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Contexts & Connections #3-15    Luke 1:26-45 [46-56]    December 18, 2016 

Mary and the Hope of  the Messiah 

 
 

Contexts 
 

Linguistic 
 The name “Jesus” literally means “The Lord Saves” in Hebrew. (v. 31)1 Thus, Mary is told three names for 

her son in rapid succession: The Lord Saves, The Son of the Most High (v. 32), and The Son of God (v. 
35). Add to that the angel’s greeting, “The Lord is with you,” (v. 28), which renders in Hebrew as 
'Immanu'el (from which we get "Emmanuel") and the first verses of this passage provide a long list of 
names for Mary to choose from! 

 The NRSV calls Elizabeth Mary’s “relative.” The Greek word here (syngenis) implies a relationship, but does 
not specify the relationship. Luke is the only Gospel to indicate a familial relationship between the mothers 
of John the Baptist and Jesus,2 which is why we traditionally remember them as cousins, no matter which 
Gospel we are reading. 

 
Geographic 

 Nazareth was a small town near the Sea of Galilee, in the northern part of Israel. It was a backwater town 
in a backwater province in a backwater part of the Roman Empire, and not thought important for anyone. 
In the Book of John, Nathanael asks, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” (John 1:46), so it 
appears to have even been an object of derision for others from the region. It will be here in Nazareth, at 
his hometown synagogue, that Jesus will connect his ministry to Isaiah’s promises, angering the hometown 
crowd enough that they try to throw him off a cliff. (Luke 4:16-30) 

 
Historical 

 Luke wrote his Gospel after the Roman Empire had brutally destroyed the temple in Jerusalem. The action 
of the Gospel takes place before this event, but the writing itself takes place afterward, so that the story of 
Jesus is told at least in part through this lens. The story about Zechariah immediately preceding this one 
(1:5-20) takes place in the temple, and the final verse of Luke leaves the disciples in the temple after Jesus 
has ascended. Roman oppression and Israel’s longing for freedom are always in the background.3 

 
Cultural/Religious 

 Mary was engaged to Joseph (1:27), but still a virgin (1:34). In ancient Israel, her marriage would most 
likely have been arranged by her father. The announcement of the engagement would begin a one-year 
waiting period before the actual marriage took place. During this time, she would still live in her father’s 
house (and remain a virgin), but the marriage would be considered legally binding. If her fiancé were to die 
during this year, she would be considered a widow, even though she had never lived with him.4  

The Hope of the Messiah 

The Point  
God is always at work drawing all people into God’s fold, often in unexpected ways that turn our 
assumptions on their head. 
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Literary 

 The Book of Luke is part one of a two-part series, culminating in the Book of Acts and the spread of the 
gospel to the world beyond Israel. This passage (along with the first half of chapter 1) sets the stage for a 
sweeping recap of God’s history of salvation for humanity that will be fulfilled when Paul carries the good 
news beyond the borders of Israel and out to all the world.  
 Genre –This passage combines narrative (vv. 26-45) and poetry (vv. 46-55). Mary’s song (vv. 46-55) 

uses traditional Hebrew poetic forms that will be familiar to those who read the psalms or have 
encountered similar songs elsewhere in the Old Testament. In Hebrew poetry, ideas are coupled, so 
that consecutive verses “rhyme” ideas the way that English poetry might rhyme sounds. For example, 
the first two lines of the song end with names for God (“the Lord” and “God my Savior”).5 Similar 
conventions run throughout the song.  

 Authorial Intention – Luke intends to demonstrate that Jesus is a fulfillment of Israel’s expectation, 
but that this expectation is to include the whole world. Mary’s song and other details of the narrative 
pick up imagery and poetry from Old Testament traditions (see Bible Connections below) to make the 
point that Jesus is the long-awaited Messiah of the Davidic tradition who will bring Isaiah’s promised 
Day of the Lord. The Old Testament tells of a people blessed to be a blessing, and Luke demonstrates 
how that blessing is coming into the world”. 

