Sunday 7 December 2008 : Matthew 1 : 18-25  [p. 965]
Today we start on a journey that will lead us all the way to Bethlehem, all the way to a birth that merited far more than a column inch in the local rag, a birth that was heralded by angel song in the night sky, yet passed unnoticed by the vast majority of those in the vicinity. We travel toward a birth that changed forever the destiny of the human race, a birth that would determine for all people for all time issues of eternal life or eternal death, a birth that would delight the shepherds in the fields, enthral the stargazers in the east, and infuriate the royal household in the city of Zion.

Today we read Matthew’s account of the Annunciation of the coming Christ, a story told with remarkable economy of words, yet bursting with meaning at two distinct levels – the spiritual impact on the whole world, of course, but not forgetting the human impact on the people most intimately involved, Mary and Joseph, whose role in the life of Jesus, and so in God’s salvation plan for the world, was absolutely vital.
Vital, but complex. I’m not going to make heavy weather of it, but Matthew states quite clearly that the birth of Jesus was a virgin birth. No ifs, no buts. I know some people have problems with this, but let’s not make the mistake of under-estimating the power of God. Let’s not give it : Can’t be. That’s impossible. Not for God it’s not, and indeed the scripture states more than once that nothing is impossible for God.
As Matthew points out, the Virgin Birth was foretold in the Old Testament prophecy of Isaiah, but please understand that it’s not just about theatre, about making the story more appealing, about extra box-office effect. The significance of the Virgin Birth is that it shows Jesus to be uniquely both human and divine in his origins. Supernatural conception by the Holy Spirit, natural birth by Mary. Some people can’t handle this, but then some people can’t handle the fact that our God is a God of the miraculous.

And that unbelief, that mindset that stubbornly refuses to let God out of the cardboard box marked “rational”, severely restricts that person’s ability to receive and enjoy the promised fullness of God’s love and blessing. If the Virgin Birth sticks in your throat, you’ll struggle with the resurrection, you’ll struggle with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, you’ll struggle with healing, you’ll struggle with deliverance from addiction and depression – in short, you’ll struggle, full stop, because your God is far too small.

When we consider that God created all that exists without human help, thank you very much, surely he’s well able to create one unique baby without rigid adherence to the usual processes? If we put human reasoning in a place where the majesty of God should be, if we judge the Word of God by our own understanding instead of judging our own understanding by the Word of God, we’ve got it all back to front, and we have shot ourselves in both feet in terms of fulfilling our God-given destiny.
Anyway, let’s move on to Mary and Joseph. The Tuesday evening ladies have been looking at this story lately, and in the course of her preparations Alexis was fascinated by her study of Jewish marriage customs in New Testament times. 
I must confess I took the liberty of sneaking a look at her notes and I too am fascinated. It was all radically different from what we are used to. First, it is possible that Mary could have been as young as 13 at this time. Jewish Law allowed for girls to be betrothed after the age of 12. Betrothed is sometimes translated as engaged, but it wasn’t quite that simple. It was a binding legal transaction in which the girl herself had no say. The prospective husband and the father of the bride would strike a deal, with financial terms. The arranged marriage was, and still is, an Eastern tradition.

After a few months to allow the young bride to get used to the idea of leaving her parents to live with her new husband, the wedding feast itself was quite a bunfight, involving just about the entire village and going on for a week, during which the new couple were left to get to knew one another better whilst everyone else was eating, drinking, and making merry. Little surprise, then, that they could run out of wine on such occasions, a situation that Jesus would have to contend with in John 2.

The blunt fact is that Mary, who was probably in her mid-teens at the most, was facing the prospect of marriage to an older man, whom she may or may not have known, and certainly without regard for any feelings she may or may not have had for him. That event in the natural realm would be traumatic enough on its own, but was compounded by the discovery in the supernatural realm that she was expecting.

And this is the second area that we need to get our heads round. Nowadays, for a girl to be pregnant before she is married is not regarded as a big deal. I’m not expressing a value judgement on that, I’m just saying that’s the way it is. Back then, it was a whole different story. It was a scandal, and it was potentially a capital offence.

Not only would the prospective husband be permitted to back out of the marriage on the grounds that he was not going to pay full whack for second-hand goods, and I’m afraid that’s how women were seen most of the time in those days, he could also, if he was sufficiently vindictive and influential, have her stoned to death.

And we can be sure that all sorts of tearful explanations and excuses would have been offered in villages, time and again, the length and breadth of Palestine for the delicate condition in which a bride-to-be embarrassingly found herself. Whether any young lady had ever before pointed a finger toward the Holy Spirit is less likely, but it still remains the case that this would be anything but a comfortable conversation for Mary and Joseph to have, with every tongue in Nazareth wagging, every eye accusing.

