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FCCOE; 12/12/21; Luke 1:39-56; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

“A Song of Joy” 

Introduction: Imagine, if you will, eavesdropping on a conversation taking place in the heavenly realms 

among the members of the Trinity. If it’s not too irreverent, imagine Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 

sprawled out on couches, feet up on coffee tables, mugs of something in their hands, discussing the 

state of the world. Not surprisingly, they’re not very happy. There is much brokenness, much pain and 

suffering, crying and death. The peoples of the world have not, in general, been treating each other very 

well, nor the creation that has been entrusted to them. Idolatry, injustice, and selfishness seem to rule 

the day. But, remarkably, instead of draining their mugs and concluding their conversation by saying, 

“That’s it; we’ve had it; we’re done,” what you hear instead is, “We’re going in!” 

This is what Christmas—the incarnation—is all about. It is about God “going in” and dwelling among us 

as the Word made flesh in the person of Jesus, in order to rescue that which he has created. Such a 

rescue we’ll hear described for us this morning in song. It’s a song of joy that Mary sang after her 

relative, Elizabeth, had affirmed for her that she wasn’t crazy, that she had been favored by God, that 

the child she would miraculously bear would bring blessing, both to her and to the world. The child, in 

fact, would launch a revolution, not by means of soldiers and swords, but by means of hearts that have 

been changed to live according to the counter-cultural kingdom of God.  

Let’s hear Mary’s song, and then consider the joy, the revolution, and the invitation it offers us.  [READ] 

I. Aching for a Better World  

 A. The song of Mary is known as the Magnificat, which is the Latin translation of “magnifies” (or 

glorifies), with which the song begins. It is one of the most famous songs in the Christian tradition, sung 

or prayed or chanted, from cathedrals to tiny churches to personal prayer closets, and even set to music 

with trumpets and kettledrums by Johann Sebastian Bach. The sense of joy that pervades arises out of 

the fact that, like the members of the trinity as we have just described them above, Mary and Elizabeth 

and all Israel with them had been longing for a better world. They lived in the dark days of Herod the 

Great and the ongoing threat of his bullying and brutality, backed up by the strong arm of the Roman 

Empire. Ancient Israel ached for that day when all that the prophets had promised would come to pass, 

that day when her God would do what he had said, that day when all nations would be blessed through 

the descendants of Abraham, that day when the bullies and the powerbrokers and the wealthy 

oppressors would be toppled. They ached, like we ache, for better headlines, for a better world. That 

day, Mary declared, in Jesus had begun. 

 B. As Mary reflected, during her 100-mile journey to Elizabeth’s house, on what the angel had 

told her, as she pondered the welcome she received upon her arrival, she began to move beyond how 

she would conceive (her prior concern, v. 34), to who she would actually bring into the world. As this 

started to become clearer, joy abounded such that she just had to sing. Song has a unique way of 

helping us express our joy and our praise.  

Illustration: I remember when Thais was in high school and one of her teammates broke the boy’s 

course record that had stood for years. He had his dad exchanged a hug and a handshake after the race 

was over. But the dad later confessed to me that their celebration wasn’t really complete until father 

and son arrived home and expressed their joy together by singing and dancing around their kitchen!  
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II. A Personal and Missional Song 

 A. Mary’s song had both a personal, and a missional rejoicing to it. It was personal as she 

recognized and glorified God for the favor he had shown to her: “…for he has been mindful of the 

humble state of his servant” (v. 48a). The one who would be the mother of the Son of the Most High 

God, the King who would sit on David’s throne forever, would not be some famous princess who grew 

up in a fancy palace; it would be a poor, teenage girl from the backwater town of Nazareth. She would 

be an illustration of the God, as Mary sang, who was mindful of the humble state of those who seemed 

to have nothing going for them. But, what they had was God going for them! 

B. Mary’s song was also missional as she then pulled the camera back from being on herself to a 

wider-angle vision of God’s mercy: “His mercy extends to those who fear him, from generation to 

generation” (v. 50). Further, if God’s promise to bless the nations is in view when Mary ends with God 

remembering Abraham: “He has helped his servant Israel, remembering to be merciful to Abraham and 

his descendants forever, just as he promised our ancestors” (vv. 54-55), (God remembering doesn’t 

mean he has gaps where he forgets but that he has acted or is about to act), then this wider-angle of 

God’s mercy includes Gentiles as well.  

