The First Christmas Carols #1

“Gabriel’s Song”

Luke 1:26-38


Christmas is a season of traditions. These repeated practices vary from culture to culture, generation to generation, and even family to family. The tradition I recall best from my childhood was opening Christmas presents on Christmas Eve. The reason was practical: My family always traveled to my mother’s parents in West Virginia on Christmas morning. So we opened our presents the night before. (We never complained!)


As I grew older, the appeal of Christmas presents began to fade somewhat. Now I have a personal tradition for the Christmas season. On December 1st each year, I put away all other music and break out my Christmas albums. For the entire month of December I listen to Christmas music, both traditional hymns and more contemporary songs celebrating our Savior’s birth. Every year my collection of Christmas music seems to grow just a bit, and it takes some effort to get it all played during those thirty-one days!


I love Christmas music, from Nat King Cole crooning “Chestnuts roasting on an open fire,” to the Peanuts gang singing “Hark the Herald Angels Sing” around Charlie Brown’s little Christmas tree. Perhaps more than any other time of year, the music of Christmas seems to capture the spirit of the occasion.


During this month of December, I would like to consider with you what I am calling “The First Christmas Carols.”  No, we are not going to study “Silent Night” or “O Come, All Ye Faithful,” but rather Christmas songs that date back to the very first Christmas.  The first two chapters of Luke preserve five “hymns” surrounding the events of the birth of Jesus.
 The first is found in Luke 1:26-38:

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. 


John MacArthur notes, “There is no more miraculous, compelling announcement in all of history than that which opens Luke’s familiar and beloved account of the birth of our Lord.”


This passage of Scripture inspired the Christmas song, “Ave Maria,” from the Latin meaning, “Hail, Mary.” I realize that this has also become a prayer in the Roman Catholic Church that exalts the mother of Jesus to a status far beyond what the Bible teaches. Philip Hughes writes,

In the worship of Roman Catholicism the Virgin Mary is given a prominence which rivals that of Christ Himself. The Ave Maria enjoys a prestige to all intents and purposes on a level with that of the Lord’s Prayer. Legitimate respect for Mary, the ‘calling her blessed’ (Luke 1:28, 42, 48), has been replaced by ex​cessive veneration and devotion to her as in a special sense the dispenser of grace.


I certainly don’t want to go that far in honoring Mary, but I think too many preachers and churches tend to go to the other extreme and ignore her altogether. This is not right, either. After all, her role was “the crown and glory of all motherhood.”
 I like how one classic preacher put it:

Give us back the mother of our Lord; we want her here with us on earth, that our maidens and our matrons, feeling her to be one of themselves, may learn from her, in each event of life, how to receive God’s will about themselves.


When it comes to Mary, people tend to go to one of two extremes. They either magnify her so much that Jesus takes second place (Luke 1:32), or they ignore her and fail to give her the esteem she deserves (Luke 1:48). Elizabeth, filled with the Spirit, called her “the mother of my Lord” (Luke 1:43); and that is reason enough to honor her.
 With that in mind, let’s take a closer look at these words of the angel Gabriel to the young woman who was about to become the mother of the Messiah.

Mary’s Favored Status

Gabriel’s opening words to Mary describe her favored status. Combining verses 28 and 30 we read, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you… Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God.” 

What do we know about Mary? She was Jewish, from the tribe of Judah, a descendant of David, and a virgin. She lived in Nazareth, which in this period was an insignificant village of an estimated sixteen hundred to two thousand inhabitants.
 Nazareth had a bad reputation among the Jews, as seem in Nathaniel’s snide comment in John 1:46. She was engaged to Joseph, a carpenter also from Nazareth, and apparently both of them were poor. Among the Jews at that time, engagement was almost as binding as marriage and could be broken only by divorce. In fact, the man and the woman were called “husband” and “wife” even before the marriage took place. Since Jewish girls married young, it is likely that Mary was a teenager when the angel appeared to her.

Considering all this, and considering Gabriel’s greeting, we can well understand why Mary was perplexed and afraid. Why would an angel come to greet her? In what way was she “highly favored” (“greatly graced”) by God? How was God with her? It is, of course, a complete misunderstanding to translate “Hail Mary, full of grace,” and understand the words to mean that Mary would be a source of grace to other people.
 He did not say that she was “full of grace,” but highly favored. (The Greek word is a passive participle, showing she received the favor. The Latin gratia plena (“full of grace”) has been misused to teach that Mary is a source of grace.)


Gabriel had to use such an expression because, before God, Mary was unworthy in her own strength. That means she was a sinner, and sinners need God’s grace. In that sense, Mary was just like you and me—she had no grace to dispense, because she needed the saving grace only God can give. Therefore, she was the recipient of grace, not the source of it.

Mary’s responses throughout this text reveal her humility and honesty before God. She certainly never expected to see an angel and receive special favors from heaven. There was nothing unique about her that such things should happen. If she had been different from other Jewish girls, as some theologians claim she was, then she might have said, “Well, it’s about time! I’ve been expecting you!” No, all of this was a surprise to her.

Mary’s Fabulous Selection


Not only was Mary granted a favored status by God, she was the fabulous selection to fulfill a function unique in all human history. No one before or since has ever had such an awesome and awful assignment given to them. Gabriel explains this task in verses 31-33,

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.

After centuries of what undoubtedly felt like God’s silence, Mary learned that she would be the mother of the Messiah. Thousands of Hebrew women for centuries had hoped to be the one to bear Israel’s Savior. It was an honor too wonderful to describe, but the privilege would also require immense sacrifice.


Mary responds with a question: “How will this be since I am a virgin?” These are not the words of doubt (as with Zechariah earlier in this chapter) but of wonder as to the mechanics of this mission. She must have realized that her conception of this child would happen immediately, or at least before she was married to Joseph.
 Mary knew what would happen, but she did not know how it would happen. How could a virgin give birth to a child?


