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What does it reveal about God that the Son  
of God was born of a woman? 

In the fullness of time, God sent forth his son born of a woman (Gal 4:4). In what very well 
could be the oldest book in the New Testament, Paul names the fulcrum of the Christian 
story. For the redemption of creation, God chose to be born. With infinite wisdom and 

unlimited power, God could have achieved 
salvation in any way commensurate with 
God’s own character, and God came not as an 
adult who appeared on earth but as an infant 
who was born of a woman. Only two  
of the New Testament authors devote 
extended narrative space to this reality, but 
the paucity of text does not diminish the 
depth of its content. Libraries are filled with 
reflections on the meaning of the incarnation. 

Mary the mother of God sets the program here. It makes good sense that one who follows 
Jesus will want to know what early authors said about his mother, so her story is of interest 
for its unique relationship to him. Yet because of who he is, who she is allows a broader and 
bolder claim. Her story reveals a template of God’s relationship with all humans. Hence, 
this contribution focuses upon the character of the God revealed in the story of Jesus’ birth 
through Mary. The evangelists cast a striking 
image with this narrative. Coming in this way 
illuminates the strikingly humble glory of 
a trustworthy God who is present with the 
outcast, and through them, present for all.
 

Annunciation

The chronology of Mary’s story demands 
placing the third Gospel first.1 Luke’s 
accounting of the Annunciation, when the 
angelic messenger Gabriel announces the 
Messianic birth plan to Mary, is a threatened 
text. It faces the risk of being domesticated, 
subdued, innervated because of its familiarity. 
One might wonder, “Isn’t that the cute story the children act out at Christmas?” Alternatively, 
it faces the risk of being radicalised as its parallels to Greco-Roman origin stories raises the 
question of polytheism and even divine rape. 

For the redemption  
of creation, God chose  
to be born

Coming in this way 
illuminates the strikingly 
humble glory of a 
trustworthy God who is 
present with the outcast, 
and through them, 
present for all 

1 As does the liturgical calendar. The year begins with Advent, and at the beginning of advent comes the Annunciation. 
If priority matters, it is a powerful statement that Christians begin each New Year with Mary’s story. 
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It can withstand both threats. The Annunciation is not safe, but it is good. Particularly in 
comparison with its twin announcement to Zechariah, the annunciation reveals God’s 
grace-filled power with and for Mary which does not debase but empowers her. 

The story of Mary opens with the narrative detail that God sends an angelic messenger 
to her directly. The angel is provided with the region, the town, the tribe, the family, and 
the name of the young woman (Luke 1:26–27). As the divine emissary approaches her, he 

addresses her with a positive greeting (“Rejoice!”) 
because he brings good news. She has been 
favoured by God, and the Lord is with her (1:28). 
Strikingly, Mary is not so easily convinced of the 
goodness of this message. It is not the presence of 
an angel, but his words that give her pause. She does 
not thoughtlessly embrace this favour, but instead, 
contemplates what this greeting might mean (1:29).

Her unsettled hesitation opens the door for Gabriel 
to say more. First, he reiterates his greeting. She need 

not fear because she has found favour with God. This favour will be manifest in the tangible 
reality of a pregnancy. She will conceive a son, and he will not just be any son, but he will 
be great, he will be called the son of the Most High (1:30–31). If her ears had been pricked 
with Messianic hope, Gabriel’s next statements leave no doubt. God will give to her son 
the throne of David, and he will reign over the house of Israel forever (1:31b–32). The thick 
allusions to the story of Israel align with the hopes of many Jews in the first century, the 
hopes for a ruler to rise from their midst. The good news to Mary is that she will get to bear 
this ruler. Indeed, she has found favour with God. 

Continuing in her thoughtfulness, she protests that such a good gift cannot happen 
immediately. It would be impossible for her to have already found this particular favour 
of God because she has not yet consummated her marriage. Were she already living with 
Joseph after their time of betrothal she might already be pregnant and God could have 
blessed the child already in her womb. This situation, however, is not the case. She currently 
has no child that could so be claimed. It is not just that she knows she is not yet pregnant; 
she simply could not have been. She has never known a man, and so could not have any 
child. 

