The First Christmas Angels #2

“The Angel and the Godly Girl.”

Luke 1:26-38

Of all the characters in our nativity scenes and childhood Christmas plays, the two most notable characters (outside of the baby Jesus) are Joseph and Mary. I recall growing up taking part in many Christmas plays as a child, always a shepherd or a wise man until I was old enough to be considered for the part of Joseph. It seemed, at that age, to be a privilege to portray him. (I imagine the feeling was the same for girls who wanted to be Mary.)

Yet, even to this day, we know next to nothing about Joseph (whom we will look at next week) and more confusion surrounds the mother of the Christ child than the baby Himself! Thanks to the artist’s brush, the sculptor’s chisel and mallet, the author’s pen, and the well-meaning imagination of preachers, we know more about the Mary of dogma and legend than the real Mary of Scripture.

The Roman Catholic Church has not helped the situation by adding several unbiblical doctrines to its teaching on Mary. These include:

· “Immaculate Conception,” the notion that Mary was born without a fallen sin nature, free from original sin.

· “Perpetual Virginity” insists that Mary remained a virgin her entire life.

· “Bodily Assumption,” the belief that Mary never succumbed to death but was taken directly into heaven in bodily form.

By adding one Mary-exalting dogma to another, the Roman Catholic Church now regards Mary as a co-mediator (or “mediatrix”) alongside her Son, Jesus Christ. In the words of Pope John Paul II, “In union with Christ and in submission to him, she collaborated in obtaining the grace of salvation for all humanity”

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, or they ignore her and fail to give her the honor she deserves.

History has romanticized Joseph and Mary. We tend to think of them as larger than life. Artists often picture them with mystic expressions and halos around their heads. In reality they were common folk. Joseph was a carpenter, and Mary was a young girl from a simple background. They could hardly have been more plain. Only their faith was extraordinary.

In all likelihood, Joseph and Mary were very young. They were probably in their teens, because marriages in their culture tended to be arranged at a young age. Betrothals often occurred when girls were as young as twelve or thirteen. What we know about Mary indicates she had reached a level of maturity beyond most teenagers; perhaps she was in her late teens or early twenties. Joseph was probably not much older.

Luke 1:27 says Mary was engaged to Joseph. Engagement in that culture did not mean the same thing it means today. The rabbinical writings distinguish two stages in Hebrew marriage. The kiddushin, or betrothal period, was legally as binding as marriage. If at any time during the kiddushin either of the couple violated the vows or was found to be unchaste, a formal divorce was required to nullify the marriage contract. In other words, the two parties were in every sense legally married—they were even called husband and wife—but they had no physical relationship whatsoever. They lived in separate homes. The kiddushin was normally a twelve-month period. The second stage of Hebrew marriage, the huppa, was like a modern wedding, only a much bigger occasion. Weddings often lasted seven days.
 

Joseph and Mary were still in their kiddushin when Luke records the story of “The Angel and the Godly Girl” in Luke 1:26-38. I invite you to turn with me to this text.

A Revelation of Unspeakable Joy

We begin with a revelation of unspeakable joy in verses 26-33,

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.”
Luke speaks of the “sixth month,” referring to the pregnancy of Elizabeth from the previous verses. Once again the angel is named—Gabriel—the same angel who was sent to Zechariah earlier in this chapter. Rather than being dispatched to the Temple in Jerusalem, however, Gabriel is sent to Nazareth, a town in Galilee. The region of Galilee was considered “the sticks” in first century Palestine, and the town of Nazareth had a particularly bad reputation. In this hick town lived a poor young girl named Mary. 

I wonder what Gabriel’s reaction was when he first received the assignment. “Really, Lord?” he might have asked. “You want me to go where? To whom?” But if he had any misgivings, there were none apparent when he reached his destination. We read in verse 28 that the angel appeared to Mary and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.” The Latin word translated “Greetings” is “Ave,” from which we get the song, “Ave Maria.”
 It is, of course, a complete misunderstanding to translate “Hail Mary, full of grace,” and understand that to mean that Mary would be a source of grace to other people. Gabriel is saying simply that God’s favor rests on her.
 

We are so familiar with the story of Jesus’ birth that it sometimes loses its impact. What a frightening experience it must have been for Mary! Picture being in a room where you think you are completely alone. Suddenly, out of nowhere someone appears. And not just anyone, but an extraterrestrial being! You jump, your heart pounds, and you brace yourself for “fight or flight.” Mary was terrified.

Gabriel tries to calm her with the words, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God.” The angel’s words clearly and immediately revealed that the divine blessing bestowed on Mary was nothing less than God’s grace. These words are not praising Mary for her inherently virtuous, godly, or worthy character. The angel’s message to her simply said that God had freely chosen to give grace to Mary—that is what made her favored and blessed.

The revelation of unspeakable joy follows 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.”
The first statement fulfilled the dream of every Jewish girl in the first century—to have a child, especially a son. As with John earlier, the angel gives the name for the child: Jesus, which in Hebrew is “Joshua,” meaning “The Lord [Yahweh] is salvation.”
 It was a common name for a Jewish boy in those days. 

The second verse would have certainly been uncommon, though: “He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High.” For Mary, a young girl from a poor family in an obscure village, the thought of a child of hers being called “great” would have been almost laughable. And to be called “the Son of the Most High”? What on earth could that mean?

