good thing ever dies.”

Hope is more than a good thing; it is a great thing, and it is a necessary thing. Hope
doesn’t die; it is the one who loses hope that dies. You can live 40 days without food, 4
days without water, 4 minutes without air. Life isn’t worth living 4 seconds without hope.

Still yet, there are many who are doing just that. They are living life without hope.
They need to hear God’s message of hope. Our God can turn dead ends into doorways.
He wants to open for you a doorway of hope. No matter who you are or where you are in
life, God wants to give you hope.

God wants to give hopeto . ..

couples who are struggling in their marriage,

single parents who are struggling to raise their children,

families who are struggling with financial crisis,

individuals who are struggling with some kind of addictive behavior,

those who are struggling with health issues,

young people who are struggling to find meaning in our postmodern world, and
e all those who, for whatever reason, have lost hope.

Today, we return to the nativity scene to learn from the cast of Christmas. Two weeks
ago, we examined Joseph, and we learned about obedience. Last week, we listened
closely to Mary, and we heard her “yes” of faith. Today, we come to the shepherds. The
shepherds teach us about hope.

What is hope? | once heard a story that conveys the meaning of hope humorous way.

There was a boy who was standing near the escalator of a large department store, just
watching the handrail of the escalator. One of the sales ladies in the store noticed the boy.
She began to wonder if he was lost. Finally, she went up to the boy and asked, “Can |
help you?” He answered, “No. I’m fine.” The lady tried again, “Well, I noticed that
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you’ve been standing here for quite a while.” The boy explained, “I stuck my gum to the
handrail, and now I’m waiting for it to come back.” That, my friends, is hope: confident
expectation of a future event. Hope is faith that looks forward.

With the meaning of hope in mind, let’s see what the shepherds can teach us about
hope (Luke 2:8-20).

Hearing God’s Message Makes Hope Possible

The word angel means, “messenger.” Angels are God’s messengers. The angel that
appeared to the shepherds on the night Jesus was born came to them with a message from
God. We find the core of the message in vv. 10-11. The angel claimed the message he
had would dispel fear and bring joy. Any message like that is a message of hope. Hearing
God’s message is what makes hope possible. Those who either have not or willingly
choose not to hear God’s message separate themselves from the very basis of hope.

This book is full of good news that gives joy and provides hope. Please understand,
this book doesn’t just contain God’s word; it is God’s word. It is His message to us.
Hearing His message is what makes hope possible.

According to Romans 15:4, there is a strong connection between God’s word and
man’s hope. That verse reads, “Whatever was written in former days was written for our
instruction, that through endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we
might have hope.”

Scripture exists for the purpose that you and I might have hope, and it is God’s word
that makes hope possible. Since hope can be found in His word, if we want to receive
hope, we must read it or hear it.

Let me say a word about how shepherds were viewed in the world of the NT. Some
years ago, Randy Alcorn wrote an article entitled, “Shepherd’s Status,” in which he
claimed:

In Christ’s day, shepherds stood on the bottom rung of the Palestinian social
ladder. They shared the same unenviable status as tax collectors and dung
sweepers. Only Luke mentions them.

He cited Genesis 46:34 in which Joseph told his brothers confidentially, “Shepherds
are despised in the land of Egypt” (NLT). Centuries later, after the Israelites were living
in their own land and prospering as farmers, they began to look down on shepherds.
Shepherding was viewed as “a menial vocation for the laboring class.”

Scholar Joachim Jeremias wrote that shepherds were routinely deprived of their civil
rights. They were not allowed to fulfill judicial roles, and they weren’t even permitted to
serve as witnesses in a court of law.

Knowing how shepherds were viewed, don’t you think that it is amazing that Jesus
identifies Himself as the Good Shepherd, and that the primary metaphor for church
leaders is that they are shepherds who are to shepherd their flock?

And isn’t it amazing that the first ones and the only ones to receive a heavenly
announcement that the Messiah had been born were the despised shepherds? It was not
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the priests, nor the wealthy, nor the powerful who received His birth announcement. It
was shepherds. God gives hope to those who need hope.

