
A celebration of God
Luke 1:46-55

What would make you celebrate in the sort of way where you’d forget yourself 
and cut loose without fear of what anyone thought?

Maybe Scotland making a world cup final?  Maybe the news of someone sick 
getting better?  Maybe all your money worries suddenly going away?  Maybe 
your problems at work all being solved?  Maybe finally finding a home after 
months of crossing seas and nations as a refugee?  Maybe peace when all 
you’ve lived is war?  Maybe the news of a baby to come?

And how do you act in these rare moments in life when you feel such joy, 
excitement, relief, hope and celebration?  Hug a stranger?  Shout out loud in 
the street?  Do a little dance (maybe when nobody’s watching… maybe even 
when they are!)?  Start making up a song on the spot with your own words 
and tune?  I’ve done that.

And so has Mary of Nazareth.  Luke 1:46-55 is Mary bursting into song 
because she’s celebrating in this free, wild, joyful way.  This song is a 
celebration of God.  It’s all about who He is; and what He has done, is doing 
and will do; in her life and in our world.

Mary’s song is really in two parts.  The first bit is about what God is up to in 
her own life.  And the second part is about what God is doing in this whole 
world.  She celebrates both these things, as she realises that this child 
named Jesus whom she has been given has also been given to every 
person, place and time beyond her.

Firstly, in vv.46-49, Mary sings about what God has done in her life.  And 
there’s real worship in these words.  She calls God, ‘The Lord,’ ‘God my 
Saviour,’ ‘the Mighty One,’ ‘holy is His name.’  Like all the Jews, she thought 
of and spoke of God with reverence and awe, humbled by His greatness and 
overwhelmed that He had noticed little old her.

How different that is from so many of us here and now.  We so easily speak 
of God like He’s a neighbour up the road.  Some of us like to think we know 
Him pretty well, and have a friendship with Him.  Some of us wouldn’t say we 
know Him that well, and we’re still working out how much we want to knock 
on His door and how welcome He’d be knocking on our door.
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But the bottom line is, we think of God as a guy to take or leave - some kind 
of peer that we can mix with if we like or take the huff with and ignore for a 
while - just one more person to know.  No wonder if thinking of our God in this 
way doesn’t make you feel wild celebration.

But Mary is just floored with wonder at how the awesome Creator God has 
approached her.  Like her relative Elizabeth in the passage just before, she’s 
filled with a joyful wonder at how honoured she is to have God address her, 
be at work in her life, be present with her.

When you remember just who God is and how mighty, holy, powerfully in 
charge and active in rescuing He is (as Mary does in these verses), your 
sense of ‘wow’ comes back, and so does your celebration that God is with 
you.

And that’s what Mary has to celebrate.  I suppose in a very unique way, God 
was with her - the Son of God, present physically in her womb, ready to be 
delivered to a world that needed this gift.  But simply the realisation that God 
was at work in her life, addressing her, and calling her to join in with His 
purposes, is something that any of us here can relate to this morning.

Mary says in vv.46-47: ‘My soul glorifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in 
God my Saviour.’  She’s exclaiming her celebration that the deepest parts of 
herself are lit up by God.  Are you lit up by God’s presence in your life, in the 
very depths of your human being?

You might be here this morning feeling flat as a pancake, and already 
answered ‘no’ before I could even finish the question.  Maybe you think, ‘yep, 
delighted for young Mary there, but I’m not in that place in life right now.’  
Well, if ‘that place’ means a place of things going well, let’s just review Mary’s 
situation.

You might remember from last week, Mary knew full well she was about to 
experience months or more of scandal, reputational ruin and rejection by 
friends and family.  She lived in a time and place where the king ruled with 
offensive injustice that scarred everyone’s lives; where he hurt and killed 
people on a whim.  She was a poor girl from a poor village without much 
hope for a ‘good life.’  She lived in a culture of fear, in the spotlight of scandal, 
without money or means.

But in the midst of that life reality, Mary wildly celebrated the presence of the 
awesome God, who had chosen to come and be with little old her.  That is the 
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experience and the celebration which, through Mary’s child, we are all called 
to enjoy, whatever life holds for us right now.

Thinking about the times in your life when you’ve been most deeply ‘lit up’ by 
God, what was the root of that?

In vv.50-55, Mary goes on from thinking about and celebrating what God is 
doing in her own life, to thinking about and celebrating what God is doing in 
the wider world.  Even there, we can stop and ask ourselves a question.  Are 
we even interested in what God is doing beyond our own lives, let alone 
celebrating it?

For as long as we’ve got our eyes fixed on God being my friend; my God… 
as long as we can see nothing more than what He is or isn’t doing in my life; 
we are not celebrating God as Mary shows us how.  God is at work in 
incredible ways all over the place, in the past, present and future, and Mary 
celebrates all of that next.

In v.50, Mary pours out her celebration of how God’s mercy spills out more 
widely than anybody imagined.  The word ‘mercy’ is expressed in Greek in 
the way God’s people in the Old Testament expressed it in Hebrew - God’s 
hesed - God’s ‘loyal love.’

