MARY

Did you realize that Mary was almost surely not revered in her generation as she is today? Did you know that Mary, even early in life, was probably not a giddy, silly girl, but a thinker? You may be surprised to learn that Mary would never have been able to marry Joseph if God had not intervened.

Mary’s life teaches us some of the most profound lessons that can be learned from a human being. She yielded herself to God’s plan for her, even among the myriad questions that filled her young, thoughtful mind. She wondered about the mysterious meaning of the events that developed around and within her. Her willingness to obey and trust God with the unsolvable mysteries and irreconcilable contradictions of her life is a wonderful example for us to follow. In what ways are you like Mary? In what ways are you unlike her? 

The Bible tells us to meditate, think on, the Word of God. The narratives of Mary repeatedly tell us that she “pondered” and “treasured” what she observed and heard. Viewing Mary as a reflective and contemplative person can help us appreciate why she was willing to experience the sword that pierced her soul.

Mary Willingly Subjected Herself to Potential Ridicule and Scorn

In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.”

Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to call him Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.”

“How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?”

The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come on 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. Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be unable to conceive is in her sixth month. For no word from God will ever fail.”

“I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me according to your word.” Then the angel left her. (Luke 1:26–38)

God had promised that a virgin would be with child and give the world a Savior. This presented a practical problem, however. What married woman remains a virgin? And even if she remained a virgin, who would believe it? So God could not have used a married person. An unmarried person perhaps? If an unwed woman produced a child, the child would be labeled a bastard and she a promiscuous woman. What kind of reputation or living situation would that be from which to present a Savior to the world? Who in those days, besides Hosea who married a harlot because God told him to, would marry and care for a woman who had a child out of wedlock? How was God going to find a virgin willing to be the mother of the Savior? So our all-wise God found an engaged, but not yet married, virgin. Her name was Mary.

Perhaps “May it be to me according to your word” was her motto. If it had not already been, perhaps from that day forward it became her slogan. It certainly was her practice.

Mary had a more profound reason to be greatly troubled and afraid than just that she was talking with a celestial creature. Tradition says she was about sixteen years of age. The Bible gives us enough information to know that she valued her reputation as a virtuous woman. How could she live in disgrace, guilt, or the perceived guilt of fornication? She was a virgin. She had kept herself pure and holy. Had she been a careless or reckless woman, she would not have cared about that, but she had not been careless and she did care about that. What would her family think? Would her father publicly disgrace her? What about the neighbors? What would her girlfriends think? What would the young men in Nazareth think? How could she possibly face the public ever again once the news of her pregnancy got out? Whatever reputation she developed would be with her for life and she knew it. 

But in obedience and trust she abandoned all her good reasons for caution and submitted herself to the word of the Lord spoken to her through the angel. Had the angel not said that “no word from God will ever fail”? She was willing, but what would Joseph think? We don’t know the depth of her friendship with him at that time. Had their marriage been arranged? We only know she had agreed to marry him.

God Spoke Supernaturally to Joseph on Her Behalf

This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit. Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. 

But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” 

All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”).

When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus. (Matthew 1:18–25)

Joseph would share Mary’s risk. Apparently he cared for her, for he had asked her to marry him. The Scripture says he was not willing to embarrass or disgrace her. He had the true picture from heaven’s messenger, and whatever people thought would not be as important as obeying God. So with great relief he went to Mary with the comforting words of the angel’s message to him. Together the couple would carry their burden, endure whatever hardships became necessary, and provide emotional support to each other.

Mary Saw the Bigger Picture

The angel told Mary that her cousin Elizabeth was in her sixth month of pregnancy (Luke 1:36). After making the trip to the hill country of Judea to visit her, Mary stayed with Elizabeth for about three months (Luke 1:56). Evidently, Mary stayed with Elizabeth until just before or until the birth of John the Baptist. Not much time could have passed between Mary receiving her announcement about Jesus and her trip to visit Elizabeth. Scripture says, “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 1:39–40, emphasis mine). Even without much time to reflect on the news that she would give birth to the Son of God and Savior of the world, when this teenage girl arrived at Elizabeth’s house, she uttered a song of praise with amazingly rich content, depth of understanding, and breadth of insight. Mary said:

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, just as he promised our ancestors. (Luke 1:46–55, emphasis mine). 

