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ELIZABETH 
TEKOA, JUDEA. NOVEMBER, 5 BC. 

 

A month before Jesus’ birth, a woman sits by the fire in the middle 

of the night rocking a baby to sleep. She’s old. Most of her friends 

are doing the same thing, rocking babies to sleep – their grandchil-

dren and great-grandchildren – each in their own homes throughout 

the city. But this woman has no grandchildren or great-grandchil-

dren, and the grief she feels over their absence continues to haunt 

her, even now in her old age. 

She is Jesus’ mother’s cousin. She’s also the wife of a priest and 

therefore receives the respect and privilege that comes with such high 

social standing. Although she would never expect any privilege, if 

anyone deserves it, it’s her. A godly woman with a godly legacy.  
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Her grief, her chronic pain, has tempered her character, like a fur-

nace tempers iron. Life has beaten her hard, like a hammer beats red-

hot metal. And, because of her priest husband, she lives on a pedestal 

– all are privy to every detail of her celebrity life. She is plunged 

into the public eye daily, like hot metal into the blacksmith’s bucket. 

Her hardship and exposure has forged a strong character that has 

blessed countless lives. Her compassion and kindness are matchless. 

Her perseverance, endless. 

But now, after all those hard years, her pain has been soothed. Her 

heart now has an object for her affection, after being empty for so 

long. 

She sits by the fire, rocking a sleeping baby, as she tells her story… 

 

Everybody knew I was barren. But what most people 

didn’t know is I’ve been pregnant many times. So many 

times, in fact, I’ve long since lost count. Some pregnancies 

lasted a month or two, some got halfway. One even got close 

to the end. But each time, what came out of my womb was 

never alive. And each time, a piece of me died. 

For years, just the sight of a pregnant belly or the sound 

of children playing made me resentful. The deep pain of 

those scars in my heart took ages to subside. Even now, years 

later, it continues to ache inside me. I have good days and 

bad days, the bad often triggered by thoughts of what could 

have been. What should have been. 

There was one time a neighbor of ours, who had three 

young kids and was pregnant with her fourth, came out of 

the house with her youngest on her hip. When child number 

two fell down in the dirt, she absentmindedly handed me 

her baby as she ran to calm the other’s tears. I received her 

baby like I would a snake. I nearly dropped the little boy 
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onto the dirt. It was nothing he’d done wrong, but just hold-

ing a baby, which my heart wanted so terribly bad, was 

torture.  

 

Our first loss was a shock. Zacharias and I were newly 

married. Shortly after our coming together my period 

stopped.  

I started throwing up.  

“Oh, you’ll be holding a baby within the year!” all the 

old women would say. 

But a month later, I started bleeding. Then the pain 

came, in waves. This went on for most of the day, worsening 

every hour. My poor husband looked on, completely help-

less, as my womb convulsed in spasms. Dark blood and 

tissue came out of me, indiscernibly.  

We were more shocked than anything during that first 

loss. I eventually got around to telling my mother and some 

of my closest friends. They just sighed and shook their heads. 

“Yes, this happens often,” they said. “You’ve had a mis-

carriage.” 

Miscarriage. The word still brings tears to my eyes and 

bitterness to my heart. Many of them had gone through it. 

One here, another there, between the births of their children. 

 

Our second loss was less of a shock. More painful.  

How could God do this to us again? 

We got pregnant shortly after the first. More throwing 

up. Then, just like the last time, the bleeding and cramping 

began, and it all came out. Again. That time I bled for days. 

It took me weeks to recover physically. I think I would’ve 
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been back on my feet sooner if I hadn’t been so heartbroken. 

I don’t think I’ve ever fully recovered from it emotionally. 

Our third loss was different. It took us a while to get 

pregnant after the second, nearly a year, but eventually we 

did. One month passed, two months passed. We began to 

hope, cautiously, that we were in the clear. By the third 

month, my stomach was starting to show. By the fourth 

month, it was getting obvious.  

Everyone in town knew.  

My husband was becoming more prominent as a priest, 

more respected. His integrity and kindness were renowned. 

He was the man everyone loved, and I was the woman be-

hind the man. And so everyone loved and respected me by 

proxy. The whole town – the whole nation, it seemed – was 

excited for us.  

I was milking the goat one day, behind the shed, as 

usual. Without warning, she turned and kicked me hard in 

the stomach, knocking me off my stool. It wasn’t terribly 

painful at first, but later that day I started leaking some sort 

of water. Day after day I leaked more and more.  

