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Elizabeth 

Luke 1:39-58 

 

 Elizabeth is a very common name today.  It is special to me because it was my mother’s middle 

name.  We named our daughter Zeta Elizabeth and she in turn named her second child Kinsley 

Elizabeth.  Of course there have been queens named Elizabeth since Queen Elizabeth I’s reign in the 

16
th

 century.  And yet this week I discovered that there is only one person named Elizabeth in the Bible. 

We do find Elisheba - the Hebrew version of this name in the Old Testament once.  She was the wife of 

Aaron but the only Elizabeth found in Scripture is here in the first chapter of Luke’s gospel.  

 Her story is intertwined with her husband Zechariah’s story and Mary’s story.  As we read this 

familiar account in Luke 1 it is so easy to jump ahead to Mary’s words that we know as the Magnificat 

but I want us to think a while today about Elizabeth and her experiences.  They were different from 

Zechariah’s and Mary’s and yet they were still powerful and life changing for her.  As a matter of fact 

the name Elizabeth in Greek means consecrated to God.  And her life just as so many others have been 

for centuries was set apart for a sacred purpose.  And yet her experiences were not as dramatic as 

Zechariah and Mary’s were.  

 Think about it.  The angel Gabriel appeared to her husband Zechariah and spoke clear words of 

instruction.  Then before he could explain what had happened to Elizabeth Zechariah was struck mute.  

Elizabeth was left to make sense of what had happened.  And then she discovered that she was pregnant 

after having been barren for so long.  And what did she do?  She went into hiding.  Do you blame her?  

She was probably anxious and afraid, excited and hopeful all at the same time.  But cautious...oh, so 

cautious after all she was older and Zechariah couldn’t speak to confirm her condition.  No wonder she 

didn’t want to tell anyone until she had to - just to be on the safe side.  And then when she was six 
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months pregnant - no denying it now - it was obvious to anyone around her - Mary appeared at her 

doorstep no doubt exhausted from her journey from Nazareth into the Judean hills where Elizabeth lived.  

And when she heard Mary’s greeting Elizabeth felt her child leap in her womb - confirmation of her 

pregnancy and yet so much more.   For at that moment Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit...let’s 

stop there a minute before we think about what she said for this is important. 

 Elizabeth didn’t have an encounter with an angel but she did sense the presence of the Holy 

Spirit.  And in that moment she understood - she came to a realization - everything that had happened 

began to fall into place.  And many here today may have experienced a moment like that.  A moment 

when everything becomes clear.  We might not say that we are filled with the Holy Spirit but we know 

the feeling.  The sense of God’s presence in our lives leading and guiding us. Sometimes made clear 

only in events that come to pass later in our lives.    

 Bruce Larson tells a beautiful and true Christmas story that appeared years ago in the Denver 

Post. A week or so before Christmas, a pastor told his congregation about a needy family who was facing 

a very bleak Christmas. One young father decided to do something about that. He and his son set out in 

the family pickup truck to cut down a fresh evergreen and deliver it to this destitute family. On the way 

they ran into a rock slide and a boulder hit the truck. It was totally destroyed. The windshield was 

smashed and while the father was not hurt, the young boy was cut by the glass and was bleeding 

severely. They tried to wave down a passing motorist to help, but to no avail. Finally, after more than two 

hundred cars had whizzed by, one stopped. The couple in the car took care of the injured boy, returned 

the two of them to their home, and then went on. The father and son never got the names of their two 

ministering angels. 

