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SERIES: CHRISTMAS BREAKTHROUGH

PART 2: HOW WILL YOU RESPOND TO CHRISTMAS

Christmas is a time where special responses are usually elicited because requests have been made concerning that special gift, and you’re trusting that your spouse, parent or friend was listening, and when it comes time to open your gifts, you will find what you have been hoping for. I am always filled with joy and a sense of fulfillment when I have gotten Kathe, Benjamin and Whitney what they wanted, and after they open the gift they come over to me and give me a big hug and kiss and say, “Thank you.” There is such a warm feeling that goes off inside of me by the way they respond to what I have gotten them. I got them a gift that was given with love, and they responded in love back.

But have you ever had the experience where you spent time, you researched and you got a gift for someone that you really loved, and you were waiting for a love-filled response, and instead you received a less than enthusiastic response, or you witnessed a disappointing response or even angry response?

This morning we’re going to look at 6 different responses that were given to God’s most incredible gift ever given to the human race: Jesus Christ.

Let’s begin by looking at Mary’s response. 
I. Mary gives a humble and surrendered response

Luke 1:26-38, “In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a village in Galilee, 27to a virgin named Mary. She was engaged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of King David. 28Gabriel appeared to her and said, ‘Greetings, favored woman! The Lord is with you!’ 29Confused and disturbed, Mary tried to think what the angel could mean. 30‘Don’t be frightened, Mary,’ the angel told her, ‘for God has decided to bless you! 31You will become pregnant and have a Son, and you are to name Him Jesus. 32He will be very great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the Lord God will give Him the throne of His ancestor David. 33And He will reign over Israel forever; His Kingdom will never end!’ 34Mary asked the angel, ‘But how can I have a baby? I am a virgin.’ 35The angel replied, ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the Baby born to you will be holy, and He will be called the Son of God. 36What’s more, your relative Elizabeth has become pregnant in her old age! People used to say she was barren, but she’s already in her sixth month. 37For nothing is impossible with God.’ 38Mary responded, ‘I am the Lord’s servant, and I am willing to accept whatever He wants. May everything you have said come true.’ And then the angel left.”

First of all, Mary represents the person who God unexpectedly chooses to use. She has no outstanding credentials to bring to the task, and she lives in obscurity. Mary brings nothing on her resume other than her availability and her willingness to serve God in any way He chooses, even if it puts her in an awkward and potentially dangerous situation. In choosing Mary for this most important task, God is demonstrating that these are the characteristics that He is looking for in people He can use: availability and a willing, humble and surrendered heart to His plan. So God uses Mary, taking her through a process in which she has no training or preparation. He simply promises through the angel that He has chosen to honor and bless her and that He will be with her all the way.

The entire nature of Jesus’ birth is truly profound. The humble setting in which Jesus was born into not only reveals the nature of God’s plan, but it also reveals the character of God’s heart. God loves and chooses those who have a humble and surrendered heart. It is His pleasure to bless, honor and exalt those who are humble.

In our culture today, we just don’t get the idea of humility. We want to be seen, honored and loved. We want to be made over and the center of attention. We seem to have a craving to have to be number one. We’re told that we have that right. Yet, the Bible teaches that the greatest in God’s economy and in His family is the person who is willing to be last. To be looked over and trust that Father God knows what is best for that person and that He will make sure that their needs are met. Mary personifies the idea of a person being willing to humble themselves before God and His plans for their lives.

James 4:6b-8a, 10 says, “‘God sets Himself against the proud, but He shows favor to the humble.’ 7So humble yourselves before God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 8Draw close to God, and God will draw close to you. 10When you bow down before the Lord and admit your dependence on Him, He will lift you up and give you honor.”

1 Peter 5:5-6, “And all of you, serve each other in humility, for ‘God sets Himself against the proud, but He shows favor to the humble.’ So humble yourselves under the mighty power of God, and in His good time He will honor you.”

In using Mary, God shows His greatness by using anyone on the street who is willing to be used by Him. Mary’s response is what God is looking for from you and me this Christmas. After the angel had told her the incredible plan God had for her, here is how she responds.Vs 38, “Mary responded, ‘I am the Lord’s servant, and I am willing to accept whatever He wants. May everything you have said come true.’”
Mary demonstrates that true greatness has nothing to do with social class, monetary clout, or degreed background; it is a function of a willing, surrendered heart. What God is looking for this Christmas from you and me stands in stark contrast from the kind of credentials our culture looks for and honors. Externals count for little, but your attitude and character are everything to Him.

