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December 7, 2008

“The Nativity:  Mary”

Luke 1:26-56; 2:1-20

FCF:  Being moved too little by the Incarnation
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because of the Incarnation,
(magnet) we can and should see God in a whole new way.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

It’s a familiar scene this time of year – the Nativity.  Sometimes static on a card in the mail, sometimes placed on a mantle in our homes.  Sometimes dramatic on a holiday special or even on a lawn.  Mary and Joseph, shepherds, animals, an angel, perhaps some wise men, and the Child lying in the manger.  Done rightly, it can be a moving scene.  
And it should be.  It should be moving – not just in terms of our emotions, however, but further.  With that scene and all it communicates, we need to move beyond merely “being moved” to real movement and change.  “How?” you ask.  “That makes sense but how is that possible?”  By looking closer at the scene and seeing what’s there.
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

Mary is no stranger to controversy.  Rightly described as the “mother of God” as far back as the 5th century, there have been other less than helpful ideas associated with her within certain traditions of the Church – “The Immaculate Conception of Mary,” “The Sinlessness of Mary,” “The Perpetual Virginity of Mary,” “The Bodily Assumption of Mary into Heaven,” “The Coronation of Mary as Queen of Heaven,” and, in recent years, “Co-Redemptrix, Mediatrix of all Graces and Advocate for the People of God.”  
We have a great deal in common with our Christian brothers and sisters within the Catholic Church.  But on this point we differ.  This elevation of Mary goes far beyond the bounds of Scripture and inevitably detracts from the honor due to Christ alone.  But, having said that, how then should Mary be regarded?  One of the most respected and well known voices of the Reformed faith in recent years is R.C. Sproul.  Dr. Sproul is no fan of Mary worship.  But this is what he has said (READ Tabletalk, p.7).

Mary, as the mother of God, the bearer and nurturer of our Lord, serves as a marvelous model of godliness.  She is to be emulated but not venerated, honored but not worshipped.  She bore for us our Redeemer, and her life points us to our Redeemer, and her life points us to Him as our one and only redeemer and intercessor.

Mary is never to be regarded as an object of our worship.  But, that said, she is certainly a model to be admired and followed.  There are lessons to be learned from her example.
As we look on this Nativity scene, as we ponder anew these events and their significance, and, as consider Mary in particular, what we learn is that we can and should see the living God in a whole new way.  Let’s just briefly look at the accounts.
I. THE ANUNCIATION
The first is what is often called the “Anunciation” – the announcement to Mary by the angel, Gabriel (READ Luke 1:26-38).  What we see here, among other things, is that with the Incarnation, we can and must trustingly follow the lead of our Savior.
A) God’s Sovereign Grace

This text is laden with clues as to God’s sovereign grace, His favor upon Mary.  It’s where we get those often quoted words, “Hail Mary, full of grace.”

1. Not the dispenser of grace

But Mary is clearly no dispenser of grace, filled so as to fill others.
2. But a recipient of grace

There is no hint here of a special worthiness.  She is but a recipient of this grace herself.
B) Mary’s Humble Trust

And the humble trust she expresses clearly conveys this (READ Luke 1:38a).
1. What she didn’t say

Pay heed to what she says here.  This is no bare refusal – “No, I can’t.  I won’t.  You don’t understand.”  Nor is it a brazen command – “Here’s how it’s going to be.”
2. What she did say

Rather, it’s an expression of wonder, “How can this be?”  It’s a yielding of submission – “Whatever you say.”  She knows herself to be servant, a “slave” – “I am yours.”
Application:

Now, think with me.  If we’re honest, this is for us to see God in a whole new way.  No claim to ownership – “I am yours.”  That holiday gathering you don’t want to go to but know you need to.  That relationship that’s on the rocks, that face-to-face confrontation that needs to happen, the confession of your sin that needs to take place.  That stimulus package check, that purchase you were going to make, the extravagant gift you were going to buy.  All now seen through this – “I am yours.”  A whole new way.
II. THE VISITATION

This theme repeats itself with the “Visitation” (READ Luke 1:39-56).  Mary’s song, the “Magnificat,” is profound.  How is she able to bear up under the circumstances of this responsibility, of these changes, of this shame now upon her?  By dwelling on God’s character – taking to heart who He is.  By dwelling upon His actions – taking to heart what He was doing.  And that enabled her to sing, to respond in a whole new way.  
A) God’s Character