Years ago, when | was serving as the pastor at the FBC of Hinton, I had the honor of
being the chaplain of the week for the Oklahoma State Senate. On Thursday | was
allowed to address the senators. | gave a short, 15-minute message in which | read a
poem from my favorite author—Dr. Seuss.

After the message, a senator approached me. He was wearing a Dr. Seuss tie. He
spoke of a character in Dr. Seuss’ book Yertle the Turtle. Yertle fashioned himself as the
king of everything he could see. To extend his realm, Yertle made all the turtles arrange
themselves in a stack. Of course, Yertle climbed to the top. From that vantage point he
could see far into the distance, and he was the king of it all.

Here is a portion of that story:

And all through the morning, he sat up there high
Saying over and over, "A great king am I!"

Until 'long about noon. Then he heard a faint sigh.
"What's that?" snapped the king

And he looked down the stack.

And he saw, at the bottom, a turtle named Mack.

Just a part of his throne. And this plain little turtle
Looked up and he said, "Beg your pardon, King Yertle.
I've pains in my back and my shoulders and knees.
How long must we stand here, Your Majesty, please?"

"SILENCE!" the King of the Turtles barked back.
"I'm king, and you're only a turtle named Mack."

"You stay in your place while I sit here and rule.

I'm the king of a cow! And I'm the king of a mule!

I'm the king of a house! And a bush! And a cat!

But that isn't all. I'll do better than that!

My throne shall be higher!" his royal voice thundered,
"So, pile up more turtles! I want '‘bout two hundred!"

"Turtles! More turtles!" he bellowed and brayed.

And the turtles 'way down in the pond were afraid.

They trembled. They shook. But they came. They obeyed.
From all over the pond, they came swimming by dozens.
Whole families of turtles, with uncles and cousins.

And all of them stepped on the head of poor Mack.

One after another, they climbed up the stack.

Then Yertle the Turtle was perched up so high,
He could see forty miles from his throne in the sky!
"Hooray!" shouted Yertle. "I'm the king of the trees!
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I'm king of the birds! And I'm king of the bees!
I'm king of the butterflies! King of the air!

Ah, me! What a throne! What a wonderful chair!
I'm Yertle the Turtle! Oh, marvelous me!

For | am the ruler of all that | see!"

Then again, from below, in the great heavy stack,

Came a groan from that plain little turtle named Mack.
"Your Majesty, please... | don't like to complain,

But down here below, we are feeling great pain.

I know, up on top you are seeing great sights,

But down here at the bottom we, too, should have rights.
We turtles can't stand it. Our shells will all crack!
Besides, we need food. We are starving!" groaned Mack.

"You hush up your mouth!" howled the mighty King Yertle.
"You've no right to talk to the world's highest turtle.

I rule from the clouds! Over land! Over sea!

There's nothing, no, NOTHING, that's higher than me!"

But, while he was shouting, he saw with surprise

That the moon of the evening was starting to rise

Up over his head in the darkening skies.

"What's THAT?" snorted Yertle. "Say, what IS that thing
That dares to be higher than Yertle the King?

I shall not allow it! I'll go higher still!

I'll build my throne higher! I can and I will!

I'll call some more turtles. I'll stack 'em to heaven!

| need 'bout five thousand, six hundred and seven!"

But, as Yertle, the Turtle King, lifted his hand
And started to order and give the command,

That plain little turtle below in the stack,

That plain little turtle whose name was just Mack,
Decided he'd taken enough. And he had.

And that plain little lad got a bit mad.

And that plain little Mack did a plain little thing.
He burped!

And his burp shook the throne of the king!

And Yertle the Turtle, the king of the trees,
The king of the air and the birds and the bees,
The king of a house and a cow and a mule...
Well, that was the end of the Turtle King's rule!
For Yertle, the King of all Sala-ma-Sond,
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Fell off his high throne and fell Plunk! in the pond!

And to say the great Yertle, that Marvelous he,

Is King of the Mud. That is all he can see.

And the turtles, of course... all the turtles are free
As turtles, and maybe, all creatures should be.

That Senator told me that as he does his work, he tries to remember the Macks, the
ones at the bottom of the stack.

