
Sunday 14th March 2021 
Good News of Great Joy. 

Matthew 2.8-15 
 

We are rapidly approaching Easter. The shops are full of Easter Eggs, bunnies, 
daffodils and cards. We have been told that restrictions may be able to be relaxed 
sooner than thought. We have been told that ‘places of worship’ may be able to open 
from the 26th of March in time for all the religious festivals that usually happen, and 
there is an expectation that if all goes well, we will all be going on holiday from June and 
all will be returning to business as usual soon after. This disheartens me. It assumes 
that what we had before last March was good and wholesome. I do not believe for a 
moment that it was. Our nation and church is still in a rapid decline where all manner of 
things are valued which have no value, and the issues of life are ignored.  
 
Let me pose a question. When did Easter begin? Was it the day after the resurrection of 
Christ? Was it the year after? Was it foreshadowed at His birth? Was it in the heart and 
mind and plans of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit from all eternity? Read 
Ephesians 1 verse 4, and Revelation 13 verse 8.  
 
“For he chose us in Him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in His 

sight.” 
 

“… to the Lamb that was slain from the creation of the world.” 
 
These are not easy verses to interpret, but the very least they show us is that the Cross 
of Christ was not some knee jerk reaction of God to respond to the fall of mankind. They 
show at least that the Cross, the death of the Lamb of God’s choosing, was in His mind 
and plans from before the beginning of creation. 
 
Some theologians talk of the Divine Decrees of God where God from eternity purposed 
what He would do, even in the light of the fall of humanity into sin. Godless people hate 
these thoughts because they scream out claiming and wanting to be free agents, 
without the constraints of God determining a plan, so as to live as they will. This is not 
possible. All of us will age whether we want to or not.  All of us will suffer setbacks and 
disappointments, lose strength of body and mind and be affected by the kindnesses and 
wickedness of others whether we like it or not. None of us are as free as we think 
because of sin. Our freedom is but an illusion, and is being eroded every day. We are 
not even free anymore to think and speak without somebody somewhere being 
outraged!  It is only God who offers freedom, pardon from sin, deliverance from a 
corrupt heart and everlasting life. Our so called ‘freedom’ is in fact the shortest route to 
perdition. 
 
Easter began in the heart of God and came into the sphere of creation from all eternity. 
God has put a lot of time and thought into His plan and purposes to do mankind good 
and to bring salvation to us. This is the reason that Psalm 14.1 says,   
 



‘The fool says in his heart, 
“There is no God.” 

 
It strikes me as tragic that so many people today dismiss God as non-existent because 
of this or that theory, or because people have said stupid things such as the space 
ships have not seen God, so He is not ‘up there’ in the heavens. So many, many people 
today, and this includes people who have been in churches all their lives, understand 
little of the Scriptures and so are ignorant of the ways and word of God. It interests me 
that in times past, and even today, it is often those who have knowledge of the 
Scriptures and of their power who are prepared to risk their lives and lose their lives for 
their faith in God. 
 
As we approach Easter, we are looking to the celebration of an event which has been 
prophesied and promised from before the beginning of time. We are going to mourn the 
death of Christ, the only pure and honorable man who has ever lived, and then 
celebrate His resurrection from death and the grave. We are entering upon a scene 
which has great gravitas, an event of infinite relevance to every person who has or will 
ever live, and the very heart and core of God’s plan and purpose to glorify His Name 
and display the lavishness of His grace and kindness to the wretches which compose 
every generation and every individual person. God is acting to save us from destruction, 
and that has to matter. 
 
In actual time, the Cross and the Easter conquest began 33 or so years before the 
events that culminated with the Cross of Christ. The Scriptures tell us that, 
 

“And there were shepherds living out in the fields near by keeping watch over their 
flocks by night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone 

around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I 
bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in the town of 

David a Saviour has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.” 
 

Then the other angels appear and sing, 
 

Glory to God in the highest, 
And on earth peace to men  
On whom his favour rests.” 

 
I know that this is the Christmas story, but it is all one story, the plan and the purpose 
and the acts of God by which He saves fallen and lost men and women. We err badly 
when we try and carve the one story up into little packages and lose the glory and the 
wonderful sweeping drama of salvation as begun before the creation of the world, and 
sweeps on into eternity future for ever and ever. The great theme is the salvation of God 
come to humanity. 
 
What is the news today? What is the news every day? It is not the pantomime of 
Salmond and Sturgeon. It is not Brexit and borders and the resurgence perhaps of 



conflict in Northern Ireland. It is not Megan and Harry. It is not the concerns about the 
recovery or otherwise of economies. The only news which is of importance is the plan of 
God for salvation. The news headline is,  
 

“Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God, 
And the authority of his Christ, 

For the accuser of our brothers, 
Who accuses them before our God day and night,  

Has been hurtled down.”  
Revelation 12 verse 10. 

