TEACHER’S GUIDE - WOMEN OF THE BIBLE – ELIZABETH
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PRAYER: O Lord God, heavenly Father, you have called sinful human beings to be your servants.  Thank you for women like Elizabeth.  Help me to believe that all my sins were paid for by Jesus my Savior and the Holy Spirit is at work through the Word to strengthen me in my faith and in my life. Help me always to serve you faithfully even if those around me do not.  I ask it in Jesus’ name.  Amen.
INTRODUCTION: The women of the Bible make an interesting study of faith and life. Like every woman they all carry the baggage of sin on their shoulders.  In this study we will see how the Lord’s grace and mercy reached out to faithful Elizabeth and how God blessed her with giving birth to the forerunner of Christ, John the Baptist.
Note:  The name John the Baptist is given to distinguish this John from John, Jesus’ disciple, the brother of James and the son of Zebedee.  It might be more accurate to call him John the Baptizer because that is what he did when people repented of their sins and confessed their faith in the coming Savior – he baptized them!

BACKGROUND: The people of God were waiting for the Savior to be born.  God had revealed in the Old Testament that a forerunner would come and prepare the way for the Savior.  In God’s time he fulfilled that promise by sending John the Baptizer who would call people to repentance and point them to the Savior.  God chose Elizabeth to give birth to John and raise him in a faith-filled home to prepare him for the work the Lord had in store for him.
Read Luke 1:5-28, 35-45, 56-80: The Coming Birth of John the Baptist 

 5 Herod was king of Judea. During the time he was ruling, there was a priest named Zechariah. He belonged to a group of priests named after Abijah. His wife Elizabeth also came from the family line of Aaron. 6 Both of them did what was right in God's eyes. They obeyed all the Lord's commandments and rules faithfully. 7 But they had no children, because Elizabeth was not able to have any. And they were both very old.  8 One day Zechariah's group was on duty. He was serving as a priest in God's temple. 9 He happened to be chosen, in the usual way, to go into the temple of the Lord. There he was supposed to burn incense. 10 The time came for this to be done. All who had gathered to worship were praying outside. 11 Then an angel of the Lord appeared to Zechariah. The angel was standing at the right side of the incense altar. 12 When Zechariah saw him, he was amazed and terrified.  13 But the angel said to him, "Do not be afraid, Zechariah. Your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will have a child. It will be a boy, and you must name him John. 14 He will be a joy and delight to you. His birth will make many people very glad. 15 He will be important in the Lord's eyes.  "He must never use wine or other such drinks. He will be filled with the Holy Spirit from the time he is born. 16 He will bring many of Israel's people back to the Lord their God. 17 And he will prepare the way for the Lord. He will have the same spirit and power that Elijah had. He will teach parents how to love their children. He will also teach people who don't obey to be wise and do what is right. In this way, he will prepare a people who are ready for the Lord." 18 Zechariah asked the angel, "How can I be sure of this? I am an old man, and my wife is old too."  19 The angel answered, "I am Gabriel. I serve God. I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news. 20 And now you will have to be silent. You will not be able to speak until after John is born. That's because you did not believe my words. They will come true when the time is right."  21 During that time, the people were waiting for Zechariah to come out. They wondered why he stayed in the temple so long. 22 When he came out, he could not speak to them. They realized he had seen a vision in the temple. They knew this because he kept motioning to them. He still could not speak.  23 When his time of service was over, he returned home. 24 After that, his wife Elizabeth became pregnant. She stayed at home for five months. 25 "The Lord has done this for me," she said. "In these days, he has been kind to me. He has taken away my shame among the people." 

The Coming Birth of Jesus 

 26 In the sixth month after Elizabeth had become pregnant, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee. 27 He was sent to a virgin. The girl was engaged to a man named Joseph. He came from the family line of David. The virgin's name was Mary. 28 The angel greeted her and said, "The Lord has given you special favor. He is with you..."  35 The angel answered, "The Holy Spirit will come to you. The power of the Most High God will cover you. So the holy one that is born will be called the Son of God. 36 Your relative Elizabeth is old. And even she is going to have a child. People thought she could not have children. But she has been pregnant for six months now. 37 Nothing is impossible with God."  38 "I serve the Lord," Mary answered. "May it happen to me just as you said it would." Then the angel left her. 

