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December 4th, 2022 

Luke 1:26 – 38 “Perplexed and Confused”  

 

Good morning.  As many of you noticed, the sermon title on the cover of 

our bulletin last week was, “Perplexed and Confused.” But inside the 

bulletin it listed the title as “The Mountain of the Lord” which coincided 

with the slides on the monitors.  To complicate matters, I wouldn’t give 

anyone a straight answer about whether it was Hope Sunday or Peace 

Sunday on the advent calendar.  I even suggested that it might be both 

which led some people to ask, “Well if it’s both then what’s next Sunday 

now that peace and hope have been used up?”  And I’m sure that led 

some to think that maybe last week’s bulletin cover was the correct 

sermon title because there was a lot of perplexity and confusion going 

on!  Now, for those who think this week is going to dispel any perplexity 

or confusion I’m afraid you might be disappointed, especially since this 

week’s sermon is called “Perplexed and Confused.” Okay, but Jesse, 

what Sunday is it?  What candle are we supposed to light?  A purple 

one?  A pink one?  I know it’s not the white one … right?  The answer 

is, “purple,” but remember, the advent candles and the designation for 

each Sunday of advent is an artificial construct passed down to us by 

pre-Christian era Scandinavian pagans and refined by, I don’t know, 

maybe Cokesbury publishing in the mid- 20th century.  In the end, we get 

to designate what Sunday this.  So let’s just jump in this morning and 

we’ll talk later about what we want to call this Sunday.   

 

The story we have in front of us this morning is the angel Gabriel’s 

announcement to Mary that she would give birth to a son who was to be 

named Jesus.  Mary was a young woman from Galilee who was engaged 

to a man named Joseph. I’m sure she didn’t think she was anyone 

special. She was experiencing life in the way most other women of her 

age and culture did. But then out of the blue, an angel named Gabriel 

appeared before her and said, “Greetings, favored one, the Lord is with 

you!”  Luke writes that she was “perplexed.” So perhaps _______ lit the 

“candle of perplexity this morning.” I don’t know.  Honestly, that 

sounds like some kind of magical artifact that someone in Lord of the 
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Rings used to slay a dragon or something. So let’s just shelve that idea 

for now and put ourselves in Mary’s position for a moment.   

 

Most anyone would feel perplexed if an angel just came out of nowhere 

and gave the kind of greeting that Gabriel gave to Mary.  After his 

greeting, Gabriel said, “Do not be afraid.” Earlier in this chapter, Gabriel 

visited the priest Zechariah to tell him that his wife Elizabeth, Mary’s 

cousin, would give birth to a son named John who would eventually be 

the one who prepared the way for Jesus.  Gabriel had to say the same 

thing to Zechariah – “Do not be afraid.”  The reason Gabriel had to say, 

“Don’t be afraid” was that Zechariah “was terrified; and fear 

overwhelmed him.” This wasn’t the case for Mary though. She was just 

perplexed and confused because Gabriel said, “Greetings, favored one! 

The Lord is with you.” Mary’s confusion had to do with not 

understanding the kind of greeting this was. I can imagine it went down 

something like this:  Gabriel appeared before Mary and said, “Greetings, 

favored one!  The Lord is with you.”  Then Mary might have said, 

“Okay, what’s this all about?  What do you mean ‘the Lord is with you?’  

The Lord is with us all, right?”  Then Gabriel said, “Do not be afraid, 

Mary for you have found favor with God.”  See, to me that sounds like a 

preemptive “Do not be afraid.”  Kind of like when someone says, 

“Okay, I have some news for you, but you’d better sit down.”   

 

Then Gabriel gave her the news.  “God has found favor with you and 

will cause you to conceive and bear a son and you’ll name him Jesus and 

God’s going to place him on the throne of your ancestor David, and he’ll 

rule forever and ever.”  Now we’re beginning to see why Gabriel said, 

“Do not be afraid.”  A young virgin woman is told that she will become 

pregnant by divine means. Then she’s going to have to explain herself to 

her husband-to-be, her family, and her community.  I’d say that’s 

enough to tip you over from perplexity into anxiety.  And no, we are not 

going to call this “anxiety Sunday.”  Besides, we can’t.  Because in 

verse 38 Mary says, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with 

me according to your word.” One thousand nine hundred and seventy 

years later, the Beatles would write a song about it.  “Let it Be.” 
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I’m sure I’ve said this before, but “Fear not” or “Do not be afraid” is the 

most common phrase in the Bible -- Old or New Testament.  Fear is a 

strange word though.  In Greek, the language of the New Testament, the 

word most often used for fear is “phobos” which makes sense because 

people who have chronic irrational fears are said to have “phobias.”  

