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A SIGN OF GREAT JOY 
Pastor Jim Dunn  

(Much of this sermon is from a sermon by David Schmitt from his sermon series Voices from the 

Edge, pp. 44-49)

 

Luke 2:1-20 

The Birth of Jesus Christ 

2 In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be 

registered. 2 This was the first registration when Quirinius was governor of Syria. 3 And all 

went to be registered, each to his own town. 4 And Joseph also went up from Galilee, 

from the town of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David, which is called Bethlehem, 

because he was of the house and lineage of David, 5 to be registered with Mary, his 

betrothed, who was with child. 6 And while they were there, the time came for her to 

give birth. 7 And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling 

cloths and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. 

The Shepherds and the Angels 

8 And in the same region there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over 

their flock by night. 9 And an angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of 

the Lord shone around them, and they were filled with great fear. 10 And the angel 

said to them, “Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy that will be for 

all the people. 11 For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is 

Christ the Lord. 12 And this will be a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in 

swaddling cloths and lying in a manger.” 13 And suddenly there was with the angel a 

multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying,  

 

14  “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom 

he is pleased!”   
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15 When the angels went away from them into heaven, the shepherds said to one 

another, “Let us go over to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which 

the Lord has made known to us.”  

16 And they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby lying in a 

manger. 17 And when they saw it, they made known the saying that had been told 

them concerning this child. 18 And all who heard it wondered at what the shepherds 

told them. 19 But Mary treasured up all these things, pondering them in her heart. 

20 And the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and 

seen, as it had been told them.

 

 

When we refer to something that brings great joy, we’re usually referring to something 

obvious. A person wins the lottery. The Cardinals win the World Series. The Royals win 

the World Series.  

 

But in 1964 Jim Marshall created a great joy that wasn’t all that obvious. On October 

25, 1964, in a game against the San Francisco 49ers, Minnesota Vikings defensive end 

Jim Marshall recovered a fumble and ran the football 66 yards into the end zone. 

Thinking that he had scored a touchdown for his Vikings, Marshall threw the ball away 

in celebration. But he had run the wrong way. He had run to the wrong end zone, 

scoring a safety for the other team. What he didn’t realize was that he had just 

brought great joy to the 49ers. He said later he had no inkling that he had done that 

until a 49er came up and hugged him in the end zone.  

 

When we refer to something that brings great joy, we’re usually referring to something 

obvious, like a great book, a great movie, a great restaurant, a great football play, not 

an embarrassing one.  

 

But notice that when the angel told the shepherds about a great joy, the angel had to 

give them a clue. The angel had to give them a sign of this great joy. “This will be a 

sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” If this joy 

had been obvious, the shepherds would not have needed a sign. They could have just 

gone into Bethlehem, asked the first person they saw, and that person would have 

directed them to the latest, greatest news in town. Instead, the angel had to give 
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them a sign that led them to a place they never would have gone to look for joy: a 

place where livestock were kept. 

Come to think of it, Mary also needed a sign of this great joy. Consider what she had 

been through. This pregnancy had complicated her betrothal to Joseph. She couldn’t 

give birth at home in Nazareth. Because of the census she had to make the journey to 

Bethlehem. She had just traveled 65 miles not in comfort. When they arrived the only 

space available was with the livestock. You would think that for the birth of God’s Son, 

God would have provided better timing, better circumstances for Mary. Instead, it 

looked as though things were working against her. 

 

Isn’t that how we see things, too? If things go well, we joyfully say that God is blessing 

us. If something doesn’t go well, then we sadly say, “Maybe God doesn’t want me to 

do this.” We think that God is either for us or against us depending on our 

circumstances. Thinking that way, one would have to say that God was against Mary. 

Most of the circumstances surrounding Jesus’ birth seemed to say that God was 

against her.  

 

Yet, the angel said that this birth was of God. This reveals good news. The joy God 

gives you is great, because it doesn’t depend on your circumstances. You don’t have 

to look at your life and decide whether God is for you or against you. He tells you that 

He is for you even when your circumstances are discouraging. The joy He brings does 

not depend on your circumstances. It depends on His love. 

 

So, we see Mary enabled by God’s love to take the shattered pieces of her life and 

hold them together with what God was telling her about this birth. “But Mary treasured 

up all these things and pondered them in her heart.” That doesn’t sound like brooding, 

discouragement, giving up, or sadness. It sounds like a deep joy made possible in 

terrible circumstances by God’s love. 

 

How many others can we think of tonight are picking up the pieces of shattered lives, 

shattered hopes, shattered plans. We spend so much of our lives trying to make things 

perfect:  the perfect job, the perfect marriage, the perfect family, the perfect 

Christmas and even the perfect fumble recovery. There’s nothing wrong with that. But 
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in the end, you know, none of us is perfect. Whether it’s running to the wrong end zone 

or burning the Christmas turkey, all of us fail. All of us have sinned.  

 

But that cannot ruin the work of God. We may sit here tonight holding the broken 

pieces of our circumstances, but God has looked upon us, seen our sin and suffering 

and chose to love us. He gave His Son to be born among livestock in Bethlehem, to 

live, die, and rise again for the forgiveness of our sins and promises that He will never 

forsake us, regardless of how our circumstances appear.  

 

God gives you a great joy!  It is great not because it’s so obvious everyone can see it. 

No, it is great because it is based on God’s love for you in Christ. It is joy in holding in 

your hands the shattered parts of your life together with the promises of God’s Word 

concerning this birth. This shall be a sign of God’s love to you: “You will find a baby 

wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 

 

AMEN 


