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Advent midweek 2, 2009
Preached:  December 9, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Luke 1:39-45
Worship is:

1. Proclaiming the coming Christ.

2. Believing what the Lord has said about Him.
3. And praising the yet-unseen Christ.

This part of Luke’s account of how Jesus was born has always fascinated me. I can still remember the first time I became aware of it. We were at a relative’s house when I was a little boy, and I picked up their big white-leather bound family Bible and started looking through its beautiful pictures. The first one that struck my eye was a painting of an old grandma dressed in flowing robes. You could tell she was pregnant. That’s what struck me—an old woman who was going to have a baby! On her wrinkled face she had the happiest look I have ever seen. A young woman, also in flowing robes, was walking up to her, and you could tell the two of them were sharing a special moment. I think that’s the first time I ever read about this meeting of Mary and Elizabeth.
The next time I remember learning about it was when my teacher taught it to me in Bible history class in grade school. He said that when Mary greeted Elizabeth, the child in Elizabeth’s womb leaped for joy. And I did another double take. Babies can’t leap inside their mothers’ wombs! I had heard of babies kicking inside the womb. But leaping? Impossible!
You know every time I study this incident in the Bible I see something new and incredible in it. There is so much we can learn about Jesus’ amazing birth from it. And there is so much for us to learn about how to respond to the conception and birth of Jesus! 
In our midweek services this Advent and Christmas we are studying how the first people who found out about the birth of God’s Son responded in worship and praise of Him. Last week we studied Mary’s response to the news that the angel Gabriel brought to her—that she was going to be the mother of God’s Son. Tonight we are looking at how Mary, immediately after she receives the wonderful news from the angel, gets up and travels several days to visit an old relative that she has heard is also about to give birth to a miraculous child, her cousin Elizabeth. Luke tells us that as soon as Mary walked through the doorway and spoke (probably) the simple Hebrew greeting, Shalom (which, really has a deep meaning—it means “Peace!), Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit, and the baby in her womb leaped for joy. And then Elizabeth responded (Luke says, “in a loud voice”), “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the child you will bear!” I’ve always wondered, “How did Elizabeth know that Mary too was pregnant?” Had the news just reached her by word of mouth? Or had God revealed this to her? Luke doesn’t tell us. But Elizabeth obviously knew something very intimate about this child. Her next words show it:  “But why am I so favored, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” Elizabeth knew—Elizabeth professed—that the baby Mary would give birth to was her Lord. 

A very important part of worship (we are going to see this again and again this Advent and Christmas) is to proclaim what the Lord has done! I think people often think of worship as something that we give to God. We give up some of our precious time during Advent and we come to God’s house. We sing our praises to Him. We give Him an offering. We tell Him what’s in our minds in the prayers. We tell Him how we feel. The most important part of worship is not when the worshipers give something to God. The most important part of worship is when God gives something to us, when he reveals something to us about Himself in the message. A lot of people think that praising God is telling Him how you feel about Him. “God, you make me feel so good. When I give you my attention, my life goes better. If you give me this thing I’m asking you for tonight, I will come to church every Sunday.” Those kinds of phrases sound pious, don’t they? But can you sense what’s wrong with them? What makes them hollow sounding? Worship is not about how you feel toward God. Worship is not just doing something for God—giving Him your attention—so that you will be able to get something out of Him. Do you see what can go wrong in the interrelation between God and me in worship? If the focus shifts from God to me, then God isn’t really being worship.
Let me try to use an example. If you love someone and you say to her, “I just love the way I feel when I’m with you,” “You are so good for me,” “I just feel so good when we’re together,” that just isn’t going to make the right impression on the one you love. You need to tell her what is so good about her. “You have the most beautiful smile.” “I love the way you laugh.” “Your personality is what won me over.” A girl likes to hear what it is that she does that attracts you.
Now, I certainly don’t mean to trivialize what the worship of God is all about. But, you see, the best thing that you can do to sing God’s praises is to tell about what He has done. I think all of us in our worship and in our witnessing attempts unwittingly point to ourselves rather than to God. “God has made such a difference in my life.” You know, that sounds so good to us when we say it. But you know what the weakness in that approach is? It is so easy for the person we’re saying that to to say to himself, “Well, that’s really nice for you. But you don’t realize how difficult my life is. God couldn’t make that kind of difference in my life.” Do you know what a much stronger approach is to either worship or witnessing? A much stronger approach is to declare the wonderful things that God has done apart from your personal experience.
Declare in worship what God has done in creating the world. Declare in worship what God has done by sending His Son. Declare in worship what His Son did while He was here on this earth. Those are the best things that you can say about God. Those are the things that will bring the most praise and admiration for God. Those things are the gospel. And the gospel is the thing that has a power to it that is just incredible. The gospel can work faith in the heart of your fellow worshipers. The gospel can work more faith in your heart. And so proclaiming the gospel is the best, the most important, the most powerful part of worship. The gospel is what worked faith. Elizabeth proclaimed that. She mentions Mary in her words of worship. But it’s not what Mary did that she praises. It’s the faith that the Holy Spirit worked in Mary that Elizabeth praises:  “Blessed is she who has believed that what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished!” It was the Word that the angel Gabriel had spoken to Mary about who her child would be that worked faith in Mary’s heart. He wasn’t born yet. He was still a tiny embryo inside her womb. But God had begun to fulfill His promise, and Mary clung to that promise in faith.
And it was the Word and promise of God that worked in Elizabeth’s heart too. Look at her words:  “As soon as the sound of your greeting reached my ears.” It’s through words that the Spirit works. Elizabeth had no doubt already gotten the Word through her husband (perhaps scribbled on a wax tablet) that their child would prepare the way for Mary’s child, and that Mary’s child was none other than God! This Word combined with Mary’s greeting, “Shalom” (“peace”), that the Holy Spirit used like a lightning rod to work faith not just in Elizabeth, but also in her unborn child. The Word has a power that goes beyond the understanding of the human mind. The human mind does not have to be born and then grow up enough to comprehend what this Word means. No, the Word of God has a power that can work in every mind, no matter how young, no matter how undeveloped. Through the Word the Holy Spirit works a faith in a Christ that our eyes cannot yet see. We are a lot like Mary and Elizabeth. Neither of them had seen the Christchild. They had only received the Word. The Spirit had worked faith in that unseen Child—that He would soon be here! And Mary and Elizabeth clung in faith to that promise.
May we always worship like Mary and Elizabeth, proclaiming what God has done—so that faith may be sparked, so that the heart may respond, “Thank you, Lord, for what you have done for me!” May those three ingredients always be here when we join in worship:  Proclaiming, believing and praising.  Amen.
