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1. Most of us, when we’re young, have dreams about our lives—usually something that makes 

us stand way above everyone else—even if it’s for a moment!  Because jocks were really 
important in the world I came from, I dreamed of sports glory!  I mean, I tried out for pretty 
much everything in high school.  Football was the big deal—I made the swim team—not 
because I was good, but because I wouldn’t quit. 

  
-But sports glory was not to be.  I only had one sports glory day in my life—and it was on 
the church softball team!   I was playing “rover”—kind of a mid-field position where I could 
do the least damage, and my big moment came when we were playing our arch rivals.  It 
was the last inning, 2 outs, and the bases were loaded.  Some guy hit a high fly ball—right 
at me.  If I missed it—we’d lose! 
  
a. I know this about sports; the desire to win has to be greater than the fear of getting 

hurt—and I’d gotten hit in the face a few times with the ball!  So when this ball came 
flying my way, the team said weakly, “Catch it, Kenny!”  Inwardly, they were saying, 
Oh nooooo! So I stretched as high as I could, closed my eyes, and ….WHOP!  
Caught it!  And we won the game!  So, for the first and last time, I was a sports hero 
for 5 minutes. I counted them! 

 
b. Now, can anyone relate to a moment of glory?  Five minutes of fame…or less?   

Most of us can.  At least the or less part.   
 

-Here’s what I know; we all hope to make a difference—not in a church softball 
game, but with our lives.  And that’s what God wants!  We were created in the image 
of God—for a purpose. And there’s this longing inside to change someone’s life 
—and have at least some part in changing the world.  
 
-Know what keeps many from ever doing that?  It’s being afraid of the price tag. 
Now, sometimes the desire to make a difference gets twisted into narcissism—you’ve 
seen that.   
 

c. But, the biggest barrier is fear.  Price tag stuff.  And there is a price tag on making a 
difference.  But there is also a price tag on chickening out.  Saying no! or Not now. 
Living for yourself—and too afraid to hand the control over to God.  And that’s what 
this story is about.  See, I think we humans are one invitation away from true 
greatness in God’s eyes! 

 
 -So—here’s my question:  What do you want MOST in life—and does it have 

anything to do with God?  
 
 

2.  Now, the story we’re going to look at this morning is controversial at its very core. It’s about 
a young girl, Mary--a virgin, becoming pregnant through the intervention of God—quite 
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different than an old childless couple having a baby.  In our culture, people tend to say, 
“Yeah, yeah—most religions have some sort of weird birth story!”   

 

 -Now, now, I don’t know if you’ve ever read any of those stories, but they are quite different 
than this one—written by Luke, a 1st century physician who gives a so much detail that we 
know how accurate his record is--2000 years later. 

  
 Many people have set out to write accounts about the events that have been  

fulfilled among us. They used the eyewitness reports circulating among us from  
the early disciples. Having carefully investigated everything from the beginning,  
I also have decided to write an accurate account for you, most honorable 
Theophilus, so you can be certain of the truth of everything you were taught.   
(Luke 1:1-4 NLT) 
 

a. Now, I could dig really deeply into this; let me just make a few comments that may 
help you with this whole series.  What I want you to notice first is the fact that Luke 
knew about all the other eyewitness accounts—some verbal, and others written.  
Through the book of Acts, we know that this was written before Paul’s execution in 65 
A.D. If he had lied or exaggerated he would’ve been called out by the eyewitnesses 
themselves. Luke says to his recipient, Theophilus, that he carefully investigated 
everything from the beginning and talked to eye-witnesses.  Given the intimacy 
of the details about Mary, I’m guessing he talked to her.  
  

b. Luke, this investigative reporter, writes this: 
  

