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Luke 2:1-20 

In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. 
 2 This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. 3 All went to their own towns to 
be registered. 4 Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called 
Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David. 5 He went to be registered with Mary, to 
whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. 
 6 While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. 7 And she gave birth to her firstborn son 
and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. 
 8 In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. 
 9 Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 
10 But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid; for see-- I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: 
11 to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. 12 This will be a sign for you: 
you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger." 13 And suddenly there was with the angel a 
multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, 14 "Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace 
among those whom he favors!" 
 15 When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, "Let us go now 
to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us." 
 16 So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger. 17 When they saw this, 
they made known what had been told them about this child; 18 and all who heard it were amazed at what the 
shepherds told them. 19 But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. 20 The shepherds 
returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them. 
 
The way in… 

Like many of you we have been receiving Christmas cards for the last couple of 
weeks.  One of those cards was from one of my old friends Gary and Jim.  I haven’t 
talked with them in a while, but seeing their families made me think of one of the many 
road trips we took back when we were in college.  We were driving to Myrtle Beach.  It 
was getting later in the day and we were just at that point where your stomach starts to 
let you know it’s time for a refill.  Our stomachs must have been thinking in unison 
because before I could say something Gary asked if anyone was hungry.  Yup, we 
replied, but there was a problem.  We’d chosen to take the backroads and there was 
nothing before or behind us that indicated there’d be any place to eat.  Never wanting to 
miss a meal I asked, “Where is there to eat?”  As if on cue, we crested a hill and what to 
our wondering eyes should appear but three flashing letters E A T.  The letters were 
stacked on one another upon an arrow pointing down to what we could barely see was 
a little restaurant.  I think, Jim who was driving said, we just got our sign.  
 
Angels and Signs 

1 



For some reason I thought about this silly little experience when I re-read the 
Christmas story this year.  I thought about it because of the shepherds.  Like Jim, Gary 
and I the shepherds were out in the fields.  Unlike us, there is no indication they were 
looking for anything, let alone a sign telling them where to eat. They had, perhaps, just 
settled in for a long winter’s (or spring time) nap when what to their wondering 
eyes should appear, but an angel of the Lord saying you have nothing to fear. 

Angels must be quite shocking for they often feel the need to tell people not to be 
afraid.  The shepherds ignore these words because they were terrified.  Despite their 
trembling the angel continues with her message proclaiming good news of great joy for 
all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a savior, the messiah, the 
Lord.”  

This was good news, even the shepherds would have heard it as such.  For 
hundreds of years the Jewish people had hoped and prayed and longed for an anointed 
one, a messiah, who would come and save the from the oppression of foreign rulers like 
the Romans.  A savior born that day, certainly was good news.  But then, the angel says 
what I have come to see as a very strange thing.  She says, “This will be a sign for you: 
you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” Now remember 
that, because I am going to come back to it.  

But before the shepherds can process this information, suddenly the whole sky 
explodes as if it were the 4th of July in Philadelphia.  A multitude of the heavenly host 
filled the sky and began to sing in what must have been the best chorus ever, “Glory to 
God in the highest, and on earth peace…”  And then, just like that, they all disappeared. 
 
So that’s the sign? 

Now, the text doesn’t tell us but I imagine it took a moment for the shepherds to 
rub their eyes and confer with one another to determine if you just saw what I saw.  I 
also wonder if any of them asked about this sign to which the angel had referred.  

Keep in mind, a terrifying angel had just appeared to them out of nowhere . 
Followed by a multitude of singing angels in the sky as if on broadway.  I can’t imagine 
anything more shocking or fantastic than this.  If ever there was a sign what the angel 
was saying was true, surely this would have sufficed.  Right?  As far as signs go, a 
chorus of angels is way, way more effective even than a flashing sign that reads EAT. 
And yet, and yet, the angel did not say these fantastic events would be the sign.  No, 
what did she say?  She said the sign would be a baby...wrapped in rags… lying in a an 
animals feeding trough.  So that’s the sign?  

It’s as if Santa Claus, in his gigantic toy laden sleigh pulled by flying reindeer, 
one even with a glowing red nose flew up to you tonight on your way home and said, “I 
bring you good news, Santa Claus is real!  This will be a sign to you: At home, under 
your tree you will find a pair of socks wrapped in paper.”  What?  Wouldn’t Santa 
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showing up be a good enough sign? What’s a better sign than singing angels?  And yet, 
it was a baby in a manger that was the sign.  Man, either God is really bad at marketing 
or something else is going on.  If it’s not something else going on then we might be here 
for nothing. I don’t think we’re here for nothing.  
  
