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Longing for Joy – Luke 2:8-20 
WCP 

Series intro 
It’s certainly not limited to the Christmas season, but – for me - some of my most vivid 

memories of longing for something as a child can be found there.  Whether it was a gift that I 
had put my initials by in the Sears catalogue, waiting for relatives to arrive so we could finally 
eat, or staying up as late as I possibly could to catch a glimpse of Santa and his sleigh, a sense of 
longing is connected to many of those memories. 

But, whenever we begin to think about something like longing, our minds easily move 
from memories filled with a joyful resolution, to the more painful circumstances of life with 
longings that have not yet been/can no longer be fulfilled; longings for 
companionship/acceptance, employment/rest, justice/forgiveness. In fact, given that reality, I 
think we could say that longing is, really, the universal condition of the human heart. 

And yet, when you go all the way back to the beginning of human history, you come to 
see that this was not always the case; that there was a time when our every longing could be 
fulfilled, as we lived in unbroken relationship with our Creator in a paradise that was unstained 
by sin. Now when Adam and Eve sinned against God that relationship was lost, but b/c we were 
designed for relationship with God and true fulfilment is not possible outside of that 
relationship, then I think one of the things that makes our longings still so powerful today is 
that that we all have a deep-seeded memory of that former existence woven into our very 
DNA; aching for the fulfilment we once enjoyed before sin entered into the world and paradise 
– as Milton wrote in his epic C17 poem - was lost.  

But what we learn from what the bible says in Genesis 3 is that – in the very moment 
that paradise was lost and our longing began – God promised to send a Saviour/Rescuer whose 
coming would make a way for our broken relationship with God to be reconciled and our 
deepest longings to once again be fulfilled. And, if you didn’t know already, what we’re 
celebrating every year during the Christmas season is the coming to earth of that promised 
Rescuer, 2000 years ago, in the coming of Jesus as a baby born in Bethlehem.   
 

And so, over the next five weeks, as we begin this new teaching series today called “Joy 
of every longing heart”, we’re going to look at how the coming of Jesus meets some of the 
deepest longings of our hearts: longing for joy, acceptance, to be fed, for rest, and lastly for 
freedom. And my prayer for us as we go through this is that this would be a time of celebration 
for what the coming of Jesus to earth means, but also, a reminder to all of us of the one place 
where the fulfilment of our deepest longings can truly be found; for although that hope is 
found in Jesus alone, we still continue to look in 1000 other places to find it. 
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Intro 
And this morning, the first thing I want to talk with you about is the way the coming of 

Jesus fulfils our longing for joy.  
Now, joy is tricky word to even define for a lot of people, not least of which b/c it’s used 

(really misused) in so many different ways; so on one side you have people saying that if 
something makes you happy, then “joy” is something that makes you really really happy! And 
on the other side, you have people saying, no, “joy” is about participating in/with things you 
deeply appreciate/value.  And, in a sense, they’re both right to a certain degree in that joy does 
involve both feelings of happiness as well as participation with things we deeply value.  But, 
what differentiates joy from either of those things exclusively, is that joy – the way the bible 
defines it anyways – is about the experience of those feelings along with a settled 
hope/satisfaction/contentment as well that is impervious to the circumstances of life; and 
what I mean by that is that – once you truly have it – joy is something that can never be taken 
from you.  It’s how the bible can speak, for instance, in places like 2 Cor. 6:10 of being 
“sorrowful yet always rejoicing”; and it’s also why joy is something that can only be found is 
Jesus.  Why? b/c (as I said earlier) although we may seek to find joy in all kinds of other things, 
the enjoyment they offer is always temporary/short-lived and so we end up either needing 
more of that thing to get the same feeling or we need to find a new thing that can give us the 
same feeling as that other thing did; and it doesn’t matter what you fill the blank with (money, 
sex, possessions, vacations, etc.) it’s still this endless cul-de-sac that always ends up leaving us 
back exactly where we began. 

