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The Emotions of Christmas: Delighting in Christ	Lk.1:26-41	12-9-2001

Introduction

We are going to look at the account of announcement to Mary of the virgin birth.  You could spend your life searching for a more beautiful story and never find it.

As I have been reading through the birth narratives I have been struck with the emotional responses to Jesus’ birth that are recorded.

I spend a lot of my time in the pulpit warning you against the error of emotionalism.  One of the sad results of certain modern movements within Christianity has been a pathetic emotionalism, in which the great, glorious realities of the faith have been set aside, and the entire focus has become “What can we do to generate more intense feelings?”

We live in a culture where we want to continually be stimulated and entertained and amused, and religion can turn into a drug – people run to an emotional religious experience to help them escape their troubles.

The sad result has been in thousands of pulpits across the country preachers have abandoned the deep things of God and the richness of theology, and instead spend the whole time just whipping the people into some emotional mood.

And the people leave thinking it was a profound experience, but they get home and tragically find that their hearts are completely unchanged.

And so we do everything we can to avoid falling into that.

However, there is a danger on the other side.  We don’t want to become completely academic in our approach to God either.  The fact remains that the greatest command is to love God with all your being, and while we understand that love is more than just emotion – it must include emotion.

It’s something more than feelings, but not something less.

God could have made the greatest command “serve God” or “be committed to God” or “obey God,” but He didn’t.  Of all the words He could have chosen to communicate the idea, He chose the word, “love.” 

Ps 37:4 commands: Delight yourself in the LORD
A dozen times we are called to rejoice in the LORD.

There is an important emotional component.
Micah 6:8 doesn’t tell us to just act mercifully but to love mercy.
2 Co.9:7 Don’t just give, but be a cheerful giver
1 Pe.5:2 Pastors are required not only to do their work but to be eager to do it.
  
In fact, the people in Dt.28:47-48 were judged because of a lack of emotion in serving God: because you did not serve the LORD your God joyfully and gladly in the time of prosperity, 48therefore in hunger and thirst, in nakedness and dire poverty, you will serve the enemies the LORD sends against you. 

And we intuitively know this.  My guess is everyone in this room really longs to be moved more deeply by our thoughts of God.  We all want our relationship with God to be richer and more personal.

Probably every person here experienced some level of distress during that worship time over the fact that when faced with such monumentally astonishing truths about our precious Lord, that your soul was not stirred nearly to the degree that would be fitting for such truths.
The fundamental error of the TBN types who shed tears as a daily routine is their belief that the real issue is God’s presence.  

You hear them say things like, “God really showed up at that meeting.”  Or “You could tell the Holy Spirit was really present in that song.”

And so their goal is to do what they can to get God to show up at their meeting, and the only evidence they will accept that God is really there, is extreme emotions.

A more biblical approach is to believe God’s Word when it says in Ps 14:5 that God is present in the company of the righteous.  The Church is the Temple of the Holy Spirit, and when we are gathered together to worship Him, His special presence is there every time.

The trick isn’t to get God to show up.  The trick is to delight in God so much, and to be so aware of His presence, that you have a response of joy.

The goal isn’t just to experience God.  Plenty of people have experienced God and have not enjoyed the experience.  

The goal is to become the kind of person who when you do experience God you are wonderfully moved by the experience.
As we read through the account of Jesus’ birth, we see the exuberant rejoicing of the Magi, we see Mary moved to the core of her being bursting forth with a spontaneous song of praise that it seemed she could hardly contain.  

- The angels burst out in song, 
- the shepherds rejoice, 
- Simeon explodes with praise, 
- Elizabeth feels unworthy to even be there, 
- even John the Baptist, who was only in his 6th month of development in his mother’s womb leaped for joy!

And sometimes when Christmas rolls around we have heard the story so many times, we can’t relate to any of that.  In fact, if we relate to anyone, it’s more like the chief priests and scribes who knew Jesus had been born in Bethlehem and were so indifferent and apathetic that they didn’t even go.

There are times when we need to discipline ourselves to worship God.  We do it out of duty.  As the song says, “My flesh is tired of seeking God, but on my knees I’ll stay.”  Sometimes we have to combat laziness in worship.

