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Mary: A Woman of Faith

December 21st, 2008
Well, the final lap toward Christmas has begun… just four days away and counting! Now I realize that for some of you, this bit of reality fills you will all kinds of Christmas joy!  

· But for others of you… just the idea of it fills you with overwhelming dread… knowing just how much you have to do between now and then.

· But regardless of what camp you’re in… the truth is that the signs of Christmas are all around us… from the crowded malls and all the extra carbs lying around the house… to the endless barrage of tacky lawn displays.  

I mean… have you noticed how these giant inflatable lawn displays are taking over our neighborhoods?  

· From the 9” Santa riding his Harley to the giant sleigh led by Elmo & the Cookie Monster… to those huge the Winnie the Pooh snow globes and that awful 9’ Grinch… 

· Has it not gotten out of hand? Have you seen the Santa riding the 12’ inflatable NASCAR?

· Someone ought to pass out BB guns so we can end all of this once and for all!
Truth is, the whole feeding & buying frenzy of the season really can drive you a little crazy.    
· But the real “reason for the season” is actually rooted in something so much quieter and humble and more powerful than we often experience. 

· And yet, as lost in the holiday madness as we can so easily become, the real meaning of Christmas—if we let it enter our hearts—can be a source of such tremendous joy.  

That’s why I’m doing this Christmas series on Mary… because who this young woman, I believe, can help us get back to or rediscover the heart of what Christmas is all about. 
· Because to “re-discover” something means that we’ve previously been familiar with it— and yet, it needs some dusting off… 
· to put on a set of “new lenses” so we can experience Christmas in a FRESH way… 

· With a new perspective—so that the 25th can come and mean more than frantic shopping and wrapping the night before.

I remember a few years ago, that one of the things that really has helped me re-capture the heart Christmas was seeing the movie, The Nativity Story.  

· How many of you have seen the Nativity Story?  If you haven’t, you really need to rent it this week!

· You know, whenever I hear about a new Hollywood version of a well-known biblical story I can’t help feeling a little cynical. 

I usually think… this is going to be either mega CHEESY – one of those “beard & bathrobe” jobbers where everyone’s wearing a fake beard & bathrobes and speaking in some sort of weird Elizabethan, King James dialect...

· Or… it’s going to be so HOLLYWOOD – it’ll be way over-the-top and unbelievable. 

· You know, the ANGEL is played by George Clooney with Joseph and Mary played by Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie. 

But this movie was different… it was not only well produced… but from beginning to end, it remained so faithful to Scripture. 

· Well, this morning, using a few clips from the Nativity Story, I’d like to continue looking into the life of Mary… a young woman of tender faith and courage.
· For centuries we tended to look at Mary in one of two ways: ICONIC – the holy Mother depicted in all sorts of Medieval & Renaissance paintings and icons… 

· Or she’s IDEALIZED – this sweet-faced halo-clad girl in the blue bathrobe.

But the biblical Mary is neither idealized nor an ICON.  In fact, I believe that God chose her—specifically—for her insignificance. 

· You see, for me, her story can help us to understand more about the kind of people God chooses to use… and remind us of how God can do such extraordinary things through people like you and I.

· So, if you have you Bibles with you, go ahead and turn to the Gospel of Luke 1:26-38.  <READ>
Maybe as you’ve heard this story or seen the movie, you’ve wondered… of all people, why Mary?  Why did the Creator of the Universe reach into the pool of humanity and select this seemingly insignificant girl?

· Now, we do know that when the angel Gabriel first appears to her in verse 28, he says she is “highly favored…” That she had “found FAVOR with God.” (v 30).

· But why?  In many ways, Mary was just about the LAST PERSON on earth you’d think God would choose to bring His Son into the world. 

· Consider the STRIKES against her: Mary was…

YOUNG – I know this will offend our modern sensibilities, but Jewish girls in the 1st century were normally engaged between 12 and 14 years of age…

· And they didn’t have much say in the matter as most all marriages were arranged by their parents.  

· And yet—in spite of her youth and inexperience in life— God reaches down and taps the shoulder of a teenager in order to begin His plan of redemption.

· FEMALE - Strike 2:  She was a girl!  As a female in the ancient Middle East, Mary would’ve been uneducated and subject to a male-dominated patriarchal culture where young woman her age would have no real voice in the community whatsoever.  

POOR - Strike 3: Incredibly poor.  The text tells us she was from “Nazareth, a town in Galilee.”  This is in the northern part of the ancient land of Palestine (an area that we hear a lot about in the news today).  

