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Advent 4B

Cirencester

2 Sam 7.1-11,16

Rom 16.25-end

Luke 1.26-38

“Four candles …!”  But – my apologies to the Two Ronnies – of course I’m not talking about “’andles for forks”.

I’m talking about the four candles we lit at the start of the service, one of them for each of these four Sundays in Advent.

Because yes – today’s the last Sunday before Christmas, and yes – Christmas, the great celebration of the birth of Jesus, is almost here.

But we’re not there yet.  In our gospel reading today, Jesus’ birth is still nine months away.

And today our focus is on a young girl, Mary, and her strange encounter with a messenger from God.

So what might this fourth candle have to say to us as we get ready for Christmas?  What might Mary have to teach us?  What can we learn about God from Mary’s story?

Well, there are many things we could talk about, but I’ve chosen to focus this morning on just three of them.

And the first thing we learn about from Mary is grace.

The angel comes to Mary and says to her, “Greetings, favoured one – the Lord is with you!”
Mary was utterly perplexed, and wondered what this meant – as well she might.

Of course “favoured one” is just one possible translation.

Most of you will know these words as a prayer – “Hail, Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with you; blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb, Jesus”.

What does it mean when Gabriel tells Mary that she’s full of grace?

It means – yes – that she’s found favour with God.

God loves Mary – God likes Mary – we might even say that God enjoys Mary’s company.

And what God says to Mary through the angel, he says to all of us as well.

God loves us, God likes us, God likes being with us and wants to be even closer to us.

That’s why God comes to us in Jesus, to be born and to live as one of us.
That’s what grace is.  Grace is the overflowing love of God, poured out upon us – even when we think we don’t deserve it.
And grace is what the Christmas story is all about – God finding a way to prove to us, once and for all, just how much he loves us and wants to spend all his time with us.
So Mary is full of grace.

And if you jump ahead just for a moment, if you remember the great Christmas gospel from John, you might remember someone else who is described as being full of grace – the Word become flesh and living among us, full of grace and truth.

“Hail Mary, full of grace – the Lord be with you.”  Well, that’s what we say to each other whenever we meet to worship God – “The Lord be with you”.

God is with us in Jesus.  God is with us in each another.

As we prepare for Christmas, God is with us – we have found favour with God.  We, just like Mary, are full right up with the grace of God.  That’s the first thing Mary reminds us this morning.

And the second thing is that Christmas is all about the kingdom of God.
The first clue we have about this is when Luke tells us that Mary was engaged to Joseph, who was a descendant of David.
And you’ll remember that David was the greatest of all the kings of Israel – the winner of mighty battles and the composer of many of the psalms.
King David came to be seen as the absolute epitome of kingship – so much so that later Jews assumed their coming messiah would look and act just like him.
We got a hint of this in our first reading this morning, when God promised David that his house and his kingdom would be established forever.
And this is the promise that Gabriel refers to when he tells Mary that she is going to have a baby.
His name is going to be Jesus, which means “God saves” – a messianic promise if ever there was one.

“He will be great, he’ll be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give him the throne of his ancestor David.  And he’ll reign forever, and his kingdom will have no end.”

As Christmas approaches, I think we tend to lose sight of the kingdom of God.

It was there centre stage a month ago on the feast of Christ the King, and it’s been there in the background all through Advent.

But by the time we get to Christmas, we’ve had enough of the awe and majesty of the coming King of Kings – we prefer to think of Jesus simply as the babe in the manger.
Still, in a week’s time we will, with the herald angels, be singing “glory to the new-born King”.
Because Christmas is about the establishment of God’s kingship.  It’s about the kingdom of heaven beginning to break through among the kingdoms of the earth.
And it’s a reminder that this is – to coin a phrase – an “upside-down kingdom”.

It’s the kingdom first revealed by Gabriel to Mary – Mary, who was a woman in a man’s world; who was a scared young teenager in a world that valued age and wisdom; who was poor and unmarried and from the provincial town of Nazareth.

No wonder that just a bit later on, and still before the birth of her son Jesus, we’ll hear Mary singing her Magnificat – which is all about God bringing down the powerful and raising up the lowly; sending the rich away empty and filling the hungry with good things; remembering his mercy and the promises he made from the beginning of time.

Mary and all those whom the world counts as nothing are favoured by God, favoured with God’s grace – that’s what God’s kingdom is all about.

So, the grace of God, and the kingdom of God.  The third thing, a bit more briefly, that we learn from Mary is that nothing’s impossible for God.

“How can all this be?” she asks Gabriel.  And the angel replies that the Holy Spirit will come upon her, and the power of the Most High will overshadow her.

We’re reminded perhaps of Jesus’ own words much later on, after his resurrection, that the disciples will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon them.

And perhaps we’re also supposed to recall the scene at the transfiguration, when the cloud overshadows Jesus and the disciples are overcome with a sense of the immediate presence of God.

So the child Mary bears will certainly be holy, the Son of God.

Though note too that he’s also very much a human child – he’s conceived in Mary’s womb and will be borne by her.

We have here one of the two great mysteries of the Christian faith – Jesus, who’s at once both the Son of God and the Son of Man.

And perhaps for good measure we can also see here a little icon of the Trinity as well, – God the Most High; and God’s Son Jesus; and the Holy Spirit, the presence of God.

At Christmas, we’re reminded that for this God, nothing is impossible.
Nothing can be impossible for the God who flung the stars into space at the beginning of creation.

Nothing can be impossible for the God who comes as a King to save the people he loves so much.

Nothing can be impossible for the God who stops at nothing to be with us – for the omnipotent God who freely chooses to lay aside his power and might to become a baby crying in a manger.
This is the God who is with Mary – and this is the Emmanuel, the God who is with us, too.
So God has three things to teach us about himself through Mary.  We’ve learned about the grace of God, and about the kingdom of God, and about the God for whom nothing is impossible.
So now it’s the last Sunday before Christmas, and Christmas is just around the corner.

But we’re not there yet.  Mary’s now pregnant with Jesus, and she still has nine months to wait.

And for us, too, this season of Advent is a time of expectant waiting.

“Here I am,” says Mary, waiting to see what will happen next.  “I am the servant of the Lord.  Let it be with me just as you say.”
Strip away all the tinsel and all the wrapping and Mary’s story is all about God and a young woman who says yes.

As we, with Mary, wait and prepare for the coming of Jesus at Christmas, what do we need to remember for ourselves about God’s grace and God’s kingdom and the God for whom nothing is impossible?
We might remember this – that God loves us and wants to be with us.

That God wants to turn the world upside down, and that he wants to begin with us.

That God blesses us with his presence and promises us that for him, nothing is impossible – not even the healing of our broken hearts and our wounded souls, and of all those around us.
So what are we, with Mary, going to bring to birth this Christmas?  What does God, in Jesus and through the power of the Spirit, want to bring to birth in us?
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