But is that just sometimes, or is it all the time?  Is there ever a time when we are like Mary or Simeon – we are confronted with the truth about Christ and we are so thrilled that a worshipping response almost involuntarily rises up from the depth or our soul? 

Certainly that’s the way it should be.  God wants us to have an emotional response to Him.  

In this study we are going to pay close attention to the account in Lk.1 and see what we can learn about how to develop that kind of love for God.

The Enunciation 
(The announcement of Jesus’ birth)

When we pick up the story of Mary in Lk.1:26, she isn’t happy at all.  She is greatly troubled.

But by v.46 she is thrilled and bursts out with a song of praise.  What happened in between?

26 In the sixth month (of Elizabeth’s pregnancy), God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, 27 to a virgin
That word would have called to the readers’ mind not only a virgin, but a single girl of marriageable age.  The youngest a girl could be married was age 12.  Most were married by 12.5, but some as late as 13 or 14.
That tends to strike us as strange, because in our culture we wait for years after puberty to marry, but in their culture it was different.  Sometimes there were betrothed even before puberty.  

Is it possible that Mary was much older than the average virgin?  Sure.  The Bible gives absolutely no indication of her age whatsoever, and there are two historical sources – one says 12 and the other 14. 

pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. 

Joseph has the impressive pedigree of being a descendent of David, but Mary does not (or if she does, it’s not mentioned in the text or anywhere else in the Bible).  She is presented as the epitome of a nobody.

The virgin's name was Mary. 28 The angel went in to her 
Evidently Mary was in her house, and Gabriel entered the house to speak to her.

and said, "Greetings (lit: Rejoice), you who are highly favored! 

The Lord is with you." 
This is a phrase used often in the OT to refer to someone who has been chosen by God for a special purpose in salvation history.  And when it is used that way, in those contexts it also comes with the promise of divine resources and protection.

“Rejoice, you who are highly favored by God – the recipient of God’s special kindness, because you have been chosen for something very important, and the Lord is going to enable you and protect you.”

29 Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. 

She was troubled at the greeting.  It could hardly have been a more positive, upbeat greeting, and yet it still greatly distressed her and left her troubled and confused.  

It’s not often that God sends an angel to come appear to someone and give an announcement – it’s only happened a handful of times in human history.  

And other than this chapter Gabriel has only been sent to earth twice that we know of – both times to Daniel, when he announced world history from Daniel’s time to the end times, and the announcement of the coming of Christ Himself.  

You can’t really point to a prophecy in the Bible that is more monumental and important than what was revealed by Gabriel to Daniel.

A lot of important prophecies came after that, and sometimes through an unnamed angel, but never Gabriel.  The only time Gabriel himself came was to deliver the most expansive prophecy of the entire OT.

Mary has no idea what is about to take place, but evidently something is about to happen that is one of the most important events of human history, Gabriel is here to announce it, and it’s going to involve her.

Mary: “In all of human history Gabriel appears only two times – once to Daniel and now to me?” (Mary probably didn’t know about the appearance to Zechariah announcing the birth of John)

That could be a little unnerving for a person right out of the blue.  It would be dramatic enough if you were king David or someone, but a poor young 1st century Jewish girl?

To appreciate Gabriel’s announcement, you need to understand some background.

TT 2 Sam.7

To understand this significance of what happens in this passage, we need to place ourselves in the shoes of Mary and the readers of Luke.  

As Christians, we place all of our hope in the Second Coming of Christ.  They placed all their hope in His first coming.

If you want to boil down their understanding of the end times, the most foundational basis of it is in 2 Sa.7.