· It was an out-of-the-way place where the villagers earned a meager subsistence by farming.  

· In fact, based on their findings in the area, archaeologists estimate the population to have been no more than several HUNDRED people.  

In many ways, Nazareth was like a Third World country... except that it was an “occupied territory” controlled by Rome… 

· Considered to be an insignificant, backwater OUTPOST of the vast and mighty Roman Empire.  

· And that meant Mary—along with the entire Jewish population in the area—was:

· OPPRESSED – I guess that’s strike 4.  

The presence of Roman soldiers in Israel ensured some level of peace… but that peace had a high price tag where oppression, slavery, and injustice marked their everyday life.  

· See, the Romans exacted tribute or taxes to Caesar, which all but crippled these simple agrarian people.  

· If you’ve seen the movie, you’ll remember how the Romans took Mary’s father’s mule in exchange for taxes he couldn’t afford to pay.  Some, as you saw, were even taken as slaves.  

· Like almost everyone else in their community, Mary and Joseph lived each day from hand to mouth... just able to get by.

So you look at Mary… this seemingly insignificant young, poor, woman… living in this oppressive society... all characteristics that, to the people of her day, would make her the last person God would want to use. 

· But again, I believe that God chose her—specifically—for these reasons… for her seeming insignificance. 
· Have you ever feel insignificant in the world’s eyes?  Like you’ve got some strikes against you?

· Even Mary most likely had questions—doubts and fears about God’s selection of her.  
· Luke tells us that when the angel first appeared to Mary she was “greatly troubled” (v 29)--- and he literally had to reassure her: “Do not be afraid, Mary… you have found favor with God.”
· But still… why, why me? Check out this clip of brief dialog between Mary and her cousin Elizabeth.

· VIDEO CLIP #1, “WHY DID HE CHOOSE ME?” (from the Nativity Story)
“Why is it me God has asked?  I am nothing... I am insignificant in every aspect that the world deems significant.”
· Why did God choose Mary? Perhaps it was because, in every respect, in the world’s eyes she really was insignificant.

· But even though people couldn’t see past her cultural insignificance, God looked at her and said, “No, there’s something about Mary.”
Think of female celebrities nowadays—Jessica, Beyonce, Paris—most of them are renowned for their beauty, ability or wealth.  But not Mary.  

· She was poor, unknown outside her hometown, and Scripture says nothing about her appearance.  

· And yet, there was something about Mary that captured God’s attention and affection.  

· We’re given a hint of it in Gabriel’s greeting (v 28), which The Message translation renders: “Good morning! You’re beautiful with God’s beauty, beautiful inside and out!  God be with you!”
Yeah, Mary had an inner beauty that impressed even God.  And that inner beauty—which you’ll see reflected in her humble response—was of great SIGNIFICANCE in God’s eyes.  

· Now stop here and put yourself in Mary’s shoes for a moment. Or pretend you’re her friend or mom or dad.  

· Let’s put this in modern terms.  What would happen if you watched the news and it said: 

· “A 14-year old unmarried teen living in trailer Morristown, NJ claims she is pregnant with a child from God… though she claims to have never been physical with a man.”
· Now imagine the media fury… with reporters descending on her trailer… “Do you really believe this to be true?” “Yes… an angel told me.” 

Now let me ask you… what happens in our culture to a teenager from the wrong side of the tracks, who hears voices, and claims to be pregnant with a child that’s not her own doing?

· Well, for one, she winds up on Jerry Springer.

· But in Mary’s day the consequences were far more disastrous.  Unless the father of the child agreed to marry her, the girl would probably remain unmarried for the rest of her life.  

· If her own father rejected her, she could be forced into begging or prostitution in order to earn a living.  

Imagine Mary’s UNCERTAINTY:  Maybe I never saw an angel… maybe it never happened. Imagine her FEAR:  What will they do to me?  When I tell them, what will they think?

· I shared last week how engagement in ancient Israel was a serious thing.  It was like marriage in every respect except that during this one-year betrothal period, they were to live in separate homes without any intimate contact.

· Sexual unfaithfulness during this stage was considered ADULTERY, the penalty for which was stoning.

· Imagine that scene—when Mary had to tell her parents, and her fiancé.

· VIDEO CLIP #2, “BROKEN NO VOW” (from Nativity Story)
·  “I have broken no vow.  I have told the truth.  Whether you believe it or not is your choice, not mine.”

