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THE BIRTH OF JESUS FORETOLD

Verses: Luke 1:26-38

Key Verses: 32,33
"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, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end."
Last week, we studied about Zechariah and Elizabeth. Both were upright in the sight of God and lived in accordance to God's commandments. However, there was one problem: they had no child as Elizabeth was barren and the two were well along in years. Surely they brought this problem before God every day in prayer. But as the years passed they began to lose hope. It seemed that God would never answer their prayer request. But one day, while Zechariah was on his priestly duty, an angel named Gabriel visited him and told him Elizabeth would bear a son -- and not just any son. Their son would be the greatest prophet born to a woman and would go before the Lord in the spirit and power of Elijah as the forerunner of the Christ. At first, Zechariah couldn't believe it. How could Elizabeth have such a son in her old age? But God was faithful to his promise and Elizabeth became pregnant. It was a good example of God who listens to and answers our longstanding prayers, even in ways greater than we expect.
In today's passage, the same angel Gabriel appears to Mary to tell her about the birth of the Messiah. It is the greatest news anybody could hear. I guess all the angels in heaven were rejoicing as Gabriel delivered the message after thousands of years of waiting. Let's see how Mary responds and who her child would be.
First, you have found favour with God (27-31). 

Look at verses 26-27. "In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin's name was Mary." The sixth month refers to the sixth month of Elizabeth's pregnancy. God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee. Scholars guess the author Luke specified Nazareth was in Galilee because his intended readers weren't from Palestine and would be unfamiliar with the city's location. Indeed, Nazareth was a small town quite far from Jerusalem, the center of Jewish life and worship. It was located on a major trade route and was frequently visited by Gentile merchants and Roman soldiers. Because of its mixed cultures and religions, the Jews sometimes wondered if anything good could come from there (John 1:46).
However, the angel Gabriel was sent by God specifically to Nazareth to visit Mary, a young country girl who was engaged to her fiancée, Joseph. We guess Mary was 17 or 18 years old at most. Excavations at Nazareth have located olive presses, wells, and vaulted cells for wine and oil storage, indicating that the village was a small agricultural settlement. So we guess that a typical day for Mary involved going to the well to get water, cooking, and supporting those who worked in the fields. Her fiancée, Joseph, had a stable career as a carpenter. He was also a descendant of King David. 
To Mary, the future of building a family with Joseph must have been so exciting. She had denied her physical urges to have sexual relationships so that her heart and body could be pure for marriage. Mary wanted to be a good wife to Joseph. She wanted to serve him, obey him, and build him up as a man of God. Surely, she also hoped to bear many children as physical and spiritual offspring. Maybe she dreamed of a little Joseph who would run around the living room, jumping off furniture, yelling "mika" or "sanjyou." Maybe she dreamed of a little Mary who would wear beautiful orange dresses and wash her face with fancy soap. 
But suddenly, something was about to change. Look at verse 28. "The angel went to her and said, Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you." Probably Mary already thought she was favored. She was young, healthy, and had the hope of future marriage. What more could she want? But suddenly an angel came and began talking with her. How frightening and shocking it must have been! Mary was greatly troubled at the angel's words and wondered what kind of greeting it was. How did the angel respond? Look at verses 30-31. "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." 

Mary had found favour with God. The favour was the birth of a son named Jesus. At first, this seems like a great blessing and honour to have a son. But when we think deeply about God's favour to Mary we see that it wasn't easy for Mary to bear. Mary would need to tell her fiancée that she was pregnant before marriage even though they had no intimate union together. When Joseph heard the news, he almost left Mary for infidelity (Matt 1:18-21). Surely, her friends and family members would ridicule her. What is worse, even though Mary would love and care for her son so much, when he grew up he would be murdered on a cross. Mary would watch in painful detail her firstborn's innocent blood drip to the ground like a criminal. How painful it would be for a mother! But still God said that Mary was highly favoured.

What does it mean to be favoured by God? Usually when we are favoured by someone it means we get some special treatment or reward. From the world's perspective, being favoured might mean having lots of money, a beautiful wife, a handsome husband, and beautiful children. It might mean to have a good job, a high education, a big house, and live in a peaceful and affluent country. However, God's favour goes much deeper than worldly blessing. God's favour is to be chosen by Him. It's eternal life and salvation in Christ. Here, we also learn that God's favour is to do God's mission. When we receive a personal mission from God like Mary we are highly favoured people.

Interestingly, the Greek word for "favour" is "charis" which has the same meaning as the word grace. When we study the Japanese Bible, we see it uses the word 「恵み」 which means grace. God's mission is God's grace. Although we are sinners, God gives us a holy mission to participate in his world salvation plan. God commands us to follow in Jesus' footsteps and go out and preach his gospel of good news to all nations. Of all the people in the world, God chose us to be saved and understand the truth about this world and have the hope of God's kingdom.

