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Luke 1: 46-55, 2 Samuel 7: 1-16,    Fourth Sunday of Advent  

Romans 16: 25-27, Luke 1: 26-38       

"Listening to Others Very Energetically” 

Pastor Jonathan 

 

Like last week, the Advent week of Joy, I could begin our time together by 

telling how bad I am at loving God and loving others. I have so far to go. 

Perhaps you sometimes feel the same way. But rather than focusing on 

coming under conviction and confessing again this week for what God says 

about my life and our lives, let me share with you one new thing about 

loving that I am learning. Just one thing. Now using the term “new,” may 

not be the right word. But you will see in a moment.  

 

As always I commend to you to read 1 Cor. 13 on the subject of love, 

because Paul talks about it as the most excellent way, and also practically 

describes love’s attributes. It is in the middle of a section on our relationship 

together in the Church and how we should love each other as God’s family. 

Usually we hear these verses of Scripture at weddings about marriages 

where they can also be applied, but love covers a good number of human 

relationships. Paul was talking about our relationship to one another in the 

Church. 

 

When you read 1 Corinthians 13 again, you may notice that these attributes 

are more likely to be seen in the early stages of relationship, what used to be 

called the courting or dating end of relationships: patience, kindness, 

enjoying the fact that the one you love is so opposite to you, rather than 

letting it drive you crazy. (“not envying…”) Love does not blow its own 

horn, doesn’t get its own way regularly. Love doesn’t “strut, have a swelled 

head, force itself on others, and certainly isn’t ‘me first.’ Love doesn’t fly 

off the handle, doesn’t keep score of the sins of others. Love takes pleasure 

in the flowering of truth, puts up with anything. Trusts God always, always 

looks for the best, never looks back, but keeps going to the end.” Those last 

words are Presbyterian Pastor Eugene Peterson’s translation, The Message. 

1Cor. 13: 3-7 

 

If you do want to come under conviction, read and re-read these verses, 

(choose any version of the Bible you like) and if you still think you’re really 

good at loving, ask your spouse or close friend, and ask them to tell straight 

how good you are at loving. That takes guts. You may or may not like what 
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you hear. Loving is a big part of what the Bible talks about is key in both our 

relationship with God and with one another. It is not a peripheral issue. It is 

core. 

 

So if you’re like me, and sometimes get confused as to how best to love 

another person, a person close to you, or not so close to you, then you will 

want to listen to how they will know they are loved, more than how you 

think they should be loved. Let me say that again: you will want to listen to 

what they tell you about how they will know they are loved, more than how 

you think they should be loved. So there’s another suggestion for a 

conversation with your loved one in this Advent season, if you make time 

for such. Ask your loved one who they will know they are loved by you. 

 

I was listening to a podcast by another Presbyterian pastor, recently retired, 

Tim Keller, talk about his thirty year ministry in Manhattan and various life 

narratives that Americans and likely Canadians have gone through in the last 

several decades. He says the Gospel makes sense if you believe in a personal 

God, in final judgment, the reality of heaven and hell, and that being in right 

relationship with God, or even being a good person makes a difference. 

Christendom was still assumed in the ‘50s and ‘60s. Those were not disputed 

things even into the early ‘70s when I gave my life to the Lord. Some didn’t 

believe some of these truths, but the basic narrative was similar for many of 

us. Pastor Keller notes that most of us did not have a response in those 

decades to those who felt the Church was an agent of injustice. In the ‘70s, 

‘80s and up until a few years ago, we’ll say five or six years ago, the 

narrative was to be “true to yourself,” without reference to goodness. Now 

instead of trying to be good, or dealing with your anxiety over sin or final 

destiny, it was more a psychological narrative in these last decades, being 

“free to discover yourself and your inner child.”  

 

Of course, the truth is, we are not free, but a slave to sin and brokenness. We 

need a new Master, someone who addresses our cultural narrative and our 

life stories, Jesus Christ, the same yesterday, today and forever. The true 

answer to every profound life question. 

 

Now in the present day, Tim says people are looking to create themselves, as 

a justice movement, rights being the key word. You are for me or against me 

as I create myself. Of course this identity politic forces people into huge 

performance issues. This is opposed to what the Gospel gives us, our 

identity as a gift in Jesus Christ by grace. The reality is: I can’t save myself 
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or create myself. And I am loved more than I dare hope. The Gospel is the 

great equalizer. Only God can bring us all together, however we describe 

ourselves. Rich and poor come together, as James says (1:9-10): The brother 

in humble circumstances ought to take pride in his high position, and the one 

who is rich should take pride in their low position, because we will pass 

away like wild flowers. Jesus saves you. You don’t and you can’t. Jews were 

looking for power and Greeks were looking for wisdom and beauty, but 

Jesus loves us all and confronts us all, as the power and wisdom of God. (1 

Cor. 1: 24-25) 

 

So how do you love? Part of my rabbit trail just then into how Pastor Tim 

Keller analyzed the cultural narratives was to say the way we learn to love is 

by listening. It is hard to hear people today, because there is much shouting, 

true, about important things, but shouting nevertheless. The hot topics today 

are: economic survival, personal security and respect, sexuality, race 

relations, and we may be very poor at loving those who are broken in more 

visible ways than we are. So we think of LGBTQ+, and if we are thinking 

rightly, we know they need Jesus as much as those of us who do not identify 

with those designations. They are a lost people group as much as we are. 

