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 is the transitional use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Then” plus the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb EIPON, meaning “to say: said.”


The aorist tense is a constative/historical aorist, which views the action in its entirety as a fact.


The active voice indicates that Mary produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

This is followed by the nominative subject from the feminine singular proper noun MARIA, meaning “Mary.”  Then we have the preposition PROS plus the accusative of place from the masculine singular article and noun AGGELOS, meaning “to the angel.”

“Then Mary said to the angel,”
 is the interrogative use of the adverb PWS, meaning “How,” followed by the third person singular future deponent middle indicative from the verb EIMI, meaning “to be: will be.”


The future tense is a predictive future, which affirms what will take place.


The deponent middle voice is middle in form but active in meaning with the subject (the situation described by the angel) producing the action.


The indicative mood is an interrogative indicative, which is used in questions that can be answered by providing factual information.

With this we have the nominative subject from the neuter singular demonstrative pronoun HOUTOS, meaning “this.”  Then we have the causal conjunction EPEI, meaning “since.”  This is followed by the accusative direct object from the masculine singular noun ANĒR, meaning “a man/husband.”  Finally, we have the negative OU, meaning “not” plus the first person singular present active indicative from the verb GINWSKW, which means “to know = to have sex with.”


The present tense is a retroactive progressive present or a perfective present,
 which describes an action that began in the past and continues in the present.  This can be translated by use of the English auxiliary verb “have.”


The active voice indicates that Mary has produced the action of not knowing a man sexually.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

“‘How will this be, since I have not had sex with a man?’”
Lk 1:34 corrected translation
“Then Mary said to the angel, ‘How will this be, since I have not had sex with a man?’”
Explanation:
1.  “Then Mary said to the angel,”

a.  Mary has listened attentively to all the angel has said and has gotten over her initial shock and confusion.  She has thought about what the angel has said and has formed a reasonable question for the angel.


b.  In no way should Mary’s question be viewed as a question of unbelief or rejection of what the angel has said.  She believes him.  She just doesn’t understand how what the angel has said about her having a son is going to work physically, given her condition of virginity.


c.  Gabriel has probably expected the question or even been told by God that she would ask this.  He was well prepared for her question with a complete answer, which had no rebuke.

2.  “‘How will this be, since I have not had sex with a man?’”

a.  Mary asked “how this will be?” Or “how is this going to happen?” Or “how is this even possible?” (This idea comes from the angel’s response that nothing is impossible with God.)  The big question is, “To what does the word ‘this’ refer?”  The answer is found in the next clause in the word “sex.”  Since Mary mentions the fact she has not had sex with a man, then the word this must have something to do with the result of having sex with a man.  And that result would be her having a son.  So what she is really asking the angel is “How can I have a son without having sex?  And if I am to be impregnated, who is going to be doing the impregnating?”  Wouldn’t the logical answer be that she would have sex with Joseph and thus bear a child, whom God the Father would adopt as His own “Son of the Most High”?


b.  Mary confirms that she has never had sex with a man.  She cannot lie to the angel.  Gabriel was likely not her guardian angel, but may have been in charge of her guardian angel and is probably well aware of her virginity. The virginity of Mary is not questioned by the angel, which is indirect evidence that her statement is true.  Therefore, Mary acknowledges the fact she is a virgin and the angel confirms that she is by not contradicting or refuting her statement.


c.  So the important issue here for Luke and his audience is ‘How can a true virgin become pregnant without having sex and produce a child that is really the Son of God in the flesh as her biological son?’

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Mary questions how this birth can occur, given her lack of sexual experience.  She does not doubt the announcement, for she does not ask for a sign as Zechariah did.  Rather she is puzzled as to how this birth can occur, a question that causes the angel to elaborate.  The reason Mary raises her question is that she does not know a man.  EPEI (since) is used only here in Luke and appears rarely in the Gospels.  Mary uses the term γινώσκω (ginōskō, know) as a figure [of speech] for sexual relations (Mt 1:25; Gen 4:1; 19:8; Judg 11:39; 21:11; Num 31:17–18).  Contextually the present tense focuses on her current status of inexperience as opposed to a perpetual state of virginity. Mary does not currently know a man and thus cannot expect to be pregnant.  She understands normal biology!  Mary’s question has brought much discussion and is seen as historically problematic. Two factors are involved here:

 
a. 
In light of the prospect of her marriage to Joseph, it seems odd that Mary ponders over how the birth would occur.  Surely, it is argued, she would have deduced that the angel meant her future husband would provide the means for a child.

 
b. 
The Davidic connection through Joseph, who is not actually Jesus’ father, suggests a tension in the passage that does not correspond with the declaration of a virgin birth.  The presence of a problem with this linkage is rejected, because legal precedents in Jewish culture allow for associating lineage to a non-biological father.

