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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In the last two weeks we have heard the messages of the angel 

Gabriel.  He first proclaimed that Zechariah and Elizabeth would have a 

baby in their old age.  This was not, however, just any baby.  This baby, to be 

named John, would be their joy and delight and he would be great in the 

eyes of the Lord.  He would have a ministry in the spirit and power of Elijah 

and in turning the hearts of fathers to their sons and the hearts of the foolish 

and disobedient to the wisdom of the Lord, he would prepare the way for the 

Messiah.  John was to be the herald of Jesus Christ.   

An even more astonishing announcement was to follow six months later.  

Gabriel appeared to Mary, a peasant girl from Nazareth, and told her that she 

would bear the Son of God, the Saviour of his people.  God Almighty would 

take upon himself a human nature and would be born into this dark world of 

sin.  What Isaiah had prophesied so many years ago would come to pass, for 

to the people Immanuel, God with us, would come.  As a sign of the 

impending pregnancy, Gabriel told Mary that Elizabeth, her elderly relative

—a cousin of some sort, perhaps—was going to have a baby and was, in 

fact, six months along the way. 



 Mary’s reaction to this startling news was one of faithfulness and 

obedience.  She showed in her response that she had been given grace upon 

grace.  Think of it: She had the grace of humility, for her heart was meek and 

receptive to the things of God.  She had the grace of a reflective spirit, for 

her heart was eager to ponder God’s Word, considering what it mean for her 

and what it would call for from her.  She had the grace of a trusting heart, for 

she believed God’s promises and knew his power would accomplish all that 

he has said.  And she had a heart that was submissive and obedient to God’s 

will for her life.  Mary said to the angel, “May it be to me as you have said.”  

For all these reasons Mary was and still is and always will be called blessed 

among women. 

 Now in our lesson today we find that Mary, on hearing this news, 

hastens to visit Elizabeth.  We are not sure where Elizabeth lived.  The 

Scriptures simply say that she lived in a town in the hill country of Judea.  

We do know that one of those towns, Hebron, was given to the priests as 

their possession when Israel entered the land of Canaan.  But in any event, 

whether it was Hebron or not, Mary had a journey to face of some 80 to 100 

miles.  It would take 3 to 4 days to complete.  Her haste showed her 

eagerness.  It also showed her instant response to the prompting of God. 



 Now why would God prompt Mary to make such a journey?  Because 

he had a gift for her.  Think of it for a moment.  Here is a young girl from a 

backward town without a husband and with child.  Her explanation is that an 

angel has appeared to her, telling her that the Holy Spirit of God would in 

some mysterious way perform a miracle that would leave her pregnant.  And 

more, this child would be the long awaited Messiah, the consolation of 

Israel.  Who was going to believe a story like that?  The best Joseph could 

do with it, and it is clear he loved her dearly, was to decide to divorce her as 

quietly as possible, that she might not be put to too much public disgrace.  It 

took an angel to persuade him otherwise. 

 But there was one who would believe Mary right from the get go, 

because she was in a somewhat similar position.  The same angel had 

appeared to her husband.  A miraculous birth was announced and was about 

to take place in her life.  Now it was not to be as miraculous as in Mary’s, it 

is true.  Her child had a human father, while Mary’s had none.  But both 

Mary and Elizabeth were caught up in the same movement of the Holy Spirit 

at this crucial time in salvation history.  They were linked together just as 

their sons would be.  And so in grace God brought Mary to a woman who 

would be able to encourage and strengthen her for the difficult times that lay 

just over the horizon.   



Here’s the application for us.  Communion with other believers is a 

wonderful means of grace.  God has given us the church that we might 

encourage one another, bless one another and hold one another accountable 

as we walk down the narrow road that leads to our heavenly home.  In some 

ways it’s like being in the army.  If you ask men who have been in battle 

why they endured such horrible conditions, most will tell you they did it 

because they didn’t want to let their friends down.  In our daily battle against 

the world, the flesh and the devil, one of the strongest motivations to 

faithfulness and godliness is our desire not to disappoint our friend Jesus or 

our fellow believers who mean so much to us.  We don’t want to let the side 

down.  To put it in a positive way, we want to be an encouragement and 

blessing to those who are struggling with the same temptations.  Together we 

are able to do more for God’s glory than we can do alone.   

J.C. Ryle, the 19th century Anglican bishop, made the point this way.  He 

said that grief was made greater by concealing.  That is, if we keep grief to 

ourselves, it grows and grows.  On the other hand, if we share grief, it 

diminishes.  Joy, on the other hand, He said, works in the opposite direction.  

Joy, when kept to ourselves, shrinks.  It is when it is shared that it is 

doubled.  Through the communion of the church and the love and 



encouragement of one another, grief diminishes and joy flows and blessings 

abound. 

That was certainly the case with Mary and Elizabeth.  Look at the lesson.  As 

we go through it you will hear Elizabeth’s joy.   