And here’s the thing: eventually (after a short/very long while of trying) we come to 
realize that; we come to realize what C. S. Lewis discovered, viz. that there are desires “for 
which nothing in this world can satisfy.”  Now, the conclusion that discovery led Lewis to was 
that “we must be made for another world.” But, for many of us – particularly living in this 
generation of supposed “access” into everyone else’s life through social media where they all 
seem totally fulfilled – rather than leading us to a divine source of hope, we can come to 
believe - not that there isn’t joy that exists beyond what we’re presently experiencing - but that 
we simply have no hope of experiencing it ourselves.    

Which, interestingly, is a joyless/despairing conclusion that connects deeply with our 
passage today in Luke 2 as we look at God’s good news of great joy given to shepherds. B/c 
what we miss in many of our modern retellings of the Christmas story is that shepherds (in a C1 
context) were some of the lowest/disregarded members of Jewish society.  Yes, they filled an 
essential role in society, but they were considered ceremonially unclean as a result of their 
profession (which meant they were shunned by the devoutly religious) and they were 
renowned thieves and liars (which meant they were shunned by pretty much everyone else as 
well); which means, it’s not w/o good reason when we read in vs. 8 that these shepherds were 
“living” out in the fields with their sheep; that’s where society wanted these guys: out of 
sight/mind. So if there was ever a group of people who were also on the outside looking in at a 
world where everyone else seemed to be joyful and fulfilled, it was these guys. 
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And yet, for reasons we’ll get into this morning, these are the very first group of people 
that God sends His joyful birth announcement to, viz. those who were also convinced, not that 
joy didn’t exist but, that they had no hope of experiencing it. 

And in order to help understand why God would do that as well as how that good news 
of great joy can fulfil our longing for joy today as well, I want to look at our passage in just two 
ways.  I  want to show you: the announcement of joy and then the experience of joy (x2). 

So, if you’ve closed your bibles, open them again with me to Luke 2:8 and follow along 
with me as we see how the coming of Jesus meets our longing for joy.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ok, so let’s look first of all at: 

1. The announcement of joy 

Now, if you didn’t know, the whole gospel of Luke is written like a mix between a news 
report and a historical research paper.  Luke - a physician in C1 (who travelled with the apostle 
Paul on a number of his missionary journeys) - has been commissioned by a wealthy convert to 
Christianity (Theophilus) to write up a “orderly account” of the life of Jesus so that he “might 
know the certainty of the things he’s been taught.” 

So, as Luke is setting the scene here for Theophilus in Luke 2:8 and we read (READ vs. 8) 
that all would’ve seemed like a very normal/expected description for him, as it likely does for 
us.  But as we read on, I want to try and shift your perspective in how you read this fairly 
familiar Christmas text for a lot of us, to how a C1 reader would have heard it; b/c we read vs. 9 
(READ vs.9) and the thing that stands out to us is, what?  The angel, right?  But, while that 
would have been surprising to a C1 reader as well, what would have been most surprising is not 
the angel first and foremost, but the audience to which the angel appeared.  They wouldn’t 
have read this as, “An angel of the Lord appeared to them …” they would have read Luke as 
saying, “An angel of the Lord appeared to them!” Same thing in vs. 10 “I bring you Good news 
of great joy …” vs. 11 “a Saviour has been born to you …”; vs. 13 a whole army of angels appears 
to announce this royal birth of the Saviour of the world … to shepherds!   
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And, sure, I know with our modern, PC, C21 sensibilities we’d want to push back and say, 
“So what?!  Shepherds are people too/doing an important job and worthy of dignity and 
respect as much as anyone else.”  To which I’d say, “Right!  That’s great. But that’s not at all 
how Luke intends us to read this; this is scandalous and Luke is, in a sense, asking us to borrow 
his C1 lenses to understand just how unthinkable it is that God would do this. This is like 
sending a famous opera singer like Maria Callas to kick off her world concert tour at a biker-bar 
in Virginia.  Why?  Why there/to them?  This is the birth of the promised Rescuer that the entire 
world has been longing for! They’re not going to understand/appreciate the incredible value of 
what’s being offered to them!  Why would God plan to send this good news (lit. gospel) of great 
joy to some nobody/outcasts sleeping out in a field with their sheep?  My guess is, those 
shepherds probably spent the rest of their lives asking the same question. 

