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"The Brush of an Angel's Wing”

2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16 & Luke 1:26-38

"His birth was a blessing," she said.  "He was born three years after his sister.  After a miscarriage," she explained, "I began thinking that we were probably not going to be able to have another child."


"One day in September of last year I started feeling sick.  I grew irritable and I started getting headaches.  Because I had convinced myself that I was probably not going to have another baby, I just thought there was something else going on."


On May 2, 2005 Kelly and Ron welcomed the birth of their son.  He was a blessing and somewhat of a miracle.  He arrived weighing in at 12 pounds and measured 22 inches.


"He was a big baby," she said, "and he's lost a lot of his baby fat already so it looks like he is going to be tall and skinny."  Kelly and Ron did not receive the visit of an angel to let them know that a blessing and a "miracle" was about to occur in their lives.


Instead, Kelly did what she thought best.  She took a home pregnancy test and discovered that she was hapai.  The birth of their son was a blessing, a "miracle", and a gift.  


This is the season for gifts and gift-giving and lest any of us forget that fact, we are constantly being reminded how many more shopping days left until Christmas day.  It's very likely that over the next seven days some of us will face the stress and strain of traveling to be with family and of wondering if we remembered to get all of the gifts we needed to get.  Some of us may eat too much and drink too much.  


While we may not get to every store in the mall, or all the department store sales, and attend to all of the distractions of the holiday shopping season, there is good news to share.  Our reading from The Gospel According to Luke provides us with a startling announcement.  It is news that is totally disarming and it has absolutely nothing to do with shopping or a pregnancy test and everything to do with an angel and a child.


The angel Gabriel appears to a young woman named Mary.  Angels were not a part of Jewish theology in its earlier stages but entered later as an influence from Persian religions in which angels abounded.  In some circles angels were given special assignments as guards or messengers or caretakers, and certain ones had names, such as Michael or Gabriel.


Coming out of late Judaism, Christianity was from the very beginning influenced by the widespread belief in angels and demons.  So Luke tells us that the angel Gabriel came twice from God's presence with good news, first to Zechariah to say that he and Elizabeth were to have a child in their old age (Luke 1:5-25), and then to Mary to announce that in her virginity she would conceive and bear the child Jesus, son of David and Son of God (Luke 1:26-35).

The child of Zechariah and Elizabeth whom we come to know as John the Baptizer would be the one to prepare the way for God's coming (Luke 1:17), and God's coming would be in Mary's child, conceived by the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:35).  In both instances we discover a pattern in the way Gabriel appears as an angel.  It is a pattern that appears in other such stories in Jewish Scriptures.

The angel appears (Genesis 16:7; Judges 13:3), the person visited reacts (Genesis 17:1-3), the person is reassured (Genesis 17:4), the birth is announced (Genesis 16:11; Judges 13:3), the one to be born is named (Genesis 16:11), the child's future is predicted (Genesis 16:12, Judges 13:5), an objection is raised (Genesis 15:8, Judges 6:15), a final reassurance or sign is given (Genesis 17:21, Judges 6:17), and the word is accepted (Genesis 16:13, Judges 6:24).


What makes Luke's account of Gabriel's appearance unique is the language he uses from Jewish Scriptures:  "Greetings, the Lord is with you"; "you will conceive in your womb and bear a son"; "the Holy Spirit will be come upon you"; "let it be with me according to your word"; "nothing will be impossible with God."  Luke weaves the language and phrasing of Jewish Scriptures to tell a story.


Matthew, on the other hand, seems more concerned about the need to prove or authorize his point.  For example, Matthew quotes the full verse of Isaiah (7:14) to prove the virgin birth was according to prophecy (Matthew 1:22-23).  Luke merely echoes Isaiah with a comment about the angel visiting a virgin named Mary.  Luke is no less filled with Scripture than Matthew, but the difference is Matthew argues, establishes, proves; Luke again tells a story.

What becomes striking in Luke's story is not that we have been dazzled by a visiting angel, or moved by Mary's obedience, or curious about how it is possible for a virgin birth to occur, what becomes striking is that the story is about God.


God is portrayed as a God of grace and of power.  The grace that fills the story overflows because God is sending a gift to the world.  


Gabriel's appearance is in one sense almost momentary - like the brush of an angel's wing.  But it is an appearance that startles us and in that moment we find ourselves marveling at the gift given.  Some say there would have been room enough for praising God, and saying, "This is the Lord's doing," had Mary and Joseph been like Elizabeth and Zechariah or Sarah and Abraham, old and barren.  


What is amazing is the announcement of the birth of God's Son to a girl – young, not yet married, not yet hapai or pregnant.  God's gift to us will not be found on the shelf of a store but in a manger.  It is a gift that we may conclude it is a gift too wonderful and impossible.

It is not unlike the bewildered response of Abraham and Sarah to the heavenly messengers who announced to them that they would have a son (Genesis 18) or the bewildered response of Mary to the angel Gabriel.   To Abraham and Sarah the messenger said, "Is anything too wonderful for the Lord?" (Genesis 18:4).  To the bewildered Mary, Gabriel said, "Nothing is impossible with God" (Luke 1:37).  So it was that Mary was made aware that she would conceive in her womb and bear a son, and name him Jesus." (Luke 1:30-31)


As we come to the close of this season of Advent and our preparation for Christmas, we are reminded by Gabriel of the grace that was born on Christmas Day.  Frederick Whitfield wrote the lyrics to "O, How I Love Jesus" and Lloyd Larson put it to music with what has become identified as a traditional American melody. 


Whitfield's lyrics do not set out to argue, establish or prove anything.  Perhaps more than anything they simply convey in music the power of God's grace in the gift that was given to the world on that Christmas day long ago.

"There is a name I love to hear, 

I love to sing its worth;

it sounds like music in my ear,

the sweetest name on earth.

O, how I love Jesus,

O, how I love Jesus, 

O, how I love Jesus,

because he first loved me!

It tells me of a Savior's love,

who died to set me free;

it tells me of his precious blood,

the sinner's perfect plea.

O, how I love Jesus,

O, how I love Jesus, 

O, how I love Jesus,

because he first loved me!

It tells me of One whose loving heart 

can feel my deepest woe,

and who in each sorrow bears apart,

that none can bear below.

Sing it: 

O, how I love Jesus,

O, how I love Jesus, 

O, how I love Jesus,

because he first loved me!"


Amen.
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