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December 22, 2024 
Fourth Sunday in Advent 
St. Timothy Lutheran Church – Huber Heights, OH 
Pastor Joel Sutton 
 
Luke 1:39–45 
 
APPEARANCES ARE DECEIVING.  
 
Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
Amen. 
 
It is said that “seeing is believing,” but on the other hand “appearances can be deceiving.” Our 
Gospel reading this morning is what is commonly referred to as “The Visitation.” The virgin 
Mary travels to the hill country of Judah to spend some time with her kinswoman Elizabeth. But 
appearances are deceiving. What looks like a childless elderly woman receiving her young 
undefiled relative into her home for a three-month stay – it is not as it seems.  
 
What appears as an innocent visitation of two women is the miraculous fulfillment of Old 
Testament prophecy. John and Jesus, the two great figures of salvation, meet for the first time. 
Their coming had been foretold by God’s prophets. The announcement of their births has been 
made to their respective mothers. It’s a blessed and joyous visitation, yet neither woman would 
have appeared to be blessed, and neither woman should’ve had such joy.  
 
St. Luke begins his Gospel narrative by telling the story of an elderly couple named Zacharias 
and Elizabeth, both of priestly descent. (cf: Luke 1:5–25) They were righteous and walked 
blamelessly before God. The Bible says that children are a blessing from God to be joyfully 
treasured and raised according to His good purposes. (cf: Psalm 124:4–5) But Zacharias and 
Elizabeth had neither the blessing nor the joy. Even though they were fervent in love and service 
to the Lord, they were childless and way beyond their childbearing years.  
 
In Jewish culture childlessness was regarded as a reproach from God. Yet the pair continued to 
steadfastly worship and serve God. Then one day while serving in the temple the angel Gabriel 
appeared to Zechariah and announced that his prayers had been answered. His wife Elizabeth 
would conceive and bear a son, who would be the forerunner of the promised Messiah. 
Zechariah didn’t believe the angel so the angel saw to it that Zechariah couldn’t speak until the 
child was born. (cf: Luke 1:18–20)  
 
Elizabeth knew the child in her womb was a miracle of God. She knew she was pregnant only by 
His mercy and according to His promise. Yet, St. Luke tells us that Elizabeth kept the secret 
hidden for five months while saying to herself: 

“… the Lord has done for me in the days when he looked on me, to take away 
my reproach among people.” (Luke 1:25)  

 
After five months, the angel Gabriel shared Elizabeth’s pregnancy secret with the virgin Mary. 
The last thing the angel says to Mary after announcing she had conceived Jesus by the Holy 
Spirit, is: 

“… behold, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son, and 
this is the sixth month with her who was called barren.” (Luke 1:36)  
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John the fetus who would be later called John the Baptist is growing inside his mother’s barren 
womb. In the original language this word “barren” is pronounced “steíra” from which the 
English word “sterile” is derived. Elizabeth's barren womb was sterile and couldn’t have 
brought forth a blessing. It couldn’t have created such joy. But appearances can be deceiving.  
 
Let’s take a young girl named Mary for another example. To all her friends and neighbors she 
appeared to be a happy young virgin girl who was engaged – but not yet married. (cf: Matthew 
1:18–19) But in truth, she was pregnant. She had been favored by God. (Luke 1:30–38) By the 
power of the Holy Spirit, she conceived in her womb a Son who would be called Jesus, the Son 
of the Most High, whose everlasting kingdom of forgiveness and salvation will have no end. Yet 
when the news of her pregnancy would eventually get out, the appearance of her growing baby 
would be deceiving to those who looked at her with shame. You can imagine what her friends 
and neighbors said. [sarcasm on] “A pregnant virgin. Yeah right! If you believe that I have 
some swamp land in Judea to sell you!” [ sarcasm off]  
 
But just as Elizabeth's barren and sterile womb couldn’t have brought forth blessing or joy, 
neither should have Mary’s virginal womb. In inspiring St. Luke’s Gospel the Holy Spirit 
doesn’t want you to forget the fact that Mary is a virgin. Her calls her a “virgin” twice in one 
verse saying: 

"… the angel Gabriel was sent from God… to a virgin betrothed to a man 
whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. And the virgin’s name was 
Mary.” (Luke 1:26–27)  

 
Mary might be young but she’s not dumb. She asks the angel:  

“How will this be, since I am a virgin?” (Luke 1:34)  
And the angel replied: 

“… nothing will be impossible with God.” (Luke 1:37)  
 
Mary's womb should not have had a child. And neither should have Elizabeth’s. Neither woman 
was remarkable or any more noteworthy than any other woman of the day. Outwardly Elizabeth 
appeared righteous and blameless before God – but she also bore the reproach of God by being 
barren.  
 
All we know of Mary is that she was a humble young Jewish virgin. Because she was a relative 
of Elizabeth, she was also likely of priestly descent. But greater yet, like you and me, both 
Elizabeth and Mary are descendants of Adam and Eve and are infected with the deadly disease of 
Original Sin. Neither woman should have received, deserved, or were owed any blessings and 
joy. And both women knew it. (cf: Luke 1:38, 43) The best both could hope and pray for was the 
offspring of the woman promised in the Garden of Eden who would crush the serpent’s head. (cf: 
Genesis 3:15)  
 
While seeing might be believing, appearances are deceiving. No matter what appearances may 
lead you to believe, the devil uses appearances to make you doubt God’s Word and His eternal 
promises. He has many ways to distract you and deceive you. He bombards you with all sorts of 
wonderful appearances to distract you from the Truth of God’s Word – so sin looks all the more 
attractive. He makes sin appear enticing and permissible… and maybe even look beneficial for 
the short-term. You might be tempted to believe that if something makes you happy and doesn’t 
hurt anyone else – it must be okay. But if God’s Word says it’s a sin – it’s still sin. 
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Like Elizabeth and Mary, you and I suffer from Original Sin, which apart from your actual sins, 
still condemns you to eternal hell and damnation. You want to captain your own ship. You want 
to be your own god. You want to create your own blessings and joy. Especially when it doesn’t 
appear like God is listening to your prayers. But God desires that you call upon Him in every 
trouble, pray, praise, and give thanks, living content with what He has or has not given you. And 
you never know when God might surprise you with an answer. Zachariah and Elizabeth were 
advance in years and Elizabeth was barren, but God answered their prayer by giving them a son.  
 