At that time Mary got ready and hurried to a town in the hill country of 

Judea, where she entered Zechariah’s home and greeted Elizabeth.  When 

Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby leaped in her womb, and 

Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit.   

There are a number of things for us to look at here.  First of all, the baby 

leaped in Elizabeth’s womb.  You can think of it this way: it was John’s first 

prophecy.  The Holy Spirit moved within him, prompting his “inner vault.”  

The word leap here has the same sense as the word in Malachi 4:2, where it 

reads,  

But for you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with 

healing in its wings.  And you will go out and leap like calves released from 

the stall. 

It was John’s way of saying, even before he was born, “Behold the Lamb of 

God, who takes away the sin of the world.”   



 The second reason John leaped was for joy.  Kent Hughes spells out 

the implications of this for us. 

 John leapt because he was overcome with the emotion of joy.  The 

more exact sense is that he “leaped with delight.”  Do not miss the point: this 

foetus, yet to see the light of the world, experienced the emotion of joyous 

delight.  This is incontrovertible testimony to the pre-birth personhood of 

John the Baptist.  John was then about nine inches long and weighed about 

one and a half pounds.  He looked like a perfect miniature newborn.  His 

skin was translucent.  He had fingerprints and toe prints.  Sometimes he 

opened his eyes for brief periods and gazed into the liquid darkness of the 

womb. 

 If John could have spoken, he might have quoted Job: “Did you not 

pour me out like milk and curdle me like cheese, clothe me with skin and 

flesh and knit me together with bones and sinews?”  As a foetus of six 

months, John was an emotional being.  He had the capacity to be filled with 

the Spirit.  He was so overcome that he leapt for joy.  This is a sobering 

revelation for anyone who countenances abortion, but especially for 

Christians. 



 Well, as John jumped in his mother’s womb, Elizabeth too was filled 

with the Holy Spirit. 

 In a loud voice she exclaimed: “Blessed are you among women, and 

blessed is the child you will bear!  But why am I so favoured, that the 

mother of my Lord should come to me?  As soon as the sound of your 

greeting reached my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy.  Blessed is 

she who has believed that what the Lord has said to her will be 

accomplished!” 

This passage is sometimes called “Elizabeth’s Song.”  It is a song, or a 

“rhythmic utterance” in that it has the characteristic parallelisms of Hebrew 

poetry.  Blessed are you…blessed is the child…Blessed is she who has 

believed.”  It is the first song of the five that are found in Luke 1 and 2.  

Next week we will come to the Magnificat, the Song of Mary.  That will be 

followed by the Benedictus, the Song of Zechariah; the Gloria, the Song of 

the Angels to the shepherds at the birth of Jesus; and the Nunc Dimittis, the 

Song of Simeon, the old man who was waiting at the temple for the Messiah.   

 Now there are basically two things I want to say here.  The first is this.  

The theme of Elizabeth’s song is love.  Think of this.  Elizabeth is much 

older and much more experienced than Mary.  Her son will be superseded by 



Mary’s son.  John will decrease, but Jesus will increase.  As great as John 

will be, he will not be fit to untie the shoelaces of the Lord Jesus.  But for all 

that, Elizabeth shows absolutely no envy.  She does not for a moment 

begrudge Mary or her baby the honour that is due them.  Instead, she is 

humbled at their visit and filled with joy at her cousin’s blessing.   

Real love is like that, isn’t it?  Paul tells us that “love does not envy,” and 

that it “rejoices in the right.”  That is what Elizabeth is doing.  She is 

rejoicing that Mary is so blessed—and that through Mary’s Son the world 

would be blessed.  It doesn’t even strike her that she should complain or 

think herself cheated or hard done by, that she is not carrying the Christ child 

or is the most blessed of women.  She was barren.  She is now with child.  

The Lord has taken care of her tenderly and she is full of thanksgiving and 

praise.   

Oh, that we might be filled with thanksgiving for all that we have, rather 

than with anger or envy because we do not have something else.  Envy is a 

poison.  It disfigures our hearts and dishonours God.  If we are envious we 

are saying, “God has not taken care of me.  He has proved himself to be 

unfaithful to his promises and uncaring of my needs.  If he really were a God 

of love, he would give me what that person over there has.”  It’s ugly, isn’t 



it?  In a way, the commandment not to covet is a summary of the whole Ten 

Commandments.  We are not to covet God’s throne, for he alone is King.  

We are not to covet his worship, but to worship as he commands, according 

to his Word.  We are not to covet his name or his Sabbath and use them for 

our own purposes.  We are not to covet our parents’ positions of authority or 

our neighbour’s life, or wife, or property or good name.  We are to rejoice in 

what God has given us and in what he has given others.  We are to be glad 

for our blessings and for theirs.  Elizabeth had a gracious, loving heart and it 

comes out in her song. 

