
“MARY’S MODEL”
(Luke 1:26-56)


“And in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God unto a city of Galilee, named Nazareth.  To a virgin espoused to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David; and the virgin’s name was Mary.  And the angel came in unto her, and said, Hail, you are highly favored, the Lord is with you: blessed are you among women.  And when she saw him, she was troubled at his saying, and cast in her mind what manner of salutation this should be.  And the angel said unto her, Fear not, Mary: for you have found favor with God.  And, behold, you shall conceive in your womb, and bring forth a son, and shall call His name JESUS.  He shall be great, and shall be called the Son of the Highest: and the Lord God shall give unto Him the throne of His father David:  And He shall reign over the house of Jacob forever; and of His kingdom there shall be no end.  Then said Mary unto the angel, How shall this be, seeing I know not a man?  And the angel answered and said unto her,  The Holy Ghost shall come upon you, and the power of the Highest shall overshadow you: therefore also that holy thing which shall be born of you shall be called the Son of God.  And, behold, your cousin Elisabeth, she has also conceived a son in her old age: and this is the sixth month with her, who was called barren.  For with God nothing shall be impossible.  And Mary said, Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to Your word.  And the angel departed from her.


“And Mary arose in those days, and went into the hill country with haste, into a city of Judah; And entered into the house of Zacharias, and saluted Elisabeth.  And it came to pass, that, when Elisabeth heard the salutation of Mary, the babe leaped in her womb: and Elisabeth was filled with the Holy Ghost: And she spake out with a loud voice, and said, Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.  And whence is this to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?  For, lo, as soon as the voice of your salutation sounded in my ears, the babe leaped in my womb for joy.  And blessed is she who believed: for there shall be a performance of those things which were told her from the Lord.”  


“And Mary said, My soul magnifies the Lord, And my spirit has rejoiced in God my Saviour.  For He has regarded the low estate of His hand-maiden: for, behold, from henceforth all generations shall call me blessed.  For He that is mighty has done to me great things: and holy in His name.  And His mercy is on them that fear Him from generation to generation.  He has shown strength with His arm: He has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts.  He has put down the mighty from their seats, and exalted them of low degree.  He has filled the hungry with good things: and the rich He has sent empty away.  He has helped His servant Israel, in remembrance of His mercy:  As He spoke to our fathers, to Abraham, and to his seed forever.  And Mary abode abode with her about three months, and returned to her own house.”


One Sunday morning, a neatly dressed man disrupted a worship service in a fashionable suburban church.  At the heart of the service, the man stood up in the balcony and shouted in a clear voice, “I have a word from the Lord!”  Suddenly alerted by this strange interruption, church ushers bounded up the balcony stairs and escorted the man out the doors of the church and into the street.


Thomas Long of Princeton Seminary commented on this incident later, saying, “There’s a kind of irony here.  Week after week, those of us who preach stand in the pulpit and announce implicitly and explicitly, ‘I have a word from the Lord.’  Usually, no one complains.  No ushers rush into the pulpit to drag us away.  But let a stranger stand up in the balcony with a word, and everything is disrupted.  An unexpected voice from an unexpected angle.  Now, in all probability, the fellow in the balcony was a crank, maybe running a quart or two low on reality.  But let’s not miss the point of the story.  Suppose, just suppose, that the man was a true modern-day Isaiah, with a true and disturbing word from the Lord, or perhaps he was an Ezekiel, visionary and eccentric.  The point here is that God’s Word often comes from the balcony and not just from a pulpit.  It surprises us . . . disturbs us . . . embarrasses us . . . coming from sources we don’t anticipate.  How like our God.”


In our text, Mary received God’s Word from the balcony.  An angel came with the Word of the Lord, and it was a surprising, disturbing, embarrassing word.  Today, we want to look beyond the source of the word to the subject of the word.  The human recipient was Mary and the subject was the coming Birth of a remarkable Baby – and Mary was to be the means of the “delivery” (Never did that word mean so much in the birth of a child!).  When we focus closely on Mary, we are able to detect in her a clear model for God’s purpose in each of our lives.  So our subject in this study is “Mary’s Model.”  

