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Pastor: Richard Pfeil

“You Can Learn a Lot from Angels”
Matthew 1:19-20, Luke 1:11-13, 18-20, 26-31, 38

I have been thinking about retracting that message I had about two weeks ago: “Embracing the Stress.” Do you remember that one? Ever since I preached that thing I have gotten the flu twice, and I got a cold again, so I am thinking about retracting that one. Can you do that as a preacher? I hear a lot of others having colds, a lot of colds.  Well God bless you. He is there giving us strength through it all. 
We have been, as a church, journeying to Bethlehem, looking at all the different characters in the Christmas story and seeing the journeys they were on. One thing we discovered is that all those who really see, I mean really see Christ, and experience the joy and contentment and benefits of knowing him, were all on journeys; none of them were home. It gives us a hint of how we can experience God’s presence, the promise of  Emmanuel, that we have in the scripture, by simply not being home, but doing things differently; being discontent with our lives, searching for something greater, something deeper, something more meaningful. 
So far we have looked at Mary and Joseph’s journey, the central characters, and we looked at the shepherds last week. Today we are looking at the angels. Now, when I first started looking at all the passages on the angels, I thought maybe I should just skip the angels of the past because angels are kind of hard to relate to. They don’t have flesh and blood like we do. They don’t have a sinful nature to contend with. Plus the angels are so obedient. “Seeing is believing” is the cliché that we have. Maybe it is easier to obey when you see. They see past the veneer of this world; they see the world beyond. As a result they not only believe, but they know. They know the reality of the spiritual world, about God and Christ. They know all of that. 
So I thought of just passing them by simply because they are hard  to relate to until I started looking at the stories a little more deeply. I discovered, actually, there are a lot of things you can learn from the angels. When I first typed the bulletin, my spell check didn’t catch the error I had made - I had actually put the title “You Can Learn a Lot from Angles.” Spell check doesn’t catch that, but that, too, is true. You can learn a lot from angels by looking at things from different angles. 

We are actually going to look at the Christmas story from a different angle, from the angle of the angels, and see what we can learn. In particular, we are going to look at two stories, Zechariah and Joseph,  because I think they really capture the common experience that the angels have with us, with the characters in scripture. 
For your benefit an outline is printed in the bulletin if you care to use it. 
Let’s pause for a word of prayer. Heavenly Father, I just come before you. I just pray that you take this jar of clay and use it for your honor. I pray that each of us may have listening ears and hearts that we can  take this moment to pause and let go of all the stress and all the things going on, and things that are yet to come, our to-do list,  and just set those aside and ponder and treasure these thing  that you have to say to us. Give us a fresh message so that our Christmas season too can be in fulfillment of the promise of Emmanuel that God really is with us. Help us to see this Christmas, really see, Christ in the manger. We pray this in Jesus name. And all God’s people prayed, Amen. 
Well let’s take the first part the trip with Zechariah in Luke 1:8-13, “One day Zechariah was serving God in the temple, for his order was on duty that week; and as was the custom, as the priest he was chosen by lot to go into the sanctuary of the Lord and burn incense. While the incense was being burned a great crowd stood outside praying. While Zechariah was in the sanctuary, an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing to the right of the incense altar. Zechariah was shaken and overwhelmed with fear when he saw him. But the angel said, ‘Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for God has heard your prayer.’” 
As you read all the passages on the angels’ visitations, what you discover is that the most common reaction people have toward them is what? Fear, fear. It says Zechariah was shaken and overwhelmed with fear. Now you might say fear is in the bible- fear of the Lord is the beginning of  wisdom. That is a very popular and prominent proverb in scripture. But that is a different kind of fear. The fear of the Lord is more a sense of awe, of reverence, a recognition of who God is, bowing down in submission and worship. This kind of fear is the kind of reaction you get when you see your electric bill in January -that repulsion and that jerking away. It is what happened when you, as a child, heard the phrase “Wait ‘til your father gets home!” At least that is what was said in my day when I did something really really bad. You feared and trembled and you heard the car come up the driveway and your heart palpitated and the tears begin to flow already because you knew you were in trouble and were going to get it. 
You get this sense of fear, this pulling away, this reaction from Mary and Zechariah and the Shepherds, and even Joseph. The angels had to reassure them and say “Do not be afraid.” How could they say that? Because there is something that they know, and it probably shocks and saddens them, and I know it has to sadden and pain the heart of God to see his people recoil. Have you ever had a pet that when you went down to touch it, it recoiled? You find yourself wondering, “Why did they do that? I have nothing but good things for them. I just want to pet them. I just want to love on them.” 
I love to feed birds in winter time and I love to watch them. I always wanted to pet a bird. I tried as a kid to put the salt on the tail and it just doesn’t work, but I always wanted to pet one. I have nothing but love and tenderness in my heart for those dumb birds. But every time I try to get near them, even if I approach the window, they fly away. It saddens me. Squirrels are the same way, rabbits, too.  Is it me? Is it my looks? What is going on? I have nothing but good intentions, yet they recoil in fear. It saddens me and it makes me wonder… Is that not how God feels since he has nothing but good intentions toward us, too.
What the angels know is this: they come with but good things to tell Zechariah and Mary and Joseph. They say “Zechariah, your prayers have been answered. You are going to have a boy.” That is good news, isn’t it? If you have never had a child that is great news. To Mary, “Mary you are going to be the mother of the Messiah. What every Jewish woman is yearning for, you have won.” The shepherds probably got even the greatest news of all. To these shepherds, who were considered the most repulsive, fallen, sinful, almost beyond redemption type of people, God comes and says this: “I have come to bring you home. I have come to save you. I have come to rescue you. I have come to forgive your sins, come to deliver you.” Think of what incredible news they got!  I think it is interesting too that God revealed it to the shepherds. The Great Shepherd comes to shepherd his people home, and to reach out and rescue that which was lost. 
It reminds me of another passage, “All we like sheep have gone astray each of us turned to his own way, and the Lord has laid upon him the iniquity of us all.” 
God has nothing but good news for his people and yet they recoil in fear. I see the same reaction. People have this negative, fearful response to God. I know it has to break his heart because God again has nothing but good. 
There are two passages I think that capture the heart that God has for us. To parents he says,” Parents (this is Matthew 7), if your child asks for a loaf of bread (or in our day an Ipod),  are you going to give them socks? No, you are not going to give them socks. You are not going to give them a rock. If they ask for a fish, do you give them a snake? No. Well, if you, a sinful parent, knows how to give good gifts, how much more does your Heavenly Father want to give good gifts to you?

