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Studies in becoming like Christ and ushering in His kingdom in your daily life
December 20, 2009
Christmas: The Story of Love
This Week’s Essential

Love/Compassion: I sacrificially and uncon-ditionally love and forgive others.
1 John 4:10-12 This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.
T
he first candle lit during Advent, called the prophecy candle, represents the hope of Jesus’ coming. The second, the angel’s candle, represents the peace of Jesus’ coming. The third, the shepherd’s candle, represents the joy of Jesus’ coming. And the fourth candle (the purple one), represents the love of Jesus’ coming. As Advent progresses we are re-minded that “Jesus with us” is our source of hope, our source of peace, our source of joy, and our source of love.
G
od, is the Great Lover. God not only loves; God is love. The apostle John says so twice in chapter four of his first letter (epistle). John says,
     “This is how God showed his love among us: He sent
     his one and only Son into the world that we might live
     through him. This is love: not that we loved God, but
     that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sac-

     rifice for our sins” (vv.9,10).
God sent his Son. This, of course, is the reason for the Advent season.

A
dvent is the beginning of the Church Year for most churches in the Western tradition–the word “Advent” literally means “coming” or “arrival”. It begins on the fourth Sunday before Christmas Day, which is the Sunday nearest November 30, and ends on Christmas Eve (Dec 24). If Christmas Eve is a Sunday, it is counted as the fourth Sunday of Advent, with Christmas Eve proper beginning at sundown. The focus of the entire season is the celebration of the birth of Jesus the Christ in his First Advent, and the anticipation of the return of Christ the King in his Second Advent.
A
vent is closely related to two basic beliefs of the Christian faith. The first is incarnation, which theologians define as “the act of God the Son 
whereby he took to himself a human nature” (Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology, 543). John refers to this “enfleshing” of deity, this union of deity and humanity, this way: “The Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighborhood” (Jn 1:14 The Message). “The Word, the Second Person of the Trinity, always has been. At a finite point in time, he assumed humanity, however, and was born as the man Jesus of Nazareth” (Millard Erickson, Christian Theology, 2:753). What’s more, the Word did not temporarily become man; deity was permanently joined to humanity in Jesus Christ, who “will remain fully God and fully man, yet one person, forever” (Grudem, 543). 

T

he second is the virgin birth, which was the means God used to send his Son (Jn 3:16; Gal 4:4) that made possible the union of full deity and full humanity in the one person Jesus. Interestingly, it’s not the birth but the conception of Jesus that’s the issue. Jesus’ conception in the womb of Mary was not the result of sexual relationship. Mary was a virgin at the time of the conception, and continued so up to the point of birth–for the Scripture indicates that Joseph did not have sexual intercourse with her until after the birth of Jesus (Mt 1:25). Mary became pregnant thro0ugh a supernatural influence of the Holy Spirit upon her” (Erickson, 741). 

W

hy did such remarkable things happen? According to Matthew, “To fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet.” Isaiah, an eighth-century B.C. prophet sent to King Ahaz of Judah, gave the house of David a sign, the sign of the virgin birth, which served to confirm God’s faith-fulness to his promise to David. The house of David outlasted the threat of Israel and Syrian allied against it in Isaiah’s day, and the child of the house of David to be born would be Immanuel, “God with us” in the fullest sense. Jesus was the one of whom Isaiah spoke.

S

o, here is love. God sent his Son, and his Son died for us sinners. Paul puts it this way, “Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us” (Ro 5:7,8).

Consider what the following passage says about the Essential Belief of “Love/Compassion”.
         Read Matthew 1:18-25; Micah 5:2; John 8:58 from your own Bible.

Digging deeper into the meaning 

“Jesus Christ” (v. 18)  “On the one hand, this paragraph shows how Jesus came to have the legal status of a son of David even though Joseph did not father him: ‘Joseph son of David’ (v. 20) made Jesus his son by taking Mary to be his wife prior to Jesus’ birth and by naming the infant on his birth. Without this explanation the preceding genealogy of Joseph is pointless” (Robert Gundry, Matthew, 20).
“pledged” (v. 18)  “On the other hand, this paragraph highlights Jesus’ deity by noting that Mary became pregnant after her betrothal to Joseph but before her marriage to and cohabitation with him. Betrothal was a binding arrange-ment. To break a betrothal, divorce proceedings were necessary” (Robert Gundry, Matthew, 21).
“came together” (v. 18)  “The Greek word can refer to ‘coming together in a sexual sense.’ Here it refers to ‘coming together in marriage,’ which would naturally entail the sexual sense” (Craig Blomberg, Matthew, NAC, 62).
“take Mary home” (v. 20)  As his wife. Joseph had initially decided not to take Mary as his wife, he had apparently made up his mind to quietly divorce (end their betrothal) Mary.  However, the angel persuaded him to reverse his decision. 
“no union” (v. 25)  Literally: “was not knowing her.” In both Hebrew and Greek “to know” is frequently used as a euphemism for sexual relations. Other translations include “did not have marital relations with her” (The NET Bible); “had no sexual relations with her” (TEV); “kept her a virgin” (NASB).
“all Jerusalem” (v. 4)  “A figure of speech used to refer to the political and religious leaders there. The ‘Chief Priests’ and the ‘Scribes’ had evolved into a class of teachers well trained in interpreting and applying the OT . They had aligned themselves politically with Herod, and if his power base is threatened so is theirs” (Wilkins, 97).
Answering Interpretive Questions

1. How do the events recorded in Lk 1:26-56 and in Mt 1:18-24 relate chronologically?
2. In order to clarify its meaning, paraphrase verse 18 into your own words. 
3. How do you think Joseph found out that Mary was pregnant?
4. Paraphrase what Joseph decided to do after he found out Mary was pregnant and why he decided to do it.
5. What did the angel command Joseph to do in his dream?
6. Why was he to do such a thing?
7. What do you believe about Joseph from this text?
8. What do you believe about Jesus from this text?
9. How would you respond to the following difficult situation in light of the Essential Belief “Love/Compassion” and the message of this week’s passage?

Leland is young man who’s into Christmas but not into church. He’s not sure he’s a Christian. He used to attend church regularly but now attends once or twice a year–usually on Easter Sunday and Christmas Eve with his family. The rest of the year he sleeps in on Sunday. He says he still believes in Jesus but just doesn’t believe in the virgin birth of Jesus, which explains why he stopped attending church. He believed in Christ without hearing much about the doctrine, certainly without understanding what his church taught about it. Now that he knows, he doesn’t understand why he has to believe it. Surely Jesus could be God’s Son without being born of a virgin. He could certainly have died on the cross without being virgin born. What’s more, the only time the virgin birth is talked about is at Christmas, so how important could it be? When someone told him he couldn’t possibly be saved without believing it, he began to doubt he was a Christian and stopped attending church.
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