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26 In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by 
God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, 27 to a 
virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of 
the house of David. The virgin’s name was 
Mary. 28 And he came to her and said, “Greetings, 
favored one! The Lord is with you.” 29 But she was 
much perplexed by his words and pondered what 
sort of greeting this might be.  
 
30 The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for 
you have found favor with God. 31 And now, you will 
conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will 
name him Jesus. 32 He will be great, and will be 
called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God 
will give to him the throne of his ancestor 
David. 33 He will reign over the house of Jacob for 
ever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.”  
 
34 Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I 
am a virgin?” 35 The angel said to her, “The Holy 
Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the 
Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child 
to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of 
God. 36 And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old 
age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth 
month for her who was said to be barren. 37 For 
nothing will be impossible with God.” 38 Then Mary 
said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be 
with me according to your word.” Then the angel 
departed from her.  (Luke 1:26-38, NRSV) 

  


 
Just for a moment use your imaginations and picture 
that conversation between God and his angel-
messenger, Gabriel.  The time has finally come for 
God’s rescue mission to launch, for the long-awaited 
Messiah to come and save the world.  Other 
messengers, mostly prophets, had predicted this day 
years before.  Gabriel would now be the one to 
announce its arrival.   
 
And so God says to Gabriel – again, use your 
imaginations – “Gabriel, I want you to go to Nazareth, 
to Mary, the one who is pledged to be married to 
Joseph, and I want you to tell her that she is going to 
conceive and give birth to my Son.” 
 

“Lord, did you say Nazareth?”  Nazareth was so obscure 
in those days that Luke has to tell his readers it’s in 
Galilee because they had never heard of it.  This is a 
town that is never once mentioned in the Old 
Testament.  Archeologists tell us it was a village of 
earthen dwellings with no political importance cut into 
sixty acres of rocky hillside.  There are maybe 400 
people living there at that time.1   
 
“Lord, did you say Mary?”  Mary was an young girl, a 
teenager at best, hardly old enough to have a child at 
all, let alone this child.  We know from other biblical 
evidence that she was a peasant from a very poor family.  
It’s likely that nobody outside her obscure village had 
ever heard of her. 
 
“Lord, did you say virgin?”  Mary was pledged to be 
married.  Engagements like this in those days were 
legal and binding.  She had already exchanged marital 
consent with Joseph, even though he had not yet taken 
her into his house.  If she showed up pregnant now, 
who would ever believe that she was a pregnant virgin? 
 
Angels are not robots.  It’s not hard to imagine that 
Gabriel must have had plenty of questions as he went 
out from that meeting to carry out his assignment.  But 
he went nonetheless, to Nazareth of all places, to Mary 
of all people, to give a birth announcement to a virgin.  
What does he know, he’s just the messenger.2 
 
Luke records for us that his message began this way, 
“Greetings, favored one!  The Lord is with you.”  
The Greek word for “favored”, which probably better 

translates “highly favored”, is the word kekharitōménē.  
I take the trouble to show you this word because the 
root of this word is the Greek word charis, which means 
“grace”.  So an accurate translation of this greeting 
would be, “Greetings, one who has been showered 
with grace.”  Mary does not live in an important place 

                                                           
1 James Edwards, The Gospel According to Luke (Eerdmans Publishing, 2015), 

43-44. 
2 I was inspired here by something Fredrick Buchner wrote about Gabriel in 

Peculiar Treasure: A Biblical Who’s Who (Harper & Row, 1979), 39.  He 
writes, “She struck the angel Gabriel as hardly old enough to have a child 
at all, let alone this child, but he'd been entrusted with a message to give 
her, and he gave it.  He told her what the child was to be named, and who 
he was to be, and something about the mystery that was to come upon 
her. "You mustn't be afraid, Mary," he said.  As he said it, he only hoped 
she wouldn't notice that beneath the great, golden wings he himself was 
trembling with fear to think that the whole future of creation hung now 
on the answer of a girl.” 
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like Jerusalem.  She’s not an impressive person with 
impressive credentials.  In other words, the favor shown 
her here is not merited, but a gift.  That’s what grace is 
by definition, favor that is not deserved.   
 
