The First Christmas Journeys #1

“The Journey of the Ill-reputed”
Luke 1:39-56

Travel is as typical of the modern yuletide as the Christ​mas tree itself. In our mobile society, highways and airlines are crowded each December as younger members of the family come home for Christmas and relatives get together for the holidays. What other society has nearly made a carol out of “I’ll Be Home For Christmas”?
Christmas has accumulated many traditional elements throughout the years, one being journeying near and far to be with family and friends. The week before and after Christmas has become one of the busiest travel times of the year. By airplane, train, bus, or car, millions of people will pack up and go. As one classic Christmas song puts it,

There’s no place like home for the holidays

For no matter how far away you roam

If you want to be happy in a million ways

For the holidays you can’t beat home sweet home


While modern technology allows more people to travel farther and faster than in earlier times, holiday treks are nothing new. In fact, an examination of the Scriptures reveals a number of trips taken by various people around the birth of Jesus. Joseph and Mary’s tedious journey from Galilee to Bethlehem, there was the shepherds’ middle-of-the-night trek to find the newborn Savior, the immense westward expedition of the wise men across hundreds of miles of desert to Judea and back again. Then too, soon after the Nativity, the Holy Family took a harried trip to Egypt to save the very life of the newborn child.
 Over the next few Sundays, we are going to consider the first Christmas journeys. These accounts are not new, but each provides unique insights that can apply to our own situations.


Turn with me to the first chapter of the gospel of Luke, beginning in verse 39:

And Mary arose in those days, and went into the hill country with haste, into a city of Judah; and entered into the house of Zacharias, and saluted Elisabeth. And it came to pass, that, when Elisabeth heard the salutation of Mary, the babe leaped in her womb; and Elisabeth was filled with the Holy Ghost: and she spake out with a loud voice, and said, “Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb. And whence is this to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? For, lo, as soon as the voice of thy salutation sounded in mine ears, the babe leaped in my womb for joy. And blessed is she that believed: for there shall be a performance of those things which were told her from the Lord.” …And Mary abode with her about three months, and returned to her own house (Luke 1:39-45, 56).

The first of these I have entitled “The Journey of the Ill-reputed.” By this I do not mean that Mary had anything to be ashamed of. But think about the human situation she found herself in. Here she is, between twelve and fourteen years old, from a poor family in the conservative backwoods of Judea, engaged to be married, and suddenly she is… pregnant! Sure, we know the story, but what about the people around her—her neighbors, her friends, her parents, and her fiancé? What did they think of her story?


One author imagines the dialogue between Mary and her mother went something like this: 


“Mary, is there something you want to talk about?”


The girl nodded, still not meeting Esther’s eyes. “I—I have to tell you, but I don’t quite know how to explain this. I’m—I’m afraid you won’t believe me.”


“When have I ever not believed you, child?” Esther snorted. “Have you ever lied to me?”


“No.”


“And I don’t expect you to lie now. Nor do I expect you to keep something from me that I ought to know. I am your mother, after all. Now what is it?”


Mary took a deep breath, and tears filled her eyes. “Mother, I’m—I’m expecting.”


“Expecting what?”


The girl shook her head in obvious frustration. “I am going to have a baby,” she said deliberately.


She started to say something else, but Esther didn’t hear it. Rage rose up within her—a blinding fury that someone had taken advantage of her child, a white-hot fear of the truth. Then suddenly her mind cleared, and she spat out, “Joseph!” She turned back to Mary. “I knew it was a mistake to promise you to a man so much older than you! I told your father something like this might happen, but would he listen to me? No! He assured me that Joseph was an honorable man, a—”


“Mother!”


Her daughter’s voice interrupted her tirade, and Esther sank into the chair opposite Mary. “What?”


“It wasn’t Joseph.”


“Not Joseph? Who, then? Whoever it is, we’ll go to the priest! We’ll demand justice! The Law will not let a man—any man—take a woman by force and get away with it.” She shook her head. “Dear God—do you know what this means? Joseph will reject you; he will have no other choice. He will—”


Mary steadied her hands on the table. “Please, Mother, just listen. No one took me by force.”


Esther felt her anger crumple into despair. “You consented?”


“In a manner of speaking, yes,” her daughter whispered. “Now, please, just sit still for a minute and allow me to explain….”


[After her explanation, Mary asks,] “You do believe me, don’t you Mother?”


