A VIRGIN WITH CHILD

Christmas Surprises #2


In 1981, a baby was born in Marin County, California.  This baby’s parents named him after their favorite singer – John Lennon, the former lead singer of the English Beatles.  To all outward appearances, this baby had all of the advantages that any person could ask for in life.  John was born to upper-middle class parents.  He would be given every necessity that he needed in life and most of the other extras that he would want as well.  His parents would dote over him, conscientiously practicing every modern ideal of child-raising.  He would be raised in one of the freest, least restrictive cultures in our country, where any inclination or potential that he had would be allowed unbridled expression.  He would be given the finest education possible at private, alternative schools.  When John wanted to go overseas to study as a young man, his parents would gladly pay his way desiring to expand his educational opportunities.  To all outward appearances, John was the envy of every other child in our country.  How many children from the lower social classes or deprived environments would have given anything to exchange places with John?


But then for some unknown reason, John chose to leave all of the luxury that he had been given in life with all of the advantages that had been granted to him.  We were introduced to John Walker Lindh for the first time in November of 2001, just 2 months after the terrorist attack on the Twin Towers in NYC.  Who can ever forget those first photos of him sitting as a prisoner of war with the other captured Taliban soldiers – filthy dirty wearing disheveled clothing, sporting a shaggy, ungroomed beard?  John Walker Lindh is now serving a 20 year prison sentence for supplying services to the Taliban and carrying a rifle and 2 hand grenades against our soldiers in battle.  Why would John choose to leave all of the advantages that his country and family had offered to him to join the enemy?  Why would he trade the finest culture that this world has to offer for one of the most primitive, backward lifestyles?

I have now gotten over my initial outrage that an American citizen would join the enemy in fighting against his fellow-countrymen.  John Walker Lindh is now serving time as a consequence of his foolish life decisions.   But I still can’t help but be filled with astonishment and wonder at what would ever lead a person to make such bizarre and seemingly irrational decisions?  What circumstances could possibly lead a person to leave the best that this world has to offer to choose the worst?


Now even though we can never know all of the factors involved, we can assume that in Walker’s case the motives were those of anger and rebellion and revenge and possible deception.  But whatever the factors involved, a person making such bizarre life choices remain very surprising and mysterious indeed.


The amazement of a person choosing to leave what I feel is the best culture that this world has to offer, a culture that many people would give anything to join, to join one of the most primitive, lawless, deprived cultures is really nothing to compare with the choice that the 2nd person of the Triune Godhead made during that 1st Christmas season.  His motive was the opposite of anger or revenge, of course.  His motive was love, pure love – a desire to help those who were helpless.  His motive was to bring salvation to those who were dying in their lawless state.  But in order to do this, the Lord Jesus Christ had to leave the unspeakable glories of heaven – a culture that is unparalleled in its glory and perfection – and come to this earth that had become so defiled in wickedness and evil and depravity.  Why would God make such a choice as this?  How could God become a member of the human race?


During this Christmas season we have begun to look at some Christmas surprises.  Last week we looked at the surprising genealogy of the Messiah.  Any human royalty is careful to guard the kingly line so that the blue blood in conscientiously maintained.  We would think that the genealogical line of the Son of God would be the purest possible.  But we are surprised to find that the Messiah’s bloodline contains some rather unsavory participants – ambitious connivers, prostitutes, social outcasts, even possible conspiring murderers.  Next week, the Lord willing, we plan to look at the surprise of a sympathetic man – some would consider this to be one of the greatest surprises of all.  Most men are not known to be naturally understanding to the needs of the opposite sex.  And especially in the case of a chosen life partner appearing to be morally unfaithful.  We would consider rage, jealousy, a spirit of revenge being more natural than sympathy and compassion in such a case.  Joseph’s response in this situation is most surprising, isn’t it?  We plan to look at this in further detail next week.


But this morning we want to look at the surprise of a virgin being with child.  We want to look at the surprise of the Son of God leaving the glories of heaven to live a life here on this earth.  As Joseph will be our guide in helping us to understand a sympathetic man next week, we must turn to Mary for help this morning.  For there was nobody who was closer to delivering God to this earth than she.  How did Mary respond to this surprise of God becoming a man?  There are 3 scenes that Luke gives to us in his gospel account.  In the 1st scene, the angel Gabriel reveals the message to Mary that God had chosen her to bring His Messiah into the world.  In the 2nd scene, Mary receives confirmation of that message from one of her relatives named Elizabeth who was also pregnant with child.  And the 3rd scene describes the actual birth of Jesus in Bethlehem.  In each of these scenes recorded by Luke, the historian is careful to give Mary’s personal response.  Her response that grows and develops gives us a model as we respond to this Christmas surprise as well.


