
The God who turns things right side up

Luke 1:46-55

Christians  are  committed  to  change.  It  is  a  contradiction  for  someone  to  claim

allegiance to Christ and yet resist change. For if we do truly follow Christ, we will

readily  acknowledge  that  this  world  is  not  the  way  it  should  be.  But  things  are

changing. The way things are now is not the way they will remain, for the Kingdom

of God has been inaugurated by Christ and is moving towards its open manifestation

at his return. His rule is now a reality in our lives, and as we seek and pray for his

kingdom  to  come,  this  means  that  things  must  change.  This  world  does  not

acknowledge the kingdom of God, and so as the rule of Christ the King progressively

becomes a reality in our midst, things will no longer remain the same. God is at work

restoring his kingdom rule in our lives, changing us and the way we live so that in us

he can demonstrate the beginnings of that kingdom, a kingdom in which everything is

at last turned right side up. 

For too long the wrong things have been at the top, the wrong people have had the

power and influence, the wrong people have had the money and the food. Everything

the  world  produces  is  wrong side  up,  but  this  will  come to  an  end.  The  present

situations of many people will be reversed. The first will be last, and the last will be

first. Thus we must expect change, look for change, and work for change. 

When we prepare to celebrate the birth of Christ,  we should especially be looking

forward to this process of change. This change is part of a long process through which

God is bringing redemption to his people, a process begun long ago with Abraham. It

was spoken of in anticipation of the birth of Christ at the first Christmas by Mary,

who said:

My soul glorifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour,

for he has been mindful of the humble state of his servant.

From now on all generations will call me blessed

for the Mighty One has done great things for me- holy is his name.

His mercy extends to those who fear him, from generation to generation.

He has performed mighty deeds with his arm, he has scattered those who are proud 
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in their innermost thoughts.

He has brought down rulers from their thrones, but has lifted up the humble.

He has filled the hungry with good things, but has sent the rich away empty.

He has helped his servant Israel, remembering to be merciful

to Abraham and his descendants forever even as he has said to our fathers.

What is this process of change that Mary speaks of? It is a process that brings all

things right side up, a process that reverses the present order of things, that which we

often see as normal or right. It does not appear right to God, and he is committed to

changing the order in our society. That God is at work reversing the order in society,

raising up that which is low, and casting down that which is high, shows not only his

concern for justice but also his sovereignty over all that he has made. The world does

not move by fate or fortune, but by the providence of God, and everything that he

does is just and right.

We have for  too  long and too  often  considered  salvation  to  be  a  purely  internal,

personal  change.  We have  reduced  the  promises  of  deliverance  to  expectation  of

private blessings. But God is not like that. He is not interested in saving individuals

for their own satisfaction. He has called out a people, and is transforming broken,

ruined lives by making people whole, delivering them from oppression, breaking the

chains of sin, raising up those who are cast down and giving strength to the humble.

He does this by incorporating them into his people, the community which confesses

his name, the new society in which justice, righteousness, mercy, love and truth are

made manifest. He does this to demonstrate his glory and his power, to reveal his

righteousness and his justice, his truth and his love. We are not saved for our own

benefit but for the glory of God. It is not only the world that needs to be turned right

side up; our mistaken conceptions of what it means to be a Christian will also come in

for a shaking when God begins to deal with us.

Mary states that God has looked on her humble estate, and it is the humble, those like

her, who will be exalted, just as she has been exalted above all others through what

God has done for her. God is not in the business of saving isolated individuals: he is

building a new people for the praise of his name, and Mary is the prime example of

those who are being saved, the humble who are being lifted up. Because God has

done  this  marvellous  thing  for  her,  all  those  like  her  can  also  expect  to  receive
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deliverance from the Lord and to be raised up from their low estate, to be likewise

made great in the people of God.

Thus the child of whom I sing, says Mary, will be an agent of radical reform. He will

liberate people from political oppression and economic depression. He will change the

face of  human society,  and revolutionise international  life.  Mary was not  a sweet

natured, mild woman. She was a teenager with the fire and enthusiasm of youth. She

saw things as they were and prophesied change. Mary does not sing pretty and pious

poetry: she sings the central theme of the word of God: the humble and lowly shall be

lifted up and the high and exalted will be cast down. She was a dangerous person, a

threat to the establishment, a prophet of doom, promising that those with power would

be cast  down,  and the  powerless  and oppressed would be  raised  up to  take  their

places. She is announcing that the child she is carrying will end the present unjust

order of things, and bring in reversal of fortunes for all. Through Christ, God will turn

all things right side up.