The text includes what history has called “The Magnificat,” named after the first word of the (Latin) text in verse 46.  It is translated “magnify” in the English Bible. The Magnificat is the name that has been given to the incredible “song” of Mary when she heard the angel’s startling announcement.  The setting of the Magnificat and the song itself reveal several remarkable things that constitute Mary’s Model.

I. Mary is a Model of  Christian MEDITATION
First, the text reveals Mary as a model of Christian meditation.  One cannot read the verses of the text without realizing that this young Jewish woman was a very meditative person (read again verse 29, as an example).  It is apparent that Mary spent much time thinking, pondering, contemplating, musing, meditating.  She thought deeply and often about the things of God, the things of her own life, and the relation between the two.  God did not select a public woman, or a socially-renowned woman, or a wealthy woman, or a fiery woman, as the mother of His Son.  He selected a quiet young woman who practiced much private reflection.  What a model for a committed Christian!

Dr. Luke gives us more information about Mary than any other Gospel writer.  It is certain in light of Luke’s own testimony (Luke 1:1-4) that this abundance of information came from personal interviews with Mary herself.  

When the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary to announce that she had been selected to be the mother of the Son of God, Luke reports that she was “confused and disturbed”  and that she “cast about in her mind”, wondering what his greeting might mean (verse 29).  As usual, Mary’s mind went to work when she heard the startling announcement, busily probing, searching, inquiring, sifting.  When the shepherds came to the stable to tell of their encounter with angels, Luke says that “Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart” (Luke 2:19).  The verbs, “treasured up” and “pondered . . . in her heart” comprise a good definition of Christian meditation.  

What did Mary meditate about during that first Christmas season?  Surely she pondered at least these things:  (1) The testimony of the angel (see verse 34); (2) the truth of the Word of God (see verse 38); and (3) the talk she had with Elizabeth a short time later (Luke 1:39-45).  In short, both her thoughts and her talk were consistently and continually  about God.  What a model for a committed Christian!  
Do you personally make a regular habit of treasuring up God’s truth and pondering it in your heart?  Do you meditatively read and study the Bible?  Do you listen for God to speak to you?  Do you direct your speech and your conversation to the things of God? Do you?  If not, you are not following Mary’s model of wisdom.

Furthermore, Mary’s habit of deep meditation upon the things of God continued long after the time of Jesus’ birth.  Luke records a remarkable incident that occurred twelve years later (Luke 2:40-52).  Mary and Joseph misplaced their son in the city of Jerusalem and spent several days searching for Him.  They found him at last interacting with the Jewish scribes and scholars in the temple courts, and Luke says that Mary and Joseph were “astonished” (Luke 2:48).  When their brief conversation with Jesus had ended, Luke reports that Mary and Joseph “did not understand what He was saying to them,” and then he adds, “his mother kept all these sayings in her heart” (Luke 2:51).  It is evident from these passages that Mary made a practice of “pondering,” that she modeled the fine art of Christian meditation.  It is doubtful that any believer has ever been what God desired him to be if he did not become a master of meditation.  

Psalm 1:2 says of the Godly man that “his delight is in the law of the Lord, and in His law he meditates day and night.”  The word “meditate” means to “chatter within,” or to “talk to oneself inwardly.”  Mary practiced this inner conversation on a regular basis.  She internalized the words that God spoke to her and brought them repeatedly to mind so that she might turn them over and over and examine them more closely.  

Mary’s meditative mind must have run a large gamut of themes.  From the story that is recorded for us by Dr. Luke, we know she must have meditated for a long time on the Scriptures (there are eleven direct quotes from the Old Testament in “the Manificat”!), on her own spiritual pilgrimage, on the Divinely-governed history of her nation, and on the character of God.  She strings these eleven separate verses from varying places in the Old Testament like pearls on a string.  You may be sure of this: when the angel finished the Announcement of the coming birth, Mary did not run to the synagogue to get the scrolls of Scripture and begin to look up Scriptures; she already had memorized them and had them on ready recall at the moment she needed them!   What a model for a committed Christian!

