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A couple were trying valiantly to explain the true meaning of Christmas to their four-year-old little girl. She was hearing the story for the first time, and it was hard for her to grasp. They took her to church and read Bible stories. They talked about Jesus, the shepherds and the wise men. Finally Christmas came! The little girl had a wonderful time with lots of presents and new toys. A few days later she was heard saying to her older sister, “I sure hope Mary and Joseph have another baby soon!”

Possible for God, but not very likely. God seems to prefer other kinds of miracles. When we look back on our lives, there are many things that we have both survived and accomplished which seemed impossible at the time, and yet we did it. There are things that have happened in my life that I still don’t know how I got through, and yet here I am. There are also things that I am doing today that not in my wildest imagination would I have ever conceived myself capable of doing. You’re looking at the little girl who used to hide behind her mother holding onto her legs for dear life when the Fuller Brush salesmen came to call! This was the elementary school wallflower who wouldn’t so much as raise a hand in class. I still remember the nervous breakdown I had trying to recite in front of the class, “I think that I shall never see a thing as lovely as a tree” in 4th grade. Me? Preach?! Yeah right!

The story we just heard read today is an impossible one, but familiarity dulls us. It takes away the wonder and the strangeness. This is a story quite unlike any other. We need to listen to it as if we were hearing it for the first time.

We begin with a teenage girl about fourteen or fifteen years old. Her name, a derivation of the Hebrew name Miriam, would have been pronounced closer to Maria in Aramaic than Mary, probably something like Maryah. In Greek it was Marium. She was engaged, a normal thing for the time. Her fiancee, Yoseph was probably fifteen years her senior, old enough to have established himself in the workplace and be able to support a family. Maryah and Yoseph were a typical Palestinian Jewish couple in a far flung corner of the mighty Roman Empire. They were small people, politically insignificant. And it is to Maryah, not even Yoseph, to whom the angel Gabriel appears! She was poor, she was young and she was female. By the standards of many in her day she would have barely ranked as human. Hers was an anonymous, expendable life at that time and place in history. But she was known by someone—someone far more powerful than the senators, governors and civil servants of the Roman Empire. She was known by someone far wiser and holier than the priests and elders within Israel. Maryah was known by God, and God chose her for a very special purpose.


The angel’s words to Maryah as translated in English read somewhat flat to us. They are: “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.” But these words are literally, “Rejoice! You who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.” It was a form of a greeting, but a very prophetic one. In the Old Testament angels who proclaimed “Rejoice, the Lord is with you!” normally did so in the context of military battle. As far as Maryah knew, she was not planning to lead a military campaign any time soon. These were strong words, words that indicated both imminent conflict and the promise of victory. Maryah was troubled when she heard these words, and we can understand why.


The words of the angel Gabriel echo many of the Old Testament prophecies. A child will be born in answer to a great need. There will be unusual circumstances. There will be a special name. Maryah will have a son and name him Jesus, in Greek Yesous, a form of the Hebrew Yehoshua, a name we translate as Joshua. By the time of Jesus’ birth it had been gradually shortened, first to Yosua and then to Yesua. Jesus, like his mother, would have grown up with two names in this bilingual culture, Yesua and Yesous. In the Hebrew original the name is a cry for help, literally meaning, “Yahweh, help!” The name is significant. It was chosen by God, not Maryah and Yoseph. In his person Jesus is the answer to humanity’s cry for help.

Maryah asked a simple question, “How can this be since I have never known a man?” She spoke of sexual relations using the colloquial expressions of her time. The angel answered, not in any terms we would think of as human or sexual. This conception will be quite different. “The Holy Spirit will overshadow you,” he told Maryah. The holy one to be born will be called the son of God. As a confirmation of this promise Gabriel offered an example of how God was already at work, explaining that Maryah’s relative Eliseba’ or Elisabet, the one who was barren was now with child and in her sixth month. If Maryah needed external verification of the miraculous, she need only go to see Eliseba’. With God, said the angel Gabriel, nothing is impossible. And so Maryah said yes, yes to God and yes to the impossible.


Mark Twain once said, “You can’t depend on your eyes when your imagination is out of focus.” It took the kind of faith that can imagine the impossible for Maryah to say yes to God. Many obstacles lay ahead. She knew that if Yoseph did not back her she could be put to death for adultery because of the pregnancy. She knew and she still took the risk. It’s tempting to say it was easy for her, because after all, how many of us have personal visitations by angels, but it was not easy. She was only fourteen or fifteen years old, and she was being asked by God to take on a monumental task. She was no different from us. She experienced all of the same weakness and fear that we do. 


Life comes with no guarantees. We never know exactly what tomorrow will bring. But God is in charge of history, the past, present and future. God called an insignificant young woman and gave her the task of giving birth to and raising the son of God, because God knew her heart. God knows our hearts too, and calls us to also step out in faith. Whatever our task, whatever our life circumstances, we will be given the strength we need when we need it, not ahead of time. Maryah did not know what was ahead, but she trusted that God would sustain her. The difficulties and challenges that we face may be large or small. The answers to prayer may not always come in the form we expect, but just as God is the one who called and equipped Maryah, God is the one who has called and will equip each one of us. Maryah could have said, “No, I’m too young, I’m not smart enough, I don’t have family support, for the rest of my life I’ll have to endure people talking behind my back about how I got pregnant before I was married, no Lord, I can’t, I won’t. Find someone else.” But she didn’t. Maryah said yes, because God uses the weak and the vulnerable of the world.
I know I have used this illustration before, but it bears repeating. The next time you feel like God can't use you, just remember:
· Noah was a drunk.
· Abraham was too old.
· Jacob was a liar.
· Leah was ugly.
· Joseph was abused.
· Moses had a stuttering problem.
· Gideon was afraid.
· Samson had long hair and was a womanizer.
· Rahab was a prostitute.
· Jeremiah and Timothy were too young.
· David had an affair and was a murderer.
· Elijah was suicidal.
· Isaiah preached naked.
· Jonah ran from God.
· Naomi was a childless widow.
· Job went bankrupt.
· John the Baptist ate bugs.
· Peter denied Christ.
· The Disciples fell asleep while praying.
· Martha worried about everything.
· The Samaritan woman had lived with more men than she could count.
· Zaccheus was too small.
· Paul had some kind of disability he called a thorn in the flesh.
· Timothy had an ulcer . . . AND

· Lazarus was dead!

Maryah said “yes” and the Savior was conceived within her and born from her. When we say “yes” God’s plans can be born in us and carried out through us. Amen.
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