Before looking at 3 ways that Mary responded that are brought out in the Biblical account, let’s remind ourselves of the surprising, miraculous nature of the virgin birth itself because this is sometimes misunderstood today.  Many just assume that the virgin birth implies that Mary was a virgin before she conceived the Lord Jesus Christ.  This while perhaps being unusual is not totally remarkable for other women have conceived children the first time that they lost their virginity.  But this is not what is meant by the virgin birth in the Bible.  The Bible makes it clear that Mary was not only a virgin before her conception, but that she remained a virgin until after the Lord Jesus Christ was born.  After the angel appeared to Joseph giving him the surprising message that he and his fiancé had been chosen by God to be human instruments in bring the Messiah to the world, Matthew records:

MT 1:24 When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. 25 But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.


Now we can’t even imagine all that was going on in the mind of Mary during this time of her life when she was carrying Jesus.    So we will ask Mary to share her response with us as it has been revealed in the Word of God.  Mary’s response can be a model for us as we celebrate this Christmas season recalling the time when God became a man and dwelt among us.


We could sum up Mary’s first response with the word faith.
Listen as I read the account of the angel’s first appearance to her found in Luke 1:26-38:

LK 1:26 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."

    LK 1:29 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."

    LK 1:34 "How will this be," Mary asked the angel, "since I am a virgin?"

    LK 1:35 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."

    LK 1:38 "I am the Lord's servant," Mary answered. "May it be to me as you have said." Then the angel left her.


We can never know the thoughts that cascaded through this teenager’s mind when Gabriel suddenly appeared to her.  We can understand why fear was the first response for  Jewish tradition associated angelic appearances with death.  According the Jewish tradition after a person died, an angel escorted that person to Abraham’s Bosom, a place of blessing and peace.  This is the reason for angels almost always beginning their messages to humans by easing their fears.  Mary likely assumed that she was dying when Gabriel first addressed her, so the angel encourages her to not be afraid.  As this incredible revelation is given to Mary, she asks the obvious question – How will this be since I am a virgin?  Gabriel gives Mary a brief explanation.  Mary then responds in faith, believing the angelic message from God and submitting herself to the will of God.  "I am the Lord's servant," Mary answered. "May it be to me as you have said." 


Faith, believing God’s Word to be true and accepting His Word into our lives, is a very important foundational response to the Christmas message for each of us.


Most people in our country today enjoy the Christmas season, but many frankly are embarrassed by the true Christmas message.  If you notice Christmas specials on T.V. or in Holiday movies made, almost every one is directed to our emotional level.  They are feel good productions.  They are designed to make us feel warm and fuzzy inside.  But there is seldom any basis given for the feelings that are encouraged.  Almost never is the first Christmas scene referenced – and if it is, it is distorted to be politically correct.  The cultural message is clear.  While we like the results of Christmas in the peace and joy and warmth that it brings to our hearts, many are embarrassed with the true message of Christmas.  The fact that God became a man and dwelt among us is too hard for them to swallow.  They really don’t believe that it happened as the Bible said that it did.  Instead of being filled with faith, they are consumed with doubt.  So they try to get that satisfied, full feeling without eating the meal.  It’s no wonder that the message portrayed rings so hollow with so many people.  It’s no wonder that this time of year brings so much depression and despair to so many lives.   


The first necessary response that Mary models for us is faith – believing God’s Word to be true.  It really is more incredible to believe that Christmas celebrations have continued and mushroomed over the past 2,000 year based only upon some warm feelings than to believe that the events actually happened as recorded in the Bible.  Believing God’s Word to be true is the beginning to a true understanding of the Christmas message for without faith it is impossible to please God (Heb. 11:6)


The 2nd response that we want to look at this morning comes as Mary took a trip to visit her relative, Elizabeth, who was pregnant with a son who would become known as John the Baptist.  When Mary first arrived at Elizabeth’s home, John the Baptist jumped in Elizabeth’s womb.  Elizabeth confirms the message that the angel, Gabriel, had given previously to Mary.  Mary responds by being filled with praise and joy.

LK 1:46 And Mary said:  "My soul glorifies the Lord

    LK 1:47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,


As we believe God’s Word to be true by faith, we then can’t help but praise God and be filled with joy.  Just think of the gift that God gave to the human race that first Christmas.  God gave to us the gift of life and hope.


The human race had become mired in the quicksand of sin.  Because of willful rebellion against God, we had become totally alienated from fellowship with our Creator.  We could do nothing to pay for the debt that we owed.  The best that we could ever do was to fully obey all of God’s commandments to us.  But this is just what we owed God anyway.  How could we ever repay the debt that we owed Him because of all of our sins and transgressions against Him?  So we were hopelessly herded on the road to eternal destruction, alienation from God, eternal depravation from fellowship with Him.