Mary provides a vivid picture and pattern of Biblical meditation, a picture that departs radically from the practice of eastern religions (Buddhism and Hinduism) of emptying one’s mind.  Biblical meditation is precisely the opposite of the “negative way” of eastern mysticism, which seeks to negate and neutralize the focus of the mind.  Christian meditation is rich in content.  In the Bible, to meditate means to consider carefully, to weigh ideas, to commune with one’s own heart about God’s truth.  So Biblical meditation begins with filling the mind with Scripture and its truth.  In the Bible, meditation is active, not passive, as many mystics would have us to believe.  By selecting Mary to bear the Savior of the world, God showed how highly He values Godly meditation.  All of Mary’s “pondering” forces us to question:  If she treasured these things in her heart, pondering them deeply on that first Christmas, and this kind of pondering delights the heart of God, then doesn’t it make a great deal of sense for us to find time during this season to quietly and deeply meditate on our Master and Mediator, Jesus?  How appropriate it is for us to honor God’s Son during the Christian season by pondering who He is and what He has done for us!  If we will observe her story closely, Mary will teach us how to master the vital matter of Christian meditation.

II. Mary is a Model of Christian SUBMISSION

Second, Mary is a model of Christian submission.  Someone said that Mary was probably “the most surprised person is human history” when the angel came with the startling announcement of the coming birth of Jesus.  Everything about her words and actions revealed the shock of surprise.  However, when the shock had subsided and she realized the part she was to play in the drama of redemption, she exclaimed, “Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to your word” (Luke 2:38).  

Biblical submission is a combination of strength, revelation and obedience.  I have deliberately placed strength as the first ingredient of submission.  There is a kind of “submission” that yields in weakness, but this is not the submission of the Bible.  In fact, the submission required in the Bible demands a strength many simply do not have.  Only a person who is becoming “strong in the Lord and in the power of His might” (Ephesians 6:10) will have strength enough to make the rugged surrender called for in the Christian life.  Mary demonstrated the strength of a Godly heart when she joyfully submitted herself to God’s incredible purpose for her.  

The second ingredient of submission is revelation.  Revelation means that God has disclosed Himself to human beings through His inspired Word.  And obedience?  One Sunday School teacher asked her class of boys, “What is obedience?”  One of them replied quickly, “Obedience is a school for dogs!”  I fear that many of us know little more about Christian obedience than that boy revealed in his answer to the teacher’s question.  

Obedience simply means that when one hears from God, he does what God tells him to do.  We must be very careful here, because most of us hear from God on a regular basis. However, instead of practicing obedience, we have established tragic patterns of disobedience by regular listening to God’s truth without establishing intentions or habits of obeying.  In that tragic case, disobedience has become our fixed response to the Word of God.  

Mary had apparently learned the lesson of submission to God early in life, and she had exemplified the lesson throughout.  She reveals the consistent pattern of joyful obedience to God’s voice.  In fact, years later, when her Son had begun His public ministry, in a situation of need, Mary showed her confidence in Him and submission to Him when she said to the household servants, “Whatsoever He says to you, do it” (John 2:5), and the water-to-wine miracle followed.  Mary consistently exemplified complete submission to God  and joyful obedience to His revealed Word, and therein she provides a worthy model for us.

III. Mary is a Model of Christian INCARNATION

Third, Mary is a model of Christian incarnation.  The word “incarnation” means “in flesh.”  It refers to God’s “in-flesh-ment” of Himself in Christ.  The Bible refers to this Incarnation when it says, “The Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory of the Unique Son of God” (John 1:14).  The “Incarnation Idea” originated historically with God’s action in Mary, but it was not to stop there.  The God who “in-fleshed” Himself in a virgin mother and became a Man wants to continue the same essential program spiritually in all of His born-again children.  What an amazing marvel!  It is God’s intention to continue working in history spiritually according to the standard He established physically with Mary.  Be very sure to note the difference: the modification is that He will work spiritually in us according to Mary’s model, but do not think that the word “spiritually” reduces the work!  Jesus Christ is in us as surely as He was in Mary, for spiritual realities are no less sure than physical realities.  Indeed, the spiritual formation of Christ within us is quite as real and “substantial” as was the material work God did in Mary’s womb. And He wants to do this real, spiritual, life-transforming, life-releasing work in and through  poor earthen vessels (a definitive word) like you and me!  Jesus came into Mary, grew within her, was released into the world through her, and transformed the world around her.