 In a week’s time the truck was repaired and the boy’s injury healed. On Christmas Eve, the pastor 

asked this same man if he would deliver a basket of food and toys to the needy family he had set out to 
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bring the tree to earlier on. He was glad to. They loaded up the truck and drove to the address they were 

given and rang the doorbell. Who should answer the door but the humble couple who had stopped to help 

him on the highway just weeks before? (Bruce Larson, My Creator, My Friend (Waco: Word Books) retrieved from 

https://sermons.com/sermon/a-difficult-but-joyous-journey/1483629) 

 So often my friends it is those who are needy who reach out to others for they too have felt the 

power of the Holy Spirit at work in their lives. When the door opened that day this father realized that the 

Holy Spirit had been present on the road that day through the very people he had come to help.  The 

same thing happened to Elizabeth as she opened the door to Mary that day.  Her words reveal her 

understanding of all that had happened and would happen and she gave voice to what God had done 

through Mary.   

 Blessed are you among women,  

 and blessed is the fruit of the womb. 

 And why has this happened to me,  

 that the mother of my Lord comes to me? 

 For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting,  

 the child in my womb leaped for joy. 

 And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment  

 of what was spoken to her by the Lord. 

Elizabeth’s words reveal so much to us and to Mary that day.  Many interpreters believe that Elizabeth 

just knew when she heard Mary’s voice all these things.  And yet I have always wondered if there was 

more to the story.  

 Could Mary’s greeting have been more a rush of explanation of why she had come - a recounting 

of her encounter with the angel so similar to what Zechariah must have somehow tried to tell Elizabeth - 
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that through that story - that explanation - Elizabeth sensed the Spirit’s voice confirming both events.  

And through the power of the Holy Spirit her words took shape affirming that two blessings had 

occurred.  Mary was blessed just as Elizabeth had been blessed to be with child - for the gift of life is a 

blessing in itself.  And just as her child was blessed so Elizabeth realized that Mary’s child was also 

blessed.  And yet Elizabeth understood that Mary’s child was set apart for an even greater purpose than 

her child had been and with that realization Elizabeth was in awe that Mary - the mother of her Lord - had 

come to her.  What a gift she had been given.   

 And then Elizabeth told Mary how she knew - for she recounted how when she heard the sound 

of Mary’s greeting the child in her womb leaped for joy.  This was not only a confirmation of what 

Mary had told her but also a confirmation of her own pregnancy - something that maybe she was still 

amazed could really be true.  And maybe that was when she realized that it had taken her six months to 

believe and here before her was a young girl who had immediately believed.  Mary had trusted that the 

angel’s words would come true.  The power of that realization led Elizabeth to offer her final blessing to 

Mary for Mary believed - she trusted - there would be fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.  

And that set Mary apart for her faith astounded the older and wiser Elizabeth. 

 Aren’t we more like Elizabeth?  Don’t we sometimes need to hear confirmation from others 

before we understand how God has been at work in our lives?  Aren’t we too guilty of taking a while to 

see and process how God is at work in our lives? And yet I think Elizabeth can help us with the process 

for there are several things in her character that gave her the ability to be used by God.  And these gifts 

are things we too can embody. 

 First, she was welcoming.  We do not get the feeling that she felt like Mary was a burden even 

though Elizabeth had been in seclusion.  When Mary appeared Elizabeth was open, gracious and 

generous.  She welcomed Mary with loving arms.  This must have been part of her nature for Mary did 



 5 

not hesitate when she heard that Elizabeth was also pregnant.  She went to her immediately.  She 

wasn’t told by Gabriel to go to her but it was Mary’s first instinct when she heard Elizabeth was 

expecting.  She must have known that Elizabeth would welcome her - otherwise she would not have 

traveled so far by herself.   

 Who do we know who would welcome us with loving arms when we find ourselves in trouble?  

I expect, or at least I hope, most of us have someone we know who would do that.  We know who they 

are.  Those people in our lives who have hospitality in their blood - who always have time for others.  I 

heard someone say once that “Hospitality is taking time to dwell with God.”  Think about that.  

“Hospitality is taking time to dwell with God.”  Friends, when we take time with others  

 - when we stop on the roadside and minister to someone who has been hurt  

 - when we open our door to a lonely friend,  

 - when we stop what we are doing and listen to someone who has called to share a hard day  

 - we are dwelling with God.  For God has placed those people in our paths for a reason.  And 

God desires that we respond with open and loving arms just as Elizabeth did for Mary and that needy 

couple did for the father and his son.  And that is a powerful reminder in a season of the year that is so 

filled with hurrying from one thing to another that we often forget to take time for others. 