My belly stopped growing.  

I was obviously worried. Zacharias was worried too. We 

called the physicians, but they weren’t worried. Or helpful. 

“You probably just peed yourself.”  

That’s actually what they said. Respectfully, of course.  

Thanks. We have to pay you for that advice? 

After a week of leaking, the pains started. Contractions. 

The midwife was called. I was way too early to go into labor. 

Barely showing, just four months along. In the middle of the 

night, by candlelight, with spasms ravaging my body, I 

pushed out another baby. The midwife was somber. She’d 
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been through this before. She delivered my little one. A tiny 

son.  

“Look, here’s his little foot.” 

Through my tears, I couldn’t bear to look for myself, and 

I held Zacharias’ head close to mine so he couldn’t see either. 

Yes, he was there with me. He was always there with me 

when I walked through hell. 

The afterbirth came next. Things got wrapped up. We 

actually had a little funeral for that one.  

That began some of the darkest days of my life. I knew 

there was nothing I could do to change the tragic outcomes 

I’d just lived through, nor did it seem I could do anything to 

change the outcome of future pregnancies. Why was God 

punishing me? What hidden sin did I have? I became con-

vinced that God wouldn’t give me a baby because I’d be a 

bad mother, in spite of everyone’s attempts to convince me 

otherwise. 

After the third, the rest of our losses all blended to-

gether. I lost count. Some early, some late. I even carried one 

to eight months, but then delivered stillborn. A little girl. I 

held on to her, wrapped up in a blanket in my arms, all 

through the night and into the next day. It was a small com-

fort just to hold my own baby. That little body. No breath. 

She had dark hair like her father. I held her until it was time 

for the funeral on the morning of the second day. And I laid 

her in that little grave, I buried what was left of my heart 

with her. 

 

Despite our best efforts and countless pregnancies, I was 

barren. It was crippling to have gone through the nausea of 

pregnancy and the pains of labor but have nothing to show 
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for it. For weeks after each loss, my sore breasts were a con-

stant reminder of our pain – full of milk with no little mouth 

to feed. Heartbreaking. All my friends and relatives had ba-

bies. I couldn’t even look at them. I secluded myself in the 

house. Days, sometimes weeks on end.  

My poor husband was completely racked with grief. We 

did our best to carry on and comfort each other, but he had 

duties to perform and I had a household to run. Sometimes 

there wasn’t time for grief. But late at night, when sleep 

evaded me, I would cry for hours on end.  

Why is it always the woman who’s barren when a cou-

ple can’t have kids? It’s just assumed that I couldn’t produce 

children for Zacharias, not the other way around. That’s how 

our society sees it. And so, it’s common for a man to take 

another wife, with or without divorcing the first, who can 

produce children. Well, God bless Zacharias. He never held 

barrenness against me. It was always our curse, not just mine. 

And he never sought another wife, even when I told him to.  

“You’re enough,” he told me.  

My dear Zacharias. The best man I’ve ever known. 

 

I know I’m not the only barren woman in Israel’s great 

history. But even if an infertile couple can’t birth their own 

children, it’s not too difficult to build a family.  

There are orphans everywhere.  

Fathers die in battle. Mothers die during or after child-

birth, even when the baby survives. Sudden illness comes 

fairly regularly here. Unexpected death is just a part of life. 

That’s why professional mourners do so well. They make a 

killing on tragedy.  

So, with all these orphans around, a barren couple could 
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have a dozen children in a few years without any trouble at 

all. 

But adoption wasn’t permissible for us.  

Zacharias is a priest, from a pure blood line. I’m also 

from a priestly family. Our lineages can be traced back to 

Aaron. And, because of our unblemished bloodlines, the 

priestly by-laws forbid us from adopting. Those ridiculous 

religious regulations! They’re not real laws because they’re 

not actually stated by God anywhere in the Scriptures! The 

Rabbis just made them up, banning us from polluting our 

bloodline. Polluting?! Is a baby able to pollute anything ex-

cept his backside?! What a stupid rule. It completely 

contradicts God’s heart for orphans, widows, and the barren, 

as revealed throughout Scripture.  

Zacharias worked so hard to get that by-law changed, 

but all his efforts fell flat. His pleas fell on deaf ears. The Rab-

bis would rather our bloodline die than risk mixing 

commoners into our exclusive club. If we ever adopted a 

child, we were told we’d be aposynagogos, excommunicated 

from the synagogue, and, by extension, kicked out of the 

Jewish community. Forever unclean. Our livelihood and our 

identity gone. Friends and family gone. The Rabbis used to 

be able to execute anyone who broke the Law, but the Ro-

mans don’t allow that now. Banishment from the 

community is all they have left.  

