
1 
 

Series: What’s In a Name?     December 18, 2016 

Title: Mary 

[Slide 1]  

Text: Luke 1:46-55 

Miriam 

A baby in a basket: 

[Slide 2] 

The mighty Nile River begins its journey to the sea in the snow covered 

mountains and lush rain forests of central Africa. It runs north for over 4,250 

miles, finally dividing into a network of channels that form a vast 150 mile 

wide delta as it enters the Mediterranean.  

[Slide 3] 

It was on the banks of one of those channels in the Nile delta that we find a 

young girl named Miriam. Her name, unsurprisingly, is Egyptian. It means 

“Beloved.” She is hiding in the papyrus reeds along the river bank, all the 

while watching a small floating basket made of woven papyrus reeds. Lying 

in that basket is an infant who will change the world. 

The fact that the baby is in the floating basket is a miracle all of its own. 

Pharaoh, the ruler of Egypt, had ordered that all Hebrew male babies be put 

to death as soon as they were born. But this baby’s mother couldn’t bear to 

kill her beautiful little boy. Instead, she hid him for 3 months, then devised a 

plan to keep him alive by hiding him right out in plain sight in a basket 

floating on the mighty Nile.  

In the Hebrew Bible this papyrus basket is called an “ark.” Put that together 

with the details about coating it with tar and pitch, and you’re back at the 

story of Noah and the Ark. And just as Noah’s Ark protected and preserved a 

family from which would arise a new humanity, this papyrus “ark” protected 

and preserved the child whom God would use to create a new people – a 

new humanity, if you will – to rescue His entire world. 

Miriam is the baby’s older sister. Her job is to babysit – from a discreet 

distance – in order to see what will happen to her little brother. 
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Prince of Egypt: 

As Miriam watches from the reeds on the river bank, Pharaoh’s daughter 

comes to the river to bathe. She discovers the basket and has one of her 

servants bring it to her. Inside the basket she finds a little crying baby.  She 

knows at once why the baby was hidden along the riverbank. It is one of the 

Hebrew babies that were supposed to have been put to death at birth. But 

her heart breaks for the little guy, and she decides to take him home. 

Before she does, Miriam emerges from the reeds with an offer: 

[Slide 4] 

Exodus 2:7 NIV 

Then his sister asked Pharaoh’s daughter, “Shall I go and get one of the 

Hebrew women to nurse the baby for you?” 

The princess says “Yes, go!” and so it is that Miriam arranges for her own 

mother to nurse her child – and be paid for it, no less.  

The little baby will grow up to be a prince in Egypt with the name Moses. 

One day he will lead his people out of slavery on the Exodus journey to the 

Promised Land. 

 

Mary 

A second Miriam: 

[slide 5] 

Fast forward more than 1200 years to “the little town of Bethlehem.” 

Bethlehem is an ancient place; it was well known to the Egyptians of 

Miriam’s time. 1400 years before the birth of Christ the Egyptian governor of 

Jerusalem wrote a letter to the Pharaoh begging for him to send archers to 

help reconquer the village of Bit-Lahmi, or Bethlehem.  

Now, Bethlehem is under Roman rule and is filled with Jewish families who 

have come to be registered in a Roman census. Among them is an engaged 

couple. The man’s name is Joseph. His fiancée’s name is Mary. In her native 

language, her name is “Maryam,” from the ancient Hebrew name “Miriam.” 
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Luke has already told us how God sent the angel Gabriel to announce to her 

that she had been chosen to give birth to the Messiah, the long awaited King 

who would once and for all restore God’s rightful rule in His world. The angel 

had told her that she would conceive through the Holy Spirit. God’s mighty 

power would overshadow her, just as the cloud of glory and fire had rested 

on Mt. Sinai. God Himself would enter His world as an infant in her care. 

Now it is time for the baby to be born. Luke writes: 

[Slide 6] 

Luke 2:7 NIV 

And she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and 

placed him in a manger, because there was no guest room available for 

them. 

And so it is that a second Miriam – Mary – places a child in the strangest of 

cradles. The first Miriam placed her infant brother in a tiny ark made of 

papyrus and tar. The second Miriam places her infant child in a stone 

manger, wrapped in swaddling cloths. 

Prince of Heaven and Earth: 

[Slide 7] 

Was a basket floating in the reeds by the bank of the Nile any place for a 

prince?  

Was a stone manger in a Bethlehem stable any place for the King of kings 

and Lord of lords? 

The tar-coated basket recalled God’s past rescue of humanity from evil and 

ruin when Noah built an ark to rescue himself and his family – and a whole 

lot of animals! Their tiny band became the beginning of a new chapter for 

humanity. 

So what about the stone manger with the child wrapped in strips of cloth? 

Did it point forward to a dark, dark day 30 years later? Did it presage a tomb 

in a garden with the body of Jesus wrapped in strips of linen? Did the gifts of 

the magi – gold, frankincense and myrrh – point to the anointing of the dead 

King? Did the stony manger already say “Savior!”? 
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Mary’s Song 

Miriam’s song: 

Miriam and Mary have one other thing in common: they each composed a 

song of praise for a Savior. 

