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“The Shepherds Checked It Out”

(Advent ’09, Part Four)

Scripture:  Luke 2:8-20  

Date:  December 20, 2009

Read Luke 2:8-20  

For all we know, life was going great for these shepherds, out in that field, keeping watch over their flocks by night.  They had their sheep, so they had income.  Not a great income.  But enough to get by.  They had their friends, and their co-workers.  They had their religion, being part of the long chain of Israelites who loved the Lord and were awaiting the coming of the Messiah.  Life was good.  Status quo.  Normal.  No waves.


But God was doing a new thing.

[Show “The Nativity”, scene 19, from 1:24:44 to 1:27:41.  Make sure that the lights in the sanctuary are out, as this is a very dark scene.]


God sure WAS doing a new thing.  For 400 years his people have waited for the Messiah to come – so long that by the time these shepherds were born no one really expected it to happen anymore.  But life was good.  Status quo.  Normal.  No waves.  


Then came that angel:  “Today, in Bethlehem, your Messiah has been born.  If you’re curious, you can go see him with your own eyes.  You’ll find him lying in a manger, not a bed, and wrapped in cloths.”


The only question then was:  were they curious?  Would you have been?  Were they curious enough to leave their safe, normal, status-quo life and venture into town, looking in each barn, or cave, that they could find, looking for a baby lying in a manger?  Would you have been that curious?  Would you have checked it out?

I worry when we Christians become too comfortable.  Do you know what I mean?  We love God, we believe in Jesus, and we do things for him here and there:  sing in the choir, serve on a committee, attend church.  But would we see a new thing of God if it ran past us?  And if we saw it, would we be curious enough to check it out?

THAT, you see, is why we remember these shepherds 2,000 years after they lived.  THEY were curious about the angel’s message, and they checked it out.  They left their familiar life out in the field and looked for the new thing that God was doing.

Would you and I have done that?  Would we do it today?


How’s your prayer life, for instance?  Is it routine?  Not that having prayer as a routine is bad.  Routine is good.  Routine means that you are praying; people can count on you to pray for them.  There’s nothing wrong with routine, if it’s a routine of prayer.


But if you heard that God was going a new thing with prayer, would you check it out?  Would you try it?  Here’s a small example.  Many of you eat out in sit down restaurants from time to time, sometimes right after church even.  The next time you’re at a restaurant with a waiter, why not ask your waiter or waitress if you could pray for them when you say grace before you eat?  Would you do that?  Would you check that out, and see what happens?  Are you curious?

Or this - have you ever been listening to someone tell you their problems, and heard God say, “Pray for this person now”?  Oh, God will tell you that if you’re listening.  I promise he will.  And what will you do?  Will you have the courage to ask the person, “Hey, can I pray for you right now?”  And will you put your hand on their shoulder and lift up a prayer to God, summarizing their problems, and asking God to solve them?  Would you do that?  Would you check that out, and see what happens?


I was counseling a couple recently and the man told me that he needed a better job, a higher paying job.  Now, this guy isn’t a Christian yet.  He doesn’t understand prayer, or how God works in our lives.  But I felt God tell me in that counseling situation, “Pray for this guy before he leaves today, pray for a job, and tell him that you’ll be praying for him after he leaves.”  So I did that.  And he looked pretty surprised.  I’m not sure anyone has ever prayed a prayer over him before.  And I told him, “I’m going to keep praying that God will get you a better, higher paying job.  And we’ll see what happens.”  That’s risky.  I mean, what if no new job shows up for this guy?  It’s risky.  But you know, it’s not my risk.  It’s God’s risk.  I can’t wait to see if God opens up a new job for this man.  Answering that prayer for a better job for him may even lead him into a saving relationship with Jesus.  How awesome would that be?


God may be calling you today to take your prayer ministry to a deeper level, beyond praying in the privacy of your home each morning.  If so, will you check it out?  Are you curious enough to give it a try?    My niece, Brittany, was an infant when she came down with Kawasaki Disease, an illness that causes a high fever, red eyes, red cracked lips and other problems.  If left untreated it can lead to serious heart problems.  Her doctor put Brittany on high doses of aspirin, which is a controversial way of treating Kawasaki Disease.  But then people from my brother’s church came visiting, people who took their prayer ministry seriously.  And they laid hands on Brittany, and prayed for God to heal her.  And within a day she was better.


