Sunday 1 December 2013 : Luke 1 : 26-38 
As you may know, our son Alistair proposed to Eloise in the summer and we were all delighted. Indeed, the words not before time weren’t far from our lips, even though the proposed date of July 2015 seemed a long way off. Now, after visits to wedding fairs and potential reception venues, we’re acutely aware that it’s actually not all that far away. It’s time to move from thinking about it to making actual bookings. 
Already, for example, the flower-girl has given the bride strict instructions as to the colour scheme. Amy wants to wear white, so Eloise better find some other shade! This is when it all gets very real, when Al & El’s Big Day is no longer just a lovely prospect to look forward to, it’s now something that needs carefully planned in detail. 
Just like, 2000 years ago, the wedding of Mary & Joseph would have taken a fair bit of planning. All right, they didn’t get hitched on a beach on the Caribbean, or in a tank full of dolphins, or sky-diving out of an aeroplane – and, believe you me, these things happen, though not with this minister in charge – but Jewish weddings in those days were elaborate affairs, involving the whole community and lasting a week. 
How much fun would that be? Having all the rellies, including the in-laws, staying under your roof, eating and drinking you out of house and home for a full week! Wouldn’t you just love that? Can you just imagine the buzz for weeks beforehand, getting all the ornate colourful clothing made up, making the vast quantity of food required for such a protracted celebration? It would be like a military operation.

And the last thing the happy couple and their harassed families needed was a major spanner thrown in the works, such as the angelic proclamation we read in Luke 1.31 : You will be with child and give birth to a son. Trust me, this was not the text message Mary wanted to receive right at that very moment! This was taking multi-tasking way beyond reasonable limits. Lord, can we get the wedding over first before thinking in terms of prams and pushchairs, nappies and nurseries?

And there’s no way of finessing the fact that polite Jewish society frowned upon any variation of the normally accepted order of things. A girl who found herself expecting outwith the holy institution of marriage got herself, at the very least, a reputation and, according to the law of the time, potentially death by stoning. To say that the angel’s message did not obviously represent finding favour with God, as claimed in v.30, is a mastery of understatement. The consequences could have been grave. Literally!
And in case anyone is in any doubt of how awkward the angel’s message would be, Matthew’s account removes any dubiety : Matthew 1.18-19 : This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about : His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit. Because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, and yet did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly.

Position yourself, if you will, as the proverbial fly in the wall during the conversation as Mary updates her husband-to-be on these unexpected developments. What is going through his mind? An older man, who clearly loves and cares for his young bride, he is deeply conflicted. Because of his love for Mary, his instinct is always to trust her and give her the benefit of any doubt. Mary has never done anything to make him for even the briefest moment question her commitment and faithfulness to him.

And yet … there is the inconvenient fact of the bump, and however much Joseph longs to believe the story of the angelic visit, his family and friends, understandably, will be taking a much less sanguine view of Mary’s character – not out of meanness to her, but out of protectiveness toward Joseph. And Mary’s own family, what are they making of it all? How do they make sense of this bizarre turn of events?  
And let’s not even think of the rich vein of material the whole episode has given to the own gossips. The sounds of knitting needles creating wedding garments abruptly replaced by the harsh tones of clacking tongues. Make no mistake, the time of Mary’s pregnancy was a baptism of fire for the prospective parents of the Saviour of all the world. It could all have gone horribly wrong even before Jesus drew His first breath.