And the answer for them, as well as for us today, is – first of all - in vs. 11 which gives us 
the joyful content of the angelic announcement, viz. the Saviour/Rescuer who God had 
promised to send to restore mankind back to relationship Him/paradise is here!!  Now/Today in 
the city of David the Saviour, Christ the Lord, has come at last! How fitting is the joyful chorus of 
that choir of angels, “Glory to God in the highest!”?   

But, even more joyful than that, one of the most incredible parts of this whole 
announcement is what the angel says just before vs. 11 in vs. 10 declaring, “And don’t’ be 
afraid, this good news of great joy is for all the people; there’s no one who is excluded from this 
celebration; a Saviour is born today unto you!  
App 

Which, for everyone here today longing for joy but feeling like you’re always gonna be 
the one on the outside with your nose pressed up against the window looking in on other 
people’s joy; for every heart (like those shepherds) that’s stopped even hoping for joy anymore 
– this show us (first of all) that joy is possible for all and that God’s intent is that it would be 
experienced by all; this is good news of great joy for all people.  Secondly, it shows us that joy is 
something that God sends and reveals to us in Jesus; it’s not something we can find on our own 
or achieve on our own by just working harder. Finally - although it’s only implicit here in those 
three majestic titles given to Jesus is vs. 11 – Psalm 16:11 tells us plainly that our joy is filled to 
the upmost in the presence of God; something we could only long for before Jesus’ coming, but 
that has now been made available again in His coming. 

Which is why this angelic announcement truly is joyful; it’s possible for all, it’s sent for 
all, and it’s secured for all time in that it’s found in the one Place (Person of Jesus) that’s 
impervious to the circumstances of life. 
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Ok, so that’s the announcement of joy.  The last thing I want to look at with you is: 
2. The discovery of joy  

Which is what we see in the remaining verses of our passage, as the angels leave and the 
shepherds head out to see what they’ve just been told about.  Which, I think – before we even 
get to what the shepherds saw – shows that, really, as well as being an announcement of joy, 
the angelic messengers were also giving these shepherds a call to joy. B/c – if you think about it 
– it’s not like the angels were just coming down to dispense helpful information/“FYI, there’s a 
pretty huge deal going on over in Bethlehem; just thought you’d want to know.” No, right?  You 
get the news of a lifetime dropped on you and the event they’re telling you about it within 
walking distance, the call is pretty clearly, “So go check it out!  What are you still doing standing 
there?”  

Which is exactly what we see these shepherds doing in vs. 15 as they say to each other 
(READ vs. 15b); interesting, BTW, their choice of words as they don’t say, “let’s go see this thing 
the angels told us about” they say “let’s go see this thing the Lord has told us about”; which 
means they saw the angels as messengers, but the message itself coming to them directly from 
the Lord Himself!” So, already, something has shifted in their understanding of God’s 
disposition towards them. 

And then in vs. 16 we see that they show the appropriate urgency as they hurry off to see 
this newborn Messiah. And what we see in vs. 16b as well as vs. 20 is that when they get to 
Mary and Joseph everything is just as they had been told; they find the baby wrapped in 
swaddling cloths (not mentioned, no, but clearly implied that they saw this as this would have 
been common practice for all newborns and their testimony is that everything was “just as they 
had been told”) and – as vs. 16b says – lying in a manger/feeding trough for animals (which 
would have been common practice for no one, let alone a newborn baby). 

But if you look, first of all, at vss. 17-18 you see that not only has these shepherd’s 
understanding of God’s disposition towards them shifted as a result of this announcement of 
joy, their disposition towards others has also shifted now as a result of this discovery of joy.  
Look again at vs. 17 it says (READ vss. 17-18) which shows us that, functionally, these 
smelly/outcast shepherds become the very first evangelists for Jesus; not only to Mary and 
Joseph but to everyone who would listen. 

Which is a very cool pattern you see again and again in the NT whenever various people 
who were formally outcasts have these joyful encounters with Jesus, viz. where they used to 
keep to themselves, now they’re going to the places where all the people are; where they used 
to keep quiet and keep their heads down, now they’re sharing with anyone who will listen to 
them, and as a result of their transformed dispositions towards others, their stories are heard 
and are incredibly compelling to others. 