No ordinary teenage girl in Nazareth would have the lofty thoughts that came from Mary’s heart to her mouth. God had done mighty things. He would lift some and lower others. The proud would be scattered. All generations would be influenced. The rich would be sent away empty and the poor would be filled with good things.

Mary attended synagogue on Sabbath days. She listened and learned. She did not flirt with the boys, giggle with the girls, or daydream as the rabbi taught from the Scriptures week after week. Mary knew the promises of God and she understood the importance of her role. She was not preoccupied with her own subjective reflections about what it would be like to be a mother so soon and what people might think.

The accurate portrayal of rich theological content in Mary’s song is astonishing. How could a layperson, especially a young girl in a society in which women were not educated at the same level with men, understand these profound truths? She either spoke as a prophetess or she was an exceptionally informed and intelligent young woman who clearly understood the promises of God to her ancestors and knew that those promises were about to be fulfilled. She was no common scatterbrained teenager. God choose well.

Mary Was Warned of Personal Suffering

Months after the angel’s announcement, Joseph and Mary went to Bethlehem for tax-registration purposes, and while they were there, Jesus was born. Shepherds visited, with their story of the angels’ announcement and songs of praise on the hillside below. The contemplative and intelligent Mary took to heart all these supernatural events. “But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart” (Luke 2:19).
Within a few days a religious rite was performed. “When the time came for the purification rites required by the Law of Moses, Joseph and Mary took him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord” (Luke 2:22). In the temple, Mary was warned of impending sorrows. “Simeon blessed them and said to Mary, ‘This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your own soul too’” (Luke 2:34–35).

Simeon, a Jerusalem citizen, had received the promise that he would see the Messiah before he died. If he studied the Scriptures, he may have known the Messiah would cause people to stumble and fall (Isaiah 8:14) and save the weak and needy (Psalm 72:13), and that the stone rejected would become the cornerstone (Psalm 118:22). But would young Mary from Nazareth have known that her Son was the One who would be either a stepping-stone, lifting some from sin to forgiveness and acceptance with the Father, or a stumbling stone that would dash the proud hopelessly to the ground? Might Mary have wanted to ask about this, but held back? The eternal destiny of every person on earth would be determined by what they decided to do with her Son, Jesus. She may have also wondered what it meant that a sword would pierce her heart. 

Mary, Joseph, and Jesus Received Supernatural Provision and Protection

After the trip of six miles (ten kilometers) to Jerusalem for the purification rites and circumcision, the family evidently returned to Bethlehem. By the time the magi arrived, they were in a house, no longer in the stable, and Jesus was no longer an infant, but a child. “On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh” (Matthew 2:11).

Before Joseph and Mary even knew they would need to make a rush trip to Egypt, God arranged for and delivered their provisions for that trip by using the wealth of others who had made another trip. We know from Scripture that Joseph was not a wealthy man, even though some have speculated that he was. The Old Testament gave instructions as to what to do if someone could not afford a lamb for the purification ceremony (Leviticus 12:8). Joseph and Mary fit the economic category for those who were to bring “a pair of doves, or two young pigeons” (Luke 2:24). The gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh were therefore a timely provision. The magi were indirectly responsible for the death threat to the baby Jesus, because they told Herod about the birth of the new king. But their gifts made affordable the escape to Egypt and safety there.

When they had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. “Get up,” he said, “take the child and his mother and escape to Egypt. Stay there until I tell you, for Herod is going to search for the child to kill him.” 

So he got up, took the child and his mother during the night and left for Egypt, where he stayed until the death of Herod. And so was fulfilled what the Lord had said through the prophet: “Out of Egypt I called my son.” 

When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi. Then what was said through the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled: “A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more.”

After Herod died, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother and go to the land of Israel, for those who were trying to take the child’s life are dead.”