These days Mary is highly venerated by the church, 
though more so in some traditions than others.  And it’s 
right that we hold her in a place of high regard because 
of the extraordinary way that she trusted her life into 
God’s hands for God’s purposes.  But let’s not become 
confused and imagine that God choses her because of 
her credentials.  As we talked about last week when we 
looked at Saul, Mary was not the obvious choice for this 
assignment.  Perhaps the only thing that qualified her 
was her willingness.  As one commentator put it, Mary 
is not the mother of grace, but the daughter of grace.3  
Grace doesn’t flow from her until it first flows to her.  
Same as it is with all of us.  And so why Mary is chosen 
is not for us to know, the answer tucked away in the 
mysterious purposes of God.4 
 
It’s interesting to me that when Mary hears this 
greeting full of grace she is “greatly perplexed.”  The 
original language actually carries with it a sense of 
great fear rather than great curiosity.  This greeting 
disturbs Mary, and she hasn’t even heard her 
assignment yet!  Maybe it was simply the presence of an 
angel.  Angels almost always illicit fear in the people 
the come to meet.  Also, how would you feel if an angel 
came to you one day and told you that God’s grace was 
being poured out on you?  I might wonder why I was 
going to need so much grace.  Maybe Mary knew that 
God didn’t usually send angels unless he was going to 
give somebody a hard assignment.  In any case, she is 
afraid of what is coming next. 
 
Her instincts are right.  Though Gabriel assures her, 
telling her not to be afraid, reminding her that God’s 
grace is being poured out on her, he then drops a 
bombshell.  His announcement includes five 
declarations, each one building on the last.5 
 
Mary, you are about to have a son whose name will be Jesus.   
 
Now, it was certainly the dream of every young woman 
in ancient Israel to have children, especially boys, since 
infertility was considered then to be a curse, and boys 
were often favored.  So initially maybe there is some 
welcome news here for Mary.  Plus, no having to worry 
about picking out a name.  Jesus is a strong name.  
Jesus, or Joshua as we read it in the Old Testament, 
means “Yahweh saves.”  All this is good, expect that 

                                                           
3 Cited by James Edwards, 45. 
4 I’m borrowing a phrase here from Fred Craddock, Interpretation: Luke (John 

Knox Press, 1990), 28. 
5 All five of these declarations are found in 2nd Samuel 7 when the Lord sends 

the prophet Nathan to tell David that this is his plan.   

part about this all happening soon.  That’s out of 
order, Gabriel.  Women who haven’t had sex with a 
man don’t have babies.  Women who haven’t yet been 
married and have babies tend to see their weddings 
canceled and their fiancés moving on. 
 
Mary, not only that, but your son, Jesus, will be great, in fact 
he will be called the Son of the Most High. 
 
Every parent would love to hear that their child as 
destined for greatness.  First in their class.  Captain of 
the team.  Top performer in their company.  A person of 
influence.  I’m not sure what greatness in Nazareth 
looked like for Mary, but whatever it was I’m sure she 
coveted that for her child.  But so great that he will be 
called “Son of the Most High”?  Most high is, well, most 
high.  It was a title used exclusively for God because, of 
course, nobody is higher than God.  How can my son 
also be the Son of God?   
 
Mary, not only that, but your son Jesus, Son of the Most 
High, will sit on the throne of David.   
 
Every Jew in those days knew that when the throne of 
David was once again occupied by a descendant of King 
David, it would be the long-awaited Messiah who 
would be on the throne.  Passages like Isaiah 9:6-7 
made this clear: “For a child has been born for us, a 
son given to us…His authority shall grow 
continually, and there shall be endless peace for the 
throne of David and his kingdom.  He will establish 
and uphold it…”6  Are you telling me that my son will 
be the Messiah?  There are so many things wrong with 
that picture.  For one, the Messiah will be from 
Bethlehem, not Nazareth, from the City of David, not 
the city nobody has ever heard of. 
 
Mary, not only that, but your son, Jesus, the Son of God, the 
Messiah, will sit on the throne of David forever. 
 
Now we are taking nonsense.  No king rules forever.  
We have now moved into the realm of fantasy. 
 
Mary, to top it off, the kingdom that your son, Jesus, the Son 
of God, the Messiah who will rule forever, the kingdom he 
will establish will also last forever.   
 
In the spring of 1997 I came home after a long day of 
work and my wife greeted me at the door with a 
beautifully wrapped present.  It was just an ordinary 
day so I was confused.  She urged me to open it anyway.  
Inside was a package of baby diapers.  We didn’t have a 
baby.  We’d been trying to have a baby, but so far no 
baby.  It took me a minute to understand what she was 
                                                           
6 Unless otherwise noted, this and all biblical citations are from the New 

Revised Standard Version (NRSV).   
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telling me.  That’s how I found out about Isabel.  And 
all these years later I still remember distinctly the mix 
of emotions I felt in that moment.  Joy, of course.  This 
has been our dream.  But also fear.  Even though I was 
married to the woman I loved, employed in a good job, 
surrounded by tons of support, had access to great 
medical care, I still remember the weight of the reality 
settling on me that I was going to be a parent.  That 
weight has been with me ever since. 
 