I love the passage in James, “Every good and perfect gift is from above coming down from the Father of heavenly lights who does not change.” The same God who came that Christmas morning comes to us, as well, with nothing but good, good news for us. And yet so often when I talk to people I am just shocked and heartsick and saddened by their perceptions of God.
I talked to a couple of people just this past week who relayed their life story and mentioned  how they viewed God, at one time in their life, as being in this dark black cloud over their head that traveled around with them, waiting for them to do something wrong so he could come down in wrath and zap them.

 As we talked I realized what was behind it all was the fact that they had so many painful experiences as a child they thought in their mind, “If there is a God and he is allowing this to happen, then God is a cruel and angry God.” They couldn’t understand why God would allow bad things to happen. Because of their experiences in life they had this understanding of God as being negative, something very radical, very angry. 

It is sad because God is not like that. I know life can be that way and the fall of human beings can do those things to people, but that is not God. The reason why those kinds of things happen is because of the absence of God in people lives, the absence of God in parents’ lives. Had God been involved in that child’s parents’ lives those things would not have happened, and she or he would have had a wonderful experience with their parents, a wonderful experience with God. 
I talked to another person about their consternation over a grandparent who just remained resistant to the Christian faith. They were asking whether they should write something in a Christmas card, talk about the gospel. The person had grown up in a very rigid church.  By rigid church I mean this. The women could not pray without their husbands present. If you walked into another church you could be excommunicated by the elders (and we are not talking Amish or Mennonite). Sporting events were not allowed and if your children attended a sporting event or were on a sports team you could not, as a parent attend your child’s sporting event. That is the kind of rigidity I am talking about. As a result of the hypocrisy and the wounds from the people of that church, she came to conclude that Christianity is not good and not real, and the God of these Christians, who has produced such a thing, can’t be good and can’t be worthy of faith. I know it breaks the children’s heart, their inability to get across to their grandfather that that is not what God is like. He was asking how to get through to him. 
My thought was, well, the only way I think you can get through to him is really to model love and grace. He has experienced a graceless Christianity, one that does not accurately reflect the God of the Bible. The God of the Bible is not like that. He is nothing but good news for people. There is nothing but good that he wants to do in our lives. I know it must break the heart of God to hear stories like that when Christian people become the blockade for people to come to faith, to know him.  God has nothing but good news for that grandfather, for us and for his people. It reminds me too of the importance in our lives of being an accurate model of the love and grace of God. I think that is probably why God came as a baby because it is the most innocent and unassuming form that no one can fear. I believe God gets the sense from the angels in the recording of his people that somehow they had misunderstood from the Old Testament who he really was and he wanted to show them an accurate picture of himself so we get it right. So he comes in Christ. If you want an accurate clear picture of who God is look at Jesus -that is who God really is. That is an accurate portrayal. 
What is something else we can learn from angels? Well we can learn from Joseph’s experience on the journey. Here is what is being said about Joseph’s journey,  and it captures the second most common reaction that people have toward God and the good news. “This is how Jesus the Messiah was born. His mother Mary was engaged to be married to Joseph. Before the marriage took place, while she was still a virgin, she became pregnant through the power of the Holy Spirit. Joseph, her fiancée, was a good man and did not want to disgrace her publicly, so he decided to break the engagement quietly. As he considered this an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream.” 
The second most common reaction I see from the characters in the Christmas story is that when the angels arrive and give them the message, they are puzzled. They just can’t figure it out. It just doesn’t make any sense. Clearly Joseph has heard about Mary’s pregnancy from Mary herself. An angel did not tell him.  Mary has told Joseph that she is pregnant. Mary probably told him the whole story of the angel visitation, and everything else, and we are told that Joseph considered these things, meaning he thought about it and thought about it and thought about it and puzzled over it probably for a while; maybe a couple of nights, maybe even a week, I don’t know. I don’t know how long it really was. But he comes to the conclusion that it is just too hard to believe. Maybe he even looked in his bible at all the passages about the Messiah, and he concludes that there is no way her claims  can be true. He just can’t understand how they could be. So he decided to put her aside.

