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This summer, we’re examining what we believe. Our rich heritage gives us creeds and confessions, one
being the Apostles’ Creed. Today we focus on two phrases from the Apostles' Creed: “conceived by the
Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary.” To understand why Christians have confessed these words for
centuries, we'll look at their biblical foundation and what they reveal about God's love.

In today’s gospel reading, we meet a young couple in a nearly impossible situation. Yet where they see
uncertainty, God conceives a new way forward—a way of hope and promise. While Mary and Joseph
search forwhatto do, God meets them with grace. God tells them, "Do not fear," and calls them into a holy
purpose.

Let's hear how God's saving work begins—not in perfect circumstances, but in the middle of confusion
and trouble. As so often happens in our lives, God enters the messiness and carries out a marvelous plan.
Mt. 1:18-23.

18 Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been engaged to
Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be pregnant from the Holy Spirit.19 Her husband
Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to divorce her
quietly. 20 But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and
said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is
from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people
from their sins.”

22 All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: 23 “Look, the virgin
shall become pregnant and give birth to a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,” which means, “God
is with us.” The Word of the Lord...

Last Sunday, Janna preached about an early line in the Apostles’ Creed when we affirm belief in God as
“maker of heaven and earth.” About it, she said, “God is always creating to make it better.” What a gift!
God had spoken through the Law and the Prophets, butin Jesus, God speaks in a uniquely personal way.
in fulfilling the prophets, God came to dwell among us.

Jesus clearly tells us where he came from. In John 3:13, he says, “No one has ever gone into heaven,
except the one who came from heaven- the Son of Man... he must be lifted up, that everyone who believes



in him may have eternal life.” The God of the universe came among us in visible form—as Jesus, a Jewish
man from first-century Palestine. We call God’s work incarnation, meaning “to make into flesh.”

In the 2" paragraph of the Apostles’ Creed, when we declare our belief Jesus was “conceived by the Holy
Ghost,” we’re acknowledging a lot. We are confessing that God willingly entered human vulnerability. The
Almighty became dependent and needy, and his life began through the initiative of God's love. Though
Jesusis uniquely God's Son, his beginning reminds us of something true about all human life: we too begin
as vulnerable creatures sustained by love. I’'m not diminishing Jesus’ uniqueness but pointing out our
similarities. Powerlessness, neediness, & pouring out from heaven.

When Karen delivered our first-born, Meg, what a wonderful gift from above it was! We marveled at her and
experienced a deep and mysterious outpouring of love. God’s gift for a small human who did nothing for
us. We learned what Romans 5:5 meant, “God’s love has been poured outinto our hearts through the Holy
Spirit.” It was an in-filling we’d never known before! It quickly struck us how utterly dependent Jesus was
before his parents, Mary and Joseph. Justo Gonzalez writes in the Apostles’ Creed Today, “a birth is a sign
of powerlessness.” How spectacular the Father Almighty humbles to such a state out of love for us.

That brings us to the first truth this part of the creed teaches us: we come from love.

The older | get the easier it seems to grasp my origins of love. As providence would have it, | was raised in
a family of obstetrician gynecologists. My grandfather, father, and brother all became physicians. | took a
different path and studied the humanities and theology. Dinner conversations often centered on
pregnancy and birth (and some gross physical things I’d rather not remember). They understood
conception through biology. | came to see it also as a miracle of love.

Aren’tall conceptions of life a bit of a divine miracle? If we’re not careful with our preoccupation of biology,
we can lose site of the Life-Giver. Science teaches us much about how life begins. Scripture reminds us
that behind life stands the God who gives it. We come from love, just as Jesus did.

Throughout the Bible, God calls us beloved. “Conceived by the Holy Ghost” means love starts life, no
matter the circumstance of the outcome. As Jesus was conceived, the couple was in a bind. We, too, find
ourselves in binds at times. When we do, the God of love comes down. The same day Karen delivered, the
hospital was at capacity, so they had to double up rooms. The woman in the room who just gave birth,
sadly did not want her newborn. Did that change God’s acceptance for that innocent child? | think not.
The love God poured into Karen and me tempted us to take two babies home that day!

If we come from love, the gospel story teaches us something else: salvation also comes BY love. When we
hear, "What is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit," we filter it through today’s context. Early century
theologians weren’t as fascinated by biology as we have been over the last few centuries. What they
wanted to convey was God being made flesh and becoming human.



Historian Luke Timothy Johnson puts it this way, “The most important part is that the incarnation of God’s
Son came about through both divine and human agency.” Through openness.

Jesus comes by way of a heart that’s not hardened. Question: besides Jesus, who are the only people in
the creed representing the human race? Pilate and Mary, right?. “Pilate stands for the world that rejects
the claims of God and kills God’s messenger. Mary stands for the world that accepts the claims of God
and gives birth to the embodiment of God’s presence.”

When we speak these two names, we acknowledge a little about ourselves. We recognize something of
ourselves in both figures: attimes we resist God like Pilate, and at times we surrender to God like Mary.
She surrenders, so through her love happens. When we surrender, love can flow through us. Thisis not on
our own ability, rather the Spirit doing the good.

In Romans, Paul describes we are all unfaithful and do not do good. We need something or someone to
save us. In one of this week's LIFE groups, we reiterated this truth from Scripture, that we're hypocritical

and none are righteous.

We can’t save ourselves. We need help. God conceives salvation for us.

God gives a needed heart transplant of our disobedient, unfaithful, and broken heart. It is by God’s mercy
we: live, move, and have our being. By the love of God, we, like Mary, can choose the way of faith and love.
By God’s grace, we can be a servant of the Lord, saying, “Letit happen to me according to your word” (Luke
1:38).

This echoes Jesus’ surrendering prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane, “Let not my will but yours be done”
(Luke 22:42). By love, we become the person God wants us to be.

So far, we've seen that we come from God's love and are saved by God's love. The final truth is this: we are
made to love.

Sounds like an oversimplification, but our purpose is to love. Jesus' way was the way of love, and he calls
us to follow it.

Jesus has a singular purpose coming into the world. His very name reveals it. Immanuel, God dwells with
us. He is also called Jesus which derives from Joshua, meaning liberator, one who saves.

In Romans 11:36, Paul summarizes what I’m saying: "From him and by him and to him are all things."
From love. By love. To love.

Conception leads to birth and Jesus’ birth is special and miraculous.
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Christians have long discussed exactly how to understand the virgin birth. Yet the creed's primary concern
is not Mary's biology but Jesus' identity. It points us to the mystery that God truly became human and
entered our chaos.

Virgin birth has singularity. It’s real. There's no other thing in all of history just like this. God is saying that
something unique is happening here. That does not stagger the Christian at all because at the very heart
of our religion is a miracle. And if God chooses to bring that miracle into the world by a miracle, it doesn't
surprise us. Nothing is impossible for God.

Donald McKim says, "The big question has been if the phrase is to be taken literally or symbolically."
Footnotes in several Bibles indicate the Isaiah passage could be translated virgin or young woman. This
doesn’tdiminish God’s miracle or power. Rather, God conceives and gives birth to that which is good, even
if circumstances seem confusing, messy, or troubling.

Could the God who brought new life through Mary bring new life in us? Could the God who entered Joseph's
uncertainty enter ours? Could the God who became flesh still dwell among his people through the Spirit?

If so, then we can walk into the world carrying the same good news proclaimed in Jesus Christ: We come
from love. We are saved by love. We are sent to love.

In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Amen.