Gabriel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.”  He used imagery that would have been familiar to any Jew. After Moses led the Hebrew people out of Egypt, the Lord directed him to con​struct a tabernacle—a portable house of worship. When it was complete, God overshadowed the tent, which the people saw as an eerie glow in the form of a cloud. The angel used this imagery when he said “the power of the Most High will overshadow you” to explain that God’s spiritual presence would miraculously conceive a male child in her womb. While the child would be human in every respect, He would not have a human father. His father would be, quite literally, the Almighty God.


This is called the “virgin birth” (although the phrase “virgin conception” may be more accurate). The virgin birth is a distinctive Christian doctrine. There is no Jewish parallel, though sometimes attention is drawn to birth stories among Greek legends. But none of these are really relevant. They usually tell of a god having sexual intercourse with a human woman. But a truly virgin birth is unique. And the evidence of the Gospel as we have it is plain that a virgin birth is what took place.


Not everyone is able to accept this, even among some Christian scholars. To such Bruce Larson writes,

Some devout Christians have never been able intellectually to accept the idea of the Virgin Birth. But if you believe it’s impossible, then I would question your view of God. You are limiting God. In the words of J. B. Phillips’s great book of thirty years ago, Your God Is Too Small. We Christians believe in a God who is big enough to deal with our most pressing personal problems. He is big enough to deal with our most pressing national problems and the problems of our world. Our Creator and Redeemer is the God of the impossible.


To confirm these words, Gabriel provides a sign to Mary: Her aged cousin Elizabeth, who had been barren all these years, was having a child of her own.


Notice also that this message is confirmed by the angel’s promise back in verse 28, “The Lord is with you.” This is much more than a greeting, for this language is often used in the Old Testament with reference to a person chosen by God for a special purpose in salvation history; in such contexts this phrase assures the human agent of divine power and protection.

Mary’s Faithful Stance


What would Mary’s response be to all of this? The simple words of verse 38 mark her faithful stance: “I am the Lord’s servant. May it be to me as you have said.” In other words, “I willingly commit myself to the unconditional service of my Lord.” 

The simplicity of Mary’s faith is remarkable, given the circumstances. Her simple answer gives us insight into her character. Quietly, modestly, submissively, she saw her role as a simple servant of the Lord. It’s hard to imagine a more gracious response to the angel’s announcement than Mary’s. Certainly her response shows deep and mature faith. A typical woman from our culture might have said, “Joseph, I had this weird dream. I need to go see a counselor.” She simply submitted to God’s plan for her.


We are so familiar with the story that we can miss what Leon Morris calls “Mary’s quiet heroism.”
 She must have understood the risks involved: the suspicions and slander of the townsfolk, the possible termination of the engagement (which, in those days, was a legal divorce), and perhaps even an accusation of adultery that could end with her being stoned to death! In spite of all of this, Mary responded in submission and surrender.


“The Lord’s servant” in verse 38 literally means “bondslave.” In the Old Testament a bondslave was a slave who legally could go free, but voluntarily submitted himself to his master for the rest of his life. This term bondslave is how many of the New Testament writers describe themselves. They had willingly become slaves to Jesus Christ. Kyle Idleman comments,

Choosing to become a bondslave was an act of complete self-denial. A bondslave gave up all their rights to the Master. He is agreeing to give up all his possessions to the master. A slave couldn’t pick and choose what was part of the deal. He couldn’t say, “I’m going to be a slave but I want to keep the car, and I need every other weekend off. I need to have a room with a view.” It wasn’t a negotiation. A bondslave would say, “Everything I have, everything I am, I sign over to you.”


Mary had a choice. And so do we. God never forces His love or His will on anyone. The implication here is that the angel was announcing God’s plan and purpose to Mary and it would not be carried out without her consent. Mary would suffer the ridicule and contempt of being pregnant and unmarried in a small town full of gossips. Knowing all this, she said, “Let it be to me according to your word.” It is surely one of the most courageous statements ever recorded.


These are the words of absolute surrender to God and His will. He required that of Mary, and He requires no less from you and I. We are called in Romans 12:1 to present our bodies as “living sacrifices unto God,” and I can think of no better way to describe Mary’s faithful stance in response to Gabriel’s words.


I know that we usually equate surrender with weakness or defeat. But this is the paradox: Victory comes through surrender. Surrender doesn’t weaken you; it strengthens you. Surrendered to God, you don’t have to fear or surrender to anything else. William Booth, founder of the Salvation Army, said, “The greatness of a man’s power is in the measure of his surrender.” Surrendered people are the ones God uses. God chose Mary to be the mother of Jesus, not because she was talented or wealthy or beautiful, but because she was totally surrendered to him. When the angel explained God’s improbable plan, she calmly responded, “I am the Lord’s servant, and I am willing to accept whatever he wants” [Luke 1:38, nlt]. Nothing is more powerful than a surrendered life in the hands of God. “So give yourselves completely to God” [James 4:7a ncv].


And so we conclude the initial song of the first Christmas carols. Perhaps you (like me) never gave much thought to the song “Ave Maria” because you (like me) don’t know Latin! But the inspiration for that song, Gabriel’s announcement to Mary and her subsequent acceptance of God’s assignment, have much to say to us today as we enter yet another Christmas season.

Some mistakenly cast Mary as the “mother of God.” She was indeed the mother of Jesus, the Son of God. However, God the Son existed from eternity; Mary was the source only of Jesus’ human nature. Even so, it is appropriate that we honor Mary and the faith she displayed throughout her life. Mary was a truly remarkable woman; her faith and faithfulness set an example for us all.
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