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Luke 2:15-20 ‘The Shepherds’ 

15 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.’ 

16 So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. 17 When they 

had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, 18 and all who 

heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. 19 But Mary treasured up all these things and 

pondered them in her heart. 20 The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they 

had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told. 

 

I don’t know about you, but I’ll tell what I’m really missing about Christmas this year – Singing!  I don’t just 

mean in Church, where government guidelines only allow for a few soloists, but more generally.  Ever since 

my days as a boy soprano (the correct term is treble) music and singing have always been an important 

part of the season.  In the last few years, like several others from Trinity Church, I’ve been a member of a 

local choir, and that usually means 4 or 5 concerts in the run up to December 25th.  These are not always 

well attended, as amateurs we do it for love, not glory, but numbers can be disappointing.  I read a revue 

not long after arriving here, of a choral and orchestral concert held in a 1000-seater venue in Scarborough 

with more than 80 performers on stage, and fewer than 30 in the audience.  I hasten to add that our choir 

was not involved, but I do recall one occasion a couple of years ago during a summer season of concerts at 

the Spa Sun Court (despite all the fuss about parking permits, I’m not sure how well the concerts had been 

publicised) when the relatively small audience seemed to be made up largely of partners and friends of 

choir members.  On that occasion our efforts were rewarded by two ladies, obviously visitors to 

Scarborough, who arrived just after we’d started singing and stayed until the end.  We’d just finished and 

were packing away when the ladies’ husbands arrived, to be berated with the words, “Where have you 

been, you’ve just missed a really good concert!”   

Sometimes I’ve heard people speculating on the mood of the great company of angels after they had 

completed their appearance above the fields outside Bethlehem, “Well, not many in tonight, all that hard 

work and rehearsal for a bunch of grubby shepherds!”  That rather misses the point.  Their focus was not 

the shepherds, they were bystanders where the angels were concerned, their focus was the Lord God, an 

audience of one, and what greater audience can there be?  And if we are serious about stripping back to 

the original of the Christmas story, you’ll notice that this company of the heavenly host was in all likelihood 

not a choir – they were ‘praising God and saying …’ verse 14 of Luke chapter 2 tells us.  The key issue for 

us this morning though, is the response of the shepherds, oh, and of Mary too, but let’s start with the 

shepherds. 

 

1. The Shepherds vv15-18, 19 

I suppose it’s unlikely, but their response after that display of celestial fireworks could have been, ‘that’s 

nice, anyone for a cuppa?’ and carry on with the sheep watching.  After all the angel had not given them 

any explicit instructions, rather his news flash had been a pretty bald statement of the facts, a Saviour, in 

Bethlehem, a baby in a manger.  He didn’t tell them to go, only what they would find.  But if they were going 

to find, they would have to go, and they did so immediately.   

a)  There are all sorts of questions I would love to have answered about their ‘going’.  What did they do 

about the sheep, did some stay behind on guard, did they abandon them to chance, did they take them 

along?  How far did they have to go?  Bethlehem was nearby, but maybe not next door.  How easy was it to 

find the baby?  Bethlehem was after all only a ‘little town’ and perhaps this birth was already the talk of it.  

And did they arrive during the night, or early next day?  We’re not told, but we are told 4 things about their 

response: 



1. They go, ‘Let’s go,’ they said (v15), and ‘hurried off.’  It’s not always easy to spur people to action.  

Parents instruct their children, but will they take any notice?  Doctors prescribe medicine, but will the 

patient complete the course?  Preachers preach sermons, but will the congregation take it to heart?  

But the shepherds go without delay, and to do so demands considerable effort and is not without 

risk.  Would they be thought fools if the whole angelic revelation turned out to be a hallucination 

caused by the after effects of a dodgy take away?  Some people react like that to the good news 

about Jesus even now, but not the shepherds.  They act on the best news that anyone could 

receive, news that the Jewish nation had been waiting centuries to hear, news that God has fulfilled 

his promises and a Saviour has been born. 

2. They see, (v17) they found things exactly as they had been told (v20).  Even in the very humble 

circumstances in which this baby was found, the makeshift cradle and the borrowed lodgings, they 

were able to see the significance of this birth.  Their response to that glorious announcement 

brought the blessing of being able to see and know the one who in the fullness of time would pay 

the price for their sin.  Here was the Saviour who would go to the cross to redeem these ‘poor 

shepherds’ and all who like them put their faith and trust in Him. 

3. They tell, first Mary and Joseph (v16) about all that they had heard and seen out in the fields near 

Bethlehem.  And then to anyone who cared to listen (v17), and perhaps some who didn’t, all about 

this child and what they had been told about him.  Here was the Messiah, the promised Christ, the 

Son of God.  It was a message worth sharing.  Colin Stearne’s hymn, ‘We’ve a Story to Tell to the 

Nations’, says: 

“We’ve a message to give to the nations that the God who reigns above 

Has sent us his Son to save us and show us that God is love.’ 

