Angels We have Heard on High
Selected Texts

Introduction 

A number of years ago – a mining disaster occurred in Western Pennsylvania.  Several miners were trapped underground for a couple of weeks.  Faint tapping was heard from them and rescue crews worked feverishly to try and reach the men.  People waited and prayed – hoping for a rescue but knowing that the situation grew worse with each passing day.  Finally two men who had been trapped were brought to the surface in pretty good condition.  The Pittsburgh Post Gazette headlined: ‘Miners rescued by Miracle.’

To have survived all that time under the surface of the earth without food and water was indeed a miracle.  However – the paper also said that the men were both suffering from hallucinations.  The men credited their survival to the fact that an angel came and met their needs.  They both attested to this experience.  In fact – one of the men afterwards became a minister and spent the rest of his life going around the United States telling people the story of his rescue and being ministered to by an angel. [Unseen Realities, p. 88]
The paper was willing to call the rescue a miracle – but unwilling to give any credence to the intervention of angels 

As Christians we know that we have every reason to believe in the existence of angels – because the Scriptures teach us about such angels – creatures of God 
Heb. 1:14 – ‘Angels are ministering spirits sent out to render service for the sake of those who will inherit salvation.’
*** The Christmas story is filled with the presence and ministry of angels – that reminds us of the great significance of the birth of the baby Jesus
· We find the angel Gabriel appearing to Mary – to inform her that she has been chosen by God to bring the baby Jesus into the world 

· We find an angel appearing to Joseph to make sure that Joseph follows thru with the marriage to his pregnant bride 

· We find angels announcing the birth of the baby Jesus to the shepherds on the hillside 

This was no ordinary baby born in the Bethlehem manger – it was the Son of God Himself 

Angels proclaimed His birth 

I. Mary Encounters an Angel - Luke 1:26-38

In the 6th month – of Elizabeth’s pregnancy – the mother of John the Baptist who had received special grace to be able to conceive in her advanced age 
The angel Gabriel shows up to speak with Mary 

He was sent there by God to make this announcement 
The name Gabriel means ‘man of God’ – it’s a masculine name 

He is a high ranking angel – one of only two angels named in Scripture – along with Michael 
Recently one of the girls in our church asked me if there are girl angels in heaven
I thought about it – ‘hmm – that’s a good question’

Usually when angels appear in human form – it is as a young man 
But – their more essential form seems to be reflected in places like Isaiah 6 – where the Seraphim have 6 wings / etc, 

Angels are spiritual beings – that is why we may or may not see them 
You might remember the account in II Kings 6 – where Elisha is surrounded by the army of the Arameans – and Elisha asked God to open the eyes of his servant so that he could see the angels on the hillside there to defend them 
Angels in their essential form – are not composed of a physical body – they are spirits 
We see that with fallen angels – demons – they seem to like to inhabit a physical body – [Jesus often cast out demons from a possessed individual]
Angels do not procreate or have baby angels – so the question as to whether angels can be distinguished as male and female might have to remain unanswered this side of heaven 
Why has Gabriel been sent to Mary? 

She has been chosen to bring the Messiah – the baby Jesus into the world 

Both Matthew and Luke emphasize the fact that Jesus was born to a virgin – this was a supernatural / miraculous birth – unique – this drew attention to the fact that this was no ordinary child  
The virgin birth touches issues at the heart of Christianity 

Who is this baby? 

Who is Jesus Christ?  Is He God or man or both? Whose Son is He?
Jesus would derive His human lineage and human body from Mary – who was of the line of David and Abraham
But – as the Son of God – He existed from eternity past 

Jesus once prayed: ‘Father – glorify Me with the glory which I had with Thee before the world was.’
What took place in the Bethlehem stable was not the beginning of the Son of God – but rather it was ‘the Word becoming flesh and dwelling among us’

This was how God chose to come and dwell with His people 

We find out in Matthew’s Gospel – that with Mary pregnant – Joseph is not too pleased 

II. Matthew 1:18-25 
Matthew shows us what was going on with Joseph during this time 

Joseph and Mary were betrothed to one another  
The betrothal period was like our engagement period – but stronger 

When a couple was betrothed – they were essentially married but have not yet come to live together or consummate the marriage
So – for Mary to be found pregnant during this time would be a significant issue for her and Joseph 

Events have moved forward from the time of Gabriel’s word to Mary 

Mary is pregnant 

Pregnancies are difficult to hide after a while – Joseph sees the baby bump - is looking at his credit card statement and he sees a charge to Nazareth Maternity - - - - when Joseph starts to put things together – he is ready to break off the relationship

Joseph is a righteous man – He doesn’t want to disgrace Mary – but he knows the child is not his – so he begins to make plans to break apart their relationship – thinking this is the right thing to do 
This is where another angelic encounter takes place – this time in a dream 
God’s plans often have the look of fragility and vulnerability about them – if just one thing goes wrong – the whole plan falls

What if Joseph refused to take Mary as wife?

