Christmas Eve, 2014 –- New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden
A Christmas Message - God became Flesh to live among us to redeem us for His kingdom!
Luke 1:26-38
Luke 1:31-32 (NIV84) 31 You will be with child and give birth to a Son, and you are to give Him the name Jesus. 32 He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David,
-----------

Luke 1:26–38 (NIV84) 26 In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, 27 to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28 The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.” 
29 Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. 30 But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. 31 You will be with child and give birth to a Son, and you are to give Him the name Jesus. 32 He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David, 33 and He will reign over the house of Jacob forever; His kingdom will never end.” 
34 “How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” 
35 The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the Holy One to be born will be called the Son of God. 36 Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month. 37 For nothing is impossible with God.” 
38 “I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Then the angel left her. 

-----------

The period of the four Sundays leading up to Christmas Day is called Advent. It means coming into place or arrival, like the advent or arrival of a new season. Just this past Sunday, December 21st, we welcomed the advent of winter. We’ve been anticipating it and preparing for it for some time. Now it’s here. Advent. Christians know the noun Advent as the coming of our Savior Jesus as the most unique baby ever born. 
Advent is all about anticipation and preparation. It’s about the anticipation that the Christ is coming. And it’s about doing what we need to do to prepare for His coming. At Christmas we tend to think mostly about Christ coming to this earth as a baby. But He came as a babe in order to firmly establish that He was fully human. That was necessary so that when He died, His death would be a sacrifice for our sins so we sinners could be forgiven of our sins. That’s why His coming is even more about His being the Savior and the Lord of the world. 
Did you know that God started the process of preparing the world for the arrival of His Son way back at the beginning of history? Yes. And there are signs along the way that point to a Savior who will redeem sinful humanity going back to the earliest chapters of Genesis.

And as the signs and indicators increased throughout the Old Testament, there was a growing sense of anticipation that God would send a Messiah to be the ultimate King of kings and Lord of lords. The faithful who walked with God began looking for this Messiah. From our knowledge of Simeon in Luke chapter 2, we get a representative snapshot of what must have been a sizeable group of believers who were eagerly awaiting the arrival of the Messiah. Luke records it this way in Luke 2:25-26 (NIV84) 25 Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who was righteous and devout. He was waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him. 26 It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before he had seen the Lord’s Christ. 
Notice, before he was given the promise that he would see the Lord’s Christ or Messiah in his lifetime, Simeon had been waiting for the consolation or comfort of Israel. God had been preparing His people for Christ’s arrival since creation and what we read about in Luke 1 are the final preparations for Christ’s coming, to be clothed in human flesh, to arrive as a baby.

Call it God’s preparation and execution of a plan to save us from bondage to sin; to redeem a people for Himself so that His glory would be fully enjoyed forever. And, God intends for us to see His hand in these events leading up to the advent or arrival of Christ and to awaken within us our hunger for Him.

(prayer) Lord Jesus, please overwhelm us with a preponderance of evidence that what happened over 2000 years ago in a shepherd’s cave near the little town of Bethlehem was wholly orchestrated by You; that none of this was an accident; that it is all about Your plan to search, rescue and restore us to the reflections of Your glory that You intended us to be from the beginning. Turn our hearts toward You even now. Amen.

Luke 1:26-38 (NIV84) 26 In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, 27 to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28 The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.” 
29 Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. 30 But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. 31 You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give Him the name Jesus. 32 He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David, 33 and He will reign over the house of Jacob forever; His kingdom will never end.” 
Let me ask you, do you think that since Mary was troubled by the greeting from the angel Gabriel, that she would be even more troubled by what was to come? And do you think Gabriel’s urging Mary to not be afraid was only to calm her of her first response of fear? Or was he actually trying to prepare her for what he was about to tell her? “Listen, Mary, what is about to happen is a huge blessing. You have found favor with God. My message to you is a good message. So, don’t be afraid of what I am about to tell you.”

And I wonder where it was in the description of this child she would carry that she began to realize that the angel was talking about the Messiah. A “child,” a “son,” “Jesus,” “great,” “Son of the Most High,” a “King on David’s throne,” “reign over Israel,” a “kingdom without end.” Do you really think she needed to hear it all to figure it out that she was going to be the birth mother of the Messiah? I don’t think so.

Oh we do need to know more about Mary to make such a claim. But once we see who she had become by the time of Gabriel’s visit, it will make sense why she caught on so fast.

