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 When an angel appears to a pregnant woman in the Bible, it is often a mixed blessing. 

  It happens a number of times, but most people are most familiar with Mary. 

  An angel appears to Mary and tells her she will have a child, Jesus. 

  And her first reaction is to be afraid.  

Fear is a reasonable reaction because among other things, she’s not married. 

If Mary could have known how Jesus would die,  

I’m not sure it would have helped.  

   So an angel appears to Mary and it is a mixed blessing. 

   A point to which I’ll return in a bit. 

 But first, consider the many OTHER angelic appearances to pregnant women. 

  The very FIRST time an angel appears to a pregnant woman is Hagar. 

  It’s reported in Genesis chapter 16, at the birth of Ishmael. 

  Ishmael and Hagar are outcasts, and rejected by Abraham. 

  Abraham is the primary vessel for God’s promise in the world at that point. 

  So to be rejected by Sarah - - and then Abraham - - is not so good. 

  And the angel appears and promises a blessing, but they remain outcast. 

   Again, it is a mixed blessing. 

 Much later in the history of the Hebrew people, and angel appears to Manoah’s wife. 

  If you know who that is, you are a good student of the Bible! 

  She is Samson’s mother.  /   The Bible never mentions her name. 
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 Samson’s mother was unable to bear children for a long time. 

  It’s very similar to Sarah’s situation. 

 Samson grew up to be a great warrior. 

He delivered the Hebrew people from threatening enemies. 

  But he was tortured and ended up killing himself while saving his people. 

  So like Jesus - - he gave his life to save others. 

  But unlike Jesus - - he accidentally caused his own death. 

   His fate - - and the fate of the Hebrew people - - certainly is a mix. 

   A mix of tragedy - - and blessing. 

 An angel also appeared to Zechariah just before John the Baptist and Jesus were born. 

  Zechariah was John’s father - - and he was immediately struck mute. 

  John helped prepare the way for Jesus - - but he also died a gruesome death. 

  Mark’s gospel tells us that he was beheaded in prison, at Herodias’ request. 

   Again, like with the others it’s probably better his parents did not know. 

 Imagine knowing the price your son would pay - - to be an instrument of justice.  

  I think we can say, with some certainty, that it is often a mixed blessing. 

 And so - - by the time an angel appears to Mary to tell her about Jesus birth - - there is 

reason to be cautious.  /   If Mary knew about any of that history - - she would certainly be afraid 

when an angel showed up.  /   And maybe even more afraid - - after the angel departed…   

 As I said at the beginning, when an angel appears to a pregnant woman in the Bible, it is 

a mixed blessing.  /   And that is because of the circumstances into which many of the main 

characters in the Bible were born.   
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The world and all its most evil and violent and threatening are where God shows up.     

And it is into these challenging and dangerous situations that God helps to give BIRTH.  

 Each of these amazing people:  

Ishmael, Samson, John and Jesus  

bring a kind of delivery. 

 People are in trouble - - and then they are delivered. 

  According to the Bible - - God sends people to deliver others. 

  According to the Bible - - God calls people - -  

- - to help deliver others - - from trouble. 

 Being an instrument of God’s deliverance is a great blessing to others. 

 And that is what these amazing babies - - were called to do. 

 Let’s look at each situation again and see what I mean… 

 First Ishmael and Hagar: 

 Hagar gave birth to Abraham’s first son, Ishmael.  /   Ishmael is known as the beginning 

of the people who eventually followed the religion of Islam. /  In Islam Ishmael is considered a 

prophet and an ancestor of Mohammed.  /   So from the standpoint of Christianity - - he is 

EITHER an OUTCAST or a COUSIN.  /   He is either a representative of those who are different 

and foreign and OTHER than - - or he is the kinship link that could unite the world’s religions.   

 Hagar and Ishmael disappear from the Biblical story after the angel appears to them. 

 But before they do we are told that God blessed them. 

 Later in her old age Abraham’s wife Sarah would have a son too. 

  Her son Isaac is considered Abraham’s first born and inherits his mission. 

  God’s promise to bless the Hebrew people - - comes through Isaac. 
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 But the promise is fulfilled - - only after this lengthy detour - - through the life of an 

outcast.  /   The Old Testament wants us to see that nothing can stop God’s intention to bless the 

whole world.  /  But that blessing comes - - with a cost. 

 Later comes Samson - - who reminds us that there’s no super hero without a flaw. 

 He is one of the last Judges in Israel before the dawn of kings. 

 Samson is a great warrior and strong.  /   His strength is associated with his long hair.   

  But Samson is betrayed by Delilah who cuts it off. 

  Subsequently he has his eyes gouged out in prison. 

 Later after his hair grows back he defeats the Philistine enemies by collapsing a temple 

on them when he pushes a pillar aside.  /   It falls on them but also kills him.   

 With these two Old Testament angelic appearances a pattern is set up. 

 Angelic births to women about to DELIVER a child - -  

- - foretell the birth of someone who will DELIVER his people. 

 But the delivery from oppression - - will come with a cost. 

  Usually a cost that will be paid - - by the one doing the delivering. 

 John the Baptist follows in the pattern. 

  And then - - so does Jesus. 

   The good news is that another part of the pattern is - - the un-stop-ability of God. 

  None of these stories are about clear and easy victories. 

  None of these stories are about things moving quickly to resolution. 

 Instead the path is full of twists and turns. 

  There are detours through the land of the outcast. 

  The parents are often not the most noble nor wealthy people. 
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 Jesus death - - does not set things right either. 

  The resurrection leaves followers with fear and a lot of questions. 

  And Jesus death is ANOTHER moment - - where an angel appears. 

 We are promised that Jesus will return to set things right. 

  But when…? 

 The way the Bible tells the story - - when is a mystery. 

  The only thing that is NOT a mystery - - is IF. 

 God WILL bless - - and does bless. 

  There’s no question. 

 And God’s blessing does NOT do away with all the mixed up stuff in life… 

  At least not for a while. 

 The question for us is: 

will we have faith in the IF - - while waiting for the WHEN? 

 It all makes me wonder if the angels ever ask these same questions. 

 Ann Weems suggests something similar in a poem called “This Year” 

  “I wonder if there’s some ordering rank among the angels… 

   as they move into procession. 

  Or is everybody - - free to fly wherever the spirit moves? 

  Or do they even think about it? 

  Perhaps when God calls, perhaps they just come, 

   this multitude of heavenly hosts. 

  Perhaps they come, winging through the winds of time, 

   full of expectancy… 
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  Perhaps they come, 

   full of hope. 

  Hope that THIS YEAR - -  

- - perhaps THIS YEAR - -  

(perhaps) 

the earth will fall to its knees 

      in a whisper of “peace”. 

 Well to respond to Ann Weems in her poem: 

  I don’t know about the angels. 

  But I hope that this NEXT year might have some whisper of peace. 

 The angels all announced children who were all delivered into a world of trouble. 

  And those children grew up to try to deliver people from trouble. 

 As best we can - - may we all hold on to God’s promise of delivery. 

       Amen 

 

 