Gabriel corrects her understandable rejection of his good proclamation. This child will not 
be adopted by God as Messiah; instead, this child will be begotten by God as Messiah. God’s 
favour to Mary will not be to bless a son who came from her partnership with her husband. 
God’s favour will manifest by conceiving the Son of God from her body alone. God’s Spirit 
will hover over her. The shadow of divinity will manifest in a child who will be called, not 
metaphorically, but truly the Son of God (1:35). She was right to protest because such an 
event is impossible, but God’s word knows no such barriers (1:37). 

The Annunciation 
is not safe, but it  
is good
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Were the story to stop here, interpreters would be right to raise alarm over the sexualization 
of divine power. Gabriel has proclaimed what will happen, the pregnancy of a divine child, 
and so readers wonder if that proclamation leaves Mary any space to say yes, or even no. 
Luke has already portrayed her as hesitant, 
as thoughtful, one who contemplates the 
implications of this favour. Luke also clearly 
indicates that Gabriel does not leave her 
presence until he hears her answer. He has 
stated what will happen, but not what has 
already occurred. This good news does not 
come to fruition until she agrees. In her verbal 
response, she presents herself as a servant to 
the Most High God, a situation of immense 
honour, and assents to the divine word which 
has been spoken. God’s word breaks the 
barrier of the impossible only when Mary agrees for it to do so. 

God has given favour to Mary, resulting in the healthy pregnancy of none other than the 
Messiah. Hence, God has promised to protect her and her child, honour her, and provide 
her with a source of great joy. 

By announcing God’s particular grace to her at the same time Gabriel proclaims God’s 
general graciousness of keeping promises to her entire people, and through them, the 
world. God is gracious to descend, to preserve, to honour, and to respect Mary, and in those 
graces with her to keep the ancient promises of justice and peace to Israel and the nations.

Magnificat

Luke allows his readers to hear more of how Mary is processing this good news when 
he gives voice to her song, known to the church by its Latin translation, the Magnificat 
(Luke 1:46–55). The news of this premature pregnancy causes her to praise the Lord who 
promised his presence with her. This experience is further confirmation of what she knew 
from the story of Israel that God is the one who saves (1:47). The overwhelming awe of this 
event arises because she knows her place in society. She knows that she is lowly. She is 
female, she is young, she is Jewish in a time of Roman oppression. In no respect does she 
possess societal power. Despite or maybe because of these realities God the Most High 
looked upon her, and through this invitation, assured that she would be remembered and 
blessed for all time. She now considers herself great (1:49), because the Holy God has made 
her so. 

The second half of her song shows that this good news is not for her alone. God will give 
mercy to all those who stand in awe of who he is. For those who do not, for those who 
enjoy the contemplation of their own glory, God will ensure that they are put in their 
place. They will be unseated, and those who are lowly like Mary, will be raised high. In very 

God’s word breaks the 
barrier of the impossible 
only when Mary agrees  
for it to do so. 
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practical ways this reversal will occur. The hungry will be fed not just with basic sustenance 
but with good things. Those who have full bellies, who supply their own needs, will be sent 
away from the God from whom they imagine they need nothing. 

God’s mercy comes to his people who were oppressed, the people of Abraham as a 
fulfilment to the promise God gave long ago. As stated then (Gen 12) the promise will result 
in good coming for all nations. 

It is no accident that Mary’s song has been banned by oppressive governments. It proclaims 
that the God of Israel, the Father of Jesus Christ, has a preferential option for the poor and 
the oppressed. Any theology that forgets Mary and the Incarnation through her is in danger 
of forgetting this plain truth. 

Birth Account in Matthew

The statement: “Jesus is born” strikes readers familiar with Christian faith as neither 
unexpected nor amazing. Yet Matthew constructs his account in such a way that shouts 
God’s miraculous sovereignty in this event. God has been preparing, for generations, for 
the Messiah to come in this way. Once he does, God uses power to shield him, his mother, 
his father, and his devotees from shame and death. God does so ultimately for the benefit 
of God’s people to save them from their sins. Jesus is born because of divine protection 
against all threats so that God can, through forgiveness, be present with God’s creation.