What If Joseph and Mary had not fled Bethlehem in time – the baby Jesus would have been killed by a jealous king Herod

God knows what He is doing – His plan will succeed 
Joseph is informed that this child is no ordinary child and the conception has been brought about thru the Holy Spirit [v. 20]
Joseph is also informed about the great role that this baby will play – He will save His people from their sins – v. 21
The whole reason for Christmas – for the incarnation – for God becoming man was so that Jesus could lay down His life an atonement for sin 

He came to release us from our sins – to forgive us and make us new in Him 
One man shared a story about the worst Christmas he ever had!  
As a child – he really wanted a Christmas tree one year for Christmas.  But the family did not have one 
When I mentioned it, my mother said that we weren’t going to have one this year, that we couldn’t afford one, and even if we could – it was stupid to clutter up your house with a dead tree.
I wanted a tree badly though
About three days before Christmas, I was out collecting for my paper route.
It was fairly late – long after dark – it was snowing and very cold.
I went to an apartment building to try to catch a customer who hadn’t paid me for nearly two months – she owed me seven dollars.
Much to my surprise, she was home.
She invited me in and not only did she pay me, she gave me a dollar tip!
It was a windfall for me – I now had eight whole dollars.
On the way home, I walked past a Christmas tree lot and the idea hit me.
I could buy a tree and bring it home 
I gave the man eight dollars and I now had a Christmas tree
I dragged it all the way home – about a mile, I think – and I tried hard not to damage it or break off any limbs.
You can’t imagine how proud and excited I was.
I propped it up against the railing on our front porch and went in.
My heart was bursting as I announced that I had a surprise.
I got Mom and Dad to come to the front door and then I switched on the porch light.
Surprise!!
"Where did you get that tree?" my mother exclaimed.
But it wasn’t the kind of exclamation that indicates pleasure.
"I bought it up on Main Street. Isn’t it just the most perfect tree you ever saw?" I said, trying to maintain my enthusiasm.
"Where did you get the money?" Her tone was accusing and it began to dawn on me that this wasn’t going to turn out as I had planned.
"From my paper route." I explained about the customer who had paid me.
"And you spent the whole eight dollars on this tree?" she exclaimed.
She went into a tirade about how stupid it was to spend my money on a dumb tree that would be thrown out and burned in a few days.
She told me how irresponsible I was and how I was just like my dad and that it was about time I grew up and learned some sense about the realities of life and how to take care of money and spend it on things that were needed and not on silly things.
She said that I was going to end up in the poorhouse because I believe in stupid things like Christmas trees, things that didn’t amount to anything.
I Just Stood There
My mother had never talked to me like that before and I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.  I felt awful and I began to cry.
Finally, she reached out and snapped off the porch light.
"Leave it there," she said. "Leave that tree there till it rots, so every time we see it, we’ll all be reminded of how stupid the men in this family are."  
Then she stormed up the stairs to her bedroom and we didn’t see her until the next day.
Dad and I brought the tree in and we made a stand for it.
He got out the box of ornaments and we decorated it as best as we could; but it wasn’t the same without mom.
There were a few presents under it by Christmas day – although I can’t remember any of them
It was the worst Christmas I ever had.
Fast Forward to 1971
 