That first Christmas, those messengers from God were sent to the Macks, the ones at
the bottom, the shepherds. God used the angels to give them a message of hope.

God wants to give you and me hope, too. He does so by revealing Himself in His
word and by meeting with us as we pray. So, as you pray, ask God to give you eyes to see
Him and ears to hear Him.

While hope is made possible by hearing God’s message, the shepherds teach us a
second truth . . .

Acting on God’s Message Makes Hope Personal

Not only did the shepherds hear God’s message, they also responded to it. Look at vv.
15-16. Hope does not become ours until we trust God’s word, receive it as His word to
us, and order our lives by it. Did you notice how the shepherds had an overwhelming
desire to see for themselves what had taken place?

The shepherds could have come up with many compelling reasons not to traipse off to
Bethlehem. They were tired; it was late; who would watch out after the sheep? They
didn’t know exactly where to go; the description from the angels was rather vague.
Besides, angels had already told them; did they really have to see for themselves?

They did want to see it, not because they didn’t believe but precisely because they
did. They wanted to behold the Christ Child with their own eyes. Maybe, just maybe,
they would be allowed to touch the Baby with their own hands. Who knows? They just
might be allowed to hold the Baby in their own arms. They acted on the message they
received, because wanted to experience the Messiah firsthand.

Many in our day attempt to live a secondhand religion. They hope the faith of their
father or mother or grandparents will be enough to get them to heaven. | want you to
know, you will not get to heaven because of another person’s faith, regardless of who it
is. To truly have hope, you, you alone must act on God’s message.

| once heard the testimony of a man named Tom Papania. Tom was actively involved
in the mafia. He was a mobster, a gangster. He began his life of crime as a young boy,
and he quickly rose through the ranks of the mafia. He was a member of the New York
Gambino crime family. The mafia made Tom a rich man. He drove a Mercedes. He wore
tailored suits. He owned several restaurants. He had it made.

Tom, however, had a mother who prayed for him. She prayed two things: that he
would trust to Christ and that he would become a priest. Tom never had any intention of
doing either one of those things.



Tom had friend who kept inviting him to his house for dinner. Tom kept saying, “I’ll
call,” but he never called. One day the man invited him to church. Amazingly, Tom
accepted the invitation. He drove his Mercedes to church, and he noticed that his was the
only Mercedes in the parking lot. He walked in to the church in his tailored suit, and he
imagined he was the only one in the church wearing a tailored suit. Tom knew that he had
all kinds of things that the people in that church didn’t have, but he noticed they had
something he didn’t have. They had smiles on their faces and a gleam in their eyes. He
figured there had to be something in that church building that he didn’t know about. He
figured there was some silver or gold that the people kept hidden and that was what they
were smiling about. Tom didn’t listen to the preacher; he just looked at the smiles on the
faces of the people. He decided he would keep coming to that church until he found out
what they had, and then he would take it from them. That is how he had lived his life,
taking things from others.

After he had visited the church a second time, the preacher stopped him, gave him a
business card, and invited him to come to his office to talk to him. During the week, Tom
called that pastor and said he wanted to talk. When he got to the pastor’s office, the
pastor spoke to Tom about his need for God. Tom maintained that he didn’t need God
and that God didn’t want Tom.

Breaking the vow of silence he had made to the mafia, Tom began to recount to the
pastor his life of crime that included multiple murders. He confessed to that pastor all the
wrong things he had done in life. When he finished, he found himself kneeling on the
floor of that pastor’s office weeping uncontrollably. When he looked up, he noticed the
pastor wasn’t at the desk. The pastor was kneeling at his side, and he too was weeping.
Tom asked, “Why are you crying?”

The pastor said, “Tom, do understand what you have just done? You have opened a
door to let Christ into your life.” That pastor then led Tom to trust Christ as his Lord and
Savior.

Immediately, Tom knew he was a different person. He called his boss in the mafia
and announced he was quitting the mafia. His boss said, “You know you can’t quit the
mafia.” Tom said he was quitting anyway. His boss said, “You’ve been like a son to me,
but you know what I will have to do if you quit.” Tom said, “You do what you have to
do, but I’'m quitting.” There were several attempts made on Tom’s life, but God protected
him each time. Soon after
Tom turned to Christ, his crime boss was murdered, and that canceled the hit that had
been ordered on Tom.

