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“When God Breaks In”  Luke 1:26-38  12/21/14 

 I think many people long for a genuine encounter with God.  They 

believe that it would solidify their faith and give them a sense of direction.  

They hope such an encounter would help them to feel more secure and 

loved.  And that it would give them a sense of purpose and meaning.  And 

people are willing to try all kinds of things to have such an encounter- for 

example, attending a Christian worship service (Maybe that’s why some of 

you are here today!).  They might try going on a silent retreat, fasting, 

spending time in nature, trying rituals from a variety of religions, going to an 

Indian sweat lodge, or consulting a psychic.  In the 1960’s and 70’s some 

people even used hallucinogenic drugs like LSD hoping to have some kind 

of divine encounter. 

 This morning’s scripture lesson describes an encounter with God.  It’s 

a familiar story, but let’s look at it closely and see what we can learn about 

divine encounters. 

26In 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. (Luke 1:26-27) 

Nazareth was a very small, backwater of a town in northern Israel.  

I’ve seen it.  It’s way up on a hill above the plain.  You really have to want 

to go there to get to it!  This would have been a close, conservative, tribal 

community, much like many rural areas in the Middle East or Afghanistan 
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today.  Most women would have been betrothed in their early teen years 

in 1st century Nazareth, so Mary was likely 14 or 15 years old!  The story 

continues.  

28And (the angel) came to her and said, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord 

is with you.”29But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered 

what sort of greeting this might be. (Luke 1:28-29) 

 On an otherwise ordinary day, something extraordinary happens.  An 

extra-terrestrial being appears to Mary.  Based on other biblical 

descriptions of angels, this was not a cute, cuddly creature.  What’s the first 

thing most angels say when they appear to people in the Bible?  That’s 

right, “Don’t be afraid!”  This is a majestic being, who is bringing a word 

from God himself.  He begins with words of affirmation, calling Mary a 

“favored one,” or one who has been given God’s grace.  And he informs 

her that God is with her.  I love the description of Mary’s response.  First, 

she is confused and then she wonders what’s up with all of this!  After all, 

she is just an ordinary teenaged girl, living in a small, obscure village.  

What would God want with her? 

30The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor 

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 
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David. 33He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom 

there will be no end.” (Luke 1:30-33) 

 Mary’s divine encounter results in a message from God.  Mary is 

going to bear an extraordinary child, who will be great and will be a king.  

And not just any king, but a king who will rule over Israel forever, the long-

expected Messiah!  And he will be called the “Son of the Most High.”  Mary, 

like any Jewish woman, would have regarded being the mother of the 

Messiah as a great honor.  But there’s a problem.  

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.” (Luke 1:34-

37) 

 Mary may not have any formal education, but she knows enough 

biology to see a flaw in the angel’s plan.  She hasn’t had sexual relations 

with anyone yet.  How can she have a child.  “Houston, we have a 

problem.”  The angel, in essence, tells her not to worry about it, that God 

will take care of it.  After all, God can do anything!  He reminds her that her 

cousin, Elizabeth is having her first child in her old age, when no one 

thought it would ever happen. 
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 I’m sure Mary had some serious questions about this.  This was a 

great honor and all, but for starters, what would Joseph think?  How would 

her conservative neighbors react?  After all, having sex outside of marriage 

was strictly forbidden and could even be punished by execution in those 

days, much like in extreme Muslim tribal areas today.  I’m sure she had 

some serious concerns and questions.  But listen to her response! (SLIDE 

#5) 

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. (Luke 1:38) 

 Mary sets aside her questions and fears, and trusts God.  “Let it be 

with me according to your word,” she says.  Apparently God picked the 

right girl for this crucially important mission! 

 I don’t know if Mary had been longing for a divine encounter, but she 

sure got one!  Let’s look at a couple things we learn about such encounters 

that may help us as we seek our own encounters with God. 

First, divine encounters often happen in unexpected ways at 

unexpected times.  In the Bible, encounters with God happen with burning 

bushes, through disembodied voices, in stillness, with visions, in dreams, 

mediated by angels, through other people, and even through animals!  

There is no one set pattern.  And they always happen at God’s initiative!  

We can’t manipulate God into revealing himself to us in these special ways.  

