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Richard John Neuhaus has written:


Think about it.  We can stretch our minds as high and deep and as far as our minds can stretch, and a t the point of the highest, deepest, farthest stretch of our minds, we have not “thought” God.  There is always a thought beyond what we are able to think. “God is that greater than which cannot be thought.”


God is, quite literally, inconceivable.  And that is why God was conceived as a human being in the womb of the Virgin Mary.  Because we cannot, even in thought, rise up to god, god stooped down to us in Jesus, who is “Emmanuel,” which means “God with us.”


As we are searching for God, the good news is that God is searching for us.   Better yet, he has found us.


This is the Christmas Story – 


God who is inconceivable was conceived as a human being.
A.  God sent the Angel Gabriel.  v. 26-17

26 In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth,   a town in Galilee,  27 to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph,   a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary.  28 The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.”

It was six months before this event that Gabriel came to Zechariah the priest and startled him while he was serving the Lord in the Temple.  There Zechariah was told of the birth of John.  A remarkable birth considering he and his wife were without children and well past the age for having them.


Now Gabriel returns, not to Jerusalem, the center of Government and Worship in Israel, but to a far off, small, unimportant town called Nazareth.  The Gospel of John records what most people thought about Nazareth when Phillip told Nathaniel excitedly that he had met Jesus of Nazareth.  Nathaniel said flatly, “Can any good thing come out of Nazareth.”


Gabriel comes to Nazareth and to a young woman, engaged but not yet married.  Typically she would be a teenager and Joseph somewhat older and established.  Nothing much is said of Mary, other than her home town and her marital status.


Her fiancé is Joseph, who is a distant descendant of King David, but we know a carpenter by trade.

B.  The Angel Said.  v. 28-29


28 The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.”   29 Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be.

Here is Gabriel, probably a most impressive sight among the working class of Nazareth, who startles Mary as he did Zechariah.  “Greetings…the Lord is with you.”  


Gabriel is not stating the obvious that God is everywhere present.  He is saying that as the Lord was with Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Joshua and David, he is “with” Mary.  God was with Mary to do something special.  


So Mary is struck both by the appearance of the Angel and by what he says.  After all, she is nobody.  She is not a princess or a priestess.  She is a girl from Nazareth, engaged but not married.


So she is troubled.  I imagine her twisting her face in thought.  You have seen the face of someone when they do not understand what you say.  Mary showed such a face.  What does this mean that God is with me?, she wonders.
C.  You will give birth to a Son.  v. 30-33
   .  30 But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God.   31 You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus.    32 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,    33 and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom   will never end.”

In these three verses Mary gets the answer to her confusion.   First of all, she is to have a child.  Second, she is told what sort of son she is to have.


This is the moment that changes both Mary and her world forever.  Mary probably hoped for a good husband, children, a house and a steady income.  She would live in Nazareth and probably die there like the generations before here.  
Mary’s world was ruled by one empire – Rome, but it had been ruled by others before.  One kingdom turns to another.  There was not much that was new.


But the Angel was in the small town of Nazareth saying that everything would change for Mary and for the World.


1.  You will conceive and have a son.  Well that is not all that unusual.  We are all here today because someone conceived us and gave us birth.


2.  He will be named Jesus.  This was not a family name.  This was a name that told of his mission.  “Jesus” means, “God saves”.


3.  He will be great.  So this boy was to be special.  He is to be one of the great figures in history – like Moses and David – chosen by God for a special purpose.


4.  He will be called the Son of the Most High.  This expression, “Most High” means God.  God is the one who is most high.  He is higher than anything or anyone that we know.  Jesus will be the son of God.  Now if Gabriel means that he is a child of God in the same way that we are all children of God – it would not mean that much.  He means that Jesus is the unique Son of God.


5.  God will give him David’s Throne.   David was told in 2 Samuel 7 that his dynasty would rule forever.  So this boy-child Jesus was to fulfill that promise given 1000 years before to King David.

6.  He will reign over the house of Jacob forever.  So David would be the eternal ruler of Israel.


7.  And of his Kingdom there will be no end.  Does this only repeat what was just said?  No, I think it means that Jesus’ reign would have no end in time and in space.  When he finally takes the Kingdom of God – he will rule over heaven and earth.


So Mary was going to have a boy who would be God-like and fulfill the promises of David, and extend them to all the earth.

