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Sometimes the twelve days of the Christmas season get lost as we anticipate the new year, 

and this year there is only this one Sunday within the Christmas season. It wouldn’t be 

wrong to use it to give thanks for another calendar year, and no doubt our intercessions 

today will include that theme, but the gospel reading takes us firmly back to the birth of 

Jesus, and to the need to give praise and glory to God for what he has done for us in Jesus. 

As I pondered the seven verses of the gospel passage, my heart was drawn to verse 20. It’s 

the final mention of the shepherds. They return to their proper place (the fields), but they 

are deeply and powerfully affected by what they have heard and seen. We don’t know what 

that meant for them as life carried on, but we might be able to imagine. I decided to take 

this verse as my text: ‘The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard 

and seen, as it had been told them.’ (NRSV) 

I always try and consult one or two commentaries when I’m preaching on a particular 

passage, and this time I started with John Nolland’s 1989 commentary from the Word 

series. Amongst his insights for verse 20 is the observation that the shepherds are directly 

echoing or mirroring what the angels proclaimed to them: praise and glory to God (see 

verses 13 and 14). Less obviously, Nolland notes that the same pair of verbs (to hear and to 

see) are paralleled at Acts 4.20, when Peter and John were brought before the council in the 

very earliest days of the church, and were warned not to speak or teach any more about 

Jesus. Peter and John reply: ‘we cannot keep from speaking about what we have seen and 

heard.’ This set me thinking about the things I have seen and heard, and how they inform my 

own Christian faith and my call to speak about Jesus. 

I then turned to Tom Wright’s 2001 book Luke for Everyone. His main theme is about the 

messiahship of Jesus, over and against the lordship of Augustus Caesar. I particularly enjoyed 

finding a reminder that the shepherds were summoned in from the fields to see the Messiah, 

just as David, the shepherd boy, was summoned in from the fields to be anointed as king by 

the prophet Samuel (see 1 Samuel 16). 

I also found an interesting section in Graham Twelftree’s book People of the Spirit (2009), 

about Luke-Acts and its message for today’s church. He notes that there are certain verbs 

that are distinctively Lukan, for example ‘to praise’ (ainein in the Greek), which is used at 

Luke 2.13, 2.20, 19.37, 24.53 and Acts 2.47, 3.8, 3.9, but not at all in the other synoptic 

gospels. So for Luke, the church must be characterised by joy. As Twelftree states: ‘Unless 

we take seriously Luke’s portrait of the Church as victorious and joyously confident in its 

life and mission, we will have failed to grasp an essential element in Luke’s message to his 

readers about God’s intended character of the Church, not least in the face of persecution.’ 

As I reflected with the passage again, having read what others had to say, I found myself 

drawn particularly to the ‘heard and seen’ pair of words, and the way in which the 

shepherds responded joyfully. I tried thinking laterally about what the congregation might 

have ‘heard and seen’ over the few days before listening to my sermon, and then connected 

this to the sense of joy and thanksgiving that can only come from Jesus, as 2017 gives way to 

2018 and another year gets underway. 