4. They praise God, because of the news they had received, because of the confirmation they had 

seen, they gave God the praise.  It was exactly ‘as they had been told’.  Their response was not only 

directed inwardly at themselves; it had an outward dimension in telling others, and an upward 

dimension towards God.  I recall a cartoon picturing two mothers standing at a shop window with a 

nativity scene and carols being played, saying, ‘They’re even bringing religion into Christmas these 

days.’  The point of Christmas is Jesus, he’s the reason for the season, and for that we should make 

it a time of heartfelt praise. 

The Shepherds present us with an object lesson, an example, a pattern to follow.  What are you making of 

it?  Have you gone to find Jesus, have you believed in Him?  If you have, do you tell others about him?  

These shepherds didn’t wait until they knew everything, they told what they knew.  And are you thankful, is 

the arrival of a Saviour a focus for your praise? 

But think for a moment too, who these men were.  They were not the nice ruddy-faced chaps pictured on so 

many Christmas cards, let alone the tea towel topped children of nursery nativities.  They were rough and 

ready outdoor types, probably smelly too, there are no en-suites in sheepfolds.  Shepherds then had a bad 

press, they were seen as disruptive, disreputable and light-fingered.  When the shepherds were in town you 

kept your daughters locked up and your possessions nailed down.  They were ‘the lowest paid of the 

working class and their work made them social outcasts’.  Yet they were chosen to be the first to hear about 

the arrival of the Saviour.  They stand in real contrast to the others who came seeking the child later, the 

Magi, the Wise Men from the East. (My apologies if this is further undermining your picture of the Nativity, 

but they were not all there at the same time.)  Those Wise Men were from the intellectual elite, rich and 

respected, able to bring costly gifts to the new king.  The two groups represent the social extremes of the 

day.  The huge gap between them points to the breadth of the salvation that Jesus brings; he is the only 

Saviour, for all kinds of people, the highly educated star gazer and the menial labourer, the rich and the 

poor, the Gentile or the Jew, all can be one in Jesus Christ, all can share in the life and hope he offers.  The 

people of his kingdom are marked by and united in their diversity. 

But there is another character we must look to in this passage – and that’s Mary 

 

2. Mary v18 

Where the shepherds spoke out, we’re told that Mary ‘pondered’, thought deeply about all that was 

happening.  While they spread the word, she ‘treasured up all these things … in her heart’ (v18).  For Mary 



it seems that the shepherd’s story was another link in the chain of miraculous events that surrounded the 

birth of her son: the visit of Gabriel, the pregnancy itself, Joseph’s dream with its angelic instruction, and 

now the appearance of the angels to the shepherds and the message that was given to them.  With one 

thing on another, it was building her faith in the one to whom she had given birth.  The one who’s death on 

the cross would pierce her heart, but bring her life and hope; as the song puts it, ’Mary did you know, … this 

child that you’ve delivered will soon deliver you.’  So, Mary kept this knowledge safe, stored it in her 

memory. 

And Luke uses that same phrase again at the end of the chapter, ‘his mother treasured all these things in 

her heart’, verse 51.  Now Luke was a careful chronicler.  He liked to ensure that his information was 

accurate, and he often indicates when things happened by referring to key figures of the time, emperors, 

governors and so on.  You see it at the start of chapter 2 with the reference to Quirinius, and again at the 

start of chapter 3: ‘In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar – when Pontius Pilate was governor 

of Judea, Herod tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and Traconitis, and Lysanias tetrarch 

of Abilene - during the high-priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of 

Zechariah’ Luke 3:1&2.   

There are similar reference points in Luke’s other book, Acts.  Archaeological evidence has shown that 

Luke did indeed record these accurately, to the surprise of some historians, and his writings are now 

recognised as giving useful insight into life in the Roman world in the first century.  Luke spells out his 

research methods right at the start of his book: ‘Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things 

that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eye 

witnesses and servants of the word. With this in mind, since I myself have carefully investigated everything 

from the beginning, I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you 

may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.’ Luke 1:1 - 4.   

So, who were these eyewitnesses Luke consulted when preparing his gospel?  There is a very strong 

suggestion that one of them was Mary herself.  We know that Luke spent about two years in Judea and 

Jerusalem around 58AD, while Paul, his travelling companion, was in prison.  Although Mary would have 

been a very old lady, in her late seventies at least, it’s more than possible that she could still have been 

around and be the source for the story of Jesus’ birth. 

The point is, that this is not a fairy story, nor a script for a children’s play, but sober historical truth.  In these 

sermons we’ve talked about stripping back the story to what the Bible actually says, and what it gives us is 

a plain, straightforward, well-researched factual account that draws on eyewitness testimony.  It is not to be 

dismissed as fantasy or something that’s ‘just for the children’.  Rather it needs to be accepted and acted 

on as true through faith in and submission to the Lord Jesus Christ, as it tells you how he, the Lord of Glory, 

came into the world to save sinners. 


