ADVENT 4, B – December 20, 2020
SCRIPTURES – Psalm 19; 2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16; Romans 16:25-27; Luke 1:26-38
“Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.”
Last Monday, my day off, I did not do what I usually do: play golf. It was cold and drizzling! Alas, the season is over. So, I decided to instead watch a funeral Service on YouTube: the funeral of the Pastor who taught me… confirmed me… put up with my hijinks in youth group… and guided me into the Ministry. In his mid-90’s, my Pastor – that’s how I’ll always think of him – died a few weeks ago.
I remember when he came to my church. I was 8. The thing that excited me most was that his youngest son was my age… my exact age, in fact. PK (that’s what I’ll call him) and I were born on the same day: Dec. 28, 1958. We grew up together at church: in Sunday School; confirmation; youth group. We weren’t close friends, as we lived in different towns and went to different schools, but we were good church friends.

I looked for PK at his dad’s funeral… but he wasn’t there. The Preacher greeted his older sister and brother when he began his sermon, but not him. And, I’m pretty sure Covid wasn’t the reason. You see, years ago I preached for the 40th anniversary of my Pastor’s ordination, and PK didn’t come. He also didn’t attend the church’s celebration when his dad retired. It seems there was a falling out at some point, and PK withdrew from the family. So: he didn’t attend his father’s funeral. Even then he wouldn’t set aside disagreements and grievances to honor his father: a soft-spoken, gentle man who for 40+ years had been a faithful Pastor; who up until Covid began last spring still taught a weekly Bible study at his senior residence. How deeply sad.

Is God worthy of honor? Of course! How do you honor Him? How does He wish to be honored? Staying away does not honor Him, of course. But, honoring someone calls for far more than merely being present.
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Today’s Scriptures hold before us the premier example of one who honored God: Mary, the mother of Jesus. Now, why do I say that she is the premier example? After all, unlike our Catholic brethren we Lutherans do not say Hail Marys and so pray to her (although, we do love to hear Schubert’s setting of the “Ave Maria”!). We don’t call her the Queen of Heaven or elevate her above all others. But, we do need to consider carefully what the angel Gabriel says to her: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.” Overshadow: this word in Luke 1 is used only once in the Old Testament, in Exod. 40. After Moses led the people of Israel out of Egypt he brought them to meet the Lord at Mt. Sinai. There they received God’s Commandments and teachings; and there God instructed them to build the “tent of meeting,” an open-air worship area enclosed within a barrier – a fence – that could be taken apart, moved, and set back up. Within the tent of meeting, and its central focus, was the tabernacle: a 45’ x 15’ x 15’ walled structure that housed the most sacred object of all: the Ark of the Covenant, a roughly 3½’ x 2’ x 2’ gold-covered box that contained the two tablets with the 10 Commandments inscribed on them that Moses had received from God, and a container of manna, the bread the people miraculously received from God. Of the Ark of the Covenant God told Moses, “There I will meet with you, and from above [it] I will speak with you” (Ex. 25:22). Now, when the tent of meeting was completed and set up, Ex. 40:34-35 says: “The cloud [of God’s Presence] covered the tent of meeting, and the Glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. And Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud overshadowed it, and the Glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle.” Notice: God is referred to in two ways: 1) as the cloud of His Presence, which overshadows the tent of meeting, and 2) as the Glory of the Lord, who fills the tabernacle. The cloud of God’s Presence is the Holy Spirit, for other Scriptures make clear that He lead Israel through the wilderness to the Promised Land. And the Glory of the Lord, who fills the tabernacle and speaks with Moses over the Ark of the Covenant: who is this? Remember that the Ark contained God’s Commandments – His Word – and manna, the bread from God. It is Jesus who fills the Ark of the Covenant and speaks with Moses over it! He is the Word made flesh, John 1:14 says; and, Jesus tells us in John 6:32-33, “it was not Moses who gave you the bread from heaven, but my Father gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.”
So: the angel Gabriel tells Mary that, as the Holy Spirit had overshadowed the tent of meeting centuries before so that the Glory of the Lord filled the Ark of the Covenant, now the Holy Spirit would overshadow her so that the Glory of the Lord, the very Son of God, would be conceived within her. Mary would become the new Ark of the Covenant! How honored she was by God! Should we not also speak highly of her?
Now: how did she honor God? When she hears that she would become God’s tabernacle… that the glorious and awesome God who overcame all the power of Egypt and divided the waters of the Red Sea with a breath would now enter her and become a weak and tiny child within her… she responds: “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.” The Son of God Himself would become a humble servant. How could she refuse any service He asked of her, no matter what it would mean and what it would cost her in her life? And it would cost her. She nearly lost her husband, as Joseph decided to divorce her because he believed that she had become pregnant after sleeping with another man. But he, too, became God’s servant, and Mary’s protector, when Gabriel spoke with him in a dream. Both became servants because they believed God. They honored Him with the obedience of faith; by believing, and so following, His Word and accepting the hardships that came as a result.
Paul says in Rom. 16 that God has given you the Gospel, the preaching of Jesus Christ, “to bring about the obedience of faith.” Such faith is not just believing in the Lord. Only a fool does not believe in the Lord, believe that He exists! Faith is believing the Lord, accepting what He says as not only true but as good, as for your blessing. Honor Him by letting that Word direct your life and faith, even when – especially when – what you are asked to believe is difficult because it is unbelievable.

· Such as a virgin conceiving and bearing a child; that the egg her body produces, and which has only 21 pairs of chromosomes, would not need the 21 pairs of chromosomes that a man’s sperm contains but would without them be made complete, with 42 pairs of chromosomes, and so divide and multiply into a fully developed baby!
If this seems too much to believe, then how about believing that God, the almighty and eternal Lord whom the universe cannot contain, became one tiny cell who would grow and develop within Mary’s womb? How about believing that you, simple person though you are, and a sinner at that, would be chosen by the Lord to be a valued – and valuable – servant?
“Speak to me, Lord! Behold, I am Your servant; let it be to me according to your word.” So speaks Mary: a simple Jewish girl of probably about 15 years of age; a girl who lives in a small town in Israel, a country of very little importance in the great Roman Empire ruled by Caesar Augustus. And yet, through the obedience of faith she becomes the Ark of the Covent, the very dwelling place of the Lord! “Speak to me, Lord! Behold, I am Your servant; let it be to me according to your word.” If you cannot say this… if you cannot consider that also your body and life are the Lord’s, not your own, and are to be directed by His Word and used for His purposes… then you cannot honor Him. At the end, how deeply sad that will be. How deeply sad you will be!
God intends that there be joy at your end. The Holy Spirit overshadowed the tent of meeting so that every person in Israel, and not just Moses, might meet with the Lord, hear Him, and be forgiven and made new by Him. Mary became the Ark of the Covenant that she might bear the One who would offer Himself up for us all and become the Savior of all people.

The Holy Spirit overshadowed the Tent of Meeting, and then Mary, in a unique way. But the same Holy Spirit came down upon you in your Baptism. And, Jesus says, “It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh is no help at all. The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life.” (John 6:63) By His words, even though they are delivered to you by a simple man and not a mighty angel, the Holy Spirit comes upon you. Honor Him as Mary did by saying, “Speak to me, Lord! Behold, I am Your servant; let it be to me according to your word.” And your soul shall laud and magnify God’s holy name. Most highly favored Christian! Gloria! Through Jesus Christ, the Glory of God. Amen.
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