As she reflects on joy as one of the four pillars of the advent season, spiritual director Jill Hwang asks, 

How can we enter into the joy of advent if we are weary and burdened from almost two years of 

pandemic-living? What she notices in this text is how joy is linked to God’s mercy, not only in Mary’s 

song, but even immediately after when Elizabeth’s son, John is born:  

When it was time for Elizabeth to have her baby, she gave birth to a son. Her neighbors and 

relatives heard that the Lord had shown her great mercy, and they shared her joy. (Lk. 1:57f) 

Perhaps in these last couple of weeks before Christmas you might spend a few quiet moments taking 

note of God’s mercy. In the breadth of your circumstances this past year, how has God remembered to 

be merciful to you? Where have you felt his kindness? Where do you still cry out for his touch on your 

heart? Where might you ask for Jesus, Emmanuel, God with us, to be with you in those tender places? 

C. In between these personal and missional declarations of God’s mercy, Mary sketches the 

counter-cultural vision of God’s kingdom which overturns the might and power the world seeks to wield 

and believes is so valuable (VV. 51-53). We see that what God values is not the prideful who rest in their 

own accomplishments, or those who have achieved the status of being able to exercise authority over 

others, or those who have reached financial heights on the backs of others. Those whom God affirms 

and embraces are the humble and the hungry, the oppressed and dispossessed, those who have 

suffered from injustice of some kind. These are the ones God offers to bless, to lift up and fill, while at 

the same time toppling the bullies, the powerbrokers, and the wealthy oppressors.  

D. If this is what God holds as valuable, so must his people. As Jesus once put it, when his 

disciples were jockeying for position and recognition (Mk. 10:35-45):  

You know that in this world kings are tyrants, and officials lord it over the people beneath them. 

But among you it must be quite different. Whoever wants to be a leader among you must be 

your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be the slave of all. For even I, the Son of Man, 

came here not to be served but to serve others, and to give my life as a ransom for many. 
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III. The Revolution Has Begun 

 A. Well might we then ask: When will this revolution happen? When will the bullies be toppled 

and the poor and humble lifted up? Challenging to our understanding is that the verbs Mary uses are all 

past tense: He has . . .  (cf. vv. 51-54). One option is that Mary is referring to all that God had brought 

about up to the point of her song, during the days of the OT. She might be drawing on the songs of 

Moses and Miriam (Ex. 15), Deborah (Jgs. 5), and Hanna (1 Sam. 2), all of which celebrate God’s toppling 

and scattering the bullies of this world. This action of God in the past becomes the ground for what he 

will do in the future. Alternatively, these statements by Mary might be in what is called the prophetic 

aorist (past). That is, God’s revolution has begun in Jesus and will therefore be brought to completion in 

Jesus at some future point.   

B. I’m not sure we need to choose! For, the entire OT points in some way to Jesus, and his 

coming fulfills those promises. His coming, however, takes place in two stages, both of which we 

celebrate at advent. The first stage takes place in the events of his birth through his ascension; the 

second stage will occur upon his return, when he will complete what he’s begun. Mary affirms that God 

will finish what he started.  

C. What she also affirms is that since something has begun, God cares about what happens now, 

in this life—his kingdom is at hand, Jesus declares—so that when we find ourselves seeing oppression, 

seeing a need for justice to be done, we should be about the business of pursuing it, as best as we can, 

not simply waiting until the perfect future arrives.  

Illustration: It’s not just saying to a person struggling with homelessness: “Just have faith, everything 

one day will be fine, one day you’ll have a heavenly home.” Rather, it’s doing what we can, now, to find 

that person a place to live and then seeking to bring about change to the social and political structures 

that might have contributed to that person’s homelessness in the first place, all grounded in the 

counter-cultural values of the Kingdom of God.  

Joy comes, it seems, not only as we receive mercy from God but also as we extend it to others. As even 

L.L. Bean notices, proclaiming on the cover of its recent Christmas catalogue, “The Joy Is In the Giving.”  

What we find in this song then, as we share the ache of Mary and Elizabeth and the ancient Israelites for 

a better world, is an invitation to join the revolution against evil and work toward the healing of our 

planet, in the power of God’s Spirit and the company of God’s people, extending the mercy that God has 

first extended to us. Because the good news is not just that God forgives our sin so that we can go to 

heaven when we die, as significant as that is. The good news also includes the fact that the kingdom of 

God has come, and that God has already begun his restoration project. Even though it won’t be 

completed until some future date, God has a mission for us, beginning now, toward the healing of the 

brokenness that causes us to ache. Let us compassionately, in God’s mercy, work toward a better future 

with the confidence that God is bringing, and will bring, that future about.   