The second thing I want to say about Elizabeth’s song is this.  Some call this 

passage the first beatitude.  The rest of the beatitudes are to come later on, 

from the lips of Jesus.  We’ll come to some in the sixth chapter.  But let me 

say a quick preliminary word about beatitudes.  “Blessed” is a wonderful 

word.  It is often translated as “happy” but I don’t think it should be, because 

a lot gets lost in that translation.  “Happy” refers to how a person feels.  

Blessed, on the other hand, refers to what a person is.  It refers to his state.  

A blessed person is one on whom the favour of God is resting.  You are 

blessed if the Lord God delights himself in you.  That is so much greater 

than mere happiness.  And Mary is “blessed among women,” which is to say, 

“blessed above all other women, ever.”  She is blessed because she “has 



believed that what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished.”  Mary 

was blessed through her God-given faith. 

Now that faith had three dimensions and, if we are to be blessed, so must 

ours.  First, Mary believed what the angel had said.  The angel had told her 

things and Mary had received these propositions as being true.  This is 

where faith must start.  It starts in the head with an intellectual assent to 

certain facts.  We could call this the foundation of faith.  Here are a number 

of questions for you to test whether or not you have that secure foundation.  

Here are some things you must believe to be saved.  They are absolutely 

necessary.  Do you believe without qualification or reservation that 

  Jesus is at the same time fully human and fully divine. 

  He died on a cross for the sin of the world and paid for those sins with his 

blood. 

  He rose from the dead physically, bodily. 

  He ascended into heaven and sits at the right hand of God the Father. 

  The only hope any sinner has is found in Christ Jesus. 

 So that is the first part of faith.  You must know and believe the story 

of the Gospel—who Jesus is and what he has done.  But that intellectual 

knowledge is not enough.  As John Wesley once pointed out, even the devil 



knows that much, and though he knows it he remains a devil still.  The 

second necessary part of faith is trust.  Mary believed what the angel had 

said and she trusted her life into God’s keeping wholeheartedly.  You can 

think of it this way.  The truths she heard travelled from her head down to 

her heart, and there she pondered them, thinking about what they meant for 

her and what they required of her.  If we are to have a saving, prevailing 

faith, the truths of the gospel must travel from our heads to our hearts.  So 

here are some questions for you.     

Are you wholeheartedly trusting Jesus Christ alone for your salvation, or are 

you putting your hope on Jesus Christ and something else?   

Have you scorned your own best efforts at godliness and acknowledged your 

spiritual poverty and want? 

Have you said, along with Paul in Ephesians, “For it is by grace [I] have 

been saved, through faith—and this not from [myself], it is the gift of God—

not by works, so that [I cannot] boast.” 

  

While true faith must begin in the head and then travel down to the heart, 

even that is not enough if faith is to prevail.  There is one more step—the 

step of obedience.  Mary took that step when she said, “I am the Lord’s 

servant.  May it be to me as you have said.”  Beloved, salvation is not by 

works.  Our works do not save us.  But neither is salvation without works.  



Works of righteousness always follow immediately after a heart has been 

renewed by God’s grace.  If they do not, then grace has not been given in the 

first place.  So to test your faith, ask whether or not you have committed 

yourself to do the Lord’s will in the way that Mary did.  I’ve said it before 

and I will say it again.  C. S. Lewis once remarked that there are two kinds 

of people in the world and only two.  There are those who say, “My will be 

done,” and those who say, “Thy will be done.”  What are you saying to God 

in the choices you make day to day?  What are you saying in the way you 

live your life?  In the things you say?  In the things you do?  In the company 

you keep?  In the dreams you cherish?  You are saying either “my way” or 

“thy way.”  Which is it?  Make sure you know.   

Let’s pray about that now.  Let’s ask God’s grace that we might have true 

and living faith and that such grace might transform us into trusting, loving 

Christians like Elizabeth and Mary.  Bow your heads and pray with me in 

your hearts: 

Lord Jesus, I confess that I am a sinner.  I have no righteousness of my own.  

I have nothing to commend me to your care.  On the contrary, as I look into 

my heart I see covetousness and envy and pride.  I look inside and find that I 

want to rule instead of submitting myself to you, even though you are the 

Creator of the universe, the One, eternal wise and living God.   



 And so I stand condemned.  Without your mercy I am lost.  Unless 

you should be gracious to me, when I stand before you on that last day I will 

hear your dreadful verdict, “Depart from me, you worker of iniquity.” 

 But will you be gracious to me anyway, dear Lord?  For your own 

reasons will you be gracious to me and give me a new heart, so that I might 

serve you gladly?  I have no right to ask and you would do no wrong to grant 

me justice instead of mercy.  But here I am, and mercy is my plea.  I am in 

your hands.  May your will be done.  In Jesus’ name.  AMEN. 

Beloved, if you prayed that prayer, you have reason to hope.  The Lord Jesus 

is gracious and merciful.  He takes no pleasure in the death of sinners, but 

delights to save them and set all heaven rejoicing.  That is his word to us.  

May God commend it to our hearts.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