Loyal love is a thing we all treasure and all thirst for.  It’s something to be 
desired and treasured, whatever language we express that in.  It is a faithful 
love.  Love that will not quit.  That will be there, reliably, always and whatever.  
It is love that is promised, and that keeps its promise.  Steadfast, dependable 
and constant enough to build a life on.

‘Love’ gets banded about as a word so much and in so many ways that, 
rather like the word ‘God’, everyone’s looking for it but everybody 
understands it in different ways, so that all too few people discover the 
authentic version.

Authentic love is loyal love.  The absence of loyalty in love causes pain, deep 
grief, emotional disturbances, young lives heading down the wrong path.  The 
presence of genuine loyal love heals and shapes human life in all its fullness.

Just as we discover the authentic God in Jesus Christ, Mary discovers 
authentic ‘loyal love’ in God’s gift of Jesus Christ to this world.  God’s loyal 
love is expressed, and it’s not just to Israel (who are the people God made 
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His loyal love promises to in the first place).  Mary sings here that it ‘extends 
to those who fear Him.’

Luke is reminding us here in Mary’s song that we’re going to read in his book 
about how Jesus offered the loyal love and fullness of life that God has; to the 
world beyond the borders of Israel.  Beyond the four walls of the people who 
already knew and celebrated Him.

God’s loving, saving, Kingdom-building mission spills out across all nations, 
and across all generations.  Three times in this song, Mary thinks about 
‘generations’ or ‘descendants’ - vv.48, 50 and 55.  God’s gift of His Son is not 
just to Mary.  It is not just to her people.  It is not just for her generation.  It is 
to all those, in every time and place, who fear God.

Do you notice, His mercy does not extend to everyone in the world who ever 
was or ever will be - but only to those who fear God?  What does that mean?  
vv.51-53 help us out here, sounding the strongest theme of Mary’s song.  
God lifts up the humble, but topples the proud.

Do you see the difference between those who are humble and those who are 
proud in these verses?  The humble are the ones who know they need 
something.  The hungry.  The poor.  The broken.  The proud are the ones who 
think they need nothing.  The rich.  The rulers.  The successful.

Those who think they need nothing do not fear God.  Those who know they 
need something are much more likely to express their need of and 
dependence on God - and that is what it is to fear Him.  To realise and 
express, ‘God, I am not in control.  You are.  I am not invincible.  You are.  I 
cannot make all things well.  You can.’

This is an early expression of what we are going to see a lot of in Luke’s 
gospel.  God is the God of the poor.  But in Luke’s book, ‘the poor’ does not 
simply mean those lacking money or status.  It means everyone who knows 
they lack something that they genuinely need - that is, the humble.

So we’ll meet a Roman centurion - well enough off in status and money - who 
humbly expresses his need, a need that only Jesus can meet.  And we’ll meet 
a thief on the cross next to Jesus, poor in status and money, who mocks 
Jesus and decides he has no need of Him even as he sees out his final 
hours.
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Mary sings about how God treats the humble and the haughty.  God sees 
those who are humble: those who fear Him, know that they need Him, know 
that apart from Him they’re stuffed.  Others might treat them with contempt, 
suspicion or mockery - but God lifts them and honours them.

God sees those who are haughty: those who think nothing of Him, who think 
they have no need of Him, who think that apart from Him they’re just fine.  
Others might treat them with respect, admiration for their intellectual skill and 
courage and comfortable remuneration - but God brings them down, scatters 
them, sends them away empty.

Do you need God?  Why or why not?

God says that you need God.  That’s why we’ve got the Bible from Him, to let 
us know that.  The question, as ever, is whether you believe what He’s telling 
you.  He says that there is a universal human need - for our sin to be dealt 
with, so that we might not be separated from Him anymore.  For our death to 
be conquered, so that it does not end us.

And He has offered the forgiveness of our sin and the defeat of our death in 
the gift of His Son, Mary’s child, Jesus Christ.  Dying for sin.  Rising through 
death.  Quite simply, the humble who fear God will express their need of this 
and take that gift in trust of God’s loyal love.  And the haughty will not take it, 
and will find that their sin and their death will bring them down, scatter them, 
send them off empty - it will end them.

Those who need other things in this life tend to understand all this first.  The 
broken mourner who finds that life is too hard and who can’t do anything 
other than pray.  They’ve discovered they need God.  The person whose life 
was doing fine but has suddenly been turned over by job loss, or serious 
illness, or debt or addiction or trauma - many of them tell God their need of 
Him.  They are humbled, and they get it.

And for all that I said about how ‘the poor’ in Luke are not simply to be 
equated with the poor in money or status; the truth is that the largest part of 
those who are humble in need and who fear God are the poor in money and 
status.

It’s not an accident that the church is shrinking in affluent Western Europe, 
full of haughty self-made people who think they need God no more; whilst it’s 
exploding in growth in parts of Africa, Asia and South America amongst 
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communities and whole nations who are poor in every way.  The humble are 
turning to God and joining His Kingdom.

When some of us go to Tanzania, one of the poorest nations of the world, we 
will find people praising Jesus in song and celebration more like Mary than 
we are.  People who will not understand the doubts and discontents that 
some of us carry about.

