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Christmas Eve, 2009
Preached:  December 24, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Luke 2:8-14
What a heavenly thing it is to worship.
1. You get to tell the best news ever—there’s a Savior!
2. And you get to respond to that news by singing with the angels.
The Bible tells of numerous visions of heaven that people like the Prophet Isaiah or the Apostle John saw, scenes of God on His throne surrounded by angels and by people whose souls were already there. And the thing that’s striking about so many of these visions—what they have in common—is what the angels and the saints are doing there. They are worshiping God. They are singing songs whose words are recorded in the Bible. And the theme of these songs is always the same. They go something like this:  “What a great God you are! What a saving God you are!” Now, anyone could dismiss these visions and say, “These are things that these writers just dreamed up.” Skeptics of the Bible love to dismiss these visions. There’s no way to prove that they really took place. But the Bible doesn’t just record visions. Much more common than visions in the Bible are the historical events it records—things that happened here in time, in space, on this earth.
Tonight we consider a historical event, something that took place on earth, not in heaven. But it is a fascinating event, because rather than God drawing someone’s spirit up to heaven and giving him a glimpse of what goes on in heaven, in this event God brought heaven down to earth. He let the angels burst out of their invisible realm into this visible, physical world. And not just one angel or two angels, but a whole army of angels. What happened on this night was of such great importance to the world, that God pulled out all the stops. What happened was so humble looking that it could have gone by unnoticed. But God couldn’t let this event go unnoticed. It had too much importance for the world. And so a whole army of angels burst out of the sky over the humble little town that this happened in. And they did what they were created to do. They worshiped God. Tonight we’re going to take a close look at how the angels worshiped God because it has a great deal to say to us about how we, who were also created to worship God, can do it in a way that will bring glory to Him and will bring incredible blessings to us as well.
As I consider this scene on Christmas Eve, the thing that strikes me is how similar it is to the way Christians still worship God two thousand years later. Worship almost always consists of one person—a preacher, a proclaimer, a pastor—who proclaims what has happened, and then a group of people respond in enthusiastic songs of praise. The preacher proclaims something about what God has done. He might proclaim how God created the world. He might proclaim how God saved the world when man ruined it by his sin. He might proclaim any one of the details of how God’s Son came down to this earth and saved the world. He might proclaim, as tonight, that His Son became a human being. He might proclaim how God’s Son was the only one who ever lived a perfect life. He might proclaim how God’s Son oddly enough was put to death as a criminal, how He died a heart rending death on a cross. He might proclaim the meaning of that death—that God’s Son was dying as the punishment that all the rest of us human beings deserved. The preacher will definitely proclaim that death was not the end for God’s Son. God’s Son—Jesus—came back from the dead, risen with a glorious body, to show that death was done for, that all people might now have eternal life through faith in Jesus. In worship there is always a proclaimer of this good news. We call it the gospel. And we are not really worshiping God if we do not proclaim it. It is the best thing about worship. It is the part of worship that stirs people’s souls. It is the part of worship that either creates faith in people’s hearts or strengthens the faith that God has already put in their hearts. 
The angel of the Lord proclaimed that good news to the shepherds on the night that Jesus was born. First there was just one angel that appeared to them. “An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and [the shepherds] were terrified.” There is always terror in the hearts of human beings—fear in the pit of their stomach—when they realize that the presence of God is coming upon them. There’s a feeling of unworthiness, a reminder of all the bad things that we’ve done in our lives, a realization that we can’t stand in the presence of the Holy God. And so the angel starts the good news by saying, “Do not be afraid.” And then here it is (the gospel):  “I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.” There it is—the gospel. The good news is that, although the human race has not done what God requires to stand in His presence, though the human race should be banished, should suffer death and then hell, God has sent a Rescuer. That Rescuer had been foretold to the Jewish people for hundreds of years by their prophets. And finally on this night God had brought that Rescuer—that Savior—into the world. This was news that was going to send these shepherds scrambling into their town, the city of David, Bethlehem, to find Him.
And as so often, this good news of God—though it is heavenly news—is very down to earth news. “This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” They were going to find this baby in the lowliest of circumstances—in a stable, lying in a manger (a box that the cattle ate out of), wrapped in strips of cloth (probably because His mother couldn’t afford better clothes for Him). This is the good news that is to be proclaimed every time we worship—the gospel—that God was willing to take the lowliest place so that we could saved from our sin.