Mary is the “original,” the “first model,” the prototype of the way God wants to incarnate Himself in human beings.  Mary was unique in that she was the only biological mother of Jesus, but she was a universal person in all other ways.  She, like me (like all people), was a sinner who needed to be saved.  She, like me (like all saved people), was a recipient of God’s saving grace.  She, like me (like all people), was a needy human being with frail mind and emotions.  She, like me (like all saved people), was a worshiper who was staggered by the grace of God which came to her.  

Consider the dynamics which introduced the Incarnation, dynamics that are reproduced in the life of every child of God.  When the angel made the incredible announcement of God’s coming incarnation in Mary’s body, several statements were made to her which are no less true of all Christians today.  The angel said to her, “You are highly favored” (Luke 1:28).  Literally, the text says, “You are GREATLY GRACED!”  Surely she was, but she was actually no more “graced” than any saved sinner today. Oswald Chambers said, “Grace is the overflowing favor of God, and we must reckon that it is always there to be drawn upon.”  It is a theological “given” that grace is not something earned or deserved.  Contrary to the false beliefs of those who elevate Mary to a position of equality with Jesus, Mary herself declared that she was the recipient of God’s grace and salvation just like other needy sinners (see verse 47).  It was only because of God’s grace that Mary was saved from her sins and was greatly privileged to bring God’s Son into the world.  On the one hand, the grace of God was manifested in the pardon of her sins, and on the other it was manifested in the once-in-history privilege of her becoming the mother of Jesus.  Mary was a recipient of God’s grace, the “overflowing favor of God,” and so am I.  

Then the angel said, “Blessed are you” (Luke 1:42).  Surely she was blessed, but she was actually no more “blessed” than any saved sinner today.  In fact, when Paul was “spelling out” the magnanimous dimensions of God’s great salvation (which I presently possess!), he used a combination of these very words.  In Ephesians 1:6, he said that every saved person is “engraced in the Beloved Son.”  Friends, all of us born-agains are “highly favored” by God!  We are a “breed apart.”  To have a place in His grace, to be a personal recipient of His “overflowing favor,” is an unspeakable privilege.


An ugly brier bush was growing in an overgrown meadow when a gardener came and dug it up with his shovel.  Taking it home, he planted it among his lovely flowers.  Later he took a sharp knife and made a slit in the brier bush and grafted in a rose.  When summer came, lovely roses began to bloom on that ugly brier bush.  A visitor observed the plant and the roses and exclaimed, “I would never have dreamed that such beautiful flowers could come out of that common brier bush!”  The gardener softly replied, “Their beauty is not due to what came out of the brier bush, but to that which I put into it.”  The true beauty of a true Christian is not due to what he has developed in his own character, but is solely due to  what God has put into him by His matchless grace.  True, the recipient must cooperate with God and grow in grace (II Peter 3:18), but he works only with what God has put into him.  
In the same passage Ephesian passage which I mentioned above (Ephesians 1:3), Paul said that we have been “blessed with all spiritual blessings in the heavenlies in Christ Jesus.”   Like Mary, we are “highly favored” by God, and “uniquely blessed” by Him.  The descriptive phrase, “all spiritual blessings in the heavenlies in Christ Jesus,” suggests the size, the substance and the storehouse of our blessings.  What an inventory!  

And like Mary, we, too, should “rejoice” because of what God has done in us.  In verse 28, where the angel said (KJV) to Mary, “Hail, thou that art highly favored,” the word translated “hail” is the Greek word chaire, which means, “You rejoice.”  It comes from the noun form chara, which means “joy.”  Later, Mary echoed this word when she said, “My spirit rejoiced in God my Savior” (verse 47).  Mary truly received the grace and blessing of God and rejoiced over them in her life.  These realities formed the foundation of the incarnation of Christ in and through her life.  And you and I, dear friend, will incarnate the Presence of Christ in our own lives only if we receive the grace and blessings of God and rejoice in both the Giver and the gifts.      


Then, think of the dimensions of the Incarnation, dimensions that are reproduced in every child of God.