D. “How will this be since I am a virgin?”  v. 34

There is a problem here.  The way the Angel is speaking, this is something that is soon to happen.  But Mary has not been with a man.  She is engaged, but not living with Joseph.  How is all of this to happen, since she was an unmarried young woman who had not been with a man?

There has been a lot of debate as to whether this passage really teaches the Virgin Birth.  One can quibble with the word translated as virgin for example.  It could merely mean “unmarried girl”.  What I say in reply is that the whole emphasis of this passage is on the miracle of this birth.


It is a birth announced by an Angel.  That is unusual.


It is a child who is to have an eternal kingdom.


Mary’s status as an unmarried, virgin is emphasized three times.

And at the center of the story – the pivot point is verse 34 – Mary raises this question:  “How am I, a girl who is not married and who has not been with a man, going to have a baby?”


Zechariah and Elizabeth had a nearly impossible birth – but yet John was conceived the way every other child has been conceived.  His parents were older, but still there was a man and a woman.


Here we have only Mary – the later narrative makes it clear that Joseph had nothing to do with the conception.


The emphasis is on the miracle.  Jesus is something totally unique in the course of History.  Every other child is the product of two sets of DNA – but not Jesus.  If you want Jesus to be a good teacher, a product of reason, one who has a special gift of insight and wisdom, you are not hearing what the Bible claims.  Jesus is a miracle Child – born of a virgin, a Son of the Most High God.  He whom we can not conceive was conceived in Mary.

C’  “The Holy Spirit will come upon you…” v. 35


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.”     

When Zechariah, standing within the Temple of God expressed doubt about Gabriel’s announcement, he was struck dumb until John was born.  He, a teacher of Israel, would have to think for 9 months before he could talk again.


 Mary was not disciplined, because her question was better: First of all, because she was a girl in Nazareth, not a priest in the temple of God.  One expects the ministers to know something of the word of God.


But more importantly, this birth is different and unprecedented.  Sarah, Rachel and Hannah, to name 3 women of the Bible had special births – special by way of timing.  That is what happened to Elizabeth. 


But no one had ever had this happen.


This is a spiritual conception, not a physical one.  The Spirit of God, who hovered over the face of the waters in Genesis 1, would overshadow Mary.  The Almighty God produced a special child within her.  Mary was the mother according to his human nature; God was his father according to his divine nature.


This child is Holy, because he is conceived by the Holy Spirit.  If you want to know what is unique about Jesus, it is not the unique birth or life of his mother that explains it.  It is the unique spiritual conception by the Holy Spirit of god.


The Child is the Son of God, because he is conceived by the Most High God.  We are all indirectly children of God – in that God created heaven and earth.  God created the first man and the first woman.  So by extension we are made by God, in his image.


However, this child is directly born from God.


So, now if you were Mary what would you think?  I don’t know you would know what to think.  Who could you tell about this?  Where could you get advice for having this man-child?

B’ Behold your relative Elizabeth – v. 36-37 

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.  37 For nothing is impossible with God.”

Gabriel gives some down to earth information here.  Mary’s relative Elizabeth is also having a child. Her child is also unique.  She is 6 month pregnant.  Here is someone you can talk to.

Nothing is impossible with God – Elizabeth was already proof of that.  Mary soon was to become proof of that.

A’  “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord…” v. 36


38 “I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Then the angel left her.

Do want to know how Protestants ought to regard Mary?  This verse tells it all.  Mary said “yes” willingly to the Lord.  


When the Angel announced this audacious thing, and then explained it in just a few words, Mary said, “I am the Lord’s servant.”


Mary demonstrates faith.  She believed.  She believed the Angel’s message – as unbelievable as it seemed.  She believed that God could do this thing.  She believed that God would work out the details.  What would Joseph say?  What would her family say?  Where would she live?  How do you raise the son of the almighty?


Mary believed.


Mary demonstrates obedience.  She did not obey out of force.  She did not demand conditions and security.  She heard the Word of God and she obeyed it.


We honor Mary because she believed and obeyed.


We honor Mary for giving birth to Jesus.  Now he is the real focus of the story.  For what we see is that he is the Savior of the World.  He is the King of the World.  He is Eternal.  He is born of Mary and of God the Almighty.


God who is beyond our conception was conceived in a daughter of Eve.


What work will God almighty do in your life, if you meet with word with faith and obedience?