You see the same reaction in Zechariah. Zechariah is told, “You are going to have a son” and he says, “How do I know this?” Zechariah’s disbelief is probably deeper than anyone else’s. He questions his eyes; he questions the reliability of the message. He kind of has the same reaction that Scrooge had as  Marley’s ghost was right there before his eyes,  but he doesn’t trust his senses. Zechariah sees this angel visiting with this good news, and he doesn’t believe it is real, doesn’t believe it is a reliable message.
 Even Mary had the same reaction in Luke 1:29 where it says “She is confused and disturbed.” When the angels came with all the great news, she hears  the reaction of that great joy and rejoicing in the town.  Mary isn’t doing flips and stuff. But it said she treasured….. now the word treasured, I am not sure why we always translate it that way because the word treasured is the same word of Joseph pondering and considering. She is thinking about it over and over. The verdict is not in yet; she neither believes nor disbelieves. Now Joseph’s pondering is a little different in that he thinks about it and he concludes it can’t be possible, so he says her truth claims are not true. But Mary has not made that decision yet but their action is exactly the same. The word ‘treasured’ means ‘to ponder and think about it for a while’ because she does not grasp it yet. 
That verbiage is used twenty-five times in scripture, where God comes and people are actually confused as to what he has to say. They just don’t grasp it; they just don’t understand. God blows us away all the time in scripture and in our lives today which I find very comforting. I say comforting because I would expect the creator of this world to be hard to understand by his creatures. I mean, if his creatures can grasp the creator then the creator isn’t all that almighty and isn’t all that smart. But when the creator says such things that blow the creatures mind then it tells me that the creator is something greater than the creature, and perhaps is very real and very true. Often times throughout scripture this creator speaks in ways and means that are beyond the human mind. If everything in scripture is something that a human mind could conjure up then it really would say that it is human product. But there are things in scripture that go beyond human conception. 
But this is a common reaction for a lot of people, to say Christianity just does not make sense. Jesus- human but fully God. How can you prove that he was God? I don’t even know that he was a real human being. I don’t know if there is enough historical information to say that he even existed. The bible, the word of God, how can you prove that? It is an old book. Is it reliable? I have heard there is a lot of error in it. And how could a good God create a world in which evil exists? How could good and evil co-exist? There are a lot of questions that people have. 
My own sister, when I was talking to her about the Christian faith, got up rather indignantly, got an encyclopedia, went through the encyclopedia to look at all the different religions of the world and how many people adhere to the different religions and added all the totals up and said to me “You are a minority. The Christian faith is a minority. How can you tell me that all these people are wrong and you are right.”

I sympathize with her because I had the same reaction to Christianity for a long time. I am telling you the last place in the world I ever thought I would be is here in a church for one, in a Presbyterian church especially, because I just thought Presbyterians the coldest, the stiffest, the quietest people I have ever heard in my life. And I hated church. The were all cold. I told myself I would never go to church, and one day I found myself in a balcony my arms folded, really resistant. You know what God did? God decided to speak to me in such a way that I could understand, and I could embrace the faith. 

That is the same thing he does in Joseph’s life and Mary’s life and Zechariah’s life. God reaches down in such a way that enables them to believe. He doesn’t get upset over Joseph’s questioning and considering and thinking about it. Maybe in Zechariah he was a little upset because basically he said God wasn’t really honest in what he was saying, and God took that personally. But everyone else, God really didn’t get upset. He didn’t ask them to turn off their minds, he didn’t ask them to stop thinking in a human way, and he doesn’t chastise them for their doubts. 

