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Christmas: Sending and Serving
Luke 1:26-38

Frank McKinney Hubbard, better known in his day as “Kin” Hubbard was an American cartoonist, humorist and journalist.  A few of you may remember him or at least have heard of him through his cartoon “Abe Martin of Brown County” featured in many US newspapers until his death in 1930.  

Will Rogers declared him to be “America’s greatest humorist” coining many political quips that still remain in use today. Here are some of his lines:
· “Don’t knock the weather.  If it didn’t change once in a while, nine out of ten people couldn’t start a conversation.”
· “Flattery won’t hurt you if you don’t swallow it.”
· “Now and then an innocent man is sent to the Legislature.”
· “When a fellow says, “It isn’t the money, but the principle of the thing,” it’s the money.”
· “There’s no secret about success.  Did you ever know a successful man who didn’t tell you about it?”
· “Next to a circus there isn’t anything that packs up and tears out faster than the Christmas spirit." 

Do you find that to be true as well?  In spite of the fact that retailers put up Christmas decorations before Thanksgiving, do you find that the Christmas spirit blows in like a Midwest storm and then “poof” it’s gone?  Why is that?  What makes it feel so rushed?  Is it the flurry of extra shopping and baking?  Do we have too many additional places to be like concerts and special programs at school and church and community venues that make us feel weary of all this Christmas joy?  

What helps keep the Christmas spirit alive not just in the season in which we celebrate it, but throughout the year?  After all, while we celebrate the birth of Jesus, Christmas is more about a person than it is about a season.  If that’s the case, then the spirit of Christmas should be celebrated all year long as we recognize the purpose for Jesus coming.  As we enjoy the spirit of Christmas perhaps we must also keep in mind that in celebrating the person of Jesus in His birth we also celebrate the reason He came, that through His death and resurrection and our faith in Him for eternal life we experience peace, joy, and love.  He came to die so that we who are dead (spiritually) can live.  In order to do that He had to come into this world as a baby. Though it was a natural birth, the conception was not natural so that by a supernatural means we may be born again.
I don’t know what it was like for the arrival of a baby back in the time in which Jesus was born, but now-a-days, it can be quite hectic.  Initially the pace seems rather slow and reflective.  The couple begins the process of arranging schedules for a few doctor appointments.  They may begin to browse the baby aisles of department stores and scan books on what to name the baby.  Every time they are in public they are on the lookout to observe other parents with babies.  Their parental GPS system locates any one fitting that description.  As the days turn into weeks and then into months, there are more decisions to be made.  What color should the nursery be painted?  What crib set should be chosen?  After reading all the warning labels and digesting consumer reports, diaper bags and portable playpens and car seats are selected and the list goes on and on and on ad nauseum.  Then there are showers to attend and thank you cards to write and more doctor appointments.  
In the time Jesus was born, they weren’t concerned about such things as coordinated wall colors or stroller styles.  You didn’t have to worry about getting pulled over if the baby wasn’t in a car seat.  
With today’s technology you can choose whether or not to find out the baby’s gender.  They didn’t have that kind of equipment back in the day Jesus was born.  Even technology can get it wrong once in a while.  My Mom’s doctor thought she was going to have one large baby that turned out to be twins. Apparently we had synchronized heartbeats and he only heard one at each appointment.  In that case, there is only one word that can describe the reaction of the couple awaiting this bundle of baby powdered joy to enter the world.  To coin a phrase from Gomer Pyle, it would be “surprise, surprise, surprise.”  But the method by which Mary was told the gender was 100% accurate.
We pick up our story of the advent in Luke 1.  This gospel author indicates in the very first verse that many had undertaken to write an account of the life of Jesus.  Through careful study and research, having interviewed many eye witnesses, Luke set forth an accurate account so that his audience might be well informed of the truth around what he was writing.  He is methodical as an historical writer.
He brings us into the story during the time of Herod who was king over Judea.  Like a prelude, Luke warms us up for the main event by providing the context of when these events occurred.  He leads into the story.  Herod the Great was ruler and he ruled over this region for over 30 years and was ruler at the time of Jesus’ birth.  He was the one who attempted to have the baby Jesus killed, a move that precipitated Joseph and Mary to flee to Egypt until the angel announced the death of Herod.
Luke introduces a very unusual and unlikely couple in the beginning of this gospel account. But bear in mind that this information is essential to the overall thread of his writing.  It would be through the miraculous birth of their son that the 400 year silence (not absence) of God would be broken.  It would be their son, John the Baptist who would announce the Lamb of God who would take away the sins of the world and so help launch the Messiah into His earthly ministry.  
It was during the pregnancy of Elizabeth that our account begins.  

