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Advent 4 “O Favored One” December 20th 2020
May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing
unto You, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen!
The Fourth Sunday of Advent brings us the story of the Annunciation,
which is celebrated normally on March 25, nine months prior to the
Christmas feast. But because this is almost always buried deep in the
season of Lent, most Lutherans and many Christians around the world
don’t observe it. Usually, one has to slip into the back pew of a Catholic
church to sing the Magnificat on March 25. We get this story again on the
Fourth Sunday of Advent. And we sing the Magnificat much more
frequently in our church.
The virgin birth of Jesus shows up in our creeds every Sunday. What is it
about the virgin birth that makes it an article of faith which we wrap into the
creed? The most ardent defenders of the virgin birth today are often found
among Roman Catholics, but one has to wonder if this doesn’t have more
to do with their elevation of Mary to the status of co-redemptrix than with
what this says about Jesus Himself.
But aside from the whole dispute about miracles, one should ponder this
less mentioned aspect of our Gospel discourse: “O favored one, the Lord is
with you!”
How much do our people need to hear those words from God’s
messengers (that is us), today? What does the angel mean when he says
that Mary has found favor with God? Did she seek it? We know nothing of
her before this encounter. Is she taking the message of the angel as an
affirmation of her identity? Did she do something to earn God’s favor? How
would we ever earn God’s favor?
We strive to solve our own problems; they are great and we work hard and
at the end of the day we find ourselves exhausted and the problems have
not gone away. How many social ills have been addressed by wellmeaning Christian groups and bodies? Yet, the social ills remain.
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How many Christians have earnestly vowed to resist temptation, to conquer
some sin, and yet found themselves just as mired in it as they ever were?
We are not up to the task!
We try to define God’s solutions for us. We pray our prayers and tell God
what to give us, like petulant children making their Santa wish-lists, when
most of the things on them would be a disaster if they were actually given.
Like David and Solomon, we may hear the promise, believe the promise,
and then assume that we have pretty well figured God out.
God has a much bigger view of these things than we do. David and
Solomon thought that they had seen the salvation of God, but He was only
beginning. The Son of David who would build the house would build a
much grander thing than the wooden and stone structure that Solomon built
for all its glory. Jesus would build with people, a structure some two billion
people strong today, and He is still building. He will build until that last day
when He takes His people home to be where He is, and as He is, perfectly
and blissfully happy. It is bigger than we can imagine, but we can trust Him
to do it. Our lives are in His hands, and that is a really good place to be.
And so, though we are often blind, He takes us by the hand and gives us
the faith which we cannot build up for ourselves. We find ourselves a
bundle of mixed emotions and motivations, but He does not care. He loves
us, and He does that despite ourselves. He takes us broken human beings
and begins a great work in us. No, we have not got it all right, but He is not
letting that stop Him. We are His precious children for whom He has died
and risen again. He loves to see us laugh. He loves to rest with us in our
homes. He loves us each as His unique creation.
And that love of Jesus, not our skill, not our accomplishments, that love of
Jesus gives meaning and purpose to our lives. The words we say, the
deeds we do, the gifts we give, the care we show, those are occasions for
His love and His life to shine through us. He noticed and delighted in the
simple faith of a peasant girl named Mary. Through no special skill on her
part other than being a parent, something many of us have done or will do,
God worked a great thing.
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So too, your life, is not so obscure or so small that it has escaped His
attention. He works through just such people as you and me.
Luther wrote that there were three great miracles of Christmas. The first
was of course the virgin birth. Conception and birth don’t happen that way,
so this is a great miracle. But even greater is the miracle of the incarnation.
That this miracle baby was not only a miracle in His conception and birth,
but that the very Creator and Lord of heaven and earth was laid in that
manger in Bethlehem and held on Mary’s lap and carried in her womb. That
is the second and greater miracle of Christmas. But the greatest miracle of
Christmas was that either Mary or Joseph believed any of this!
Today we celebrate the fact that when the angel Gabriel came to Mary in
that Nazareth house where she lived, presumably with her parents, she
said “Yes.” It is the obedience of faith. The angel made a promise, she
believed the promise, and the Savior was born. We celebrate an act of faith
today, the same faith that brought you all to church on this day, the same
faith that will bring people to our church on Thursday night for the
Christmas Eve services, and the same faith in which I myself once said yes
to a call from God to preach and teach and serve Him in a ministry of Word
and Sacrament.
The angel’s greeting to Mary and the promise He makes to her is based on
the “favored” or “grace-filled” status before God. The word and the promise
to which she assents and believes is not only the promise that she will have
a child but also that she is favored by God.
We are favored by God too! There is a long history of people being favored
by God. Abraham was favored by God to be the father of God’s chosen
people. God’s chosen people were favored by God to be His chosen
people. They were chosen without having earned the distinction. Abraham
believed God’s promises and it was counted as righteousness. The
righteousness of faith. The human race was favored by God to be
redeemed by the sacrifice of His only Son, Jesus Christ. And this favor is
received by all who faith in the promise. Just as Mary was favored by God
and received this favor by faith in the promise of God to her.
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But Mary’s favor included the presence of God dwelling in her! What higher
honor is there? And yet we too are favored by God in that way as well. God
favors the human race, not wanting that anyone should perish. And He
ransoms and redeems His fallen people through the sacrifice of His son.
And all who believe these promises will receive that favor and be saved.
In Baptism, we are made to be heirs of God, children of the Heavenly
Father. As His children, His Kingdom is ours. But we receive it only by
grace through faith in the person and the work of Jesus Christ. And in
Baptism we receive the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity who
dwells within us, and we become God-bearers just like Mary.
As we continue in the life of God’s children, He keeps favoring us with His
promises of forgiveness, life and salvation through the power of His word
which enters our ears and goes straight to our hearts creating the faith that
receives His promised salvation. And every time that you come to the
Lord’s table we are favored by God and receive His very body and blood
into our bodies, making us into Christ bearers like Mary, strengthening our
faith to receive forgiveness, life and salvation once again. His favor keeps
returning to us over and over again, not because of any merit or worthiness
in us, but by faith in the enduring love of God in Christ Jesus from which
nothing can separate us.
On a singular day some two thousand years ago, the angel Gabriel came
to a humble peasant girl, an even smaller nobody than any of us. Of
course, her name was Mary and she would become the mother of Jesus.
She asked a marvelous question. How can this be? I am a virgin. The
angel’s answer is even more marvelous. It was not about who Mary was, it
was about God.
The angel does not rebuff Mary’s question. But he gently explains to her.
Our own doubts about our worthiness are also greeted by God’s great
gentleness. He really does want to be with us and in us.
Likewise, God says to each of us that we are important to Him today. He
has invited Himself personally into our homes. He is not coming to judge
the quality of your Christmas dinner, or the freshness of your tree, or the
size of the presents under that tree.
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He is coming because He loves you and me, because He wants to spend
time with us, because He knows us from before the foundation of the world,
and He delights in us. There is no one beneath His notice, there is no one
whose life is not precious to Him. This is God’s gracious doing, not
depending upon our specialness or cuteness or goodness. He honestly
loves us, and He has been invested in us since the day of our baptisms.
Mary wondered how it could happen that she should be so favored. It is a
good question to which God has a great answer. It is all about Him, His
love, His mercy, His grace. He looks forward to Sunday, and every day, to
dwell with us.
O favored ones, let those who have ears, hear! For God so loved the world
that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believes in Him should
not perish, but have eternal life.
And may the love of God and the grace of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ
and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit abide in you to life everlasting! Amen!