Mary Visits Elizabeth 

 39 At that time Mary got ready and hurried to a town in Judea's hill country. 40 There she entered Zechariah's home and greeted Elizabeth. 41 When Elizabeth heard Mary's greeting, the baby inside her jumped. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit. 42 In a loud voice she called out, "God has blessed you more than other women. And blessed is the child you will have! 43 But why is God so kind to me? Why has the mother of my Lord come to me? 44 As soon as I heard the sound of your voice, the baby inside me jumped for joy. 45 You are a woman God has blessed. You have believed that what the Lord has said to you will be done!" … 56 Mary stayed with Elizabeth about three months. Then she returned home. 

John the Baptist Is Born 

 57 The time came for Elizabeth to have her baby. She gave birth to a son. 58 Her neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had been very kind to her. They shared her joy.  59 On the eighth day, they came to have the child circumcised. They were going to name him Zechariah, like his father. 60 But his mother spoke up. "No!" she said. "He must be called John."  61 They said to her, "No one among your relatives has that name."  62 Then they motioned to his father. They wanted to find out what he would like to name the child. 63 He asked for something to write on. Then he wrote, "His name is John." Everyone was amazed.  64 Right away Zechariah could speak again. His first words gave praise to God. 65 The neighbors were all filled with fear and wonder. All through Judea's hill country, people were talking about all these things. 66 Everyone who heard this wondered about it. And because the Lord was with John, they asked, "What is this child going to be?" 

Zechariah's Song 

 67 His father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit. He prophesied, 68 "Give praise to the Lord, the God of Israel! He has come and set his people free.  69 He has acted with great power and has saved us. He did it for those who are from the family line of his servant David. 70 Long ago holy prophets said he would do it. 71 He has saved us from our enemies. We are rescued from all who hate us. 72 He has been kind to our people. He has remembered his holy covenant.  73 He made an oath to our father Abraham. 74 He promised to save us from our enemies, so that we could serve him without fear. 75 He wants us to be holy and godly as long as we live. 76 "And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High God. You will go ahead of the Lord to prepare the way for him. 77 You will tell his people how they can be saved. You will tell them that their sins can be forgiven. 78 All of that will happen because our God is tender and caring. His kindness will bring the rising sun to us from heaven. 79 It will shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death. It will guide our feet on the path of peace." 80 The child grew up, and his spirit became strong. He lived in the desert until he appeared openly to Israel. 

QUESTIONS:
1. What common heritage did Elizabeth share with her husband?
They were both from the priestly line of Aaron, from the family of Levi.  Even more importantly they shared a common faith in Jesus, the coming Lord and Savior.
2. What blessings are there for the family when husband and wife share the same faith and similar backgrounds?
Each culture has certain common characteristics.  If a husband and wife have the same or similar cultural backgrounds they will approach life in a common way.  In the same way problems in marriage can be better handled if the couple has a common faith because they are then coming from the same religious principles.
3. How would you describe Elizabeth’s character?  Her problems? (vv. 5-7)
She was living a godly life and seeking to follow the Lord’s will for her life.  She bore a heavy burden on her shoulders because she had not been blessed with children.
4. How is a woman judged by society today if she chooses to have no children or many children?
Many in American society have been promoting the idea that childlessness is superior to having children.  Many in society believe that it is “environmentally damaging” to have more than one or two children.  While God does not say that a couple must have as many children as possible, he does tell us that children are a real blessing of the Lord.  He also provides ways for us to take care of children, even if we have many.  (Note: Hispanic and African American culture have not, for the most part, bought into this “American” culture and do not limit their families in the way many Caucasian families have done.)
5. How would you describe Elizabeth’s way of life and her spiritual commitment?
She shows herself as being faithful to her faith in God and to her family and community in the way she lived.
6. How would you describe your way of life and spiritual commitment in the past?
Various answers.  All of us would have to admit that we have fallen short (yes, sinned!) in the way we have lived our lives and followed our commitment to our God.  For the incarcerated person it might be more obvious right now but all of us would have to admit our failures and look to the Lord for forgiveness and strength to change.
7. What would you like your way of life and spiritual commitment to be like in the future?

Various answers.  One would hope each of us would come away with a stronger faith and that through the Holy Spirit’s work through the Word we would be putting that faith into practice in a more godly way in our daily lives.
8. How did Zechariah react to the angel’s announcement and why?

At first Zechariah questioned how this could be.  It did not seem to be reasonable or rational that one should receive this kind of an announcement. (How would we react if an angel spoke to us?)
9. How did Zechariah communicate with the people?

He wrote down things for others to read.  I am sure he also used some sort of sign language during that year.
10. What did Elizabeth’s reaction to these unexpected events reveal about her?