And then comes the response from the hearers. All of a sudden out of the dark night skies, a whole army of angels exploded and joined in a heavenly song:
Glory to God in the highest, 

and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.

You know, one of the most pitiful things about the Bible is that back in the days that it was written there was no way of recording music. Not even the system of musical notes printed on a staff had been invented yet, let alone stereos or CDs that could have recorded for us how this heavenly music sounded. When we come across one of these heavenly hymns on the pages of the Bible, it is just printed like any other poem, without music or sense-surround. I wonder what this hymn sounded like when the angels sang it. I wonder what an angel’s voice sounds like. I think we got a few hints in our First Lesson for tonight. When the angels sang in that vision, Isaiah says the doorposts and thresholds shook! We don’t know what this song sounded like. All we have is the words recorded for us in the Bible—and they alone are magnificent:  “Glory to God in the highest!”  God gets all the credit, all the honor, all the fame. When people hear what great things God has done, they give it all up for Him—every ounce of their attention, every ounce of energy, every ounce of breath in their lungs—to bring Him praise and honor.
And what happens to the worshipers who concede all this glory to God? On them descends a heavenly peace:  “And on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.” Finally, because of the birth of God’s own Son, God’s favor could finally rest on men. The sin that covered the human race up to this point had disgusted God. His favor did not rest on men. There was no peace between God and man. But now because a little baby had finally been born who was a perfect specimen, the way God intended man to be, now there was a possibility for man to be right with God. Now through faith in Jesus we can become God’s adopted sons and daughters. Now we have a perfection that Jesus shares with us through faith in Him. Now God and man have been reconciled. Now heaven and earth have come into harmony with one another again.
Worship is proclaiming the good news of what God has done and then it is joining together in praising Him for what He has done. Every time we gather together here in worship at St. Mark’s, we proclaim the gospel. The pastor does it, but the people do it too. It’s contained in the hymns we sing. It’s articulated in the Apostles’ Creed that we are about to say together. And this is such good news that when it is proclaimed, we can’t help but join our voices like that army of angels did on the first Christmas Eve and sing about how all the glory belongs to God. We can’t help but respond in praise and thanks to God for what He has given us.
Every once in a while I get a glimpse of that heavenly worship that is going on in heaven. You know worship really is a heavenly thing. When the early Christians began to worship every Sunday, they took some of the hymns that are recorded in the Bible, and they would sing them every time they gathered for worship. For two thousand years they’ve been using these hymns. The one in First Lesson is always sung right before we take the Lord’s Supper:  “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.” The one in the Second Lesson is one we always sing at Easter:  “Worthy is the Lamb.” We don’t know the melodies the angels sang them with. But composers have put some of their best efforts into these songs, to make them as heavenly as we know how. The song that the angels sang the night Christ was born is sung by us every Sunday morning after our sins have been forgiven:  “Glory to God in the highest, and peace to His people on earth.” We have a young lady in our congregation who comes from Nigeria. She learned to sing in the Christian church that she grew up in in her African homeland. She has an angelic voice. One day I was sitting next to her and we got to the point of the service where we were singing the Song of Praise—the Song of the Angels. It was so beautiful! In that moment it occurred to me:  Here I am with someone from halfway around the world who is united with me in faith. And here we are singing a song that the angels sang the night Jesus was born, a song that (who knows?) they might be singing there right now in heaven. You don’t always get those moments in worship. But when you do, you know that you are intersecting with a little bit of heaven in that moment. 
Worship really is a heavenly thing. In it you get to tell the best news ever. You know what a thrilling moment it was to tell the best news of your life—that you had gotten into that college you wanted to, that your boyfriend had proposed to you, that you were expecting your first child. Telling good news is the best. And proclaiming the good news about how God saved us through Jesus is the best possible good news that you could proclaim. And when you get to respond by singing with the angels, well, it just doesn’t get any better than that! May God give you many of these heavenly moments in worship! May you take every opportunity you can to worship Him. Because worship is a heavenly thing.  Amen.