So what causes Mary to ask her question? A traditional view, still held by a few recently, is that Mary understood the angel to be announcing an imminent pregnancy.  The future tenses of 1:31, 35 could argue against such a near-term view; nevertheless a case can be made for it, because several terms in 1:28–30 suggest a near fulfillment.  Mary is addressed with the perfect tense in 1:28 as one who is in a ‘favored state’.  In the same verse, she is told ‘the Lord is with you.’   Finally, in 1:30 she is told that she ‘has found grace’ with God.  The exchange of tenses suggests a potential immediacy.  So she takes the announcement not to be of a future birth in her marriage, but of an immediate birth.  In addition, she may have concluded that Joseph came from too humble a background to be the source of such a child.  So Mary asks her question.  Luke supports the concept of the virgin birth.  God is marvelously at work and has taken the initiative.  This miraculous explanation for Jesus’ birth has also been the object of much critical discussion.  The birth is often rejected because of presuppositions about limits of God’s activity in the world.  Though it is true that outside of Matthew and Luke the NT does not address this issue, no adequate explanation for the origin of the concept, outside the event itself, has been posited.  If one accepts the possibility of a virgin birth, then the problem of the human father and Jesus’ Davidic lineage is also solved, since the only human father associated with Jesus is Joseph.  He would naturally be regarded as Jesus’ father and, as a practical matter, the source of Jesus’ ancestry.”


b.  “Mary knew what would happen, but she did not know how it would happen. Her question was not an evidence of unbelief; rather, it was an expression of faith.  She believed the promise, but she did not understand the performance.  How could a virgin give birth to a child?


c.  “Mary did not seem surprised that the Messiah was to come.  Rather, she was surprised that she would be His mother since she was a virgin.  But the angel did not rebuke Mary, as he had rebuked Zechariah (verse 20).  This indicates that Mary did not doubt the angel’s words but merely wanted to know how such an event would be accomplished.”


d.  “The reader has seen God’s miraculous work with Zechariah and Elizabeth, and Mary has become the recipient of God’s grace, so neither we nor she entertains any doubt that the angel’s words can be realized.  The only question is, How?  With her query, Mary repeats for us information already available from the narrator (1:27).  What her question does not account for fully, however, is the information that she was betrothed to Joseph.  As such, and since Joseph is ‘of the house of David,’ it might have been evident how she would conceive and bear a son of David to whom God could give the throne.  What is more natural than for a betrothed virgin to expect to conceive and bear a child in the near future?  On the one hand, her question plays a vital theological role, for it accents the fact that she is still a virgin.  After Gabriel departs, ‘in those days’ Mary travels to the home of her kinswoman where we discover that she has now become pregnant (v 42)—and that without a narrated encounter of any kind with Joseph (or any other man).  By contrast, Zechariah ‘went to his home’ and ‘after those days his wife Elizabeth conceived’ (vv 23–24).  This contrast shows how, in this narratological way, Luke has affirmed the virginal conception of Jesus.  On the other hand, the point of her question is rhetorical, inviting further information from the angel.”


e.  “Mary’s request in verse 34 was for information and not an expression of doubt as she believed the angel’s explanation and subjected herself to God’s will; also, she was not judged like Zacharias had been.  Indeed, even though English versions of verse 18 and verse 34 sound similar, they are distinctly different in Greek.”


f.  “Mary was not disbelieving—she was simply asking for enlightenment. The question was biological: ‘God, how are you going to do this?’”


g. “The question as well as the answer it receives indicate no unbelief on Mary's part.  She is not like Zacharias but, in a way, like Nicodemus who also asked ‘how,’ about the new birth. What perplexes Mary is the fact that she is to have a son, not at some distant time after her marriage to Joseph (about whom the angel said not a word), but, as she properly judged, beginning shortly after the announcement she just heard.  The point in stating this reason is that she is able to conceive a son only by sexual union with a man, the universal natural law of procreation.  Mary is entirely willing to have the great son of whom the angel speaks—but how about the husband through whom she is to conceive that son?  Is the angel saying that Joseph, her betrothed, will promptly consummate his marriage with her?  We know that Joseph waited for several months and, in fact, intended to wait still longer (Mt 1:18), but God himself hastened his resolve.  Since her marriage is still a long way off, how was she, an immaculate virgin, to have a son?  The point to be noted is that, unlike Zacharias whose only difficulty was his age, Mary had no ancient analogous cases to help her out, and the angel had intimated nothing whatever about how she would become a mother.  Roman Catholicism takes the negative OU and the verb GINWSKW (= I do not know), a plain, ordinary present tense, in the sense of the future (‘I will never know’), as declaring that Mary has vowed perpetual virginity.  If that were the sense of Mary’s words, since no other than the natural way for her to have a son has been intimated, she would be denying the angel’s word in flat unbelief—her vow of perpetual virginity would make the angel’s word impossible.  Again, Mary was betrothed to Joseph; if she had made her vow prior to the betrothal she had already broken it by the betrothal, the first vital step in entering marriage; but if she had made the alleged vow after her betrothal she would by such a vow have broken her marriage tie with Joseph.  But the Scriptures know nothing of such a vow as they know nothing of the Mariolatry of Romanism.”
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