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Sermon         Sunday 23 December 2018 
 
 
Lessons  Micah 5: 2 – 5a  Hebrews 10: 5 – 10 
     St Luke 1: 39 – 45 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Nourish our intuition and imagination, O God, with Your heavenly food.   May we 
grow ever more fully into the likeness of Jesus, Wisdom Incarnate.   Amen. 
 
 
 

 
‘The child leapt in her womb’.   The unborn child was John, 

the son of Elizabeth and the priest Zechariah.   Three 

decades later it was John who said of Jesus, ‘Behold, the lamb 

of God!’   By the hand of John, Jesus was baptised in the River 

Jordan.   A prophet whose word was feared by Herod, John 

was imprisoned and beheaded.   We first hear of John when, 

hearing the voice of Mary, he leapt in his mother’s womb.   

Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit and said to Mary, 

‘Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of 

your womb’.      
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It is from the Gospel of St Luke that, in music, the Church 

over the centuries has drawn the Magnificat, the Benedictus, 

Gloria in Excelsis and the Nunc Dimittis.   The Magnificat, the 

song of Mary, ‘My souls magnifies the Lord’, has been set to 

music by Monteverdi, Bach, Purcell, Vivaldi, Mozart and 

Schubert among many others.    

 

The young girl Mary visited Elizabeth.   Known as the 

Visitation, the meeting took place after the Annunciation, 

after the moment Mary mystically encountered the Angel 

Gabriel.   When the child leapt in her womb, we are told that 

Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit.   The Holy Spirit 

appears more than 50 times in the Gospel of Luke and the 

Book of Acts; in total, more than triple the number of 

occurrences than in the other three Gospels combined.    

 

The birth narratives of Matthew and Luke are rich in 

imagery and in different ways draw heavily on the Hebrew 

Bible, the Tanakh; the Christian Old Testament.   The stories 



 3 

of the birth of Jesus are, in large measure, Jewish Midrash:  

they are a re-imagining of earlier stories.   The birth 

narratives are carefully crafted theology.   It seems that the 

author of the first Gospel to be written, that of Mark, did not 

know the birth stories and the author of the last Gospel to be 

written, that of John, chose not to include them.    

 

Writing 30 or 40 years before the birth narratives appeared, 

the apostle Paul made no reference to the birth of Jesus.   For 

many people inside and outside the Church, the birth of 

Jesus and, and in particular, belief in the virgin conception of 

Jesus are utterly central to Christianity.   This is not so:  it is 

not borne out by Scripture itself.   The conservative scholar, 

NT Wright, has said that one can be justified by faith without 

any knowledge of the birth of Jesus.   Crucially, chapters 1 

and 2 in Matthew and Luke function as overtures and they 

are shaped by Old Testament stories.    
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In the Gospel of Luke, the angel appeared to Mary but in the 

Gospel of Matthew the angel appeared to Joseph in a dream.   

The angel told Joseph that, from the Holy Spirit, Mary would 

bear a son.   Matthew quotes from the prophet Isaiah: 

 
 Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear 
 a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel. 
 
Is there an Old Testament story in which an angel appeared 

to a woman, a woman who is married with no children but 

promises her that she will conceive?   Is there a story in 

which the angel of God says to her, ‘You shall conceive and 

bear a son?’   Is there a story in which the angel also appears 

to the man, to the husband, to reassure him?   And, finally, is 

there a story in which the child will be dedicated to God and 

grow to be the deliverer of Israel?   You will not be surprised 

to learn that there is such a story:  it is the birth of Samson.    

 

The angel of God promised Samson’s mother that she would 

conceive; no mention is made of the usual method of 

conception.   Interestingly, the late Geza Vermes, described 
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in his lifetime as the world’s most respected biblical 

historian, said that in ancient Judaism a woman beyond 

childbearing age was called a virgin.   The Jewish 

philosopher, Philo, who lived at the time of Jesus, described 

Sarah, the elderly wife of Abraham, as one who had passed 

‘from womanhood to virginity’.   In the popular mind at least, 

we tend to understand the Virgin Birth of Jesus as a 

miraculous intervention by God from outside history.   In 

Judaism, God was involved in every birth; it was God who 

opened the womb.    

