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The Angel and Mary 
 

Sixty miles north of Jerusalem as the crow flies or ninety miles on the trans-Jordan 
road, Nazareth lies in a little group of hills, tipped to the south so that one’s gaze drifts to 
the plain of Armageddon. Armageddon is also called the Valley of Jezreel. It is a 
beautifully fertile place – some say, because for at least fifty centuries it has been regularly 
fertilized with the blood and bones of warriors. The roster of generals who have fought in 
that green triangular valley reads like a summery of history –- Pharaoh Necho, 
Nebuchadnezzar, Richard the Lion-hearted, Suleiman the Magnificent, Napoleon, Lord 
Allenby, and General Pershing are some of the names we would recognize.  

 

Nazareth means “Branch-town” because it comes from the Hebrew word, “netser” 
– meaning, “branch.” Under the Roman occupation it was just a small hill-billy town, 
regarded by the urbanites of Decapolis and Caesarea as almost beneath notice. Their 
attitude was exactly like that of any inhabitant of the American eastern seaboard cities 
toward a mountain town in the backwoods of Tennessee, Virginia or Arkansas. It was 
an ideal location of obscurity. It is not even mentioned in the Old Testament. 

 

A Servant Girl 
 

In this despised town among its possibly four or five hundred inhabitants there 
was a girl who must have been considered among the least in it social structure. In Luke’s 
record she twice refers to herself as a “bond woman” and once mentions her “low estate” 
and one, in an oblique reference, refers to her “low degree” (See Luke 1:38, 48, & 52). The 
King James translation of the word for “a bond servant” is “handmaiden.” It echoes the 
gracious life of a chivalrous society that existed in that day. Some students feel, when she 
uses the word: ”handmaiden” that she is just being modest and humble in calling herself a 
bondwoman. But, there is no reason to assume that she is being anything but perfectly 
factual. As we get acquainted with this girl, we will find that she is always literal and 
realistic about life. Her appraisal of her situation must be taken at face value; she was an 
bond servant. 

 

The Missing Persons 
 

As we read and reread the story in Luke 1 and 2 and in Matthew 2, we will 
finally notice that there are some missing persons. Although it is the story of an 
engaged-couple and their impending marriage, the parents are never mentioned. I find 
this astounding. Marriages, in that culture, were arranged by the families and were 
more of a social accomplishment for the parents than for the young couple. The names 
of the fathers of these two are found only in the genealogical tables. The mothers are 
never named. We notice, also, that his young women Mary seems to be terribly alone 
and on her own. If this is the case (we will examine this evidence later) it accounts for her 
status as a bond slave. Youngsters that were left orphans with no close relatives were 
simply given to any family that would house and feed them in return for their labor. 
This was probably her situation when the story opens. Such a status gives force to her 
Son’s remark later –- that He “came not to be served but to serve.” Her lowly social status 
in no way reflects on her personal character or ancestry. This girl was of royal blood, a 
descendant of David the King. But her status does remind us how powerless and poor 
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among the nations Israel had become. It had been 500 years since Israel had a king and 
a 1000 years since the dynasty was founded by David. 

 

Gabriel’s Second Visit 
 

Six months after Gabriel (the Person in luminous clothing) was sent to Zacharias 
in the Temple of Jerusalem, he was dispatched again, this time to Nazareth to “a virgin 
engaged to a man whose name was Joseph (also a descendant of King David) and the virgin’s 
name was Mary” (Luke 1:26-28). The multitude of paintings of the annunciation usually 
show a beautiful girl sitting in a garden of lilies thinking beautiful and poetic thoughts 
while white doves swirl around the garden. 

 

It couldn’t have been anything like that. In the first place, Gabriel found her in a 
house. He  “came in unto her” – an idiom for entering a house. And she undoubtedly was 
hard at work. Whatever her social status, the village women worked from dawn to dusk 
and if she were indeed a bondservant, her work would be unending. Not only that, but 
since she had recently become engaged, she would be expected to begin to weave and 
sew the household goods that she would need for herself. This would have to be done 
in her “spare time.” So Gabriel found her busy and alone. Visitors did not knock in those 
days unless it was late at night after the doors were barred. They simply stepped inside 
and called the name of the person they wished to see. 