First, there was an entrance of Christ into Mary.  She conceived the Son of God in her womb.  And there must be an entrance of Christ into each of us that is just as decisive as His entrance into Mary.  His incarnation in Mary was both physical and spiritual (see Luke 1:35).  His incarnation in us is spiritual, and it results from the union of two things, the “seed,” or “sperm,” of the Word of God, and the “ovum” of faith.  When the Holy Spirit works the miracle of the New Birth in you (as He worked the miracle in the Virgin Birth in Mary), these two unite (the Word of God and your responding faith) and a new life is born within you, the very life of God Himself.  


Some years ago, in my daily reading, I came across a daring statement of this spiritual incarnation.  The author was writing about intercessory prayer.  In one chapter, these bold words were found:  “My intercession provides a womb for God to work in and through.  By way of their abandonment to God, the intercessors of the Bible, such persons as Moses, Nehemiah, Esther, Hannah, David, and Joseph, gave themselves as a womb to carry the burden of the Lord to a place of vibrant life.  Let us realize that effectual, fervent prayer ‘availeth much’ – far beyond the borders of our needs, burdens, and situations.  Let us each offer ourselves as a womb for God’s purpose; let us be people in whom He can entrust His burden and His purposes.  Let us determine that we will not miscarry or abort that which He places within us.  Let us determine that we will be faithful to bring to birth new life as His Spirit prays through us.”  This statement was enhanced in my thinking by the acknowledgment that the writer was a woman, but I was aware at the time that her words were fully relevant for any male believer in Christ as well.  This is a good example of the dynamic meaning of the present incarnation of Christ in every born-again person.  


Then, there was an enlargement of Christ within her.  She carried a growing Jesus within her for nine months, and so we will carry a “growing Jesus” in us throughout our Christian lives.  Mary was stretched and shaped physically, personally, socially, mentally, and spiritually (and probably in several other ways as well) during the time that she carried Him, and so will we be.  Sometime during the pregnancy, we say of an expectant mother that she begins to “show,” and the same will be true of a person carrying Jesus.  His developing life within you will begin to “show” to others around you.  You will find that “Christ in you” will do many of the same things to you spiritually that Mary’s supernatural pregnancy did to her physically.


Third, there was an expression (exit) of Christ through (from) her.  Pregnancies don’t last!  The release of the life within will occur!  


A desperate husband called 911.  He said frantically, “My wife is pregnant and ready to deliver.  Her contractions are three minutes apart.  The baby could come at any time.  We’re stuck in traffic on the freeway.  What should I do?”  The 911 operator asked, “Is this her first child?”  The desperate husband answered, “No, you idiot, this is her husband!”  This husband knew the obvious--when delivery time has arrived, the pregnancy will be terminated.

Even so, when Christ grows sufficiently within us, there will be an expression of His Life through us.  He will move through us into the world around us just as He moved through Mary into the world around her!


Finally, there was an extension of Christ in an ever-enlarging way around her and far beyond.  After a time, she “lost control” of the One who had come through her.  He became “unmanageable”!  On occasion, He almost sounded as if He was rebuking her for

her attempts to control and restrain Him.  Mary suffered some “loss of face” on several occasions because of Him, beginning with His Birth.  But she was so visited and reassured by Heaven that she never once argued with the negatives of her experience with Him.  Even so, He will move into an unhindered expression through us, even if He must rebuke and discipline us—and even possibly cause some loss of face on our part—to “make room” for Himself.  When we are as confident of God and His purpose as Mary was, we will gladly allow Him to have “right of way” in our lives.


For years, my Christmas greetings have included the wish that each recipient would have “a VERY ‘MARY’” Christmas!  May you, I, and all believers be as excited and overjoyed over the Presence of Jesus in us this Christmas as Mary was long ago!   Mary is a great model for us in our opportunity and responsibility to be an extended incarnation of Jesus.  

IV. Mary is a Model of Christian CELEBRATION

Finally, Mary is a model of Christian celebration.  Mary’s recital in Luke 1:46-55 has always been called a song.  It begins with the beautiful words, “My soul magnifies the Lord.”  These were Mary’s first recorded words  after her meeting with the angel Gabriel.  Because the first word in the text is the word “magnify,” the song has been officially labeled “The Magnificat” (named after the first word in the Latin text).  In the Greek text, the word translated “magnify” means “to make great, to highly esteem, to extol, to celebrate.”  So Mary is a magnificent model of Christian celebration. 