By placing the Zechariah and Elizabeth story right next to the Mary and Joseph story, it’s hard to miss the contrast that Luke is making between the doubting or disbelief of Zechariah and the faith or believing of Mary. The text clearly labels Zechariah’s response as disbelief (1:20) and makes no such remark about Mary’s question, leaving us to understand that she was not disbelieving but just needed some understanding.

The contrast is highlighted even more by the fact that Zechariah had been praying for a child and Mary had not been. She was only engaged.

34 “How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” 
35 The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God. 36 Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month. 37 For nothing is impossible with God.” 
38 “I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Then the angel left her. 
Following this, Luke will make it abundantly clear that Mary was well trained in the Scriptures. She not only was able to connect the dots with Gabriel’s references to Old Testament prophecies, she was able to quote appropriate passages in her response. And it was a response of praise.

Though she was young, and poor, Mary had something priceless inside: she was a woman of faith who loved God deeply, having an obedient spirit. I am absolutely, totally without a doubt that Mary could not have sincerely responded to the angel as she did without having cultivated a lifestyle as a servant of God. She was well practiced as a servant of God before she even entered her teen years. She had established a pattern of obeying God’s word. For her to be given such a blessing, such an honor, such an undertaking and to sincerely say, “I am the Lord’s servant, may it be to me as you have said,” is a powerful testimony to Mary’s character, a character that had been formed, probably from infancy. I believe it is a powerful reflection of her parents, of whom Scripture says nothing.

Mary is not an accident. Mary’s name was not picked out of a lottery box from all the teenage girls in Nazareth. And, this was not the first time God’s gracious hand had been on Mary. God had prepared her for this moment from before the beginning of time. And, I believe that included parents who were of similar character as Zechariah and Elizabeth.

Were I to speculate, Zechariah and Elizabeth represent the kind of parents Mary probably had. They must have been upright, obeying the Lord’s commands and regulations blamelessly. They knew the instructions Moses gave to Israel after receiving God’s Law on Mt. Sinai. They knew that they as parents needed to lead the way by their own obedience to God before they could teach their children to obey God.
Scripture doesn’t tell us a whole lot about the homelife of Jesus. But, the indications are that Mary and Joseph were very careful to carry out the instructions Moses had given. They really did lead the way for their Son to grow up in the wisdom of the Lord. And that, in itself, is a mystery. Yet, no more of a mystery than the incarnation, that Jesus could be fully God and fully man at the same time.

Paradoxically, Mary and Joseph were Jesus’ first teachers. And, I am certain that having a student like Jesus drove them to their knees in prayer consistently, constantly. How do you teach God anything? Yet, here they were, called to be the human parents of Jesus. 

As a child, Mary learned the Scriptures. She had learned them thoroughly and it laid a foundation for her to join Joseph in giving leadership to their son, who just happened to be the Son of God. But, after we get over the illogicality of this arrangement, it does make sense since they were both operating under the same rule book, so to speak. Their curriculum from the Sacred Scriptures was outlined for them. It was the same curriculum Mary was taught and it would be the same curriculum Jesus would be taught. And Jesus submitted to his parents with obedience.

Mary and Joseph knew they had a unique and wonderful Son. And they gave their best to bringing Him up in the teaching and instruction of God’s Word. 

This first chapter of Luke is a resounding call to prepare to welcome Christ by cultivating our hearts to be fertile soil in which He will grow. I can’t think of a better Christmas gift that we can give the next generation than for all of us present here this evening to live sold out lives for Christ. Our priorities would reflect that Christ is first, Christ is center and Christ is all. They would be like the framework of a mighty building. They set the context for all that happens after.

How many times have we prayed, “Lord, bless us”? Or, “Lord, bless our children”? And God responds, “I so much want to bless you. I really do want to bless your children. So, I have charted the course for you to take that will give you that blessing. Will you walk with Me on that course?”

Mary was a woman who was blessed by God. Though she seemingly had nothing to offer, she was chosen by God Himself to be a part of His plan of redemption of mankind. She was young, poor, and unknown. She had never been a mother, she possessed no wealth or family inheritance, and she boasted no fame or social status. Yet she has been honored throughout all history for her faithful obedience to God.

Mary’s life was radically changed the day Gabriel paid her a visit. Her life was forever changed because of Christ. 
Who among us are willing to pray as she prayed? 38 “I am the Lord’s servant.” “May it be to me as you have said.”
Are you willing to pray that prayer, saying to Christ that you are His servant?

I just can’t image Mary not responding to this call to surrender herself fully to God. That’s the call that is going out to each of us tonight. Will you respond as Mary did? Yes, Lord, I am Your servant. 

Amen.
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