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Luke 1:26-38 

This morning is the last of the four Sundays of Advent, which is a time of expectant 

waiting and preparation for the celebration of the nativity and coming of Christ.  

Today we continue with the “Who Are You in the Christmas Story” sermon series 

for the month of December.  

 

This morning we will focus on the mother of Jesus, whom scholars estimate was 

around 13-years old, and her remarkable journey to the manger.  The passage we 

are reading is Luke’s account of The Annunciation, where the Angel Gabriel 

announces to young Mary the astonishing news that she is to be the mother of the 

Son of God.   

 

In the previous passage, Gabriel had announced to Zechariah that he and his wife 

Elizabeth in their older age would bear a son named John who would be filled with 

the Holy Spirit.  Elizabeth was six months pregnant with John the Baptist when 

Gabriel made this announcement to her much younger relative Mary.  Hear now 

the word of God: 

 

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, 
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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. 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.”  

 

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. 

This is the Word of God for the people of God.  Thanks be to God.  

 

Let us pray: 

Gracious and loving Lord, on this Sunday before Christmas, as we anticipate the 

birth of the Christ child, open wide the gates of our hearts, that this story might not 

be one just told about the days of old, but one in which we hear your word for our 

own lives this very day.  In your most holy name we pray, Amen. 
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Sermon 

Tomorrow is one of my favorite days of the year.  Ever since I was young, 

Christmas Eve has seemed magical.  In my teenage years, it was typically a day 

spent with family and friends, visiting around the fire, sipping hot chocolate, eating 

Christmas goodies and playing games.  At night, we’d go to the reverent and 

beautiful candlelight service at church, return home for a nice meal, and the chance 

to open one present before hopping in bed before St. Nick came.  The ambiance of 

Christmas Eve was lovely and the anticipation of Christmas Day thrilling. 

 

Over two thousand years ago, another teenage girl was experiencing a time full of 

anticipation, but of a much different kind.   Today in English we know her as 

Mary, but she would have been called Miriam by her friends and family. We will 

refer to her by her original name today, as we focus on this young Jewish mother in 

the Christmas story, who was without a doubt one of the most instrumental figures 

in the greatest story the world has ever known.   

 

In today’s terminology, Miriam was essentially a middle schooler when the angel 

Gabriel made the annunciation to her.  My niece happens to be a 14-year old 9th 

grader, and I can assure you that getting married or having a child is the furthest 

thing from her mind.  She’s way too preoccupied with swimming and tennis, 

school and friends, and challenging her older brother to Xbox games.  And while 

Mariam wouldn’t have been involved in sports or education, I imagine she was 

doing some typical teenage things like hanging out with friends, challenging her 

siblings, and likely exerting her independence from her parents because, well, 

teenagers will be teenagers, no matter when or where. 
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However, one main difference was that in Miriam’s time, it was normal for girls to 

be engaged between the ages of 12 and 14.  And if she and her friends and relatives 

were like any of their female counterparts today, the focus was completely on 

wedding preparations.  What would she wear to each party?  Who would design 

and sew the wedding dress?  What kinds of shoes would she wear?  Where would 

the wedding feast be held?  What kind of food and drink would they serve?  What 

kind of decorations would they have?  She was probably daydreaming about this 

every day between her tasks of refilling oil lamps and sweeping dust floors.   

 

It was at this time that the angel Gabriel found his way to the small insignificant 

Jewish village of Nazareth to bear the child-to-be news to young Miriam. Can you 

imagine her surprise at this out-of-the-blue announcement?  Here was this young 

13-year old girl engaged to Joseph.  Like many couples, they were likely planning 

on having a few years of kid-free marital bliss before taking on the demanding 

responsibilities of parenthood.  Plus she really wanted her wedding—likely the 

most special event of her life—to go according to her wonderful plans. 

 

But this angel had brought her teenage dreams to a screeching halt.  He told her 

some pretty crazy and unfathomable news, that she, who had never been with a 

man, was to bear a child.  To Gabriel’s credit, he tried to assure her from the 

beginning it was going to be okay.  He greeted her with lovely, reverential words: 

“Highly favored one, the Lord is with you, blessed are you among women.”  