In 1971 we were living in Wichita, Kansas – [my dad had passed away back in 1963] Mom was staying with us during the holidays. On Christmas Eve I stayed up late. I was totally alone with my thoughts, and I got to thinking about that tree incident way back, what my mother had said to me and how Dad had tried to make things better.
I heard a noise in the kitchen and discovered that it was mom. She couldn’t sleep either and had gotten up to make herself a cup of hot tea – As she waited for the water to boil, she walked into the living room and discovered me there. 
We started to visit. I told her how happy I was that she was with us for Christmas and how I wished that Dad could have lived to see his grandchildren and to enjoy this time because he always loved Christmas so. It got very quiet for a moment and then she said, "Do you remember that time when you bought that tree with your paper route money?"
"Yes," I said, "I’ve just been thinking about it you know."
She hesitated for a long moment, as though she were on the verge of something that was bottled up so deeply inside her soul that it might take surgery to get it out. 
Finally, great tears started down her face and she cried, "Oh, son, please forgive me."
"That time and that Christmas have been a burden on my heart for twenty-five years. I wish your dad were here so I could tell him how sorry I am for what I said. Your dad was a good man and it hurts me to know that he went to his grave without ever hearing me say that I was sorry for that night. Nothing will ever make what I said right, but you need to know that your dad never did have any money sense (which was all too true).
We were fighting all the time - though not in front of you - we were two months behind in our house payments, we had no money for groceries, your dad was talking about going back to Arkansas and that tree was the last straw. I took it all out on you. It doesn’t make what I did right, but I hoped that someday, when you were older, you would understand. I’ve wanted to say something for so long and I’m so glad it’s finally out."
Well, we both cried a little and held each other and I forgave her – it wasn’t hard, you know.
Then we talked for a long time, and I did understand; and the bitterness and sadness that had gathered up in me for all those years gradually washed away.
The mother had carried the burden of her sin for 25 years – her son gave her the gift of forgiveness – allowed her to release her burden 

Jesus came to give us the gift of forgiveness before God 
He came to release us from our burden of sin 
‘It is He who will save His people from their sins’ – v. 21 
Angels later showed up to announce the birth of the baby Jesus to some Shepherds on a hillside 
An angel would warn Joseph to flee Bethlehem for the child’s sake 

When Jesus grew up and began His public ministry – preaching about the Kingdom of God and calling people to faith and repentance – He was ultimately rejected by the Jews – and nailed to a cross 

Angels could not intervene there – they had to stand back and allow Jesus to give Himself as a sacrifice for sinners 

The whole purpose of the Bethlehem manger was the cross of Calvary 

‘God with Us’ was also the lamb of God which taketh away the sin of the world 

Conclusion 
The Christmas story is a story of God’s love for sinners 

A story of sacrifice – where Jesus left the glory of heaven to become a man – ultimately to give Himself as a sacrifice up on the cross to secure our forgiveness 
It was a cold Christmas Eve in 1952 – in the midst of the Korean War. A young woman was struggling along the village street – obviously soon to have a baby.  She pleaded with passersby – ‘Help me please – help – my baby!’

No one paid any attention to her

A middle aged couple walked by.  The wife pushed away the young mother and sneered, ‘Where’s the Father?  Where’s your American man now?’

The couple laughed and went on.

The young woman almost doubled over from a contraction as she watched them go.’

‘Please . . . she begged’

She had heard of a missionary living nearby who might help her.  Hurriedly she began walking to that village.  If only he would help her baby.  Shivering and in pain, she struggled over the frozen countryside.  But the night was so cold.  Snow began to fall.  Realizing that the time was near to deliver her baby – she took shelter under a bridge.  There, alone, her baby was born on Christmas Eve.

Worried about her newborn son – she took off her own clothes – wrapped them around the baby and held him close in the warm circle of her arms.

The next day – the missionary went out into the snow to deliver Christmas packages. As he walked along he heard the cry of a baby.  He followed the sound to a bridge.  Under it – he found a young mother frozen to death, still clutching her crying newborn son.  The missionary tenderly lifted the baby out of her arms. 

When that baby was ten years old – his now adoptive father told him the story of his mother’s death on Christmas Eve.

The young boy cried realizing the sacrifice his mother had made for him.

The next morning, the missionary rose early to find the boy’s bed empty.  Seeing a fresh set of small footprints in the snow outside, he bundled up warmly in a winter coat and followed the trail.  It led back to the bridge where the young mother had died. 

As the missionary approached the bridge, he stopped, stunned.  Kneeling in the snow was his son, naked and shivering uncontrollably.  His clothes lay beside him in a small pile.  Moving closer, he heard the boy say thru chattering teeth:  ‘Mother – were you this cold for me?’

A mother’s love – gave all to save her son 

God in His love gave all to save us 

He gave us His son 

Jesus gave Himself up on the cross 
Have you put your trust in the Savior? 
Will you thank Him this day for the great gift He gave to you?[image: image1.png]
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