David was wanting to build a temple for God, and God told him no.  But then God gave him this promise:
2Sa 7:8-16
"Now then, tell my servant David, `This is what the LORD Almighty says: I took you from the pasture and from following the flock to be ruler over my people Israel. 9 I have been with you wherever you have gone, and I have cut off all your enemies from before you. Now I will make your name great, like the names of the greatest men of the earth. 10And I will provide a place for my people Israel and will plant them so that they can have a home of their own and no longer be disturbed. Wicked people will not oppress them anymore, as they did at the beginning 11and have done ever since the time I appointed leaders over my people Israel. I will also give you rest from all your enemies. 
The great promise of final restoration – but it won’t all happen under David personally -
"`The LORD declares to you that the LORD himself will establish a house for you: 12When your days are over and you rest with your fathers, I will raise up your offspring to succeed you, who will come from your own body, and I will establish his kingdom. 13 He is the one who will build a house for my Name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. 14I will be his father, and he will be my son. When he does wrong, I will punish him with the rod of men, with floggings inflicted by men. 15But my love will never be taken away from him, as I took it away from Saul, whom I removed from before you. 16Your house and your kingdom will endure forever before me; your throne will be established forever.'" 

That is a prophecy about Solomon, who did build a magnificent Temple.  But Solomon only partially fulfilled it.  There has certainly never been a time yet when Israel has been completely free of trouble from their enemies.  And the people understood that there would be a total fulfillment someday.

That was their end-times hope in a nutshell.

TT Ps.110

David never forgot this promise.  And I think he spent a lot of time thinking about this great descendent of his who would finally bring peace to Israel.

He even wrote a Psalm about Him.  And in that Psalm David does something very interesting – he calls his own descendent “Lord.”   

In Jewish thinking the Father is always greater than the son, and David is greater than everybody.  Throughout the rest of OT history, if you read through 1 & 2 Kings you will find that every king is evaluated on his greatness based on how well he measured up against David, who was the ultimate standard.

But look how David talks about this coming descendent of his:

Ps.110
Of David. A psalm.
The LORD says to my Lord: "Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet." 

This King will be greater than David.  David calls him “Lord,” and He will sit not only on the throne, but at the right hand of Almighty God!

2The LORD will extend your mighty scepter from Zion; you will rule in the midst of your enemies.  3Your troops will be willing on your day of battle.  Arrayed in holy majesty, from the womb of the dawn you will receive the dew of your youth.   

4The LORD has sworn and will not change his mind: "You are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek." 

5The Lord is at your right hand; he will crush kings on the day of his wrath. 
6He will judge the nations, heaping up the dead and crushing the rulers of the whole earth.  

This coming Davidic King will not only be a king but also a priest, and He will reign not only over all Israel, but He will judge the nations!

As you read through the prophets you get more and more information about this coming davidic King.  (Daniel reveals that He will be called “son of man” but will approach the Ancient of Days in the Sky, Isaiah reveals that He will be a suffering servant, etc.)

So that’s the background.  Now turn back to Lk.1.

2 Sam. 7
9 I will make your name great 

13 I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. 

14 he will be my son


16Your house and your kingdom will endure forever before me; your throne will be established forever.'"
30 But the angel said to her, "Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. 31You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. 32He 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, 33and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end." 






Lk.1
32 He will be great

32 The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, 

32 He will be called the Son of the Most High

33 and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end."



Gabriel’s message is not in any way cryptic.  It’s as clear as can be:
-	You are about to become pregnant
-	It will be a boy
-	You will name Him Jesus
-	Your son will be great
-	Your son will be called the Son of the Most High
-	He will sit on David’s throne (Israel didn’t have a king at this time – this is a reference to the throne of Messiah – the great davidic king)
-	His reign will be eternal (Mary, your son will be sitting on the throne ruling Israel 10,000 years from now – it’s not going to be a dynasty.  It’s going to be one individual ruling forever).

Gabriel might as well have quoted 2 Sam.7.






So Gabriel’s message to Mary was – “You are going to give birth to the great davidic king who is the focus of OT prophecy and the end times.”

There is also a strong allusion to Isa.9:6-7  Isaiah is describing the coming Davidic King and says:
For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders.  And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  7Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end.  He will reign on David's throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and forever.  The zeal of the LORD Almighty will accomplish this. 

Do you see what a staggering message this was?  It would be like the Lord coming to you and pointing out a passage in Revelation and saying, “That’s you.”  