As we once again approach the Christmas season and the purpose for which we celebrate, I want you to notice in this record and the exchange that takes place between the angel and Mary that 

1) God’s servants are available

2) God’s servants are obedient

3) God’s servants are willing

If we claim to be a servant of God we must also have those three characteristics.  Think about that as you celebrate this Christmas this year.

Notice beginning in verse 26.  

It was in the 6th month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy this encounter with the angelic being takes place.  I want you to notice a couple important things in this opening verse.  During this time “God sent the angel Gabriel.”  Gabriel had proven himself to be a reliable and worthy messenger and so God chose Him for the task of delivering an important message  

This was not an event contrived by man.  No one planned it and neither did it just happen.  God needed to prepare the heart and mind of a young woman with news that would be beyond belief.  

This was a divine appointment crafted by the Godhead before the foundation of the world that this event would happen and that it should happen just as it did.  No detail was forgotten in its conception.  No detail was left out in its completion.  From the very beginning the purpose of this event was made known.  No one had to wonder why these events would take place.  God revealed them to us in His Word.  It is inescapable.
Galatians 4:4 indicates that God sent His Son to be born of a woman.  John 3:16 indicates to us that His Son was a gift to those who would believe so that they could have eternal life.  This promise was first given to man back in the garden immediately after giving in to temptation and consequently falling from a perfect relationship with God.
Genesis 3:15

As time passed the promise was again reiterated to man by God through Abraham.  

Genesis 12:1-2

Through the prophet Nathan, King David was given the promise of an heir to the throne whose kingdom would be eternal.

II Samuel 7:16

Hebrews 1:8 (fulfilled)
Micah 5:2

Throughout Old Testament history God periodically reminded His people of the promise that this day would come.  600 years before its fulfillment, the promise was again foretold through the prophet Isaiah.

Isaiah 7:14

Isaiah 9:6-7

Now, here in our text is the fulfillment of the many times God had encouraged His people with the assurance that a Redeemer would come.  “God sent…”  It’s the same Greek root for which we get apostle – sent one.  God sending was a divinely orchestrated plan to buy back the lost world because of sin through His Son, Jesus.
God sent a messenger to explain that the time had come.  The promise would be fulfilled.  This messenger is Gabriel.  This isn’t the first occasion we have encountered this willing messenger.  He is the one sent to Daniel living in Babylon with a message about rams and goats and 70 weeks and end times.  

Several centuries passed.  Sent by God, he broke the silence of God by going to Zechariah, a priest living in Jerusalem.  To him was given the news that his barren wife would conceive a child who would be great in the sight of God.  It was indicated through this heavenly messenger that many would turn back to God through him.  This Christmas season you and I have been sent by God as a messenger to help many turn back to God through this One we call the Messiah.
In his discussion with Zechariah Gabriel gives an important description about himself.  He explains that he stands in the presence of God.  How is that for company?  Think about the things he must have been privileged to hear in the presence of God.  I envision him standing there before God when Satan came to present himself when God asked if he had considered His servant Job.  I envision him standing in the presence of God even now, waiting for another errand on behalf of his Master.  For someone to stand in the presence of God he must be available, he must be obedient and he must be willing.