 Elizabeth also was non-judgmental and caring.  She does not chide Mary for her circumstances.  

She accepts her for who she is and she sees the potential of a future that is different than she had.  

Elizabeth offers Mary a refuge and I like to think that she shared with Mary her own struggles.  When 

we read this passage we get the feeling that Mary immediately broke out into song.  And yet we know 

that Mary stayed with Elizabeth for three months - maybe until after Elizabeth’s baby was born - we are 

not sure.  But she was there for three months.  There are some scholars who wonder if the words we 

know as the Magnificat were really the words of Elizabeth for the similarities found in Hannah’s song in 
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the Old Testament.  For Hannah and Elizabeth’s story are more similar than Hannah’s and Mary’s.  

But I wonder if something else was at play here.  

  What if Mary’s song is a result of her many conversations with Elizabeth - the older more 

righteous, seasoned believer.   

 What if over those three months as they talked and remembered all the other times God had 

blessed women with children in scripture.   

 What if they remembered the story of Rebekah when the twins in her womb struggled with one 

another and how the older served the younger and thought of their two children and what the angel 

Gabriel had told Zechariah and Mary.   

 What if they together remembered Hannah’s song and her dedication of her child Samuel to the 

priest Eli and who Samuel became.   

 What if over those three months the words that we have recorded today in Luke took shape from 

their conversations together.  And when they were complete and Mary gave voice to them Mary knew it 

was time to leave and return to Joseph.  For she had received what she needed from Elizabeth.  The 

sure and certain knowledge that God was at work in her through this child she was carrying.   

 If that were the case it would highlight for us the importance of opening ourselves - old and 

young - to one another with a non-judgmental spirit.  Listening and hearing what God might be sharing 

with us through a person with a different life experience.  For through their conversations both Mary 

and Elizabeth were blessed.  Just as when we share our lives with those of different generations, 

different experiences we too are blessed to share the journey and learn from one another.   

 It is one of the gifts the church community offers to us.  For the church of Jesus Christ is one of 

the few places in our society today where generations mingle intentionally.  Where we have 

relationships with those of different generations and can share conversations, stories of our lives and 
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learn from one another.  God calls us to be open to hear from one another - young and old - because 

when we are open and listen carefully God is at work changing our understandings - opening our hearts 

to new ways of thinking and seeing the world.  For God is always doing a new thing.  Sometimes it just 

takes different eyes to see what that new thing is. 

 Finally Elizabeth is an example for us of one who was open to the Spirit’s leading.  Her 

openness allowed the Spirit to reveal an amazing truth and the Spirit used Elizabeth to offer Mary a 

blessing.  And not only was Mary blessed but Elizabeth also was blessed by her encounter with Mary.  

For after the birth of her child Elizabeth stood in the temple and declared what the angel Gabriel had 

revealed to Zechariah - the name of her son was to be John.  It was the last thing scripture records that 

Elizabeth said.  And yet those words reveal what she had come to know.  God had spoken through the 

angel Gabriel to Zechariah and revealed her child’s name, she had become pregnant in her old age 

fulfilling God’s words to Zechariah and Mary, the mother of her Lord had come to her and the very child 

in her womb whom she knew was to be named John had confirmed the joy of the news Mary brought.  

And with joy in her heart Elizabeth witnessed to her belief in God’s presence in her life as she stood firm 

in the face of those who questioned her - and named her child John just as the angel had instructed.   

 May we this Christmas be open to the Spirit’s leading as Elizabeth was for we never know  

who we will meet on the other side of the door or how that encounter might change our lives.  

And just maybe God has placed that person in our lives as an invitation to dwell with our Lord for a 

while.   


