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Sermon Text: Luke 1:39-45
Occasion: Fourth Sunday of Advent, 22 Dec 2024

Grace through Small Things

Grace, mercy and peace be to you in the name of God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.

When Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, the baby leaped in her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit, and she exclaimed with a loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb!” (Luke 1:41-42)

To give you a little context, Mary’s relative, Elizabeth, was six months pregnant with John the Baptist when she heard Mary’s greeting. At that moment, she was filled with the Holy Spirit and the six-month fetus was leaping around in her womb. Who thought a simple greeting could make such a grand change? But I suppose we have to talk about what that change really was before saying it was grand. For those of you who are parents, I’m pretty sure you were excited the first time your unborn child started kicking. That is an awesome feeling, having your child expressing their life when he or she is still hidden from your eyes. So, perhaps you can understand some of Elizabeth’s excitement; yet, her exclamation goes way beyond just saying that her baby is kicking. Elizabeth is actively blessing Mary and the child within her. What Elizabeth is trying to say is that John the Baptist is not just kicking but has been awoken to new life in the Holy Spirit upon Mary’s word reaching Elizabeth. John is saved from sin, death, and the devil by a single word of grace from the God dwelling in Mary.

Make no doubt, you experience the same things yourself, although possibly not as dramatically. I don’t think anyone here remembered experiencing the Holy Spirit entering your body when someone said, “God’s peace,” to you, and the Spirit enlightening you to the new life surging within you. That would definitively be something different. Nevertheless, the Holy Spirit still came to each and everyone of you upon a single word of Christ to do just that. Feeling your spine tingle or having your mind dream visions is not necessarily the byproduct of such an experience. Still, you had the grace of God come upon you by way of the Holy Spirit through God’s Word. Like unborn John the Baptist, you were given new life to leap around in joy and praise of our God. 

You might not think that simply having a single word of Christ’s grace can do such a thing for you, but just look at John. He did not even have the linguistic capability to understand the word he was given but God enlivened him anyways. The love and life of God comes and always has come through small things which provoke us to grace beyond our understanding. Even if we turn away from John coming into eternal life in the womb, we can still see a miracle from God with him in coming to life in the womb. It’s the same miracle with all of us.

We all started out as gleams in our parents’ eyes who were then conceived as a single cell. Then we developed and grew into children. We were then born and developed into fully fledged adults who manage our own lives. All of this began with you as a microscopic cell in your mother’s womb. But God used that small cell to make you. He gave you life and brought you to the point of moving, breathing, and thinking. God can work great things from the single spark of life He places in you.

So too can God do great things through a single spark of life in His Word. It made John dance in the womb. It can even enliven us while in the womb as well. Any unborn child, regardless of what stage of development they are in, can receive the word of God and become alive in Christ. Even Christ, when he enlivened six-month-old fetus John, was himself only days old in the womb. A mere “clump of cells”, as some people describe unborn babies. Yet, Christ could still bring forth eternal life in another human being as a clump of cells when his word is spoken.

It's the small things, it really is. The same way we receive forgiveness and life through water, bread, and wine when they are joined to God’s Word. What all of these things have in common is that they are simple. Not all of you have told me how you came to the Christian faith, but I severely doubt any of you found your way to salvation as dramatically as, say, St Paul who was struck with a blinding image of Christ in front of him, calling Paul out of sinful actions, and telling Paul to believe in him as the one true God (cf. Acts 9:1-9). We didn’t get that blinding light. We didn’t have a blaring call from God. It’s because that was not what we needed. We did not need a big show made about our salvation. We just needed God.

So, when it came time for you to be brought to salvation, a word was spoken and water with the word was poured over head in holy baptism. It’s the small things. Yet, working through those meagre means of grace, Christ has brought about an inheritor of eternal life who will reign with him for all eternity. It is not as though what we will be has already come about, but we know that when Christ appears to us, like he showed himself to St Paul, then we shall be like Christ (1 Jn 3:2). You are a spiritual child of God, and you are still growing in the faith. One day, you will have the fullness of God’s holiness in you. But this begins by becoming an infant of God through baptism and the teachings of Christ. 

Each and every one of you came from humble beginnings in Christ. You were birthed by the Holy Spirit working through the Word of God, much like John came to new life. And you were nourished by the spiritual milk of the Gospel. The sweet sound of forgiveness and life came to you that you might live and grow in Christ, which is also like John the Baptist growing from a baby into an adult. Then you could eat solid food—the teachings of the Bible that require reflection and significant thought. And now you live as a grown Christian. Every step of the way in your spiritual development came naturally from what God does for you, and it comes through small things. It comes through reading the Bible, worship services, and talking with fellow Christians. And all of it began with a single word. 

So, when we think of how to live our lives as Christians called by Christ to make disciples of all nations (Matt 28:18), we know it begins with a single word. That’s all it takes for us to begin loving one another and that is all it takes to bring others to Christ. It is the single word of grace in Christ Jesus our Lord. As children of God, we might be nervous that we do not have all the answers or can preach like Paul, but we already know that is not necessary. Just as we saw with John the Baptist in the womb, what counts is not the greatness of your talent or the fortitude of your knowledge. What counts is you speaking an authentic word of Christ. You can just love the other person and say that Christ saves us from our sins. That is enough. That is a small thing. If those people are to become children of God, it will begin with that small word of grace.

But as we know from our own experiences, faith does not end at that single word. You did not hear that Christ saves you then stop your worship life altogether. You persisted in reading the Bible, coming to worship services, taking confirmation classes, and speaking with fellow Christians and pastors. All of this continued your development in the faith. So, things do not end with that single word. But we do know they begin with that word of grace in Christ’s name. Even if you cannot utter anything else, you can say, “God bless,” or “God’s peace be with you.” That is a small thing, and it is a good thing because the Holy Spirit works through that word of blessing and peace. With grace granted by God, that person you bless may open up to hearing more in Christ, but I tell you the truth: it must start with a word.

Think back to someone who has been influential on you coming to faith. It can be your mother, father, grandmother, friend, pastor, or a random person you met online. What made this person special to you in growing up in the faith? Was it something small? Maybe they encouraged you to come to church—maybe they drove you to church. Did they hand you a Bible? Did they explain something that confused or distressed you? Perhaps they showed care and concern when you really needed to hear Christ’s words of comfort. Yet, whatever person you are remembering, there is something that was essential for them helping you grow in Christ: they were there to speak to you.

Just being there for someone is a small thing. It really is. All you need to do is sit there, start a conversation, phone, or write a message. It is not a huge, elaborate thing to do. It’s a small thing. But it is essential and it is important. Likewise, that is what God does for us. He takes the small step of coming toward us, using small things like words, worship, people, and promises to make known to us that we are His children and that He will take care of us in this life and the next. It was not a big step for Jesus to use his mother Mary’s word to speak life and light into John the Baptist and John’s mother Elizabeth. What was a big step was Jesus stepping out of heavenly places to be conceived, born, die, and rise again for our salvation. So, when we reflect on what steps we can take to bring others to life in Christ, we don’t have to think of taking the huge strides Christ already made for us. Christ is the one who saves us and those whom we talk to. All we need to do is spread the word. Amen.

The peace that surpasses all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
