CHARACTERS OF CHRISTMAS
#1 Mary: Trust God for the Impossible

November 29th, 2009 – Luke 1:26-38
An old story that used to go around Broadway tells of a playwright cooped up in a telephone booth holding the giant sized New York telephone directory in his hands. He felt its great weight and looked curiously at it’s hundreds of pages of Jones’, Smith’s, and Johnson’s. Thinking in terms of his craft as a dramatist he exclaimed, There’s not much of a plot here but oh boy, what a cast of characters we see. This morning we begin a new series:

THE CHARACTERS OF CHRISTMAS.  We will see their interaction with circumstances, people, and God. Today’s message is MARY: Trust God for the Impossible. What relevance does Mary’s faith have for us today? 
OBSERVATIONS ABOUT MARY


The Overestimated Mary: It seems to me that some overestimate the role of Mary in the church. According to one teaching, God has committed to Mary the treasury of all good things, in order that through her are obtained every hope, every grace, and all salvation. (Pope Pius, IX). Prayers are said on her behalf and is even said not to have original sin from one source I read.  A few years ago there was a push to declare Mary the Co-Redeemer, Mediator of All Graces, and Advocate for the People of God. (Christianity Today, 12/8/97). 

Two missionaries in an attempt to understand the culture in Mexico made it a practice to visit different churches. One day, they found an open church and walked in. It was a fairly large building, but pretty plain on the inside. As they walked toward the front, they couldn’t help but see a huge statue of Mary hung prominently right in the middle of the wall, directly above the altar. This image was probably 30 or 40-feet high! As they got closer they saw a small statue of Jesus, only about two feet high, placed at the feet of Mary. Their hearts were sad.  It is only by the shed blood of Jesus that you and I can have forgiveness of sin.  Mary is not a co-redeemer or a mediator. She needed to have her sins forgiven, just like we do. We must not give to Mary that which belongs only to Jesus.

The Underestimated Mary: Let me be quick to add that while some overestimate Mary’s importance and attribute things to her that are not taught in the Bible, many underestimate her importance. Mary is often the victim of simple neglect, having been abandoned to a kind of evangelical limbo. Some have consigned her to virtual oblivion.  Mary did play a crucial role in God’s plan, and we will be spiritually impoverished if we ignore her.

Luke 1:26-27: God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendent of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. The messenger went to Nazareth which was in Galilee. In Jesus’ day it was full of pagan temples.  It was on the highway route on which Roman Soldiers and Greek merchants traveled and spent the night.  Nazareth was a relatively isolated village in the time of Jesus with a population less than two hundred.   Today Nazareth is home to more than 60,000 Israeli Arabs, and Upper Nazareth is home to thousands more Jewish residents. A Byzantine church was built over the place where it is believed that the angel Gabriel announced the birth of Jesus to the Virgin Mary.

There is nothing noteworthy about Joseph or Mary.  They had common names; there’s still nothing flashy about the names, Joe and Mary. Almost every Jewish family had a Mary in it. Some would have Mary the elder and Mary the younger. It was the most common name among the Jewish people. At namestatistics.com it is reported that the name "Mary" is the most popular name for females in the US. It is reported that there are 3,351,975 females in the US with the name Mary. If you asked people today to name someone popular or famous named Mary would get:
Mary who had a little lamb; Mary Poppins; Mary Tyler Moore; Mary Kate Olsen; Mary Lou Retton Olympic Gymnast; Mary Kay - Make up and Peter Paul and Mary. Mary learned to trust God. God did something extraordinary and impossible through her. God overshadows ordinary places and ordinary people to do extraordinary work!  None of us are excluded. Let’s pull out three from Luke 1 this morning:
 EXTRAORDINARY ASPECTS OF MARY’S STORY
It was an Extraordinary ANNOUNCEMENT: But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you   have found favor with God.  You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus.  He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High…his kingdom will never end.” Luke 1:31-33. 
C.S. Lewis said with penetrating insight, “The Son of God became a man to enable men to become sons of God.”
Just when we begin to learn enough about God’s system of nature to understand its reliability, God in the central event of all history, decides to supersede it. He proclaims an extraordinary announcement that no law of physics can explain, that no scientist can hypothesize and that no computer can predict. Quite beyond the boundaries of biology, God announces the Son of the Most High will be born of a virgin. The Scripture tells us that the miraculous is about to happen: A virgin is going to have a baby.  The Greek word for “virgin” - parqenou - literally means:  VIRGIN.  The girl was a virgin!  There is no getting around it this is an extraordinary announcement. It’s a miracle! 
Some get a little uncomfortable with miracles.  In this material world, we sometimes try to reduce the extraordinary to ordinary explanations.  In a letter to the New England Journal of Medicine, a husband and wife team from Vanderbilt University theorized that Goliath may have suffered from a rare disorder that causes tumors to grow in the endocrine glands that help regulate the body’s growth and functions.  Now psychiatrist Pauline Raven, who helped formulate this theory with her endocrinologist husband, David Raven, said a cyst on the giant’s forehead may have made him vulnerable to David’s slingshot.  Such a cyst would be a softer spot and allow the small stone to penetrate into his brain killing him instantly. All I know is that David took the big guy down!

