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Sermon Starter

Teaching Text

And there were shepherds living out in the fields near by, keeping watch over their flocks at night. 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 that will cause great joy for all the people. Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born to you; he is the Messiah, 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 heaven,
and on earth peace to those on whom his favour rests.’
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. When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told. (Luke 2:8–20 NIV)


Sermon Summary

Fourth Sunday of Advent – Hope Made Real (Waiting with the Shepherds)
Hope interrupts the shepherds in the middle of ordinary life. The angels announce that God’s long-promised Saviour has come, and they discover that true hope is not found in an idea or aspiration but in the person of Jesus. As they journey to Bethlehem, they encounter a hope that is real, trustworthy and life-changing. In a world searching for meaning and certainty, the shepherds remind us that God comes near. Because Jesus is with us, hope is here with us too.

Preaching Goals

Inner transformation of people’s hearts: recognising that hope is often formed and strengthened in the rhythms of ordinary life, leading us into deeper dependence on God and greater awareness of his presence – wherever he has placed us.
Outward practice that the sermon could lead to: simply stopping amid our busy routines so that we do not miss the reality of God’s revelation to and with us.

Introduction

How long is it reasonable to wait for a reply to a message or email?
Many people now include notes about their working patterns or expected response times, so that others know when to expect a reply.
We have become accustomed to knowing when answers will arrive.
To help people think about the overall theme of waiting, you might like to begin with a light-hearted illustration – perhaps a personal story about waiting for an email reply, a delayed message, or another everyday situation where patience was required.
Many of us find waiting difficult. We like answers. We like clarity. We like to know what is happening next.
And over the past three weeks, we have seen just how hard it can be to wait:
· Elizabeth and Zechariah waiting in a season of disappointment, silence and unanswered questions
· Mary waiting for a better world where justice prevails
· Joseph waiting in the uncertainty of a life he does not fully understand
The story of the shepherds is different.
They were simply going about their ordinary lives when God intervened unexpectedly, seemingly out of nowhere. Amid routine, responsibility and everyday work, the glory of God broke into their world.
They were interrupted by something they did not realise they were waiting for.
As we explore this passage, we see three movements:
· The story is revealed.
· The story is responded to.
· The story is realised.
The shepherds remind us that hope is often discovered not when we are waiting for something extraordinary to happen, but when God meets us in the mundane.
As we approach Christmas, they invite us to remain attentive to the ways God may be revealing himself to us, even when we don’t realise we are waiting for him.

Section One – The Story is Revealed

This section focuses on Luke 2:8-12.
There is something wonderfully ordinary about the shepherds’ story.
Most of us can probably relate more easily to shepherds than to kings and queens:
· They were not powerful, influential or celebrated.
· They were simply carrying out the responsibilities of their everyday lives.
· That is often where God reveals himself.
Many people can look back on moments when they became unexpectedly aware of God’s presence.
Sometimes it happens during a quiet walk, an evening of reflection, a time of worship, or amid everyday routines.
Just as often, we may wonder how many of those moments we have missed because life has been busy and our attention has been focused elsewhere.
We can so easily forget to wait on God.
The shepherds were busy ‘keeping watch over their flocks’. Their work required attentiveness. They were not merely passing time; they were alert to what was happening around them.
And yet it was still a surprise when God revealed himself.
Here, you might like to invite people to think about their own routines that demand attention:
· work
· home life
· education
· responsibilities
· things to look after
As they consider these areas, they could reflect on the following questions:
· What am I focusing on right now?
· Is my attention more on God or on the things God has created?
· Am I expecting God to show up in my everyday?