Happily, as Matthew 1.20-25 relates, Joseph’s own personal dilemma, at least, was solved by a second angelic visit : 
After he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”
All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”).  When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife.  But he did not consummate their marriage until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus
But the fact remains that, for the first but not for the last time in the short history of His flesh-and-blood presence on earth, God had chosen to pursue a high-risk strategy doing things this way. Cut it, cook it and serve it as you will, the conception of Jesus was a scandal, and I would venture to suggest intentionally so. As was, I believe, the apparent absurdity of the King of Kings and Lord of Lords being born 9 months later in a byre behind a pub, surrounded by livestock ; and indeed 33 years down the road His death like a common criminal, on a cross, flanked by two gangsters. 
Throughout His life, from start to finish, Jesus confronted head-on various attitudes and mindsets that might have been acceptable in respectable Jewish circles, that might even have been justifiable under the letter of the Jewish law, but that were an offence to the Kingdom way of grace and mercy and love. We see from today’s text that this collision course with traditional ways of thinking began very early indeed. 
I happen to believe that there is still considerable tension between the norms and customs of polite society, even of at least part of polite religious society, and the breathtakingly, outrageously, radical cutting edge of the gospel. The great battle-cry of modern society is inclusion. Believe me, ladies and gentlemen, there is nothing more inclusive than the gospel of Our Lord Jesus Christ. 
The Bible is crystal clear that no-one, no-one at all, is ever beyond the scope of His life-giving and life-changing love. The same God who was able to make a virgin give birth, is able to make a murderer or a terrorist into a saint. Indeed, history is littered with examples, from Saul of Tarsus, who as the apostle Paul wrote over half the New Testament, to Nicky Cruz, who went from the gangs of New York to pulpits over the world preaching the Good News of Jesus. Luke 1.37 : nothing is impossible with God
The heart of Jesus to reach out to everybody, not just the respectably religious, is also seen in Matthew 9 : 10-13 : While Jesus was having dinner at Matthew’s house, many tax collectors and sinners came and ate with him and his disciples.  When the Pharisees saw this, they asked his disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?”  On hearing this, Jesus said, It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. But go and learn what this means : I desire mercy, not sacrifice. For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”
Jesus repeatedly broke the taboos of His day. He caused a scandal by extending grace to women, including women with a reputation ; to tax gatherers, who were despised because they were seen as collaborators with the Roman Empire ; to non-Jews like the centurion’s servant, the demon-possessed man lurking in the graveyard at Gadara, and above all the woman at the well who had already gone through five husbands and was now shacking up with someone else. For Jesus, every sinner was just one brief encounter with grace away from being a saint – and He would gladly let them have it.

But Jesus was well aware that His ministry, precisely because it was inclusive, would also be divisive. Ironic, that, isn’t it? It is not my Father’s will that any be lost, Jesus said, but that everyone should believe in Him and have eternal life. More than enough grace is there to save everyone. 1 John 2.2 : He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world. Yet Jesus also knew that more would reject Him and follow that broad road to destruction than the narrow road to salvation. Why? Because the path of unconditional grace is a scandal to many

The very idea that it is possible to enjoy the love and favour of God as a gift, without earning it, is an offence to those who cannot handle the radical nature of grace, who can’t get away from the idea that some human effort or worthiness has to enter into the equation. We have had people leave this church because they couldn’t get their heads round the fact that the life of Jesus isn’t just another religion, that the gospel is something entirely, radically, outrageously, scandalously different.

Let me quote from Jefferson Bethke :
Religion centres on people's righteousness -- what we do and how good we are. 
Christianity centers on Jesus' righteousness -- what he has done and how good he is.

Religion says, This is what you have to do to be in right standing with God.

Jesus says, This is what I've freely done for you to put you in right standing with God
Religion says do. Jesus says done.
Religion is man searching for God. Jesus is God searching for man.
Religion is pursuing God by our moral efforts. 
Jesus is God pursuing us despite our moral efforts.
Religious people kill for what they believe. Jesus' followers die for what they believe.
Religion may be good advice. The gospel is good news.

Today, I invite you to embrace and enjoy the scandalously good news of Jesus, that through Him we are accepted and loved and precious in the eyes of God, despite our history, despite our failures, despite our shortcomings – because one drop of the blood of Jesus is more than enough to wipe those out of God’s record and make us, in His loving Fatherly eyes, whiter than snow. This outrageous unconditional love and grace is ours, not because we deserve it, but because of God’s sovereign kindness.   