I’ve heard it explained that the Israelites didn’t actually cross the Red Sea… it was the Sea of Reeds where the water is actually very shallow.  The Israelites were able to cross over using “stepping stones”.  What is truly extraordinary about this explanation is how miraculous it was that all those big Egyptian soldiers riding fancy chariots and war-horses, drowned in that ankle-deep water. I guess these folks have not discovered the archaeological evidence that exists today.  We can never appreciate the majesty and magnificence of Mary’s story until we understand and accept it with child like faith. 
FBI agents conducted a raid of a psychiatric hospital in San Diego that was under investigation for medical insurance fraud. After hours of reviewing thousands of medical records, the dozens of agents had worked up quite an appetite. The agent in charge of the investigation called a nearby pizza parlor with delivery service to order a quick dinner for his colleagues. The following telephone conversation took place: (this is a true story)
Agent: Hello. I'd like to order 19 large pizzas and 67 cans of soda. Pizza Man: And where would you like them delivered? Agent: We're over at the psychiatric hospital .Pizza Man: The psychiatric hospital? Agent: That's right. I'm an FBI agent. Pizza Man: You're an FBI agent? Agent: That's correct. Just about everybody here is. Pizza Man: And you're at the psychiatric hospital? Agent: That's correct. And make sure you don't go through the front doors. We have them locked. You'll have to go around to the back service entrance to deliver the pizzas.            Pizza Man: And you say you're all FBI agents? Agent: That's right. How soon can you have them here Pizza Man: Everyone at the psychiatric hospital is an FBI agent? Agent: That's right. We've been here all day and we're starving. Pizza Man: How are you going to pay for all of this? Agent: I have my chequebook right here. Pizza Man: And you're all FBI agents? Agent: That's right. Everyone here is an FBI agent. Can you remember to bring the pizzas and sodas to the service entrance in the rear? We have the front doors locked. Pizza Man: I don't think so. *Click* The FBI agents did get their pizza. Not delivered, they had to drive over and pick them up. Some conversations are unbelievable. Mary received an extraordinary announcement in her conversation with the angel.
It was an extraordinary ASSIGNMENT: How will this be, Mary asked the angel, since I am a virgin? 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 Luke 1:34-35 Stop and think about this for a moment.  How can God give the assignment of the world’s salvation to a teenage girl? We know what teenage girls are like. Can you understand it in our culture today?  A teen age girl wearing, T- shirts and tennis shoes, chewing bubble gum, attending High school, reading Ted Decker novels and watching Stargate Atlantis! All of a sudden she has been given the improbable assignment of being the mother of the Son of God! Go figure! You would think there ought to have been a certain maturity or age level involved.  Does not seem right when viewed through human eyes!

