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For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called

	Wonderful Counselor,

	Mighty God,

	Everlasting Father,

	Prince of Peace.

	Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end. He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and forever. The zeal of the LORD Almighty will accomplish this.

	 

	(Isaiah 9:6–7 NIV)
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Preface

	 

	The Christmas season is filled with life-sized and miniature scenes depicting the baby Jesus lying in a manger surrounded by adoring parents, shepherds, and wise men. Church plays performed by excited and nervous children reenact the birth of the Messiah and Savior of mankind to a young girl named Mary. Children in robes depict the lowly shepherds and educated wise men paying homage to Mary and the newborn Messiah. 

	Mary has embarked on this miraculous journey because the angel Gabriel appeared to her and announced that she had been chosen by God, because of her purity and righteousness, to be the mother of His son. Pastors and priests compose sermons woven around the Advent story, integrating scripture readings and church traditions to recount the events leading to the birth of the baby Jesus and his future role as the Messiah. The Advent story unfolds in churches the world over during the few weeks leading to the birth of Jesus on Christmas day.

	How much of the traditional Christmas story told in pulpits and Sunday school classes today is authentic and factual, and how much is extrapolation and embellishment of the few Bible verses that portray the events leading to and surrounding the birth of Jesus? No Bible verses describe the childhood and life circumstances of Mary in the years preceding her choice as the mother of the Messiah, and so we are not given insight into the personal qualities that caused God to favor her over other possible choices. Nor are we told why God chose that particular time and place to send His Son into the world. Bible verses that describe the manner in which she was chosen are sparse and contain few details other than Gabriel’s attempt to allay her fears and give her reassurance that she can bear the Messiah even though she is still a virgin.

	The Advent message and Christmas story we hear and accept today is a traditional interpretation of these verses that have their origins in the fourth century more than three hundred years after the birth of Jesus and have evolved since then. In these lessons, we will take a fresh look at the Advent story as constructed from a combination of information from the readings of Edgar Cayce and biblical text. The Cayce readings do not contradict the biblical account of events leading to the birth of Jesus, but they do add considerable background material covering the years before His birth, fill in some of the gaps in the biblical material, and correct some apparent misperceptions prevalent in the traditional interpretation of those biblical verses.

	The readings tell of individuals who dedicated their lives to God and were active within a community that was established and existed for the purpose of making it possible for the Messiah to enter the earth. The foundation of that community was in place at least four hundred years before Jesus was born. By the time of Jesus, it was known as the Essenes, meaning “Expectancy,” a name which expresses the anticipation and hope they felt as they prepared themselves for the long-awaited event. 

	It is clear that the birth of Jesus was preceded by and required the dedication and active participation of many persons. These persons were more than just passive bystanders to a miraculous event orchestrated by God; they were participants in the event, willingly becoming the hands and feet of God, the channels through which God’s purpose and plan for mankind was to be fulfilled. Despite all they had seen and done, even the Essenes may not have fully realized that Jesus would be the living example of the ideal relationship between God and man, and that he would teach the Way and the Truth that has the power to free man from his self-inflicted separation from God and reunite his soul with its Creator.

	
Coercion or Calling

	 

	In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. 

	The virgin’s name was Mary. The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.” Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be.

	But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. 

	The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.”

	“How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon 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 barren is in her sixth month. For nothing is impossible with God.” “I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Then the angel left her. 

	(Luke 1:26-38 NIV)

	This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. 

	Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly.

	(Matthew 1:18-19 NIV)

	 

	The common interpretation of the few biblical verses in Luke that describe the visit of the angel Gabriel to Mary and her response to his announcement that she would be the mother of Jesus includes the assumption that Mary was a young pious village girl worthy of the honor and chosen by God without her prior knowledge. She was blindsided by the announcement, but handled it with poise and decorum. In Luke 1:34 she responds to the announcement by asking how she can have a child when she is a virgin. 

	Since Mary was already betrothed to Joseph (Luke1:27) before the vision and announcement, wouldn’t a more natural response be for her to assume that she would give birth to this special child after she was married and had sexual relationships with her husband? Why would she assume that she had to become pregnant or give birth to the child before her marriage? 

	Does this indicate some confusion and fluster on her part as she attempted to make sense of the sudden and unexpected proclamation? Abraham faced a similar situation. When he was told by God that his wife Sarai would have a child, he immediately assumed that it would occur by normal birth and questioned God’s word because it seemed physically impossible to him that Sarai could have a child at her advance age (Gen 17:15–17).

	The reaction of Mary (Luke1:38) to the announcement seems more like resigned acceptance rather than enthusiastic joy. Nevertheless, she is recorded as having believed and accepted the vision and concludes that her pregnancy will begin before she is married to Joseph. Gabriel confirms her conclusion and describes the manner in which she will become pregnant and the fact that her child will be the Son of God. 

	When Joseph hears that Mary has become pregnant before their marriage he reacts with considerable dismay and apprehension, and he wrestles with the unpleasant fact before finally coming to terms with it after receiving assurance and guidance from the angel Gabriel.

	In this traditional view, Mary apparently had no inkling before the vision that she would become pregnant by the Holy Spirit without having known a man. She apparently had no mental or physical preparation for the angelic announcement which could have caused serious emotional stress to any unprepared peasant girl. She probably had no real concept of the affect and influence her son would have on the Jewish nation and the history of mankind even though Gabriel described him as the Son of God. Under the circumstances, that description of the child would likely bring to her attention the nature of the conception, not the future possibilities of the child. 

	Imagine the effect of this pronouncement on Mary. She was a normal young teenager, of marriageable age for girls in that society at that time, but the suddenness of the announcement would have been shocking and the dawning awareness of the impact it would have on her life surely must have been difficult to accept. 
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