The message that Elizabeth received was astonishing enough – that she would give birth to the forerunner of the Davidic King.  That would be like if an angel came and told you, “Remember the two witnesses in Revelation?  Your two sons will grow up to be those witnesses.”

But the message to Mary was far greater even than that.  She would carry not a major player in the end times, but the Lord Himself!

The Clarification 

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

Now Mary is as concerned about spiritual things as the next guy, but the very beginning of the angel’s comment catches her attention, and she doesn’t seem to even catch the rest of it at first.

“Wait a minute – back to the part about me becoming pregnant – considering the fact that I am a virgin, can you clarify…”

The reason that caught her attention is because she understood that he was not talking about the normal conceptions she expected after the wedding with Joseph.  From her response in v.34 we see that she understood that she was going to be pregnant before the wedding.

35The angel answered, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.

That language is pretty vague.  What does it mean?

…So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God. 

Mary asks how it is that she will conceive as a virgin, and the angel says “God will be the only Father of this child.”

How would it happen?  Are the Mormons correct when they say God the Father took on a human body and literally came down and had relations with Mary?

You have probably heard critics suggest that this story is just borrowed from the many pagan virgin birth myths that were floating around at this time.  But let’s set the record straight.  

First of all, there were no virgin birth myths.  There were stories about pagan gods cohabiting with human women and producing children, but obviously in those cases the women would no longer be virgins.

This account isn’t anything like the pagan myths.

And as for how it happened, no, we don’t have to invent some bazaar scenario of a physical union with God – the text itself tells us exactly how it happened.  

The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.
Far from reducing the Almighty to a mere man, the angel describes what would happen with language of the utmost majesty ascribed to God.

2nd Part:
First he says the Holy Spirit will come upon you.  

The only familiarity Mary would have had with that phrase, of course, would be from its use in the OT.  It occurs very often in the OT, but only of prophets or judges – no one else.

In the OT the Holy Spirit never came upon anyone except upon a prophet to enable him to prophesy, or upon a judge to enable him to deliver Israel.

It always depicts supernatural enablement.  It’s something that has only happened to some very select men in history in some very special circumstances, in which they were enabled to do something not through general providence, but by a miraculous, supernatural enablement.  

 “Ever since the creation the Holy Spirit has only come upon prophets and judges to enable them supernaturally, and now He is about to come upon you.  And that’s how you will be come pregnanat.”

2nd Part:
the power of the Most High will overshadow you 

Out of the utmost reverence, the angel doesn’t even say the word “God.”  Instead of “Most High God,” it’s just “the Most High.”  

And God is even further removed by the fact that it’s not the Most High who overshadows Mary, but the power of the Most High.  

It was not a description of a sexual encounter, but an act of God’s omnipotent power.  

It doesn’t take an act of omnipotent power to have a physical union, but what God did here did require an awesome act of power.

This is the first conception ever in which the person being conceived already existed before the conception.  

I came into existence at the moment of my conception.  Before that there was no such thing as me.  My soul didn’t exist, my spirit didn’t exist – I just simply was not.

But God the Son existed throughout eternity past.  And this moment, through the power of God the Holy Spirit, God the Son became flesh.  

When He did this, He did not loose any of the divine characteristics.   But He took on an additional set of characteristics.

He was Spirit – non-corporal, non-matter, without flesh.  And at the moment of the conception, He was incarnated (became flesh).

Spiritually He was unchanged.  He was still God the Son, still upheld every molecule in the universe, etc. but He also, for the first time, took on the characteristic of being flesh.

He became flesh, and not very much flesh – one cell.   

At that time in His human nature (set of characteristics) He didn’t know anything, because His brain hadn’t developed yet.

But in His divine nature (set of characteristics) He knew everything and was every bit as conscious as ever.

The reason it required an act of the omnipotent power of God is because it was perhaps the most colossal miracle that had ever taken place.

I don’t think He just miraculously fertilized one of Mary’s eggs.  I don’t see any reason to assume that.  We can’t know for sure – God could have done it any way He pleased.  But I think the picture here is of a special creation not of a sperm, but of a human.

God the Holy Spirit created a human zygote inside Mary’s womb.  And that little zygote was the Son of God.

