
Christmas: A Spontaneous Celebration 

In the previous two lessons we spoke about the strange work of God in the Christmas story. The first 

lesson was about authority. I made the connection between Jesus’ final words in the gospel of Matthew 

where he claimed to have all authority with the first line in the Matthew of gospel where Jesus is 

presented as the Christ – the authority figure in the hopes of the Jewish nation of the day. We asked the 

question, “How does the story get from here to there; from the quaint Christmas story we often 

rehearse at this time of the year to the One who claims all authority in heaven and on earth?” Part of 

answering that question is also wrapped up in Matthew’s astounding claim that this child will be called 

Immanuel, which means God with Us. So then, what will it look like when God is with us?  

That’s how our second lesson began and we quickly learned that the story of God With Us is not going to 

unfold in some smooth, predictable fashion. In fact the story is set in the midst of great trial and 

suffering. It starts out well enough with the wise men from the east bringing gifts to the Christ, whom 

they acknowledge as the King of the Jews, but immediately we are introduced to a first century tyrant 

who himself claims to be the king of the Jews. What happens next leaves us horrified as Herod the Great 

in a fit of rage and jealousy slaughters the baby boys of Bethlehem in a bid to eliminate any rival to his 

throne. What kind of a story is this? The parents of Bethlehem might have asked, “If this is God With Us 

what would it look like if God was not with us?” 

The Christ child is born into a brutal, ugly world and instead of the brutality being immediately defeated 

it seems only to get worse. There is this huge tension that is set up early in the story of Christmas, and 

yet somehow in spite of that tension there is another truth that slides in alongside that one and declares 

that if Jesus is God with Us then we can dispel of the myth that God is somehow beyond our world, 

exempt from our struggle, sitting in his cosmic easy chair at the end of the galaxy, unaffected by it all. 

No, somehow, in the strange and wonderful story of Jesus, even at this very early stage in the game, we 

are assured that there is much to learn about how God goes about redeeming a hurting, broken and 

brutal world. Jesus was born into chaos and power struggles and as we traced his story to its conclusion 

yesterday, witnessing his glorious life we remembered that he was more than a witness to brutality – he 

experienced it first-hand himself. Jesus’ announcement at the end of Matthew’s gospel is a declaration 

of victory over his enemies, a victory that was accomplished not with power the way the world does 

power – Herod style – but power the way God does it, the power of love, profoundly displayed in Jesus’ 

willingness to suffer the horrors of the cross to redeem a lost world. Indeed this is God with Us! 

In this last lesson we’re going to have a look at the gospel according to Luke with the aim to so fill our 

hearts with the meaning of Christmas that we find ourselves unable to refrain from celebration. Perhaps 

the best know example of spontaneous celebration at the birth of Christ is found in Luke chapter 2 

where we have the scene of a great host of angel’s bursting onto the scene in celebration. The account 

begins with a solitary angel proclaiming good news to a handful of shepherds who were keeping watch 

over their flocks at night.  “Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the 

Lord.” There is so much glorious good news in that simple statement; so much of God’s wonderful 

intention for the redemption of humanity that I’ll bet that when the call went out in heaven for a 



volunteer to take that message to a handful of shepherds that every angel in heaven put up his hand. 

“Let me go!!! I’ll do it!!” For as soon as the words were out of that solitary angel’s mouth an 

innumerable host of angels, unable to refrain themselves for a moment longer, burst from God’s sphere 

into ours and began to celebrate. What was it that had heaven so primed for celebration at the birth of 

this child? Put your finger on that and you too will find yourself hardly capable of holding yourself back 

from celebration. That’s what I’m fishing for this morning. I want to join the angels in celebration. 

Spontaneous celebration! Now, it wasn’t just this heavenly choir that got in on the act. Mary, Jesus’ 

mother, was the first in the gospel of Luke who couldn’t hold it back and a river of praise flowed from 

her lips. Have you ever been at that place where something glorious touches you and you can’t help but 

sing about it?! Mary’s moment in song is not like those typical moments in church where the song 

leader picks a song and we all sing it. No, this is one of those moments when songs are composed and 

we spend the rest of our lives trying to sing them well.  

Mary’s story in Luke’s gospel, like the story of the shepherds, begins with an angel – Gabriel was his 

name, says the text.  

Luke 1:26–28 (NIV84)  

26 In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, 27 to a virgin pledged 

to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28 The angel 

went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.”  

 

How would you respond to that kind of a greeting from an angel? Well, I could think of much worse 

things to hear from heaven but I like Mary’s response.  

Luke 1:29–30 (NIV84)  

29 Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. 30 But 

the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God.  

 

This greeting makes Mary very uncomfortable, even fearful. It’s not every day a messenger from God 

arrives to greet you good morning. This reaction of fear in the presence of the angel and then the words 

of assurance, “Do not be afraid,” are almost identical to how the shepherds respond to the presence of 

the angel in the next chapter. Fear is the appropriate response in the face of the majesty of God. Yet, 

just the same, “Fear not!” is God’s frequent assurance to those like Mary who have given their hearts to 

him.  