So he got up, took the child and his mother and went to the land of Israel. But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning in Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. Having been warned in a dream, he withdrew to the district of Galilee, and he went and lived in a town called Nazareth. So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets: “He will be called a Nazarene.” (Matthew 2:13–23)

Safely in Egypt, Mary, Joseph, and little Jesus had no fear of Herod’s soldiers. Those tools of a wicked tyrant marched into Bethlehem and other nearby villages. They forcibly entered the homes of Judean families whose only crime was that someone in their family had given birth to a male child near the time of Jesus’ birth. One King came to bring life abundant, and the other king lent himself as an instrument to the one who comes to kill, steal, and destroy. The obedient Mary was safe, with her husband and Son, in Egypt.

Mary and Joseph Observed God’s Son in His Father’s House

Each year Joseph and Mary went to the Passover celebration in Jerusalem, but one of those years a revealing incident took place. When Jesus was twelve years old He went with them. After the Passover, Joseph and Mary assumed that Jesus was among the other children walking with the families on their way back to Nazareth. At the end of that day they could not find Jesus. They looked for Him for a day and concluded He must still be in Jerusalem. It took another day to get back to Jerusalem. This would explain why they searched for Him for three days before finding Him. 

After three days they found him in the temple courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. Everyone who heard him was amazed at his understanding and his answers. When his parents saw him, they were astonished. His mother said to him, “Son, why have you treated us like this: your father and I have been anxiously searching for you.” (Luke 2:48)

Jesus’ response was “Why were you searching for me? . . . Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?” Even though Joseph and Mary did not understand what Jesus was saying to them, Mary, the thinker, pondered it.

Then he went down to Nazareth with them and was obedient to them. But his mother treasured all these things in her heart. And as Jesus grew up, he increased in wisdom and in favor with God and people. (Luke 2:51–52)

Years later Mary’s attitude and behavior indicate that as a result of her treasuring and pondering, she reached a solid conclusion regarding the supernatural role Jesus was to fulfill. She knew her conclusion was right. The time for her to go public with her belief in the uniqueness of the Child she had borne would eventually arrive. 

Mary Refused to Be Insulted and Gave Good Advice at Cana

Almost thirty years after the carpenter and his little family returned to Nazareth, Jesus began His public ministry. The young man attracted a lot of attention in the Galilean region. 

On the third day a wedding took place at Cana in Galilee. Jesus’ mother was there, and Jesus and his disciples had also been invited to the wedding. When the wine was gone, Jesus’ mother said to him, “They have no more wine.”

“Woman, why do you involve me?” Jesus replied. “My hour has not yet come.”

 His mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” (John 2:1–5)

Why did Jesus seem to distance himself from her? Was it not rather rude for Him to call her “woman,” not “mother”? Why did He question her about her involvement with Him? She was His mother, after all. Yet Mary refused to take Jesus’ question as an insult. Evidently Jesus preferred to develop independence from her. Yet her kind advice to the servants at the wedding remains the best advice one can give to anyone within range of hearing the good words of instruction Jesus gives to willing servants: “Do whatever he tells you” (John 2:5). 
John was careful to tell us that this miracle was Jesus’ first. Up until then, He had done none. “What Jesus did here in Cana of Galilee was the first of the signs through which he revealed his glory; and his disciples put their faith in him” (John 2:11). Extra-biblical literature has a reference to Jesus making clay pigeons as a child and then making them fly. John puts all such nonsense to rest. 

If there was no precedent to this miracle, what prompted Mary to think Jesus could or would do anything about the problem of depleted wine supply? 

Even if Mary had spoken far beyond her own understanding about the Messiah within her body at her cousin Elizabeth’s house, that song is consistent with her suggestion to the servants at the wedding at Cana to do whatever Jesus said to do. Mary completely believed that Jesus was the Messiah. She was happy to do whatever she could to promote Him. This godly Jewish mother could not forget her own astonishment and reflections at the time she found her Son at age twelve debating with the scholars in the temple.
After the wedding, Jesus went to Capernaum for a while. “After this he went down to Capernaum with his mother and brothers and his disciples. There they stayed for a few days” (John 2:12). We don’t know what happened there. We only know that soon after that, when He returned to Nazareth, He was unable to perform many miracles and had to escape an attempted slaying as the Nazarenes tried to throw Him over a rough, rocky, and steep cliff.
Mary Was Jesus’ Mother Biologically and Spiritually

Jesus said that believers have a unique opportunity to be close and intimate with Him if they do the will of the Father. Mary had that same opportunity and took it. By bearing God’s Son, Mary was Jesus’ mother biologically. By doing the will of the Father, she became His “sister and mother.”