So this ache in our hearts, this sickening panic that so 

frequently gripped us, went untreated. We had no living bi-

ological children and were banned from adoption. Our home 

was ever clean and quiet. 

And terribly lonely. 

Sometimes I thought, “To hell with them, let’s adopt and 

fill our home with unwanted children.” But the hope that 
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things would get better, that we’d have children of our own, 

kept us from actually doing it. The pregnancies continued, 

remember. We kept hoping and praying and waiting. 

Eventually, it was too late for pregnancy or adoption. 

We were old. And as the years dragged on, the title of “bar-

ren” became more and more associated with me. 

Then, when all hope was lost, something changed. 

 

Zacharias has served as a priest in the Temple for one 

month per year ever since he was ordained as a young man. 

Early every winter, when the snow just starts falling in the 

highest peaks, he travels to Jerusalem for his term of service, 

leaving me at home in Tekoa.  

I’ve always walked to the city gate every night while he 

was away. The watchmen on duty aren’t supposed to let an-

yone up on the walls, but it’s hard to turn down a request 

from a woman in my position, especially when I come bear-

ing gifts. I’ve yet to meet a man who could resist hot soup on 

a cold night. While the watchmen ate their midnight meal, I 

looked north through the mountains and prayed. From the 

walls of Tekoa, I could see the glow of Jerusalem through the 

peaks, with its prominent Temple – the pride of the Jews – 

like a beacon of hope to the nations. My husband was there, 

ministering to our people, offering sacrifices to cover their 

sin. He’s always had a special place in his heart for the bro-

ken, perhaps because we’ve been so broken ourselves. 

He’s there right now, as we speak. Although this year, 

more than ever, he left his heart here at home. 

You see, something happened when he was gone last 

year.  

Something big. 
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I could tell something was wrong as soon as he walked 

back into town.  

Every year, near the end of his month away, I would 

wait for him by the city gate. Not with the elders, where they 

sat in their Council – their old boys’ club – but a respectful 

distance away in the shade of the wall. 

I didn’t notice him approach the city at first, but I heard 

a greeting shouted out from his friends in the Council. 

“Hello Zacharias! Peace to you, brother!” 

All heads turned, including my own, to see him walking 

towards us up the road.  

The whole city seemed to light up when he came home, 

partly because he’s such a good man but also because he ra-

diated holiness after serving in the Temple. It was like he’d 

been saturated with God’s own Spirit and couldn’t help but 

exude it wherever he went. 

But this time was different. I noticed a change immedi-

ately.  

He was dazed, walking slower than usual. Normally 

he’d have a spring in his step as he came up the last hill to 

Tekoa. He’d greet the elders, then anyone else nearby, but all 

the while his gaze and attention would be fixed solely on me. 

The way he looks at me, I’ve always known I’m the most 

beautiful woman in the world to him, even now at our age. 

But last year, when he saw me, he didn’t rush toward 

me like he always did. Instead, he stopped abruptly.  

His friends called out cheerfully to him, but he didn’t 

respond. His eyes were fixed on me, but something was 

wrong.  

Soon there was a crowd around him, everyone talking 
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at once. I pushed my way through, social conventions be 

damned. I burst into the middle and wrapped my arms 

around his waist. Then I looked up into his face. My hus-

band’s kind eyes were indeed dazed, but deep inside there 

was a fire and a life that I’d never seen before. 

He’d been with God! 

“Speak, man! What happened?!”  

The crowd persisted, anxious to know his story. Finally, 

his gaze left mine as he looked around at his old friends.  

He opened his mouth to speak…. but no words came 

out! 

“Come on, Zacharias! Don’t keep us in suspense! Spit it 

out!” 

He tried again, but still no sound. Not even a whisper. 

Fear and awe rippled through the crowd. Someone 

called for a tablet and one was shoved into his hands.  

He wrote. 

Relief! At least he could still do that. 

I am mute 
More fear and awe. He had been with God! 

 

The story of what happened in the Temple came out 

slower than it needed to. The interruptions were endless. He 

was quickly ushered into the shade by the wall where the 

Council met. Zacharias would scratch a sentence, then get 

interrupted, scratch another, then more interruptions and 

questions. Finally, after over an hour, it all got pieced to-

gether. 

