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26 In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called 
Nazareth, 27to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of 
David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28And he came to her and said, ‘Greetings, favoured 
one! The Lord is with you.’ 29But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered 
what sort of greeting this might be. 30The angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for 
you have found favour with God. 31And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a 
son, and you will name him Jesus. 32He 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. 33He will 
reign over the house of Jacob for ever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.’ 34Mary 
said to the angel, ‘How can this be, since I am a virgin?’ 35The 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. 36And 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. 37For nothing will be impossible with God.’ 38Then 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. 
 

 
Twenty years ago when I was in seminary, I also worked in the Regional Office – 

the “central command” of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in the Southwest. 

I was affectionately known as the Regional DOYYAM – the Director of Youth and 

Young Adult Ministries. Although I had an impressive title, the job had few 

perks…except for one. I had the opportunity in the summer to visit every one of our 

Disciples campgrounds – Disciples Crossing, Gonzales, Lake Brownwood, Ceta Glen, 

and Black River. In these visits, I had the opportunity to meet youth and youth leaders 

from across our Region, and to get up on the stage and address the camp with a word 

from the Region. 
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During that summer of visiting every camp, I confirmed what I already knew - that 

there is one word that should never be spoken from the stage. That word - THE 

Word, the big one, the Queen Mother of words – that should never be said was the 

word, “announcements” – as in, “I have some announcements for you.” In a camp 

setting, the very mention of the word “announcement” would trigger the 

announcement song: 

 

Announcements, Announcements, Announcements! 

 

Then, the singers of this song would sing about how terrible it is to be talked to 

death and break into a second verse about how, since they sold their cow, they have no 

use for my bull now. By the time the song is over, multiple minutes have passed and a 

major disruption has occurred. 

That’s why, over the years, smart youth leaders have taken to calling 

“announcements” things like community concerns; memos; important things you need 

to know. That’s because these leaders know there is an audience carefully listening, 

sitting on the edge of their seats, primed and ready to pounce at the very mention of 

the word. 

Our scripture lesson this morning from Luke 1 features a big announcement. While 

no audience – no person – is seemingly waiting expectantly for it, the word comes 

anyway. And the word that comes is designed to trigger a response. 

As we quickly learn, the recipient of this announcement was a young girl named 

Mary. Mary, who was probably no more than 15 years old, lived in the second rate 

town of Nazareth, a nearby working-class suburb of the great city of Sepphoris. She 

wasn’t royalty or from an important family. She was just a young girl, engaged to a 

carpenter named Joseph. 
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In the version of verse 27 we read this morning, it used the word “engaged.” But 

this engagement wasn’t like being engaged today. Other translations better describe 

Mary as being betrothed. This meant that, according to ancient customs, the marriage 

would have been arranged by her father. She would live at home for a year after her 

betrothal. Then the groom would come and take her to his home and the wedding 

celebration would last for an entire week. Legally, the marriage was sealed after the 

engagement. Thus, if Joseph would have died before the wedding, Mary would have 

been considered a widow.i But the important clue Luke gives us is that Joseph was of 

the house of David. 

The great Old Testament scholar, Walter Brueggemann, has made the claim that 2 

Samuel 7 is the most important chapter in the Old Testament, if not the whole of 

scripture.ii In 2 Samuel 7, King David declares big plans to build God a house, which 

God rebuffs with the promise instead that David will be the one getting a house. It’s 

here that we find the promise that a descendent of David would always sit on the 

throne (2 Samuel 7:13). 

What we know, though, is that this promise had gone off course by Mary’s time. 

Babylon, then Persia, then Greece, and then the Roman empire had each risen to 

power, superseding its predecessor. For more than 600 years, Israel was not even a 

major player on the world stage. But, perhaps, all that was about to change with the 

major announcement Mary was about to receive from the Angel Gabriel, our foreteller 

for week four of our Advent worship series. 

Luke has a large place for angels in his gospel. The word angel is a transliteration of 

the Greek word aggelos, which means “messenger.” They were, however, only one 

means of communication from God who, as the book of Hebrews reminds us, spoke 

to our ancestors “in many and various ways” (Hebrews 1:1). One of these various 

ways, for example, comes in Matthew who, when recalling the birth of Jesus, speaks of 
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dreams as an avenue of revelation (Matthew 1:20; 2:12, 13, 19). But in the Gospel of 

Luke and in Luke’s second volume, the New Testament book of Acts, angels play this 

role. Angels are God’s means of announcing, instructing, guiding, and protecting.iii 

Our text this morning is one of those angel announcements. And while any angel 

announcement is known as an annunciation, this one is THE Annunciation. In fact, in 

Catholic circles, this annunciation even has its own day. Annunciation Day is held each 

year on March 25 – which just happens to be nine months before Christmas, for 

reasons that make sense in the Angel Gabriel’s announcement. 

The content of Gabriel’s announcement was similar to the divine announcements 

of the special births of Ishmael (Genesis 16:7-13), Isaac (Genesis 17:1-21; 18:1-15), and 

Samson (Judges 13:2-25). In these and other Old Testament birth annunciations, the 

pattern went like this: the angel said, “Do not be afraid,” called the recipient of the 

vision by name, assured him or her of God’s favor, announced the birth of the child, 

disclosed the name of the child to be born, and revealed the future role of the child in 

language drawn from scripture…As with all the annunciations in scripture, the purpose 

of the annunciation is to declare something vital about the identity of the child.iv 

Gabriel’s appearance to Mary checks off these boxes. Do not be afraid. Mary. You 

have found favor with God. You will bear a son. The son’s name will be 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. Jesus’ purpose, Gabriel tells her, is to fulfill the 

promise made to David almost 1,000 years prior. 

