Words are not Enough 

Luke 1:26-38
This is the fourth Sunday of Advent. Our theme this morning is love. God demonstrated his love towards us by sending his son Jesus into the world to reconcile us to himself.

A number of years ago a young couple came to me for counseling. They were having trouble in their marriage. The wife complained, “I’m not sure he loves me anymore.” 

He protested: “Of course, I love you. I tell you all the time how much I love you. I don’t know how you could doubt my love for you. I couldn’t live without you.”

I will always remember the wife’s response. “Words are not enough,” she expressed. 

It’s true. Words are not enough! If we truly love someone our love will be reflected in what we do; in how we behave.
God could have stretched himself out across the heavens and shouted down to us, “I love you.” But we would not have believed him.

But this is not what God did. God demonstrated his love for us by coming to live amongst us.

However, God did not act alone. He chose Mary and Joseph to be partners with him in his divine visitation.


“God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a 
virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a 
descendent of David. The virgins name was Mary . . . the angel 
said to her, ‘Do not be afraid Mary, you have found favor with 
God. You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you will 
give him the name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the 
Son of the Most High. The Lord will give him the throne of his 
father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; 
and his kingdom will never end.’”  Luke 1:26-32

God chose to demonstrate his love for us by entering into our world through the womb of a woman. In doing so He affirmed her worth and the worth of all women. He also made himself vulnerable. His plan was dependent on Mary’s favorable response. But he made no other provision.

Notice Mary’s response:


“I am the Lord’s servant. May it be as you have said.”  Luke 1:38

But this is God’s way. He does not act independently! 

He always chooses to partner with people in the execution of his plans. He chooses to carry out his will through fallen, fallible human beings.

And he continues his work in the same way today. He has chosen the Church to represent him in the world. St. Paul says that God is making his appeal to the world through the words and actions of his Church.
 Prior to returning to the Father, Jesus appeared to the disciples and said to them: “I’m going away but don’t worry; I will be with you to the end. In the meantime I want you to continue what I have started. I want you to convince the world of my love for them. But remember, ‘words are not enough.’” 

“‘Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me I am sending you.’ 
and with that he breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy 
 
Spirit.’”                                                                 John 21:21-22
The church is God’s new creation. On the day of Pentecost he breathed his life into us.
 St. Paul refers to the Church as the Body of Christ. As the Church we represent Him in the world today. He has called us to demonstrate his amazing, reconciling love to a watching world. “They will know we are Christians by our love,” says the song writer.
So in this interim period, between Christ’s first advent and his second, we are to give people a taste of what awaits them in the future. We are a ‘colony of heaven’ charged with the responsibility of bring the future into the present. We are called to whet the appetite of the world by showing them what awaits around the bend. When the world looks at the Church they should catch a glimpse of God’s amazing love and get a taste of the eternal Kingdom which lies ahead. 
Unfortunately, this has not always been the case. All too often the Church has been marked and marred by division and discord, bigotry and anger. In October Marleen and I visited Cape Cod in Maine and revisited the history of our Pilgrim Fathers. The Pilgrims who braved the dangers of the North Atlantic, in sailing ships, came in search of religious freedom. But once they arrived in the new land they established a community of faith which was more oppressive than the one from which they fled. They beat and imprisoned and excommunicated those who didn’t live up to their rigid standards.

 Fortunately, this has not been the predominant witness of the Church. The Church, despite all its follies and failings has gained a reputation for being there when it counts: 

· In hospitals

· In schools

· In prisons

· In hospices for the sick and dying

· In refugee camps providing food and medicine for those displaced by famine, natural disasters and war.

In the early Church Christians rescued infants abandoned by mothers unable to care for them. They buried the bodies of the dead left at the sides of the roadways. They remained behind to care for the sick and dying when disease and plague swept through a city. And it was the protest of the Church which led to the end of the gladiatorial competitions in the Roman forum.

And in this century the Church has led the fight against slavery, segregation and apartheid. It was the Church, behind the Iron Curtain, which eventually led to the liberation of Eastern Europe. And it was the Church in South Africa which worked and prayed and suffered and struggled so that when apartheid was finally abolished and freedom came to the land, it came without the massive bloodshed everyone predicted. The Church is Christ’s new body in the world. In word and deed we are called to demonstrate God’s love before a watching world.
 One day all creation will be rescued from slavery, corruption, injustice and decay. But in the interim we are to do everything in our power to bring this future into the present. May we be as faithful as Mary in embracing this Call. 
As we reflect on this awesome responsibility there are two lessons to keep in mind. 
Lesson #1 - We must decide to embrace our calling
Like Mary, we must say “Yes” to Christ’s call. God will not overwhelm us by force. He will not force us to do something we don’t want to do. The choice is up to us. Even as Christians we have the freedom to live as we choose. We can decide to bring our lives into conformity to his laws or we can choose to live for our own pleasure. 

In other words, we must say “yes” to the kingdom. “I’m your servant Lord.” The word “servant” is the word from which we get our word “doula” – a midwife, who helps an expectant mother give birth to her child. We are servants called to give birth to God’s Kingdom on earth. 
Saying “yes” to this calling demands commitment and self denial. It means a deliberate decision to live according to the values and laws of God’s kingdom. Jesus said,” Set your minds on things above not on earthly things.”                                                                                    
But this is not an easy task. This visible world is our home and we absorb its surrounding culture by osmosis. Daily we breathe in the toxic fumes of our environment that exalts success, power and physical appearance. 