When you think of Christmas and God becoming flesh, if there is one word that underscores the entire event, it’s got to be the word vulnerable. As we worship Jesus we must focus our thoughts for a moment on His willingness to be so vulnerable. Whether it’s to entrust this priceless gift to a teenage girl or God to humiliate Himself in human flesh as a baby, He was vulnerable. The same God who spoke worlds into existence, now cannot even feed Himself.  It was an extraordinary assignment that Mary would be the one. No wonder Jesus would often talk about our faith to be like a child’s. His own mother was a child basically, when she gave birth. When Jesus did His first miracle at Cana his mom said, Do whatever He says!  By this time Mary understood the importance of simple childlike faith to believe God to do the impossible! God is a God of the impossible!
God has always done that; given extraordinary assignments to ordinary people: Unworthy MOSES was to be the greatest leader of the Old Testament. A man of many excuses. Undisciplined SAMSON was to be a judge of Israel. Samson should be judged, not be the judge. Unimpressive DAVID was to become the great King of Israel. I’m sorry, but his family just couldn’t see it. Samuel, the man of God, couldn’t see it.  God had to correct even his perspective: Do not consider his appearance or his height… The Lord does not look at the things man looks at.  Man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart 1 Samuel 16:7 Uncouth JOHN THE BAPTIST was to be the PR man for Jesus. At least make him take a shower and shave…. And change those clothes!  Camel hair is so 80’s! Unstable PETER was to become the rock of the church. The list could go on of how unacceptable people, ordinary people were used to do the extraordinary.  How is this possible? The key is the grace and favor of God! Mary was highly favored. So are we! We are baptized into Christ Jesus. If that is not favor what else is?
2 Corinthians 4:7: But was have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us. Mary had the treasure of the Christ child within herself. Within jars of clay, we have to treasure the wonderful message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Within this body that’s getting older and wrinkling and decaying we have this incredible treasure within us, these extraordinary assignments and how God picks us. Oliver Cromwell was head of the British Government. There was a shortage on silver. Economic times were difficult. Oliver Cromwell sent some of his men down to the local cathedral  where they found some silver in some of the statues of the saints, who were standing in the corners. Cromwell said, Well, good, melt down the saints and put them into circulation. That’s what God does. He takes us and puts us into circulation. We are on assignment like Mary!
It Was An Extraordinary ACCEPTANCE: The only thing more extraordinary than the announcement and the assignment is Mary’s extraordinary acceptance of the announced assignment Her simple response was this: 
“I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Luke 1:38. Just what did  Mary risk in order to trust and obey God?  What was the potential cost of this acceptance?
The loss of her FAMILY: She risked having her whole family reject her. The stigma upon a young girl pregnant out of wedlock in that culture was absolutely unbelievable. I know what you’re thinking. Surely her parents, when she gave them this incredible message of her pregnancy, surely her parents would be supportive. Can you imagine Mom and Dad trying to get the whole thing sorted out when Mary explained she was pregnant?  “And who did this to you?”  It is interesting to note that we have no idea who Mary’s Mom and Dad were?  Maybe they were supportive. Maybe they disowned here right there on the spot. I would say they probably would believe Mary, just like you would believe you teenage daughter who told you she got pregnant through the Holy Spirit. I would say there were some interesting family discussions over that answer. The cost of saying…May it be to me as you have said. 
The loss of her DREAMS:  The traditional wedding ceremony included the requirement for the bride to sit in the front of her father’s house for parts of three days.  She was to be dressed in white to signify her virginity. There she would sit to receive greetings and good wishes from one and from all.  Do you suppose Mary went through with this custom that she had always dreamed of being part of? What kinds of greetings would a pregnant girl dressed in bridal white receive? Would she have sat there, with child, dressed in white protesting that she was pure?  
The cost of saying…May it be to me as you have said.
The loss of her BELOVED: We know Joseph was a righteous man. She was willing to lose her husband and her marriage. The loss was deeper than that. In that culture the only livelihood of a woman was to be married to a man who could support her. So she was also losing all of the economic future that she would ever have because she would be a marked young lady in that small town. Not only would Joseph have nothing to do with her, but neither would any of the other young men. The cost of saying…May it be to me as you have said.
The loss of her LIFE: In that day and age, if you were a daughter of a priest, you would be burned to death. Just to be a daughter of anyone and to be found pregnant would likely warrant stoning to death. The cost of saying…May it be to me as you have said. Mary risked everything. Mary is a classic example of trusting God for the impossible!
How risky is your relationship with Jesus? There were two robins who were sitting in a tree. One of the robins turned to his buddy and announced that he was hungry. The other robin said that he was hungry too so they flew down to find some lunch. As they came down, they saw an entire field full of worms. They ate and ate until they could eat no more. “I’m so full I don’t think I can fly back up to the tree,” said the first robin. The second one agreed so they just plopped down and basked in the sun. No sooner had they fallen asleep than a big fat tomcat snuck up and gobbled them both up. As he sat washing his face after his meal, he grinned, “I love baskin’ robins.” 

Faith is risky. Sometimes it cost us our life, beloved, dreams, and family. What risks are you taking for Jesus?

Bill McCartney the founder of Promise Keepers and former coach of the Colorado Buffaloes learned that his daughter was pregnant by the star quarterback of the football team, Sal Aunese. Sal was diagnosed with inoperable stomach cancer. Before his death in 1989 at age 21, Bill shared the Gospel of Jesus Christ with this Samoan. He placed his faith in Jesus Christ and helped raise Chase. Today Chase is a Christian and backup quarterback at LSU.
Bill displayed a risky faith in God in spite of the situation which faced him as coach and as a father.

What is the extraordinary God is asking of our ordinary lives today? It starts with our saying: May it be to me as you have said in your Word!  God knew our greatest need. If our greatest need had been information, He would have sent us an educator. If our greatest need had been technology, God would have sent us a scientist. If our greatest need had been money, God would have sent us an economist. If our greatest need had been pleasure, God would have sent an entertainer. But our greatest need was forgiveness, so God sent us a Savior. 
Reflect on Mary Did You Know?  by Mark Lowry, and the faith of Mary this week: Mary did you know that your baby boy will one day walk on water? Mary did you know that your baby boy will save our sons and daughters? Did you know that your baby boy has come to make you new? This child that you've delivered will soon deliver you.
Mary did you know that your baby boy will give sight to a blind man? Mary did you know that your baby boy will calm a storm with his hand? Did you know that your baby boy has walked where angels trod? And when you kiss your little baby, you have kissed the face of God. The blind will see, the deaf will hear and the dead will live again. The lame will leap, the dumb will speak, the praises of the lamb. Mary did you know that your baby boy is Lord of all creation? Mary did you know that your baby boy will one day rule the nations? Did you know that your baby boy is heaven's perfect Lamb? This sleeping child you're holding is the great I am.   AMEN!

