
 

Mary the mother of Jesus, and the grace of God 

This picture is of the Annunciation.  It is by Sandro Botticelli.  He 
painted it towards the end of the C15th.  You can see it in Florence.  
“Annunciation” is a posh word for the reception by Mary of the 
message that she is pregnant.    

Here is the archangel:  I am Gabriel, who stand in the presence of 
God, and I was sent …..” (Luke l v 19) 

And here is Mary. There is an old church tradition to think together 
about Mary on one of the Sundays in Advent.  So, here we are in 
Advent.  Lets talk about Mary the Mother of Jesus.  More importantly, 
lets talk about what is going on here. (In the picture) 

In St Matthew’s Gospel we hear of Jesus’s miraculous conception 
through Joseph’s dream, the dream that told him “that which is 
conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit.”  (Matthew 1 vv18-21)   But it is 
St Luke that tells of The Annunciation (Luke 1 v26).  We have just 
heard it read. 

1.  God’s gift 

Now, because we are post-reformation Christians, I’m cautious, but 
the first question for today is to ask where is Mary in our faith? 

We cannot shuffle her off as some historical aberration.  What is 
going on here (in the picture) is far too important. 



Christmas is the celebration of the revelation to us of this amazing 
fact – That God is love; and the Grace of God caused Jesus Christ to 
be born as a human being. 

Here is the moment (the picture). This is the grace of God moving.  
The Grace of God is that He moves towards us.  Nothing we could do 
could get ourselves close to Him.  Not the Law; not the Prophets.  
Our God chose to move towards us.  And he chose - as the 
mechanism through which His wonder was performed - Mary.  

Let us think about this amazing grace of God, and see the key part 
played in the drama by Mary. 

If the man Jesus walks alongside you, a partner and friend, and you 
know his character, the next question for us is to ask, what part did 
his mother Mary play in forming that character?  We cannot think that 
the man Jesus was born instantly perfectly completed.  He was just a 
baby.  There was human input into his completion.  If it were 
otherwise, His humanity would not be our humanity.  God made the 
man Jesus, placed Him in the womb, and entrusted His childhood to 
this woman, Mary.   

Of course, there is more: as St John said, “The Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth.”  (John 1 v14) The 
eternal omniscient God, Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the 
end, came into the womb of Mary, became the Christ-child.  Think on 
that, and you have to pause in wonder and worship. It follows that 
Mary is the bearer of God.  The church has called her “The Mother-of 
…. God”.  She is the mother of Jesus.  What is important as she is 
called that - Mother of God - is what the church is saying about her 
son, Jesus.  He is The Word, God incarnate. 

“For our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is God and Man; God of 
the substance of the Father, begotten before the worlds: and man, of 
the substance of His Mother, born in the world; perfect God, and 
perfect Man”.  (the Athanasian Creed)  We believe this. 

There is a footnote to that - Mary bore Jesus: in his humanity he is 
her son.  And we are the heirs of Jesus: we are the hands feet and 
mouths of Jesus in our world.  That is why some Christians, including 
me, talk of Mary as Our Mother.  It is not a claim for divinity for her, 
this is not parity with “Our Father”.  It acknowledges merely our own 
descent, as it were, in the faith.  That we are the children, the heirs.  
Jesus came from her womb.  The church came from her womb. 



So, where are we now?  Well, now there are two weeks to go!  How 
do you feel when you have carried a child inside you for eight 
months.  How do you feel as you approach the birth?  Some of you 
know the answers.  I do not.  I am merely a man. 

My own knowledge of childbirth is that it is an agonising, traumatic 
affair.  And it is mortally dangerous: death sits in the corner of the 
birthing room.  So, go with Mary.  Walk alongside her.  It is her first 
child.  Is she frightened?  Probably yes.  If you are a mother, imagine 
sharing with her your own experiences.  Encourage her.  Imagine a 
conversation with her.  That conversation is not worship.  It is a 
conversation with a woman.  A human being just like you and I.  

Then remember that this is a woman who is close to Jesus Christ.  
So close.  She was His mother.   I have known many people who 
were close to Christ.  To them I have said “Pray for me.”  And 
sometimes people say to me “Pray for me”.  It is something we 
believers do.  For each other.  Vast numbers of Christians ask the 
woman Mary for her prayers.  It is not our practice, here, to do so 
publicly.  But you can see why people do.   

That’s my first point, I think.  Re-evaluate our thinking about this 
woman.  Because closings of the mind … shuts out … wonder. 

+ 

2.  The obedience.   

As we have looked together at the women in our Bibles, we have 
seen that in their stories there is a call to the woman from God, and 
the response is “yes”.  Here it is again. 