Today, Tom is a minister. He is the head of God’s Saving Grace Ministries. He speaks
in schools, prisons, and churches spreading the good news of God’s grace. God’s grace
changed him, and he wants to get that news out to others. His mother’s prayers were
answered: he gave his life to Christ, and although he didn’t become a priest, he did
become a minister. Tom acted on the message of hope he heard from that pastor.

We read in Ephesians 2:12-13, “Remember that at that time you were separate from
Christ . . . without hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who
once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ.” Which is true of
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you? Are you far off and without hope, or have you received Jesus and been brought near
to where God is and where hope is?

So far, we have seen that hope is made possible by hearing God’s message, and hope
is made personal by acting on God’s message; there is one more truth . . .

Sharing God’s Message Makes Hope Practical

The shepherds weren’t content to keep the good news to themselves. They had heard,
received, and seen the good news; now they wanted to share it. Look at what they did in
vv. 17-18.

Hope should be practical; it should make a difference in what you do and how you
spend your time. We are instructed in 1 Peter 3:15, “Always be prepared to give an
answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.” If no
one is asking you why you have hope, there is a good chance you don’t. Some people
don’t really have hope; they just have wishful thinking.

When you really know, when you are 100% sure you are going to heaven, you will
have joy in your heart. People are going to be curious why you have such joy and hope.
Like Tom Papania, they are going to wonder why you have a smile on your face. When
you experience God’s goodness, you are going to want to serve the Lord by telling others
about Him. Gratitude towards the Lord always expresses itself in service.

Early one Christmas morning, while it was still dark, the priest looked over the
manger scene that had been set up at the front of the sanctuary. The priest frowned and
looked a little closer. The manger was empty. The Christ Child—a little plaster doll that
represented the Savior—was missing. He along with the assistant pastor and others began
a search of the entire Church. Finally, it became apparent, the infant Savior hadn’t just
been misplaced; it had been stolen.

At the first Mass, the priest spoke with outrage that such a thing would be done. He
announced, “The Christ Child must be returned before Christmas Day is over.” He made
the same announcement at each Mass until he conducted the last Mass.

By mid-afternoon, the Child had not been returned. The priest went for a walk. He
thought the fresh air might do him some good. On his walk he came upon one of the
youngest members of his flock, little Johnny Mullaney, a boy of about 5 or 6. Johnny was
shabbily dressed for such cold weather. He was from a poor family. Johnny, however,
was wearing a huge grin. He was proudly dragging behind him a brand new, red wagon.
The priest realized the family must have really scrimped and saved to have bought
Johnny such a nice wagon. He was touched. He wished Johnny a Merry Christmas.

The priest began to feel better, but then as Johnny passed, the priest looked inside the
wagon and there he saw the missing Christ Child all wrapped up in a blanket. The priest
couldn’t believe his eyes. He stopped Johnny and lectured the boy. He told Johnny that
he was old enough to know that stealing was a sin and that to steal the Christ Child from
the Church was a great sin indeed.

When the priest finally finished, through his tears, Johnny said, “But Father, I didn’t
steal the Christ Child. It wasn’t like that at all. It was just that I’ve been praying to Him
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for a red wagon for a Christmas present, and I promised Him that if I got it, I’d take Him
out for the first ride.”

Johnny had penned his hopes to Christ, and out of gratitude, he wanted to serve Him.

While Johnny sought to serve the Lord because of what he had received, we can serve
the Lord gratefully because of what we know we will receive. Hope is faith that looks
forward. By faith, we can look forward to the return of Christ, to being received by Him
in heaven, to obtaining an eternal reward.

Let’s be about the business of serving the Lord. We can do that best by telling others
about Jesus. A Savior has been born; we have a story to tell, good news to proclaim.

People long to know if there is any hope. You know there is hope. You have heard
God’s message of hope this morning. Hope is possible. Have you received God’s
message? Have you made it personal by acting on what you’ve heard? Finally, will you
make your hope practical by telling others about the Savior and your faith in Him?