How can we win them to Christ? By listening. I’m not sure we are able to do 

that here yet as a group. But I know respectful listening is a good way to 

start loving someone. Many of the elders and I went to a conference called 

Posture Shift which simply asks us to pray for them and us, for their identity 

needs and love needs, as we would for any of our own. We all need the 

Lord. 

 

Listening is not a secret technique. It is a gift, at Christmas or any other 

time. It is what we all need. According to Pete and Geri Scazzero, feeling 

heard by someone who is listening is the key or at least one of the keys to 

feeling loved. It is important for your marriage and your friendships. When 

someone hears you, focuses on you, is able to verbalize what you have said 

in other words, some affirmation and connection is made and that is healing. 

Twelve step groups proceed on an individual sharing without a comeback, 

retort or advice. All counseling proceeds on the notion of the centrality of 

listening. There are therapies that are pills, and chemical means can help us. 

But when it comes to talk therapy, listening is critical. It is an essential skill. 

And may I suggest it is an essential skill for a lover: a lover of others and for 

a lover of God. 
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Forgiveness and repentance are also essential, but that’s for another day. 

Today, I want to simply say: we listen in order to love. Sometimes that’s all 

a person needs. And a little touch. Although touching in this pandemic 

season is tricky and it always is somewhat loaded as a behaviour, because so 

many of us have received unwanted touch. I get that.  

 

What was Mary’s gift? That’s an easy one. We don’t need to read Luke 1 to 

remember what Mary’s gift was. It is Christmas. Her gift was Jesus. An 

eternal gift. A gift for the whole world. A gift for you and me. The only gift 

you really need at Christmas, or any other time. “All I want for Christmas is 

you, Jesus.” That is a great prayer. 

 

But may I be so bold as to ask what Mary’s gift was to God? Dr. Luke, in 

the first chapter of his gospel was clear and detailed on the appearance of the 

last prophet John and the Messiah Jesus. Both births were miraculous, one to 

an older couple “beyond the years of child bearing,” and the other a 

supernatural birth with a young engaged woman receiving genetic material 

from God Himself. Zechariah was doubtful, suspicious even, so he was 

given a time out from talking to think about what the Lord had done, and 

was allowed to speak again when John the Baptizer was born.  

 

Mary received the angel Gabriel, as best as one can, with a powerful, light 

bearing person right in front of you. Mary’s trouble was not only with his 

words of greeting, “You who are favoured of the Lord,” but also with the 

angel’s demeanor.” Don’t be afraid. “Don’t be afraid,” sums it up, here and 

in almost every other encounter between angels and humans. The angel’s 

presence is awesome, but his message from God is greater still. Gabriel 

bears the greatest news that an angelic or any other kind of messenger can 

ever bring to any human being. God is bringing you into relationship with 

Himself. He is providing the way through this baby Jesus, who will become 

an adult and fulfill all the promises of the Messiah, the One who sits 

eternally on David’s throne, and brings all of true Israel, all believers into 

the new kingdom of God. This Jesus is the Way. And his baby hands once 

placed stars in the heavens, as the song notes. What a risk God the Son took 

to become one of us, because He loved us more than we could ask or 

imagine.  He became a helpless baby for us. 

 

Mary basically listens through all of Gabriel’s announcement. She simply 

tries to take it in. She listens. That is her gift to the Lord. She loves the Lord 

in so doing. 
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She only asks one question, “How do you get pregnant without being with a 

man?” The answer is God can do what man cannot do. This child is a 

supernatural gift. And just so Mary would be further comforted, she is 

informed that her relative Elizabeth is pregnant, also resulting from the 

proclamation of the Word of God. And in case there are any other questions, 

Gabriel gives the basic teaching, which is not basic at all, but demands our 

meditation and reflection: “Nothing is impossible for God.” Every word of 

God comes with power. He can do it. He has done it. He will do it. Do you 

know this God? Do you experience that powerful sense of His creative 

power and creativity to remedy whatever is wrong in your life with His 

presence and His word? Can you put into words to share with others, how 

you are experiencing Jesus’ creative power and love in your life? That 

would be a wonderful gift at Christmas for others. If you can express what 

the Lord means to you without using a lot of churchy words, but still express 

it. Others may or may not be attracted to that expression of your heart. But it 

is where your treasure is, if you belong to Him. Try to write down a few 

thoughts and share them. Take the risk for a different kind of Christmas gift 

by sharing your experience of Jesus with those close to you. 

 

Mary gave the gift of listening. And while I still have far to go in listening 

well, it is the loving thing to do. When someone feels like they have been 

heard, that often accompanies a sense of being loved. It is a risk to listen, 

and to listen well. Not everything you hear may be complementary to you. It 

takes courage to listen well. Loving is a risky business. Loving God. Loving 

others. Loving well. But start anew this year, the end of 2020, to choose to 

listen and hear what others are saying. Your love life may never be the same, 

in so many ways. 

 

Mary also took the role of the servant. Jesus commends that role. He shows 

by example and by teaching that serving others is a way to love them well.  

 

She knows that in listening to the Lord, it is good to answer the Lord with, 

“May it be to me as you have said.” A longer form of the single word 

agreement: Amen. So say we all. Take time in this season, if you can, make 

time in this season to listen well to the Lord, and to say to Him, along with 

Mary, “May it be to me as you have said.” “Your love endures forever.” 

 

Let us pray.  

 
 