While Jesus was still talking to the crowd, his mother and brothers stood outside, wanting to speak to him. Someone told him, “Your mother and brothers are standing outside, wanting to speak to you.”

He replied to him, “Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?” Pointing to his disciples, he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers. For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother.” (Matthew 12:46–49)

If you ever wished that you could have lived during the days of Jesus on earth, if you ever thought it would be nice to have heard Jesus teach or to have watched Him perform a miracle, think again. Jesus tells us that any of us can be as close to Him as though we were His brother, sister, or mother if we do the will of the Father. In this sense I want to be another Mary.

Jesus is willing to be more intimate with us than we might commonly suppose. The same woman who said, “May it be to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38), later advised the servants at Cana to “do whatever he tells you” (John 2:5), and she herself did the will of the Father. Surely she was spiritually close to Him as well. 

Mary Also Bore Some of Jesus’ Stigma

Nazareth is built on a mountain. For miles, as you travel from Mount Tabor toward the city across the flatlands that lie below the mountain, you can see on its east side an extremely steep and unusually craggy cliff made up of rough and jagged rock, like the sharp points of pencils in a box. 

One day, Char and I sat on the top of that cliff and read this story from Scripture:

Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news about him spread through the whole countryside. He was teaching in their synagogues, and everyone praised him. 

He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 

Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him. He began by saying to them, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”

All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his lips. “Isn’t this Joseph’s son?” they asked.

Jesus said to them, “Surely you will quote this proverb to me: ‘Physician, heal yourself!’ And you will tell me, ‘Do here in your hometown what we have heard that you did in Capernaum.’
“Truly I tell you,” he continued, “prophets are not accepted in their hometowns. I assure you that there were many widows in Israel in Elijah’s time, when the sky was shut for three and a half years and there was a severe famine throughout the land. Yet Elijah was not sent to any of them, but to a widow in Zarephath in the region of Sidon. And there were many in Israel with leprosy in the time of Elisha the prophet, yet not one of them was cleansed—only Naaman the Syrian.”

All the people in the synagogue were furious when they heard this. They got up, drove him out of the town, and took him to the brow of the hill on which the town was built, in order to throw him off the cliff. But he walked right through the crowd and went on his way. (Luke 4:14–30)

Was Jesus unnecessarily abrasive in his presentation in Nazareth? Did He know what His townsmen thought about him, so He told the blunt truth? Surely He had good reason for doing what He did and saying what He said. Even the Son of God was limited by their unbelief.

These people lost the opportunity for all the good Jesus could have done for them. In failing to recognize Him they removed themselves from the fountain of every blessing. Those who reject Jesus hurt themselves as they try in vain to shame Jesus. They harm themselves as they try in vain to shame Jesus. 

Mary observed her townspeople reject her Son and, as Simeon of Jerusalem had prophesied, the sword began to pierce her contemplative soul.

Mary Is Visible Near the Cross

When the centurion and those with him who were guarding Jesus saw the earthquake and all that had happened, they were terrified, and exclaimed, “Surely he was the Son of God!”

Many women were there, watching from a distance. They had followed Jesus from Galilee to care for his needs. Among them were Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joseph, and the mother of Zebedee’s sons. (Matthew 27:56)

This part of Matthew’s record does not say that the second Mary mentioned here was Jesus’ mother. But the James and Joseph named in it were evidently half brothers of Jesus. If so, their mother was also Jesus’ mother. This is an indirect indication that Jesus’ mother was loyally and faithfully watching her Son through to the end.