In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, God sent the angel Gabriel to 
Nazareth, a village in Galilee, to a virgin named Mary. She was engaged to be 
married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of King David. Gabriel appeared 
to her and said, “Greetings, favored woman! The Lord is with you!” Confused 
and disturbed, Mary tried to think what the angel could mean.  
“Don’t be afraid, Mary,” the angel told her, “for you have found favour with 
God! You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you will name him Jesus.  
He will be very great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God 
will give him the throne of his ancestor David. And he will reign over Israel 
forever; his Kingdom will never end!”  (Luke 1:26-33 NLT) 
 

-Based on when women got engaged in that culture, Mary was, at most, 14 years 
old—and poor.  In a culture where there were few female professionals Mary’s 
dreams for her life—as a poor, uneducated girl from a small town didn’t include 
worldwide fame or cathedrals and statues named after her. Her dreams were about 
marrying a great husband, having a great family—and impacting the people in her 
world with how she loved and served. Actually?  Mom’s have one of the most 
powerful and influential roles in the world—shaping the heart, mind and future of 
people!   
 

c. What’s interesting about this angel, Gabriel, is that he had appeared to Zechariah 6 
months before this—and spoken to Daniel 550 years before this encounter—and 
revealed the future in astounding detail.  

  
 -His greeting to Mary in this story would be like a Fasten Your Seatbelt 
 sign in ours. And Mary knew that!  See, in sacred history, angels don’t stop by to 

have a chat.  The message they give usually implies big changes.  
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Challenges to everything you’re familiar with.  Life will not be normal from now 
on!  For example, an angel startles a guy named Gideon who’s threshing wheat in    
a winepress—scared to death of the Midianite terrorists—with a similar message. 
 
The angel of the Lord appeared to him and said, “Mighty hero, the Lord is  
with you!” (Judges 6:12 NLT) 
 

-From this moment on, Gideon—a farmer--the least likely person to lead a military 
campaign, would become the Rambo of his day and take out an army of 125,000 
troops with only 300 men! So, I’m guessing that Mary is asking herself, Wha-a-at?  
Favoured woman?  I just stopped playing tag with my friends 3 years ago!  
Here’s what she knew; she was being called to make a difference!  And she also 
knew there would be a price tag.  There always is when God calls you to a mission. 

 
d. As Gabriel gave her his message, it was clear that she was going to be pregnant 

without a husband.  And that fact would threaten everything—her relationship with 
her parents, her future marriage to Joseph, her reputation in a very small town—
everything would change!  The price?  It would be something most people fear 
more than death:  Rejection!  

  
 -The prophecy markers on what was happening were all in place:   
 *Son of the Most High   *He would be very great  *He would take the throne of his 

ancestor David  *An unending reign over Israel…an unending kingdom 
 

 -Mary—like most Jewish people--knew that one day a young woman would give birth 
to the Messiah.  But unmarried?  That wasn’t in the play book!  

 

3. Now, this is where it gets interesting.  I’m guessing Mary is getting more nervous by the 
minute.  She’s excited—but scared to death!  This will change everything!  Mary knows 
exactly how babies are made—so she asks the question: 
 
“How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” The angel answered, 
“The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow 
you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God. Even Elizabeth your 
relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be unable  
to conceive is in her sixth month. For no word from God will ever fail.”  
(Luke 1:34-37 NLT) 
 

 
-Now, let me ask the female part of this audience, how many of you would hear an answer 
like Gabriel’s and think, “Ohhhh!  Okay—NOW I know exactly what to expect!”  He 
doesn’t tell her how—except that a man won’t be involved—only God. And because of that, 
he will be called, not the son of Joseph—but the Son of God.     
 
-As proof of God’s power to do this, Gabriel continues, “You know Elizabeth—your old 
relative who could never have children?  She’s six months pregnant!  For NOTHING is 
impossible with God!”  And then without reading the fine print, Mary signs on for a future 
that will rock the world!   
 
