
The Angelic Appearance to the Shepherds

Luke 2:8-20

A. Angels arrive (2:8-14).

B. Angels depart; the shepherds respond (2:15-16). 

C. The shepherds testify (2:17-20).



A. Angels arrive (2:8-14).

1. (vs. 8) This was very likely a common scene in the 

Judean night: “In the same region,” near Bethlehem 

where Jesus had just been born (vv. 4-7), “there were 

some shepherds staying out in the fields and keeping 

watch over their flock by night.” Shepherds had to be 

with the sheep 24 hours a day, so these apparently got 

appointed for the nightshift, probably not the most 

desirable shift in not the most desirable profession. 

A.T.R. says, “The plural here probably means that 

they watched by turns.” Little did they know the 



1. (cont.) ENORMOUS blessing that would be theirs on 

account of this turns of events. Shepherds were often 

viewed with disdain by others. “James S. Stewart 

observes: And is there not a world of meaning in the 

fact that it was very ordinary people, busy about very 

ordinary tasks, whose eyes first saw the glory of the 

coming of the Lord? It means, first, that the place of 

duty, however humble, is the place of vision. And it 

means, second, that it is the men who have kept to the 

deep, simple pieties of life and have not lost the child 

heart to whom the gates of the Kingdom most readily 

open.” TC says, “Shepherds were socially looked 



1. (cont.) open.” TC says, “Shepherds were socially 

looked down upon in Jesus’ day. Their work made 

them ceremonially unclean, and they had a reputation 

for being untrustworthy. Thus God first sent the 

gospel to the lowly. Luke had a special interest in the 

lower elements of society. David, of course, had been 

a shepherd, but God had elevated him to be the ruler 

of His people (2 Sam. 7:8). Jesus’ career would 

follow the pattern of his ancestor generally. 

Throughout the Old Testament God used shepherds 

as symbols of those who cared for His people (Ps. 

23:1; Isa. 40:11; Jer. 23:1–4; et al.). Consequently 



1. (cont.) 23:1; Isa. 40:11; Jer. 23:1–4; et al.). 

Consequently, these shepherds represent all people of 

lowly origin and reputation who receive the gospel by 

God’s grace and proclaim it joyfully to others.” 

Moreover, “Egyptians loathed shepherds because 

agriculture was the basis of Egyptian society and the 

Nile River sustained it (v. 34). The Egyptians 

organized their fields carefully and controlled them 

relatively easily. The comparative difficulty of 

controlling sheep, goats, and cows led the Egyptians 

to think of those who cared for these animals as crude



1. (cont.) and barbaric. Probably too the more civilized 

Egyptians distrusted any nomadic peoples. This 

resulted in the Israelites living separate from the 

Egyptians where they increased and developed a 

distinct national identity and vocation as God had 

promised.” Clearly, God had a special place in His 

heart for shepherds. Jesus also cared for the lowly 

(Mt. 11:5). And as with OT David, shepherds (Ps. 23)  

functioned as an example of His ministry. So, Jesus is 

called the “good shepherd” (Jn. 10:11); “the great 

Shepherd” (Heb. 13:20); and “the Chief Shepherd”



1. (cont.) (1Pt. 5:4). Similarly, NT pastors are also 

viewed as shepherds (1Pt. 5:1-4; Eph. 4:11). 

Believers are encouraged to “associate with the 

lowly” (Rm. 12:16). If we do, we are likely to have a 

better evangelistic response (1Cor. 1:26-29).

2. (vs. 9) “And” in the course of their regular night 

watch, “an angel of the Lord suddenly stood before 

them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them; 

and they were terribly frightened.”

➢ Who? It was an unnamed angel of the Lord. Some 

think it was Michael, so they call this occasion



➢ (cont.) “Michaelmas” still observed by the RC and 

some Lutherans and others usually at the end of 

Sept. But Lenski says, “Since Gabriel appeared to 

both Zacharias and Mary in connection with the 

present events, we see no reason for refusing to 

assume that he was the angel also in this case.” That 

is reasonable.

➢ The angel’s posture was that he “stood before 

them,” perhaps increasing their intimidation.

➢ “the glory of the Lord shone around them” – “glory” 

is brightness or the effulgence that emanates from



➢ (cont.) “the person of God Himself, who as Paul 

said, “alone possesses immortality and dwells in 

unapproachable light, whom no man has seen or can 

see” (1Tim. 6:16). When a being has been in the 

presence of, he too shines like Moses in the OT (Ex. 

34:29), the angel who appeared to Peter (Ac. 12:7), 

et al. In fact, it is “the brightness or glory which is 

represented as encompassing all heavenly visions” 

(OLSHAUSEN), “not to mention the Shekinah 

glory that accompanied Israel on her trip out of 

Egypt in the (apparently bright) pillar of cloud by



➢ (cont.) day and the pillar of fire by night (Ex. 13:20-

22).

➢ Not surprisingly, the shepherds “were terribly 

frightened (ἐφοβήθησαν φόβον μέγαν –

ephobēthēsan phobon megan),” lit., “frightened with 

a great fear,” an expected and common response to 

the appearance of such supernatural beings.



3. (vs. 10) “But the angel” introduced the opposite 

emotion; “Do not be afraid,” the reason follows; “for 

behold, I bring you good news of great joy which will 

be for all the people” – from great fear to great joy. 

The “great joy which” had as its scope “all the 

people,” not just some. If it is for shepherds at the 

bottom of the social ladder, it must be for all.