Practically, however, bearing God's mission to the end isn't at all easy. To be honest, it requires endless sacrifice, self-denial, hard work, and suffering. Instead of focusing on job, we should do God's work first. Instead of spending time with children, wife, husband, or friends, we should care for God's flock. Because of our sins of greed, selfishness, and laziness, it can be so painful to bear God's mission. However, those who bear God's mission are truly favoured people before God. They are so blessed by God. In Mary's case, she would have a love relationship with Jesus which no other human being could have. She would love Jesus like a mother and know so many intimate things about him as her son. Mary was so blessed by God that churches such as the Catholic Church consider her a great saint. There is a famous English song which says that when Mary looked at her son's face, she was looking at the face of God. When Mary held Jesus in her arms, she was embracing God. When he grew up, she would see him perform so many miracles such as walking on water, calming the storms, healing the sick, and raising the dead to life. How blessed she was to have such an intimate relationship with the Saviour.
Saint Paul understood well about God's grace in mission. In Romans 1:5, he wrote, "Through him and for his name's sake we received grace and apostleship to call people from among all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith." Paul couldn't separate grace from mission. The reason he had mission was because of God's grace in choosing him. Through mission, Paul could participate in Jesus' sufferings and learn the grace of Jesus' cross deeply. Through mission, Paul could experience Christ's forgiveness again and again and witness God's power in him as he was used to pioneer so many churches in the first century.
There is a popular English expression which says that the more we put in, the more we get out. Spiritually, this means the harder we work, and the more we suffer in bearing God's mission, the deeper his grace and favour will be upon us. Next week, we will have a Christmas celebration. Surely, God will send several people. Let's pray to bear this blessing well with hard work and experience God's deep grace in us and others.
Second, "His kingdom will never end" (31-32).
Look at verse 31 again. "You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus." The child's name would be Jesus, a Greek form of the Hebrew name Joshua, which means "the Lord saves." Although Jesus was a common name in those days, this Jesus would be no common person. He would be the Saviour of the world.

Look at verses 32-33. "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, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end." The Most High is a name for God which comes from Genesis. After Abraham went to war to rescue Lot who had fled to Sodom, Melchizedek, the king of Salem, brought out some bread and wine as priest of God Most High (Genesis 14:18). "Most High" became a common title for the Lord among the monotheistic Israelites, especially in the Psalms. Daniel and Nebuchadnezzar also used this term (Dan. 3:26; 4:24, 34).
Jesus would be the Son of the Most High. This means Jesus would be the only Son of the Almighty God who created the heavens and the earth. Jesus was God's answer to prophecy given to David in 2 Samuel, chapter 7: "When 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. He is the one who will build a house for my Name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever... Your house and your kingdom will endure forever before me; your throne will be established forever.'" In short, Jesus would be the successor of David's throne. David was king over Israel. But Jesus would be king over heaven. David's kingdom eventually fell, was divided and fell into the hands of the Babylonians. But Jesus' kingdom will be established forever. This is our inheritance as God's people. In this world, we suffer because of job problems, children problems, ministry problems, language problems, health problems, and friend problems. But in the kingdom, there will be no such problems. Recently, there have been so many terrible news reports about the world economy, wars in the Middle East, and environment problems. I read that the environmental pollution is becoming so serious that the world leaders are trying to impose strict policies on companies with respect to their CO2 emissions. While we live in this world, we must bear such problems. But God's people have a hope which transcends this world. Even though this world is hard, we have a living and bright hope which is the eternal paradise in heaven. It is to live forever with God because of Jesus. Praise God who sent Jesus through Mary.
Third, "Nothing is impossible with God" (34-38).

Look at verse 34. "'How will this be,' Mary asked the angel, 'since I am a virgin?'" Mary asked a very good question to the angel. Nobody had ever heard of a virgin birth before. Mary had faith in God's power. But she didn't know how God would accomplish it. So she asked, "How will this be?"
What did the angel respond? Look at verse 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." Jesus' conception would be different from normal people's conception. Since the fall of Adam, all people were conceived through the joining of a man and a woman and thus every child inherits the sinful blood of Adam. However, Jesus was without sin which means that he shouldn't be born through Adam's blood. So God needed a new way to conceive Jesus. It was through the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit would overshadow Mary and infuse a new life in her womb. This new life wouldn't have Adam's blood. It would be free from sin. God's Son would be holy like God.
Still Mary could have some doubts in her heart. But before Satan could work, the angel gave Mary more assurance by telling her about her relative Elizabeth. Look at verse 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. For nothing is impossible with God." God wanted to reassure Mary that nothing is impossible for Him. If God wanted to raise the dead to life he did it. If God wanted to part the Red Sea he did it. If God wanted to create the Universe, hanging the stars in the sky, having the earth orbit around the sun, he did it. God can do anything that his heart desires. He is All Powerful.
When Mary heard the angel's message, she decided to obey immediately. Look at verse 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 wonder why God chose Mary of all people to be the mother of Jesus. She wasn't rich. She was already engaged. She had no special education or skills. She came from a small town called Nazareth. But still God chose her to be the mother of His Son. We guess it is because Mary had a pure heart of obedience toward God. She had an identity as God's servant even above serving her own husband. Especially, God is seeking to bless those who are ready to obey his words no matter what. When we stop serving ourselves, and begin to serve the Most High God as our top priority, we can enter the spiritual world of God's rich blessings. God's unlimited power can be revealed in and through our lives. It is to transcend the world of human reasoning and live by absolute faith in the Creator God. May God help us to be humble and be obedient to God's mission for us by faith like Mary. May God raise up many obedient and God-fearing women like Mary in Japan. May the baby Jesus be born in the hearts of Japanese people this year. Nothing is impossible with God.
Let's read the key verses one more time. "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, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end." (Luke 1:26-38)
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