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“Gabriel” 

Luke 1:26-38 

 

 Our passage this morning, known as the Annunciation of Mary, is familiar for it is read most 

every Advent.  Usually we focus on Mary’s thoughts and experiences.  And yet today, on this first 

Sunday of Advent, I want us to reflect a little while on the messenger - the angel Gabriel.     

 For the angel Gabriel appears twice in the first chapter of the gospel of Luke.  Gabriel spoke 

words of hope to Zechariah in the Temple telling him that his wife Elizabeth would bear a child in her 

old age and they should name him John.  And it was Gabriel who revealed to Mary that she too was to 

have a child. These two references are the only times Gabriel is mentioned in the New Testament.  

Actually Gabriel is only found five times in all of scripture - the other three being in the book of Daniel 

- twice after the prophet had a vision that Gabriel explained in Daniel 8 and again in Daniel 9 after 

Daniel prayed for understanding and Gabriel appeared offering just that. 

 What does scripture tell us about Gabriel?  Not really very much.  While there are many 

angels referenced in Scripture Gabriel is one of only two named angels in the Old and New 

Testaments.  Michael being the other. Gabriel only speaks to three biblical characters - Daniel, 

Zechariah and Mary.  It is clear from the appearances to Daniel and Zechariah that the appearance of 

an angel is initially frightening. Whether that is because of an angel’s sudden appearance or because of 

some other manifestation that accompanies the angel we do not know.  But many like to speculate!  

What we do know is that Daniel fell on his face at the sight of Gabriel and Daniel was sick for days 

after his experience.  Zechariah was “terrified and fear overwhelmed him.”   And Gabriel after his 

initial greeting said “Do not be afraid” to Mary although scripture does not say specifically that she 
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was as frightened or startled as Daniel and Zechariah were.  Maybe she was just too young and 

intrigued to know to be frightened!   

 Many people speak of Gabriel as an archangel but scripture does not tell us that fact.  That fact 

comes from the book of Enoch, an influential Jewish work written between the Old and New 

Testaments, which referenced Gabriel as an archangel.  Friends, the canonical scriptures never once 

call Gabriel an archangel.  That distinction was given only to Michael.   

 And yet Gabriel’s role in chapter one of the gospel of Luke is important.  For his messages set 

in motion everything that was to come and remind us of some important traits of the God who sent him 

to proclaim these messages.   

 First, God speaks wherever and to whomever God chooses.  Think about it.  Zechariah was a 

priest who was praying to God in the Jerusalem Temple.  For the faithful Jews the very act of praying 

and offering incense to God in the inner sanctuary implied a belief that God would speak to the priest 

who was present.  After all the people waited outside to hear what Zechariah would reveal.  And if we 

are honest when we come to worship as the Jews did that day so long ago we come hoping to hear a 

word from God. Not necessarily from an angel but through our experiences!    

 But Mary was just a young girl - most scholars believe she was 14-15 years old - a young 

teenager - recently betrothed to Joseph.  Nothing indicates she was praying or seeking God’s guidance.  

No wonder she was startled.  Not only was she young but she lived in Nazareth - a teeny, tiny village - 

one we would call today a no stoplight town - in the back country of Galilee.  Think of the many small 

towns you drive through on back roads today in rural America.  Some scholars have said Nazareth was 

an insignificant village of perhaps 150 people.  Nazareth is not mentioned anywhere in the Old 

Testament, Talmud, Midrash or Josephus.  Mary was a nobody in a tiny town of no distinction.  And 
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yet God sent Gabriel to her with an important message.    

 Friends, our God cares for all kinds of people.  Our God cares for the priestly, the innocent, the 

old, and the young. God is present in temples and sanctuaries and in our homes, on street corners and 

on dusty roads.  God is present in cities, and in small towns and villages throughout the world.  God 

is present and listening when we are praying and reaching out and God is watching and preparing us to 

be his servants even before we are aware of his desires for our lives.  God sends messages to all kinds 

of people. And my friends, what that tells us is that God can and will speak to us too if we are willing 

to open ourselves to hear God’s word.    

