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“Faith’s Response”      Text – Luke 1:39, 43, 48, 68         OT Reading – Isaiah 11:1-10

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
We have seen the angel Gabriel come to Zechariah to tell him that he and his wife were to have a son.  And Zechariah was told that he was to name his son John and that he would “make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”  
We then saw Gabriel come to Mary to tell her that she was going to have a son.  And her son was to be called Jesus, because, as we know from Matthew’s Gospel, “He shall save His people from their sins.”
Well, with both of these angelic revelations, our focus was on what the angel said about the character and calling of the sons.  We didn’t spend much time looking at the response of Zechariah and Mary other than to note that Zechariah did not believe the angel and Mary did.  But today we want to switch our focus to responses.  And we will not be looking at the initial responses but those we read of after there has been some time to think about what the angel has revealed.  So please read with me from 1:39-end of the chapter, and we will especially focus on just four verses in this section and the responses of four individuals.  And we do this to see that their response is faith’s response and to think about our response to the good news about Jesus (Read vv39-80).

1. Well, the first response we want to consider today is quite different than that of the other three.  And we consider this response not so that we may imitate it but for our encouragement in the gospel.  And the reason this is not a response for us to imitate is because it is the response of John the Baptist who is an infant in his mother’s womb!  Indeed, we may well call this a surprising response from within the womb as we read inv41 that when Mary arrived at Elizabeth’s house and Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, “the baby leaped in her womb.”  
a. Now, the Greek word translated as ‘leaped’ has within its meaning the idea of ‘jumping for joy!’  
i. In the OT, in the Psalms and in Malachi, for example, we read about lambs and calves leaping because they have been released from the stall.  And maybe you boys and girls have seen lambs leaping around a paddock enjoying new grass and freedom!    
ii. In Luke 6:22-23, Jesus is speaking to His disciples and persecution.  And He tells them that it is a blessing to be persecuted for the sake of Christ.  He says, “Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, because great is your reward in heaven.”  Same word.
iii. So, this is no random in-utero movement of the kind that many sisters among us have felt and that most of the rest of us have probably seen at some stage.  
iv. And v44 helps us to be sure about this because by the power of the Holy Spirit, Elizabeth interprets the movement of John as a leaping for joy.  
v. One commentator explains it this way, “The statement concerns an operation of the Holy Spirit which caused Elizabeth’s child to feel, experience, and know that the mother of the Lord, and within her the Lord Himself, was present here and now, and which caused that child to leap forward toward the Lord with a dance of joyful jubilation.”
b. Now congregation, what we read of here is something miraculous and beautiful and most profound.  It is something hidden and it is something that has to do with the mysterious work of the Holy Spirit.  So we must avoid trying to develop some detailed and complex theology about the as yet unborn.  But there is some simple encouragement in what we read here, especially for the parents of children who die in infancy or who have severe intellectual disability.  
i. You see, the Bible is very clear about God’s ordinary method of saving a person – you hear the good news about Jesus and you respond to that good news by confessing your sins and believing in Him.  Romans 10, for example, lays that out step by step.  That is how God saves people, ordinarily.  
ii. But infants and those with intellectual disabilities cannot hear and understand the good news about Jesus.  
iii. What we read here though is that those who ordinarily cannot hear and understand the good news about Jesus are not beyond the activity of the Holy Spirit!  
iv. In 1 Cor. 7:14, the children of even one believing parent are described as “holy.”  And because of God’s covenant promises to believers and their children, which we rea throughout the Bible, we believe, as it summarized in the Canons of Dort 1.17, that “godly parents ought not to doubt the … salvation of their children whom it pleases God to call out of this life in their infancy.”  
v. So the response of the as yet unborn infant, John, is a part of the encouragement of the gospel!
Well, we turn our attention next to the response of the youths and adults of these verses, remembering that Mary was probably just 15 years old or thereabouts at this time!  So next we consider the humble responses of Elizabeth and Mary.