 Audience– Luke’s readers were likely already Christians. They would have been Greek speaking, and 
very probably were not from Palestine or any of the area around Jerusalem. Most modern scholars 
believe that Luke was writing to a predominately Gentile Christian congregation somewhere along 
Paul’s missionary route through Asia Minor to Macedonia. Our author writes to help them understand 
how their participation in the Body of Christ is a continuation of God’s on-going plan for the salvation 
of all of humanity, not just Jews or the nation of Israel.6  

 
Common Misunderstandings 

 This is a week to contemplate traditional images of Mary. While she may be portrayed as meek and mild in 
music and paintings, she is also rather fiery and revolutionary. Her song is one of transformation and 
revolution that would surely have worried the occupying Romans if they had heard it. Her submission to 
God’s will does not make her a doormat. 

 
More Information 

 Want to know more about the Roman Empire? There’s plenty of information, with easy-to-click 
organization, at http://www.roman-empire.net. They even have a Children’s Section at http://www.roman
-empire.net/children/index.html!  

 The modern city of Nazareth is a popular tourist destination and information and pictures can be found 
online at http://www.bibleplaces.com/nazareth.htm and http://www.goisrael.com/Tourism_Eng/
Tourist%20Information/Discover%20Israel/Cities/Pages/Nazareth.aspx. The Basilica of the 
Annunciation stands on the site where tradition holds that today’s passage took place. The church is online 
at http://www.basilicanazareth.org/index.php.  

 An article on ancient Jewish marriage customs and the distinction between betrothal and marriage can be 
found online at http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/ancient-jewish-marriage/2/. 
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Connections 
 

Narrative Lectionary Connections 
 Last Week (Isaiah 61:1-11) – Mary’s song this week echoes the promises that Isaiah delivers. Reversals 

and transformations are part of God’s plans for recreating and renewing the world, and the child Mary will 
bear will be the one to usher in this era of God’s kingdom. 

 Next Week (Luke 2:1-20) – The proclamation of the angels in this Christmas text reiterates what Mary 
has already heard from Gabriel in chapter 1. The fact that this proclamation is delivered to shepherds in the 
fields, the lowliest of the lowly, is evidence that the reversals that Mary sings of this week are already 
happening, even as the child is being born. 

 Other Weeks – The Magnificat (1:46-55) is patterned after the song of Hannah, mother of Samuel, in 1 
Samuel 2:1-10 (10/16/2016). Hannah had been barren and borne the ridicule of others as a result. But 
when she conceived, she sang a song of God’s reversals, praising God’s goodness and generosity. Mary’s 
acceptance of the angel’s promise (1:38) also echoes Hannah’s acceptance of God’s will for her life (1 
Samuel 1:18).7 The covenant with David in 2 Samuel 7:4-17 (10/23/2016) is reiterated here to Mary, along 
with the promise that she is to bear the heir to and fulfillment of that covenant. John the Baptist appears in 
the wilderness in Luke 3:1-22 (1/8/2017), but his work began long before in today’s reading, when he first 
encountered Jesus in his mother’s womb. The parable of Lazarus and the rich man in Luke 16:19-31 
(3/26/2016) is evidence of Jesus’ ministry of reversals, and echoes Mary’s song which promises that the 
hungry will be filled with good things and the rich will be sent away empty (v. 53). The angel reminds Mary 
that nothing is impossible with God (v. 37), and on Easter we discover just how true this is in Luke 24:1-12 
(4/16/2017), for even resurrection is within God’s power.  

 
Other Bible Connections  

 The Angel Gabriel appears in the Old Testament only in the Book of Daniel, where Gabriel describes 
God’s final plan of everlasting justice and the anointing of a “Holy of Holies.”8 (Daniel 9:24) 

 Stories of unexpected pregnancies are found throughout the Scriptures: Isaac and Rebekah (Genesis 25:21), 
Elkanah and Hannah (1 Samuel 1), Samson’s mother (Judges 13:3), and others. The story in the first half of 
chapter 1, which tells of Zechariah and Elizabeth conceiving in their old age, is a direct echo of the oldest 
of these, the story of Abraham and Sarah (Genesis 18). While Mary’s is a new level of miraculous, since 
these other women conceived by natural means and Mary’s pregnancy was not caused by sexual contact, 
her story parallels these others. This connection is made clearer by the words Gabriel speaks in response to 
her questioning (v. 37) and repeats almost word for word the response of the visitors who announce 
Sarah’s impending pregnancy, “Is anything too wonderful for the LORD?” (Genesis 18:14)  

