The First Christmas Carols #2

“Mary’s Song”

Luke 1:39-56
Have you ever had good news that you couldn’t wait to tell someone? Who did you turn to? Was it a family member, a close friend, or a confidant you really trusted?

This Christmas season we are considering what I am calling the first Christmas carols, taken from the first two chapters of Luke’s gospel. The second of these songs is found in Luke 1:39-55. This song was not sung on Christmas Day or even in the same month of Christ’s birth, but would have been first composed about nine months earlier! Paul Maier points out, 

Under the assumption that it must have taken even a divine-human baby the normal time to develop, Christendom appointed March 25 (exactly nine months before December 25) as the Feast of the Annunciation, when Jesus was also conceived. The emphasis, however, is not on any calendar precision—the exact date of the Nativity is not known—but on the commemoration itself.

At any rate, the first chapter of Luke records the visit of Gabriel to Mary, announcing her selection to be the mother of God the Son. Once the particulars were cleared up, Mary accepted the news with what John MacArthur calls “a singular faith.” He goes on to explain, 

There was no questioning in her mind, no doubt, no misgivings, no fear, no demanding to understand—only an instant submission and the confidence that this was in fact God’s truth.

Part of Gabriel’s message to Mary was the revelation that her cousin Elizabeth—who at the time was well past childbearing years—was also giving birth to a miraculous child, though not in the same sense as Mary. Once the angel had left, according to verses 39-40, “At that time Mary got ready and hurried to a town in the hill country of Judea, where she entered Zechariah’s home and greeted Elizabeth.” Luke does not tell us exactly where Elizabeth lived, but mentions “the hill country of Judea,” which one commentary describes as 

a mountain-range, running north to south from the one extremity of Palestine to the other, in a parallel course to the Jordan, and nearly dividing the country in two. It is the most striking of all the physical features of the country.

The precise location is not known, though it was probably a Levitical city, and the residence of Zechariah when he was not employed in the temple.
 Many scholars agree that the town was probably Hebron, since this town as identified as “in the hill country of Judah” in both Joshua 20:7 and 21:11.
 Hebron was located about forty miles south of Jerusalem, and upwards of seventy from Nazareth.

Perhaps more intriguing than where Mary went on this trek is why she went there. This was a cross-country trip in Judea, and probably would have taken three to five days, depending on the precise location of Elizabeth’s home. Why would she take this risk? 

Imagine the scandalous whispers surrounding Mary in Nazareth when word would get out that she was pregnant before her marriage to Joseph. Not too many would understand or accept her. But perhaps Elizabeth would, since she was experiencing a miracle in her own life.

So Mary made the journey to see her older cousin. If she had any misgivings about how Elizabeth might respond to her news, they were quickly dispelled upon her arrival. Luke 1:41-45 records, 

When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit. In a loud voice she exclaimed: “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the child you will bear! But why am I so favored, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? As soon as the sound of your greeting reached my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy. Blessed is she who has believed that what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished!” 

The text does not say that Mary had said anything to Elizabeth before this grand welcome. Perhaps the Lord used this spontaneous revelation to reassure Mary that she had found a place of acceptance. How relieved she must have been to hear her cousin’s encouraging words!

(Notice also the last line of Elizabeth’s greeting: “Blessed is she who has believed that what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished!” Do you think she may have had her own husband in mind, who was at this time unable to speak because he did not believe that what the Lord has said to him would be accomplished?)

Mary responds with “a hymn of praise” recorded in verses 46-55,

My soul glorifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has been mindful of the humble state of his servant. From now on all generations will call me blessed, for the Mighty One has done great things for me—holy is his name. His mercy extends to those who fear him, from generation to generation. He has performed mighty deeds with his arm; he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts. He has brought down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up the humble. He has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty. He has helped his servant Israel, remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his descendants forever, even as he said to our fathers.
I like how Eugene Peterson translates this song in The Message:
I’m bursting with God-news; I’m dancing the song of my Savior God. God took one good look at me, and look what happened— I’m the most fortunate woman on earth! What God has done for me will never be forgotten, the God whose very name is holy, set apart from all others. His mercy flows in wave after wave on those who are in awe before him. He bared his arm and showed his strength, scattered the bluffing braggarts. He knocked tyrants off their high horses, pulled victims out of the mud. The starving poor sat down to a banquet; the callous rich were left out in the cold. He embraced his chosen child, Israel; he remembered and piled on the mercies, piled them high. It’s exactly what he promised, beginning with Abraham and right up to now.
 

This song is called “The Magnificat” because the Latin version of Luke 1:46 is Magnificat anima mea Dominum. But her great desire was to magnify the Lord, not herself. She used the phrase “He has” eight times as she recounted what God had done.
 The verb, which the niv translates “glorify,” may better be translated “magnify,” for the Greek word megalynei literally means, “enlarge.” In this context it speaks of ascribing greatness to God.
 And it’s a song that pours out from a heart bursting with emotion.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer observes, 

It is the most passionate, most vehement, one might almost say, most revolutionary Advent hymn ever sung. It is not the gentle, sweet, dreamy Mary that we so often see por​trayed in pictures, but the passionate, powerful, proud, enthusiastic Mary, who speaks here. None of the sweet, sugary, or childish tones that we find so often in our Christmas hymns, but a hard, strong, uncompromising song of bringing down rulers from their thrones and humbling the lords of this world, of God’s power and of the powerlessness of men. These are the tones of the prophetic women of the Old Testament: Deborah, Judith, Miriam, coming alive in the mouth of Mary.

Mary’s song is very similar to an Old Testament song, that of Hannah as recorded in 1 Samuel 2:1-10.
 Both songs are sung by women experiencing the miraculous power of God in their lives, and both give God all of the glory.