In Mary we see the beginnings of that revolutionary change. God has stooped so low

that he has chosen a girl at the bottom of the social and political heap, a teenager from

Galilee, his lowly servant on whom he has looked with favour. She has been raised up

to the greatest honour a Jewish woman could expect: to be mother of the Messiah.

Mary is not singing just of herself: she is singing of what will happen to everyone.

Their positions will be reversed, as God goes to work bringing change to the world.

We can  see  this  already  in  Mary,  and  what  has  happened  to  her  will  happen  to

everyone: their positions will be reversed. Those at the top will end up on the bottom,

while those on the bottom will be raised to the top. God is turning things right side up.

The Christ of whom she sings, the baby which she bears, came not simply to justify

sinners and bring them forgiveness, but to restore what was broken, to find what was

lost, to bring back what had been sent away, to heal that which was sick, to bring life

to that which was dead. But it was more than that. God also sent Christ to initiate

change: to bring about the reversal of fortunes. As a result of Christ’s coming, we see

clearly  that  God  intends  to  feed  the  hungry,  to  deliver  the  prisoners  from  their

confinement, to liberate the oppressed and to raise up those at the bottom of the heap.

God has as his agenda the turning of all things right side up.
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God does not tolerate a social  order in which the powerful oppress the weak and

defenceless,  in  which  the  wealthy  can  exploit  the  poor,  and  the  influential  gain

advantage  over  those  with  nobody to  plead  their  cause.  The  prophets  of  the  Old

Testament  condemned  all  these  things  in  Israel,  and  the  prophets  of  the  New

Testament are no different. Mary is one of the first of those prophets. But she was not

alone. Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, also prophesied that things would be

radically different with the advent of the Messiah, who would rescue Israel from their

enemies to enable them to serve God without fear in holiness and righteousness, that

is,  in  consecration  to  God  alone,  living  in  justice,  mercy  and  truth.  Simeon,  a

righteous and devout man, was waiting for the consolation of Israel, that is, for its

deliverance from its oppressors. He was full of the Holy Spirit, and when Christ was

brought into the temple Simeon recognised him as the one who had been promised,

the long expected Messiah. Simeon spoke out in prophecy of the one who was “a light

for the Gentiles and the glory of your people Israel,” who was “destined to cause the

falling and rising of many in Israel.” Also the prophetess Anna spoke of Christ to all

the people who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem, that  is,  its

liberation from the Roman oppressor and its renewal as the centre for the worship and

glory of God, from whom comes righteousness and justice for all.

The song of Mary speaks of the hope of the Gospel,  the centre of our faith:  that

everything that is wrong will be put right, that the poor will be saved from their plight

and the oppressed set free to serve God. If we are tempted to despair at the injustice

and violence of the world that surrounds us, we have hope: God in sending Christ to

us has commenced to turn things right side up. All that which is characteristic of our

rotten to the core society will be changed, the power of the oppressors will be broken,

the poor will be given access to the resources they need, the powerful will be removed

from their positions and the lowly lifted up to replace them, the hungry will be fed

and the rich sent away empty. While we still  see these things around us, with the

wrong people having the power and resources of this world, the time left remaining to

them is brief. God does not tolerate injustice, he is unable to endure oppression. The

new order has begun. The kingdom of God has been inaugurated in Christ, and things

are changing. The connection between the gospel of the Kingdom of God and the

hope of the poor and oppressed is most clearly brought home to us in Mary’s song.

The gospel for the poor here parallels the beatitudes, where again the rich, the mighty,
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the powerful are contrasted with the poor, the meek, the humble, the hungry, and it is

the latter to whom the promises of God are made. 

The “poor” are not simply those who are destitute, lacking in material wealth; they are

more precisely those who have nobody to depend on save God himself. If you have

others on whom you can be dependent, on whom you can rely, then you have no such

need of  God.  But  if  you are trodden down and exploited by society,  deprived of

justice and access to resources, then God is the only one who can help, and to depend

on him is to acknowledge that you are “poor” in human terms. Dare we do that? Are

we willing to acknowledge our total,  complete dependence on God, or do we still

cling to the hope that others will come to our aid, that we can use our status, our

wealth,  our  social  connections,  to  get  access  to  what  we need?  Are we afraid  to

confess our dependence on God; do we trust instead in our riches? The “poor” are not

necessarily those without financial resources, it includes all those who are prepared to

admit their total dependence on God in front of those who expect them to be self-

sufficient, those who are prepared to humble themselves in the eyes of the world, who

thus invite the powerful, the proud, the wealthy to despise them. The humble who are

saved by God are the ones who trust totally in him; those who trust in their riches

have no need of God to save them, and so they are not saved, as there is no salvation

in wealth.