In her reply to her parents, you get a glimpse into who Mary really is—and realize this is no ordinary teen who found herself scrambling for excuses.  

· By the time she told Joseph, she was already showing… she knew this was real… and even though she knew the implications this would have in her life, she somehow never questioned God’s plan for her.  

· For me, her response to this painful, conflicting situation is nothing short of incredible and reveals a SPIRITUAL MATURITY that defies her age…   

She says in verses 38-39, “MAY IT BE TO ME AS YOU HAVE SAID.” “I am the Lord’s servant.”

· You see, God chose Mary not IN SPITE OF her insignificance—but likely BECAUSE OF IT!  
· But with Mary, that “insignificance” came with something else… a spirit of humility and obedience, which captured God’s attention.

· And so, He chose Mary—in spite of her seeming insignificance-- for one of the most important acts of obedience He’s ever asked of anyone.
And today, the message is clear to us:  you may feel that your ability, experience, or education makes you an unlikely candidate for God’s service.  

· But that’s not what God looks at.  He asks simply: Are you available to be used? Because I’m in the business of making MUCH out of seemingly insignificant lives.  

· What are the “strikes” against you? What’s your soft spot?  

· What I mean is: what’s the quality in your life that—in your mind—gives you the most doubt that God could ever use your life for His purposes?
Maybe you’re you feel too young?  “No one will pay attention to me.  I have no experience.” Understand that no one had less of a voice than Mary.  

· So many of the heroes of the faith in the bible made a big difference for God at an early age:

· Daniel was perhaps only 16 when he and his companions were taken into captivity. 

· Yet, despite their youth, they had such a deep confidence in God that they were willing to face death… rather than worship false gods.

Maybe you fee too old… “I’m over the hill.  Most of my life is in the rearview—I have more yesterdays, than tomorrows.”  

· Consider Elizabeth, Mary’s cousin whom we’re told was way past the age of childbearing… 

· God chose her to give birth to John the Baptist—who would be the forerunner in preparing the way for Jesus!

Maybe you’re a young mom with kids.  Talk about feeling insignificant sometimes…

· “I’m just a homemaker… I’m not on the front lines of anything. I just make meals and wipe snots… and then I collapse exhausted at night… only to wake up again and do it all the next day. God can’t use someone like me—I’m not significant.”
· Listen… when we put our trust in Jesus Christ—in his birth, death, and resurrection— Scripture tells us we’re adopted into God’s family.  

· And when that happens, our seemingly “insignificant” lives gain great significance—because God determines to use each of His children not in spite of our weaknesses or “issues” or circumstances… but through them.

You’ve got to hear me on this… Don’t limit God’s choices.   God does not involve people in his plans because of what they can do for Him…

· Rather, he searches this earth for humble people with a submissive spirit so he can enter their lives and DO SOMETHING GREAT IN—and through-- THEM!
· And whether you’re old or young, male or female, rich or poor is irrelevant. God can use you—and He wants to use you-- if you trust him!

So, let me ask you… are you willing to be available to God?  Mary was.  She said yes to what seemed to be impossible.

· In spite of all the fears and doubts… she responded:  “May it be to me as you have said... For some reason, I’ve been given a role to play in God’s story.  I don’t know why he chose me, but here I am.  I’m available to you, God.”
· Are you willing to be available to God? Are you willing to step out and embrace that life of risk and adventure that God may be calling you to?

Mary had that kind of faith—she accepted that God could use her seemingly insignificant life for His larger purposes...  

· And when she goes to visit her cousin Elizabeth, Elizabeth celebrates her for this saying, 

· “You are blessed because you believed that the Lord would do what He said!” (1:45)

· What gave Mary such confidence? I mean, she was just a young girl, after all. 

That confidence came from somewhere--- and it wasn’t just an inner conviction that she herself “had what it took.”

· You see, maybe you don’t wonder if God could ever use you… maybe your struggle is why He doesn’t use you more.  

· Guys… as much as God desires to use us in spite of our “stuff”, the one issue He’ll never look past is pride… because pride speaks of our ability to do something in our strength, whereas God is looking for people whom He can fill with His.

Again, Mary’s confidence wasn’t rooted in her own ability to get the job done.  Her confidence came from the words spoken to her by the Angel Gabriel in verse 28…

·  “The angel went to her and said, ‘Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.’”

· Those words “highly favored” comes from the root word for “GRACE”—and grace simply refers to an undeserved gift...  