She recognized that this was a blessing of the Lord.  This child was what she had prayed for many years and now the Lord was granting her request in a special way, in a way far beyond what she ever imagined.
11. If you were the one chosen to bear the special forerunner of Jesus Christ would you have shared the message with others or kept quiet? Why?
Various answers.  Keep quiet: wait until the Lord brings it about; share: tell others of one’s excitement and how God is fulfilling his promises.
12. What did Elizabeth’s reception of a pregnant unmarried teen reveal about her character? (vv. 36ff)
Being pregnant and unmarried was totally unacceptable in that society.  According to Old Testament law a woman could be stoned to death for infidelity (as is still done in some Muslim countries).  Elizabeth’s love for the person was stronger than how this might look to others or what others might say about her.
13. How did Elizabeth apparently feel about a much younger woman having been given the greater honor? (vv. 42-43)
She gives total honor and glory to God for the blessing he was bestowing on Mary. She in no way shows herself jealous of what is happening before her very eyes.
14. What does Elizabeth’s response indicate about her attitude toward herself?
Elizabeth is comfortable with herself and can give glory to God for the blessings he is giving another person.
15. Is it important to “feel good about yourself?”
It is more important to “feel good” about one’s relationship with God and what he has done for us in Christ Jesus.  However, when we have that relationship of faith with our God then we will feel good about ourselves because we know we are forgiven and have the blessings of eternal life.  We know that we can turn to the Lord for help and strength to live a more god-pleasing life.
16. In what specific ways did Elizabeth support and encourage Mary? How long?  What did she emphasize? (v. 45)
Mary stayed with Elizabeth for three months.  Elizabeth had the opportunity to encourage Mary.  Remember that Mary was young (a teenager?) and would naturally have had a lot of questions. Elizabeth was a “seasoned” believer who could help Mary deal with her concerns and encourage her in her faith.
17. What did John’s birth reveal about Elizabeth’s relationship with her family and neighbors? (vv 57ff)
The friends and neighbors realized that this child was a true blessing of the Lord.  Remember that Elizabeth was “old,” past the age when women usually gave birth.  All of the people were encouraging to Elizabeth. She had a good relationship with them and they shared the same faith.
18. From vv. 13, 59-63, what can you gather about her communication with her husband?
Zechariah had shared with Elizabeth all about the visit from the angel and Elizabeth believed that this child was the gift God was giving the world to be the forerunner of Christ.  It seems the two of them had a good relationship with one another and could talk about these things.
19. What kind of reaction did this event, including Elizabeth and Zechariah’s relationship with each other, have on the community?

The community saw how Zechariah and Elizabeth shared a common faith and were united that the name of this child was to be John.
20. How do our actions, good and bad, affect others?

Various answers.  People look at us and make observations about us by what we do or do not do. As Christians we need to make sure we are giving those around us a good example.  One of the excuses people often use for not going to church or believing is that those who say they are Christians are hypocrites.  Sadly, that is often true.  We need to make sure it is not true for us.
21. What effect did Elizabeth’s parenting skills have on her son?

He grew up with a strong faith in the coming Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  He was willing to dedicate his life to proclaiming that message.  (He gave up his life for Christ when he was beheaded by King Herod because Herod did not like God’s law that was being proclaimed by John.
22. How can we help build more positive relationships within our family circle?
Various answers. First and foremost the family needs to have a strong common faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior.  Secondly, the family needs to base its life on God’s Word as revealed in the Bible. Thirdly, the family needs a good Christian leader, preferably a father.  (I once saw a survey that said if children were sent to Sunday school only a small percentage remained faithful to the church; if the mother took them the percentage was higher; if both mother and father took them the percentage was still higher.  However, the highest percentage was if the father took the children with him to church!)
23. What positive characteristics of hers can you learn to model?

Various answers.  Include faith in God, faithfulness to her marriage, faithfulness in raising her children, a good reputation in the community and with her family.
24. How can you use your home to encourage others, especially those in trouble?

Various answers.  One can hold open arms for those who have fallen.  We can’t condone sinful actions but we can help lead the person to repentance over their sins and lead them to the comfort that is found only in the gospel of Jesus Christ.
Closing Prayer:  Dear Lord, thank you for revealing the details of the life of faithful Elizabeth.  Help me to learn that even in the difficult situations of life you are there and that in the end all things will work out for the good of those who love you if we follow your Word and your will. Thank you for dying for me and for paying for all of my sins.  Help me to make changes in my life so that I can better serve you and live in accord with your Word.  In Jesus’ name I ask it.  Amen.
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