Like Gabriel, he must be available to do the bidding of his Master.  He must be ready to drop any and all other obligations and commit wholeheartedly to the task the Master is asking.  Are you such a one who is available to go at the very bidding of God?  Some of you stood a couple of weeks ago at the conclusion of a message indicating a readiness to go when and where God calls.  How are you doing with that commitment?  You indicated a readiness to go.  God sends those who are available.  God spoke, Gabriel went.
Like Gabriel, a servant of God must be obedient to do all that God asks of him or her.  Gabriel stood in the presence of God waiting, waiting perhaps for those 400 years of silence before being instructed by God to go to Jerusalem and visit a priest to inform him of God’s divine and miraculous touch on his barren wife.  Then 6 months later to go to Nazareth with news to Mary.  If God has asked you to go somewhere you may be available, but are you obedient?  God sends those who are obedient.  God spoke, Gabriel was obedient.
Like Gabriel, a servant of God must be willing to go promptly to do God’s will.  He may be available.  He may even be obedient, but he must also be willing.  He was agreeable, ready, eager, enthusiastic.  It was done without hesitation.  It was done without reluctance.  It was done without questioning.  God sends those who are willing.  God sent, and Gabriel went willingly.  

Let me ask you a question.  If God gives you an assignment are you available, obedient and willing?  Has He given you an assignment for which you have been dragging your feet, reluctant to go because it may cost something?  Do you need to get up and go?  Have you been obedient to do what God asked but not been willing?  Was it done with a reluctant spirit?  God sent.  Gabriel went.  God sent His Son who went willingly and obediently.
Now notice that Gabriel in this case did not go to a place that we would most likely believe to be the place a King or Son of God would be born.  He didn’t go to Jerusalem as he had 6 months earlier when he visited Zechariah.  It wasn’t to the palace or to a place of prominence or importance.  If it were today and now, we might think that he would be sent to a city in Michigan like Lansing or Grand Rapids or maybe even a place like Traverse City.  Those seem to be the kinds of places that someone of importance would be from.  God sent him instead to a little town called Nazareth.  At that time there were only a few hundred people living there.  No one of significance was born there or lived there.  It wasn’t on any trade routes.  It did not have any major highways running by it.  It was an out of the way place.  

I like to think of Nazareth as being very much like Fairview where I grew up.  When people ask me where I’m from and I tell them Fairview, they say where?  I’ll ask if they know where Mio is.  Oh, yeah, by the Au Sable River.  I’ll tell them that Fairview is the next town over.  It’s an insignificant little town.  No one of importance has ever come from her.  You still have to travel about an hour to get to a Kmart or Wallmart.
When Philip invited Nathanael to come and see the Lord, Nathanael asked if any good thing could come from Nazareth.  John 1:46

God sent His available, obedient, willing servant Gabriel to Nazareth.  He was instructed to visit a young girl, probably in her early teens who was in an arranged marriage which was the practice of that culture.  Her fiancé, Joseph, would have been much older, perhaps even twice her age.  Mary may have been no older than 13 or 14 when the angel came from God.  We aren’t told how long into this engagement period she was, only that she was engaged to be married.  It was a much stronger more binding arrangement than our own engagement time.  It generally lasted for a year in which the woman would prove her fidelity.  If she was found unfaithful, the annulment process required a divorce.  
Through Mary the fulfillment of His redemptive plan would take place.  It was the plan promised to Abraham and to David that through their line this child would be born.  Nothing takes God by surprise.  He knew the when.  He knew the who.  He knew the where.  He knew the why.

There may be a time when God has sent a messenger of His to you for a specific purpose at a specific time when you needed to hear a message from Him.  How will you respond?

Obeying the command of God, Gabriel, who stands in the presence of God, embarked on the Lord’s errand.  Finding the person to whom he was sent, he spoke his greeting.  “Greetings, you who are highly favored!  The Lord is with you.”
This does not mean as some believe and teach that Mary would be able to give favor or grace to others.  She was not chosen because in some way she was more spiritual or holier than other women.  She was not randomly selected.  The word favor comes from the same Greek root that means grace.  Mary had become the recipient of God’s special favor, His grace.  She was receiving special honor from God to be the mother of the Messiah.  To give Jesus the right to the throne that would be His, He had to come through this lineage of Mary as well as His adopted father Joseph.  And then as a matter of encouragement, Gabriel added that the Lord was with her.  
I think it’s essential to note that to all whom God bestows His favor or grace, the Lord is there with you.  It should encourage us to know that when God is about to ask us to do something, He is with us.  When God bids us to complete a task He promises us His grace and His precence.  “My grace is sufficient for you.”  “I will never leave you or forsake you.”  The Lord is with those who are given His favor.  To Mary was given God’s grace and what encouragement it must have been to her to hear that God was with her.
J. Vernon McGee makes this comment about Mary: “Mary was blessed among women, not blessed above women.  She is not lifted above women, she lifted up womanhood.”