While Jesus hung painfully on the nails that had pierced either His hands or wrists, with His weak, bleeding, and dying body exposed to public shame on a cruel Roman cross, He lovingly provided care for His mother. John adds to the story:
Near the cross of Jesus stood his mother, his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene. When Jesus saw his mother there, and the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, he said to her, “Woman, here is your son,” and to the disciple, “Here is your mother.” From that time on, this disciple took her into his home. (John 19:25–27)


Mary moved with the grieving crowd from the cross to the burial site at the base of the hill. “Joseph bought some linen cloth, took down the body, wrapped it in the linen, and placed it in a tomb cut out of rock. Then he rolled a stone against the entrance of the tomb. Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joseph saw where he was laid” (Mark 15:46–47). “Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were sitting there opposite the tomb” (Matthew 27:61).

Mary had tenderly lain Jesus’ newborn (and possibly bloody) body in cloths in a manger at Bethlehem just six miles south of where Jesus’ friends laid His dead body on the cold, hard stone in the tomb belonging to Joseph of Arimathea. There lay the bloody, wounded, broken, and lifeless Lamb of God. It was not yet time for the Lion of the tribe of Judah to rise with a mighty triumph over death, hell, and the grave. Sorrow filled the air. The sword further pierced Mary’s soul.

Mary Was Present on Resurrection Morning and Later in the Upper Room
“After the Sabbath, at dawn on the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to look at the tomb” (Matthew 28:1). “When the Sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome bought spices” (Mark 16:1). We do not know for certain that Jesus’ mother was one of these Marys. But this is not our last image of Mary’s involvement with her Son, the Savior of the world. 

Our last scriptural picture of Mary suggests that she was numbered among those who celebrated the resurrection. She may have been with the crowd of five hundred who saw the resurrected Jesus (1 Corinthians 15:6). She was likely among those who listened to the “many convincing proofs” (Acts 1:3), because she is recorded as being together with those who waited for the coming of the Holy Spirit in the extended days of prayer in the upper room. “They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers” (Acts 1:14). This woman of tenacious faith and endurance was still active in the middle of those who were ready to look forward, not backward.

Mary and these fellow believers had felt, seen, known, loved, and touched Him physically and emotionally. Their relationship with Him was now being further perfected as they knew Him spiritually. If anyone had reason to believe Jesus was the Messiah, the Christ, it would be she. If anyone believed He was from heaven, it was she. And she did.

The sword had pierced her soul. She had known it would. But no longer.

Epilogue

Mary may have been the original source Luke used in his presentation of the life of Christ. With all these rich memories in the heart of this contemplative woman, can you imagine what it would have been like for her to be interviewed by Luke? Luke was a vigilant researcher who systematically conducted his study. He therefore “carefully investigated everything from the beginning” and determined to write “an orderly account.” (See Luke 1:3.) 
Luke’s interview of Mary may well have provided the rich data for the two long and detailed chapters with which Luke begins his gospel. Furthermore, much of the data about Mary reviewed here came from those first two chapters of Luke. Try to envision how the thoughtful Mary would have responded to his queries as she related the fine points only she would have known so well, insightful details that now appear for us in Luke’s gospel.

Whether Luke received his information first-hand from her, or learned her story through secondary sources, is unknown and irrelevant. Mary gave her first-hand report to somebody. How vividly she would have given her accurate and personal report. With what conviction she would have relayed her insights into the nature of the human Son of God whom she had conceived and to whom she had given birth. The fact that Mary was a reflective thinking person has benefited all of us.

For Further Thought

· How does Mary’s ability to see the bigger picture of God’s overall plan encourage you to remain objective in the work of the Lord?

· God warned Mary of future personal suffering. Has He warned you of the same? Are you willing to endure as Mary did?

· Have you ever had an experience like Mary and Joseph in receiving God’s miraculous provision even before the need was apparent?

· What are you doing so your children will be about their Father’s business?

· Can you resist insults and encourage people to obey Jesus as Mary did at Cana?

· Can you obey God and become close to Jesus, as close as a relative?

· Are you willing to bear the stigma of Jesus as Mary did?

· Will you remain near Jesus even when He is on a cross—even when people are jeering and expressing hatred and ridicule?

· Will you persist in following Jesus through days of darkness and suspense to the resurrection and on to the upper room?

· After reflecting on Mary’s deep insights, do you want to change anything in your life so that your answers to any of the above questions will also change?