Zacharias had been in the Temple, burning incense to 
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God. An angel appeared out of nowhere and he said we’d 

have a son soon. (There was much murmuring and a few soft 

laughs at this.) Zacharias didn’t believe him either, so the an-

gel took his speech away until it happened. 

When he finished, there was stunned silence. I had to 

hide my face to contain my joy.  

A son!  

Sometimes, when you hear the truth – the God-

breathed, God-given truth – it resonates in your soul. Well, 

my soul was resonating like crazy. Zacharias had brought 

back euangelion with him! Gospel! 

What he didn’t tell anyone (only me, later) was the rest 

of the angel’s words. He knew them by heart – they’d been 

forever burned there. 

“Don’t be afraid, Zacharias! Your request has been 

heard. Your wife Elizabeth will birth you a son and 

you’ll name him John. You’ll have joy and happi-

ness, and many will celebrate his birth, because he’ll 

be great in the Lord’s sight. He won’t drink wine or 

liquor, and he’ll be filled with the Holy Spirit from 

within his mother's womb. He’ll turn many of Is-

rael’s sons back to the Lord their God. And it’s he 

who will go before him in the spirit and the power 

of Elijah to turn the hearts of fathers back to their 

children and the disobedient to a righteous attitude, 

and to prepare a people equipped for the Lord.” 

I was bursting with happiness! But after the initial eu-

phoria, I quickly realized that it wasn’t all good news. The 

sweet had a bitter twist. If there’s one thing I know about 

prophets who speak the truth from God, it’s that their words 

aren’t always well-received. In fact, they’re usually mocked 

and scorned. Or worse. Being a prophet is not a job anyone 
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asks for.  

Because of our age, Zacharias and I will likely be long 

gone by the time our son begins his ministry to our people. 

But like any mother, I already worry about him, about the 

end he’ll meet. 

 

Needless to say, Zacharias had a very quiet year. Unable 

to speak, his duties as priest were “adjusted.” He became the 

synagogue slave, doing all the menial tasks reserved for 

those at the bottom of the hierarchical ladder. But he couldn’t 

have been happier – hope kept him going. Hope may be the 

most powerful force in the world, the idea that things can 

change for the better. 

My monthly flow had long since dried up, but God 

didn’t seem to care. I got pregnant again. It was a long, fear-

ful pregnancy. I kept expecting the worst to happen, as it had 

so many times in the past. But each day passed with my little 

one kicking my insides without fail, despite my ever-present 

apprehension. 

In due time the spasms came again. A long hard labor. 

But instead of bringing death and despair, my womb pro-

duced a son. Alive. Breathing! Screaming as soon as he was 

out! I wept like crazy when I first heard his little voice. All 

the terrible years came spilling out of me for the last time. 

I was finally a mother. With gray hair! 

This all happened just last month. My husband still 

couldn’t speak at his birth, so eight days later, when it came 

time to name him, Zacharias scratched out on a tablet: 

His name is John 
Then, miraculously, his speech returned! He exploded 

with songs and praise to God. His passion was contagious 
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and soon the whole city was worshipping God for his love 

and goodness towards us.  

To this day, he still hasn’t shut up about it. Zacharias 

will tell anyone who will listen (and some who don’t care to) 

about the power of God and his heart for all people. He’s 

back in the Temple now, for his month of service, filled with 

the Spirit of the Lord. 

His son will be the same way. 

 

But there’s one thing I forgot to mention, something spe-

cial that happened during my pregnancy with John. 

For seven months I stayed indoors. I hadn’t seen anyone 

in a long time. Remember, the whole idea of pregnancy and 

babies was not pleasant for me. So when we found out we 

were pregnant again, I secluded myself. Even with the an-

gel’s hopeful promise, I was still terribly afraid. It’s bad 

enough losing a child, but having the whole ordeal public 

makes it that much worse. If this was going to end the way 

all the others had, I didn’t want anyone to know.  

However, without warning, my young cousin Mary was 

dropped off by her father (my uncle) at our home here in 

Tekoa. They lived far away, way up north in Galilee. Mary 

came because she was pregnant too, a few months behind 

me. But the circumstances surrounding her pregnancy were 

rather questionable. Her family was trying to keep the whole 

thing under wraps, so they sent her away to us for a while.  

I was preparing dinner in the house when they arrived. 

