
Christmas Surprises 

Luke 2:8-14  
Dr. M. Craig Barnes  
Sunday, December 16, 2001  
 
Real Audio (3 MB) 

The Nativity stories provide several roads that all lead to Bethlehem, the place where the Savior was born.  
 
There was the road taken by the Wise Men. This is still the path taken by seekers in search of one worthy 
of their worship. On this path to salvation there are no miracles, just some smart people trying to follow 
the light they have. When they get lost, they stop and ask directions, and then keep moving until at last 
they are in Bethlehem. The Bible claims that Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life. That means that if 
you keep seeking the truth, honestly, like the wise men you will be brought to the Christ Child.  
 
Others of us are on the road taken by Joseph and Mary. This is the path of those whose lives are out of 
control. Maybe like Mary, you have directly experienced the strange interruption of God. Or maybe like 
Joseph, you're in crisis because you love someone whose life is interrupted. No one chooses to be on this 
hard road to Bethlehem. But, as the story goes, when Mary and Joseph became convinced that it was God 
who had conceived this strange thing, they knew that even the hard road is also the road to salvation.  
 
So, some us are on an intellectual journey, and some are traveling through crisis to get to the Savior. But 
most of us, I think, are on the road that the shepherds took to the manger. This is the well-worn path trod 
by those who are doing the most ordinary things. It was just another night for these men, at the end of 
another day of chasing sheep. Nothing special was going on here. In fact, you get the distinct impression 
that it has been a long time since anything special has happened. Perhaps they had long ago told 
themselves to give up such foolish hopes. They were shepherds. This was life. It would always be life.  
 
Maybe like young shepherds, you had once hoped for a life that looked different from the one you now 
have. But those old, lofty dreams have been beaten flat on the worn paths going from home to work, from 
home to work, from home to the grocery store, from home to work. Trying to be mature about it all, you 
tell yourself this is really not a bad life. It is so much better than a life like Mary and Joseph's--in crisis. 
You really can't complain, you think, and no one wants to hear it if you do. Besides, there are so many 
little things in life that are wonderful. You've got all these sheep. You have a job. And maybe you even 
have somebody who cares about you. I don't want to degrade these wonderful little blessings in life, but 
isn't it interesting that at Christmas we all look for something more?  
 
Last week, when I was beginning a business trip, I went to the ticket counter at the airport where I was 
met by a very pleasant lady who said, "Oh, I'm sorry, you have been downgraded." I said, "I'm flying 
coach, how much further down can I go?" She responded, "I don't known. Let's find out. Nope, you're 
right. You are as far down as you can go." After a bit of checking around, she figured out that the computer 
had upgraded me overnight, and then changed its mind and sent me back to steerage where I belong. Had 
I not known about any of this, I would have been happy to have my perfectly good seat in coach. But once 
I discovered I was almost on the other side of the curtain, I became grumpy about being downgraded. 
That is exactly what happens to people at Christmas. Somehow our expectations get raised, and we think 
we ought to be in a better place in life than we are. But the reality is that we will always stay in an ordinary 
place like row 36. So the contrast between the hopes of Christmas and the stark reality of how it is leaves 
us just a bit grumpy.  
 
Why do people knock themselves out to have a very Merry Christmas? Because we were created in the 
image of God. Even though we may not realize it, what is really behind all our planning and preparations 
is not just the longing for an upgraded holiday. It is the longing for something sacred that will match the 
god-like mark on our lives. What our souls are trying to find is glory. At Christmas when we sing all those 
wonderful songs about Gloria in Excelsis Deo, the old yearning for glory pushes through the ordinary 
routines for which we've settled.  
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We speak sometimes about an individual having his or her moment of glory, but that is not what the Bible 
is talking about. Many of us have had those fifteen minutes of fame, but it's done nothing for our souls. So 
what does the Bible mean when at Christmas it promises glory? To begin with, it isn't talking about our 
fleeting moments of glory, but the eternal glory of God. That is what our God-shaped souls are reaching to 
find, and that is why it is such good news to hear the Christmas angel say, "Glory to God in the highest 
heaven."  
 