God decides when and where they will happen. 
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 I’ve only had one or two experiences where I’ve felt God’s presence 

in a special way.  One of them happened during a worship service as the 

ancient hymn, “Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence” was being sung.  I just 

sensed God’s presence in an overwhelming way.  I couldn’t even sing the 

hymn anymore; I was choking up too much.  There was nothing unusual 

going on in my life at that time.  The experience just came out of the blue, 

so to speak.  Another happened on a Mexico mission trip, in the remote 

village of Ekbalam, when I heard their pastor explain how the people of that 

village had prayed for five years for someone to come and help them finish 

building their church.  We were the answer to their prayers.  I felt 

overwhelmed by the knowledge that God had chosen to use us as the 

answer to someone’s prayers.  Again, I was caught completely off guard by 

the experience. 

 God has also spoken to me through the words of others, who told me 

important, affirming or troubling things about myself that I needed to hear.  

God may speak to you through the voice of your parents (really), or through 

your kids.  Through reading the scriptures or through a sermon.  Through a 

therapist or a camp counselor or a movie or YouTube video or a song or on 

a nature walk.  Our encounters with God often come in unexpected ways, 

just like Mary’s encounter came. 

 Second, encounters with God can be affirming.  The angel told Mary 

that she was blessed and graced by God, and that God was with her.  She 
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was clearly encouraged by that revelation.  Sometimes encounters with 

God are like that.  You leave the encounter feeling uplifted.  You may have 

a new sense of purpose or mission.  Again, such an encounter may come 

through an email or a letter, from the words of a friend or a stranger, 

through a devotional book or a dream.  But encounters with God can be 

deeply affirming. 

 Third, encounters with God can also be life-changing and terribly 

upsetting.  Mary had most likely envisioned a quiet, small-town life in 

Nazareth with her husband-to-be, Joseph.  She would have lots of babies 

and love them along with her husband.  Instead, she was soon to be the 

object of vicious gossip, required to travel to Bethlehem while very 

pregnant, and then forced to flee her home country for Egypt, in order to 

protect her son from murderous King Herod.  And that was only the 

beginning. 

 God sometimes asks us to do very difficult things that we would 

rather not do.  Just obeying his commands can be costly.  Sticking our 

necks out to help and serve others can be risky.  Speaking up for those 

who are poor and vulnerable can be polarizing.  Very often, encounters 

with God in the Bible led people to do these kinds of things.  Barbara Taylor 

Brown, reflecting on this passage, wrote, “On the one hand (Mary) was just 

a girl, an immature and frightened girl who had the good sense to believe 

what an angel told her in what seemed like a dream.  On the other hand, 
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she was the mother of the Son of God, with faith enough to move 

mountains, to sing about the victories of her son as if he were already at 

the right hand of his father instead of a dollop of cells in her womb…When 

we allow God to be born in us, there is no telling, no telling at all what will 

come out.” 

 Our response to God’s call should be the same one that Mary had, 

“Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your 

word.” (Luke 1:38)  We trust God and agree to follow his direction.  That’s 

what faith is, after all! 

 A few years ago, British researchers went door-to-door asking people 

about their belief in God.  One of their questions was this, “Do you believe 

in a God who intervenes in human history, who changes the course of 

affairs, who performs miracles, etc.?”  When published, their study took its 

title from the response of one man who was seen as rather typical of those 

who responded.  He answered, “No, I don’t believe in that God;  I believe in 

the ordinary God.”   

 That may be our problem.  We believe in the “ordinary God”- a God 

who is disengaged from his creation, not active in human affairs, and has 

no plan to restore our world to his original intent.  A God who has no 

special tasks for us to do.  That may be why we see so few men and 

women doing great things for God, helping to transform the world into the 

kind of world God desires it to be.  A place with justice for all races.  With 
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food for all to eat.  With peace between individuals and nations.  With 

families that figure a way to stay together.  With homes for all people.  A 

world where people know the God who loves them and sent his Son to 

save them. 

 I believe in a God who cares deeply about our world and about our 

individual lives.  And sometimes that God breaks into our lives in 

unexpected ways that can be both affirming and troubling.  Is God speaking 

to you this morning?  How will you respond?  