Arachnophobia is the fear of spiders.  Xenophobia is the fear of people 

who are different. This kind of fear is equal to “terror” or “dread.”  In 

Hebrew, the language of the Old Testament, the word most often used 

for fear is “yirah” which implies deep reverence or awe. This can be 

confusing though, especially when we translate these words into 

English.  In Proverbs, a common phrase is used throughout the book: 

“The Fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” Okay.  Fear the 

Lord. Got it. But then you turn around and the next thing you know, God 

or an agent of God is telling folks “Fear not.”  Which is it?  Be afraid or 

don’t be afraid?  Are we talking about terror or wonder?  How do we as 

God’s church decipher which kind of fear it is?  Is it destructive or is it 

generative?  

 

In this day and age, how often do we hear the words, “fear not” when 

we’re faced with a potential catastrophe? You don’t get it much from the 

news media, that’s for sure. But that’s not really the news media’s job is 

it?  It’s their job to warn people about potential dangers. Two days 

before tornadoes ripped through much of the southeast this past week, 

meteorologists warned people about the storms so they could prepare for 

a disaster.  When a potentially destructive storm is closing in, “fear not” 

isn’t always an appropriate announcement to make, is it? But let’s not 

leave here this morning without talking about our reaction to the news 

of potential danger. Earlier this year, meteorologists warned the 

residents of Florida about two hurricanes that would make landfall – one 

on the Gulf Coast, then shortly after on the Atlantic Coast. In both cases, 

notices were sent out well in advance for people to evacuate vulnerable 

areas. Did everyone heed those warnings?  Of course not.  Some people 

died because they failed to pay heed to the warnings. Three years ago, 

epidemiologists warned the world that a potentially deadly coronavirus 
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was on the move and that we needed to act quickly to prevent the spread. 

They told us that the precautionary measures necessary to contain the 

virus would be inconvenient - even disruptive. Did everyone heed the 

warnings?  Of course not. And once again, we paid the consequences. 

But this isn’t a new phenomenon, is it?  Israel and Judah failed to heed 

the prophets’ warnings when they were facing the destruction of their 

divided kingdom.  They paid the price for it when the Babylonians 

invaded destroying their capitol city and their temple.  It wasn’t until 

they were taken away to a strange land that they understood the 

consequences of their ignorance.  While in Babylon they felt lost. They 

felt helpless and hopeless. They recognized that it was their own fault - 

that they had failed to listen to the prophets’ warnings.  They were 

scared too.  What would become of their homeland?  What would 

become of their religious heritage and their culture?  Did God say, “I 

told you so?”  Well, yeah, a little. But that’s also when God gave them 

the assurance that they would eventually return to their homeland.  

That’s when God said, “Do not be afraid.” That’s when God assured the 

captive Israelites that a messiah would come. And as Gabriel told Mary, 

“He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the 

Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will 

reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will 

have no end.”  God always provides a way forward.  God always 

provides hope.  Oh, so then it is hope Sunday?  Mmmm … I don’t know.  

I’m still not ready to commit.   

 

We, as the church, place our hope in Jesus, the light of the world … the 

one who sits upon God’s throne.  Advent is a time of preparation to get 

us ready for the celebration of Christ’s arrival into the world.  In Christ 

we are able to face our challenges with faith instead of phobia. “The 

angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with 

God. And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you 

will name him Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the 

Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor 

David. He will reign over the house of Jacob for ever, and of his 

kingdom there will be no end.’” One thousand seven hundred and forty 



5 
 

years later, this inspired George Frideric Handel and Charles Jennens to 

write an oratorio called “Messiah.”  

 

The graphic for this week’s worship service which you can see on the 

screen and on the cover of your bulletin is from a painting by Carmelle 

Beaugelin.  It’s called “Mary’s Golden Annunciation.”  In an effort to 

explain her painting, Carmelle writes, “In Mary’s ‘yes’ uttered in her 

Magnificat, we see the transformation of a young teenage girl from 

fearful to determined, from simply accepting to deciding, from passivity 

to agency, from betrothed to surrogate mother of God – an honor rarer 

than gold.  Perhaps the most remarkable annunciation in this passage is 

not the messenger’s revelation to Mary, but Mary’s ‘yes’ to the call.” 

 

I still haven’t made up my mind.  Is it “fear not” Sunday, or is it “yes” 

Sunday?  Like last week, I think it might be both.   