Her song is a marvelous composite mixture of many themes, each of which might be celebrated in a separate song.  In her song, Mary celebrated  such great ideas as the human soul and spirit, the joy of glorifying God, the great blessings God has given to human beings, the redeeming fear of God, receiving God’s mercy, the sinner’s need of a Savior, personal humility, God’s sovereign action in the lives of individuals, God’s opposition to human pride, God’s awareness of the inner thoughts of every person, God’s placement and displacement of human leaders, God as mighty, holy and merciful, God as good and generous, righteous and just, God as providential, God as eternal, and God as completely faithful to His promises.  No wonder entire volumes have been written on “The Magnificat”!  And all of these themes were strung like pearls on a string by a teen-age Jewish girl!  Christian, do you ever spontaneously compose a song, a song of celebration, a song which rehearses what God has done in your life?  Never mind the tune or the rhyme of the lyrics, do you just spontaneously break into impromptu singing over the grace, goodness, and gentleness of God in your life?  Every Christian can surely “make a joyful (joyful, joyful, joyful . . .!) noise unto the Lord”!  

Mary was already sensing the mental discomfort of her pregnancy, the social stigma of the months of criticism she would receive in her community, the physical discomfort of bodily strain, and perhaps more as well.  How did she handle these things?  She broke into song, and the song is a model for Christians to this day.  “Singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord” (Colossians 3:16) should not be difficult for Christians,

especially during the Christmas season.  Mary joined her song with a hope; we should join our song with history.  Though we have received no more grace than Mary received, we have a far better vantage point from which to view it.  And we should never stop singing.

The first Christmas was full of song.  Heavenly music filled the air as angels bent down to serenade the earth with the “good tidings of great joy.”  Mary added her  voice to the voices of  the heavenly host to celebrate Jesus and her part in His Story.  And still today, the air is filled with song wherever Christ is acknowledged during the season of His birth.  When you hear a Christmas hymn, listen for the note of praise and celebration.  That note was modeled marvelously by Mary at the beginning of The Story.  


So Mary, the mother of Jesus, provides for us a marvelous model–of Christian meditation, of Christian submission, of Christian incarnation, and of Christian celebration.  


There is a line in the Magnificat that is worthy of much meditation, will lead to Christian submission if properly implemented, will produce a true Christian incarnation in the life of any person, and will lead to endless Christian celebration.  At the very beginning of her song, Mary said, “My spirit has rejoiced in God my Savior” (Luke 1:47).  The word “Savior,” as used in the New Testament, presupposes a condition of desperate need.  Mary was a sinner like all human beings are, and thus her need of a Savior was desperate.  And Mary’s story provides an excellent picture of the nature and means of  the salvation presented in the Bible. 


Note that Mary gave to Jesus her human nature, and Jesus gave to Mary His Divine nature.  This is a picture of true salvation.  We sinners give to Jesus our sinful human nature (that is, we simply give Him ourselves), and He gives to us His sinless Divine nature (that is, He simply gives us Himself).  Incredibly, we actually become “partakers of the Divine nature” (II Peter 1:4).  The miracle of salvation involves a definite transaction of saving grace on God’s part and a critical moment of receptive faith on the sinner’s part. This is the miracle that occurs at the moment of our new birth.  


Note Mary’s awareness of this truth.  “My spirit has rejoiced in God my Savior . . . . for He who is mighty has done to me great things.”  Mary saw herself as the personal recipient of God’s saving grace, and as the recipient and instrument of God’s mighty work in bringing His Son into the world.  Happy is the person who is saved by God’s grace, and who sees himself thereafter as an instrument of God’s mighty work.  When Mary spoke of this entire mighty transaction, she did not speak of what she did for the world in giving it a Savior; she rather spoke of what the Savior did for her.  This same Divine-Human Savior is willing to do the same mighty saving work in any sinner’s heart today.  But dear friend, the fact that there is a perfect Divine Savior will do you absolutely no good unless you believe in Him (Luke 1:35) and receive Him as Mary did (Luke 1:45).  “He who believes in Him has everlasting life.”  “As many as receive Him, to them He gives the right to become sons of God, even to them that believe on His Name.”  Would you believe in Him and receive Him today?  Then your life can be built after the model which Mary revealed in the Magnificat.    
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