 
This is the big issue, the plan of God, and the Cross of Christ, His death and 
resurrection was the final and all powerful act which set salvation as visible and fixed, a 
rock to stand on, a rescue accomplished. All the things we are hearing as news will 
pass away into forgetfulness over time, as will all those ‘making’ the news today. This 
news of salvation will never pass away, fade, diminish or become redundant, be 
superseded or fail to do what it says it will do. This salvation will forever, both in this life 
and after mortal life, have made wicked people holy, people unfit for heaven to be fitted 
for heaven and bring many to glory and the eternal joy of the presence of God. I put it to 
myself and anyone reading this, that this is good news and needs to be poured over as 
of prime importance.  
 
When we wade into the river of salvation, we are not entering into a burn or a stream, 
but a river that is wider than eye can see, deeper than can be fathomed and whose 
waters flow smooth but with immense power. Who can understand its wonders? This 
river is eternal and has flowed from eternity to eternity, powerful, full and vital. 
 
I am going to try and unwrap this a little bit starting with this foretelling of the actual 
coming of Christ into the world and the nature of this coming. The angels bring a 
message which is for all the people. Salvation is offered to all, and salvation is the 
crying need of all. There are many diseases which by the time they are diagnosed are 
already terminal. Sin is one such disease. Its outcome is always the same, and the only 
cure is Christ. However as with fatal diseases which do not cause us much distress until 
it is too late, sin deceives us into think that all we need is an aspirin and not the radical 
surgery which is salvation, so many ignore it and die. 
 
Look again at verse 10, ‘Good news of great joy.’ Not just news, but good news, not just 
good news but good news of great joy. Can you think of a situation in everyday life that 
equates with that combination of words? For me it was hearing of the successful birth of 
our sons, healthy. Whole, pink, warm and crying, and Mum well and happy. The birth of 
a wanted child equates with good news of great joy. A birth, a new life, a healthy and 
vibrant life, that is perhaps as near as we get in life to the greatness of the news of 
salvation. Salvation is a new life, a healthy life, a vibrant life, a spiritual and an eternal 
life. 
 



 For this description to be accurate it has to have certain properties. Firstly it has to be 
true. Then it has to be good. Then it has to be joyful news. Lastly, it has to be news that 
has an effect and relevance for the people who hear it. It might be nice news to be told 
that we are to inherit an estate and the millions needed to pay for its running. However if 
we are told that it will only become ours after ten generations, it is news but it is not 
especially good news nor will it produce great joy if we become the richest corpse in the 
graveyard! The good news of great joy must have relevance for us now to measure up 
to the declaration of the angel. 
 
The good news is obviously the coming of a Saviour, and what a Saviour. This is not the 
emergence of a freedom fighter like the Maccabees, nor the insurrectionist like 
Barabbas, but this Saviour is none other than Christ the Lord. This is the news similar to 
that which Moses brought to the people in captivity in Egypt, that God was now handling 
their case! However, even before the announcement of the spectacular person who was 
to be the Saviour of the people, there is another even more fundamental truth, which if 
we grasp it, can transform how we think, act and feel! This layer is the path to true well- 
being, a term which is used in a rather free manner today.  
 
I do not think that much of the grief people have experienced in the lockdowns should 
be regarded as unnatural. If we are bereaved of a loved one, or have a marriage that 
falls apart, or a child that embarks on a wrong path, or we lose our job or someone 
spreads gossip about us or a family member, the natural response is mourning, 
sadness, grief, frustration and anxious concern. This is a legitimate way to respond, it is 
how we deal with these feelings and situations that pushes us from a healthy response 
into a toxic one. For example, thirst indicates a need to drink. If we ignore it or drink 
alcohol or poison, our thirst will not be relieved, but we will become even more 
dehydrated, or with the poison get sick or die! Thirst in itself is good, natural, it is what 
we do with it that can become harmful. 
  
If we have no resources in our heart, by this I mean the life of God within our souls, 
Christ in our hearts, a living faith, describe it as we will, then there is almost certain that 
our emotions and thoughts will become toxic. We were never made to carry these 
burdens of grief and sorrows ourselves. If we do not know even something of the power 
of godliness, and where to go to receive this, then we do not have any resource to deal 
with what comes our way in life generally and in unusual circumstances such as we 
face today. The result is hopelessness and despair. Without God we are without hope in 
this world, and that is where many people are today. By hope I mean actual hope and 
not wishful thinking which is a substitute to real hope. 
 
The message of a coming Saviour is the very message that addresses our every human 
condition and our eternal destiny. I do not know what hell is except it should be avoided 
at any price. The price was paid by Christ, so that we can be saved from it. I wonder if 
hell is the place where all our griefs and sorrows will grow heavier on our backs forever. 
How terrible to think that it could be that grief will tear at our hearts without relief for 
ever. Whatever we do, labour for Christ to be our Saviour, do not rest from seeking Him 
and calling on Him for saving mercy until we find it. I am speculating about the nature of 



hell, but there is nothing in the Bible that says that hell is where the party is, rather it 
depicts the very opposite. Jesus came to save us from Hell and fit us for heaven. Who 
do you think it is that makes people think hell is the place where the naughty people 
party, and heaven is the boring place where goody-two-shoes sit on clouds and play 
harps? I can’t think of anything less appealing than clouds, white sheets and harps! 
Who do you think wants people to think that heaven is boring and bland? That is the 
devils work! 
 