The word virgin is used twice to describe Mary. Once in vs 27 and then in vs 34. When Mary asked the question of the angel, “But how can I have a baby? I’m a virgin,” she wasn’t doubting God’s power or promise; she was simply stating the fact that she was not sexually intimate with Joseph yet and had no way of knowing how she could get pregnant without doing so.
Darrel Bock in his commentary on the book of Luke states, “The text’s description of her as a virgin reveals that she had grown up with a sense of personal responsibility and integrity.” Loved ones, this is what God is looking for in us.
Mary’s response is what God is looking for from you and me and from all of us as a church family as we head into 2019. He is looking for each one of us to say, concerning Jesus Christ and His plan for our lives, “Use me as You will. I will not refrain from serving because I do not feel qualified or usable. I trust You to direct, guide and empower me for Your service.” How are you presently responding to the gift Jesus wants and desires to give to you this Christmas season—Spiritually, emotionally, relationally, financially, vocationally, intellectually, and physically?
II. Zechariah gives a disbelieving response

Luke 1:11-20, “Zechariah was in the sanctuary when an angel of the Lord appeared, standing to the right of the incense altar. 12Zechariah was overwhelmed with fear. 13But the angel said, ‘Don’t be afraid, Zechariah! For God has heard your prayer, and your wife, Elizabeth, will bear you a son! And you are to name him John. 14You will have great joy and gladness, and many will rejoice with you at his birth, 15for he will be great in the eyes of the Lord. He must never touch wine or hard liquor, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even before his birth. 16And he will persuade many Israelites to turn to the Lord their God. 17He will be a man with the spirit and power of Elijah, the prophet of old. He will precede the coming of the Lord, preparing the people for His arrival. He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and he will change disobedient minds to accept godly wisdom.’ 18Zechariah said to the angel, ‘How can I know this will happen? I’m an old man now, and my wife is also well along in years.’ 19Then the angel said, ‘I am Gabriel! I stand in the very presence of God. It was He who sent me to bring you this good news! 20And now, since you didn’t believe what I said, you won’t be able to speak until the child is born. For my words will certainly come true at the proper time.’”

In contrast to Mary, Zechariah was a priest, and he served at the temple for two one-week periods a year. He was a member of one of twenty-four divisions in the first-century priesthood. He was one of approximately 18,000 priests. A priest only officiated at the sacrifice once in his life being selected by lot. His wife Elizabeth, was from the priestly line of Aaron. You might say they were a part of the elite or aristocracy.
Not only did Zechariah and Elizabeth have the right heritage, they were righteous in God’s eyes and obeyed all of the Lord’s commandments. They were seen as spiritually devout and mature. That they were righteous meant that they conformed morally to God’s standards and ways, and they were blameless in all of their conduct. They were faithful saints who were approved by God.

Zechariah and Elizabeth were a pious and devout couple who suffered greatly from the embarrassment of not having a child. Remember, that in their culture to have a male child was a sign of being blessed and accepted by God. Elizabeth refers to her condition when she realizes that she was pregnant in vs 25, “‘How kind the Lord is!’ she exclaimed. ‘He has taken away my disgrace of having no children.’”

Gabriel comes to Zechariah and tells him that his prayers have been answered and that Elizabeth will bear a son. Zechariah gives a disbelieving response. This is extremely important, loved ones, because Luke tells us that Zechariah was a very devout, righteous, faithful believer. He regularly obeyed God’s commandments and regulations. Being a priest he very well knew the O.T. stories about women like Sarah and Hannah, who were past the ages of giving birth, and God gave them both children in their old age. There was precedent for Zechariah to believe. He knew the stories. When compared to Mary, there never had been a virgin birth and there never would be again after hers.

Zechariah gives a disbelieving response. Here he is in God’s temple performing priestly duties and a leading angel from God comes and gives him a promise, and he doubts the truth of the message and asks for a sign. 

Zechariah is disciplined for his unbelief. He does get a sign. Gabriel responds to his unbelief by telling him that he stands in the very presence of God, and it was God Himself who commissioned him to bring this good news. Because Zechariah refused to believe Gabriel, he gives him a sign to remind him of his lack of faith—both the inability to speak and deafness, the latter evident from the hand signs used to ask him a question.

Schweizer has a powerful comment on the discipline that Zechariah experienced. “A salvation that does not reveal and thereby change what stands in its way would not be real salvation. That God opened someone’s eyes to that which is distorted in such a way that the person is re-formed, not simply shattered, is a demonstration of the living God.”
In other words, through the temporary discipline, Zechariah and all of us learn something about trusting God’s message.

Is there a place in your own heart that you have been disbelieving what God promises you in His Word? Could you be experiencing God’s gentle but firm and loving discipline in your life right now? 

In vv. 59-64 we find when it comes time for the naming of the baby, the Bible says that their friends and relatives wanted to name the baby Zechariah after his father, but Elizabeth said they would name him John. Their friends and family couldn’t believe it. They said, “You don’t have anyone in all of your family by that name.” Then they appealed to Zechariah. Guess what, loved ones. He had been silent and deaf for over 9 months, probably closer to a year. He motioned for a writing tablet, and when he wrote the name John, which was his act of faith and obedience because the angel told him to name him John, he could speak again and he began praising God.

