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Our study of Luke began in the Temple with the father of John, Zachariah.  Luke takes us to a village in Galilee called Nazareth.  Six months had passed since Elizabeth had conceived a son in her old age. The very same messenger who had brought the joyous news of that miracle now graced the inner sanctum of a humble Nazarene home in the hills of Galilee.


Mary was engaged to a man called Joseph, verse 27.  In British law there is a civil crime called breach of promise.  One can be sued for breaking off an engagement without reason.  But that is nothing compared to the obligations imposed on the betrothed in this ancient world.  To break a betrothal required something equivalent to a divorce.  At the same time, it wasn't marriage, and so Mary was a virgin waiting to become a wife.


The angel's greeting in verse 28 was an announcement of grace.  Mary was an object of grace.  The Lord was with her in power and in purpose.  In verse 29 we are told that this salutation perplexed her.  The most gracious are usually the most humble, and those most signally used of God have been the most surprised by the privileges that have become their’s.


It is quite clear from verse 30 that her perplexity was mixed with fear.  These affections are often difficult to distinguish, though, as Charles Spurgeon once said, "If we have found favor with God, there is no cause for us to fear."  

Mary's distinction was that she would be the vessel by which salvation would enter history.  It was favor far in excess of any other.  She was to conceive and bear a son and call Him Jesus, verse 31.  He was destined for greatness, verse 32, a word we have heard before.  Gabriel used it to describe John, though here it was used in an altogether fuller sense.  

He would be called Son of the Most High.  In the Old Testament this was a title associated with that aspect of the doctrine of God in which his sovereign rule over all the earth was front and center.  It was one of the names of God.  Here Mary is told that her son would also be his son.  Sovereign omnipotence was breaking into history, and a new King would sit on the throne of the house of Jacob to rule the people of God.  The son would rule the House of Jacob in a kingdom with no end.

This was none other than Messiah!  Messianic expectations were very confused at this time.  Some thought Messiah's reign would be of limited duration; others believed he would usher in a final and consummate kingdom that would be forever.  Some of the theologians of Israel distinguished between the earthly reign of the Messianic King and God’s eternal kingdom.  What the angel did here was bring these ideas together.  There would be a kingdom, but it would not be of this world; it would be heavenly, spiritual and eternal, and would transform this world.

Where Zechariah had been unbelieving this young girl was merely puzzled.  It is natural that her first thought would be her virginity.  The response of the angel was to introduce into the picture a category Mary would have understood little about.  She asks, How can this be? verse 34.  The answer in verse 35 is The Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit will come upon you, said the angel, And the power of the Most High will over-shadow you.  So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God.

The Spirit would prepare, frame, and perfect the human nature of the Son of the Most High.  The Word of God would take flesh into union with Himself.  It is not that God would be converted into flesh, or that one nature would absorb another.  It would be a union of two natures subsisting together in one person!  We call it parthenogenesis--the point at which the realm of eternity intersected and converged with the dimensions of time and space.  "God and man in oneness blending."

Adam had prefigured Him, heaven held Him, creation groaned for Him, humanity cried for him, philosophy searched for Him, the prophets foretold Him; Mary bore Him!  While, as a Protestant, I do not countenance the way Rome has elevated Mary beyond her station I acknowledge we have been guilty of the opposite error.  Mary is not the Queen of heaven, yet, her response to this revelation shows is that if Abraham is the Father of the faithful Mary is their mother.  I stagger at her response.  Here am I, the servant of the Lord, let it be with me according to your Word.

This announcement of the angel is the nerve and center of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  A gospel that does not have at its core the coming of God in the person of His Son is another gospel.  The gospel, by definition, is Jesus Christ come in the flesh.  John in his first epistle hangs the identification of the Christian on that very confession.  That Mary’s womb became the repository of the human nature of God’s eternal Son is the irreducible minimum of the Christian faith.

I must pause here because there are still people who call themselves Christians who do not see the central role played by the One who in Mary became flesh and dwelt among us.  There are those who identify themselves as Christians, but who believe in a kind of generic God with no name.  You cannot be a Christian and not believe in God, but you can believe in God and not be a Christian.  The first announcement we make as Christians is that Jesus is Lord.  And this is not some generic Christ figure; it’s Mary's son, the carpenter, the man of history!  