1. Congregation, history is His-story.  History is the story of Jesus.  We have used these words often in the past: The universe exists so that at the end of time the Lord Jesus may have an eternal bride.  So, God created the world and permitted the Fall and chose to save some out of the fallen race by the work of Jesus on the cross so that at the end of time, the Lord Jesus would have His eternal bride.  And absolutely central and pivotal to the whole plan of redemption is the 30 years or so that Jesus spent on earth.  OT history looks forward to that time as the world is prepared for the arrival of Jesus and NT history unfolds as a consequence of the first coming of Jesus and builds up to the Second Coming of Jesus.  But at the very centre of human history is this 30 year period in which Jesus walks on the earth.
2. And so, as this crucial period of time draws near, where is God?  He is busy with two obscure, humble women — one old and barren (Elizabeth), one young and virginal (Mary).  
a. And Luke, the author of this Gospel, wants Theophilus, whom he wrote this gospel for, and all of the Lord’s people, to note this.  At this vital time in the history of God’s plan of salvation, God’s attention is not fixed on the high and mighty of society but on the low and humble of society.  And this has to make an impression on us.  
i. For in the first place, who are we?  We might have a FB page and occasionally get over 60 likes on something we post, but we are nobodies, by and large.  But we are not too small for God’s attention.  Isn’t that good news?!  
A. If you are thinking to yourself, how could God possibly be interested in me, learn from Elizabeth and Mary.  God delights to show His grace to ‘nobodies.’
ii. And of course, by extension, if God delights to work among the low and humble of society, shouldn’t we?  
A. We very occasionally read about the conversion to Christianity of some high profile personality, and that is wonderful.  Praise the Lord.  But I think of someone like Alan Scarlett of Hope Presb over the road (Uncle of Louis and Joanna).  Recently retired chaplain for intellectually disabled folk.  That doesn’t make the news.  But God delights to work among those of ‘low profile.’ 
b. Luke just loves the faith of these women.  He has been affected by, and he wants his readers to be affected by, their cheerful humility.  So look at v43, where Elizabeth says, “But why am I so favoured, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?”  And Mary is so moved by what Elizabeth says that she breaks out into song.  She is so gripped by the good news that God is the lover of the lowly that she says, in v48, “He has been mindful of the humble state of His servant.”
i. Elizabeth has heard from her husband that she is to have a son who is to go before the Lord and to prepare the people for the coming of the Lord.  Now, perhaps she has talked with Zechariah about what this all means.  Perhaps she has been doing careful Bible study to try and understand all this.  But even if she has, those things in and of themselves are not enough for her to say what she says here.  How is it that anyone can believe?  By the sovereign and gracious work of the Holy Spirit.  By the supernatural enlightenment of the Holy Spirit, Elizabeth recognizes that Mary is the mother of the promised Redeemer whom she calls ‘my Lord.’  She very likely has 100 questions in her heart.  But by God’s grace, she believes that the child in the young woman standing in front of her is God’s promised Messiah.
A. And if you have had conversations with unbelievers, you will know that faith is a gift of and the work of the Holy Spirit.  You set before them an amazing God of creation and redemption and the promise of eternal life, but they are unconvinced and prefer to believe that we have evolved from slime and that it is all random, or whatever else it is that they believe, or they just cannot be bothered with the whole thing.  
B. Praise God for the work of His Holy Spirit!  And always pray that His Spirit may do in others what He has graciously done in you!
c. But as we think further about this cheerful humility, note also that while Elizabeth has miraculously become the mother of John the Baptist, Mary has miraculously become the mother of the Messiah.  But there is not even a hint of jealousy in Elizabeth’s words; no why did I only get the forerunner and not the Messiah!  No, she joyfully and wholeheartedly recognizes that a much greater honour has been given to Mary than to her.  She is quite content to put herself in the background and recognize that the Lord has honoured someone else infinitely more than He has honoured her.
i. And we can find this attitude a hard one to imitate at times, can’t we people of God.  As you read the ‘lists of sinful behaviours’ that you find in the epistles, there is a word that begins with the letter J that you often find in those lists.  It is jealousy.  And because it appears in those lists, it is obviously a serious sin and a common temptation.  
A. We fall into this sin when we start comparing the way we are treated with others – “How come she…?  When I…?  When we note the attention and recognition and thanks given to others and get upset that no one ever thanked me when I …?
B. And it is only as we learn to see ourselves as lowly sinners, whose sin caused Christ to suffer, and who deserve nothing, that we learn to expect nothing and can be freed from jealousy.
ii. One commentator said, “He who elevates himself is constantly engaged in wrecking his own life.  But he who is sincerely humble finds richness of life and happiness.”  
d. But finally, in connection with the cheerful humility of Elizabeth and Mary, Mary’s song begins in v46 with these words, “My soul glorifies the Lord.”  Other English Bible versions have it like this, “My soul exalts the Lord,” or “My soul magnifies the Lord.”  And that slightly older word, ‘magnifies,’ is why Mary’s song is known as the Magnificat.  
i. You boys and girls will know how a magnifying glass works?  It makes something larger.  
ii. Well, Mary wants, in a poetic sense, to make God larger – to exalt Him, to lift Him up, to honour Him, to glorify Him, to increase Him!  
iii. And the key thing that we should take away from these words of Elizabeth and Mary is that it is only those who acknowledge their lowly estate and who are overwhelmed by the grace and condescension of the magnificent God that are eager to magnify Him.
A. When you understand that because of your sins you deserve to endure the agonies of hell, forever,

B. And when you understand that you are a miserable nobody who does not deserve the attention of God at all, let alone His saving attention,

C. And when you understand that everything you know and believe about God and yourself is only by the work of the Holy Spirit in you; that apart from Him you would not believe,

D. And when you understand that He has chosen to love you in Christ before the creation of the world,
E. Then you join with Mary and say, “My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my saviour.”
F. You join with the Psalmist and say, “The Lord is my light and my salvation … the Lord is the stronghold of my life.” 

G. You join with the Apostle Paul and you say, “Who has ever given to God, that God should repay him?"  For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things. To Him be the glory forever!”
Well, Elizabeth and Mary met up when Elizabeth was around 6 months pregnant.   But we fast forward three months now to the time just after the birth of John.  And thirdly and lastly and very briefly, we consider also the response of Zechariah, and especially his words in v68, “Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, because he has come and has redeemed His people.”
Just nine months earlier, Zechariah could not believe that his wife would have a child.  He and Elizabeth were well along in years and he couldn’t see how it was possible for her to conceive.  

But now, and again we must stress this, filled with the Holy Spirit, he is so confident of God’s redeeming work in the Messiah who has yet to be born, that he puts it in the past tense.  Did you notice that?  “He has come and has redeemed His people.”  In the mind of faith, you see, a promised act of God is as good as done.  Zechariah has now learned to take God at His word and so he has this remarkable assurance: “God has come and has redeemed!”

Well, you have more than Zechariah!  You have who Jesus is and what He has done set own in this book in all its detail.  So, how is your faith today?  Do you have a rock solid assurance that not only others but you too have had your sins forgiven and have been made forever right with God and have been granted salvation?
Maybe, as you consider your life and previous responses, you feel a deep sense of guilt and embarrassment at your unbelief and sin.  Well, then learn from Zechariah that in the Lord there is forgiveness and power to believe!  Today is what is important!  Today is the day to say that Jesus is mine and I am His and His banner over me is love.  Jesus has come and Jesus is coming.  And when He comes, He will take me into His eternal glory.  Praise be to the Lord, the God of His people!  Amen.