I can’t even begin to imagine how Mary must have been 
feeling in the moment she learns she is going to be a 
parent.  A son named Jesus, who will also be the Son of 
God, and the Messiah, who will reign forever over a 
kingdom that will last forever!  “How can this be,” 
Mary asks Gabriel, “since I am a virgin?”  This is the 
first question she asks.  But it can’t be the only question 
she has.  How can this be since we are poor, not of royal 
blood?  How can this be since we live in Nazareth?  
How can this be since my son will be human like me?  
How can this be since all kings eventually die and all 
kingdoms eventually run their course?   
 
Lots of questions, but the virgin question comes out 
first.  Some people today assume that the only reason 
people back then believed in the virgin birth was 
because they didn’t understand how these things work.  
But that simply not the case.  The ancient world may 
not have understood X and Y chromosomes, but they 
certainly understood that babies were always the result 
of sexual intercourse, and that anybody who went 
around claiming otherwise was either deluded in the 
head, or trying to cover something up.   
 
Gabriel answers her question, though I’m not sure he 
clears things up for her.  “The Holy Spirit will come 
upon you, and the power of the Most High will 
overshadow you…”  In other words, God is going to 
make you pregnant as a virgin.  It’s that word 
“overshadow” that catches my attention.  It’s a word 
that combines subtlety and power together.  It’s also a 
word meant to take us once again back to the Old 
Testament.  This passage, if you haven’t noticed by 
now, if full of Old Testament references.  It’s another 
reminder that we cannot understand the New 
Testament apart from the Old Testament, or 
understand Jesus apart from Israel.   
 
In this case, we are referred back to a passage in 
Exodus.  At that time God had freed his people from 
slavery in Egypt, and now they were following him 
through the wilderness on their way to the Promised 
Land.  In those days God instructed them to build a 
tabernacle, basically a fancy tent where God would 
meet with his people.  When the tent was completed, 
God overshadowed it and filled it with his presence and 

glory.  In Exodus 40:34 we read, “Then the cloud 
covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the 
Lord filled the tabernacle.”  As one commentator puts 
it, God chose to materialize and localize himself within 
a particular time and space.7  It’s not that God wasn’t 
present everywhere, he was.  But he chose to make 
himself especially present in the tent of meeting, 
meaning that’s where the people should go if they 
wanted to meet him. 
 
This wasn’t the last time God did this.  When his 
people were finally established in the land of Israel, God 
commanded them to build a more permanent tent, a 
temple in Jerusalem.  It was quickly understood, and 
has been understood since, that the Temple was the 
place where heaven and earth overlapped and 
intersected, the holiest place in the world, the earthly 
dwelling place of God. 
 
You see, Luke does not choose this word “overshadow” 
simply for it’s poetic impact.  When he tells us that God 
was about to overshadow Mary, he is telling us that just 
as before God had chosen to establish his presence in a 
physical location, he was now choosing to establish his 
presence in a person.  To put it another way, Mary was 
to become the temple of God.  For the first time in 
history, a human being was to become the dwelling 
place of God, the most sacred place on earth.   
 
And not just Mary, but the one she would soon carry in 
her womb was to become the most sacred of all, the 
place, or rather person, where heaven and earth truly 
came together as one.  Mary’s son was to become the 
living tabernacle.  This is what we call the incarnation, 
the eternal Son of God taking on human flesh.  No one 
has put this more powerfully then John did in the 
opening words of his Gospel when he declares, “the 
Word became flesh and lived among us.”  That word 
“lived,” sometimes translated “dwelled,” literally means 
“pitched a tent.”8  I’ve always loved Eugene Peterson’s 
paraphrase of this verse in The Message, “The Word 
became flesh and blood, and moved into the 
neighborhood.”  We just stood together earlier and 
agreed with this when we declared these words from 
the Apostle’s Creed: “I believe in Jesus Christ, God’s 
only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy 
Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary…”   
 
It’s easy to get confused this time of year about the true 
heart of the celebration of Christmas – my neighbor has 
a blow-up Christmas Yoda in his front yard!  But this is 
the heart of the celebration, that the God of creation is 
not distant.  In fact, our God has demonstrated time 
and time again that he is invested in this world of his, 