Amongst the refugee camps of Jordan and Lebanon, amongst the desperate 
migrating refugees of Syria, Iraq, Eritrea and Nigeria, amongst the cities of 
Syria where yet more bombs now fall, are people who cannot and do not say 
‘I’m alright, thanks.’  There are people who say, ‘God?  Where are you, God?  
I need you!’

So, is God meeting their needs?  Mary sings about how God has filled the 
hungry, scattered the proud, sent the rich away empty.  He acts in justice and 
mercy and compassion to level things out and set things right.

But hold on… bombs still fall on Iraq and Syria.  Refugees still drown in the 
Mediterranean.  Children still die of malnutrition.  Seriously ill people are still 
seriously ill and dying.  And terrorists still break through one time in a 
thousand to randomly snuff out the lives of innocents.

So how can we sing of God acting in justice, mercy and compassion?  How 
has He lifted the humble?  When?  ‘When’ is just the question.  Remember, 
Mary sings this song celebrating God in the shadow of a reign of terror in her 
own land.  She will be outcast.

In fact, she and her husband Joseph will face the threat of a massacre in their 
town and will become refugees fleeing to another nation.  And making ends 
meet would be a huge challenge for them as a family in all of this.  Mary 
experienced the same things that people in our world experience today.

Yet she sings.  She sings, and she will not be silent.  Like the French 
parliament broke out singing La Marseillaise in the wake of Paris’ bombs, 
Mary broke out in a joyful song in the wake of her world’s suffering.  These 
were songs that rang out with a hope of something bigger, stronger, more 
enduring in every generation and never to be destroyed.

Yet instead of singing like the French did in their anthem a song about the 
blood of their enemies running in the streets, Mary sang a song about the 
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loyal love of God lifting her, and lifting the humble of this world who tell God 
they need Him, and this Son He has given us.

In the Greek, these things that God does are written in a tense that we’re not 
used to in English.  It’s not past tense, nor present or future.  It’s something 
called the aorist tense.  It can be used in different ways, but it has the sense 
of something that goes beyond past, present and future.  Like here in Mary’s 
song, it can carry the idea of something that has begun that is yet to be 
completely fulfilled.

And that’s the point about what God does for the humble through Jesus 
Christ.  He has already given us His Son into this world.  And the promise is 
that through Him, all things will be set right.  Justice for the oppressed.  Food 
for the hungry.  Loyal love for the broken, abused and betrayed.  Every 
hunger and thirst satisfied.  And the haughty need-nothings despatched away 
for good.

This is where eternity matters.  Often, when we start to talk about eternity, we 
can wearily switch off.  ‘Yeah, yeah, it’ll all be okay one day.  What about 
today though?’  But the promise of God is incredible, and we’re brushing it off 
like we don’t have mental space for it because it’s not coming up in the next 
two weeks!  It will be all right one day.

When God’s Kingdom is completed, there will be no more illness, job loss, 
injustice, prejudice, tears, pain, grief, fear, depression, sin or death.  There 
will be no more living as if we don’t totally need and depend on God, for 
nobody who doesn’t will be there.  There will be every need that people cry 
out for now met in full and more.

So what about today?  We live today in the hope of forever.  We start building 
the foundations of God’s Kingdom here in this world today - feeding the 
hungry, comforting the mourner, holding the hand of the fearful and raging 
against the injustices.  Because we know that God will finish what He’s called 
us to join in with starting now.

It’s a long, long process, building up to eternity.  It’s going to take longer than 
your lifetime.  Rome wasn’t built in a day, and neither is the Kingdom of God.  
So the justice, mercy and compassion that Mary sings of does not happen 
instantly upon your prayers or petitions.

Recently, whilst wrestling with some of these questions of justice, I bumped 
into a guy I know on the train called Martin Johnston.  Martin is the Secretary 
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of the Church and Society Council in the Church of Scotland.  And you will 
not meet anyone with a greater passion for justice, equality and God’s priority 
for the poor of society than Martin.  So I asked him if there was anything he 
could offer us as a church in struggling with questions of justice.

He said, if you think about the movements for justice in the face of evil that 
have been most effective in modern history - for example, the battle against 
apartheid in South Africa - that justice, though far from perfect, has been 
effective because it has been established gradually.  Over generations, God’s 
Kingdom values have been built there.  Not in instant retribution, but over 
years and decades of truth and reconciliation.

It opened my eyes.  I wanted justice for the violated and massacred of Iraq 
and Syria tomorrow.  But I’ve learned that Kingdom building takes longer than 
an instant reaction and a few weeks of concentrated effort.  As my dad put it 
when I was talking to him about this stuff: Mercy is a lifestyle.  Compassion is 
a response.  Justice is a target.

We are hoping in and building towards eternity.  An eternity of peace and 
justice.  An eternity we can only participate in because of what God has 
already done.  Jesus Christ, born to the world, dying on a cross, rising from 
the grave, defeating sin and death.

Are you humble enough to accept that?  How about being humble enough to 
celebrate God - who He is, what He’s done, and what He’s going to do; not 
just in your own life, but in this world.  Not just today, but tomorrow, and in 
eternity.
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