 

Taking Vermes and Philo at their word, we may say that 

Isaac, Esau and Jacob were virgin births.   In the Bible, there 

seems little difference between a post-menopausal woman 

giving birth to a child and a young girl:  both are at the 

behest of God.   In all cases, these birth narratives point to 

the one who is born.   In our lesson this morning, Elizabeth 

said to Mary, ‘Why has this happened to me, that the mother 

of my Lord comes to me?’   What matters is Jesus and not 
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any supernatural birth but His life:  what sort of life did He 

live that people saw God in Him? 

 

In the Book of Hebrews, the unknown author tells us that 

God desires – not sacrifices or burnt-offerings – but one who 

lives the will of God.   The problem with sacrifices is that 

they are external; they maybe performed by the worshipper 

but they leave the worshipper unchanged.   What matters is 

that in life we will the will of God.   We become one with the 

Eternal through the body, through the life we live and 

through the sentiments and passion of the heart.   The 

Scottish theologian, John Caird, former Principal of Glasgow 

University, said: 

 
 The distinctive principle of the Christian 
 life is an annulling of the life of self and of 
 all selfish desires and impulses, and the blending 
 of my will with the mind and will of Christ 
 so absolute that, in a sense, my private, particular 
 self may be said to have become extinct and  
 my very being to be absorbed and lost in His. 
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This same understanding is found in the spiritual classic, The 

Imitation of Christ, by Thomas à Kempis: 

 
 In the Cross is salvation; in the Cross is life…. 
 in the Cross is heavenly sweetness; in the Cross 
 is strength of mind; in the Cross is excellence 
 in virtue; in the Cross is perfection of holiness….. 
 There is no other way to life and to true inner 
 peace, than the way of the Cross, of daily self-denial. 
 
 
And a final quote from George Matheson, the blind mystic of 

Innellan: 

 
 Christ is enthroned by virtue of His selfless, 
 self-forgetfulness humanity, not by any notion 
 of supernaturalness. 
 
 
We must not let the doctrine of the Virgin Birth become the 

defining article of faith; it is not the defining article of faith in 

the Bible.   What matters is the life of Jesus:  the way of the 

Cross, His self-denial; His selfless, self-forgetfulness; and His 

desire to be at one, at peace, with the One He called Father.   

The God we glimpse in Jesus is one of love and compassion, a 
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God who will hold onto us whatever the cost; a self-denying 

God.     

 

Almost 20 years ago, I came across a story told by the Dutch 

priest, Henri Nouwen, called, ‘The Old Man and the 

Scorpion’.   It reads: 

 
 Once there was a very old man who used to  
 meditate early every morning under a large tree 
 on the bank of the Ganges River in India.   One 
 morning, having finished his meditation, the 
 old man opened his eyes and saw a scorpion 
 floating helplessly in the strong current of the  
 river.   As the scorpion was pulled close to the 
 tree, it got caught in the long tree roots that 
 branched out far into the river.   The scorpion 
 struggled frantically to free itself but got more 
 and more entangled in the complex network of 
 the tree roots. 
 
 When the old man saw this, he immediately  
 stretched himself onto the extended roots and 
 reached out to rescue the drowning scorpion. 
 But as soon as he touched it, the animal jerked 
 and stung him wildly.   Instinctively, the man 
 withdrew his hand but then, after having regained 
 his balance, he once again stretched himself 
 out along the roots to save the agonised scorpion. 
 Every time the old man came within reach, the 
 scorpion stung him so badly with its poisonous 
 tail that his hands became swollen and bloody  
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 and his face distorted by pain. 
 
 At that moment, a passerby saw the old man 
 stretched out on the roots struggling with the 
 scorpion and shouted, ‘Stupid old man!   What’s 
 wrong with you?   Only a fool risks his life for 
 the sake of such a creature.   Don’t you know 
 that you may kill yourself to save that ungrateful 
 animal? 
 
 The old man turned his head, and looking calming 
 in the stranger’s eyes, he said, ‘Friend, because it 
 is the nature of the scorpion to sting, why should 
 I give up my nature which is to save?’ 
 
 
Is God not stung by the world?   Was Jesus not stung by the 

world?   Today, is Jesus not stung by the world?   Far more 

important than doctrinal squabbles about the Virgin Birth is 

the nature of God, the One whose will we are to will, whose 

heart we are to make our own.    

 

Amen. 

 
 
 
 