                                                           
7 James Edwards, 49. 
8 https://studybible.info/strongs/G4637  

https://studybible.info/strongs/G4637
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actively breaking into this world for the sake of 
redeeming this world.  He hinted at this with the tent of 
meeting in the desert, solidified it in the stones of the 
temple in Jerusalem, took it to a whole new level in the 
unlikely choice of Mary, and left no doubt about his 
intentions in the person of his Son, Jesus, the Most 
High, the Messiah from David’s line, the one who will 
rule forever and establish a Kingdom which will never 
end.  It’s why we call Jesus Immanuel.  Isaiah 7:14 
declares, “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a 
sign. Look, the young woman is with child and shall 
bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel.”  The 
name that simply means “God with us.”   
 
If it’s a lot for us to handle, imagine being in Mary’s 
shoes.  Gabriel, sensing how hard this must be for her 
to accept, reminds her that first cousin, Elizabeth, is 
already five months pregnant even though she’s an old 
woman who has been infertile her whole life. Then he 
says to Mary, “Nothing will be impossible with 
God.”  This isn’t some pep talk slogan Gabriel invented 
on the spot.  He’s quoting the creed behind all the 
creeds, words first spoken to another old, infertile 
couple, Abraham and Sarah, when God told them he 
was going to give them a son.  “Is anything too hard 
for the Lord?”9  This is Gabriel reminding Mary of 
God’s credentials, God’s track record.  If God has spent 
human history doing extraordinary things through 
ordinary, unlikely suspects, why do you imagine that he 
could not do the same with you, Mary?   
 
We might ask ourselves the same question today.  If 
God has such a long history of setting up his tent here 
among us, moving into the neighborhood of his world 
to restore his world, and if along the way God seem to 
be doing so in increasingly pervasive ways, why would 
we imagine that trajectory would not continue today?  
In fact, it does!  Some of you I’m sure are already 
remembering that when the New Testament talks about 
the church, men and women in this world like us who 
have trusted their lives to Christ as Lord and Savior, it 
often refers to us as God’s temple.  Paul writes this in 
1st Corinthians 6:19, “Or do you not know that your 
body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, 
which you have from God, and that you are not your 
own?”10  Consider what this means in light of 
everything I’ve already told you.  Could it be that each 
of us is also the place in this world where God has 
chosen to establish his presence?   
 

                                                           
9 Exodus 18:14 (New International Version) 
10 See also 1st Peter 2:4-5: “Come to him, a living stone, though rejected 

by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight, and like living 
stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy 
priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through 
Jesus Christ.” 

Do you know the term “Theotokos”?  It’s a Greek 
word that literally means “God-bearer”.  It’s not found 
in the Bible, but was coined later in the church as a term 
to describe Mary.  Mary is unique in this sense.  
Nobody encountered Christ as Mary encountered 
Christ, as she bore him in her life.  She watched the Son 
of God expand her belly and shift his form inside of her.  
She cradled him in her arms the night he was born.  She 
taught him how to walk and talk.  She shares his 
physical DNA. 
 
Still, in another sense, are not all disciples of Jesus God-
bearers?  If the Holy Spirit of Christ dwells within you, 
within us as Christ’s church, if we are now the living 
temple of God in this world, do we bear the presence of 
God in and to this world any less than did Mary?  Mary 
was the vessel through which God chose to accomplish 
his purposes, not just around her, but literally through 
her.  Is it not also true that in our day God chooses to 
accomplish his purposes in and through us as well?  I 
know this seems to fantastic to believe, that God would 
choose you and me as the place to settle his presence in 
this world for the sake of this world.  We are in no way 
worthy to inhabit such glory.  But neither was Mary, 
this scared, teenage girl from Nazareth.  In the same 
way God poured out grace on her, has he also not 
poured out grace on any one of us who would be willing 
to be used by him?   
 