“I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May your word to me be fulfilled.”  
Then the angel left her. (Luke 1:38 NLT) 
 



 4 

-And that simple but profound answer launched Mary into the joy, fear, chaos, wonder, 
danger, confusion, peace—and pain of becoming the most famous woman in the history of 
the human race! 
 
a. How many of you have ever planned a wedding? It’s a big deal, isn’t it!  And back 

then, not only was a wedding an even bigger deal—they didn’t have people to make 
the cake, the dress and the invites!  Girls like Mary were betrothed—or promised to a 
man—sometimes at the age of 9 or 10.  Mary’s Dad and Joseph would have signed 
what was called a Kettubah or marriage contract—and Joseph and Mary would’ve 
been 100% legally married at that point. 

 
b. But Joseph then had to make enough money to pay the dowry—and then build an 

addition onto his parents’ home in preparation for their marriage. And then on the day 
they were married, there would be a huge celebration that sometimes lasted an entire 
week. This one encounter with an angel wrecked all of Mary’s plans. And so Mary 
went to see the only woman would likely understand what she going through—and 
either affirm or deny the message from Gabriel.  Listen to what Elizabeth’s first 
words:     
 
“Blessed is she who has believed that the Lord would fulfill his promises to 
her!” (Luke 1:45 NLT) 
 
-That contrasts what happened with Zechariah--who said to Gabriel, “Do you expect 
me to believe this?!” and hadn’t spoken since! 
 

c. This time with Elizabeth was a beautiful, affirming time for Mary—but then she had 
to leave the cocoon and go back home to Nazareth!  By then she’s 3 months 
pregnant—and the price tag part kicks in.  We aren’t told about the reaction of Mary’s 
Mom and Dad to all this, but I’m pretty certain there was one.   
 
-If you’re a Mom or Dad, what would you say if your 14 year old daughter told you 
that she was pregnant—but it’s okay cause God is responsible—and an angel told 
her she was carrying the Messiah?   
The angel said to Mary, For nothing is impossible with God!  The problem wasn’t 
with God—it was with communicating the impossible with people. Like parents. Like 
a fiancé. Like close friends—cousins, brothers and sisters.   
 
-We see Mary from the perspective of history and think, “Wow!  What an incredible 
honor—to give birth to the God as a human--Someone who will split history!”  But 
what she received at the time was a shaming--something people are experts at!  
  

d. I’m guessing that the hardest, most costly part of Mary’s calling to make a difference 
was Joseph’s reaction.  More on this next week.  He was a good man, but the best 
he could do is call off the marriage in a way that wouldn’t get Mary publicly executed.   
 
-And Mary would be unmarry-able.  Apart from living with her parents the rest of her 
life, marriage was Mary’s only means of survival.  This was messy and really, really 
hard!  I’m sure there were nights when Mary cried herself to sleep; asked, “God, if 
favour me—why does this have to be so hard?  
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-But God needed a young woman—faithful—willing to pay a price for what He 
wanted to do for the world!  And Mary’s final answer was, “I belong to God—I’m His 
servant!  So—let it happen, whatever it means!”  How many of you think the price 
Mary paid was worth what she accomplished?    
 

4. Here’s what I think; I think, for Mary, the visit she made to Elizabeth was a huge 
confirmation for what God was doing.   Sometimes when God is leading us to do  
something that no one else in our world understands, we need the help, the 
encouragement, and the support of people who do. 

   
-What’s fascinating is that this was mirrored in the lives of their sons, John the Baptist and 
Jesus.   John would start his ministry before Jesus—and when Jesus showed up in the 
crowd by the river one day—John affirmed and blessed him publicly.  
 
a. What I admire about Mary is that her word was her word.  When she said yes—she 

meant yes—even when she knew her ‘yes’ would create pain, not glory.  She was 
one of those persons who could both say and mean, This is not about ME—this is 
about the world.  You see that in some of her first comments after showing up at 
Elizabeth and Zechariah’s: 
 
My soul glorifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has 
been mindful of the humble state of his servant. From now on all generations 
will call me blessed, for the Mighty One has done great things for me—holy is 
his name. (Luke 1:46-49 NLT) 
 

b. Does it sound like Mary was feeling sorry for herself?  She goes on to talk about the 
significance of what God is up to—that he’s going to take down the proud and 
arrogant and topple kings. God did that—but Mary never saw it happen in her 
lifetime. What she actually saw was a terrifying move from place to place. What she 
saw was a son who was misunderstood and rejected by his siblings. 

