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December 28: 
Understated Mastery


“Suddenly, God's angel stood among them and God's glory blazed around them. They were terrified.  The angel said, "Don't be afraid. I'm here to announce a great and joyful event that is meant for everybody, worldwide: A Savior has just been born in David's town, a Savior who is Messiah and Master.”  Luke 2:9-11 (The Message)

Our God has many titles, but one I’ve never heard used before is the God of Understatement. Yet here in Luke we have the very Creator of the universe announcing the birth of his Son by sending a single angel to a small band of shepherds—just about the lowest rung on the societal totem pole. It’s hard to imagine a less-bombastic, less understated announcement of the second-most-important event of all time.

Nobody was expecting this, at least not there, not then. There had been a famine of the Word of God for about 400 years. But suddenly, in the blink of an eye, everything changed—at least from human perspective.

The shepherds had heard their parents talk. “Some day, the Messiah will come back. No, I don’t know when, but that day will come. Trust me. Things will get better, then.” The shepherds’ trust had been well-placed, for at that time, in that place, they heard the exciting, majestic, awe-inspiring news: “The Savior has just been born!” And of all places, in Bethlehem, the armpit of Israel.

You see, that’s the second aspect of God’s understatement. First, He just sends a single angel to the shepherds, when He could have justified sending the entire Host of Heaven to the temple in Jerusalem. Second, He has his son born in a manger in Bethlehem – when He could have arranged for a birthing place in the royal palace in Jerusalem, or anywhere else, for that matter.

And third, rather than reel off the list of titles to which Jesus rightly lays claim—Alpha and Omega, Defender, Rose of Sharon, Mighty Messiah, Root of David, Redeemer, Prince of Peace, etc.—God’s messenger just focuses on Jesus as Savior, Messiah and Master. Again, such masterful understatement.

This brings us to the present. God continues to speak with us with restraint and understatement. We usually have to strain to hear His still small voice. He nudges us and opens doors. He restrains us and closes doors. But He never overpowers us with His infinite strength and wisdom. He always leaves room for us to respond from our hearts. Even if He does not like our initial response, He continues gently to bind us to His will and to His heart.

It won’t always be this way, of course. The day will come, and is coming soon, when Jesus Christ returns with power and majesty and trumpet fanfares. In that day, nobody will accuse God of “understatement.” No, in that day the full glory of the Lord of Hosts will be unveiled to every living being on the planet. Every knee will bow. Every tongue will confess what the angels said long ago: Jesus is the Savior and Messiah and Master.

Prayer:  Holy Spirit, please help us always to be amazed by God’s masterful but understated mastery of every aspect of creation and history. Help us open our hearts to respond to His gentle nudging. May we never forget the full majesty and glory of our risen Savior, proclaiming it with our lives, our voices, our thoughts, and our actions. In this way, may the central truth about Christmas—God with us—be etched indelibly in our body, mind, soul and spirit, now and forevermore. Amen.

Richard Briggs (2004)
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