You see, the gospel does not start with us.  That is often where we go wrong.  We are so obsessed with our needs and our little world, and we imagine everything revolves around us.  But the gospel does not start with us, not even with our particular sins, or our spiritual experiences.  To use the in-word of our times, it doesn't start with our spirituality.  No, the gospel starts with God, and with this great announcement of the angel sent from God.  The gospel, my friends, is a proclamation of something God has done in time and in history.

The Christian faith isn't merely a way of life, or a philosophy.  It is an announcement concerning a person.  The world’s religions can provide moral teaching that can be useful as far as they go.  But Christianity is altogether different.  It starts with a person, and if we are not clear about Him and who He is we have not even begun to understand the Gospel.  

God deliver us from a kind of vague Christmas spirit.  People imagine Christmas is about being a little more polite in your car, or smiling a little more than usual.  Its nonsense!  The gospel is the announcement of this angel, and without that message there is nothing but dead trees and artificial lights!

John says it in the prologue of his gospel.  There was the eternal Word in the bosom of the Father, without whom nothing that has been made was made.  He is the light that illumines everyone coming into the world.  He is the logos, the grand idea, the ultimate and final reality who was with God and was God and became flesh.  That's the gospel.  In the hymn quoted by the Apostle Paul in his letter to the Philippians he speaks of one, who though He was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied Himself.  The babe of Bethlehem, my friends, was the result of that emptying.

Nothing is more important than that we be clear about this.  Great is the mystery of godliness: God was manifest in the flesh.  In the early days of the Church there was a great deal of confusion over this.  There were false teachers who crept in among the saints to lead them astray, suggesting that Jesus of Nazareth did not have a true or a real body.  They tried to combine Greek philosophy with Christian teaching and so because they disparaged the body they could not imagine how it could be that God could become flesh.  They magnified the spirit, you see, as the part of us that really mattered.  So they suggested his physical frame was a mere appearance, a kind of phantom body.  

Other false teachers arose and taught that the Christ was to be distinguished from Jesus, and that what happened in the Jordan when Jesus was baptized was that the Christ came into Him.  The Christ was the divinity, you see, and then at the cross when Jesus died the Christ left Him.  To this day there are so-called modernist Theologians who insist on distinguishing between what they call the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith.  But this, according to John, is not the sign of a sophisticated, scholarly mind, it’s a manifestation of the spirit of AntiChrist!

It is possible in certain quarters to suggest that Jesus of Nazareth was a man who somehow achieved divinity by the life He lived.  There were people in the early Church and there are people in the Church today who insist that our Lord had a sinful nature, just like us.  He was born of a woman, they say, and therefore He must have inherited her sinful nature.  What happened, they say, and what qualifies Him to be our Savior is that He overcame this sin-nature; He mastered and conquered it; and therefore, if we look to Him for help we will be enabled to do the same.  Some of them go as far as to say that we too will be enabled to achieve a form of divinity!

I came across an example of this very thing just a couple of years ago.  A commentary on the letter to the Hebrews in what is called The Anchor Bible series contains a set of conclusions regarding the essential teaching of that epistle.  Now, I want to emphasize this particular scholar is actually claiming this to be the teaching of the epistle itself.  He says, for instance, concerning the whole matter of our Lord as a sin-offering.  "His self-offering... provided a cleansing for his sins so that He could be sinless."  He adds, "As a high priest, Jesus successfully atoned for His own sins and those of the people."  

This man claims to be a scholar.  He has written what is ostensibly a scholarly commentary on Hebrews.  And He claims to find in that epistle that kind of teaching.  The truth is, of course, that the letter to the Hebrews contains the highest Christology in the entire New Testament, and it says the exact opposite.  It says that Christ partook of flesh and blood, so that His humanity might be genuine and real.  He was made like His brothers in all respects.  And He was even tempted in all points like we are, yet without sin!  Oh, my friends, let this be a warning to us about our reading and what we feed our minds with.  The New Testament itself warns us of those who creep in unawares to lead the people of God astray.  