 
-In fact, at times Mary didn’t understand her son, Jesus—and thought that maybe he 
was just crazy!  An old prophet at the temple named Simeon told her just 8 days after 
Jesus birth that this baby would be a sign against many—that He would turn 
people’s worlds upside down, be spoken against—and that a sword would pierce 
her soul. And that happened. Mary watched Jesus get rejected by the religious 
establishment, by the people he loved healed and helped, and by her own sons—
then tortured to death. The old man was right; a sword pierced her soul.  And at 
that point, it seemed like the proud, the rich—the kings got away with it!  

 
c. But appearances are deceiving, aren’t they.  After 2000 years, we are now the 

witnesses of how Jesus changed everything!  EVERYTHING!  He changed the 
laws, he gave dignity to women and children and the poor. It was Jesus’ influence 
and teaching and life that created hospitals, that has been at the front end of 
suffering in the world, that started organizations like World Vision, Samaritan’s Purse, 
Habitat for Humanity.   It was Jesus’ influence alone that inspired people like Ghandi 
and Martin Luther King, Jr. and Nelson Mandela to pursue justice without bloodshed.  
  

 -And did you know that Jesus’ influence is responsible for public education and the 
study of science?  Jesus teaching made humility a virtue—and caused people like 
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William Wilberforce and Abraham Lincoln to hate and abolish slavery. Jesus gave 
dignity to humility, to truth-telling, to suffering for what is right!   
Oh yes, Mary had it right!  
 

d. And now, the birth of Jesus is celebrated around the world.  People may not have a 
clue what it’s about, why it’s so joyful, and why gift-giving is so prominent—but the 7 
½ billion people in our world are definitely aware of Christmas. And most celebrate it 
with an image of a young poor woman—with a child—quite mysteriously—lying in a 
feeding trough.  All with the words, PEACE ON EARTH emblazoned over it. 

 
5. So, here’s my question for you:  What is worth you giving your life for?  Is making a 

difference in the lives of other people worth the difficulty?  The hassle, the work, the 
pain, the tears—and the misunderstanding?  Is it—even if just one person is 
changed? 

 
 -Here’s the companion question—and this is tougher. Is making a difference worth it  

if NO ONE NOTICES BUT GOD? I mean, there’s no selfie with me feeding the poor, 
helping someone with homework, or building a hospital in Rwanda @ #make a difference.  
 

 -What makes Mary different is that the real story of what happened to her only came out 
when she likely told it to Luke—probably in her 60’s. And it wasn’t told until Jesus was 
raised from the dead.  Mary never wrote a best-seller called, “Raising the Son of God”       
—and was never interviewed on Good Morning America.   
 

We see all kinds of images and statues now, but these came hundreds of years after her 
death. We don’t have a clue what she looked like or where she was buried.   

 
a. In one of his books, John Ortberg writes, tongue in cheek, What’s the use in being 

humble if no one knows about it?  A lot of people are willing to do something that 
makes a difference—if they’re sure to get credit for it!  If you don’t have to get the 
credit for making a difference—then God can do amazing things. Just know, He’s not 
real big on serving, helping and giving-- hogging the glory for it!   

 
 -People who follow Jesus want to make a difference—not because it impresses 

people and looks great on a resume—but because it’s what we were created for.  
Because it’s what fills us up with joy—even when it’s tough and unglamorous and 
messy.  

   
b. But there is a price tag.  And we do make decisions on things based on price tags.  I 

was at Markville Mall doing some birthday shopping a few weeks ago—and went in 
through the Mercedes Benz entrance.  As I was leaving, I thought, “I wonder what 
they cost?”  I was surprised.  Only $47k, $55k!  I thought, “Hmmm—maybe I’ll ask 
for one for Christmas!” 

