“How Can This Be?”

Luke 1:26-56

December 3, 2006

Welcome to Advent. In this season, we remember and celebrate Christ’s coming while also waiting in anticipation for Christ’s return. 

Our Scripture texts this morning take us right to the issue. We are going to be focusing our attention on Mary, the mother of Jesus. 

Luke 1:39-56

What is going on here? There are multiple layers of things happening, so let me break them out this way: the prophetic, the mundane and the magnificent.

1. The Prophetic

By the design of this first chapter, Luke is making the same point that the writer of the gospel of Mark was making: Jesus was greater than John, who was a great prophet. That this is part of Luke’s thinking is clear; if we do a compare and contrast of the annunciations in chapter 1, Jesus is shown to be greater over and over:

· Both accounts introduce the players involved: for John, Zechariah and Elizabeth, his parents; for Jesus, Mary (two parents for John, one for Jesus);

· Both accounts reveal a special condition involved in the conception: for Elizabeth, old age; for Mary, virginity;

· Both encounter the angel Gabriel;

· Both are troubled by the encounter: Zechariah is troubled by the angelic visitation; Mary is troubled by the greeting;

· Both called not to fear, including being addressed by name by the angel 

· Both are told about the birth of the child, including what the child’s name will be, that the child will be great and that the role of Holy Spirit; 

· Both ask questions regarding an apparent problem with the announcement;

· Both are answered with a sign; and,

· Both receive a statement from the departing angel.

The contrasts only serve to heighten the disparity between the greatness of John and the even-greater Jesus:

· John’s conception is in response to prayer; Jesus’ conception is entirely the initiative of God;

· Elizabeth’s apparent barrenness and age are unusual, but conception in that circumstance has precedence in the Old Testament; a virgin giving birth is unprecedented;

· Zechariah is greeted simply by the angel; Mary is greeted with, “Rejoice, favored one, the LORD is with you.”

· The names of the women are indicative of God’s providence: Elizabeth was the name of the wife of Aaron (brother of Moses’) who began the line of priests in Israel; Miriam (or Mary) was the sister of Aaron and Moses (thus greater than her sister-in-law);

· John will be great before the LORD; Jesus’ greatness is without limit, “of his kingdom there will be no end”;

· John will be the preparer; Jesus will be Son and King forever;

· John will be filled with the Holy Spirit while in the womb; Jesus human existence is due entirely to the activity of the Holy Spirit; and,

· Zechariah could not believe the angelic announcement and is rendered mute; Mary declares herself ready for God’s purpose and rejoices.

One final thing to note: John would be a great prophet; Jesus would be the great prophet, priest and king. Luke gets all that into one brief chapter.

God is faithful to the promises he makes in Scripture. 

2. The Mundane

So, who was Mary?

In short, she was no one and she was everyone. Most experts believe she was young – perhaps as young as 13 years old. She was betrothed to be married; not actually married.


There is no indication that she was naïve or ill-informed. In fact, her question, “How can this be?” is entirely appropriate. It is not difficult to see how this announcement would bring a whole lot of trouble to her. 

The neighbors would be abuzz with the news – it is no different today. If a high school girl gets pregnant, it does not take long for the news to get around. She may go in hiding and find that all of her friends have deserted her, but the news does not hide. It is a scandal and it brings a measure of shame on the family.

Never mind the neighbors, though. Think about her parents. They would not take this news well. She would be grounded for quite a while and, well, her MySpace page is history. They would be reeling, trying to figure out how to do damage control on the family’s reputation.

And, in addition to her parents, she has to explain this to Joseph. Is there anyone out there who – given that same set of facts – would be eager and anxious to explain to Joseph, “I’m pregnant, but I’m still a virgin.”

Why dwell on Mary? Mary is important because she is a living illustration that God is not bound by human limitations. When God calls it often involves something unreasonable. That is, it requires a step of faith and trust in him. And, there is no predicting whom God will pick.

God picks old people (Abraham and Sarah), God picks young people (Samuel and Jeremiah), God picks men (Elijah) and God picks women (Esther). God picks good people (Noah and Joshua). God picks bad people (Moses, who killed an Egyptian taskmaster and was in exile, and, even better, consider Jacob, also known as the “usurper”). God picks the best and the brightest (King Saul) and the runt with the ruddy complexion (David).

God picks fishermen. He picks tax collectors. He picks doctors (like Luke). 

Sometimes God even picks lawyers (Consider Saul, who became Paul.) Sometimes, he even picks lawyers in modern times. 

