The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Advent 4, Year A

The Text: Matthew 1:18-25

All of this occurred to fulfil the Lord’s message through his prophet:
“Look! The virgin will conceive a child! She will give birth to a son,
and they will call him Immanuel, which means ‘God is with us.’”
(vv22,23 NLT)

In 2016, Australian psychologist, social researcher and author Hugh Mackay released a book called Beyond Belief: How we find meaning, with or without religion (Macmillan, 2016). In it, he reflects on the ways in which many Australians look for meaning and spiritual growth in their lives outside of mainstream Christian churches. One thing Hugh Mackay says in the book is that it is unreasonable for people to believe the claims of traditional Christianity that Jesus was born of a virgin and was raised from the dead. He writes, ‘for me, the whole edifice of Christianity would crumble if the idea of a literal virgin birth were to be regarded as its crucial foundation’ (p223).
As we approach Christmas, it becomes important for us to think through the claim of the virgin birth and whether taking it literally actually makes any difference. If the story of the virgin birth is not to be taken literally, then we are left with a Jesus who was like many other spiritual teachers and gurus who taught people how to live our lives. The problem with this is that spiritual teachers like this might teach us how to live, but they can’t help us when we aren’t able to live in the ways they teach.
However, if we take this story of the angel promising Joseph that Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit literally, then everything changes. Jesus is no longer just a moral teacher who tells us how to live yet unable to help us when we can’t live in the way he teaches. Matthew quotes the Old Testament prophet Isaiah to state that Jesus’ biological father is actually almighty God. If we believe in a literal virgin birth, then Jesus is the embodied flesh and blood presence of God with humanity. God enters into our existence through the person of Jesus to share in our joys and struggles, our successes and our failures, our flaws and our brokenness. In Jesus, God enters into our humanity to even take our sin upon himself! Jesus brings with him the blessings that come with the infinite goodness of God in a human body. That is what ‘Incarnate’ means: Jesus is God who comes to us as a real flesh and blood person to enter into our reality and bring God’s life-giving presence to us in all the circumstances of life.
We can think of it like this: if a parent wants to say something to their child but is a long way from them, then they are going to have to yell. No matter what the parent is trying to say, the child will only hear their parent yelling at them more than the words the parent is saying. For the child to really hear what their parent is saying, it is better for the parent to come close to their child, to get near their child, so they can speak softly to their child.

In the person of Jesus, God doesn’t stay in heaven and tell us how to live in ways that are good for us and for each other by yelling at us. Instead, God moves to where we are. God comes close to us, joins us in our lives, embraces us in our humanity, walks with us through the ups and downs of life, and gives us what we need to live in the peace, joy, hope and love that we celebrate at Christmas.
Because Jesus is God, he is not limited by time and space. At Christmas, we celebrate the coming of Jesus as the God who became flesh two thousand years ago and that he continues to come to us as a real flesh and blood person to embrace us in our lives, no matter what might be happening in our lives, right here and now. We are never alone because Jesus is God with us always, and is with us in particular ways as comes to us and gives himself to us in his word, in Holy Baptism, and in Holy Communion as he takes away our guilt, shame and brokenness. By these same means of grace, Jesus gives us forgiveness, healing and new life as his people. It may not feel like it sometimes, but the promise of the angel to Joseph is also God’s promise to us: in Jesus, God is with us in all the circumstances of life, and he will never let us go or abandon us.
One final aspect of the idea of the Incarnation is that God continues to enter into the world to bring his peace, joy, hope and love to the world in real flesh and blood ways. When the Apostle Paul describes believers in Jesus as the body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:27), he isn’t just using a nice metaphor or image. Jesus comes to us as a real, but hidden, flesh and blood person and does his work in the world through his community of believers in the power of the Holy Spirit. As the living, breathing, flesh and blood body of Christ in the world, we who are Christians live as Jesus’ followers in faith and in love. Growing as Jesus’ disciples and following him in all we say and do becomes vitally important because as we grow as children of God and followers of Jesus, Jesus continues his work of redeeming and renewing the world through us. In a way, we become little Christs through our words and actions, through our relationships and callings in life, bringing joy, peace, hope and love to others with him.
I can understand Hugh Mackay’s difficulty in accepting the claims of Jesus’ virgin birth. From a human point of view, it doesn’t make sense. If we decide that we can’t take the virgin birth of Jesus literally, then Jesus just becomes another moral teacher who can tell me what I should do but who can’t help me when I need it. However, when we embrace the mystery of Jesus’ literal virgin birth and enter into it through faith, then God is with us in a real, flesh and blood way through Jesus. By grace, God embraces us as we are through Jesus, and gives us what we need to live in hope, peace, joy and love with a life that is even stronger than death. When we embrace this mystery through faith, then we find that Jesus is more than ‘God with us’ in the stories of the past. Instead, God is with us right here and now to give us hope, peace, joy and love in all the circumstances of life, and, through the mystery of Jesus’ incarnation, God is also with others through us.
And the peace of God which passes all understanding keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
