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The Miracle of the Incarnation
(Part four of a four-part sermon series entitled, “The Miracle of Christmas”)

As you’re aware, today is the 4th Sunday in Advent.  I’m sure that for many of you the past few weeks have been frantic.   We scurry about like mice chased by a cat.  There are decorations to hang, gifts to buy, cookies to bake, cards to address, and parties to attend.  It’s no wonder that by the time Christmas arrives most of us are exhausted.  

Given the frenzied pace the holiday seems to evoke, it’s not surprising that occasionally we lose sight of why we celebrate Christmas.  So let me remind you it’s all about God and His love for us.  That’s it.  Everything else is a diversion and dispensable.  Christmas is all about God’s love come to earth.

In our opening hymn this morning we sang about God’s divine Love.  Listen again to these poetic words penned in 1885 by Christian Rossetti. 
Love came down at Christmas, 
Love all lovely, Love divine, 
Love was born at Christmas; 
star and angels gave the sign.

Worship we the Godhead,

Love incarnate, Love divine;

worship we our Jesus,

but wherewith for sacred sign?

As stated, Christmas is about the mystery and miracle of “Love incarnate.” 
But what does that mean, incarnate?  It’s certainly not a word used or understood by most - including many Christians.  I dare say that a good many Christians would be at a loss if asked to explain the Incarnation.  So what is it?
In a word, the Incarnation is another word for Emmanuel.  That’s a word with which you should be familiar.  During these weeks of Advent we’ve been singing a chorus by that name. The word literally means, “God with us.”  
Emmanuel is a biblical term used only twice in the Bible; once in the Old Testament and once in the New.  Interestingly, the one time it’s used in the New Testament is to quote its use in the Old.  
It was the prophet Isaiah who originally used the word.  Eight centuries before Jesus was born the prophet wrote these words: “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son and will call him Immanuel.”  (Isaiah 7:14).  
The only time Emmanuel appears in the New Testament is in Matthew’s account of Jesus’ birth: "The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel" - which means, "God with us."  (Matthew 1:23)
The story is told of a mother who was putting her little daughter to bed in the midst of a bad thunderstorm. She told her daughter there was no need to be afraid, that her mother and father were close by in the living room. The girl replied to her mother, "But mommy, when it thunders like this, I want somebody with me who has skin on."  

This simple story describes the essence of the incarnation.   The invisible spirit of God clothed Himself in skin, flesh, and blood and came to dwell among us with grace and truth.

In its simplest terms, the Incarnation is about God becoming one of us.  Born as the Babe in Bethlehem, the Spirit of God became a human being.  God didn’t simply swoop down and survey the human situation from a safe distance.  Instead He lay aside His celestial robes to don human flesh.  God clothed Himself in humanity and experienced first hand all the fabric of living: birth, joy, love, family, friendship, disappointment, pain, loneliness, betrayal, and death.  There is nothing in this life that God incarnate did not experience as Jesus the Christ.  
Now you may be wondering, “so what?”   Let me explain.  
The major difference between Christianity and all other religions is the Incarnation of God in Jesus Christ.  Jesus is the major difference.  No other religion makes the claim that God became a man.  It’s this belief – along with the belief in the resurrection – that distinguishes Christianity from all other religions.  

Why is the Incarnation so important?  Because it tells us the extent to which God loves us, and what God was willing to do for us.  

While its true most religions claim to know the way to God, only Christianity claims God came to us by becoming one of us.  No other religion makes such a claim.  Only Christianity professes that God came to us by becoming incarnate in Jesus Christ.  

Only Christianity claims God loved us so much that God was willing to come to earth as a man in order to save us.  Christianity is about God taking the initiative to search for us in order to save us.  

Remember the parable Jesus told about the good shepherd who went in search for the one lost sheep?  

At the end of the day the shepherd counted his sheep, only to discover that a single sheep was missing from his fold.  So what did the shepherd do?  What he didn’t do was write the sheep off as a loss, feeling satisfied he still had 99 others.  No!  Jesus said the good shepherd left the flock in search of the one that was lost.  
While some may interpret the action of the shepherd to be reckless and irresponsible, the point Jesus was making was that the shepherd loved and valued each sheep.  So much so that when one was lost he was willing to do whatever it took to save that one.  

That’s the image Christianity has of God.  You see, you and I are that lost sheep.  Unlike other religions, Christianity doesn’t tell us how to find God.  It tells us what God did to find and save us.  In a word, God became incarnate in Jesus Christ.  Emmanuel!  

God came to earth as one of us to save us.  That’s why the angel announced to the shepherds that first Christmas Eve: “This very day in David’s town you Savior was born, Christ the Lord!”  (Luke 2:11).  That’s why we celebrate Christmas.  
Understand, Jesus was more than just a holy man.  Unlike the prophets in the Old Testament, or Islam’s Mohammad, Jesus claimed to be more than a messenger of God.  Jesus claimed to be God!  That’s why Jesus said, “The Father and I are one.”  (John 10:30).  On another occasion Jesus said, “Whoever has seen me has seen the father.”  (John 14:9).  

This single claim distinguishes Jesus from all other holy men in history.  God and Jesus are one and the same: God as Spirit became a man in Jesus the Christ.  
It’s because of the incarnation that to know Jesus is to know God.  In the incarnation the infinite God became an infant. The Word of God became flesh. The spiritual became physical, eternity became timely, the ultimate became intimate, the divine became human, and holiness became sin. Together with the resurrection, the incarnation is God's greatest miracle. Without this miracle Jesus’ death on the cross would have been just another martyr.
Granted, the Incarnation is a mystery.  It transcends the categories of our rational minds.  But that doesn’t suggest it’s not true.  It simply means we’re unable to grasp the infinite Word of God. 
At the heart of our Christian faith is mystery.  Not ignorance, superstition or sophistry, but genuine mystery.  Wrestle with it in the light of logic and science and it will evaporate.  But enjoy God’s mysteries in the shadows of eternity and you will respond with a natural awe at God’s inexplicable love for us.  
Love came down at Christmas, 

Love all lovely, Love divine, 

Love was born at Christmas; 

star and angels gave the sign.

Amen.