Miriam’s song was first sung when the Israelites had just finished crossing 

the sea.  

[Slide 8] 

Exodus 5:20-21 NIV 

Then Miriam the prophet, Aaron’s sister, took a timbrel in her hand, and all 

the women followed her, with timbrels and dancing. Miriam sang to them: 

“Sing to the LORD, for he is highly exalted.  

Both horse and driver he has hurled into the sea.” 

On that day all of Israel celebrated God’s victory over Pharaoh. They praised 

God for displaying His mighty power on their behalf: 

[Slide 9] 

Exodus 15:6 NIV 

“Your right hand, LORD, was majestic in power. 

“Your right hand, LORD, shattered the enemy.” 

[Slide 10] 

Exodus 15:16 NIV 

“By the power of your arm they will be as still as a stone – until the people 

you bought pass by.” 

God had used a baby floating in a basket by the bank of the Nile to lead 

them out of slavery. God had defeated the mightiest king of that time 

through His miraculous power. Now they could follow Him to the Promised 

Land: 

[Slide 11] 
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Exodus 15:17 NIV 

“You will bring them in and plant them on the mountain of your inheritance – 

the place, LORD, you made for your dwelling, the sanctuary, LORD, your 

hands established.” 

Mary’s song: 

So what about the other Miriam – Mary, Jesus’ mother?  

Luke tells us that she sang a song of praise right after the angel informed 

her that she would give birth to the long awaited Messiah King. In her song, 

like Miriam of old, she celebrates God’s victory over His enemies: 

[Slide 12] 

Luke 1:51-52 NIV 

“He has performed mighty deeds with his arm; he has scattered those who 

are proud in their inmost thoughts. 

“He has brought down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up the 

humble.” 

And like the song that Israel sang on the other side of the sea, Mary 

celebrates God’s faithfulness to His ancient promise that He would rescue His 

people. 

[Slide 13] 

Luke 1:54-55 NIV 

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

and his descendants forever, just as he promised our ancestors.” 

God would use this baby prince who was laid in a stony manger to bring His 

people out of the slavery of sin and death. And when He did, He would 

empower them to be a light to the whole world – just as He had promised 

Abraham. 

Your song: 

[Slide 14] 
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Miriam had a song that began as a lullaby to a baby in a basket, whispered 

from the reeds along the riverbank. Mary had a lullaby she sang to her baby 

before He was even born. Both songs praised God for stepping in when there 

seemed to be no hope of rescue. Both songs thanked God for providing a 

Savior. 

So what is your song? To find it, look at the place where God is offering to 

come into your life right now. It won’t be based upon how wonderful or 

powerful you are. He will come to your riverbank, your manger. He will come 

to you in the place where you are powerless, tempted to give up, out of 

ideas, maybe even out of faith.  

These two brave women had no power or clout in their world. They were on 

the very bottom rung of their society. But they dared to see God working in 

a basket and a manger. That’s all He asks. 

So what is your song?  
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LIFE Group lesson for “Mary”: 

Ice Breaker: 

 Christmas is almost here. Are you feeling the pressure? Name at least 

one thing that you haven’t got to yet! 

Not a woman’s world: 

 It is impossible for us to understand what it was like to be a woman in 

Mary’s world. Mary is venerated around the world today, celebrated by 

Christians as Jesus’ mother. But what was it really like for her to be a 

woman, a wife, and a mother? 

 Ancient Jewish sources paint a very dire picture of how a male-

dominated society viewed women. Of particular interest are the 

restrictions they placed on a woman when it came to her relationship 

with God! 

 Rabbi Eliezer (AD 90) said: “If a man gives his daughter a knowledge 

of the Law it is as though he taught her lechery.” 

 Schools – where the Law was taught, as well as literacy – were only 

for boys and never for girls. 

 Women were restricted to the Court of the Women in the Temple. 

 They could attend synagogue, but were quarantined behind a lattice 

grating. 

 They were not counted among those who would pronounce benediction 

after a meal, even though it was a meal that they had cooked and 

served! 

 A married woman had no more status than a slave or child, in that she 

was under a master. She was commanded to call her husband “Rav” 

which means “Great One.” 

Mary’s Song: 

 So think about how radical it was that Miriam and the Israelite women 

sang a song that became part of the Exodus Story. 

 And think of how even more revolutionary it was that Mary – who 

would have been perhaps 13 years old at the time – would sing a song 

that would become part of the Christmas Story! 

 What does that say about how God sees us? 

Your song: 
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 So what is your song this Christmas? 

 To find it, you need to go down, not up! Like Miriam and Mary, you 

need to be willing to be where you are – whether or not it is pleasant 

or just. You need to be willing to accept the fact that you are 

powerless to bring about the salvation and rescue you need. 

 That’s where the song starts, but it’s not where it ends. It ends with a 

promise: the promise of God’s victory in your life. 

 Why not take a few moments and let God show you how to sing a new 

song? 

 