I am certainly not making a direct comparison to the call to ministry and the call to give birth to the Messiah. However, I do think it is worth noting that God can call anyone, at any time, for any thing. You are never too old and you are never too young. You are never too rich or never too poor to be called into God’s service. You are never too good for it; nor can you do anything to be so bad as to be excluded. That call can come at any time. As far as I can tell from Scripture, most times it happens when people are minding their own business.

That’s what happened to me.

There I was, minding my own business, in Indianapolis. I was practicing law. I thought – and this was my plan – that God wanted me to help financially support others going into ministry and mission. I thought – and this was my plan – that I was going to grow into a partnership in the firm where I was working and that I would lead Bible studies and Sunday School classes and be active and involved right there in Indianapolis. That’s what I thought. And that’s what I was doing.

Then, on a Maundy Thursday, during a service at church, I had the humbling and overwhelming experience of hearing God’s voice say, “Now I want you to go to seminary.” I can’t say that the voice was audible, but it was absolute, it was certain and it was convicting. In a flash and in a moment, the direction for my life changed dramatically. I knew what the reaction to walking away from a successful law practice would be. I knew how difficult it would be for others to understand. Yet, have you ever been so sure of something that seemed to come out of the blue? Well, that’s what happened to me.

And, if that can happen to me, it can happen to you. 

There really is no way to prepare for what God is going to call you to do. The only thing you can do is to get to know the God whom you will be required to trust.

There Mary was, minding her own business, when the angel Gabriel comes and greets her, “Greetings, favored one! The LORD is with you.” And then, “Here’s the thing, Mary: you are going to have a baby. I’m not talking about later, with Joseph. I’m talking about now, and the Holy Spirit is going to do it, and this child is the Son of God.”

I have to say, giving up a law practice makes a whole lot more sense than that!

And, to digress for a moment, I believe that Mary was a virgin when Jesus was conceived. I believe that the God who created the entire universe and everything in it is fully capable of acting in a manner that seems impossible to humans. I think the virgin birth is a wonderful gift of mystery and awe to celebrate God’s goodness. I believe Scripture is trustworthy on this matter – as it is on all things that truly matter.   

3. The Magnificent

And that is what makes Mary remarkable. Mary, fully aware of the trouble that this pregnancy would cause, says, “Here am I, the servant of the LORD; let it be with me according to your word.” And so it was.

Mary then sets out for Judea, where she goes to stay with Elizabeth.

Mary rejoices in the accomplishments of God before Jesus is born. She has great joy – as if the human social problems of her pregnancy are not significant. Her magnification of the LORD, praising God for what God has done, is in the form of a remembrance. Look again at some of the phrases:

· “he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant.” (already)

· “From now on all generations will call me blessed.” (not yet)

· “For the Mighty One has done great things for me” (already)

· and holy is his name. (Now and continuing through the eternal future)

And it goes on. 

The “already, not yet”-ness of Mary’s Magnificat is a declaration of what God has already accomplished and the hope of the promise of what God will yet accomplish. God has done these things, God is doing these things, God will do these things. It is the preparation for the Messiah, whose coming is immanent, and whose work will be complete. 

But let me repeat: Mary praises God and rejoices in what God is doing before Jesus is born.

Her rejoicing is based upon trusting the LORD. Aside from the pregnancy, there is no real indication that other things have changed: Rome is still in control, day to day life was the same, the same pressures and tensions and drama and stress were all still there. Mary rejoices because she remembers that God is faithful and because she now anticipates God’s faithfulness.

So it is with communion. We rejoice and celebrate communion in remembrance of what Christ has done for us and in anticipation of Christ’s coming again. We rejoice and praise God for this table before Christ comes again, yet in the assurance that he will come again. 

Are you able to see life with eyes of faith? Do you look to see what God has done in your life and all around? If so, do you see the trouble or the grace? Do you praise him or do you resent him because things are not as you would like?

Our Scripture lessons this morning teach us that God is faithful to his word – but in his time. He reveals himself in marvelous ways – though not always obvious at the time. That’s the prophetic.

He can pick anyone – even you and me – and often picks people we do not expect. He calls people to do the unreasonable – that is, they must trust God and take a step of faith. That’s the mundane.

And the magnificent? Well, that’s praising God in the midst. Before the outcome is revealed – remembering what God has done and anticipating what God will do – we praise God. We praise God because “the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name. His mercy is for those who fear him, from generation to generation.”

“The angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. 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. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.’ Mary said to the angel, ‘How can this be?’” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

� This compare/contrast is based upon John Nolland, Luke, Word Biblical Commentary, Vol. 35A, p. 40-41.
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