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He Gave Us His Presence

Text:  Luke 1:39–56

I love a good story where the most unlikely person in the story becomes the 
hero who saves the day. I think we’re probably all like that because we 
really can’t stand a bully or villain and love it when he/she gets their 
comeuppance. Most of us remember the story of David and Goliath in 1 
Samuel 17. The army of Israel and that of the Philistines gathered for battle. 
Listen to verses 3–4, 

And the Philistines stood on the mountain on the one side, and Israel 
stood on the mountain on the other side, with a valley between 
them. 4And there came out from the camp of the Philistines a 
champion named Goliath of Gath, whose height was six cubits and a 
span.

This giant was over nine feet tall, and the description of his armor, sword, 
and javelin likely weighed more than most of the warriors in Israel’s army. 
This man was huge. Every day Goliath would come out and challenge 
Israel to send out their mightiest warrior to fight him. If the warrior would 
kill the giant then the Philistines would become Israel’s servants, but if he 
killed Israel’s warrior then Israel would become the servants of the 
Philistines. 
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All of Israel’s army were terrified; even King Saul, who himself was a 
mighty warrior, would not meet the giant in battle. This daily challenge 
went on for 40 days and was really an embarrassment to Israel’s army. 

But then David a teenage shepherd boy was sent by his father Jesse, to take 
provisions to his older brothers who were in Israel’s army, and to bring 
back word as to how they were doing. 

David hears the challenge of Goliath to Israel’s army once more and he is 
incredulous. He decides that he will accept the challenge and will only 
bring a sling and five smooth stones from a nearby brook. When Goliath 
sees that his challenger is merely a boy he is enraged at the insult and 
promised to deliver David’s flesh to the birds and the animals. David is 
undeterred and calls back to the giant, 

“You come to me with a sword and with a spear and with a javelin, 
but I come to you in the name of the Lord of hosts, the God of the 
armies of Israel, whom you have defied. This day the Lord will 
deliver you into my hand, and I will strike you down and cut off 
your head. And I will give the dead bodies of the host of the 
Philistines this day to the birds of the air and to the wild beasts of the 
earth, that all the earth may know that there is a God in Israel, 47and 
that all this assembly may know that the Lord saves not with sword 
and spear. For the battle is the Lord's, and he will give you into our 
hand.”

You know the story. David does indeed slay the giant by planting a stone 
from his sling right into the forehead of Goliath. Then he fulfills the 
promise made to the giant and with Goliath’s own sword cuts off his head. 
The result was that Israel’s army was emboldened and went after the 
Philistine army destroying them and plundering their camp. 
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David was the most unlikely man on the field to slay the giant, but he came 
as an instrument in the name of the Lord God almighty. That alone was 
sufficient to defeat a foe that was far more physically powerful and was a 
seasoned warrior, but also an enemy of the God of Israel.

We can see in that story a foreshadowing of what Jesus Christ upon the 
cross would do to Satan, the enemy of God. What he did upon the cross 
should embolden those who claim to be followers of Christ to fight with 
confidence against the kingdom of darkness in the power of the name of 
Jesus and the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.

Today is the beginning of week four of Advent and the traditional focus of 
this week is Mary, the mother of Jesus. The theme of the incarnation (God 
coming to us as a human child) and the presence of God among His people 
permeate our scripture readings this morning. Unlike the Catholic Church, 
Anglicans don’t believe it proper to pray to Mary, but we also recognize 
that she should be held in very high esteem as the mother of Jesus. In the 
word of God, only two objects have had the presence of God, both Mary 
and the Ark of the Covenant. In that alone, we should see her as holy and 
blessed. 

Like Abraham, Moses, Gideon, Jeremiah, and countless others, Mary 
would have seemed like the most unlikely candidate to fulfill the role that 
God planned for her. That should encourage us to pray that God would use 
us in ways that seem unlikely, that the enemy of God would flee, and God 
might receive the glory.

Our primary focus this morning will be on Luke 1:39–56 but let’s at least 
consider how Micah 5 points us to this powerful event in the life of Mary.