God cursed the delivery process with pain in child birth.  Through her being highly favored I am not suggesting that the delivery for Mary was in some way easy because it was the Christ child, but rather that through this child, the curse of sin would eventually be overcome and over turned when the Son of God returns.  Indeed, through faith in Christ the Lord is with you.  Does His favor rest on you?  It did on Mary.
When God gives a message to you, He does not want you to fear.  Mary’s response was not one of disbelief but rather one in which considering her state of being a virgin, unmarried though engaged, she was pondering how the angel’s message of her pregnancy would take place.  
Gabriel gives several predictions about this son who would be born to her.
1) He will be great.  Not in the sense of what you and I might consider to be great.  He wouldn’t rise to the top of the economic or political world.  He wouldn’t be great in relation to some sport or academic achievement.  He would be great for what He would do.  

I Chronicles 29:11-13 “Thine O, Lord is the greatness and the power and the glory and the victory and the majesty; for all that is in the heaven and in the earth is thine.  Thine is the kingdom o Lord, and Thou art exalted as head above all; both riches and honor come of Thee and in Thy hand is power and might and Thou reignest over all and in Thy hand it is to make great and to give strength unto all.  Therefore, our God, we thank Thee and praise Thy glorious name.”
2) He will be called the Son of the Most High.  This points to His equality with God.  

John 1:1, 14, 18

Hebrews 1:8

According to Jewish thought, a son is a carbon copy of the Father.  The son possessed the qualities of the father.

3) He would be given the throne of His father David.

II Samuel 7:16

Psalm 89:3-4, 28-29

4) He would reign over the house of Jacob forever.

5) His kingdom would never end.

II Samuel 7:13-16, 19

But why me, Lord?  I’m not suited for such a noble task.  Who am I that God would choose me?
Have you ever felt that way before?  Have been prompted by God to do some thing only to feel inadequate?  Those are the people God is looking for.  They are the people who don’t or won’t do the task in their own strength but in the strength of God.  “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.”  God’s servants are available and obedient and willing and humble.  

Samuel was asked by God to go to the house of Jesse to anoint the next king.  He thought some of them were most likely candidates, rugged and handsome.  God told him not to look on the outward appearance, but rather at the heart.  God found the youngest boy, a man truly after His own heart.  

God makes no mistakes when He selects someone to do a task.  Uncle Johnnie was such a person.  He was a willing and humble servant who obeyed the voice of God.  “Anyone could have done what I did, I was just willing to unload the wagons.”  When God takes you to something, He will take you through it.  To all the Mary’s, the same message echoes through time “The Lord is with you…Don’t be afraid.” 

God makes no mistakes and Mary was chosen from among many whom society would have considered logical choices.

God’s Spirit would come over her and perform this miraculous conception.  That His power would overshadow her is the same thought conveyed in Genesis 1:1 when in the very act of creation it was the Holy Spirit who hovered over the waters bringing His power to bear so that from nothing everything in the creation act of those 6 days came into existence.  

It’s the same thought when God hovered over the tabernacle in a pillar of smoke in the wilderness.

God’s power would bring about this miracle to allow Him to leave the courts of heaven and enter the world of man as an infant child.

Nothing is impossible with God.  

The Bible tells us that Jesus came to seek and save the lost.  How is that possible?  It is possible because with God all things are possible.  
To confirm God’s hand in all this Gabriel encouraged her with the news that her relative Elizabeth was also expecting a child.  That too was miraculous but not as miraculous as what would happen to Mary.
Mary acknowledges to Gabriel her willingness to be the servant of God.  She was available.  She was obedient.  She was willing.  She was humble.

This Christmas consider what God is asking you to do and be like Gabriel and Mary.  God has both called us to serve Him and sent us to share the good news that the Messiah has come.  
Christmas is a time of giving.  Give your heart to God for the first time.  Give your service to God.  His Son came for you, what will you do for Him?