 
 -You’re walking through a store and see a coat you really like; right color, right size, 

right shape—and it looks great on you.  So, you look at the…price tag!  $350.  And 
say to yourself, “Self—that’s painful—but is it worth it?”  Is it good value per dollar? 
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I did some checking online, and you can get a new Aston Martin for only $342,000?  
Is that good value per dollar!  You think, “Should I go for the new $342k Aston 
Martin or the 2013 $6k Elantra?  Hmmm—which shall it be? 
 
We check the price tags on everything, don’t we?  We ask, “Can I afford it?  
What am I going to have to give up to get it/do it?”  Will I be glad I did? What’s the 
pay-off? 
 

c. Now, let me be specific about what I’m getting at here.  I think the desire to make a 
difference is universal, right?  Just to check, is there anyone here who would say, 
“You know—if I drop off the face of this planet without ever making a ripple—I’m good 
with that—just so I’m moderately comfortable and have a few laughs along the way!”  

  
 -We know life is a gift.  We know that time gets more precious when we’re on the 

bottom end of the hourglass.   We know that making a difference, changing a life is 
meaningful—and priceless.  Even if we’re not sure about God, Jesus, the soul—
there’s something in us that knows—or deeply suspects that life doesn’t end at the 
grave.   

 

6. So—how did Jesus’ coming change all this?  Well, first—when we look at how He 
came—and what that took, it gives us our first clues.  First, making a difference is almost 
always has something to do with people.  Even if you invent some fantastic new thing that 
saves time or makes life easier—it’s about people.  More specifically—it’s about 
relationships.  Someone who loved and deeply respected Jesus was a man once hated 
him—named Paul.   
 
-He summarized Jesus’ teaching on making a difference better than anyone else.  He said, 
“It’s really all about love.  You can make impressive speeches and do impressive things and 
even lay your life on the line for people in difficulty, but if it’s not driven by love—you’ve 
nothing.  
 
-Know why he said that?  It’s because a lot of people do a lot of great things—but ultimately 
it’s about them!  Impression management. The example Paul gave us this: 
 
Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others 
above yourselves, not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests 
of the others.  In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as 
Christ Jesus: Who, being in very  nature God, did not consider equality with 
God something to be used to his own advantage;  rather, he made himself nothing by 
taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  
(Philippians 2:3-7 NLT) 
 
He talks about three things that were key to the difference Jesus made: 
 
a. What he did wasn’t done for himself—to make a name, to impress others.   

Motivation is key! 
  

*Also, humility defined all He did—even though He was God. And he put others     
—us—before Himself.  To Him, we were worth the sacrifice!   
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*Jesus was and is God—but didn’t cling to his rights as God.  He was okay with 
being born to a young woman—and needing her that night in Bethlehem as a week, 
needy, helpless--sweet baby boy.  Think about God as being cute!  Huggable—and 
needing Huggies! 

 
 *And he set himself aside. No demands.  No selfies.  No hashtags.  He laid it 

ALL aside. 
 
 *And finally, he took the very nature of a servant.  Remember Mary’s acceptance 

speech of her tough mission?  I am the Lord’s servant.  
  
b. See, that’s the deal. Making a difference only happens when we see ourselves as 

God’s servant—here to love and serve Him—and here to love and serve others on 
His behalf.   

 
 -And less than 24 hours before Jesus died of shock and blood loss on the cross, you 

find him down on his hands and knees in his underwear—doing a job that no one 
else would do.  Washing feet.  He said, “Even the Son of Man did not come to be 
served—but to serve and give his life away.” 

 
c. This is how it works.  If you see yourself—not as an independent contractor—but as a 

lover of God and a lover of others—not caring who get’s credit—you will make a 
difference.  You will.  You can’t HELP but make a difference.   