But sometimes it seems that God doesn’t hear or answer your prayers. Or sometimes God gives 
you something that you never prayed for. It might be a blessing, or it may be a tribulation that 
He sends you as a test to draw you nearer to Him. Elizabeth when through many years of testing 
waiting for a child. Other women, in God’s hidden will, remain barren. Imagine what Mary went 
through as a pregnant unmarried young woman. She endured the threats that Herod made on her 
Newborn’s life. (cf: Matthew 2:12–23) She didn’t understand what countless people told her 
about the Child, so she treasured and pondered these things in her heart. (cf: Luke 2:19, 2:33–38) 
Finally, she watched as her firstborn suffered and died on Calvary’s cross. (cf: John 19:26–27) 
 
The fact is, God always answers your prayer, but His ways are not your ways. (cf: Isaiah 55:9) 
Sometimes His answer is yes. Sometimes, His answer is no. Sometimes, His answer is that you 
wait for a while. In times of blessing and joy – and in times of sorrow and pain – repent.  Repent 
and believe in the Gospel. (cf: Mark 1:15) God works all things together for the good of His will. 
God planned, bought, and paid for your salvation in advance. (cf; Romans 8:28) Repent and 
receive His forgiveness of all your sins, knowing that He sent His own Son into the world, born 
of the virgin, to die on the cross in your place to save you from all your sins and cleanse you 
from all unrighteousness. 
 
From our Gospel text we read: 

"41 And when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, the baby leaped in her 
womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit, 42 and she exclaimed with 
a loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your 
womb!" (Luke 1:41–42) 

 
Not yet born, John the fetus leaps for joy in the presence of His Savior. The fetus of the barren 
and sterile Elizabeth leaps so that his mother’s tongue can praise the Infant of the virgin. By the 
power of the Holy Spirit, Elizabeth kept her pregnancy hidden for over five months so that John 
the fetus’ limbs had grown enough to exult before the Lord with his leaping and become a 
witness to Mary through his exultation. Before his eyes can see what the world looks like, he can 
recognize the Son of the Most High with his spirit. (cf: Ancient Christian Commentary on 
Scripture: New Testament III, Luke, 21) 
 
There they stand in Zacharias’ living room, rejoicing, probably looking at one another’s bellies 
in amazement of blessing and joy. There stand Elizabeth and Mary, both offspring and ancestors 
of their mother, Eve, who was as good as dead after her sin in the garden, but by the miraculous 
mercy of God, was made to be the mother of all the living. 
 
Elizabeth knew she was sinful and needed a Savior, but why would He come to her, a poor sinful 
being? She cried out to Mary: 
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"43 And why is this granted to me that the mother of my Lord should come to 
me?" (Luke 1:43)  

 
And Mary too. And immediately following our text, she breaks out in song in what we call the 
Magnificat, admitting her personal unworthiness and responsibility for her own sin. Yet she 
boldly proclaims: 

“My soul magnifies the Lord, 47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 48 for 
he has looked on the humble estate of his servant. For behold, from now on all 
generations will call me blessed; 49 for he who is mighty has done great things 
for me, and holy is his name. 50 And his mercy is for those who fear him from 
generation to generation.” (Luke 1:46–50)  

 
And that brings us to you and me. Why are you and I so greatly favored that our Lord might 
come to us this morning in Word and Sacrament? We’re unclean and all our righteous deeds are 
like putrid and filthy rags. (cf: Isaiah 64:6) From before the foundation of the world God saw you 
in your sin and need of a Savior and sent the offspring of the woman to crush the head of that 
ancient serpent, the devil, on the cross. His mercy is for those who fear, love, and trust in Him 
above all things.  
 
Contrary to appearances, the unworthy Elizabeth was blessed beyond belief. Although Zechariah 
didn’t believe the angel, God kept his word. By the Holy Spirit he enabled Elizabeth to relate the 
leaping John in her womb to the presence of Jesus, the world’s Savior, in Mary’s womb. Then 
God blessed Elizabeth with the high privilege of blessing Mary and her miraculous child. (cf: 
Luke 1:42–44) 
 
Mary was also unworthy, but was blessed beyond belief. In contrast to Zechariah, Mary trusted 
God’s promise through Gabriel. She was blessed in her believing. But, most of all she was 
blessed because God accomplished what he had promised to her. She chose life, carrying her 
fatherless Child to term, swaddled and laid in a manger, so He could suffer and die on the cross 
to save you and all mankind of their sins.  
 
Contrary to appearances, you are I are blessed beyond belief. While you were still chasing after 
the wonderful appearances that distract you from the Truth of God’s Word – Christ died for you. 
What He won for you on the cross He delivers to you right here in Word and Sacrament. Having 
been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all, He has forgiven you 
of all your sins and prepared and enabled you to serve and love others just as God in Christ serve 
and loves you. 
 
Amen. 
 
The peace of God, which passes all understand, guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus, 
Amen. 