 

Now consider Gabriel’s greeting, “Hail, highly favored. The Lord is with thee. Blessed 
art thou among women.” 

 

We know, of course, what he was talking about, but is there anything in that 
sentence that could have given Mary any clue as to the purpose of his visit?  If you are a 
woman reading this, think back –- think about to when you were in high school (for this 
was her approximate age) and imagine what you might have done or said if a visitor 
who was quite apparently from another world greeting you that way.  Mary didn’t say 
a silly word, she didn’t scream, she didn’t faint, and she didn’t run away. She quietly 
“cast about in her mind” –- that is, she mentally touched all the bases to identify what this 
could refer to.  She was not easily panicked, and she never spoke without thinking 
about it. This was remarkable self-possession in a teen-age girl. It was her habit to think 
things over carefully. Whether this was the result of a lifetime as a servant and the 
necessary self-discipline, we can’t say. But Gabriel sees that for all he quiet and steady 
gaze she is frightened. 

 

Gabriel says, “Fear not, Mary: for thou hast found favor with God. And, behold –- [This 
word always introduces an astonishing thing] –- thou shalt conceive in thy womb, and bring 
forth a son, and shalt call his name JESUS” (Luke 1:30-31). 

 

Now she is really startled for Gabriel had just used a word that means to 
“conceive immediately.” If he had just said, “You shall conceive and bear a son” [as it has been 
translated in our Bibles],” she would have been pleased and thankful, for she certainly 
hoped that when she and Joseph were married, that she would have many sons. But the 
original language tells us that Gabriel said, “immediately,” or, “right away” and she was 
not yet married. 

 

Notice in Luke 1:26-28 that Gabriel talks for a while column in our Bible while  
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Mary says just two sentences, and they are as brief as they can possibly be. Not an extra 
word, but she asked the obvious and practical question, “How can this be, seeing I know 
not a man?” 

 

Her question did not indicate doubt, but simply a desire for factual information. 
It is interesting to note that when Gabriel told Zacharias. Zacharias said, “It is too late,” 
and Mary said, “It is too soon.”  

 

Because she believed (unlike Zacharias), Gabriel immediately gave her a 
beautiful and mysterious answer, “The Power of the Highest shall overshadow thee.” And 
then, to reward and strengthen her faith, he told her that Elizabeth, her aged cousin, 
was six months pregnant –- to demonstrate that nothing is too hard for the Lord.   

 

It appears that after this last statement Gabriel simply stood and looked at Mary 
and Mary stood and looked at Gabriel and then realized that he was waiting for her 
consent. God never encroaches upon the human will or person. Her answer is typically 
brief, “Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to thy word [or, you see before 
you a woman slave who belongs to the Lord. Let it be to me, as you have said] (Luke 1:38). 

 

A Sudden Departure 
 

The next day Mary must have wondered if she had dreamed the whole thing. 
After all, wasn’t it a little preposterous that she would be chosen for this great honor? 
But within a very short time she would have the proof within herself that indeed it was 
true. Her monthly cycle had stopped: she was pregnant. 

 

“ And Mary arose in those days, and went into the hill country 
with haste, into a city of Juda; And entered into the house of 
Zacharias, and saluted Elisabeth” (Luke 1:39-40). 

 

The phrase, “and Mary arose” is an idiom that means to act in preparation, to 
interrupt the usual proceedings, to act upon a decision. Mary decided, probably for her 
own sake and for Elizabeth’s that she should go to her. There was a procedure for 
taking such a trip. She would have gone down to the well at daybreak some morning 
when she knew there was a caravan going to Jerusalem being assembled. No one, not 
even a soldier, would travel alone, for it was too dangerous. Sometimes there would be 
several caravans forming at the well, watering animals, filling the water skins for the 
trip. All she had to do was simply arrive and walk with them anywhere in the train. 
Here again it seems that she was terrible alone. It is almost inconceivable that if she had 
parents living, she would have been allowed to make such a trip. They were more 
careful and strict with their young daughters then our culture is, and this was 
particularly true of an engaged girl. It was an unheard of thing that she was doing. It 
also sounds as though she had no closer female relative than Elizabeth. “His (Jesus) 
mother’s sister,” is mentioned by John in John 19:25., but whether the “sister’ was simply 
a kinswoman (cousin), older or younger, we have no information. 

