
 

 1 

 
Sermon for 7/8/18              

THE INCARNATION OF GOD 
 
 Okay, full disclosure, I’m a believer now, a disciple of Jesus Christ, and a member of the 

Christian church that emerged after Jesus’ death and resurrection.  But I wasn’t the day he came to 
Nazareth, to his hometown, and my hometown where Jesus and I grew up together.  That’s right, Jesus and 
I were friends, buddies, partners in crime even.  We were hellions together, as thick as thieves, and 
thoroughly into the mischief that bored young boys can get into.  I mean, Nazareth was a small town, 
without much to do, and Jesus and I found things to do, like the day we used some sheep shears to shave 
off his sister’s hair.  That was fun!  Well, until his mother found out who did it.  Jesus was grounded for a 
week! 

My name is Benjamin, by the way, named after the tribe of Israel.  But you can call me Benny.  
Everyone does.  And in a small town like Nazareth—well you know what small towns are like—everyone 
knows everyone.  There are no secrets in a small town.  And everyone knew Jesus too, Joseph and Mary’s 
boy.  So when we heard that he was coming to Nazareth after having made quite a name for himself, we 
were pretty excited.  You know, local boy makes good!  Local boy has become famous!  Local boy is a 
miracle worker!  And now, we were going to see for ourselves, how Jesus, the kid I went to school with, 
the one who couldn’t get a date for the prom, who to his father’s dismay was all thumbs with a hammer 
and saw, had reinvented himself. 

I must admit that I was jealous of Jesus, that he had been able to reinvent himself.  To do that 
though, you have to leave home, and I just couldn’t do that.  But if you don’t leave home, they remember 
everything about you, and everything you ever did.  You can’t get a clean slate in your hometown, and 
especially not in a small town.  Even when you are forty years old with children they still remember you 
when you were seven.  So by leaving, Jesus had the opportunity to start over, and to become the person he 
felt called to be, the person he felt God had called him to be.  I wish I had had the courage to do that.  But I 
didn’t.  I just stayed. 

Well anyway, when Jesus came home, it went pretty well at first.  He taught in the synagogue on the 
Sabbath and his wisdom and his words astounded us.  He’d always been smart, but his knowledge of the 
Torah and the Scriptures was amazing, superior to any rabbi I had ever heard.  My neighbors murmured 
about the miraculous healings he had performed in other towns.  Maybe he would do one of those in 
Nazareth.  He turned out to be everything people were saying about him and more.  I was impressed!  But I 
was also dumbfounded.  How had I not known about this side of him when we were growing up?  But just 
when it looked like Jesus was winning over the crowd and was being warmly and lovingly embraced by 
his other old chums and neighborhood acquaintances as the “hometown boy made good,” his reception 
went south and they took offense at him. 

Now I’ve read the account of this in Mark’s Gospel, and it’s missing something that would help you 
understand what happened.  It’s missing what Jesus said.  We enjoyed, and even marveled, at his teaching.  
We were astounded by his healing powers.  We were amazed by his wisdom.  We took offense at none of 
those things.  We took offense at Jesus.  Because in his teaching and healing it became increasingly clear 
that he was inviting us to believe in him, to believe that he was the Messiah promised by God.  That’s 
when he lost us.  “Is not this the all-thumbs carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and 
Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?”  He can’t be the Messiah.  The Messiah will come 
down from the sky with thunder and lightning, riding a chariot with a sword in his hands, with legions of 
angels behind him.  This is just…Jesus, the kid who had trouble learning how to skip, who wasn’t good at 
math, and who had acne as a teenager. 

 The real issue for the people of Nazareth, for the Jews, for the Greeks, for me, and for anyone we 
invite to believe in Jesus, is the scandal of the incarnation.  The ministry and message of Jesus invites us to 
embrace one awesome and hard to swallow fact unto our salvation: that the Word became flesh and dwelt 
among us.  And I know it is just as problematic for you today as it was for us.  People have little trouble 
believing in God.  By all accounts, belief in God is, and remains, high.  What boggles the mind is the 
invitation to believe that this Jesus, my boyhood friend, a failed carpenter, with a hook nose and dirty feet, 
who liked to party with ne’er-do-wells in the red-light districts, who was executed on a Roman cross as an 
enemy of the state and of the Temple, was God too. 
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You know, the first great heresy in our new Christian church was not the denial of Jesus’ divinity, 
but the denial of his full humanity.  We want a savior who can reach down from the sky and rescue us, not 
one who sits beside our sick bed holding our hand.  We want a savior who is sublime and aglow with 
God’s Spirit.  We want a savior who is above it all, perfect in every way, not one like us.  I mean, how 
does one like a son of man help us?  We need one who is like the son of God!  We need one who is tough 
and powerful, all knowing, all seeing, all loving, Zeus-like, who can save us, not one like us. 

