12/20/09 Sermon:    “ The Blessed Woman! ”
( Micah 5:2-5a;  Galatians 4:4-7;  Luke 1:39-56 )
     After our Scripture readings for today we spoke together the Nicene Creed.  This Creed was written by Christian leaders in the 5th century AD in order to confront false teaching about Jesus.  

     You see, some were wrongly teaching that Jesus was not God but a created being.  In response, the Christian leaders of that time summarized Scripture’s teaching about Jesus by saying that He is “the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of his Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father, by whom all things were made; who for us and for our salvation came down from heaven and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the virgin Mary and was made man...”
     Did you notice that they used various types of language to confess that Jesus is equal with the Father and the Holy Spirit – One God?  They stressed that Jesus was begotten of the Father before all worlds – begotten, but not made!  That word “begotten” means that Jesus has always been the Son of His Father, and there never was a time when He was not the Son of the Father.  In other words, Jesus is God because He has existed from all eternity.  

     We heard about this fact in our Old Testament reading from Micah chapter 5.  There Micah predicts the future birth of the Messiah, but he also says that this future Messiah has existed from eternity.  Micah says that his “origins are from of old, from ancient times.”  

     Micah is stressing that the Messiah who would be born of a woman in the future already existed since the world began.  In fact, he existed from all eternity.  This is Micah’s way of saying that the Messiah will be God Himself!  Now, why is it important for us to believe that Jesus is God?  Let me give you 3 reasons.  

     First of all, this is what Scripture teaches.  If we deny that Jesus is God, then we deny what God says about Jesus in Holy Scripture.  Second, we Christians worship Jesus.  However, if Jesus is not God, then we are guilty of idolatry – which means that we’re worshipping a created thing or being instead of God!  Third, only God could save us from our sins!  You see, if it was not God who hung on that cross for us, then we are still lost in our sins.  No mere human or created being could save us from our sins.  Scripture clearly teaches that only God can save us from our sins.  Therefore, there was much at stake when false teachers began to deny that Jesus was God.  The Nicene Creed was written to confront this evil error.

     In fact, one special way that the Nicene Creed teaches that Jesus is God is by saying the following:  “…for us and for our salvation came down from heaven and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the virgin Mary and was made man.”  They wanted to stress that Jesus is God in human flesh, and the way they stressed this was through the Scripture’s teaching about the Virgin Birth.

     The title for today’s sermon is:  “The Blessed Woman!”  You know, we don’t talk about Mary too much in Lutheran circles.  One reason for that is we are reacting to the false teaching about Mary that exists in the Roman Catholic Church which asserts – apart from any teaching in Scripture – that Mary was conceived without sin, that she ascended to heaven before death, and that she is a mediator between us and God in addition to Jesus.

     Now, Lutherans are in the right when we oppose these false teachings about Mary.  However, when we ignore what Scripture DOES teach about Mary we deprive ourselves of some very important information about the person of Jesus.

     The Christian leaders in the 5th century rightly understood that the Scripture’s teaching about the Virgin Mary supports the fact that Jesus is God in human flesh.  

     For example, when the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary and told her that she would give birth to the promised Savior, she responded by saying:  “How will this be, since I am a virgin?”
The angel then 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.” 
     Did you hear that?  The angel clearly teaches Mary that her being a Virgin Mother will be God’s sign that the baby Jesus is God’s Son from all eternity.  In addition, our reading from Galatians alludes to this when it says that God’s Son was born “of woman.”  Paul does not mention a human father but only “a woman” – and that blessed woman was the Virgin Mary.
     Unfortunately, there are some people today who deny the Virgin Birth.  They think that such a miracle is impossible, and so they don’t believe it.  They need to remember what the angel said to Mary:  “…nothing is impossible with God.”  Sadly, most who deny the Virgin Birth also deny that Jesus is God.  Those two teachings are connected!
     With that understood, let’s examine our Gospel reading for today a bit more closely.  We’re told that Mary, now pregnant with Jesus, went to visit her relative, Elizabeth, who was pregnant with John the Baptist.  When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting Luke says that the baby leaped in her womb.
     At this point I want to take a very brief tangent.  Did you notice what Scripture said about John the Baptist while he was in Elizabeth’s womb?  Scripture did not call him a “fetus” or a “blob of tissue” or a “product of conception.”  The Scripture says “the baby in her womb” and even calls him by name – JOHN!

