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2nd lesson this month on the topic:  God’s Christmas Songs
 1st Week: “Come, Thou Long-Expected Jesus”; How we need significance, shepherding, and salvation in our lives.  We need to have faith in God when we are under siege.
What this lesson is about: Mary celebrated God’s activity in her life and the lives of God’s people throughout time.  God continues to work in believers’ lives today.
How this lesson can impact your life: Discover joy by getting involved in God’s plan.  Understand and experience how He can work through you.
Our lesson outline today covers 3 topics:

1. “We Find Joy in Acknowledging Who God Is”; Believers who experience joy (deep, settled confidence of abiding in God’s grace) acknowledge His greatness by words and lifestyle.
2. “We Find Joy in How God Works”; Real joy is found in getting involved in God’s redemptive purpose and performing humble service for Him.
3. “We Find Joy in the Reliability of God”; Christians’ joy is grounded in God’s faithfulness to them.
Notice in our lesson today how many times the word “joy” is used;
· The biblical concept of joy may include happiness.

· But cannot be defined in terms of that emotion.

“Happiness” is;

· A good, warm, positive feeling that comes and goes depending on circumstances.
· “Happy” is a word based on the term “hap”, which means “fortune” or “luck.”

· The verb of happy means “to occur by chance.”

The biblical concept of “joy” on the other hand;

· Is a settled confidence that we rest securely in God’s grace no matter what happens.

· The Greek word for “joy” comes from the same term from which the word “grace” is derived.

· “Joy” does not depend on chance.

· “Joy” depends on God’s amazing and steadfast grace.

Today’s lesson focuses on Mary’s celebration of God’s activity in her life and the lives of God’s people throughout time;

· Mary’s experience indicates that God works in amazing ways.

· He uses ordinary people who place their trust in Him to accomplish His extraordinary work.

· What happened to Mary can humble and yet encourage each of us.

· When we are open to His leading, God can and will work through each of us.

God has good plans for each of us;

· We may have finished one or more of our God-give tasks.

· But that does not mean He is finished with us.

· Even when we are in our senior years.

· Mary was an ordinary person who did not expect to be used of God in such a significant way.

· But like her, when we surrender to His will for us, we, too, will discover the “joy” of the Lord.

Someone read our 1st group of Scripture verses (We Find Joy in Acknowledging Who God Is) Luke 1: 46-50.  Listen to what Mary’s soul proclaimed.

God sent Gabriel to Nazareth to a virgin named Mary;
· God had chosen her to be the Messiah’s mother!

· She would give birth to God’s Son.

· Mary asked how, being a virgin, she could give birth.

· Gabriel responded that God’s creative power would cause her to conceive.

· Gabriel pointed to the pregnancy of Mary’s relative Elizabeth as evidence of God’s miraculous ability.

· Mary submitted to the Lord’s will for her.

Today, we as Christians can experience joy when;

· We remember and celebrate God’s might acts.

· We can find joy because we know God accepts us in Christ.

In the hymn “Joy to the World”;

· Everyone is called to receive the arriving King.

· At Christmas as believers we can echo Mary’s celebration of God’s greatness and express joy that God has provided salvation in Jesus.

Mary exalted God and rejoiced in Him;

· Because He regarded her “with favor.” v48

· In Luke 1:28 (not in today’s text) the angel Gabriel addressed her as “favored woman.”

· In verse 30 (not in today’s text) Gabriel assured her she had “found favor with God.”
· The word “favor” can be translated as “grace.”

· We must always be aware that Mary was the recipient of grace, not the dispenser of grace.

· She was a humble peasant girl.

· She regarded herself as God’s slave.

· Ready to obey His commands…..each of us needs to obey God like Mary did.

Mary highlighted three attributes of God;

1st She referred to the Lord as the Mighty One;
· The God of limitless power.

· He has the strength and authority to accomplish His purposes.

2nd Mary stated that His (God’s) name is holy;

· One’s name represented the person; thus, the phrase His name is equivalent to “He.”

· The term “holy” expressed moral purity, it refers to God’s separateness, His being other than and infinitely more than humans.

3rd Mary celebrated God’s great mercy extended to all generations of faithful people;

· Mercy means compassion and kindness.

· It also has the sense of good will that seeks to help people in need.

· God is merciful to people who fear Him.

· Fear does not convey the idea of a cringing dread or terror.

· It has the sense of reverence and awe.

If Christians want God to use them in His redemptive purpose;

· They must fear Him enough to obey Him.

· Out of a healthy reverence for Him we must do His will as we come to understand it.

· Not because we are afraid of the consequences of disobedience.

· But because we find joy in pleasing Him.

Mary’s song expressed her praise for God;

· Today, we as joyful Christians should practice the discipline of praising the Lord.

· We can praise Him verbally in prayer and song.

· We offer our highest expressions of praise however when we consistently follow His leading and progressively reflect His character as we serve Him.

Someone read our 2nd group of Scripture verses (We Find Joy in How God Works) Luke 1: 51-53.  Listen to why He shattered the proud.

God providing the Savior would be a might deed;
· An awesome display of strength

· The strength of His arm was a human way of indicating His power.