Could God be calling you to take your prayer ministry to a deeper level, beyond praying in the privacy of your home each morning?  Will you be like the shepherds, and check it out?


Maybe God is calling to share your faith with others more than you’re doing now.  Wow, talk about risky, right?  One way to share your faith is by simply doing an act of kindness for someone, and then giving them a caring card from our church – HEY, kind of like the card that we put in each bulletin today.  Can you pull your card out?  


Imagine if, the next time you’re at McDonalds,    you wait until the folks at the table next to you are done eating, and you offer to take their trays to the garbage.  They’ll probably say, “No, that’s okay.”  Be ready for that.  And simply tell them, “I just want to show the love of God in a small way.”  And hand them this card.  Would you do that?  Like the shepherds, would you check that out, give it a try, and see what happens?


There are so many other ways to share your faith  by using this card.  And we’ve got hundreds of more cards just like this one.  Just let me know when you need more.  You could offer to take someone’s empty shopping cart to the stall at Wal-Mart or Wegman’s, and give them the card.  Would you do that?  You could simply open the door for someone coming into the mall, and give them the card.   Would you do that?  Or, you could offer to shovel your neighbor’s driveway, and give them the card.  Like the shepherds, would you check that out, give it a try, and see what happens?

The last hymn that we’ll sing in a few minutes is “Go, Tell It On a Mountain”.  Just like the shepherds who saw the baby Jesus, then told everyone they knew what had happened, God calls each of us to do the same. Who could you tell about Jesus?  For instance, this Christmas morning when you’re with your family, could you figure out a way to tell them about the birth of Jesus?  Who else could you tell?  This Thursday night, do you have a neighbor that you could you invite to our Christmas Eve services?  

It’s so easy to stay comfortable, to keep living in the status quo.  But God is always moving us forward, isn’t he?  Like the shepherds on that fateful night, God calls us to see the new things he is doing in the world, and invites us to check them out.  The shepherds did, and their lives were never the same again.  Will you?  When you hear a new thing of God, will you check it out – like trying new ways to share your faith?


But that’s not even the biggest risk that God wants us to check out.


You want to know what is?  Have you checked this out yet?  Jesus, the one whose birth we celebrate this Friday, Jesus said that HE is THE way to God.

In John 14:4, Jesus said, “I am the way and the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me.”

Have you checked that out for yourself yet?  Jesus says that he is the way.  How do you check that out?  Well, check out the other so called “ways” to God, the other religions of the world.  Do any of them offer you complete forgiveness of your sins free of charge like Jesus does by dying for you on the cross?  No.  In every other religion your good has to outweigh your bad in order to get right with God.  But in Jesus his blood washes away our bad, making the way to God possible.  Check it out.


Jesus says that he is the truth.  How do you check that out?  Well, check out the other religions that claim to teach the “truth”.  Do any of them teach that God is love?  No.  Jesus not only claimed it and taught it, Jesus lived it, showing love to children, love to widows, love to the poor, and love to all mankind by dying for our sins.  Was love ever demonstrated more fully than on Calvary?  No.  Check it out.


Jesus says that he is life.  How do you check that out?  Live his life and see for yourself.  In every decision that you have to make this week, ask yourself one question:  what would Jesus do?  Live by the answer and see for yourself if living like Jesus is real living, or not.

I want to stand before you and say that I have checked the claims of Jesus out for myself and they are right.  Jesus IS the way, the truth and the life.  We CAN come to the Father through him.  


If you’ve never checked that out for yourself then I am so happy you’re here today.  I’d like to give you the chance, right where you are, to begin the most exciting journey of your life.  It begins with a prayer, the prayer of an open heart and open mind.  Will you pray that kind of a prayer with me right now?


Lord, we do not want to live comfortable, status quo, lives.  If you are doing a new thing in our world, we want to be a part of it, whether that’s praying for others in new ways, or sharing our faith in new ways, or checking out the claims of Christ.  We are open to you, Lord.  If Jesus IS the way to come to you, show us clearly that there are no other ways.  If Jesus is the truth, help us to see that truth.  And if Jesus is the life, give us a taste of that life, we pray.  We open our hearts to you, Jesus.  And we open our minds.  For, like the shepherds, we are curious and willing to look into the manger, and check you out for ourselves.


Amen. 