 This same kind of rejection would hound Jesus all the way to the Cross, and still confuses would-be 
believers in him today.  After knowing what Jesus taught, what he did, how he healed, how he lived, and 
how he died and was raised, how can people not believe in him?  It was a question that really disturbed the 
earliest converts, who were mostly Greeks, and significantly hampered our missionary work.  We 
constantly had to address questions like: “How could Jesus’ own people reject their Messiah?”  “Why did 
they take offense at him?”  “If Jesus wasn’t good enough for them, why should he be good enough for us?” 

But here’s the tragic part.  Jesus could do no deed of power in Nazareth because of our unbelief.  
Faith and miracles are linked, you see.  You don’t get one without the other.  Miracles require faith.  No 
faith, no miracles, because miracles are in the eye of the beholder.  But have faith in Jesus as the Messiah, 
as the incarnation of God, as God’s Word made flesh, and miracles just abound, like feeding 5000 hungry 
people with five loaves of bread and two fishes.  Yeah, I was there for that one.  I had already begun to 
follow Jesus by then.  It was amazing.  He was amazing! 

 You see, the miracles Jesus performed were not very flashy.  In fact, they were mostly ordinary, 
feeding hungry people, curing people of illnesses that were isolating, restoring people to the relationships 
of family and community that make for their enjoyment of abundant life.  It is, after all, the relationship 
with God that faith creates and sustains that saves us.  If there is one thing that Jesus had like no one else, 
it was a relationship of faith in God, a relationship from which he drew strength and encouragement every 
day of his life, a relationship so intimate, that he called God, daddy, a relationship of love so powerful that 
it could overcome the separation of death itself into resurrected life. 

 Sadly, we want God to be a whole lot more dramatic, supernatural even, above the mess and the 
fray of our sordid everyday existence.  We take offense if God turns out to be speaking to us through 
Uncle Harold, or rescuing us by means of our obnoxious neighbor.  God needs to remain clear of that, and 
clean of that, up in the sky where God belongs. 

 Ironically, the mystery of the incarnation holds our greatest solace and comfort, namely that 
wherever you go, God is with you.  But more than that, whenever you suffer, hurt, sorrow, or despair, God 
has done so in Jesus and wants to be there for you.  God knows in full measure the pain of being human, 
and sympathizes with our weakness.  Yes, Jesus Christ had a mother, and brothers and sisters, and friends.  
He lost loved ones and grieved for them, attended weddings and enjoyed them, hit his thumb with a 
hammer and, well you know what he said.  What made him different and distinctive and divine, is that 
through it all, he remained steadfastly faithful, finding God in everyone, in everything, in every place, even 
on a Roman cross as he was dying, and even in me.  And because of that, I found God in him. 

 When we begin to believe that the scandal of the incarnation is actually the wisdom of God, the 
world opens itself to us like a blooming flower.  When we begin to seek God in the ordinary warp and 
woof of life, and recognize God’s presence in each other, and God’s artistry in the breathtaking beauty of 
each new day, mighty deeds of power begin to happen: deeds of mercy and compassion, deeds of healing 
and reconciliation, deeds of forgiveness and understanding and unbridled love, and deeds that the faithful 
look upon as nothing less than miraculous. 

 Faith in Jesus Christ as the incarnate son of God helps us see the miraculous presence of God all 
around us: in the people who love us, work with us, and drive us nuts; in the poor, the homeless and the 
refugees; in the physicians, nurses, and mid-wives; in the trash collectors, street sweepers, and carpenters; 
in the teachers, friends, and casual acquaintances.  Seeing God in them bends us favorably toward them 
and creates the community that is heaven.  And when that starts happening, you’ll see miraculous deeds of 
power erupting all around you, seen by all those who have eyes to see. 

 
PRAYER: Grant us faith, O God, in your incarnate Word, that we may see your miraculous presence 

with us and around us and in us, to the praise and glory of your beloved son, Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen. 
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