 
Thematic Connections 

 God Revealed - The God of this story is not a passive God. God is not waiting in the wings for Mary to 
come with a problem, begging for help.9 God’s activity here is not reactive. It is proactive. God has an on-
going plan for the redemption of creation, and God is actively pursuing it, seeking out the necessary actors, 
and inviting them into deeper relationship with God. The incarnation that is here announced is part of 
God’s proactive movement toward relationship with humanity that began with creation and continues 
through the life, death, and resurrection of God in Christ.  

 The Hope of the Messiah - Mary’s focus moves quickly from herself and her situation (v. 34, 38) to what 
this inconvenient pregnancy will mean for the whole world. Her cousin Elizabeth, and even the embryonic 
John in her womb, sees that this pregnancy of Mary’s is more than just an embarrassment for the family. In 
fact, John is already at work announcing the coming of the Messiah, and he hasn’t even been born yet! 
Mary catches their excitement, and bursts into a song that recalls the promises of Isaiah and the prophets, 
describing the world that the Messiah will usher in. Her hope has spilled over beyond the mixed joy and 
fear of an expectant mother to be expressed as the hope of the whole world. 
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Liturgical/Seasonal Connections 
 This text is most commonly encountered on this same Sunday during Advent in the Revised Common 

Lectionary. This makes sense for several reasons, not the least being that this is the last Sunday before 
Christmas, and so we like to hear the stories that precede Jesus’ birth. This passage also suits the expectant 
nature of the Advent season’s sense of “already but not yet.” Like Mary and Elizabeth, we often experience 
the many ways that God has already shown us favor and blessed us, but still look forward to the day when 
God’s kingdom will reign fully and be visible to all. 

 In Catholic circles, this passage is the basis for the prayer known as the “Hail Mary,” which is repeated 10 
times for each decade, or section, of the rosary. It is used to ground prayer and meditation around the 
mysteries of the faith. At Advent, the rosary prayer’s focus is on the Joyful Mysteries, all of which are 
found in the Gospel of Luke: the Annunciation (Luke 1:26-38), the Visitation (Luke 1:39-56), the Nativity 
(Luke 2:1-20), the Presentation of Jesus at the Temple (Luke 2:22-40), and the Finding of Jesus in the 
Temple (Luke 2:41-52).  

 
Hymns/ Music 

 There are several beautiful hymns based on Mary’s song. “The Canticle of the Turning” and “My Soul Does 
Magnify the Lord” are two examples. 

 Many of the traditional Christmas carols tell this story in some way. Depending on your local context, it 
may be too early to use Christmas carols, but if not, “The Angel Gabriel From Heaven Came” would be perfect. 
Other options include, “Sing of Mary, Pure and Lowly” or “That Boy-Child of Mary.” 

 For hymns that are not traditional Advent or Christmas Carols, songs of praise and promise would fit the 
themes of this text. “O For a Thousand Tongues to Sing” or “Praise to the Lord, the Almighty” would be 
appropriate. 

 
Media Connections 

 In the Disney film Mulan, the main character is a girl who, like Mary, wants to honor her father above all 
things, but feels that to do so, she must break the rules. 

 
Multimedia Links 

 Images and movies about the Annunciation, Visitation, and Magnificat abound in Western art. Less 
commonly encountered are the images that have been made by non-Western artists of these same scenes. 
Asian, African, and Native American artists have all rendered these scenes in ways that compel the 
imagination to rethink the meaning of “incarnation.” If God can be born as a Palestinian Jew in the first 
century, what would that look like in Japan or Sub-Saharan Africa or the American Southwest? A few 
examples include: http://cfs6.blog.daum.net/image/22/
blog/2008/03/24/14/07/47e736e5849d7&filename=1수태고지.jpg, and http://
whitespace814.com/2013/06/27/whats-old-is-new-rose-m-barron-writes-about-the-influences-for-her-
modern-madonnas-in-multitude-of-madonnas-at-whitespec/. 
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