A classic example of this would be Jesus’ encounter with a Samaritan woman at the well in 
John 4; one minute she’s hiding out drawing water in the heat of the day when she’s sure no 
one else will be there, suddenly after meeting Jesus in the next, she’s running to the places she 
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never would have entered otherwise and calling to the people she never would have spoken to 
otherwise to “come and see a man who told me all I ever did; could this be the Messiah?”  And 
as a result, many come to believe in Jesus. 

So in our passage as well, many are amazed at the bold, joyful testimony of these 
shepherds. 

The other shift we see taking place is in vs. 20a which says (READ vs. 20a); which tells us 
what? Just as the angels had shifted from messengers to worshippers in vs. 14 so now these 
seekers of joy – like Olympic torch runners – have now become joyful worshippers themselves 
as they return home from their discovery of joy. 
 
App 

And the question I have for you in light of all that is: if you’ve come to discover the joy 
that’s found in Jesus alone yourself, has it also transformed you into a worshipper as well as a 
witness? Or has the good news of great joy for all people become the good news of great joy 
for you/for the people at DHBC I know and am familiar with. 

It would have been all too easy for those shepherds to travel to Bethlehem, see the 
baby in the manger just as they had been told, and then return to the fields like Mary: just 
treasuring/pondering these incredible things in their hearts (which is not a critique of Mary 
BTW; if you look in Luke 1 you see she has already been transformed into a worshipper/witness 
herself).   

But I think the point here is that those who have received the announcement of joy 
(which, as we said, was also a call to joy) and then come to discover that joy for themselves, are 
now called to spread that joy so that others may find it as well. 

Which is just to say this: the discovery of joy found in Jesus is never meant to be an end 
in itself; but the ignition of a flame of hope inside of us that is meant to be shone in dark places 
as well as spread/passed on to all who come seeking the call of its joyful light. 
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Conclusion 
 

Maybe you’re here this morning and you’re longing for joy but you know you’ve been 
seeking to find it on your own terms, which has led you to continually feeling frustrated and 
empty.  I pray the security of joy that we’ve been looking at this morning and all that the 
coming of Jesus means is inspiring you to look to the one Source of joy in your life that can truly 
bear the full weight of your expectation. 

Or, maybe you’re here this morning and you’re not longing for joy – not b/c you have it 
already – but b/c you gave up hoping to ever experience it a long time ago.  And yet you also 
know, no matter how hard you’ve tried to convince yourself otherwise, that that longing for joy 
hasn’t truly gone away; it’s just continued to burn under that pile of pain/forgetfulness you 
tried to extinguish it with.  I pray the possibility of joy that we’ve been looking at this morning 
and all that the coming of Jesus means is inspiring you to pull away those piles and risk one last 
reaching for joy. The shepherds from our passage this morning knew that same fear of hope, 
and yet, I have full confidence to promise you that – just like them – in risking to explore the 
announcement of joy found in Jesus, that you too will discover joy at last in Him. 

Finally, maybe you’re hearing all this and agreeing, but – although you’ve discovered joy 
yourself in Jesus – you know that it’s a flame you’ve primarily warmed yourself by and not 
spread to others. I pray the sent/revealed nature of joy that we’ve been looking at this morning 
(which, BTW, is the only reason you discovered that joy yourself) as well as the reality that the 
coming of Jesus is good news of great joy for all people, would inspire you be God’s messengers 
of joy to the “shepherds” God has put in your life who’ve lost hope of ever finding it. 

 
In Psalm 145:16 we read, “LORD You open Your hand and satisfy the desires [longings] of 

every living thing.”  There are countless ways God does this, of course, but what we celebrate at 
this time of year in particular is the way God did that supremely; for all time/all peoples in 
sending Jesus; who didn’t just open His hand to serve/heal/bless alone, but opened up both His 
hands as wide as the cross; sacrificing His own joy in order that we could know it now for all 
time by making 

That is the purpose for which He was sent and the reason why joy can be found nowhere 
else but in Him, for it’s only in Him that we can be reconciled to the Source of all joy.  Truly 
Jesus is the joy of every longing heart. 

Amen.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

3320 Crown St., Vancouver, B.C., V6S 2L5 Phone: 604-224-1031                                                                
Fax: 604-224-1031 E-Mail: office@dhbc.ca 

8 

 