 The other thing that is interesting is that of the three people Gabriel was sent to speak to two 

were men and only one was female - Mary.  This does not seem strange to us today but in Jewish 

tradition and in patriarchal societies, women, in general, and particularly young unmarried girls, were 

not directly greeted.  This was very unusual!  And yet Gabriel was sent with a message to a young 

teenage female child.  No doubt Gabriel wondered about that!   

 Fredrick Buechner in one of his writings tries to imagine the thoughts of Gabriel as he delivers 

the message to Mary. He writes: “She struck him as hardly old enough to have a child at all, let alone 

this child. But he had been entrusted with a message and that's what angels do—deliver messages. 

‘You mustn't be afraid Mary,' said Gabriel, and as he said it, he only hoped she wouldn't notice that 

beneath the great golden wings he himself was trembling with fear to think that the whole future of 

salvation hung on the answer of that little girl." (sermons.com/sermon/impossible-possibilities/1442504)    

Amazing, isn’t it! 

 Friends, what this teaches us is that not only does God speak to men and women and all ages 

God’s word has the power to alter the course of our lives forever.  For when Gabriel spoke - the truth 
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he revealed was that Mary had found favor with God.  She had been chosen - set apart for a special 

task.  Mind you the task she had been given was not an easy task for a young girl.  She was called to 

go into the unknown.  It was one thing for Elizabeth - an older woman who had prayed for a child for 

years - to become pregnant.  But Mary was a virgin - never having known the marriage bed.  To be 

found pregnant before her marriage in that day and age was to risk criticism and scorn. And she knew 

it.  And yet the only question she asked was a question of causation.  How will this happen?   

 And yet when Gabriel answered - with what surely did not reveal the specifics - after all what 

did it mean that the  

 “Holy Spirit would come upon her  

  and the power of the Most High will overshadow you...”   

It was enough for her.  For Mary responded  

 “Here am I, the servant of the Lord;  

  let it be with me according to your word.”    

 And finally what Gabriel’s message reveals is that when God calls us, when God chooses us for 

a special task,  God also provides what we need to understand and to fulfill that task.  Mary did not 

ask for a sign like Zechariah did.  She just trusted.  Maybe she was too young to know to ask for a 

sign or too overwhelmed to think that fast!  But Gabriel knew she would wish she had when she 

thought about it!  So Gabriel, having been sent by God to relay two messages, knew God had sent him 

on these two missions for a reason. For they were connected.  He knew that once he left Mary would 

be alone and frightened and would need someone to help her come to terms with God’s gift.  And God 

had provided that with Elizabeth’s pregnancy five months before.  And so Gabriel told Mary that 

Elizabeth, her relative, who she knew had never had a child and was old, had also conceived and would 
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bear a son.  Another miracle!  Elizabeth was older and wiser and Mary clearly trusted her relative 

enough to go to her.  For maybe Elizabeth could help Mary confirm all that Gabriel had told her and 

more than likely ease her fears about what was to come.  Elizabeth was not an angel who would 

disappear but a living human being who could guide Mary as she began this important journey.  And 

my friends, we all need that. 

 In the book “At Home in Mitford,” Father Tim comes to his Episcopal sanctuary one evening 

just after dark. He doesn’t expect to see anyone, but he quickly notices that there is a man sitting in one 

of the pews. He starts to offer the man some help but then notices that the man’s head is bowed. He is 

praying. Gradually his prayer becomes more and more audible, louder and louder. Finally he lifts his 

face toward the ceiling and screams, “If you’re up there, prove it!”  

 Father Tim slips into the pew next to this stranger and says quietly,  

“I think the question is not ‘Are you up there?’ but rather  

 ‘Are you down here?’” (retrieved from 

sermons.com/sermon/i-believe-that-jesus-was-conceived-by-the-holy-spirit/1359964, Howell, James C., The Life We Claim, (Abingdon: 

Nashville, 2005), p. 42)   

 God knows my friends, that what we need are people who are down here who are willing to 

walk alongside us when we are crying out in the night.  When we are called into difficult 

circumstances  

and need confirmation of what God has called us to do.  My prayer this Advent is that God will place 

us in situations where we too can hear the voices of those who are crying out in the night and that we 

can be those whom God uses to comfort others and to offer words of encouragement so that all the 

world might respond to God’s call as Mary did saying “Here I am, the servant of the Lord. Let it be 

with me according to your word.”         