What he does is approach them in such a way that enables them to overcome their intellectual barriers and thoughts. To Joseph he gave him a dream, that was good for him; to Mary God came personally in an angel; to Zechariah he gave laryngitis and enabled him to have faith. 
I’ve talked to a lot of different people about their own spiritual journey and discovered that it is different for everyone. For me it was the gospel in the balcony of a church, and a prayer and as the Holy Spirit came in there was just this sense of warm presence that I could not deny. For others I know they have had a crisis in their lives and they prayed and their prayers were answered, and it was just more than coincidences that enabled them to have faith. A good friend of mine had divorced his wife and was living with a woman. He went to Christmas Eve service like he always did and through the message, was challenged to evaluate his life. He began to look into his life and he discovered he needed a change.  God came into his life and changed him right there through a Christmas Eve service. 
I find that God does this all the time and if this is you, if you have doubts and you are not sure, you haven’t bought in yet because there are so many questions in your mind that just seem to be barriers to faith, what I know will happen is that God will, sometime in your life, reach into your life and do something so that it enables you to believe. He will enable you to overcome the intellectual barriers that you have. So I encourage you just to hang in there. Keep seeking, keep praying, and keep listening. 
When you have friends or parents who aren’t Christians you ask , “When, when will God do this?” Well, God does this when they are ready. In Luke 1:26 it says in  the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy. God came to Mary at a very particular time. She wasn’t ready until the six month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy. In Galatians 4:4 it says “in the fullness of time God sent his Son born of a woman.” 

God himself has a sense of the timing of the world. He knows when we were ready to receive him. God knows when you are ready; and at that time, if you open your heart, God will come in and show you himself. 
The last thing I want to mention from the passage is one reaction that I am surprised  is missing in the passage, at least from our perspective.  Christmas is not a spontaneous time. It is not a spontaneous holiday; it requires a lot of planning, a lot of preparation, a lot of reservations. Online reservation for gifts you are looking for, plane reservations, restaurant reservations, hotel reservations, family reservations (some of you are not sure you want to have the family over, you have reservations about having them over). In the second Sunday in December, and I know by experience, that the number one apprehension people feel at this time is  whether or not they are going to get into the Christmas spirit. They want to, but they are not feeling it yet, and they are worried about ever finding that mood or feeling.

 Maybe you are wondering yourself when you will  feel the joy, when you are going to get yourself into the Christmas spirit. There is this anticipation by the second Sunday in December that we should be singing Deck the Halls with Boughs of Holly. There is this assumption we have that Christmas is supposed to be about peace on earth and goodwill toward men, but happiness has eluded you. 
Has happiness eluded you? The good news is this: there is no mention of happiness in the original Christmas story either. None of the characters before Christ’s birth were happy. None of them had joy, none of them were rejoicing. Mary and Joseph were stressed out over the situation. The shepherds, well, where are they? They are in no special place; they are wandering nomads. Like many of us they just roam hopelessly place to place, no place to call home. Home is where the workplace is. Yet they are invited to see the Savior, and in seeing they leave with great joy. Why? Because in coming home to Christ, the not-so-special place that they are in, becomes the sacred place, and they get a glimpse of heaven. 
Where are the Wise men? The Wiseman originally were following the star and then they got lost and distracted and kind of lost their way. They finally rediscovered the star and they continued the journey. They followed it. They had gotten off course, but they left rejoicing, why? Because they discovered in meeting this Christ they no longer had to wander and search and yearn any longer. 
Christ’s coming changes everything. Happiness is not our job; it is not your job to get into the Christmas spirit. You can’t conjure it up. You can’t produce it; you can’t fabricate it. The Christmas story tells us that we don’t find happiness; happiness has found us.
I like what Craig Barnes has to say: “Happiness is not a goal to be obtained; it is a grace to be received.” It is not a goal to be obtained. It is a grace to be received. It is God’s gift to you. You receive this by receiving Christ, the Christ child. Have you received the Christ child? Is Christ in the center the manger of your heart this morning? You receive the Christ child by preparing room for him- is there room in your heart for him this morning? You prepare room for him by realizing and confessing your need for him-  have you confessed your need for him? God can only fill an empty vessel. So do not fret about getting into the Christmas spirit; the Christmas Spirit gets into you. The Christmas spirit is the Holy Spirit and he comes to each of us as we go to the manger and peer in. And sometimes it doesn’t happen (and it’s probably fitting)  until Christmas Eve. When you come to the Christmas Eve Service and you peer in, God moves and touches hearts. The Christmas story comes alive in your life, as it was intended to. It was when the original characters of the Christmas story experienced Him. So it’s fitting for our experience to be the same as theirs. Come to the manger and peer in!

 Let’s pray, Lord, help us to do that. Help us to come to the manger. Help us not to try to get happy. It is not our job. Happiness comes when we come to the manger and peer in and the Holy Spirit comes upon us and fills us with joy. We wait longingly for that anticipation. In Jesus name we pray. Amen.        
