4th Sunday in Advent, 2011
                                                                     Luke 1:26-38

BY FAITH WE ENDURE

Sermon for the 4th Sunday in Advent, 2011

Luke 1:26-38

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen. 


The text for our sermon today is our Gospel reading from before, Luke 1:26-38: In the sixth month, the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city in Galilee called “Nazareth,” 27to a virgin betrothed to a man by the name of Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28When the angel entered her home, he said, “Greetings, you who are highly favoured! The Lord is with you.”

29She was greatly troubled at what he said, and was wondering what kind of greeting this was. 30The angel told her: “Stop being afraid, Mary! For you have found favour with God. 31You see: you will conceive in your womb and give birth to a Son, and you shall call His name ‘Jesus.’ 32He will be great and will be called ‘the Son of the Most High.’ Moreover, the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David. 33He will reign over the family of Jacob for ever, and there will be no end of His kingdom.”

34Mary asked the angel, “How will this be, since I am not living with a husband?”

35The angel answered her, “The Holy Spirit will come over you, and the Power of the Most High will overshadow you. Therefore also the Holy One who is conceived will be called ‘the Son of God.’ 36In addition, look! Your relative Elizabeth has also conceived a son in her old age, and this is the sixth month for her, whom people used to call barren. 37For nothing will be impossible with God.”

38Mary answered, “Look! I am the Lord’s servant. May it happen to me as you have said!”

Then the angel left her.


Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,

The appearance of an angel is always a major event in a person’s life. Given that some people fell like dead men at the appearance of an angel, Mary actually handled the appearance of Gabriel with more than the usual amount of composure. Still, after Gabriel greeted Mary, he had to say, “Stop being afraid, Mary!” There just is no way that a holy angel can come into your life and not cause some anxiety.

Then there was the nature of the message. Although it was very rare, miracle pregnancies were not unheard of in Israel’s history: Sarah, Hannah, and lately, even Mary’s relative Elizabeth had conceived despite her age. Those were all remarkable things, but not one of these women was in Mary’s position. Mary knew the truth: she could not be pregnant. There was simply no possibility. And she knew it.

Some might presume to think that such a young girl might just be naive about reproduction, but Mary’s answer disproves this with an almost clinical coldness. “How will this be, since I am not living with a husband?” Virgins don’t have babies. That’s a fact. And Mary knew it well.

Perhaps, looking back through the ages, we may forget an important fact: while many people came to believe the truth about the virgin birth, only one person had absolute, physical, experiential knowledge. Mary knew as biological fact that she could not be pregnant. But somehow - maybe because she was in the midst of a supernatural experience by talking to an angel - somehow she did not respond with rejection. Instead, she responded with curiosity: “How will this be?” Gabriel gave the explanation: “The Holy Spirit will come over you, and the Power of the Most High will overshadow you. Therefore also the Holy One who is conceived will be called ‘the Son of God... 37For nothing will be impossible with God.”
There it was. It is impossible for humans, but nothing is impossible for God. The same life-giving Spirit who hovered over the waters in creation now overshadows Mary and creates once more. A child is created apart from normal means. This is how it would be.

As remarkable as that miracle is, the truly amazing thing is not the conception but the identity and work of the child. At that moment, as the cells of the Saviour began to divide and grow, Mary became the mother of God. The child growing inside of her is the Messiah - the Saviour. Mary’s God and Creator is growing within her. God has become flesh. As amazing as the miracle is, it is not about Mary. It is all about Jesus.
By the same Spirit who caused her to conceive, Mary is able to respond in faith. “Look! I am the Lord’s servant. May it happen to me as you have said!” Mary could say this because God gives faith to believe the truth that nothing is impossible for Him.


Mary would continue to need that faith. A great miracle was happening in her, but there were still practical issues. What could she tell Joseph? Perhaps something like: “Honey, I think you’d better sit down.” Although there would certainly be a few who would believe her, (her relative Elizabeth comes to mind) most of the community will assume the worst. The scorn of ignorant but judgmental people would never fully disappear. And Mary had to see what would happen to her Son as He bore the sin of the world all the way to a cross. But she faced it all in faith, because Mary’s Son was also Mary’s Saviour. She believed, and it was to her just as the angel said.
Mary had many special challenges because of her special role as Jesus’ mother. On the other hand, Mary had many of the same problems we do. In spite of the fact that we can call Mary the Mother of God, she was still a sinner. She needed her Son to be her saviour just as much as we do. She lived in a world that did not know peace. Even taxes caused special difficulties for her.