She begins in vv.46-49, with a psalm of thanksgiving.
1. His power

She sings of God’s might, His omnipotence, His authority and power.
2. His holiness

She sings of His holiness, His being radically different, better, higher than His creatures.
3. His mercy

She sings of His mercy, His compassion and kindness to the miserable and afflicted.
B) God’s Workings

Then, after singing of His character, in vv.50-55 she sings of His workings.
1. Who
She sings of a great reversal – the high brought low, the low lifted high.
2. When

She sings of its timing.  In the past – as He has done before.  In the present – He is doing so now.  In the future – what will certainly come to pass.  And how?  All in this Child.
Application:

She was seeing God in a whole new way.  All of which helps us to see how our own souls can magnify the Lord, rejoice in God our Savior, how we can sing our own “Magnificat” in trying circumstances – embarrassment, frustration, loss, pain, scorn in the midst of doing the very thing we know we’re called to do.  Taking a stand that has to be made at great cost, a position that has to be held that no one understands.  The Incarnation, God’s coming into His world, impels her to see Him in a whole new way.
III. THE BIRTH

The Anunciation, the Visitation, and then finally the Birth (READ Luke 2:1-20).
A) The Effect of this News

What was the effect of this news Mary heard upon Mary?  You see it in her response.  She “treasured up all these things,” and was “pondering them in her heart.”
1. Not glancing off

It wasn’t lost on her.  These didn’t glance off – “Nothing new.  I’ve heard this before.”

2. But going deeper

Instead, it pressed her deeper.  All forming more links in a miraculous chain of events.
B) The Focus of Her Thoughts

And what was she treasuring and pondering?  “These things.”
1. The paradox of the Incarnation

The paradox of the Incarnation.  The angels spoke of this Child, this little one she was holding in her arms as “a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.”  All that said of Him.  Of Him!
2. The implications of the Incarnation

The paradox of the Incarnation – words hardly touch it.  And then its implications, the extent of the “good news,” the gospel, of which the angels sang.  God really loves us.  He’s not just saying it.  He’s doing it.  He really loves us and He really knows us.  There is, with the coming of His Son, now a “divine sympathy.”  He does not just imagine how His children feel.  He knows.  And He does not just know in just a theoretical sense but in an experiential sense.  He knows.  And these things Mary treasured and pondered.
Application:

And these things are just as real now as then.  There is not a single struggle we can go through with which He can not identify.  No humiliation, no persecution, no rejection, no estrangement, no betrayal, no weakness, no infirmity.  For the Incarnation is real.  And recognizing that, we can and then should see God in a whole new way.

CONCLUSION:

We began with the simple assertion that we should be moved by the Nativity scene – moved partly with our emotions but not solely.  It is the whole of our lives that should be moved.  With that scene and all it communicates, we need to move beyond merely “being moved” to real movement and change.  “Being moved” and thinking that’s all that’s appropriate is of limited worth.  It is missing out on the depths of what is really there.  And, worse, it’s actually buying into a lie, into being deluded and deceived.  
There’s so much more here to take in.  And it’s really so much better to take it in.  Think of it this way.  Imagine a Christmas holiday banquet with all the delectable sights and smells of a mouth-watering spread upon a series of tables.  Now imagine settling for merely enjoying the sight and scent but never the taste – just being moved.  And worse, not just not eating, despite one’s raging hunger, but eventually then dying of starvation.

It’s something of that with merely settling for just being moved by the Incarnation without any real movement taking place.  We should instead be profoundly challenged and comforted, stirred in the innermost, the outworkings working outwardly.  These things being true, these things having happened, who is this?  Why did He come?  What has happened with His coming?  What difference should it make even now with even us?
We’re going to explore that even more over the coming weeks.  But, for now, consider what we learn as we consider Mary.  She helps us see that because of the Incarnation, there is a deep trust, a real marveling, an abiding comfort for the believer.  Because of the reality of these events we can and we should see God in a whole new way.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Because of the Incarnation,

(magnet) we can and should see God in a whole new way.