I realise what I’ve just shared with you might be deemed way too much information for a Sunday morning, but if we are to appreciate what all this really meant to Mary and Joseph, we need for a few minutes to leave behind our own romantic perceptions and step into their world, however alien it may seem. Can any of us even begin to imagine the mental, emotional and social turmoil which would have engulfed this couple, and their entire extended families, as Mary shared her little revelation? 
Their whole world would have been stood on its head. No-one could possibly have blamed either of them for telling God : sorry, Lord, no deal – this is just too much and I can’t go through with it. Yet neither of them backed out. Indeed, in the parallel account in Luke, we hear Mary’s song of praise to the Lord that she had been chosen and highly favoured by Him to go through all this. Now that’s faith! 
When every circumstance stacks up against you, when every ounce of your flesh is screaming : get me out of here! : to give praise and thanks to God is awesome. Mary may have seemed like just a wee lassie, but time and again through the life of Jesus she would show that she was more of a man than just about any man at any time.

But remember Joseph had to be made of pretty stern stuff too. The role of stepdad to the saviour of the world wasn’t a vacancy to produce a stampede of applicants! Let’s not kid ourselves. Joseph would have been the butt of every joke in every pub, bookie and barber’s shop in Galilee. Och aye, Joe said it’s OK, it was the Holy Spirit. Bet it’s the first time Abraham the window cleaner’s been called that … and so on, and so on.
He would have come under considerable pressure to redeem the tarnished honour of the family by giving Mary the left boot of fellowship, but being a man of true honour, not obsessed with what local big mouths thought or said about him, Joseph, like Mary chose to believe what God had revealed, and to accept this daunting responsibility. 

Stop for a moment and think about this. Anyone who is a parent knows it’s just about the most difficult and testing job going. There’s no college course, no professional qualification, that can prepare you for it. Andrew Wommack once said it’s easier to raise the dead than raise your children, and he knew because he’d done both!
But when you’re called to raise no ordinary child, but the Son of God, the One called to set mankind free from sin and sickness and death, to reconcile the whole human race to our Heavenly Father, how much extra pressure must that have been? With the devil always on your case, desperately seeking the slightest window of opportunity to kill the boy before he becomes a man and destroys his malignant empire forever?

Some of you may be offended because you think I’ve laid on the lurid detail with a trowel this morning. Believe me, I’ve barely skimmed the surface, and I’ve done so because I want us to understand at least a little bit of what an immense personal cost there was for Mary and Joseph to pursue a path of obedience to God. They laid aside all their personal hopes and dreams and ambitions under the conviction of God’s call. 

Pastor Daniel Meeter puts it like this : obedience to God does not make you less, it makes you greater, but it costs you everything. What would have happened if the angel had come to our door, and challenged us to a commitment of this magnitude? Would we, like Mary, have ignored all the accusations and all the innuendo to take up a song of praise to God and consider ourselves most highly favoured? Would we, like Joseph, have turned a deaf ear to the taunts and the crude jokes and declared ourselves willing to take the responsibility of step-fathering the Saviour of the world? 
Or would our flesh have thrown a hissy fit, as usual? Would we have passed by on the other side? Would we have dug deep into the trusty and well-thumbed old Book of Excuses? Would our song have been : Here I am, Lord. Is it I, Lord? No thanks. Send someone else instead. Indeed, faced with far smaller choices between the still small voice of God and the harsh nagging of the selfish flesh, don’t we given in far too easily, most of the time? It’s down, quite simply, to unbelief.  
Unbelief was a luxury Mary & Joseph couldn’t afford, not now, not ever. There is absolutely no way they could possibly have survived their ministry without a level of trust in God that is way beyond our imagination.

We’ll follow this family in the weeks to come, and see the immense challenges they faced as they set their paths firmly toward doing what God had called them to do, no matter what. And I wonder how different a world it would be if we, the church, the people who take the name of Jesus on our lips, would show one-tenth the obedience, one-tenth the commitment, one-tenth the willingness to do what God wants us to do, and trust Him to see us through according to the promises of His Word.

What an impact we would have if we would get our little selves off our minds and be ready to say, with Mary and Joseph : OK, Lord, I don’t know if I’m up to this, but if you’re willing to trust me, I’m willing to trust you. This Christmas season, as we think about the reality behind the Nativity, let’s have the integrity and the courage to ask ourselves some big questions. What does our faith in Our Lord truly mean to us? What is Our Lord saying to us today about our level of commitment? Let’s resolve to be open to what God may be saying to us, and to do it – here I am, Lord, send me. 