But rather than gloating and rejoicing in our helpless estate, God chose to provide a way of escape for us.  The 2nd person of the Triune Godhead made the decision to leave the glories of heaven and come to this earth as a man.  He made the voluntary choice to offer Himself in our place so that our sins could be atoned for.  God was then able to transfer His perfect righteousness to us so that we could finally satisfy the divine standard of holiness.  Now, through receiving God’s gift of salvation offered through the Lord Jesus Christ, we can finally be at peace with God our creator.  Realization of this glorious truth can’t help but fill us with praise for the God who would give such a wonderful gift to us and joy for the deliverance that we are able to experience because of what He has done for us.


In Mary’s life, her faith lead to praise and joy.  So it will be in our lives as well as we realize the implications of God’s indescribable gift given that first Christmas day.


But let’s move now in conclusion to a third scene in Mary’s life.  This scene takes place almost 9 months later.  Jesus has just been born in that Bethlehem stable.  Angels have announced the Messiah’s arrival to Shepherds in a field outside of Bethlehem.  These shepherds have hurried the 5 miles or so to find the newborn Messiah and have gloried in God’s precious gift to man.  As the shepherds return back to their duties and Mary reflects on all that has happened these past months, she responds with wonder and amazement.


17 When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, 18 and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. 19 But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart.  (Luke 2:17-19)


The Greek term that is translated pondered here is actually made up of 2 other terms that literally mean to bring together.  As Mary reflected all that had happened in her life, she began to meditate on these things, to bring them all together, to reflect upon the meaning and significance of all that God had done.  Pondering implies a diving beneath the surface.  Pondering involves an effort to enter into the very heart and mind of God Himself.  Pondering is work, hard work.  It implies an attempt to take the facts that are known and then put them together in a meaningful way.  Then these truths are built upon by meditating on them.  For Mary, her pondering involved both her intellect and her emotions.   She treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart.


Pondering is one of the lost arts in many Christian lives today.  We live in such a hurried, frantic world that we often don’t seem to have the time to stop for a while and meditate on God’s Word and His Works.  I really shouldn’t say we don’t have the time, but should rather say that we don’t take the time.  For we all have just as much time as Mary had.  She only had 24 hours in her day as we have.  But we so often allow the superficial pressures of our day to deny that which could bring so much greater depth and insight into our lives.  We certainly are the losers for we miss many spiritual blessings that can only be attained through pondering, meditating, spending time putting together divine truth in our hearts and minds.


The 1st Psalm describes the godly person as the one whose delight is in the law of the Lord and in this law he meditates day and night (Ps. 1:2).


Pondering, meditating on God’s truth is an indispensable exercise for the one who hungers and thirsts after righteousness and desires to walk in a godly fashion.  There is no substitute for it.  The lack of it dooms us to a superficial and shallow life.  It is through meditating upon God’s truth that we fill our minds with God’s thoughts and grow into a deeper understanding of His working in this world.  If we spend time this Christmas in quiet solitude, thinking over what God has done in sending the Lord Jesus Christ into this world, trying to understand the way of God more fully and completely, basking in His love for us, we will be the richer for it, for our relationship with God will be deepened, and we will have celebrated Christmas in a much more meaningful way.


I trust that you have seen the progression of growth in Mary’s responses.  Her faith lead to praise and joy, and her praise and joy lead to pondering and thoughtful meditation.  So it will be in our lives as well.  As we accept God’s truth that He sent His one and only Son into this world by means of the virgin Mary and believe it by faith, our hearts will be lead to praise God and rejoice in this precious gift that He has given to us, and we will be moved to ponder and meditate on this miraculous Christmas surprise which will deepen our relationship with God.

Norman Vincent Peale once told of a woman who came to him for help. Her husband had been killed in a tragic accident, and as a result, she felt numb, hopeless, and broken.  She felt alienated from God – that God didn’t care for her anymore.  Peale was able to help her by telling her a true story about a distinguished British violinist named Peter Cropper. Cropper’s work was so outstanding that the Royal Academy of Music in London had honored him by lending him a priceless 258-year old Stradivarius. It is the dream of every violinist to be able to play such an instrument! But a terrible thing happened while Cropper was performing in Finland. He tripped and fell on top of the Stradivarius and broke it. Cropper’s pleasant dream was turned into a horrible nightmare. He was, inconsolable.  Then a London violin dealer told him of a master craftsman who could repair the Stradivarius. To make a long story short, the repairs were so perfect they could not even be seen, and the soaring notes of the instrument were more beautiful than they had ever been before — all because the broken parts were placed in the hands of a master craftsman who then applied his healing touch.

What that master craftsman did for Peter Cropper, Almighty God did for the human race that first Christmas season.   God took a world that had been hopelessly defiled through sin and wickedness and He redeemed it through His one and only Son that He sent into the world as the Messiah.  As we accept God’s gift by faith, we will be lead to praise and glorify His name rejoicing in the gift that He has given to us, and then we will be lead to marvel in astonishment and ponder the depth of all that God has done for us.
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