Learning to see the signs 

The shepherds waste no time before deciding to go and see this thing.  They 
leave their sheep, head down the hill, somehow find the barn where sure enough it is 
just as the angel had said.  There, lying in an animal’s feeding trough was a newborn 
baby boy, wrapped in cloths.  

Now I will admit that it wasn’t everyday that a baby gets born in a barn and finds 
a manger for a cradle, but as far as signs go, this was pretty pathetic.  No flashing 
lights.  No Bing Crosby or Michael Buble singing over loudspeakers.  No bearded man 
dressed in red ringing a bell.  No 30 second commercials or full page Sunday 
advertisements.  God may have created the earth in 6 days, but when it comes to 
advertising God could have used some help from Don Draper.  

Gods were supposed to be all powerful, yet this infant was the most vulnerable. 
Gods are supposed to be rich, yet this family didn’t even have enough money to stay at 
the Motel 6.  Gods were supposed to be royal, yet here this child was born to peasants. 
Gods are supposed to be holy, yet this child was born to an unwed mother and placed 
in a dirty feeding dish.  How in the world was this a sign of the good news?  And yet, 
after telling their story, the shepherds leave glorifying and praising God.  Why, in the 
world, were they not disappointed by the sign? 

Maybe, just maybe, we’re looking at signs in the wrong way. 
 

Learning to see the signs 
  My friend Gregor is from Germany.  He moved to the states when he was in 

college.  Though he’d been learning English for years, he admits that he missed a 
whole lot of what was going on because he didn’t really understand English.  In talking 
with some other ESL folks, they said you’ll know you’ve got a grasp of the language 
when you’re able to hear and understand jokes.  Getting jokes, they say, is the sign that 
you understand a language.  Perhaps something like this was going on with the 
shepherds. 

It’s easy to look at fiery angels and flashing hosts and believe that God is real, 
but can you look at the most mundane things and believe the same?  Maybe seeing a 
baby wrapped in cloths wasn’t so much the sign of good news.  Maybe it was the 
shepherds ability to look upon a baby wrapped in cloths lying in a manger and see 
the presence of God that was the sign of good news.  Do you see the difference? 
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Can you look upon the vulnerable and see the presence of God?  Can you look 
upon the impoverished and see the presence of God?  Can you look upon the common 
and see the presence of God?  Can we look upon the unholy and see the presence of 
God?  Could the ability to see this way, as the shepherds saw, be the sign which Jesus 
was born to display? 
 
CS Lewis 

“It is a serious thing,” writes CS Lewis, “to live in a society of possible gods and 
goddesses, to remember that the dullest most uninteresting person you can talk to may 
one day be a creature which,if you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to 
worship…”  

You may have heard, you may have even said almost as an excuse, “I’m just a 
human…”   No.  Look around, right here, right now in your midst are ones created in the 
image of God.  No one is ‘just’ a human.  Perhaps this is the message of those angels 
and the message of Jesus, if you can learn to see God in me who will in just 30 years 
be nailed naked to a cross, you can do the same with the least of these.  

 
Thomas Merton Merton recounting his experience (from Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander): 

The mystic monk Thomas Merton leaned to see in this way.  He recounts the 
moment it happened, not in a monastery, a temple or a cathedral but rather on a normal 
city street corner. 

In Louisville, at the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the center of the shopping 
district, I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all those people, 
that they were mine and I theirs, that we could not be alien to one another even though 
we were total strangers. It was like waking from a dream... 

This sense of liberation from an illusory difference was such a relief and such a 
joy to me that I almost laughed out loud…I have the immense joy of being [hu]man, a 
member of a race in which God Himself became incarnate. As if the sorrows and 
stupidities of the human condition could overwhelm me, now I realize what we all are. 
And if only everybody could realize this! But it cannot be explained. There is no way of 
telling people that they are all walking around shining like the sun. - Thomas Merton 
 
The way out.. 

And if only everybody could realize this! But it cannot be explained.  There is no 
way of telling people that they are all walking around shining like the sun.  No, there is 
no way of telling people this, God knows this and so what does God do?  God says, I’ll 
show them.  

Brothers and sisters, may we go from here tonight more able to hear, more able 
to smell, more able to taste and feel and see the signs of God’s presence.  The sign of 
God’s love for all people, Immanuel, God is with us.  
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