     This is one of the reasons why our Church body is pro-life.  Scripture clearly teaches that from the time of conception we have a human being.  Therefore, ending pregnancies through abortion is murder.  

     Now, of course, there is forgiveness for abortion through Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross just as there is forgiveness for any sin.  But the fact remains:  Abortion is a sin and Christians should have nothing to do with it.  Instead, we should receive children as gifts from God and do all we can to help women who are in crisis pregnancies.

     Having said that, let’s get back to our Gospel reading.  Listen to what Elizabeth says to Mary:  “Blessed are you among women…”  Now, why is Mary blessed?  Not because she is sinless.  Not because is she somehow worthy to be the mother of Jesus.  She is blessed because God has had mercy on her and has given her the honor of giving birth to His Son.  As the angel said to Mary:  “Greetings, you who are highly favored!  The Lord is with you!”

Simply put, Mary was blessed because she received God’s grace through faith.  As Elizabeth said:  “Blessed is she who has believed that what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished!”
     Therefore, Mary, the blessed woman, is a symbol of every Christian because you and I are also unworthy recipients of God’s grace and mercy through faith in Jesus.  Granted, Mary is unique because she alone is the one who carried the Son of God in her womb.  And yet we Christians also experience a miracle when we receive the Lord’s Supper where Jesus gives us His very Body and Blood to eat and drink and thereby dwells within us.

     Mary herself explains why she is blessed when she says:  “My soul glorifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.”  Here Mary herself confesses that she needs a Savior like every other sinner.  Therefore, she gives all glory to God!  Mary is a wonderful example for every Christian.  We, too, should give all glory to the Lord and rejoice in God, our Savior.

     In fact, when Mary says that she rejoices in God, her Savior, she means the baby in her womb.  Remember what Elizabeth said?  “But why am I so favored, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?”  Did you hear that?  Elizabeth calls the baby Jesus her LORD!  So, when Mary says that she “glorifies the Lord” she is confessing that the baby in her womb is God, her Savior.

     Mary goes on to say the following:  “From now on all generations will call me blessed, for the Mighty One has done great things for me – holy is his name.”  Throughout the centuries faithful Christians have called Mary the blessed woman because she was the Virgin Mother of our Lord.  Mary is an example that nothing is impossible with God.  Mary is a God’s sign to us that the baby that was in her womb is God’s Son, our Lord and Savior.
     Mary then goes on to use poetic language to describe how God humbles those who trust in themselves and see no need for God.  You know, we’re all guilty of pride and self-worship.  We’re all guilty of ignoring God and trusting in other things.  That’s why God humbles us.  
     However, the reason God humbles is so that He might lift us up.  As it says in the Book o of James:  “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble … Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will life you up.”

     This is why we begin most every Service by confessing our sins.  We do not come before God in a spirit of pride as though we deserve His mercy and love.  Instead, we admit that we are sinners who deserve His wrath, and we cling to Jesus alone as our Savior from sin and eternal damnation.  Then God lifts you up when He uses me to say to you:  “Your sins are forgiven.”

     Those who hunger for God’s mercy are filled with His forgiveness because of Jesus, His Son, who “for us and for our salvation came down from heaven and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the virgin Mary and was made made man.”
     Why was Jesus made man?  The Nicene Creed tells us that Jesus was “crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate.”  Don’t miss those two words “for us.”  Jesus died FOR YOU so that when you hunger for God’s mercy you can know that you will be filled with His forgiveness because Jesus sacrificed Himself for you on the cross.

     In closing, remember that Mary is the blessed woman.  She was the virgin mother of our Lord.  The Son of God was conceived in her womb by the Holy Spirit – the same Son of God who would die on the cross for her sins.

     Like Mary, you are also blessed.  You are highly favored by God.  Jesus also died for your sins.  So, like Mary, trust in the Lord and live to His glory.  May these words of Mary be your daily prayer:  “I am the Lord’s servant.  May it be to me as you have said.”

Amen!