At the beginning, Matthew aims to show Jesus’ Jewish pedigree, yet his precise structuring 
into fourteen generations culminating at key moments in Israel’s history displays God’s 
providential working at least since the time of Abraham to bring this child out of this line. 
The women in the line of David whose scandal and difficulty Matthew evokes serve to 
underline the point. Even out of disorder, for ages, God has brought about the plan for the 
birth of the Messiah. 

Similarly, Matthew’s appeal to the Scriptures of Israel demonstrates the providence theme. 
Though completely out of the ordinary, nothing in this story takes God by surprise. 
God has planned and duly recorded beforehand all these events: the leader’s birth in 
Bethlehem (Micah 5:1, 3/Matt 2:6), the flight to Egypt (Hos 11:1/Matt 2:15), the grief of the 
Jewish women (Jer 31:15/Matt 2:18), the Messiah’s hometown (Is 11:1/Matt 2:23). Finally, 
God intervened in the cosmos to cause a star to grab the attention of Magi from the East 
(2:1–2) and then orchestrated its course so that it revealed the precise house where Jesus 
lay (2:9–11). God is sovereign over the past and the present, text and tradition, history and 
nature to bring about the birth of the Messiah. 

Readers should not be surprised then that God is powerful enough to protect the life of this 
Messiah who had been so long planned. 

(Isa 7:14/Matt1:23),
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Matthew’s account of the birth of Jesus tells of the angelic announcement from the 
perspective of Joseph. If he had not heard and heeded the angel’s words, Mary would have 
become a divorced young woman over whom hung the shame of adultery. Either through 
the intensity of stoning that the law recommended (Deut 22:24) or the prolonged threat of 
shame, her life and the life of her child hung in the balance. This remained true after Jesus 
arrived. Then, the maniacal paranoia of Herod threatened to kill him. Without the divine 
protective warning for the magi and Joseph, Herod would have taken the life of the Messiah 
as he did the Messiah’s playmates. Jesus is evidence of God’s presence. For Matthew, his 
birth and survival are also evidence of God’s protective power. 

Birth Account in Luke 

The differences between Matthew and Luke make good fodder for Christmas trivia and 
New Testament exams, yet, in their affirmations about the God of Israel, the two evangelists 
write in their own distinct voices but with theological harmony rather than dissonance. 

In Luke’s birth account, God is glorious. The glory envelops the Lord’s angelic representative 
(2:9), and after sharing the message, a multitudinous other-worldly army surround the one. 
All together sang of God’s glory (2:14), and then the band of human shepherds (a more 
unbalanced choir could hardly be imagined!) join their voices in the song. As Gabriel did for 
Mary, God sends the angel to the shepherds, in the midst of their place and their work, to 
make this good news known to them (2:15). 

God communicates his exalted glory at this juncture in order to point toward the birth 
of this particular child. As is true with the seemingly inappropriate mixture of angels and 
shepherds, the message about the birth of the Messiah intermingles extremes. The angel 
says to the shepherd that the birth is of a saviour who is the Messiah and the Lord in the 
city of King David (2:11). That he is Saviour aligns him with the work of God, whom Mary has 
called her Saviour (1:46). They will discover such a mighty one in the vulnerable position of 
an infant, who has been wrapped up. Being in this state is a sign of being cared for by his 
parents, but also of being bound, prevented from the freedom of movement. In addition, 
he will be lying down, another bodily position of non-power, not even in a bed but in a 
feeding trough. Luke has already narrated these realities in v. 7 and there explains that he 
was in the feeding trough because there was no room for them in the lodgings. It could 
simply be a matter of limited space, or it could be their class or their story that would cause 
those who do agree to house them to put them on the outer limits. Might it be intentional 
that Luke’s angelic message balances four elements of majesty (saviour, Messiah, Lord, city 
of David) with four elements of humility (infant, bound, laying down, feeding trough) to 
show that this birth gives a glimpse of the lowly glory of God worthy of marvel for anyone 
who hears of it (2:18). 
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Luke then narrates the shepherd’s discovery that God’s speech about this child has been 
proven true. He has been born, and the shepherds discover him lying in a manger just as it 
was proclaimed to them (2:12, 16), a point Luke reiterates at the close of the section when 
the shepherds praise God for all they heard and saw just as it was spoken to them (2:20). 
God kept his promise to Mary that she would bear a son. God kept the promise to the 
shepherds that they would find this son. 