Luke 1:31–33 (NIV84)  

31 You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. 32 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, 33 and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.”  



 

This word to Mary from the angel Gabriel is very similar to that given to the shepherds. There the word 

from heaven was, “Today in the town of David, a Savior has been born who is Christ, the Lord.” Both 

messages are messages of good news. Both texts have a connection to David, Israel’s great king of old. 

Here the connection to David is made quite explicit – he will sit on David’s throne ruling over an eternal 

kingdom. Rooted in these texts are the reason for celebration but we don’t hear Mary celebrating just 

yet. At this point she’s just trying to take on board all that is happening to her.  

Luke 1:34–38 (NIV84)  

34 “How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?”  
35 The angel answered, “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. 36 Even Elizabeth your relative 

is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month. 37 For 

nothing is impossible with God.”  
38 “I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Then the angel left 

her.  

 

There we have the appropriate response from the heart that runs after God. “I am your servant Lord; 

you set the agenda for my life.” 

Luke 1:39–45 (NIV84)  

39 At that time Mary got ready and hurried to a town in the hill country of Judea, 40 where she 

entered Zechariah’s home and greeted Elizabeth. 41 When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby 

leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit. 42 In a loud voice she exclaimed: 

“Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the child you will bear! 43 But why am I so favored, that 

the mother of my Lord should come to me? 44 As soon as the sound of your greeting reached my ears, 

the baby in my womb leaped for joy. 45 Blessed is she who has believed that what the Lord has said to 

her will be accomplished!”  

 

On the word of the angel, Mary rushes off to see her relative Elizabeth and the first words out of 

Elizabeth’s mouth fully confirm all that the angel spoke to Mary. It is at this moment that Mary, it seems, 

felt that wave of celebration well up inside her which simply could not be contained. Like the angels in 

the story of the shepherds watching their flocks, there came a moment for spontaneous celebration.  

Luke 1:46–55 (NIV84)  

46 And Mary said:  

“My soul glorifies the Lord  

47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,  



48 for he has been mindful  

of the humble state of his servant.  

From now on all generations will call me blessed,  

49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me—  

holy is his name.  

50 His mercy extends to those who fear him,  

from generation to generation.  

51 He has performed mighty deeds with his arm;  

he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts.  

52 He has brought down rulers from their thrones  

but has lifted up the humble.  

53 He has filled the hungry with good things  

but has sent the rich away empty.  

54 He has helped his servant Israel,  

remembering to be merciful  

55 to Abraham and his descendants forever,  

even as he said to our fathers.”  

 

Nobody dragged these words out of Mary; they were the result of a life of commitment to God and the 

realization of just what it was that God was doing and how she was privileged to be a part of it all. I 

would like to spend the remainder of our time together this morning trying to see what Mary saw. She 

celebrated before the Lord and she put it to words. What precisely was it that she was celebrating? 

What can we learn from her words that might assist us in our appropriate celebration of Christmas? 

The first thing I want to note is how similar this song of praise is to that of Hannah in the Old Testament. 

Hannah was a barren woman who had been praying for God to give her a son. God answered her prayer 

and true to her word when the boy was weaned she brought him to the priest Eli, dedicating the boy’s 

entire life to the Lord. The boy’s name was Samuel and he would grow up to be a prophet and anoint 

the great King David. Hannah’s prayer is found in 1Samuel 2. Mary’s prayer is quite similar to Hannah’s 

on several fronts but my point is not that Mary is quoting Hannah’s prayer – it’s not that similar; my 



point is that Hannah’s story like the whole  of Israel’s grand story of faith is part of who Mary is. And so 

in her moment of celebration she sings their story; she recognizes her part in the glorious unfolding 

drama of God and she sang; a spontaneous moment of celebration. Spontaneous yes,  but you could 

also say that Mary had spent a lifetime preparing for this moment so that when it arrived the words of 

Israel’s story and the hope of the nation flowed out naturally from the depths of her soul. Now we’ll 

take a moment or two break her words up a bit so that we might have a closer look at what she said.  

Luke 1:46–49 (NIV84)  

46 …“My soul glorifies the Lord  

47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,  

48 for he has been mindful  

of the humble state of his servant.  

From now on all generations will call me blessed,  

49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me—  

holy is his name.  

Mary grasps the significance of her part in the great unfolding drama of God. She hasn’t orchestrated a 

whit of what’s transpiring in her life and yet now she is profoundly privileged to bear the Christ child. 

She has spent a lifetime in humble service to God trusting in him, surrendering to him, being obedient to 

him and now God has been mindful of her and so she celebrates. This kind of celebration is the 

accumulation of a life lived in surrender. She can hardly believe the extent of the blessing that is being 

poured out upon her. But the blessing is not just for her, she like a true Israelite recognizes that her role 

is to function as a conduit of God’s blessing to others. 

Luke 1:50 (NIV84)  

50 His mercy extends to those who fear him,  

from generation to generation.  