The final description must have been downright breathtaking. The promise that this child would be given the throne of David, to reign over the house of Israel forever… that was nothing less than the Messiah! This was not only the dream of every Jewish girl; this was the hope of the entire Jewish people! 

Mary must have been elated by this news, yet at the same time, confused. She must have thought to herself, “Why me?” When you think about it, God’s sovereign choice of Mary to be the mother of Jesus is most astonishing. Out of all the women He could have chosen—queens, princesses, sisters or daughters of the wealthy and influential—He chose an unknown, unassuming young woman named Mary from an obscure village called Nazareth. But God’s plans and purposes often do not unfold in the manner we, as humans, would have selected.

The same is true for us today. More often than not, God selects the least likely to succeed—in human eyes—so that, when His plan unfolds, those who witness it will have to admit, “This has to be God!”

A Reaction of Unconditional Surrender

So, how will Mary react to the angel’s message? On the surface, we might think her response was similar to Zechariah previously. We read in verse 34, “How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” They both questioned the angel’s words, right?

Not exactly. Mary’s question differs dramatically from that of Zacharias. He asked, “How will I know this?” and then enumerated the physical difficulties preventing the fulfillment of Gabriel’s announcement. His question suggests that a miraculous sign would be enough to win his confidence. Mary’s question, on the other hand, reflects genuine confusion. She asked, “How can this be?” She qualified her question by saying, “since I am a virgin.” She asked a reasonable, practical question. “How will this happen without a man?” She took the announcement to mean the conception would happen very soon, but her consummation with Joseph was still several months away.
 

Gabriel does not respond to the curious young girl as he did the cynical old man. Rather than a rebuke, he provides an explanation in verses 35-37, 

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.” 

This child would not be the son of Joseph, or any other human father for that matter. Verse 35 points to the Holy Spirit would come upon Mary—not in some crude divine-human “mating” as found in ancient religions, but simply that the conception would be the result of a divine activity.
 That word “overshadow” is applied to the presence of God in the holy of holies in the Jewish tabernacle and temple. As Warren Wiersbe puts it, “Mary’s womb became a holy of holies for the Son of God!”

Mary did not ask for a sign, as did Zechariah, yet Gabriel gives her one—the fact that Elizabeth, who had never born children and considered too old to do so, was in the sixth month of her own pregnancy. Some English translations refer to Elizabeth as Mary’s “cousin,” while others use the term “relative.” It is not known whether she was a cousin, aunt or other relation.

At any rate, we see a reaction of unconditional surrender in verse 38: “I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Those words reveal a singular faith. There was no questioning in her mind, no doubt, no misgivings, no fear, no demanding to understand—only an instant submission and the confidence that this was in fact God’s truth.

The Greek word translated “bondslave” describes a particular kind of servitude common in her day. The term denotes a person who has voluntarily sold himself or herself into slavery, usually to pay a debt or to avoid destitution. She used this word to express her complete submission to the will of her Creator. “Behold, the bondslave of the Lord.” In other words, “I willingly commit myself to the unconditional service of the Lord.”

We are apt to take this as the most natural thing and accordingly we miss what Leon Morris calls, “Mary’s quiet heroism.”
 It’s hard to imagine God making any request more extreme than what He asked of Mary.
 She was not yet married to Joseph. His reaction to her pregnancy might have been expected to be a strong one; Matthew tells us that he did in fact think of divorcing her. At worse, the death penalty for adultery was still in play (as seen when the Pharisees dragged the woman caught in adultery before Jesus in John 9). Mary could not be sure that she would not have to suffer, perhaps even die. But she recognized the will of God and accepted it.

Mary’s believing response was to surrender herself to God unconditionally as His willing servant. She experienced the grace of God and believed the Word of God, and therefore she could be used by the Spirit of God to accomplish the will of God. She belonged totally to the Lord, body (Luke 1:38), soul (Luke 1:46), and spirit (Luke 1:47): “My soul glorifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.” What an example for us to follow!

We are called to offer a similar gift. No, we are not called as Mary was to bear the Messiah. But Paul writes in Romans 12:1, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.” The word Paul uses for “offer” was a technical term used in presenting sacrifices to God at the Temple. Yet this is to be a “living sacrifice,” unlike the animals who were put to death on the altar. Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest explains, 

The physical body of the believer, put at the disposal of God, presented to Him, is holy, both in the sense of being set apart for His use, and holy in the sense of being used for pure and right purposes, and thus, being free from sinful practices.


Mary offered her holy gift, which was her body to the service of the Lord as a living sacrifice. Not only is this the meaning of “holy” but it also defines what “worship” is all about, as Paul indicates at the end of Romans 12:1. Worship is not just something we do on Sunday mornings in a church building, but it encompasses all of our lives, everything we do with our bodies. With this in mind Paul goes on in Romans 6:12-13,

Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness. 


We are to give our bodies as a holy gift to Christ, just as Mary did. That means in practical terms that we are to use our hands, our feet, our mouths, and our minds in ways that please God. Such a gift may include sacrificing our own desires and dreams for the service of God, but we will find that His plan for our lives far surpasses our own.
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