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Teaching Text

‘In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favoured! The Lord is with you.”
Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favour with God. You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to call him Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants for ever; his kingdom will never end.”’ (Luke 1:26-33 NIV)

Sermon Summary

Love wraps around an ordinary girl in an overlooked town. With a reminder to ‘not be afraid’ (Luke 1:30), God’s love holds Mary close as she looks to an uncertain future. This week, we zoom into the Advent story and find that God’s love is as personal as it is universal. He finds us where we are, with all our fears and uncertainties, and gives us what we need to follow him.

Preaching Goal

God’s love wraps around all our fear and uncertainty. Are there areas in our lives where we need to feel this love – or help others feel it too?


Introduction

This week’s theme of Love Wraps Around is the perfect excuse to start your sermon with the festive topic of present-wrapping:
· You could talk about it. Ask people whether they’re the type who have already got everything wrapped, or whether they will still be doing it at 1 am on Christmas morning. Ask them whether they’ve ever had to wrap something huge or something that was a funny shape. Is anyone very good or very bad at wrapping?
· You could demonstrate. Use different sizes of wrapping paper to show how we need a big enough piece to ensure that the gift is completely wrapped, with no bits left uncovered.
· You could get people wrapping. Ask for a couple of volunteers and get them to wrap something very large or something that’s a funny shape. Or if people are sitting at tables, give each table something funny-shaped to wrap up, and make it a competition.

Development

This sermon is going to explore different ways in which we can experience the love of God in our lives:
· God’s love finds us, wherever we are. We remember together that there is nowhere that God’s love can’t reach us, and that God’s love comes looking for us even when we’re not looking for it.
· God’s love enfolds us, whoever we are. We affirm together that God’s love wraps around us, no matter what questions or uncertainties we have.
· God’s love fills us, whenever we let it in. We hear again the challenge which Mary heard – to allow God’s love to live in us and to shape us from the inside out.

God’s Love Finds Us

The story of Mary is the story of someone who wasn’t expecting the love of God to turn up in her life in the way it did. As with so many people in the Bible, she seemed to be an insignificant person in an insignificant place, but an angel was sent to find her.
The love of God finds us wherever we are. Whether we’re hiding like Jonah (Jonah 1), terrified like Gideon (Judges 6) or resistant like Saul (Acts 9), the love of God comes looking for us.
Jesus himself told stories of the love that doesn’t give up until it finds what is lost (Luke 15).
God’s love found Mary amidst her everyday life. She didn’t have to turn up at the Temple or go somewhere special – she just needed to live the life that she’d been given. The only thing she had to do was to recognise God’s love when it arrived, and welcome it in.
Here are some questions to ponder:
· Have you had the experience of being found by love – of God’s love turning up when you weren’t expecting it? How did love come to you? Was it in another person, or a feeling, a thought or an event of some kind?
· Have you ever felt as though God’s love wouldn’t be able to find you, or have you ever not wanted to be found? 
· Have you ever gone looking for someone to show God’s love to them?

God’s Love Enfolds Us

Mary chose to question the angel on exactly how she was going to get pregnant. It was a great question, but did she perhaps feel like she was being awkward, asking for further clarification before accepting the validity of his message? The angel didn’t seem troubled at all. Having called her ‘highly favoured’, he didn’t take back the compliment when she started asking questions.
God’s love enfolds us, in all our questioning.
Jesus seemed to enjoy welcoming the curious questioners, even when what they asked him sounded awkward. Nicodemus (John 3), the Syro-Phoenician woman (Mark 7) and the Samaritan woman at the well (John 4) are all good examples.
Just as we need a large enough piece of wrapping paper to cover and enfold the gift we’re wrapping, so the love of God is always big enough to wrap around us, even the bits that feel awkward or out of place.
The apostle Paul emphasised the roominess of God’s love: ‘… how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ’ (Ephesians 3:18).
Limitless love wrapped around Mary, making room for her even while she was awkward and uncertain in the face of God’s invitation.
Here are some questions to ponder:
· What does it feel like to be in a place where you are accepted exactly as you are? Where has that place been for you over the years?
· Do you ever feel disqualified from God’s love because there are things about you that you don’t like or that others don’t like?
· Are there any awkward questions you need to ask God? Perhaps there’s something you’ve been asked to do but, like Mary, it doesn’t make sense and you need more clarity. Don’t be afraid to ask.

God’s Love Fills Us

Mary’s encounter with Gabriel left her changed, not only in heart and mind but also in body. She welcomed that wrap-around love inside her as she gave her ‘yes’ to God, and her body began to fill with the loving presence of God in the growing foetus of the baby Jesus.
God’s love fills us whenever we let it in. There probably won’t be quite such a physical transformation for us(!), but we too are challenged not just to be wrapped around in God’s love, but to receive it in our innermost being and to let it reshape us (Ephesians 3).
There are many stories in Scripture of people who were reshaped when they let love into their hearts, such as Zacchaeus (Luke 19). It’s a theme which has been picked up repeatedly down the centuries, not least in Christmastide stories like Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol.
Mary chose to let love into her life, allowing it to fill her and change her completely, and she gave birth to the one who is love incarnate. When we choose to let love grow in us, we can’t help but be changed by it, and we can’t help but let it overflow to those around us.
Here are some questions to ponder:
· Is God asking you personally to let love into your life? What do you need to do to open the door?
· When you think about your corps/church, in what ways has love changed you over the years?
· In what ways is love spilling out from your corps/church to bless the local community?

Challenge

There may be one or two ‘questions to ponder’ that you feel are especially relevant to your local context, which you could return to at this point. This could lead into a time of prayer, inviting people to be open to God’s love and to share this love with others.
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