However, one of my doctoral professors, Alyce McKenzie believes there is another 

pattern at play in our scripture lesson this morning. She suggests that what Gabriel said 

to Mary mirrors, not just the birth announcements of the Old Testament, but the 

calling of Old Testament prophets. In the Old Testament, prophetic commissioning 
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consisted of four parts: a call, an objection, God’s ignoring of the objection, and God’s 

final assurance that God is committed to the prophet and the prophet’s mission. 

In the Old Testament, Isaiah and Ezekiel saw visions, Jeremiah heard only a word, 

and Elijah a still, small voice in his heart. Then God told each that he had been chosen 

and what he was to do. In Mary’s case, the call of God came through the angel 

Gabriel. “And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name 

him Jesus…” 

In the Old Testament, these prophets, having heard God’s call, objected to the 

commission by pointing out his inadequacy. Jeremiah claimed he didn’t know how to 

speak, for he was only a boy, and Moses protested that he was not a good public 

speaker. Mary said, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” 

In the Old Testament, the third component of the call of a prophet was God’s 

ignoring of those objections. I love how Dr. McKenzie describes this: 

In the entire Bible, God never listens to someone’s objection and says, “You’re right. You’ve 

convinced me that you’re not as qualified as I thought. I’ll keep looking.” The prophets were not 

chosen because they were ready to be chosen, because they felt confident in their abilities, and 

[because their calendars were free of other commitments.] They were called when God was ready 

to call them.v 

 
In the same way, God wasn’t phased by Mary’s objection. 

Finally, in the Old Testament, when God called a prophet, God also reassured him 

of God’s commitment and presence. The prophet’s job description was not to speak 

out of his own wisdom, but to be a messenger for God, to do and speak what was 

commanded. In our scripture this morning, this final part of the pattern was there as 

well. “Hail, O Favored one!  Do not be afraid, the Lord is with you!... Nothing will be 

impossible with God.”vi 
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Here on this Fourth Sunday of Advent, we could hear this story of Gabriel’s visit to 

Mary and turn it into a nice historical lesson with nice historical precedents. We could 

just check it off as one more bit of “scene-setting” before we get to the main action – 

to what we will celebrate later this week. But, if we make this foretelling of Jesus’ 

coming just another “preview before the movie we’ve come to see begins,” we miss a 

very important lesson about what it means to follow Christ. 

What Luke told us in our scripture lesson is that even Mary who bore Jesus in her 

womb found it difficult to comprehend and accept what God might be doing. The 

reality is that any encounter with God can lead us into confusion and questioning. 

“How can this be?” If anything, this story reassures us of our own questions.vii And 

what we need to remind ourselves of is this: Luke was not writing history, nor was he 

writing science – Luke was writing theology. 

The purpose of Luke’s story was not to make a claim about the historicity of the 

encounter between the angel and Mary. Nor was it to provide a scientific explanation 

of an immaculate conception. Luke’s task was theology: to explain who God is and 

how this God relates to human beings and how human beings relate to God. As Luke 

fashioned his story, he conveyed a basic theological truth – an encounter with God is 

often met with incomprehension and incredulity. Or to say it another way, God’s plans 

and actions aren’t always what we are expecting. In fact, one of the main reasons the 

Church celebrates Advent is to ready us for the surprise ending to the story, that the 

messiah ends up being nothing like what he was expected to be.viii 

For the last three weeks, we have been looking at “foretellers” – people who spoke 

about what God would do in Jesus Christ. John the Baptist, Malachi, and Isaiah are 

examples of people who spoke about God’s purposes. And this morning, we could add 

the Angel Gabriel to our list of foretellers. But, what you need to know is that there is 

actually another foreteller in our scripture lesson this morning. And her name is Mary. 
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Mary foretold what would be expected when Jesus arrived. There would be 

incomprehension and incredulity. How could this be? How could the Messiah be a 

baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger? How could the Messiah be 

the King of Kings, the descendent of his ancestor David, and not be an earthly king? 

Mary foreshadowed the questions that were to come…questions, perhaps, that we 

have even asked about who Jesus is and what he means for us. 

But Mary also foretold how the world should respond to Jesus. After she was told 

(called) that she would be bearer of the Son of God, her response was “Let it be with 

me according to your word” (Luke 1:38) – or as one scholar paraphrases it: “Let me 

become what you have called me to be.”ix This response is a direct parallel to what 

Jesus later prays in the garden: “Not my will but yours be done” (Luke 22:42). In both 

cases, the ideal response to God is presented as a combination of humble trust and 

obedient service. For Luke, Mary is first a prophet. She foreshadows her son’s ministry 

and humanity’s response. 

Some of you have heard the popular Christmas song that is addressed to Mary that 

asks what she knew when she consented to Gabriel’s request. Mary, did you know that 

your baby boy would one day walk on water? Mary, did you know, that your baby boy would save our 

sons and daughters? Mary may not have known what was to come – what Jesus Christ 

had come to do. But she knew just enough to get started – to begin the work that God 

had called her to do.x 

The same is true for us. You and I, we know enough to get started. We’ve been 

given all we need to know to begin or further the journey of discipleship. Mary’s story 

moves us all from who we think we are to what God has called us to be, from 

observant believer to confessing apostle.xi And the good news of this calling comes in 

Gabriel’s final pronouncement to Mary. He didn’t say “nothing is impossible with 
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God.” He said, “nothing will be impossible with God.” It is a promise in the future 

tense. With God, nothing will be impossible…for Mary and for us. 

Five days from today is Christmas, and later this week, on Christmas Eve, we will 

hold our candles high and sing together the bold announcement: “Christ the Savior is 

born!” But the question is: are we sitting on the edge of our seats primed and ready to 

respond? Are we ready to become what God has called us to be? 
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