But our world is out of tune with God’s ultimate intentions. Therefore, there will be a great many things to which the Christian response must be “no.”

Jesus told his disciples that if they wanted to follow him they would have to deny themselves and take up their cross and follow him. Embracing the new values of the kingdom and accepting a new set of practices will not be easy. It will be like learning to drive on the other side of the street.
When I visited Malawi I rented a car and had to learn to drive on the left hand side of the road. It was very difficult, especially when I had to navigate the English traffic circle. The traffic entered and exited from a different direction. My old instincts didn’t work. And when I had to make a quick decision I would revert back to my old habits. Eventually, I gave up and threw the keys to the young adult who was traveling with me, “Brittany, you drive before I kill someone. I’m too stuck in my ways. I’ll sit in the back and pray.”

So we need to be patient with ourselves as we learn to live according to the laws of God’s Kingdom.

The rules of the kingdom are so different. In this world we are taught to look after our own interests and to protect our rights. But the rules of the Kingdom of heaven say:

· Always give alms in secret

· Never sue a fellow Christian

· Never take private vengeance

· Give away money cheerfully 

· Turn the other cheek

· Always forgive

· Be kind to everyone

· Keep sex within the bounds of marriage

· Don’t let the sun set while you’re angry

· Don’t judge another Christian on a matter of conscience

· Care for the poor

· Make friends of those who have nothing to offer

· Don’t be anxious

· Put the interests of others before your own
· Be friends of the under dog

These rules are totally out of sync with the values of our competitive, me centered world.
 And yet, instinctively, we know that they are right. I’ve attended a great many funerals. But I have never heard a person eulogized for the size of their bank account or for their physical appearance or their sound-around sound system. Instead they are eulogized for their generosity, kindness and love of family. 

The rules of the kingdom have been given by a loving God who wants to spare us the agony of discovering what works by trial and error. They are rules and values which enable us to discover what humanness really looks  and feels like in practice. These values come to us from another world. But they can make our world a more humane place in which to live.
As Christians we must make a conscious decision to embrace these rules. We must be willing to say, “Yes” to God. “I am the Lord’s servant.” 
But don’t be surprise if you encounter stiff opposition and ridicule.
Lesson # 2 – We can’t do this in our own strength

A few weeks ago I told the story of the black South African wife and mother who forgave the white policeman who brutally murdered her son and her husband. She took the witness stand and was given the opportunity to speak. She said she wanted him to go to the place where they buried her husband’s burned body and gather up his ashes so she could give him a descent burial. The policeman agreed. 

Then she made one further request, “Mr. Von de Broek took my family away and I still have a lot of love to give. Twice a month I would like him to come down to the ghetto and spend a day with me so I can be a mother to him. I want Mr. Von de Broek to know that he is forgiven by God and that I forgive him too. I would like to embrace him so he can know my forgiveness is real.”

After the service I had a couple of people approach me and say, “I have great trouble with what you said this morning. What you suggest is impossible. I could never do that.”

They are absolutely correct. The demands of the kingdom are too great. We can’t fulfill them. As Christians we may desperately want to please Christ. We are overwhelmed with gratitude for all he has done for us. Therefore, we want to show our appreciation to him by keeping his commandments. But it is not possible! If we try to suck it up and try to please him in our own strength we will either burn out or become self-righteous and arrogant. 
It is only through the power of the Holy Spirit that we are able to live out the righteous requirements of the law.

When the angel told Mary that she would give birth to a son she replied, “No way! It’s impossible!”

The angel replied, 

“The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the power of 
the Most 
High will overwhelm you.  So the Holy One to be born will be 
called the Son of God.”                                 Luke 2:35

This was the reason Jesus breathed on his disciples after his resurrection and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.” 

In the early Church it was the Holy Spirit, the third member of the Triune God who gave the disciples
· The ability to speak in other languages

· The boldness to proclaim the Good News of the Gospel in the face of persecution and death
· The compassion to forgive those who stoned them to death
· The wisdom to discern the truth.

Now it is instructive to note: the power of God’s Spirit for specific tasks is not given in advance. Spirit filled people receive his power the moment they most need it. This was a lesson Corrie ten Boom’s father taught her. She was concerned that she wouldn’t have the courage to live for Christ in the Nazi concentration camps.
 Her father said to her, “Corrie, when we are going to catch the train when do I give you your ticket?” 
“When we are ready to board the train”, she answered. 

“That’s right,” he said. “God gives us grace when we need it and not before.”

We are never on our own. He is with us at all times. He is the Almighty One. He’s mighty to save. God gives us the grace and wisdom we need as the situation demands. But we need to trust him. In the mean time stay close to him.
In conclusion, I want to remind you that God has chosen to carry out His plan of redeeming the world through fallible human beings like you and me.
He chose Mary to be the mother of the Son of God. And He chose the Church to be his new Body in the world. In word and deed we are to model the life of the Kingdom which is to come. We are to be winsome people who draw others to the Saviour.
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