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THE COMING OF GOD: THE MESSAGE OF THE ANGELS 

Scripture Reading: Luke 2:1-20 

 

When I was a child I was fascinated with a story about an angel and her interaction with a little 

girl whose mother had died.  I don’t remember anything more than that.  But the story made an 

impression on me and angels became exciting and real.  Then, as I grew older the idea of 

angels became more of a fantasy.  That is, until I read a story about angels in a Guidepost 

magazine.  The story is a true one and actually unfolded here in Massachusetts.  This past 

week I literally turned my house upside down trying to find it, to no avail.   But the internet can 

be a wonderful thing and I eventually unearthed it.  

 

The story goes like this: On a mild spring day Dr. S. Ralph Harlow, a professor from Smith 

College, and his wife Marion were walking in the woods near Ballardvale, MA.  In case you’ve 

never heard of Ballardvale, as I hadn’t; it’s a part of the town of Andover.  As they were walking 

along they became aware of muted voices in the distance that came nearer and nearer.  But 

they could not see anyone.  Then they became aware that the sounds were not only behind 

them, but above them.  And they looked up.   

 

In the words of Prof. Harlow: “How can I describe what we felt?  Is it possible to tell of the 

surge of exaltation that ran through us?  Is it possible to record this phenomenon in objective 

accuracy and yet be credible?  For, about 10 feet above us, and slightly to our left, was a 

floating group of glorious, beautiful creatures that glowed with spiritual beauty.  We stopped 

and stared as they passed above us.  There were six of them, young beautiful women dressed 
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in flowing white garments and engaged in earnest conversation….neither Marion nor I could 

understand their words although their voices were clearly heard.  The sound was somewhat 

like hearing but being unable to understand a group of people talking outside a house with all 

the windows and doors shut.  They seemed to float past us, and their graceful motion seemed 

natural – as gentle and peaceful as the morning itself.  As they passed, their conversation 

grew fainter and fainter until it faded out entirely, and we stood transfixed on the spot, still 

holding hands and still with the vision before our eyes.” 

 

The professor and his wife sat down on a nearby birch log and told one another what they had 

seen and heard.  They both had shared the exact same experience and had the same 

impressions.  Previously in the article Dr. Howard had revealed that he had an A.B. from 

Harvard, an M.A. from Columbia, and a Ph.D. from Hartford Theological Seminary.  So we can 

ascertain that he was probably not someone easily impressed or swayed in his convictions.  

For, after telling his story of the angel sighting, he shared that both he and his wife had been 

somewhat skeptical about the absolute accuracy of the details at the birth of Christ.  He said 

he had come to believe that the multitude of angels that Luke tells us appeared to the 

shepherds were merely symbols injected into a fantasy or legend. 

 

However, after their experience of seeing the angels he and his wife were no longer skeptical.  

And he admitted that, “All of us, I think, hear the angels for a little while at Christmastime.  We 

let the heavenly host come close once in the year.  But we reject the very possibility that what 

the shepherds saw that night 2,000 years ago was part of the reality that presses close every  

day of our lives.”  (For, remember, it was springtime when he and his wife saw the angels.) 
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This story, which I think appeared at some time in the 80’s, had a great impact on my life at the 

time, drawing me nearer to the understanding that the unseen, the spiritual life, is indeed, very 

real.  In fact, there are those who maintain that the spiritual life is the true reality and that our 

earthly journey is but an aside.  And that is why it is so important for us to undertake and 

remain on our own individual spiritual journeys.  For it is in making that journey that we will 

each find our true reality.  And, who knows but that reality may contain angels. 

 

We are all very familiar with the Christmas story as told to us in the Gospel of Luke.  We’ve 

heard it since we were little children.  And I think that perhaps the fact that the story is so 

familiar can tend to rob it of its power.  It’s comforting to contemplate a tiny baby lying in a 

manger in a stable, or a barn, or a cave.  Whichever it was, it was not a crib of choice for a 

newborn.  Perhaps it even seems cozy with all the animals surrounding the manger.  The 

appearance of the star was, of course awesome, as was the appearance of a heavenly host in 

the fields nearby.  But it’s a story to which we have grown accustomed.   

 

Initially an angel of the Lord appeared to the shepherds giving them the good news of great joy 

that a Savior had been born to them; and then we are told that a multitude of the heavenly 

host, that is, a multitude of angels appeared to the shepherds.  Now, if the couple in 

Ballardvale was dazzled by the appearance of 7 angels, quietly conversing as they passed by 

overhead, can you imagine what it must have been like to behold a multitude of them singing 

and praising God?  However, unlike the angels in Ballardvale, this multitude was not just  

passing through.  They had come to deliver a message.  And it was not only a message for 

those shepherds “keeping watch over their flocks by night.”  It was a message for the ages. 
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This message had several parts: The first thing the Angel of the Lord said to the shepherds 

was, “Fear not!”  or, “Don’t be afraid!”  Now, the heavenly realm breaking unexpectedly into the 

earthly realm is bound to be a fearful thing.   The appearance of anything to which we are not 

accustomed can easily strike fear in our hearts.  But it has been pointed out that the message 

to fear not was not only meant for the shepherds and the circumstances surrounding Jesus’ 

birth.  Over and over in the Bible we are told to not be afraid.  According to an article in The 

Christian Post, “The number one statement that Jesus makes more than any other statement 

is, ‘Don't be fearful. Don't be afraid.’"  And why might that be?   