Our passage from Micah 5:2–5a is a famous prophecy that the Lord will 
raise up a ruler from a humble, unimportant town. Bethlehem, although 
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very small, was well known as the birthplace of King David. In spite of that 
it never grew into a major city, but as unlikely as it would seem God chose 
to use that small insignificant place in a powerful way. 

Everything about this prophecy points us to the coming of the Messiah. It’s 
important to remember that God loves to leave us clues throughout His 
word as to what He is doing. Bethlehem means “House of Bread,” and 
Jesus is the Bread of Life (John 6:35). The word Ephrathah, which was the 
old name of the place which the Jews retained means “fruitfulness,” or 
“abundance.” Jesus said in John 10:10, “The thief comes only to steal 
and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it 
abundantly.” We were created to have a life full of the strength, joy, and 
abundance of God’s blessing and presence but we often give it up for 
things that rot and fade away. We see evidence in this prophecy that we 
don’t need to be in a place of great importance or where we have many 
resources, God can still use us in Heathsville, Va. 

 You’ll notice that the ruler will come forth from Bethlehem, but was from 
“of old, from ancient days.” Jesus, the eternally existing Son of God, would 
come to the very ones that He created. At the time of His coming Israel had 
been without a king from 586 BC to the advent of the Christ. They needed 
rescue and Micah’s prophecy foretold that Israel would be abandoned due 
to their turning from God to worship the idols of pagan nations, until the 
time that, “she who is in labor has given birth.” But after this happened 
God promised, “the rest of His brothers shall return to the people of Israel. 
And He shall stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of the Lord, in 
the majesty of the name of the Lord his God”

In Acts 2:41, 47 we read that on the day of Pentecost thousands of those 
who had not been the faithful remnant came to faith in Jesus Christ and 
many were sent to bring the message of salvation and peace with God to 
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the ends of the earth. We see all that foretold in this very small reading 
from Micah 5. We see God moving in ways that only He can.

Now before we turn to our gospel reading let’s set the scene. Luke 1:5–23 
begins with the story of how the forerunner of Jesus will be born. The angel 
Gabriel goes to Zechariah, an elderly priest, while he was in the temple for 
the burning of incense. He tells him that God has heard his prayers and his 
wife Elizabeth, who is also elderly and has always been barren, would give 
birth to a son who would be filled with the Holy Spirit within the womb 
and would have the Spirit and power of Elijah. His name would be John 
and he would be the herald announcing the coming of the long-awaited 
Messiah. Most of you know the rest of the story concerning Zechariah so to 
save time let’s turn to the passages concerning Mary.

In verses 26–29, 

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of 
Galilee named Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man whose name 
was Joseph, of the house of David. And the virgin's name was 
Mary. And he came to her and said, “Greetings, O favored one, the 
Lord is with you!” But she was greatly troubled at the saying and 
tried to discern what sort of greeting this might be.

Chronologically, this is the first mention of Nazareth in the Old or New 
Testaments. Nazareth is perhaps remarkable for its unremarkable nature; it 
was unmentioned in the Old Testament, in the Apocrypha, and in the 
writings of Josephus. Though Nazareth is in the general region of Galilee, 
it is 15 miles away from the Sea of Galilee. It is six miles from the closest 
major road. Nazareth had no good water supply; only one fairly weak well 
in the center of the village. Again God comes to those of no reputation to 
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bring His blessings. He didn’t choose to go to Jerusalem to find the mother 
of Jesus but Nazareth.

Then Gabriel states the reason for his coming to Mary in Luke 1:30–33, 

“Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And 
behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you 
shall call his name 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 father David, and He will reign over the house of Jacob forever; 
His kingdom will have no end.” 

I have the mental picture of there being a very long pause and Mary simply 
saying, “What did you say?” But she does ask, “How can that be, since I 
am a virgin?” Then Gabriel explains to her. 