The body came into existence at that moment.  Jesus’ human nature was created by God and born of a virgin.

His divine nature was not born of a virgin – it always existed from eternity past.

And it’s worth noting that He was a person even from the very first day after conception.  John the Baptist was also a person.  This is why we refer to abortion as murder – it’s the killing of a human being.

The term overshadow is often used of awesome divine visitations.  It’s used to describe the transfiguration, Mt. Sinai, etc.

It also calls to mind the brooding or hovering of the Holy Spirit over the waters at the creation in Gn.1:2.

That statement pictures God doing the work of creation not remotely from heaven, but “on site” as it were.

And there is a contrast between that and the many ancient creation myths of the people of that time.  All those myths described the creation as coming about as a result of a massive struggle between the gods and the forces of chaos in the sea.  

But Moses writes the true account and it is much different.  There was no struggle.  

God simply spoke the sea into existence, and then He fills it by moving along over it in this mysterious picture of the Creator doing the work of creation right there on the job site.  

It isn’t an out of control chaos.  The Spirit of God is taking care of His creation like a bird hovering over its young (same word).  Not only is the sea not fighting against God - it is dependent upon God’s care like a baby bird.  

If Luke is not alluding to that, it’s still a great illustration of the kind of thing Luke is talking about.  The idea is to present a mysterious picture of God doing a work of creation by His mighty power.

What is the significance of the virgin birth?  And is it rational in an age of scientific enlightenment to believe it?

Is this something we just have to accept based on the authority of Scripture, or is there a historical reason to accept it?

The other miracles had eyewitnesses and are verified in several ways, but what evidence do we have that this really took place?  We don’t have medical records of a gynecologist or anything, so how do we know Mary and Joseph didn’t just make this up?

They wouldn’t be the first young couple who had to try to explain a pregnancy.  Isn’t it more rational to assume they fell to temptation, and Mary was pregnant by Joseph?

Let’s think it through.  Would that be a reasonable assumption given the evidence we have?

A young couple sleep together, the woman becomes pregnant, and instead of claiming she was raped or something, the only lie they can think of to get themselves out of a jam is to say, “She’s pregnant by the Holy Spirit, and she is carrying the Son of God.”

“We’ll just tell everyone that.  We won’t get in any trouble – surely they will all believe that.”

Does that sound plausible – given what we know of the character of Mary & Joseph?    Given the fact that they never tried to profit or capitalize on who Jesus was, or seek power or fame?

And how about this to cap it off – they came up with this bizarre story, and out of sheer coincidence their baby just happened to be sinlessly perfect His whole life!

What a coincidence!  This baby that these upright, truthful people made up this lie about just so happened to fulfill every prophecy and requirement for the Messiah, he walked on water, healed the sick, commanded the wind and waves, raised the dead, created things out of nothing, God the Father spoke audibly from heaven announcing Jesus to be His Son, and then after being crucified He was raised to life and ascended into heaven!

It seems to me the more rational thing would be to accept the virgin birth.

Does science rule it out?  No – look at vv.36,37

The Confirmation

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. 37For nothing is impossible with God." 

Science doesn’t rule out the possibility of a virgin birth.  Science doesn’t rule anything out.  Science only knows what it can observe, and no scientist yet has ever observed God attempt something and not have enough power to do it.

Since all the evidence we have points to the fact that God has never failed in a miracle attempt, it seems to be the most scientifically plausible assumption would be that God would be able to achieve this miracle.

And that’s really the same reasoning 
The angel is making the point that it will be possible for her to conceive, not because there will be a sexual union, but because God is capable of miracles. 

38 "I am the Lord's servant," Mary answered.
lit: servant girl or handmaiden  
The social status of a slave was determined by the social status of her master.  To be a handmaiden to a king would actually be a very high social status.

At the beginning of the narrative Mary ranks near the bottom of almost any social measurement – age, family, heritage, gender, geographic roots… but now all of the sudden she is elevated to the highest status possible for a human being – personal servant to the King of Kings.

 "May it be to me as you have said." Then the angel left her. 