 

The Bible is continuously telling us not to fear because when we are afraid we put up a wall 

between ourselves and God.  Our fear makes us forget that our God is with us and that He will 

ultimately see us through any and every situation that we may encounter in our lives.  When 

we are afraid we block that peace that comes only from God; that peace that is available to us 

24/7, if we will but receive it.  And I think that most of our fear probably stems from uncertainty.  

What is lying in wait around the corner?  What will my financial situation be in the future?  Will 

my health be stable?  What should I be doing about this difficult situation in my family?  What’s 

going to happen with ISIS?  The list of our fears could, of course, go on and on. 

 

But he first part of the message of the angels is that God has responded to our fears.  God has 

given us certainty because He Himself has come among us to quiet our fears and to reassure 

us that He holds everyone and everything in His care.  The shepherds were told not to be 

afraid because the angel was bringing GOOD NEWS of great joy!  And the good news was not 

only for them, but for all the people: for everyone, everywhere, for all time.  At the time of 
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Jesus’ birth the people of Israel had come to believe that God had forgotten them.   There had 

been no prophetic message for 400 years.  The people were living under the tyrannical yoke of 

Rome.  Life was hard, really hard, and there appeared to be no hope for the future.  The 

message of the angels is that God does care – that God has not forgotten us and that He will, 

in due time, lift us up.  The message is that because of Jesus we can have hope and we can 

live without fear. 

 

The second part of the angels’ message is that the announcement of the birth of a Savior is an 

occasion for great joy.  And at the time that it was given, that news was so stupendous that the 

heavens totally erupted in what was probably the most incredible praise and worship service 

this earth has ever known. 

 

Now, the implications of the angels first giving this announcement to the shepherds before 

anyone else were staggering.  For, in that day and in that culture the shepherds were the 

lowest of the low.  They were outcasts of society.  They were certainly not the people you 

would think that God would choose to receive the birth announcement of His Son.  But He 

holds everyone in His hand, regardless of lineage or social status.  And it has always been 

evident that it is the humble who are most able to receive this good news of great joy.  For, 

unless we have a vestige of humility we are unable to accept that fact that we need a Savior.  

But the more we recognize our need, the more humble we become. 

 

And that leads us to the third part of the angels’ message: The Savior we have been given  

will bring us peace, if we will let Him.  When we hear these familiar words of scripture, “peace  
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on earth, goodwill to men,” I believe we usually think that it means peace among human 

beings: world peace; peace among families, etc.  But that is not the Good News that has been 

given to us by the heavenly host.  The Good News, the news of the greatest joy, is that 

because a baby was born in a manger in Bethlehem, we are assured of peace with God.  

Because of the birth of Jesus we can receive from our God that peace that passes all 

understanding.  And of course, ultimately, our peace with God assures us of eternal life.  

Therefore, we must never forget, as we contemplate the baby in the manger, that his journey 

will end on a cross.   

 

The Good News tells us that “This day in the town of David a Savior has been born.”  And I 

would point out that, whether or not we believe; whether or not we even think we need a 

Savior, One has been given.  And the quality of our lives depends on how we receive and act 

on this good news.  The word “savior” encompasses several meanings.  The word means “to 

make safe, to deliver, to preserve, to make alive.”  Pastor and theologian Tim Keller talks 

about this in an innovative way in his book “Hidden Christmas.”  He explains what the concept 

of salvation means and he talks about the Gospel being “good news” not “good advice.”  He 

puts it like this: “Advice is counsel about what you must do.  News is a report about what has 

already been done.  Advice urges you to make something happen.  News urges you to 

recognize something that has already happened and to respond to it.  Advice says it is all up to 

you to act.  News says someone else has acted. 

 

And then he gives this illustration: “Let’s say there is an invading army coming toward a town.   

What that town needs is military advisers; it needs advice.  Someone should explain that the  
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earthworks and trenches should go over there, the marksmen go up there, and the tanks go 

down there.  However, if a great king has intercepted and defeated the invading army, what 

does the town need then?  It doesn’t need military advisers; it needs messengers, [to tell it 

what has happened] and the Greek word for messengers is “angelos”, angels.  The 

messengers do not say, “Here is what you have to do.”  They say rather, “I bring you glad 

tidings of great joy.”  In other words, “Stop fleeing!  Stop building fortifications.  Stop trying to 

save yourselves.  The King has saved you.”  Something has been done and it changes 

everything.” 

 

The message of the angels is that Jesus has been born and it changes everything.  God has 

come down to dwell among us and it changes everything.  We do not have to fear; we do not 

have to try to save ourselves.  Indeed, we cannot.  All we have to do is to believe in the baby 

that was born that starry night, put our trust in Him, and allow Him to deliver us from all that 

stands in our way of living in peace with God.  And, as the true story from Guideposts assures 

us, we can know that we are not dealing with fantasy in our Christmas story.  We are dealing 

with reality; the reality of heavenly messengers who have come with the Good News of 

salvation for all the peoples of the earth. 

 

Let Us Pray:  Gracious Heavenly Father, at this time of preparation for the celebration of the 

coming of Your Son to dwell among us, we ask that You would open our eyes and our ears 

and soften our hearts to the message of the angels.  Help us to understand our great  

need of a Savior and give us the willingness to once again invite Jesus into our lives.  Amen. 