Luke’s focus on glory and Matthew’s on sovereignty move toward a similar aim: the 
blessing of humanity. Before the angel tells the content of the message to the shepherds, 
the messenger highlights its goodness. It is gospel that is great joy (2:10). The revelation 
of God’s glory brings peace (2:14), is a manifestation of God’s good will, and results in the 

desire to praise (2:20). Who receives such 
goodness? Clearly the shepherds do. The 
angel says to them the good news is to you 
(1:10), and the Messianic Saviour is for you 
(1:11). Their vocation as well as the region 
recall David the shepherd, and at the same 
time, as many commentators recognise, these 
recipients disclose early God’s preferential 
option, if not for the poor—for it seems they 
owned the sheep—but for the lowly. It is 
these shepherds who find out the good news, 
not Caesar whose decree called Jesus’ parents 

to their territory. The joyfully great good news, however, is not for them alone, but for all 
people (1:10), beginning with Mary, Joseph, and the people around them (2:17–18). 

The theology of Luke’s birth narrative is a theology of glory. God reveals his glory to those 
on the outside, outside the guestroom (2:7), outside in the fields (2:8). The revelations prove 
true—down to the infant-sized details—and therefore show God to be trustworthy. God’s 
glory is for their good, it brings joy and peace to those whom God grants goodwill, with 
the aim that the news of salvation comes to all. At the center of this effulgent revelation of 
divine glory is the swaddled baby in the trough. The pinnacle of God’s trustworthy good 
glory is the lowliness of this infant Lord. 

Pentecost

In her final appearance in the New Testament, Mary confirms again the picture of God 
who keeps promises to the lowly, and through them to all. She is gathered with the 
followers of her Son after he has ascended to the right hand of God (Acts 1:14). With them, 
she experiences the coming of the Holy Spirit. As readers imagine her listening to Peter’s 
Pentecost speech, when he speaks of God’s power, wonder, and signs that God did through 

The pinnacle of God’s 
trustworthy good glory  
is the lowliness of this 
infant Lord. 
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Jesus (2:19), they recall the miracle of her bodily knowledge of a child conceived by the 
Spirit, the angelic signs and wonders the shepherds shared with her, and the wonder of a 
young son who could teach the teachers (Luke 2:47). If they know Matthew’s story as well, 
they recall her knowledge of 
the moving star in the heavens, 
the worship of the Magi, and 
the protection through dreams. 
Her story expands the divine 
miracles in Jesus’ life to his very 
beginning. Her presence too 
confirms and expands the plan 
and foreknowledge of God (Acts 
2:23) that he would be opposed 
by many as spoken by Simeon 
(Luke 1:34). She too is witness of 
his resurrection, as Peter says to 
the crowd (2:32) that God would 
truly give her Son the throne of 
his father David forever, with not 
even death a barrier to that reign. 
At the birth of the church, Mary 
demonstrates with great depth that God has kept all the promises in the Messiah. Then, as 
the only named woman in this gathering, she becomes the example of the fulfilment of 
God’s promise to the prophet Joel that both sons and daughters would prophesy in the 
great day of the Lord (Acts 2:17). 

Church tradition asserts that she continued to do so until the end of her life,2 and her story 
has done so for millennia. She, as the only solely human participant in the incarnation of 
God, reveals who God truly is: powerful, good, humble, faithful, at work with and through 
the lowly. To know who the Christian God is, one must study the story of God who has born 
of a woman. 

As the only named woman 
in this gathering, she 
becomes the example of the 
fulfilment of God’s promise 
to the prophet Joel that both 
sons and daughters would 
prophesy in the great day of 
the Lord 

2 Maximus the Confessor’s The Life of the Virgin is an extended and eloquent example of this belief. See the recent 
translation by Stephen J. Shoemaker (Yale University Press, 2012). 
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