“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most 
High will overshadow you. So the Holy one to be born will be called, 
‘the Son of God.’ And behold, your relative Elizabeth in her old age 
has also conceived a son, and this is the sixth month with her who 
was called barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.” And 
Mary said, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me 
according to your word.” And the angel departed from her.

I think it important that we consider that Luke is writing this account 
approximately 30–35 years after the Ascension of Jesus back to the Father. 
It’s believed that Luke interviewed Mary, whom he likely was well 
acquainted with. We are being told what we need to know within the story, 
but I can’t help but wonder what it was like for Mary to suddenly have the 
angel Gabriel standing before her. There are only two angels in the 
Scriptures where we are given their names. Gabriel is one and Michael is 
the other. That they stand in God’s presence should be reason enough to 
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believe their words but also the reason that they usually begin with, “Do 
not be afraid.”

I have always been amazed at how quickly Mary agreed to what the angel 
told her. She is likely around 12–13 years old and yet she submitted 
willingly to the plan of God for her life. I love the simplicity of her faith. 
The reference to the “Son of God” wouldn’t have a great impact on our 
culture today but in Mary’s would have understood that this would be 
referring to God himself. Jesus did not become the Son of God at His birth 
but has eternally been the Son of God. I have no doubt that Mary had many 
questions later on as she pondered the angel's words. However, with such 
an amazing promise, Gabriel also brought evidence, explaining that her 
cousin Elizabeth was pregnant. If God could do that, He could do what He 
promised for Mary.

Now let’s consider today’s passage from Luke 1:39–40, 

In those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country, 
to a town in Judah, and she entered the house of Zechariah and 
greeted Elizabeth.

It seems that Mary probably left shortly after meeting with the angel 
Gabriel to go to her relative Elizabeth. Think about her predicament for just 
a moment. She knew exactly what the angel said but she had to know that 
no one was going to believe her story. Everyone would assume that either 
she and Joseph the man to whom she was betrothed had already 
consummated their marriage outside of the Jewish marriage custom, or 
even worse that she had been unfaithful with someone else. This would 
likely bring about lifelong ridicule for Mary. She was old enough to know 
this and yet her response to the angel was, “Behold, I am the servant of the 
Lord; let it be to me according to your word.” Unlike Eve, who heard the 

7



voice of God in the Garden and disobeyed, Mary will hear the voice of God 
through the angel Gabriel and choose to obey. 

The Bible doesn’t tell us anything about Mary’s family but it’s likely that 
going to Elizabeth was her only recourse at that time. But of course, we 
know that it was God moving her along to the one person who would 
completely understand and encourage her.  

I can only imagine the scene when Mary enters the house of Zechariah and 
Elizabeth. As soon as Mary spoke the baby in Elizabeth’s womb leaped and 
she was filled with the Holy Spirit. Mary didn’t even need to explain to 
Elizabeth why she had come to her home. The Holy Spirit within her 
revealed the situation and the presence of the Lord within Mary. She cries 
out,

 “Blessed are you among women and blessed is the fruit of your 
womb!  And why is this granted to me that the mother of my Lord 
should come to me? For behold, when the sound of your greeting 
came to my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy. And blessed is 
she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken 
to her from the Lord.”

There were two greetings that day. The first was the acknowledgment of 
the child within Elizabeth that salvation had finally come. Even in the 
womb the one who later would be called John the Baptist, leaps for joy at 
the presence of the Christ child within Mary. The introduction of the 
forerunner and the Savior begins before either of them was born. The 
second was the greeting of Elizabeth to Mary but it also was a response of 
the Spirit of God within each of them.

I think it important to note that neither of these women had done anything 
to warrant God choosing them. Nothing is said of them being especially 
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pious or having extraordinary virtue. After John was born we don’t hear 
about his parents again and as mentioned before, we know nothing about 
Mary’s parents. Once again we see that God loves to raise up the unlikely 
in such a way that it is clear that He is on the move. So God chose an 
elderly, barren woman and a child who was still a virgin to begin the 
fulfillment of the promise made in the Garden of Eden in Genesis 3:15. 