Mary sings that God has helped his servant Israel, he has remembered his mercy, the

promises  spoken to  the  fathers,  Abraham,  Isaac,  Jacob and their  descendants,  the

relationship between God and the poor which forms the basis for their salvation. It is

because of God’s historical relationship with his people, bringing them salvation in

accordance with his covenant promises, that the message of liberation and deliverance

is proclaimed to the poor. It is not because they are poor that God will save them;

rather, it is because his people, called to serve him in righteousness and holiness, are

suffering under the bondage of oppression, that God will come to save them. If we

have faith  in  Christ,  then  we are  children  of  Abraham,  heirs  of  the  promise  and

members of the people of God, the people whom he has saved. Those who recognise

that in Christ God has fulfilled his promise to send a descendant of David to deliver

his people, and put their trust in him, will be saved. Those who despise what God has
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done will be sent away empty, cast down from their positions of power and status, the

proud scattered in confusion, and all things turned right side up. 

Because those who are oppressing the poor are some of God’s own people, the rich

and powerful in Israel, Mary’s song comes as a cause for fear. The foreigners, the

Romans occupying Israel, can expect to be cast out and defeated; but the oppressors

in Israel  itself,  the members of God’s own covenant  people who are abusing and

exploiting their own people, can expect much, much worse. Judgement always begins

with the house of God, never with the unbelievers and the heathen. We have no cause

to gloat over the sinners outside the church and threaten them with the judgement of

God, for when that judgement comes, it comes firstly and most strongly to those who

profess God’s name but deny him in their lives. Mary’s song is a cause for hope to

those who trust in God and look for his salvation, but to those who are abusing their

power  and  their  wealth  while  claiming  God’s  blessing  it  is  a  cause  for  alarm,  a

subversive, revolutionary song. 

The proud, the mighty, the rich, look with contempt at this Messiah, of whom this

teenage girl is singing such revolutionary things. What good has ever come out of

Galilee? We know who he is, the son of Joseph, the carpenter. How can he ever save

us? The proud exalt themselves and take no account of God, even though they may

profess to be believers. The oppressors use their position and authority to tyrannise

and exploit those under them, to deny them their rights and just reward. The wicked

rich consider that they have no need of God to save them; they have their wealth to

trust in, wealth which they can use to acquire everything that they need or want. But

in the great reversal which is to come, the proud are put down from their exalted

position; the oppressors have their power taken from them, the rich are sent away with

nothing,  while  the  humble  are  raised  up  to  great  things,  the  hungry  are  fed  and

satisfied, and those who are oppressed are set free from their chains. This reversal in

society has begun already with the coming of Christ, and will be completed at his

return.  So at  any moment we can expect to see the powerful  removed from their

places, the oppressors deprived of power and the rich made poor. We see also the

hungry being fed, the powerless given justice, the humble raised up. That we do not

see this often enough, soon enough or widely enough is due in large part to the failure
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of the church to proclaim the true gospel, that which Mary has sung of so powerfully

for us: God is turning all things right side up.

How do we know whether we are part of the people of God? How can we know if we

have a share in the kingdom of God and the life which he has promised to those who

place their trust in Christ? One way is to reflect on our response to Mary’s song. How

do we feel about the prospect of the mighty being cast down, while the humble are

raised up in their place; about the hungry being filled with good things while the rich

are dismissed empty-handed? Does this fill you with hope and with longing to see it

happen, or is it a fearsome prospect, one which threatens everything you have worked

and struggled for, a prospect of losing all the privileges you have managed to acquire,

the financial security you have built up? Do you look forward to the day when things

are turned right side up, seeing it as the day of our salvation, or does it fill you with

foreboding, seeing it as the time when you become one of the losers? Where then is

your trust, is it in Christ, or is it in your riches and power and status? Will you join in

the song that Mary sings, a song of salvation and freedom, a song of praise to God,

the God who casts down the proud and the powerful, who sends the rich away empty,

the God who makes all things right?

Christmas is not the celebration of the birth of a cute little baby, a time for sentimental

whimsy and emotional fuzzies. It is the celebration of the birth of a child who would

turn the whole world right side up, one who would challenge those in power, the rich,

the proud, and begin the process that would bring their days of wickedness to an end.

Christmas is the birth of a revolutionary, one whose coming brings fear to the ungodly

and hope to the oppressed. How then do we celebrate Christmas? Mary has said it all

for us: we rejoice in the God who has promised to turn all things right side up.
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