This is the ultimate test.  Some of these teachers claimed the power to heal predict the future.  None of those things constituted the test.  What is the test?  What do you think of Christ? Who was the babe of Bethlehem?  Who was Mary's son?  The test is, do you confess that Jesus Christ is truly come in the flesh?  They may appear to accomplish great and wonderful works, but if they are wrong here, if they deny the glorious fact of the incarnation of the Son of God none of their works matter!  The touch-stone by which we judge any preacher, any teacher, any theologian is Jesus Christ, the Son of the living God!   

This is the Christian story, if you will.  It is the revelation that constitutes the very heart of the message, The Holy Spirit will come upon you and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore, the child to be born will be holy; He will be called the Son of God.  What a description of our glorious Savior--the child to be born will be holy.  There will be no sin in Him; He will be unlike any other child that has ever been born--that holy thing, as the King James puts it.  

We must, of course, mention at this point the whole question  of the virgin birth, for it is taken granted in many quarters that no well educated Christian could possibly believe this anymore.  A famous New York Presbyterian stood in his then famous pulpit and began his sermon with the words, ”I do not believe in the virgin birth and I hope you don’t either.”  Some suggest that the virgin birth was Luke's adaptation of similar events in Greek and Roman literature.  There were stories of Zeus begetting Hercules, they say.  Apollo begat Ion, Asclipius, Pythagoras, and so on.  And Luke took these familiar stories and used them to talk about Jesus.  The problem is that such myths have nothing in common with this account.  Dale Moody is right to comment, "The yawning chasm between these pagan myths of polytheistic promiscuity and the lofty monotheism of the virgin birth of Jesus is too wide for careful research to cross."

Pagan mythologies where gods rape women to produce half-breeds who are neither human nor divine has no correspondence with the claims of this Gospel.  The virgin birth made possible the uniting together of full deity and full, perfect humanity.  Have you ever imagined the various ways in which Christ could have come to the earth.  Each year so-called radical feminists meet in various parts of the United States to reimagine the gospel, and they reimagine how God could have become flesh.

Perhaps God could have created Jesus as a complete human being and sent Him to the earth like an extra-terrestrial.  The problem there is that he could not then have been one of us.  Perhaps God could have had Jesus enter history through two human parents, and have had the divinity united to Him at some point in His life.  But then again, it would be hard to see how Jesus could be fully and truly God under those circumstances.

We may think we are very clever and very wise, but the foolishness of God is wiser than men.  Here was the method, my friends, by which God and man could be joined together in one person without either nature diminished or compromised by the other--two natures dwelling together in one person.  Not a man who was also God, or a God who was also man, but the Man-God--the God-man.  What a glorious thing to contemplate.  I consider it my greatest privilege to declare these great truths!  When the fullness of time had come God sent His Son, born of a woman.    

Do you know Him?  That's the only question that matters.  He is the One who entered history to unite us in Himself to God.  He came to make us one with God.  To unite in Himself deity and humanity.  Knowing Him is everything.  You may know many great names, but this is the only one that will count when we stand before the glory of God.  The name that is above every name.

Sinclair Ferguson is a theologian and pastor, formally of Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia, and now pastor of a Church in Glasgow, Scotland.  He and his son are golf lovers, and one year they obtained tickets to watch Arnold Palmer.  It was a rainy day, and the crowds thinned out as the game proceeded.  The last hole was on a slight gradient.  As the players walked down, Arnold Palmer triumphant, Ferguson says how the golfer stopped and looked at him as though he knew him.  He then turned away and everyone went home, except Ferguson’s son kept pulling at his father’s sleeve.  When his father stopped and looked down at his son he saw two big blue eyes looking up at him in awe and amazement. ”Do you know Arnold Palmer, dad?”

When history is brought to a close there is only one name that will matter--the mediator who brings us to the Father, who to know is to know the Father.  “...veiled in flesh the Godhead see.”  He’s the Savior, the Redeemer, the Lord of history, and the coming King.  To know Him is to love, and to love Him is to rejoice with a joy that is unspeakable and full of glory.  