7. So…about the price.  There are some people God calls to do extraordinary things 
—and also make extraordinary sacrifices with their lives, their time, their effort—and the 
opposition they endure. Like Mary.   

  
-What God is looking for—is people who will just say, “Before you even ask God, the 
answer is…YES!”  You might be thinking, “Why would I ever do something so weird?  
Before I say yes, I need to see the price tag!” So—let’s be honest; is what you do with 
your life based on your ego, your money—on “What’s in it for ME?”  If it is then you’re 
really no different than anyone else.   
 

 -See, God isn’t looking for spectacular people who will make Him proud!  You know, the 
smart, well-educated, well-known, well-heeled, well-put together people who will raise his 
stock.  I’m guessing that if Mary was in Grade 9 in your high school, you won’t say, “Wow!  
She’s amazing!  She’s smart, talented, and drop-dead gorgeous!”  God uses ordinary 
willing people—who say, “I’m available!”   

  
-Want to know why?  It’s because it’s His Spirit that makes a difference.  That’s clear from 
the message of the angel to Mary—when she asks how this will all go down: 
 
The angel replied, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most 
High will overshadow you. So the baby to be born will be holy, and he will be called 
the Son of God. (Luke 1:35 NLT) 
 
a. I’ll tell you how this works; when the Spirit of God comes into a person—He gives 

them love—and life—and courage.  The Spirit is invisible; when He’s at work—you 
may never even know something powerful is happening.  All He needs is someone 
who will welcome him into their heart.  And Jesus made that possible.  
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b. And that’s why Jesus can say to flawed, screwed up—sometimes difficult people 
 like you and me, You are the salt of the earth!  Don’t loose your saltiness!  You 
 are the light of the world—don’t hide it!   
 
 -And in a nutshell—that’s how powerful it is; how good it is—and how simple it 

is. By nature, as a follower of Jesus, you are a difference maker—if you don’t get 
scared and start boxing the salt and covering the light. 

 
8. In closing, this morning, I just want to talk about fear for a few minutes.  You want to make a 

difference.  You are created to make a difference, called to make a difference—I think you 
know that.  And you have the power to make a difference.  It’s true—but I’m not sure if you 
realize it.   

 
 -Here’s what I know about fear.  Fear is one of Satan’s best weapons—and it doesn’t take 

much!  My brother once put snow in a guy’s gas tank—because he was parked in front of 
our house.  A little bit of snow stopped that car from goin’ anywhere!  And fear is like 
having snow in your gas tank.   

 
 

a. See, fear does have a purpose. It keeps us from doing things that are dangerous—
like trying to fly out of a 2nd story window, or trim our hedges with  
a lawnmower, or teasing a stray Pit Bull that’s wandered into your yard.  
That’s healthy fear. 
 
-But there’s such a thing as unhealthy fear.  The fear of being criticized for engaging 
in someone else’s life.  The fear of rejection that keeps the best news in the world 
locked up in our hearts.  The fear of giving money we might need—or giving away 
our time and energy—cause it might not pay off.   
 

b. And you need to hear the message of the angels to everyone in this Christmas 
story—Do not be afraid. 

 
 -To Zechariah.  Do not be afraid—your prayers have been heard! 
 
 -To Mary:  Do not be afraid—you have found favor with God! 
 

-To Joseph:  Do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife; the child she’s 
conceived is of God!   
 
-And to the shepherds: Do not be afraid; I bring you good news of Great Joy!  
 

c. One more challenge, okay?  Right now you have at least one friend who is only 
one invitation away from God. Why don’t you deliver it?  Would you?  And my 
words to you are:  Do not be afraid!  If you’re going to be afraid of something—be 
afraid of missing what God wants to do—and could do through your life!   

 
  

 