Mary was a sinner like us. She lived in the same sin filled world that we live in. Bullies came to power and became dictators just as they do today. Crime was a problem then just as it is now. All the things that the curse of sin brings into the world were at work in Mary’s day just as they are today. 

We may have better technology today, but the basic human problem is the same, sin. Sin attacked Mary just as it attacks us and every other human being who ever has or ever will live in this cosmos. Without the salvation provided by the God who took on humanity in Mary’s womb, we would be lost forever.

God has the solution for our troubles. He offers a miracle to us like He performed for Mary. How can all this be, we ask? God’s messenger responds: “Greetings, you who are highly favoured! The Lord is with you... The Holy Spirit will come over you, and the Power of the Most High will overshadow you.” Just as the Spirit came to Mary and miraculously created life within her without her participation or help, so the Spirit comes to us. God’s Spirit miraculously creates new life in us without our participation or help. He gives the gift of faith. He gives to us the grace to believe. He sanctifies and keeps us in the faith.

We might be tempted to consider this a small thing compared to the virgin birth, but is it really? It is a miracle of God - one that we share with Mary, who was also given that gift of faith by the Holy Spirit.

You see, we have the same gift as Mary. God gives us faith to believe the truth that nothing is impossible for Him. Knowing that truth, we are not troubled by a virgin conception and birth. Rather, we see the plan of God in action: the New Man has come who will redeem all humanity. He has come to redeem us. Mary’s Son and Saviour is our Saviour. Nothing is impossible for God.

Knowing that truth, we do not stumble over our need for forgiveness and salvation, nor do we doubt that God can and will do what He says. We do not listen to Satan’s temptation to doubt or deny the truth. We know that nothing is impossible for Him: not even our salvation.

In that faith, we know that nothing is impossible for God. Not even the new life that He has promised to us. For as we follow Him in faith, we may find ourselves living a life that we had not anticipated. We may begin to see the fruits of faith in action as what seemed impossible becomes reality. God can do it.

With that faith and by God’s guidance, we find the grace and faith to endure. Mary willingly accepted the task that God gave her to bear the Saviour. I wonder if she knew at the beginning what that would cost. She would bear many insults and much suffering because of her calling. But God filled her with grace and faith. She endured it all, trusting in her Son and Saviour. And she was blessed.

So we, too, may find challenges and adversity in this life. Some may come as a direct result of our calling as God’s children. But in faith, we, too, will endure. We trust the Saviour’s promises and believe that He will care for us. Wherever life takes us, whatever we may face, we find the grace to say, “May it happen to me as you have said,” and it will be, because God gives us faith to believe the truth: that nothing is impossible for Him. Amen.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 

PRAYER FOR THE FOURTH SUNDAY IN ADVENT


Heavenly Father, all things in heaven and on earth reveal Your glory and show clearly what You have done.  But we now thank You in particular for the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, and for the salvation You have provided for all people through His sacrificial obedience.  We confidently bring our prayers before You in His loving name.


We stand before You with repentant hearts.  We acknowledge our many sins.  Forgive us for Jesus’ sake.  Make us more alert to both right and wrong before You.  Deliver us from our pet sins, and from those that continually cause us to fall.  Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts, purify the words we speak, and guide everything we do in obedience to Jesus.  Heal and renew us.  Assure us of Your forgiveness through Jesus’ holy, priestly work, that we may possess Your peace, which is beyond all human understanding.


We pray for all people everywhere.  Let Your Holy Spirit rule in every home and school, in every shop and office, and in every area of labour and industry.  Open the eyes of the nations that people everywhere may see Your glory.  Overthrow those who oppose the Gospel of Your Son.  Support all who are persecuted for His sake, and prosper all who love Your truth.  Be with the fatherless, the homeless, and the comfortless, and lead them to trust You in all their troubles.  Send them help that will draw them to You, and will lead them to confess the name of Jesus.


Make Your face to shine on the wounded in spirit, the sick in mind, and the distressed in heart.  Protect and bless with Your presence all travellers, and all who are away from home in any service or calling.  We pray for captives and prisoners, for the depressed and the lonely, and for all in danger of body and soul.  Comfort them with Your presence and help.  Be gracious to those among us who are sick and aged, to those who are suffering, to those who are bereaved and those who are dying.  Give them all the perfect peace that Jesus has won for them.


Make our hearts a fit dwelling-place for Your Son, that we may know the joy of His presence, and the blessing of following in His steps.  And finally give us the glorious crown You have promised to those who cling to Him in firm and patient faith, through the same Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.
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