Mary has received a very special role as the one who would give birth to the Christ child but Mary 

doesn’t stay focused there in her celebration. She recognizes that the birth of the Christ is the 

culmination of all the promises of God. She recognizes that she is part of the unfolding saga of the 

faithfulness of God. The blessing that has been poured out upon her extends to all who fear him. 

Luke 1:51 (NIV84)  

51 He has performed mighty deeds with his arm;  

he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts.  



He has… Mary is celebrating in anticipation of what God will do through the Christ, her child. Speaking of 

it as already having been accomplished is a way of saying that what God has put in motion here and now 

in her womb is as sure as if it has already been fully accomplished. Mary is rehearsing the hopes of Israel 

bound up within the Messiah as if they have already been accomplished. He has…  And she continues 

with this same language.  

Luke 1:52 (NIV84)  

52 He has brought down rulers from their thrones  

but has lifted up the humble.  

Israel was yearning for the day when the pagan rulers would be brought down and Israel, God’s humble 

servant vindicated. Mary says, “That’s been accomplished!” He has…  

Luke 1:53 (NIV84)  

53 He has filled the hungry with good things  

but has sent the rich away empty.  

The great reversal of fortunes; the day of justice and fairness and truth – done! He has…  

Luke 1:54–55 (NIV84)  

54 He has helped his servant Israel,  

remembering to be merciful  

55 to Abraham and his descendants forever,  

even as he said to our fathers.”  

Listen! Mary is not saying here, O Lord, remember how you’ve been merciful to Israel in the past. Won’t 

you be merciful once again! No! She’s saying, “He has helped his servant Israel!” That’s why she can’t 

refrain from celebration! Mary here sits as a representative of the nation. The blessing poured out upon 

her; the Christ child within her as the servant of God is symbolic of the presence of the Christ child 

within Israel, the servant of God. She rejoices and the whole of the nation is called therefore to rejoice 

with her.  

And notice the connection in this final line to the continuing unfolding drama of God. Mary reaches right 

back to Abraham and says that’s what taking place within her, within Israel as a nation is a fulfillment of 

God’s covenantal promises that stretch back to Abraham. This point cannot be overemphasized. The 

advent of the Christ child is not a picture of God scrapping an old plan and devising a new one. Gentile 

Christians have too often fallen into that ditch. What has transpired, and Luke is absolutely adamant 

about this, is that the arrival of the Christ is the culmination of Israel’s story, a story that reaches back to 

Abraham the father of the nation and picks up along the way all the promises of God, in particular those 



connected with King David. This specific Davidic connection that we already looked at is made 

repeatedly in Luke’s gospel. We’ve already heard it in the words of angels both to Mary and to the 

shepherds but it’s highlighted all over the place! The glory for us Gentiles is that the Son of David is our 

King too. The King of the Jews is the King of the world and we, then, are privileged to enter into this 

grand story that reaches all the way back to Abraham if we will but bow before the King of Israel.  

Mary, swept up in the glory that is unfolding within her and within the nation, celebrates as if the future 

has already arrived. Christmas anticipates the glorious life of Jesus, his touch, his compassion and his 

profound teachings. Christmas anticipates the victory Jesus accomplished on the cross; it anticipates the 

vindication of his resurrection; it anticipates his ascension to the right hand of the Father; it anticipates 

the gospel going out to the ends of the earth, and it anticipates the day when our Lord Jesus will come 

again and the whole world will be put to rights. Death conclusively defeated; justice fully accomplished; 

no more sorrow, no more tears, no more pain. This is what Christmas points towards and this is what 

Mary celebrates.  

Your task and mine is to follow Mary’s lead here. Your task and mine is to embrace God’s call in our lives 

in the glorious unfolding of the drama of God. We have been called to participate in the glory of it all 

and our task is to embrace our call in the same spirit she did.  “I am the Lord’s servant. May it be to me 

as you have said.”  

That’s not an easy call. It wasn’t always easy for Mary. She didn’t wake up every morning with a greeting 

from an angel and a song on her lips. Even while Jesus is just an infant she is warned that her part in this 

drama will not be one long grand party. In Luke 2 when Joseph and Mary took Jesus to the temple to be 

circumcised an aged and godly man named Simeon took the child in his arms, gave thanks to God for his 

promises fulfilled, blessed Mary and Joseph and then said to Mary,  

Luke 2:34–35 (NIV84)  

34 … “This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be 

spoken against, 35 so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your 

own soul too.”  

 

The strange story of God will continue to unfold in our lives and it won’t always be trouble free. But the 

power of the hope that we cling to in Jesus is that, trouble free or not, we find reason for celebration! 

This, my friends, is our story. So today, I urge you to embrace your part in the unfolding drama of Christ. 

Give yourself fully to the story; swim in it; own it; pray the prayers of old; and from time to time when 

God reaches down and affirms your part in his drama you will be prepared for a little spontaneous 

celebration of your own.  

 