As soon as Mary called out her hello, my baby went wild 

inside of me! John kicked and punched, flipped somersaults, 

and very nearly jumped straight out of my belly! He 

pounded my bladder so hard I peed myself! Dear Lord!  
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In that moment, God’s Holy Spirit filled me like never 

before. Just like Zacharias had met with God in the Temple, 

God met with me in my kitchen. I was overwhelmed with 

joy! I couldn’t help but cry out blessings and praise! 

“Mary! You’re blessed among women! The fruit of your 

womb is blessed! Why me, that the mother of my Lord 

would come visit?! Look! When I heard your voice, my baby 

leaped for joy within me! Blessed are you who believed! 

What the Lord told you will be fulfilled!” 

Words were bursting out of me beyond my control, but 

I’m not convinced they were my words at all. Mary was 

filled with joy and burst into song. She’d been ostracized at 

home because of her conception before she was married. 

With tears in her eyes, she sang of God’s mercy and good-

ness toward his people. What a sight we must have been as 

we held each other! We wept and sang and praised God, 

belly to belly, as our sons danced inside us.  

The story Mary told me about her pregnancy was amaz-

ing! An angel visited her? The Lord was saving us all and 

this was just the beginning? God had shown her favor 

through an illegitimate pregnancy?! Outrageous! She swore 

she had never known a man but conceived miraculously 

through the Holy Spirit! Surprisingly, I believed every word 

she spoke. How could I not? Who was I to judge the morality 

and timing of a God-breathed pregnancy? 

Two months after Mary arrived, John was born. I al-

lowed only Mary and Zacharias in with me while I birthed 

my son. Not even a midwife was present. It was Mary who 

delivered John up onto me, kicking and screaming as soon 

as he was born. I bawled as I held his slippery body against 

my chest. Zacharias sobbed silently beside me. And Mary 

cared for all three of us. Three! We were a new family. It 

wouldn’t be long before Mary would be in the same position 
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– holding her own little one against all odds, husband by her 

side.  

A month later, Mary’s father returned to bring her 

home. She was noticeably pregnant with God’s son. The rest 

of her story is certainly worth hearing, if you ever get the 

chance. 

 

And so, I sit here now by the fire holding my son John, 

singing him every lullaby I know. His big dark eyes are tak-

ing everything in. I cherish him as much as I can, because a 

time is coming when I’ll have to give him up to the Lord. 

He’s going to be a mighty prophet, though I’m not sure ex-

actly how. John has a job to do that no one else can do for 

him. God has shown his mercy towards me by giving me a 

son, but he’s also shown his mercy towards the world by 

sending a godly man to preach repentance.  

Yes, everybody knew I was barren. But not anymore. 

Something changed. God intervened in our lives. The 

woman who was once cursed is now blessed. 

And now, one year after God’s promise came to us, I’m 

rocking my little boy. 

He’s breathing. He’s alive. And he’s looking at me.  

I hold him now for all I’m worth, because I know the 

pain may not yet be over. 
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Elizabeth’s son was best known as John the Baptist. Isaiah the 

prophet spoke about him hundreds of years prior:  

“A voice is calling, ‘Clear the LORD’s road in the wilder-
ness. Make the desert highway smooth for our God. Let 
every valley be lifted up and every mountain and hill low-
ered. Let the crag become a plain and the ridges a valley. 
Then the LORD’s glory will be shown and everybody will 
see it together. The mouth of the LORD has spoken.’” 1 

John was an unusual man. He lived in the wilderness and dressed in 

camel’s hair. He lived as a Nazarite, abstaining from alcohol and 

never cutting his hair. During his ministry, which began around 28 

AD, he baptized any repentant heart who came to him seeking for-

giveness outside of the traditional religious customs. John baptized 

Jesus himself as he began his three-year ministry.  

In early 29 AD, John was arrested by the ruler Herod Antipas. Dur-

ing a birthday party he threw for himself at his fortress at 

Machaerus, Herod had John executed at the request of his wife’s 

daughter. 

 

STUDY QUESTIONS: ELIZABETH 

1. Many people who experience great loss feel like God has 
betrayed them. Has this happened to you? Do those scars 
still hurt? 

2. Have you ever been resentful toward well-meaning people 
when they try to look on the bright side of something terri-
ble that has happened in your life? (“Don't worry, you'll see 
them in heaven!” “God must be trying to teach you an im-
portant lesson.” “Heartbreak is just an opportunity to start 
fresh!” etc.) 

 
1 Isaiah 40:3-5 
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3. Are you living out your happy ending, or is it still on its 

way? 
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