 

But no matter how beautiful the words, Miriam was quite troubled and pondered 

this greeting.  Then the angel tried once again to comfort her: “Do not be afraid, 

Miriam, for you have found favor with God.”  But then he realized he should just  
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jump right to the point.  And so he boldly announced: “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.”1  

 

Young Miriam was taken aback.  Bewildered she replied, “How can this be?”  And 

then Gabriel went on to tell her about the Holy Spirit and how her older relative 

Elizabeth was also pregnant.  And then he ended with the assuring and steadfast 

words that so many of us, even today, have found hope in throughout life’s 

difficult times: “For nothing will be impossible with God.”2  

 

Mothers of all time who fret about their children will come back to this phrase of 

reassurance time and time again.  And Miriam was no exception.  A miracle was 

about to happen, but she would need the support and strength of God to endure all 

the circumstances that she would encounter.  Very soon after this annunciation, she 

traveled to live with her cousin Elizabeth, who was in her last trimester.  I’m sure 

they found comfort and solace with each other as the young and old both 

experienced pregnancy for the first time. 

 

The truth is, it was probably a good thing Miriam left her village for a few months 

after the news.  An unwed mother in those days was nothing short of a dire 

tragedy.  Death by stoning or being shunned for a lifetime were common place 

                                                 
1 Luke 1:31-33 

2 Luke 1:38 
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reactions.  This young teenage girl named Miriam must have been both terrified 

and worried about bringing shame upon not only herself, but Joseph and her 

family.  No doubt the town gossips would be in full effect by the time they heard, 

and Joseph had some huge life decisions to make.  Miriam remained with 

Elizabeth for three months.  And the gospel of Matthew fills us in that an angel 

also appeared to Joseph on behalf of God.  At this point, Joseph thankfully decided 

to go ahead with the engagement.   

 

However, Joseph and Miriam had to travel from Nazareth to Bethlehem for a 

government-ordered census.  This would have been a rough trip regardless, but add 

a full-term pregnancy on top of the trip, and it becomes treacherous.  I absolutely 

cannot imagine how this young pregnant girl had the strength, stamina and 

wherewithal to survive the 90-mile trip.  It would have taken at least 10 long days 

both walking and riding on a donkey.  But 8 months pregnant and side-saddled?  

That’s crazy.   

 

When thinking about this laborious journey, I spoke with a friend of mine who was 

8-months pregnant at the time.  I asked her, “What if I told you that you had to ride 

a donkey and walk on a dirt road for the 90-mile trip from Spartanburg to 

Columbia this month?”  She responded with an emphatic reply which I cannot 

repeat in church.  No one can imagine what Miriam had to do.   

 

In addition, at likely one of the most scariest times in her life, Miriam had to leave 

behind the community she knew and journey to a strange new land.  She would be 

leaving behind friends and mid-wives who could have helped her with the birth of 

her child, not to mention the comfort of her own home.  Instead, she found herself 
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in unfamiliar territory in Bethlehem, in a setting—which despite what our lovely 

Christmas carols and Hallmark cards depict—was likely anything but a “Silent 

Night.”   

 

It was a town full of villagers and traveling Jews, like Joseph and Miriam, who had 

been forced to trek cross country to be counted for Caesar’s Census, which was 

overseen by Roman occupation forces.  This was not a peaceful little village we 

might imagine.  It was likely more like some of the Middle Eastern cities of today 

where opposition parties collide and clashes ensue.  The time of King Herod and 

Caesar Augustus was pretty brutal.  And furthermore, all of the inns in town were 

overcrowded.  There was no room in any Inn for Miriam and Joseph.  And so in 

the end, a stable sounded better than nothing for a young mother about to give 

birth.   