· In Psalm 89:13, the psalmist wrote of God:  “You have a mighty arm; Your hand is powerful.”

· The writer of Psalm 98:1 praised God because “His right hand and holy arm” had gained Him victory.

· Mary declared that God’s providing the Deliverer would scatter the proud.

· These people did not reverence God and had an arrogant view of their intellectual abilities.

Mary emphasized two reversals that would occur as a result of God’s gift of the Messiah;

· Not to depend on wealth or using position and power to take advantage of others.

· That in difficult times God will meet our needs.

Christina Rossetti wrote a beautiful hymn “What Can I Give Him?”  She wrote;
· What can I give Him, poor as I am?
· If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb.

· If I were a wise man, I would do my part.

· Yet what can I give Him?  Give Him my heart.
The Old Testament repeatedly reveals that God had a special love for the poor;

· The New Testament demonstrates Jesus’ affinity for lowly and oppressed people.

· We align ourselves with God when we seek to end the exploitation of the poor.

· We take a stance against Him when we take advantage of the powerless or condone the actions of people who do so.

Someone read our last group of Scripture verses (We Find Joy in the Reliability of God) Luke 1: 54-55.  Listen to who God helped.

How do we know if a person is reliable?

· Usually by their past actions.

· It is difficult to have confidence in an unreliable person because they may or may not do what they say.

This is not the case with God;

· He is faithful-dependable-truthful-loyal-and unfailing.

God helped His servant Israel, but not only in the past;

· Mary’s words applied to God’s creative act in causing her to conceive and to bear the Messiah.

· The Lord’s Deliverer came first to His own people.

· During His ministry, Jesus indicated He was sent “only (at that time in His ministry) to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” Matt. 15: 24

Mary stated that God was mindful of His mercy v54;

· The Lord “called to mind” or “called to remembrance” His mercy.

· He had “remembered His love and faithfulness to the house of Israel” (Psalm 98:3)

· God was in the process of providing the Messiah.

· Despite what some may have believed, God had not forgotten His promise.

God’s remembering means He acted out of His faithfulness;

· In exodus 2:24 God heard the Israelites’ cries for help in their bondage and “remembered His covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.”
· His remembering had the sense of His acting on the covenant at the time He deemed right and proper.

Through studying the Scriptures, we become aware of God’s promises available to us;

· We should not lose heart as we wait for God to fulfill His promises.

· He operates by His timetable, not ours

· At precisely the right time, He will act on His word.

God helping His people by providing the promised Messiah was;

· The crowning expression of His faithfulness to His covenant.

· They (Israel) were repeatedly unfaithful.

· He remained steadfast in His covenant love.

· The Messiah was the redemptive help Israel (and all other people) needed most.

God had made and affirmed His covenant with Abraham and his descendants v55;

· The Lord had given His word to the Jews’ ancestors.

· And His word was good forever.

· Throughout the Old Testament, God made specific promises to individuals, but decades or centuries often passed before the promises were fulfilled.

The Christmas hymn “How Great Our Joy”;

· Beautifully expresses the shepherds’ joyous response to the angel’s announcement of Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem.

· The hymn’s final stanza has the shepherds say: “This gift of God we’ll cherish well,/That ever joy our hearts shall fill.”

· Truly this is a hymn for all seasons.

Today all of us can be grateful that God still uses ordinary people of faith to accomplish His extraordinary work;

· People of faith become extraordinary when they allow God to work through them.

· He continues to seek individuals who will do His work in the strength He provides.

· Is God asking you today to serve Him in a different way?

· Today, we often are impatient at God’s timing for his promises to us.

Take a moment to think of a person (or persons) God has used in a significant way in your life;

· Thank God for this person (or people) and for His faithfulness in using them to impact your life.

“We’ll Understand It Better By And By”

Some years ago, a teenage girl went to church camp.  She was asked to sing a solo for the evening service.  The campers and the counselors knew that her father had died a few months before, suddenly and unexpectedly.  So they were greatly moved when she sang a song of assurance that God would someday make everything plain to her.

Mary could have sung such a song.  She was perplexed at the visit of the angel.  She was perplexed at the visit of the shepherds in Bethlehem (Luke 2:19).  She was perplexed at the wisdom of the boy Jesus when He was in the temple at age twelve (Luke 2: 42, 51).  No doubt she was perplexed often during His ministry and certainly at His crucifixion.  Eventually, however, she did understand.  The disciples also were sometimes perplexed, but later they came to understand as well (John 12:16).
Often, we are like Mary and the disciples.  We do not understand things that happen to us or to someone whom we love.  Sometimes, years later perhaps, we come to understand.  In other cases we will not understand until we get to Heaven.  But still we believe that the old songs are correct.  We believe that we will understand it better by and by, and we believe that someday He will make it plain to us.  Until then we live simply by trusting Him.

We live in an age when people want to understand everything fully.  It takes faith, and a lot of patience to wait for the answer to our perplexity.  But such faith and patience will be rewarded.  If it is not at some time later in this life, then certainly it will be in the life to come.

Prayer:
Help us Lord through the model of Mary, to see how You can work through us in accomplishing your purposes through us for Your Kingdom.
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