Section Two – The Story is Responded To

This section focuses on Luke 2:15-16.
A preacher once said after a powerfully anointed time of worship, ‘It’s not sufficient to kneel before God; it’s how you respond once you leave this building today.’
You could share an example from your own life – was there a time when you were struck by the presence of God? What transformation followed? What did you feel compelled to do afterwards?
This could be a good bridge into the following points:
· We may have had similar experiences at various points in our own discipleship journey. 
· These moments may have occurred during worship, prayer, a time of ministry, or a season when God spoke with unusual clarity.
· Or, like the shepherds, it may have come out of the blue, when we were least expecting it.
· The question God leaves us with is, ‘What next?’
This is echoed in the words of this powerful song:
‘So we stand within your presence,
And humbly seek your grace;
Father Almighty, Jehovah, Saviour,
We long to meet you face to face.
Let your glory fall upon us,
Convict, inspire, provide;
Father Almighty, Jehovah, Saviour,
Your holy presence is our guide.’
(‘Lord, if your presence does not go with us’, SASB 1031)
The real test of an encounter with God is not simply what happens in the moment. The deeper question is what happens afterwards:
‘Convict, inspire, provide …
Your holy presence is our guide.’
The shepherds experienced the glory of God while quietly carrying out their ordinary responsibilities on the hillside. In the stillness, Heaven broke into their everyday world.
When the angels appeared, the shepherds did not merely admire the experience. They responded. They were guided by God to see for themselves what he had revealed.
The encounter brought conviction, but it also inspired action.
Leaving behind the familiarity of their work, they hurried to Bethlehem. Their hope was no longer something anticipated from a distance. It had – very suddenly – become a reality standing before them in the person of Jesus Christ.
Here, you could pause to ask people what would have happened if the shepherds had heard the message but done nothing about it. What if they had remained on the hillside because there were sheep to watch and responsibilities to fulfil?
You might invite people to share their responses out loud. You could bring this time to a close by saying something along the lines of:
They would still have heard the good news, but they would have missed the joy of personally encountering the Saviour.
You might like to pose one or both of these questions, as a way for people to consider the implications of this:
· When have I encountered God’s presence and sensed him calling me to share the hope of Jesus? How did I respond?
· What habits help me remain in God’s presence so that I can follow his leading each day?

Section Three – The Story is Realised

This section focuses on Luke 2:17-20.
The shepherds had experienced something far greater than the birth of an ordinary child. They had witnessed the fulfilment of God’s promise.
Hope had become reality in the person of Immanuel, God with us. Lying in the manger was not simply a newborn baby, but the long-awaited Messiah.
Luke tells us that they returned ‘glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen’.
Here, you could draw out some key points about their response:
· Their response reveals an important truth: when we genuinely encounter Jesus, we cannot help but tell others about him.
· Having seen Jesus for themselves, they did not quietly return to their fields satisfied with a private spiritual experience.
· Instead they began sharing what they had seen and heard. The wonder they experienced overflowed into testimony.
As we reflect on the shepherds’ response, we are reminded that the Christmas story was never intended to be kept to ourselves.
The shepherds did not leave Bethlehem with a sense of spiritual smugness, as though they had gained access to something others could not have.
Instead they glorified God and shared the good news with others.
The shepherds teach us that those who have truly experienced the hope of Christ become witnesses to that hope. The story they received became the story they shared.
You might conclude this section with the following questions:
· What story am I sharing most often? Do my words and actions point people towards Jesus, or merely towards the things I do for him?
· How have I personally experienced the hope of Christ? In what ways has that hope transformed my life and shaped my response to others?

Response

There is real power in the story of the shepherds meeting Jesus. They were not only privileged to see the Christ child; they were transformed by the encounter.
NT Wright says, ‘Hope is what you get when you suddenly realise that a different worldview is possible, a worldview in which the rich, the powerful, and the unscrupulous do not after all have the last word.’
The shepherds discovered precisely that. In a world that valued status and influence, God chose ordinary shepherds to be among the first witnesses of the Messiah’s birth. Their story reminds us that God’s Kingdom works differently.
Having encountered Jesus, the shepherds could not keep the good news to themselves. They left with a story to share:
· a story of hope
· a story of God’s presence
· a story centred on Jesus
The shepherds teach us that we need to be aware of the environment we are in and ready to respond when God speaks – even when he catches us by surprise.
You could invite people to reflect:
What from the shepherds’ story resonates most with me?
You could invite people, as they look towards Christmas Day, to put themselves in the shepherds’ shoes:
· taking it all in over the next few days, as God reveals himself afresh
· responding to God’s big story that we are all invited into
· realising that hope is made real in Jesus

Closing Prayer

Loving Father,
Thank you for the shepherds that you chose to be there as hope was made real.
Amid routine, responsibility and everyday work, the glory of God broke into their world. Let the same be true for us, Lord.
Help us be attentive not only to our tasks and to-do lists this Christmas, but also to you breaking in and turning everything upside down.
We are waiting for you. May our waiting be active, in all we say and do.
Amen.
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