According to our theologians, the glory of God is a visible manifestation of divine majesty. It refers to a 
revelation of the essence of God, or as one theologian called it, the "godness" of God. Doesn't that sound 
like a theologian? Perhaps you will find more help in a definition provided by author Frederick Beuchner. 
"Glory is to God what style is to an artist. A painting by Vermeer, a sonnet by Donne, a Mozart aria -- each 
is so rich with the style of the one who made it that to the connoisseur it couldn't have been made by 
anyone else, and the effect is staggering...In the words of the 19th Psalm, 'The heavens are declaring the 
glory of God.' It is the same thing." (Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC, page 30) That's helpful. But to 
be a real connoisseur of God's glory is to know that as blessed as we may be to have so much, or to get a 
fleeting glimpse of God's style when we look at the heavens and earth, what our souls are really yearning 
for is God himself. We will never be able to settle for the ordinary blessings when we long to have 
communion with the Blesser.  
 
So how do we ordinary shepherds find this God who's behind all the blessed routines of life? The same 
way the wise men find him, and the same way those in crisis like Mary and Joseph find him. As a 
surprise.  
 
It was an ordinary night, just like all the ordinary nights that preceded it, and just like all the ordinary 
nights that you have. "Suddenly an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shown 
around them and they were terrified." Okay that's surprising, but it's not the biggest surprise. The angel 
said, "Do not be afraid for I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people. To you is born this 
day in the city of David a savior who is Christ the Lord." That is even more surprising, but we still haven't 
got the really startling news. "This will be a sign to you, you will find a child, wrapped in bands of cloth, 
lying in a manger." There it is. That's the great, glorious surprise of Christmas.  
 
The Savior, the glorious one we've all been looking for, the only one who can save us . . . is a baby. A baby? 
Yes, a baby lying wrapped in an ordinary manger.  
 
When the Savior came as a baby, he brought with him a heavenly choir to sing, "Glory to God in the 
highest heaven and on earth, peace among those with whom he is well pleased." If instead of coming as a 
baby, he came as a warrior, and if instead of the choir, he would brought the heavenly soldiers, that would 
have settled everything on earth. The whole earth would then know that God had broken into his own art 
of creation. But he chose to enter the world quietly, subtly, and vulnerably.  
 
So why did God choose to arrive as an ordinary baby instead of a heavenly warrior? To be just like you. 
That's the big surprise. God is revealed at Christmas as God with us. Every earthly emotion you face: fear, 
hurt, grief, vulnerability, joy, love, and, even longing, God has faced. He knows you, because he has been 
through it all. By the Spirit, he is still going through it all with you today.  
 
It wasn't just empathy that God was after, however. No, when the child became a man, he lived among us 
full of grace and truth. He walked all our roads to show us how to live under heaven. Then a day came 
when he walked straight to Jerusalem to die on the cross for us. This may be the biggest surprise of all. 
God became flesh and dwelled among us because he was dying to love us.  
 
Luke tells us that on the day Jesus entered Jerusalem, the crowds gathered around him saying, "Peace in 
heaven, and glory in the highest heaven." Isn't that interesting? At Jesus' birth it was the angels who 
proclaimed peace on earth. On his way to the cross, it was his disciples who proclaimed peace in heaven. 
Luke wrote this as an antiphonal declaration of salvation. This is what the ministry of Jesus was all about, 
and it was the reason the baby was born -- to bring heaven and earth back together again.  
 



If it feels like the part of earth you travel back and forth on everyday has somehow slipped away from the 
glory of heaven, then you have to keep your eyes on Jesus. For he alone can hold heaven and earth 
together. Whatever road you are taking to get to Bethlehem this year, stay on the path until you see the 
birth of your salvation. If you cannot see how this is all going to work out, or if you are not at all certain 
about the glory of God being revealed in a baby, just wait. This is only the beginning of the story. But you 
have to allow the Christ child to be born in your life, or even born anew this year, if you are ever going to 
see his glorious salvation down the road.  
 
In the meantime, there is all you hope you need just in seeing the miracle of the Christ child. When the 
angels appeared to the shepherds, their announcement followed the same pattern the angelic 
announcements always follow. This pattern can be seen in the announcements to the Shepherds, Mary, 
Zechariah, and even Abraham centuries ago. First came the appearance of an angel. Second, those who 
saw the angel became afraid. Third, the angel always says, "Don't be afraid." Fourth, the angel announces 
good news. And fifth, an objection was always made by those who heard the good news saying things like, 
"How can this be?" The only exception to this pattern is found when the shepherds break the pattern by 
not asking, "How can this be?"  
 
That's because the announcement they received came after the birth of Jesus. And after a Savior is born, it 
is really silly still to ask how surprisingly good news can be true.  
 
O God of grace, guide us by your Holy Spirit along whatever path we are on until we are startled to find 
the glory of the highest heaven born into the manger of our own hearts. Amen. 
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