III. Joseph gives an obedient response
Matthew 1:18-25, “Now this is how Jesus the Messiah was born. His mother, Mary, was engaged to be married to Joseph. But while she was still a virgin, she became pregnant by the Holy Spirit. 19Joseph, her fiancée, being a just man, decided to break the engagement quietly, so as not to disgrace her publicly. 20As he considered this, he fell asleep, and an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream. ‘Joseph, son of David,’ the angel said, ‘do not be afraid to go ahead with your marriage to Mary. For the Child within her has been conceived by the Holy Spirit.’ 21And she will have a Son, and you are to name Him Jesus, for He will save His people from their sins. 22All of this happened to fulfill the Lord’s message through His prophet: 23‘Look! The virgin will conceive a Child! She will give birth to a Son, and He will be called Immanuel (meaning, ‘God is with us’).’ 24When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord commanded. He brought Mary home to be his wife, 25but she remained a virgin until her Son was born. And Joseph named him Jesus.”

Joseph is an incredible example of what it means to obey what God tells you to do. Joseph stood to lose a lot in his community by marrying a woman who got pregnant out of wedlock. His reputation and standing in the community would be incredibly tarnished. He was also torn because, before the angel came to him, the Bible says he had planned to break off the engagement but to do it quietly so that he would not disgrace Mary. Even though he thought Mary had disgraced him, he was still wanting to act lovingly towards her.

As you read the rest of the story, because of Joseph’s obedience, the angel of the Lord continues to come to him and tells him what to do. Joseph’s obedience made it possible for Jesus to be born, to be kept safe, so that He could fulfill His purpose for coming, which was to die for us and to save us from our sins.

What is it that God is asking you to be obedient about this morning (afternoon)? Is it about establishing a daily prayer time? Establishing a daily Bible reading routine? Is it about a relationship you know you need to get right? Is it following through on a prompting and leading that He has been giving you? Obedience is a response that Father God wants you and me to give to Him this Christmas season in response to the incredible gift of His Son Jesus Christ.

IV. King Herod gives an angry and murderous response

Matthew 2:13-18, “After the wise men were gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. ‘Get up and flee to Egypt with the Child and His mother,’ the angel said. ‘Stay there until I tell you to return, because Herod is going to try to kill the Child. 14That night Joseph left for Egypt with the Child and Mary, His mother, 15and they stayed there until Herod’s death. This fulfilled what the Lord had spoken through the prophet: ‘I called my Son out of Egypt.’ 16Herod was furious when he learned that the wise men had outwitted him. He sent soldiers to kill all the boys in and around Bethlehem who were two years old and under, because the wise men had told him the star first appeared to them about two years earlier. 17Herod’s brutal action fulfilled the prophecy of Jeremiah: 18‘A cry of anguish is heard in Ramah—weeping and mourning unrestrained. Rachel weeps for her children, refusing to be comforted—for they are dead.’”

I am concerned of the reports that are telling us that more Christians are being martyred for their faith today than in any other time in our history. Loved ones, our own culture right here in America is becoming more hostile every day towards Jesus Christ, Christianity and the church.

Herod is a type of the anti-Christ. He was threatened over the fact that Jesus was referred to in the OT prophecies as the King of the Jews. Because the angel of the Lord warned the wise men not to return to Herod, Herod became so angry that he killed all of the Hebrew boys of the age two and under.

There are those in our culture that are giving the same kind of response to Jesus Christ. They hate Him and they hate His people and His church. Loved ones, as we proceed into 2019 we will need to be a people who are responding to Jesus in a humble, surrendered and obedient manner.
V. Simeon gives a prophetic response

Luke describes Simeon as a righteous and devout man who was filled with the Holy Spirit and he eagerly expected the Messiah to come and rescue Israel. Notice how much the Holy Spirit led him. It was the Holy Spirit that revealed to him that he would not die until he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. It was the Holy Spirit that led him to the temple that day, so that when Joseph and Mary brought Jesus to the temple to present Him to the Lord as the law required, Simeon was there.

Simeon was filled with the Holy Spirit, and then he blessed Joseph and Mary, and then he began to prophesy what will happen to Jesus and the kind of impact He will have on people.

Luke 2:34-35, “Then Simeon blessed them, and he said to Mary, ‘This Child will be rejected by many in Israel, and it will be their undoing. But He will be the greatest joy to many others. 35Thus, the deepest thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your very soul.”

Loved ones, more than ever the church must be the community of Jesus Christ that is filled with the Holy Spirit, and through our prayers, in our worship and in our living together be the prophetic community that hears what the Lord is saying to us and then boldly pray and speak it out.

VI. Anna gives a praise-filled response

Luke 2:36-40, “Anna, a prophet, was also there in the Temple. She was the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher, and was very old. She was a widow, for her husband had died when they had been married only seven years. 37She was now eighty-four years old. She never left the Temple but stayed there day and night, worshiping God with fasting and prayer. 38She came along just as Simeon was talking with Mary and Joseph, and she began praising God. She talked about Jesus to everyone who had been waiting for the promised King to come and deliver Jerusalem. 39When Jesus’ parents had fulfilled all the requirements of the law of the Lord, they returned home to Nazareth in Galilee. 40There the Child grew up healthy and strong. He was filled with wisdom beyond His years, and God placed His special favor upon Him.”

Anna chose a lifetime of service to God over remarriage. Anna actively pictures a person totally focused on praising God. She is called a prophet.
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