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Family Ties: Mary, Mother of God Luke 1:26-39  12/23/12 

In a Peanuts comic strip, Violet instructs Charlie Brown, “Sooner or 

later, Charlie Brown, there’s one thing you are going to have to learn.  You 

reap what you sow!  You get out of life exactly what you put into it.  No 

more, no less.”  Snoopy, who has been listening to the conversation, 

pauses for a moment, and then thinks, “I’d like to see a little more margin 

for error!” 

 As they often do, this Peanuts comic raises an important theological 

issue.  Do we really only “get out of life exactly what we put into it? No 

more, no less?”  Does God only bless those who are worthy of his 

blessing?  Is there a direct link between our behavior and the kind of life 

that God gives us?  If so, where does grace fit in?  Our Scripture lesson 

today helps us to answer these questions.  

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. 28And he 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. 30The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found 

favor with God. (Luke 1:26-30) 

 Verse 28 is a famous one, particularly among Roman Catholics.    
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“Greetings, favored one!  The Lord is with you.”  Unfortunately, their 

translation, “Hail Mary, full of grace.  The Lord is with thee.” is misleading, 

because that’s not what the angel says.  The Lord is not with Mary because 

she is already “full of grace.”  It is exactly the opposite.  Mary is not reaping 

what she has sown here.  Mary is favored by God, literally “graced” by God, 

not because of her goodness, but because God in his grace has chosen 

her and is with her.  This may seem to be a minor distinction, but we can 

completely misunderstand the gospel if we get this wrong. 

 In the view of Violet in our Peanuts comic strip, you reap what you 

sow, and nothing more.  Everything in life is up to you and no one else.  

And there is a sense of justice in that, isn’t there?  Everyone receives 

exactly what they deserve.  But that is not what the New Testament 

teaches us.  The correct understanding of life and grace is illustrated right 

before our eyes in this story about Mary.  So, let’s take a look at her 

experience with grace. 

 By God’s grace, Mary was given a great honor.  She is going to be 

the mother of the long-promised Messiah, the mother of God’s own Son.  

For hundreds of years, the Jewish people had eagerly anticipated the 

coming of a Messiah who would save his people.  The prophets had 

foretold some of the details of his coming.  Now Mary has been chosen to 

bear this child.  There was no greater honor that any Jewish woman could 
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hope for.  Her name would be known and honored forever!  And it has 

been. 

 But the Scripture gives us no indication that Mary was chosen for this 

honor because she was uniquely qualified for it.  In fact, as we look at the 

people God chooses throughout the rest of the Bible, we find that they are 

often less-than-desirable!  Noah saves humanity and then goes out and 

gets drunk.  Abraham doubts God’s word and lies to save his own skin.  

Jacob is a conniving cheater.  Rahab is a prostitute.  David is an adulterer 

and a murderer.  And things don’t get any better in the New Testament, 

where cowardly Peter (who is chosen to lead the church) denies under 

stress that he even knows Jesus, and Paul (the great missionary and 

author of much of our New Testament) presides over the lynching of 

innocent Stephen.  God chooses who God chooses for God’s own reasons.  

And those reasons rarely are due to our own goodness or merit.  As Mark 

Twain put it, “Heaven goes by (grace).  If it went by merit, you would stay 

out, and your dog would go in.”  Well, maybe not my dog, but you get the 

point.  Mary is chosen by the grace of God for a unique honor.  Why?  Only 

God knows the answer to that. 

 But let’s be very clear about what the Bible does teach us.  All of us 

depend on God’s grace, not on any virtues we might have.  And God has 

honored every one of us by extending to us the offer of salvation, even 



 

 

4

though we are not worthy of it.  God has invited each of us to be partners in 

his great mission of restoring the world to God’s original intention.  Do we 

deserve this honor?  No.  And that’s the whole point of grace!  We are 

saved from judgment, and we are invited to participate in the Kingdom of 

God not because of anything we’ve done.  We are saved and made 

disciples solely by the grace of God.  That means that no matter who you 

are and no matter what you’ve done, you can be forgiven and made new 

because of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  And that is the 

Good News of grace.  Mary experiences this grace with its all its benefits.  

And so do we. 

 And there’s more about God’s grace in this story.  

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 forever, and of his kingdom there 

will be no end.” (Read Luke 1:31-33).  Grace doesn’t only involve benefits.  