Why did God choose Mary?  We may never know for 
certain.  We do know that it was not because she 
deserved to be chosen.  The only reason I can imagine 
God chose her is that God knew what her response 
would be, that her response would be one of the most 
stunning displays of faith and obedience in all of 
history.  Having just been told that she is going to 
conceive as a virgin, and knowing all the possible 
implications of this development, not only the loss a 
good husband who could never be expected to buy her 
explanation, but also the prospect of then raising a child 
on her own in a culture where such immoral women, as 
people would certainly consider her to be, were forever 
excluded – in spite of all this she still responds with 
these humble words, “Here am I, the servant of the 
Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” 
 
Mary surrenders herself absolutely to God.  Her 
response might be the best definition of faith in the 
Bible.  She can’t possibly begin to understand what God 
is asking of her, yet she demands no evidence or 
guarantees.  Her only desire is to see God’s word, his 
will, to become reality in her life.  The great Swiss 
theologian Karl Barth once said of her response, “There 
never was a time when Israel encountered its God as 
Mary encountered Jesus, when it was willing to trust 
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Him and therefore to dedicate itself wholeheartedly and 
unreservedly to Him.” 
 
What if this became our response to Christ every day?  
What if the greatest desire of our lives was simply to let 
our lives also be shaped according to the word and the 
will of Christ?  If you have trusted Jesus with your life, 
received him as your Lord and Savior, then the power 
exists within you for this to happen, for you are now 
one who literally bears God within you.  If you have not 
trusted Christ, you can, and then you too will become 
his dwelling place on this earth, blessed beyond belief 
that your life might in turn become a blessing to the 
world around you.  “Let it be with me according to 
your word.”  Is that a prayer you are willing to pray 
every day for the rest of your life, even though you may 
have no idea how God will answer it? 
 
It’s tempting to walk away today thinking mostly about 
Mary.  I understand the temptation because her 
response of faith sets for us a remarkable example.  But 
Mary is not the hero of this story, or even its main 
character.  The truly remarkable part of this story is not 
that a young peasant girl would consent to bearing in 
her womb the Son of God, but that the Son of God 
would consent to entering the womb of a young peasant 
girl.  Beyond that, that Christ would ultimately submit 
himself to all the harshest parts of this life, eventually 
giving himself in shame, and suffering, and 
abandonment, and finally death on a cross, dying at the 
hands of those he came to save.  Who can ever explain 
this? 
 
The English writer, Dorothy Sayers, once talked about 
the wonder of it all this way,   
 

For whatever reason, God chose to make man as he 
is—limited and suffering and subject to sorrows 
and death—he had the honesty and the courage to 
take his own medicine. Whatever game he is 
playing with his creation, he has kept his own rules 
and played fair. He can exact nothing from man that 
he has not exacted from himself. He has himself 
gone through the whole of human experience, from 
the trivial irritations of family life and the cramping 
restrictions of hard work and lack of money to the 
worst horrors of pain and humiliation, defeat, 
despair, and death. When he was a man, he played 
the man. He was born in poverty and died in 
disgrace, and thought it was worthwhile. 

 
Who can ever really explain or understand it?  Though 
Mary may inspire us with her example – and she 
should! - it’s not ultimately because of Mary that any 
person decides to pray, “Let it be with me according to 
your will.”  Only Christ, the one who came to shower us 

all with grace, moves us to give our lives away without 
reservation and without regret.  
 
Amen. 
 
 

 
 

The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
 
1. Read Luke 1:26-38 again.  It’s a familiar passage to 

many of us, so try to read it with fresh eyes.  Also, 
try to separate it out from all the sentiment that our 
culture has added to this story at Christmas.  What 
do you notice? 
 

2. What do you make of Gabriel’s initial greeting to 
Mary: “Greetings, favored one!  The Lord is 
with you.”  What does it mean that Mary is 
favored, even highly favored?   
 

3. Read verse 31-33 again.  What truths about Jesus 
are emphasized here?  What do you find most 
remarkable?   

 
4. Are you in a place in your life and faith where you 

could honestly say to Jesus, “Let it be with me 
according to your word.”?  Why or why not?   

 
5. Is Jesus calling you to do something difficult right 

now that does not make sense to you?  How are you 
responding?   

 
6. Mary became the living temple of God, the 

dwelling place of God’s literal presence on earth.  
What does it mean to you that the New Testament 
says that all Christians, individually and collectively 
as the church, are now the living temple of God 
(e.g. 1st Corinthians 6:19, 1st Peter 2:4-5)?  Do you 
see yourself as the dwelling place of God’s literal 
presence on earth, a God-bearer as Mary was a 
God-bearer? 

 
7. If so, what are the implications?   

 
8. What is the message that Jesus has for you in this 

teaching?  What is your response?   
 

 
 
 

Table to Table: A question for kids and                              
adults to answer together. 

Why do you think that when God chose to come to earth to save 
us, he came as a baby born to a young peasant girl in a very 

unimportant part of the world?    