As the news arrives that she is the woman chosen to bear the Christ, the 
Saviour, we see her when Gabriel, the messenger arrives.  Luke tells us that 
she was “greatly troubled at his words” (Luke 1 v29). The words raised fear. 

Mary had a moment of incomprehension – she has had no experience of sex.  
I’m sure that is what the Greek word parthenos does mean here.  But then 
she listens.  And then she says, “I am the Lord’s servant. May it be to me as 
you have said.”  She accepts the humanly unbelievable. 

She recognised the authenticity of the message, identified it as from God.  
And she knew herself to be a servant of God.  She instantly decided to accept 
whatever obedience might entail – social stigma perhaps; pain at the birth; 
and then that responsibility of bringing up the Christ, the Messiah, the agent of 
salvation for the whole world.   She was obedient.  



And that reverses the action of Eve at the Fall – remember Eve, disobeying, 
taking the fruit.  Sometimes, iconography shows Mary with a snake 
underneath her feet.  This is why.  Satan is now under notice that his time is 
short.  Mary’s obedience to God’s command signals that. 

So, be encouraged by that.  There are people here who have seen angels.  I 
have heard two testimonies of that.  The angels are about.  Look out for them 
- those angels!  Remember they come disguised. (Hebrews 13 v 2 and cf 
Genesis 18) 

That’s my second point: We need always to be open to recognition that the 
message is from God.  And we then need to be obedient to it.  Eyes open, 
ears open, straining to catch the angel voices.   “Hush the noise, hear the 
angels sing.” 

+ 

3.  The sorrow and the joy 

When we talk about the Incarnation of God in the person Jesus, we need to 
grasp a truth. The humility of the Incarnation is that a human death is 
accepted by God.  Accepted as the end.  As all human life ends.  Mary’s baby 
has to die.  She knew that.  She does not know how the death would occur.  
Only that every man has a death. 

But for Jesus, death came within his mother’s life time.  And we see her at 
that moment of grief.  St John’s Gospel chapter nineteen. 

Her presence allows the suffering Christ, even in the midst of His agony, to 
show love for her.  He asks John to look after her.  His words ensured that 
Mary would not be destitute, bereft of a provider, a protector. Jesus must have 
known that John, the disciple he loved, and his mother were kindred spirits.  
And that they would reinforce each other in their faith. 

We sometimes may think that the gospel was all so clear to Mary and the 
disciples.  That they could see the whole thing from the start.  But they could 
not.  They had no more knowledge of the future than you and I.  They took 
each day as it came.  That event on Calvary was crushing. 

So then imagine Mary as she hears of the events by the tomb in the garden 
on that first Easter Sunday morning.  And then, in Acts chapter one, verse 14, 
there she is again.  Amongst those people clinging together, in the midst of 
that resurrection mystery.  The Spirit descends upon all in that Upper room. 
(Acts 2 v1). 

There must have come the absolute certainty that what Jesus had said was 
all true; the absolute certainty that the man, Jesus, her son, was the Eternally 
Vital Redeemer. She knew too that Jesus had achieved all that He had been 
sent to achieve.  All the promise of the Annunciation had been delivered.  She 



must have experienced a surge of faith, of fulfilment, of vindication. The truth 
was clear. Imagine her joy.     

There’s the third point: sorrow, grief, endured with faith, turns into Easter joy.  
Build that on our own understanding, which we share with Mary.  That’s a 
Sermon in itself, for another day, but I proclaim it here.  Sorrow, grief, endured 
with faith, turns into Easter joy 

And, perhaps more profoundly, understand too that the path you and I tread - 
this human life - has been sanctified by Christ.  He has walked before us.  We 
follow.  We follow, into life, through life, and into death.  Jesus says “Follow 
me”. Through death, sanctified by grace, death which we can embrace as our 
gateway into glory.  The call is to Faith that sees it through, right through to 
glory. 

So, that my third point – Jesus by His coming makes sacred human life, and 
calls us into it and through it.  Just keep your eyes on the glory! 

+ 

4.  The Humility 

Mary thought of herself first and foremost as God’s servant, seeking glory, not 
for herself, but for God.  In so doing, she became, as St. Augustine says, a 
“heavenly ladder, by which God came into the world, descending from heaven 
to earth, to become flesh in her womb.”   She expressed this in the Magnificat, 
"My soul magnifies the Lord and my Spirit rejoices in God my Saviour" (Luke 
1vv46-47).   As St. Paul says “Let him who boasts, boast of the Lord” (2 Cor 
10 v17). 

You often see statues and paintings of Mary.  In the best of them, she is 
offering her child to the world, to you and to I.  That is important, because she 
sees herself merely as the mechanism whereby God’s grace works.  Her child 
is the Redeemer.   