This acceptance is beautiful, and there is more to it than meets the eye.  Imagine being in Mary’s shoes and having to try to explain a pregnancy in a culture that required divorce for adultery at the least, and execution by stoning in some cases.  

For all she knows, this will cost her her life.  Almost certainly it will cost her her marriage to Joseph, whom she must have dearly loved, as well as the chance to be married period (no doubt).

And her response is presented by Luke as a stark contrast to Zechariah’s response.  

The two birth announcements are presented as parallel to one another.  In both cases it’s Gabriel who comes with the announcement, both are troubled, Gabriel tells both not to be afraid, announces the birth of a son who will be great, tells what the name is to be, etc.

So the accounts are close to identical, which makes the differences all the more obvious.

Gabriel appeared to Zechariah who was the High Priest, and appeared to him not only in Jerusalem, not only in the Temple, but inside the sanctuary in the Holy Place right in front of the Holy of Holies.

On the other hand, he appears to Mary, who could hardly be lower on the social ladder, in rural Galilee (the Jerusalem elite looked down on Galileans and considered them uneducated hicks).  

Not only in Galilee, but in despised little Nazareth.  

One major theme in Luke, as well as in the coming of Christ in general, is God’s favor upon the “little guy” – the poor and despised and lowly.  

In the coming of Christ those people are favored not just because they are lowly, but because of their humility.

And so the contrast between this young girl and Zechariah, the High Priest is striking.  Zechariah receives a lesser announcement, and he struggles, hesitates – refuses to accept it until after he is struck with dumbness.  

By the way Daniel was also struck dumb by his encounter with Gabriel.  The person to ever come out of a meeting with Gabriel unharmed was Mary.  

And in contrast to that, Mary, who receives a much harder to accept announcement, immediately says, “I am the Lord's servant," Mary answered. "May it be to me as you have said."

So after the angel’s words we see willingness to submit, but still not much sign of joy.

39 At that time Mary got ready 

She has to pack for a 70 to 100 mile journey through dangerous, rugged country.  A ground pad, maybe a tent, clothes, food…

She is very hasty about it.  She gathers everything in a big hurry, and she’s out the door.

Evidently, this event must have had quite an emotional effect on Mary.  Normally a young girl would remain in the seclusion of her father’s house, and wouldn’t leave it unescorted – certainly not a for a journey on foot some 70 to 100 miles into the hill country!

We have much more relaxed standards for a young woman, and travel is much, much safer in our culture, but even here it would be a remarkable thing if your 12 year old daughter set out on foot by herself to walk to a place 70 miles into the mountains.  That would be like walking from Boulder to Glenwood or Steamboat Springs.  

I wonder if she remembered this when she and Joseph were all concerned because Jesus disappeared when He was 12 years old, and they had to search everywhere before finding Him in the Temple.  

and hurried to a town in the hill country of Judea, 40 where she entered Zechariah's home and greeted Elizabeth.

When Mary walked into the house, the first thing she would have seen was confirmation of the angel’s words – there stood Elizabeth in her old age – and in her 6th month!

41 When Elizabeth heard Mary's greeting, the baby leaped in her womb

Elizabeth had just come out of seclusion.  She was in her home – may doing some housework, maybe taking a rest, maybe just sitting and contemplating her situation, and there’s a noise – she looks, and there is her relative Mary standing in the doorway.

Mary gives her a greeting.  We don’t know what the greeting is, but it’s significant (Luke mentions it three times).  And the moment Mary’s voice reaches her ears, baby John leaps inside her.

This was John’s first prophecy (his ministry started 3 months before he was born).   V.44 points out that the reason John did this was because of joy.  At this point John was about 9 inches long and weighed about 1 ½ lb.   

He was not developed enough to really think, but he was able to experience emotion. 

Next Elizabeth responds with great joy, and then Mary.  

So what was it about these three that enabled them to have that emotional component to their faith?  We will examine that next week.

Benediction: 1 Ti.6:15,16  God, the blessed and only Ruler, the King of kings and Lord of lords, 16 who alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light, whom no one has seen or can see. To him be honor and might forever. Amen.