· Something that’s been given to you as an expression of love… not because you’ve asked for it, or deserve it… but simply because someone loves you.

· Greetings, you who are highly GRACED!

You see, Mary’s confidence lies in the fact that God has blessed her in ways she could never have deserved. 

· But more than that… she’s blessed and receives her confidence in the simple truth that “the Lord is with her.”
· That all you need to follow Him is a… willingness to be to receive His undeserved love in your life and a willingness to say yes to His purposes in your life.
· You see, God reached into the pool of humanity… and out of all the great thinkers and artists and leaders and influencers of the day, He simply taps the shoulder of a simple teenage girl from Nazareth.

But understand something…  making yourself available to God may come with a steep PRICE TAG.

· You see, one thing you can’t get away from in looking at Mary’s life is that God’s blessing on Mary LED to a tremendous amount of pain and hardship in her life! 
· There’s little doubt her PEERS ridiculed her— gone was her pure reputation… as her friends and neighbors constantly questioned her integrity;

· Her fiancé would come close to leaving her; and the son she’d bring into this world would ultimately be rejected and murdered!

But she trusted God… and accepted His purposed for her…“May it be to me as you have said.”  
· And that’s no small feat for a teenage girl facing such pressure.  Take a look at this final clip illustrating the essence of her faith:

· VIDEO CLIP #3, HONOR (the Nativity Story)
· “There is a will for this child greater than my fear of what they may do.” 

Talk about faith.  And maybe that’s why God chose someone Mary’s age—because it sometimes takes the “faith of a child” to truly take God at His Word.

· Christmas brings out the kid in all of us; my question to you is: Will you allow it to bring out childlike faith in you as well?

· Faith that Jesus is who He said He was—God made flesh.  Born of a virgin; crucified on a Cross.  Sent as a gift for you. 

· If you’ve accepted that historical truth:  have you let it impact your every day life?

· In other words, have you invited God to begin working through your life to serve and bless others?  You see… the gift is free; but yes… to pass it on can be costly.

No doubt…  Mary’s acceptance of God’s mission in her life caused HARDSHIP and DISCOMFORT— 9 months later, in Bethlehem, she would give birth… not in a hospital, but in stable.
· Later on, the angel would instruct her and Joseph to flee to Egypt to escape King Herod’s murderous rampage. She became a refugee.  

· So catch this: after accepting God’s gift of Jesus into her life—after being blessed—it got more difficult!  
· POINT: When we do God’s will, we are NOT guaranteed a comfortable life! 

But we are promised that everything—even our momentary discomfort—has meaning in God’s plan!
· Guys, I’ve shared this with you a number of times… that God will not sacrifice safety in our lives over and against significance.

· You see, there really is a will for your life GREATER THAN ANY FEAR or DOUBTS you may have.

The final appearance of Mary in the Bible occurs in a violent scene there on a hill just outside of Jerusalem… watching that once baby boy hanging on a cross.

· I’d like to show you a video that may seem to have a lot more to do with Easter than Christmas.  But what these scenes from the PASSION movie show is just how Mary maintained that humble, available spirit throughout her life… 
· And how she never turned back from living the life God had called her to no matter how painful it got.
Wherever you are; whatever your circumstances… know that Christmas is about God coming near… becoming our Emmanuel… God with us.  He’s here with us this morning… 

· And I believe He’s inviting us to rediscover the richness of our relationship with Him… and challenging us to make ourselves available to the things He is calling you to.

· He doesn’t need you to have it all together… He doesn’t need you to be free of doubts and obstacles…

· Again… you may feel that your ability, experience, or education makes you an unlikely candidate for God’s service.  

· But that’s not what God looks at.  He asks simply: Are you available to be used? Because I’m in the business of making MUCH out of seemingly insignificant lives.  

For me, Mary’s courage and faith both encourage and challenge me… What an incredible woman she was.  

· You know, people talk about who, outside of Jesus, of course, they would want to first speak with in heaven.  

· For me, it’s a shoe-in… I’d want to get my arms around Joseph and Mary.

· But if somehow they could speak to us now, I think they’d be asking us… “Will you follow our Son? Will you receive His love in your life and embrace His calling on your life?”
26-28In 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 angel went to her and said, "Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you." 29Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be.  30-33But 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. 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." 34"How will this be," Mary asked the angel, "Since I am a virgin?"  35-37The 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. 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." 38"I am the Lord's servant," Mary answered. "May it be to me as you have said." Then the angel left her.  LUKE 1:26-38