That’s my penultimate point this morning: our call is to self-less service of 
others.  That is what the angel voices say.  That’s the authentic message.  
Self-less service of others, so that people see in what we do the Hand of God.  
We give the glory to Him. 

That’s a double-whammy, of course.  Because people look at us and 
sometimes we fail to mirror Jesus authentically.  We sin.  But God goes on 
coming towards us.  The grace keeps coming. 

+ 

5.  The Holy Refugee 

Final point.  It is St Matthew (2 vv13-15) who tells us that Mary, with Joseph 
and our Blessed Lord at one stage had to flee their home.  Threatened with 



death.  Mary stands before us at that moment alongside the countless 
refugees of conflict who we know from our TV news have fled their homes in 
similar circumstances.  We saw on another Sunday morning, how Jesus asks 
us how we are responding to the plight of those poor people.   As a nation, 
and as individuals.  We need to see them all – all those homeless people – as 
if they are the Christ child.  “Lord, when did we see you wandering 
homeless?.... And In that you did it unto one of these”, he says, “you did it to 
me.” (Matthew 25 v 40)   Those people you see on your TV screens, Jesus 
says ‘see them as me’.   The families, the mothers. 

The society in which we live is lining up to eat and drink to excess.  Look at 
the TV ads – it has become now obscene.  But the plight of the refugees will 
make us Christians …. do what?  That’s the final point this morning, listen for 
the angel voices, recognise the message from God.  I am not saying what that 
message is, listen to your own heart. 

+ 

6.  Conclusion 

Before the Reformation, this country of ours, England, was famous in 
the Christian world as being devoted to Mary, the mother of Jesus.  
So many of our parish churches were dedicated to her, that England 
was called Mary’s Island.  Our sixteenth century Queen, the great 
first Elizabeth, hi-jacked the Virgin theme. Cut Mary out, and you lose 
the chosen mechanism of God’s Grace.  And you are only a short 
step from losing Grace itself.  

There is nothing un-Biblical in this. S.Luke’s Gospel in particular is 
Mary’s story.  Luke tells us of Mary’s visit to Elizabeth, of the 
Bethlehem stories: the census, the manger, the shepherds.  And 
Luke includes The Purification (Luke 2) and Mary encountering 
Simeon and Anna.   He also includes that story of Mary’s temporary 
loss of Jesus in Jerusalem when he was 12. (Luke 2 vv41-51)   

Where did Luke get all this material?  We read, in Luke, that “Mary 
kept all these things, pondering them in her heart.”  Where did that 
come from?   Did it come from Mary herself?  Perhaps, yes it did.  
And if Mary gave Luke this material, discussing with him her Son’s 
story, what else that we find within St Luke’s Gospel did she give 
him? 

So, there she is, Mary the mother of Jesus.  Mary the Apostle and probably 
co-evangelist.  She was:  obedient to the voice of God, regardless of cost; the 
chosen mother, the shaper of a child’s character; offering her child to the 
world.  She trusted that Jesus is, indeed, who he claimed to be.  John Calvin 
said of Mary: “God in choosing …. Mary to be the Mother of his Son, granted 
her the highest honour."  



Her lasting gift to us is perhaps this.  We know that the man Jesus emerged 
from his childhood apparently as a carpenter, but we know also that he was 
reading in the local synagogue, and then being addressed as “Teacher”.  This 
child had a proper trade.  And a proper religious upbringing.  The rites of His 
faith were devoutly performed.  A brief sojourn on retreat in the wilderness 
produced in this child of Mary, an understanding of His Divine mission.  He 
resolutely embraced this, even unto death.  Do we not see the hand of our 
God, working through His mother, in all this.  Great men, sons, do not bring 
themselves up. 

Praise to our God, therefore for Mary.  Praise to Him who makes frail 
people like her the mechanisms by which His mighty purposes are 
served.  And when people say things about Christmas, like it’s the 
birthday party for Jesus, say “yes”, and we Christians celebrate this - 
That God is love; and the Grace of God caused Jesus Christ to be 
born as a human being, the child of Mary.” 

So, we give thanks for the redemption of the world in the person of Jesus the 
Christ, the son of Mary. 

I close with the words of Gabriel, “Greetings, you who are highly favoured! 
The Lord is with you.” (Luke 1 v 28)   In the sixteenth century English 
language Douai Bible, translated from St Jerome’s Latin, this reads: “Hail 
Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee.  Blessed art thou amongst women”.  
And we too can add, ..”and blessed is the fruit of thy womb Jesus”. 

And then we pray: “We beseech Thee, O Lord, pour Thy grace into our 
hearts, that as we have known the incarnation of Thy Son, Jesus Christ, by 
the message of an angel, so by His Cross and Passion we may be bought 
unto the glory of His Resurrection, through the same Jesus Christ, our Lord.  
Amen. 
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