4. (vs. 11) The angel further explained stating the 

content of the good news: “for today in the city of 

David there has been born for you a Savior, who is 

Christ the Lord.”



3. (vs. 11) The angel further explained stating the 

content of the good news: “for today in the city of 

David there has been born for you a Savior, who is 

Christ the Lord.”

➢ He began, “today,” a time word telling when the 

good news happened, “in the city of David,” a 

locational expression telling where it happened;

➢ Then followed more information telling what

happened:

 “there has been born for you,” lowly shepherds 

(imagine that!), “a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.”



 (cont.) They needed a Savior, and they got one. 

What was there to fear? Nothing!

 Moreover, we needed a Savior, and we got one. 

What is there to fear? Nothing!

4. (vs. 12) The angel assumes that soon they will be on 

their way to visit the newborn child. They already 

knew it was in Bethlehem, the city of David (vs. 11), 

but they needed a more specific “sign” to locate Him. 

The sign had just two aspects:
➢ “you will find a baby wrapped in cloths,” not clothes, 

which shows that this might not have been commonplace.



➢ (cont.) “and lying in a manger,” which obviously would 

not have been the normal course of what one would 

expect to see!



5. (vs. 13) That finished the angel’s directives, and so 

“suddenly,” showing the manner of what happened 

next: 

➢ “there appeared with the angel,” perhaps standing as 

well because they were with him;

➢ “a multitude (plh'qo"),” i.e., “a great number,” but 

not incalculable, “of the heavenly host,” or literally, 

army, doing two things:

 “praising God”

 “and saying” the following:



❖ “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth 

peace among men with whom He is pleased,” or 

perhaps better as the NKJV reads, “and on earth 

peace, goodwill towards men.”

❖ The latter is preferred because it depends on 

grace, the former depends on man’s 

performance, which supposedly causes God to 

be pleased with man and grant him peace. But 

the shepherds needed a Savior, not a 

commendation. (Cf. BDAG under eujdokiva.)



B. Angels depart; the shepherds respond (2:15-16).

1. (vs. 15) The shepherds only lingered in the field until 

the moment, “when the angels had” returned to 

“heaven” from which they had come. In their short 

discussion they decided two things based on two 

verbs “go” and “see.”

➢ “Let us go straight to Bethlehem then,”

➢ “and see this thing that has happened which the 

Lord,” not merely His angels, “has made known to 

us.”



2. (vs. 16) This they did as, “they came in haste,” notice 

the manner of their travel (One doesn’t saunter when 

there is good news!), “and found their way to Mary 

and Joseph, and the baby as He lay in the manger 

(φάτνῃ – ‘could perh. be a stable…or even a feeding-

place under the open sky [BDAG]),” just as the angel 

had said they would find Him (vs. 12). It is safe to 

assume that this manger was the only one in the 

whole region being used to hold a baby. That is how 

it was an unmistakable sign that this was the correct 

baby.



C. The shepherds testify (2:17-20).

1. (vs. 17)  “When they had seen this, they made known 

the statement which had been told them about this 

Child,” that is, they told Joseph and Mary of the 

astounding way in which they discovered the news of 

“this Child” in the form of an angelic revelation from 

heaven. No matter how one looks at this event, it was 

direct revelation from heaven to the lowly shepherds 

in every bit the same sense that the apostle Paul 

learned of the gospel: “For I neither received it from 

man, nor was I taught it, but I received it through a



1. (cont.) revelation of Jesus Christ” (Gal. 1:12).

2. (vs. 18) Certainly, the shepherds told Mary and 

Joseph of all that they learned via their angelic 

revelation, but it seems evident that they spread the 

news far and near, wherever they went in their 

shepherdlike wanderings. “And” not surprisingly, “all 

who heard it wondered at the things which were told 

them by the shepherds.” Not a single person shrugged 

it off as negligible, but all wondered or marveled 

(ἐθαύμασαν), mng. “to be extraordinarily impressed” 

(BDAG) by something – at what the Shepherds said.



3. (vs. 19) “But Mary,” in contrast to the verbal 

testimony of the shepherds, kept her own quiet way 

(Lk. 1:29) and “treasured all these things, pondering 

them in her heart.” “Treasured” means “to store 

information in one’s mind for careful consideration” 

(BDAG). “Pondering (συμβάλλουσα)” means, “to give 

careful thought to, consider” (BDAG) or more literally, 

“to throw together, confer, etc., has the meaning to 

ponder, i.e., to put one thing with another in 

considering circumstances.” It seems likely that Luke 

drew upon this invaluable resource in writing this



3. (vs. 19) gospel, “having investigated everything 

carefully from the beginning” (Lk. 1:3).

4. (vs. 20) The fact that these lowly shepherds had 

experienced a night for the ages did not mean that 

they were now on easy street with a book deal, being 

guests on talks shows – a life marked by fame and 

fortune. By no means! Instead, they “went back” to 

where they started – to work, to the sheep, to the 

mundane life that they had known. But we must not 

suppose that nothing had changed. No, they were 

now “glorifying and praising God” in whole new



4. (cont.) ways “for all that they had heard and seen, just 

as had been told them.”



Conc.

Notice the missionary message of the text. The 

shepherds wanted to go and see what had happened, and 

they came and saw; then they went and told others the 

good news. This resulted in wonder on the part of others, 

and worship on the part of the shepherds, not that there is 

a great deal of difference.

What have we seen and heard? Have we gone and told 

others?