However, that is not the deeper layer of the message to the shepherds. We find this 
declared in the song of the angels. Verse 14 says this, 
 

“…peace to men on whom his favour rests.” 
 

What I am about to say is not splitting hairs, it is a very weighty truth that can transform 
how we see God, if we will grasp it. 
 
This verse is not saying that God extends peace to men, that He is now sending Jesus 
because He has found something favourable or worthy in mankind. It is not saying that 
God has seen something in humanity that makes God say that men aren’t ‘that bad 
after all.’ God has not been enamoured because sinful fallen man have become likeable 
rascals all of a sudden with hearts of gold, or any such thing. Let Scripture say it for us,  
 

“You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the 
ungodly.” 

“But God demonstrates His love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for 
us.” 

 
That is Romans 5 verses 6 and 8. We were powerless, we were still sinners, people 
who deserved and attracted the anger and wrath of God, so how then was it that Christ 
came to be our Saviour. 
 
Here is the point, the wonderful point, the incredible point. God did not send Christ the 
Lord because of some spark of worth or good or kindness or any other supposed virtue 
in us. Christ came because God chose to regard us with favour, with undeserved 
mercy. He was not moved by anything in us, but from His own nature He chose to 
regard us, who deserved no favour, to be regarded with favour. This is why we say that 
salvation is all of God. It arose from God’s great power and love, out of His own 
abundance of grace and kindness, and He chose freely to regard us with kindness and 
this is shown by the coming of the Saviour.  
 
Here is another question. Since God has given, has invested the life and blood of His 
beloved and only Son, do you think that this salvation is going to be left to fail in those 
who receive God’s offer of salvation? It will not, God is never going to let the salvation 
given in Christ to fail. Romans again, chapter 8 verse 30. 
 



“ And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he 
justified, he also glorified.” 

 
God supervises all things from the beginning to the completion, from the choosing of 
those who will be saved to the eventual coming of them to glory. Then there is this in 
Philippians 1 verse 6. 
 
“being confident of this, He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion 

until the day of Jesus Christ,” 
 

In other words, it was not Mastermind which coined the phrase, ‘I’ve begun so I will 
finish,’ it was God! He will finish what He has begun, to make believers holy and to bring 
them to glory, and all this because He has chosen to bestow favour on us for His own 
sake and pleasure.    
 
This is the first consideration of Easter, we are confronted with a vast river of God’s 
mercy and grace which has flowed from eternity past and will flow with never 
diminishing stream into unending eternity. The cataclysmic moment that changed the 
history of humanity was those hours on the Cross where Jesus carried away our sin, 
and by His death procured the very death of death by the death of Christ. Deep matters 
were accomplished by God on which we can only gaze as silent observers at the foot of 
the Cross. I have tried to use the strongest pictures and language I can muster because 
this granting of favour, this unspeakably precious condescendence of God should cause 
us to be lost in wonder, love and praise. 
 
I am anxious yet again that as we come to Easter it will be lost not by lockdown, but by 
sentimentality and carelessness. By all means buy the chocolate, it is one of the 
pleasures to be enjoyed and received with thanks, but please do not let us fail to be 
moved in some degree at the mighty tides of the plans and purposes of God which He 
accomplished and brought to completion by Christs’ willing embrace of the Cross, His 
death and burial and then on the third day, His rising from the dead.  
 
There has never before been a tomb that became empty and remained empty. Lazarus 
was called out of the tomb and restored to mortal life by Christ, only to die again. When 
God raised Jesus from the dead He did so such that Christ will never die again. Jesus is 
the first born from the dead and is the pathfinder for believers to rise to life eternal. It is 
worth taking time to ponder the empty tomb. This had never happened before, but now 
it has. God has opened the way for mankind to live forever. The tomb of Christ is empty, 
so can ours be and all because of God looking on us with undeserved favour.  
 
In the Bible, others were resuscitated back to life only to die again. Not Christ, when He 
rose it was never to die again, to have won the spurs for Himself and mankind to be 
raised never to die and to have an indestructible life which He now offers us in the 
promised salvation.  How I wish the world for a few days would end its senseless and 
febrile chatter, and in silence and humble awe consider the Cross, the empty tomb, the 
shed blood, which is the glorious hope and the only hope of the world.  



 
I want now to end by changing the words of a Christmas hymn we did not get to sing 
last Christmas.  
 

“Joy to the world, the Saviour is risen!!!!” 