Both of these children would grow up to bring the good news that God 
himself would bring redemption to those who were in bondage to sin and 
death. One would be the forerunner announcing the coming of the King of 
Kings and Lord of Lords and the other would-be God’s own Son, the seed 
of woman who would crush the head of the serpent. Their lives and the 
lives of all involved with them would be brought into the ongoing battle 
between Light and darkness. 

The Holy Spirit within Elizabeth revealed the reason for Mary’s visit, and 
she was able to speak through the witness of the Spirit who opened her 
eyes and her heart to what God was doing through her and through Mary. 
Then the Spirit of God responds through Mary who is given a fuller 
explanation of what is happening within her and to her.

 It’s called the “Magnificat” after the Latin translation of the first few 
words, “My soul magnifies the Lord” and it strongly resembles Hannah’s 
song in 1 Samuel 2:1–10. Hannah’s and Mary’s songs both begin with 
praise and jubilation over the Lord’s deliverance. Both of them extol and 
honor the Lord’s uniqueness and holiness while condemning boasting. 
Both rejoice in God’s mercy and care for the downtrodden and poor. Both 
praise the Lord as the one who sends poverty and wealth, and the one who 
remembers His promises and sees into the hearts of all. They both reflect on 
God’s salvation, that He exalts the lowly and the poor, and that those who 
were hungry and empty are now full and satisfied. Both are the perfect 
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example of what God will do in and through us if we will be obedient to 
His calling in our lives.

So what should we glean from this word today?

1.  Certainly it is a reminder that God followed through on His promise to 
provide a way for sinners to be restored to the relationship with God that 
man was originally designed for. As we unpack the story of today’s gospel 
reading we are reminded that in this story like others in the Word of God 
we see Him moving in extraordinary ways to accomplish His purposes. We 
are the ones who sin and fall short of His glory (Romans 3:23) but he is the 
one who made it possible for us to be restored to former glory. In our 
Epistle reading from Hebrews 10:4–7 we get a glimpse into the plan of 
God’s unfolding purposes for Jesus coming to us. 

For it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins. 
Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he said, “Sacrifices 
and offerings you have not desired, but a body have you prepared for 
me; in burnt offerings and sin offerings you have taken no 
pleasure. Then I said, ‘Behold, I have come to do your will, O God, as 
it is written of me in the scroll of the book.’”

The Old Testament sacrificial system was inadequate to take away sins but 
was a reminder of the seriousness of sin. The writer of Hebrews quotes 
Psalm 40:6–8 and applies it to Jesus who willingly came to replace the Old 
Testament sacrificial system once and for all. The child in Mary’s womb 
was the body prepared for sacrifice and shows Jesus’ willingness to come 
as a sacrifice for our sins.

2.  In every story from the holy Scriptures, whether it be about Noah, 
Abraham, David, all the prophets, the Disciples, and certainly Mary they 
all have one thing in common. Their commitment to God would change 
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everything in their lives, nothing was ever the same. When you decide to 
follow God it is not a part-time affair. Once we enter into a relationship 
with Jesus Christ it must be understood that it is an all-or-nothing 
relationship. It means that you enter into a spiritual battleground that has 
been going on since the fall of man in the Garden of Eden. It doesn’t let up 
and won’t until Jesus returns again. There is something else that you will 
notice when reading the stories within Scripture. Those who decide to 
genuinely follow after the Lord and enter into a relationship with Him 
don’t turn back. I’m not speaking about those who were following hoping 
to get what they wanted from God but those who came to Him because of 
who He is and found Him more than enough. 

3. Those who decide to follow Jesus Christ no matter what comes their way 
can expect that God will take them to heights of glory they have never 
known and use them in ways that seem completely impossible. Yet, at 
times put them in situations where they realize that all they have is Him. 
Mary’s life reflected that, but she lived a life of God’s glory being manifest 
in her and this young unimportant girl (in the world’s eyes) is being talked 
about and celebrated all over the world today. 

Are you willing to answer the call of God on your life, no matter what it is?

Let’s pray. 

©2021 Rev. Mike Moffitt
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