 

If it were a local caravan of Jewish people they probably would have followed 
the route that took them east across the high country about 23 miles to Galilee, crossed 
the Jordan at the Bridge of the Daughters of Jacob and gone south on the old Kings 
Highway through Perea, back across the Jordan at Jericho, and 20 miles up the steep 
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switchback road to Jerusalem. It would have been about 85 miles much of it on dirt 
roads. All of this round-about route was, of course, to avoid passing through the 
territory of the Samaritans. If the caravans were going due south through Samaria, it 
would have been only about 60 miles. Such travelers did not ride but used the donkeys 
as pack animals. Only Roman army officers of high rank rode horses and a very high-
born lady might travel in a litter or sedan chair. Everyone expected to walk. That is 
what legs wee for.  

 

At Jerusalem the caravan would break up –- each traveler going to own way to 
relatives or business. Mary (and it probably was her first visit to the City of the Great 
King) by inquiry could easily find that Ein Karem, Zacharias’ village, was only four 
miles west of Jerusalem on the Jaffa Road.  The whole journey took possibly four or five 
days, depending on the route taken. 

 

As was the custom when she arrived at the house, she simply stepped inside and 
called out Elizabeth’s name. At the sound of her voice, the Holy Spirit came upon 
Elizabeth in a great infilling and also revealed to her what had happened to Mary. 
Elizabeth, inspired by the Holy Spirit, blessed Mary and in the blessing mentioned the 
fact that Mary had believed what Gabriel had told her. It is interesting to note that as far 
as the record goes Mary never told a single person her great secret. God chose and prepared 
a close-mouthed young woman who could keep the greatest of all secrets. In Luke 2:46-
55 we have the only speech Mary ever made. Elsewhere in the New Testament she 
speaks only in single sentences. This passage is called the “Magnificat” from its first 
Latin word which means “I magnify,” it is translated “My soul doth magnify he Lord.” 
Mary’s “Magnificat” is inspired and prophetic and is a shout of triumph. At this point it 
was pure unmixed joy! 

 

Luke 1:56 states, “Mary abode with her about three months, and returned to her own 
house.” 

 

Now anyone can add that up and see what happened. Elizabeth had been six 
months along when Gabriel came to Mary. It was not immediately but some time later 
that Mary arose “in haste” to go to Elizabeth. So when Mary came. It is obvious that 
Mary stayed 3 more months to wait for the birth of the baby John. This would have 
been help to Elizabeth –- and Mary must have been a wonderful help. But it seems to 
have been more than that. God was seeing to it that Mary had the graduate course in 
childbirth that she was going to need.   
 

Down At The Well 
 

So when young John was about two or three weeks old, Mary came home again 
to Nazareth. She had left “in haste.” No one knew why she had gone nor where. What 
an extraordinary thing for an engaged girl to do! She should have been weaving her 
linens. Can you imagine how perplexed Joseph must have been –- and his family? They 
waited a week, then two weeks, a month, and finally three months. Then just as 
suddenly, she is back. But the worst for Joseph is still to come. In another month surely 
the whole town knew that Mary was with child. 

 

Let’s go down to the well (now, ironically enough called, “Mary’s Well”). The 
well was more than a place for water. It was the Laundromat, the newspaper, the local 
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club and the Mutual Aid Society. Here at the well, those who had happened to be on 
hand, and would have seen Mary arrive with a little group of travelers. So they, no 
doubt, would told the news that they were the first to know –- “Mary was back!” Just a 
few weeks later the talk at the well was more somber –- and secretive –- and stopped 
when Mary arrived with her heavy water jar. We can guess what they said since people 
have not changed much. I wonder if they might of said things like: 

 

“Mary, of all people!”    
“Do you suppose she had been abandoned by her lover?” 
“These quiet ones will fool you every time.” 
“Joseph looks just terrible –- he is so thin and said.”  
“Joseph’s mother doesn’t know a thing. I asked her right out.” 


