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I think we have to be honest, within our Presbyterian tradition, Mary, 

mother of Jesus, has not always had a good press. Indeed her role has 

been reduced to a minimal one. Yet according to the biblical narrative she 

is the one chosen to give birth to Jesus the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of 

God. Remember Mark 1:1, this is the Good News about Jesus Christ, the 

Son of God and he was born to Mary. 

It is Luke who gives us some background to the story of Mary before the 

birth narrative. He recalls the relationship between Mary and her relative 

Elizabeth and how this is played out later on in the lives of Jesus and John, 

so dramatically brought together in the baptism of Jesus and interlinked 

throughout the gospel story. It is Luke who gives us this story of Mary, 

where the announcement of the birth is made by an angel, named Gabriel, 

and she respond, first in humility and then later in song.  

The first chapter of Luke is all about comparison; two birth stories sit side 

by side, first John and then Jesus.  Births are announced and responses are 

given, one is in song by Mary, and the other in prophecy, by Zechariah. 

Here are parallel stories, Zechariah (old priest), his wife Elizabeth and her 

son John. The other is about Mary, a young girl of 12-14 years of age, and 

her son Jesus. I wonder if there is also a faith comparison going on here, 

between Zechariah, a man whose life was all about faith, he was a devout 

priest and Mary who responds in simple faith. 

 Before looking at the story of the encounter between Mary and Gabriel 

that took place in Nazareth in the region of Galilee, one other comment 

should be made. This opening section of Luke’s gospel is very different 

from the rest of the gospel, for it is written in the Old Testament style of 

revelation.   

So we have Mary Betrothed to Joseph. At this time, betrothal was as 

binding as marriage and lasted about year. If Joseph had died, Mary would 

have been declared a widow. If Mary’s role has been minimal, Joseph’s is 

even less. The understanding of the virgin birth declares that God is the 

father and not Joseph, but he still has a very important role to play. It is 

through Joseph that the lineage of Jesus becomes part of the line of King 

David. This is hugely important for the prophecies of Jesus messiah-ship to 

be true. He had to be of the line of David. (See Isaiah 11: 1, 10)  

Here is where the Old Testament revelation comes in. An angel appears to 

give God’s word. Mary seems more worried about the message than the 

angel, but the Greek word for angel is simply a messenger.  However we 

want to understand the word angel, what is happening here, is God, by 

some means, has a message for Mary. Mary might also have been worried 

because normally such divine greetings would have been given to people 

of rank or power. She is a woman, 12-14 years old, yet she has found God’s 

favour.  

Here is the important part of the message. Not that she is pregnant, 

although there are practical issues that concern her; it is the titles given to 

Jesus. His name was not uncommon, but the messenger says he will be 

called ‘Son of the Most High God’. This is a divine title that picks up the 

language of the Old Testament. (See Isaiah 9 6-7) This is Messiah language 

and John will talk about Jesus ushering in of the Kingdom of God.  

No wonder Mary is a bit worried. What a role to take on. God’s 

reassurance to Mary is that, not only can he do the impossible, he already 

has. Not somewhere distant from Mary or unconnected to her, but seen in 

the miracle of the pregnancy of the elderly Elizabeth. This God of the 

impossible, through Spirit and power, gives a special birth, to a special 

child, who will be called, Son of God. 



Seemingly in simple faith Mary accepts what is to be, more faith than 

Zechariah, or Elizabeth or Sarah, the wife of Abraham, another very elderly 

mother. You can see her reaction in Genesis 18 and make the comparison. 

The Old Testament pattern, seen in this encounter, finishes with her 

submission to God, similar to Hannah in 1 Samuel 1:18. 

What is in this for us? What is the challenge? God still sends his 

messengers. However you understand the term angel, God still sends his 

messengers! When they come to us, do we recognise the presence of God? 

When they speak to us, do we recognise the voice of God? When we are 

called to act in the face of the impossible, what is our response? Read Luke 

1: 46-50 Amen. 