“How can I believe you?” Esther whispered….


“It’s the truth. Why don’t you trust me? You said yourself I’ve never lied to you.”


Esther shook her head. “Until now. I understand, Mary, why you would want to explain this in a way that makes you look innocent. You’ll pay a very high price for your mistake—we all will. But it’s blasphemy to blame God for your sin.” She paused, and after a moment or two began to reason through the options open to them. “I think it might be best if you went away for a while….”


This may explain why Mary took the journey recorded in our text this morning. Verse 39 records that, “Mary arose in those days, and went into the hill country with haste…” The phrase “hill country” has confounded scholars for centuries. Since Zacharias was a priest, many have concluded that he an Elizabeth lived near the city of Jerusalem. One resource on archaeology states,

Data which might permit the exact identification of John the Baptist’s birthplace are lacking. The Greek word oreine (“hill country”), according to evidence from Pliny, designated the mountainous region in which Jerusalem is located. An ancient tradition, maintained until modern times, locates the home of Zechariah and Elizabeth in the modern town of Ain Karim (or Bin Karem, “Spring of the Vineyard”), some 4½ miles west of Jerusalem. Since the Byzantine period there have been chapels or shrines on the site. The present Church of St. John the Baptist dates from the eleventh century a.d. Another one, also very old, is the Church of the Visitation.

Some other suggestions is the city of Hebron,
 while still others translate the word “Judah” as “Juttah,” mentioned in Joshua 15:55 and 21:16. Its modern name is Yutta, a place about 5½ miles south of Hebron.
 In any case,
Mary’s journey into the Judean hill country was no leisurely stroll along a country road. Given the difficulties and dangers that the landscape posed, her support network—Elizabeth and family—must have been especially valuable to her.


Mary must have had strong reasons for making such a trip. What she found there made the hazards and the difficulty well worth it.

Mary Found Protective Sanctuary

The first benefit of this journey is that Mary found a protective sanctuary. Why did Mary need such a refuge? To get away from the scandal which would inevitably arise in Nazareth when her condition became known. If this was the case, then the welcome given by Elizabeth and the kindness shown would have been doubly sweet.
 

Unfortunately, such protective sanctuary is not always found—particularly among Christians. As someone so aptly put it, “The Christian Church is the only army that shoots its wounded.” This is especially true when someone finds themselves in a situation like Mary. The church becomes the last place these folks want to come because they are afraid they will be looked down on, criticized, or even shown the door.

Why is that? Why are Christians so hard on one another? Perhaps we fear that if we do not take a strong, negative stand that we will appear soft on sin. We do not want to become like the Corinthian church, who allowed every kind of sin to go unchecked in their midst. But when the apostle Paul pointed out their need to exercise a little church discipline, they went to the other extreme. Paul had to set them straight again in 2 Corinthians 2:5-11,

If anyone has caused grief, he has not so much grieved me as he has grieved all of you, to some extent—not to put it too severely. The punishment inflicted on him by the majority is sufficient for him. Now instead, you ought to forgive and comfort him, so that he will not be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. I urge you, therefore, to reaffirm your love for him. The reason I wrote you was to see if you would stand the test and be obedient in everything. If you forgive anyone, I also forgive him. And what I have forgiven—if there was anything to forgive—I have forgiven in the sight of Christ for your sake, in order that Satan might not outwit us. For we are not unaware of his schemes.
While it is a hard balance to maintain, the church is to take a stand against sin while maintaining love and acceptance for the sinner. Paul also wrote in Galatians 6:1, “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you may also be tempted.” The goal is restoration through repentance and forgiveness, not rejection. 

This year at Christmas, we might have family members or friends coming to our home or even to our church. Take a moment to consider where they are coming from. They may be in need of a protective sanctuary like Mary was. Maybe they have made decisions that are reaping obvious consequences. It is likely they are being ostracized by those around them. 

When Elizabeth discovered the news about Mary, she welcomed her with open arms. Yes, situations today are not the same as with Mary, but couldn’t we open our arms and our hearts as well? Christmas is often called the season of love—maybe we can show that love to some folks who aren’t feeling much from others.

This visit benefited Mary for what lie ahead, as Warren Wiersbe points out, “Mary stayed with Elizabeth until John was born, and then she returned to Nazareth. By then, it was clear that she was pregnant, and no doubt the tongues began to wag. After all, she had been away from home for three months; and why, people were likely asking, had she left in such a hurry?”