In this particular song Mary speaks of four activities of God that we see through the Christmas event. Through the birth of Jesus God retains His purity, reveals His power, raises the poor, and remembers His promise.

In Christmas God Retains His Purity 

Verse 49 concludes with the words, “holy is his name.” This is no afterthought or filler; holiness is at the essence of God’s character. Above all things, God is holy. That means He is sinless and pure, to the degree that evil cannot even approach Him.

Everything about the Christmas story reflects the purity of God. The reason Christ came in human form was to provide a holy sacrifice for the sin of mankind. The way in which He came was also marked with purity, as Luke makes very clear that Mary was a virgin from the time of conception through the delivery of Jesus. Notice the implication of the virgin birth in Luke 1:35, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the child to be born will be called holy.” Even the way in which Jesus was conceived retained the purity of God!

Not only did the birth of Christ retain God’s purity, but it set the stage for that purity to be credited to those who would follow Him. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” Through this little baby the holiness and righteousness of God would be made available to all.

Mary reflects this in verse 47, in which she refers to “God my Savior.” She realized that she needed to be saved. God had saved her, which indicates that Mary was a sinner like all of us and needed to trust the Lord for her eternal salvation.
 This may fly in the face of some religions’ view of Mary, but the Bible is quite clear that even the mother of Jesus needed the grace of Almighty God to save her from sin!

In Christmas God Reveals His Power 

Secondly, Christmas reveals the power of God. Verse 49 speaks of “the Mighty One [who] has done great things for me,” and who, in verse 51, “has performed mighty deeds with his arm.” As Wiersbe notes, “Not only was God mindful of her, but He was also mighty for her, working on her behalf. Mary would have no problem singing ‘To God be the glory, great things He hath done!’”
 In becoming man God performed the impossible, demonstrating that, in the words of Gabriel to Mary, “nothing is impossible with God” (Luke 1:37).

Often we think of powerful displays as something small being made big, but sometimes the most mighty actions take the large and make it small. In Christmas the infinite became finite, the Creator became the creation. As Paul later wrote in Philippians 2:6-7 (which may itself have been an early Christian hymn),

Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.

As a contemporary Christmas song puts it, “He wrapped His love in flesh and blood, and He took the form of man.” God becoming man—the magnitude of such an act staggers the imagination. In Christmas God reveals His power.

In Christmas God Raises the Poor

Mary rejoices in verse 48 that God “has been mindful of the humble state of his servant.” The Greek term at the end of that phrase can also be translated “bondslave” as we saw last week. Twice in this statement Mary reflects a very humble attitude toward herself. Mary’s “humble state” probably refers to her lowly social position.
 She was a young girl, unmarried at this time, and from a poor family in a poor town. Had a poll been taken at that time to determine “Most Likely to Bear the Messiah,” few people would have voted for Mary.

Yet isn’t that how God chooses to work over and over again? The Scriptures are filled with accounts of the “least likely to succeed” being chosen and used by God in remarkable ways. (He does this to demonstrate that He is indeed the one who should get the credit!)

As Bonhoeffer notes, 

Not because of some remarkable human trait in her, not because of some great piety, not because of her modesty, not because of any particular virtue in her, but apart from any of these characteristics, only because God’s gracious will is to love the humble and lowly, the insignificant. He chose to make them great…. To call Mary “blessed” does not mean to build her an altar; but with her to pray to God, who is mindful of the lowly and chooses them, who has done great things—holy is his name. To call Mary blessed is to know with her that God’s “mercy extends to those who fear him,” those who watch and consider his astonishing ways, who let his Spirit blow where it will, those who are obedient to him and with Mary, humbly say, “May it be to me as you have said.”

Even as God chose a poor young girl to bear His Son, so He chooses people today whom the world might not give a second look. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:26-30, 

Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him. It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. Therefore, as it is written: “Let him who boasts boast in the Lord.”

Mary saw the Lord turning everything upside down: the weak dethrone the mighty, the humble scatter the proud, the nobodies are exalted, the hungry are filled, and the rich end up poor! The grace of God works contrary to the thoughts and ways of this world system.

Isn’t that good news? We don’t have to have it all together in order for God to choose us or use us. He specializes in using the “underdog,” the one no one thought could be used. Regardless of our intelligence, our ability, our wealth, or our family name, God can (and will) raise us up. As the old saying goes, “It’s not our ability that counts to God, but our availability.” This was certainly the case with Mary.

This principle is not universal, however. God does not only choose the poor and the lowly. As verse 50 points out, “His mercy extends to those who fear him.” The grace of God is extended to those who revere Him and live in harmony with His will.
 We must, as Mary did, recognize our need for a Savior and accept the salvation Christ offers.
In Christmas God Remembers His Promise

Finally, in Christmas God remembers His promise. Mary recalls God’s covenant in verses 54-55, “He has helped his servant Israel, remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his descendants forever, even as he said to our fathers.” The King James Versions uses the word “holpen,” which in Old English meant “supported.” Israel is here represented as falling, and the Lord comes speedily in and props him up.

The action Mary praises here is that God is “remembering to be merciful.” Her song ends with an assurance that God will be true to his promises to his people.
 We know that God keeps all of His promises, whether they deal with the forgiveness of our sins, our adoption as His children, or our eternal home when this life is over.

So many Christmas songs focus attention on the characters of the story: Mary, Joseph, baby Jesus, the shepherds, or the magi. This is Mary’s song—the Magnificat—a song inspired by her role in the events of the first Christmas, but in which she doesn’t sing about herself, but about God.

May our attention be likewise focused on the God of Christmas.
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