And it’s quite obvious a man wrote about the birth, because in one short verse, 

Luke states that Miriam gave birth to her firstborn son, wrapped him in snuggly 

strips of cloth, and laid him in a manger.  Now I have run a moms’ group for the 

church preschool the last several years, and here’s one thing I can tell you:  if a 

bunch of preschool moms get together, there are inevitably going to be birth stories 

shared.  So I’ve heard a ton, and I can assure you that not one of them has ever 

been told in one simple sentence.   

So one thing is clear in this story:  Luke left out the drama of the details of the 

birth.  Things like the number of girls Miriam’s age at that time who didn’t even 

survive birth.  And how it’s called labor for a reason.  And how there were no 

antiseptics, no epidurals and no C-sections available. As Miriam laid laboring on 

the stable floor, she was likely very scared and in a lot of pain.  And again, though 
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a holy night indeed, it’s highly unlikely that it was a silent.  All might have been 

bright, but I doubt all was calm.   

I’ve never forgotten the story a colleague of mine at Duke told that made the first 

manger scene come alive for me.  Irving the sheep is the character I most 

remember, who made the story so real to me, and you’ll find out why in a minute.  

My former colleague Ed is a retired Methodist minister who has graciously given 

me permission to share his story with you, so here goes. 

The Methodist church in West Virginia where Ed grew up in the late 

1950’s did a live nativity scene every year, in which they had authentic, 

biblical-looking animals: a donkey and two sheep. They had the same 

two sheep for years, Irving and Throckmorton, owned by a local farmer 

who was proud to have them act as cast members in such an important 

event.   

 

Throckmorton was, well, sheepish: docile, easily led about, happy with 

his ration of hay, content to stand near the manger, convinced he was 

in first century Judea. 

 

But Irving was another matter. Irving had an attitude. He resisted being 

led about by kids dressed as shepherds, showed disdain for the entire 

event, and always had to be kept on tether, lest he escape and wander 

into traffic, as he had done one memorable Advent. The account of 

several adolescent shepherds winding their way among Fords and 

Chevys to collect their errant lamb made it into the local newspaper, 

and their pastor was incessantly teased by other clergy for actually 

having, yes, lost a sheep. 

 

One chilly evening as the pageant was unfolding and the shepherds 

were drawing nigh unto the manger to see what had happened, “as the 

angels had instructed them,” Irving also drew nigh and deposited a large 

pile of steaming sheep exhaust right between Miriam and the manger.  
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Tears – not of joy – began streaming down Miriam’s cheeks.  The 

angels struggled to maintain their angelic countenance, and the 

shepherds considered going into other work. The wise men tarried, at a 

distance. And Irving appeared enormously satisfied with himself.3 

You can see why this story of Irving stuck with me.  You can almost smell the 

stench and feel the pain and frustration of the girl playing Miriam.  And yet, this 

account is probably not very far off from the actual event.  In fact, Irving might be 

the most authentic part of the nativity story we have in order to imagine what it 

was really like that night.  Miriam was likely in labor for hours next to Irving’s 

ancestors, who being farm animals, probably did exactly what Irving did.  To say 

the least, young Miriam endured a lot to bring the Christ child into the world.   

This week we will celebrate the birth of her precious son, our own Lord and 

Savior, who brought the most amazing hope and peace and joy and love to the 

world.  And so as we conclude the Advent season, let us not forget this young 

Jewish girl named Miriam4, who from the time of the annunciation to the moment 

she laid her sweet baby boy in the manger, made sacrifices which changed the 

course of the world forever.  For nothing is impossible with God.  Joy to the world, 

indeed! 

All praise, honor and glory be to God the Father, Son & Holy Spirit, Amen. 

 

                                                 
3 “Irving” by Howard Edgar Moore, https://www.faithandleadership.com/edgar-ed-moore   

4 For a wonderful corresponding song, see “Miriam” by Pierce Pettis, 1996.  

http://lyrics.wikia.com/wiki/Pierce_Pettis:Miriam  

https://www.faithandleadership.com/edgar-ed-moore
http://lyrics.wikia.com/wiki/Pierce_Pettis:Miriam
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