Certainly Mary found it easier to face those wagging tongues and accusing looks after her stay with Elizabeth. She knew that someone out there knew her situation, and they loved and accepted her no matter what.

Mary Found Positive Substantiation


Secondly, Mary found positive substantiation in Elizabeth. As much faith as Mary possessed—and that was a lot!—the message from the angel must have been hard to comprehend. “How could this be?” must have flooded her mind more than once. But Gabriel had given Mary something tangible for her faith: the news that Elizabeth her relative, childless and now considered too old to bear a child, was in fact pregnant and in her sixth month. As John MacArthur suggests,

For Mary, it only made sense to tell Elizabeth first about her encounter with the angel a few days earlier. That way Mary’s older relative could be a support for her when she told everybody else. Otherwise, if one so young had attempted on her own to share her good news with others, there would have been just a small likelihood that they would accept her amazing story. But Elizabeth was the one person who would have any rationale to accept Mary’s testimony. And that’s because Elizabeth was a living, personal confirmation that God was doing conception miracles. What a tremendous initial affirmation that must have been for Mary!


From the text in Luke, Elizabeth displays tremendous humility and maturity in handling young Mary. For many of us, in Elizabeth’s situation, the conversation might have been dominated by what God was doing through me. After all, this is a miracle, and it’s not everyday that an angel comes to announce the birth of a child!


But Elizabeth does not act this way. She focuses the attention on Mary and the wonderful miracle happening to her. Yes, the miraculous conception of Elizabeth serves as a positive substantiation for the miraculous conception of Mary, but Elizabeth refrains from calling attention to herself. Instead, she praises God (and, indirectly, Mary) for the great things He has done. No wonder Mary breaks out into her own song of thanksgiving and rejoicing!

Who can we encourage this Christmas season with the reassurance of what God has done and is doing? It’s alright to use our own experiences to substantiate the direction of the other’s life, as long as we don’t demand all the attention. Keep the focus on the Lord and on the other person, and they will find that encouragement they need.

Mary Found Practical Skills

Thirdly, Mary found practical skills on this visit. How do I know this? The text says that Mary stayed with Elizabeth for three months, who was in her sixth month when Mary first received the news. This most likely indicates that she stayed with Elizabeth until John was born. As one commentary speculates,

What else would a kinswoman and a friend do in that society but stay until the delivery day? I like to speculate on what they talked about during those three months. I’m sure they covered everything—angels and babies and God and Israel and the world. They shared life.

Mary got to witness first hand what pregnancy was like, what was needed for childbirth—which was a good thing, since there was no midwife in the manger at Bethlehem!—and perhaps how to care for a newborn in those first fragile days of life. Mary had her own pre-natal course, and this was before the Lamas classes of today!

Elizabeth took advantage of her situation and became a mentor for her younger relative. The Women’s Study Bible calls mentoring “spiritual mothering” and adds,

In her older cousin Elizabeth, Mary has a miraculously expectant mentor to coach her during her first trimester of pregnancy (Luke 1:39-56). The apostle Paul gives astute advice enabling Timothy and Titus to multiply his ministry; and in the Gospels, Jesus illuminated the way for the Twelve, the first of generations of disciples to follow the ultimate Mentor. Women have a special admonition for mentoring…. This is a positive and important ministry in the church for women.
 

Paul writes in Titus 2:3-5, 

Likewise, teach the older women to be reverent in the way they live, not to be slanderers or addicted to much wine, but to teach what is good. Then they can train the younger women to love their husbands and children, to be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at home, to be kind, and to be subject to their husbands, so that no one will malign the word of God.

This kind of mentoring is so needed in our churches today, yet very rarely does it take place. It takes time, patience, and humility to teach and to learn from each other. But it is so worth the effort!

Many people will be traveling this Christmas. Some may fall into the category of the “ill-reputed,” perhaps because of poor judgment on their part or maybe because of vicious rumors that have no basis. Either way, they may be looking for a protective sanctuary where they can escape the wagging tongues and fingers pointed in their direction. Maybe they could use some positive substantiation for what they are going through, and that may come from our own experiences. Or perhaps we can impart to them some practical skills needed for the road ahead of them.

This Christmas, don’t only think of where folks are coming to, but consider where they are coming from. May we as a church, as families, and as individual Christians welcome them with open arms.
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