It often involves a task.  Mary is to bear a son.  This will not be easy.  In 

addition to the normal trials of pregnancy and childbirth, this birth will be 

extraordinarily difficult, for Mary is not yet married.  What will her family 

think?  What will her fiancé, Joseph, think?  Who will help her raise this 

child?  She can imagine all these things as she hears the news.  What she 
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can’t imagine is what will happen later, when she watches people torture 

and kill her son while she stands helplessly by.  God’s grace did involve 

great honor and benefits for Mary, but it also involved a terribly hard task.  

 God’s grace may call us to hard tasks, too.  God may call some of us 

to speak up for those who are being mistreated in our place of work or at 

school or in our family.  God may call some to lower their standard of living 

so they can financially support those in greater need.  God may call some 

to sever certain relationships which are detrimental to their spiritual health.  

God may even call some of us to leave our career behind and serve him in 

other ways. 

 Craig Goodrich was a successful young Washington D.C. attorney on 

a fast-track to the top when I met him at my church in Northern Virginia.  He 

was a committed Christian who had experienced God’s grace in his life.  

Over a period of time, he felt called by God to leave his law practice and go 

into ordained ministry.  So he resigned his lucrative job and took his wife 

and two kids with him to seminary for three years.  He is now an Associate 

Pastor at First Presbyterian Church in Atlanta, Georgia.  Among other 

duties, he heads up a ministry which reaches out to professional people in 

downtown Atlanta, a ministry for which he is uniquely qualified.  Craig feels 

fulfilled in what he is doing, but it certainly doesn’t provide him and his 

family with the financial benefits that his previous career did.  God’s grace 
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gave a great deal to Craig, but it also demanded a lot from him. 

 Grace often involves a task.  So how did Mary respond when she was 

told about her task?  Listen.   

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) I find some comfort in this exchange.  God allows Mary’s questions, 

answers them, and then actually provides some “proof” that what he has 

promised is true.  He tells her that her older, barren cousin, Elizabeth, is 

going to soon bear a child, too- something else that seemed impossible.  

Mary can go and see for herself, which she does!  God is gracious and 

patient with us. 

 Grace involves honor and benefits; Grace involves a task.  Finally, 

grace demands a response.  Here’s Mary’s response.    

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) 

Commenting on Mary’s encounter with the angel Gabriel, Frederick 

Buechner writes this, “Mary struck (the angel) as hardly old enough to have 
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a child at all, let alone this child.  But he had been entrusted with a 

message to give her, and he gave it.  He told her what the child was to be 

named, 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 on the answer of a girl.”  Grace demands a response. 

 And Mary’s response was the only appropriate one, “Here am I, the 

servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”  She refers to 

herself as the servant, literally the “slave-girl,” of the Lord.  She recognizes 

that she, like all of us, has been created for a purpose.  That, too, is grace, 

by the way.  We are not here on earth because of some cosmic accident;  

We are created with a purpose.  And when that purpose was revealed to 

Mary, she embraced it.   

 Now most of us don’t receive the dramatic kind of calling that Mary 

did.  Someday you might, but it’s unlikely.  But we have received some 

pretty clear instructions about how we are called to live.  “Do unto others as 

you would have them do unto you.”  “Forgive as you have been forgiven.”   

Give generously.  “Do good to all people.”  “Pray without ceasing.”  Tell the 

Good News of the gospel to others.  “Do justice, love mercy, and walk 

humbly with your God.”   
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 So wherever you find yourself right now- a student, a teacher, an 

office worker, a craftsman, a professional, a retiree, a mother, a father, a 

grandparent, a son or daughter- wherever you find yourself- that is where 

God has called you to be for the moment.  And that is where you are called 

to live as a follower of Jesus Christ each and every hour of each and every 

day, as the servant of the Lord.  That is your response to God’s grace. 

 As Mary discovered, God’s grace brings us honor and benefits.  It 

calls us to various tasks, some of which are extraordinarily difficult.  And it 

demands a response.  Have you experienced God’s grace in your life?  If 

not, why not pause this morning to accept God’s gracious offer of the 

forgiveness of your sins and his promise to make your life new.  And if you 

have experienced God’s grace, are you doing the tasks to which God has 

called you?  How will you respond? 


