The Peculiar Way That God Blesses the Righteous

Luke 1:5-17 In the days of Herod, king of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, of  the division of Abijah. And he had a wife from the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth. 6 And they were both righteous before God, walking  blamelessly in all the commandments and statutes of the Lord. 7 But they had no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and  both were advanced in years. 8 Now  while he was serving as priest before God when  his division was on duty, 9 according to the custom of the priesthood, he was chosen by lot to enter the temple of the Lord and burn incense. 10 And the whole multitude of the people were praying outside at the hour of incense. 11 And there appeared to him an angel of the Lord standing on the right side of  the altar of incense. 12 And Zechariah was troubled when he saw him, and fear fell upon him. 13 But the angel said to him, "Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for  your prayer has been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John. 14 And you will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, 15 for he will be great before the Lord. And  he must not drink wine or strong  drink, and  he will be  filled with the Holy Spirit,  even from his mother's womb. 16 And he will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God, 17 and he will go before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a people prepared." ESV

Gal 6:9 And let us not grow weary of doing good, for in due season we will reap,  if we do not give up. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

It is funny how that a great and wonderful turn of events can forever change how we remember a person or their situation.  When the rich man dies, very few remember the decades of hard elbow grease and the times when he had not a penny to his name.  When the Abraham Lincoln's of the world make such a great mark in history as president, nobody remembers how many times he ran for office and was defeated in the decades before his presidency.  We think of Winston Churchill and we think of the great World War II-era leader who is commonly spoken of today as the “Saviour of Britain” and yet we forget that he was not all that popular nor well received until the war came on and his great leadership became evident.  We think of King David and it is easy to forget how that he spent a vast majority of the first third of his life neglected and forgotten – either by his brothers and family or because he was hiding in the wilderness to avoid a deranged king.  When the end of a life or endeavor is extremely successful, we have a tendency to forget, or to greatly minimize the years of sacrifice and hardship that preceded the great turnaround.      

So it is with Zachariah and Elizabeth of the Christmas story.  Because they did have a child and that child became the forerunner of the Messiah and did great things, we remember them with fondness because of the way things turned out and lost, sometimes, is the severity and uniqueness of their lives beforehand.  The majority of their lives was spent in wondering and in great emptiness because of their wondering and lack of blessing and we tend to forget that.  

Let us gaze more fully the scriptural description of this couple as recorded in scripture.  At first there is much to be impressed with.  Looking back, we can see that this couple was definitely a prime candidate for the blessings of God.  Think with me of a few facts:

Their family history was impeccable.

Both were from the tribe of Levi and Zechariah was a priest in the division of Abijah.  That this could be stated with certainty was impressive because the division of Abijah did not return from captivity in Babylonian back in the day.  Zechariah could trace his lineage to Aaron, the first high priest, and had descendants who were known for being people of faith and loyalty to Jehovah God even in the darkest days of Israel.  

His wife, Elizabeth, was also a direct descendant from Aaron and all of this was no small thing, seeing as to how this was still the Mosaic Law and under that Law, who you were and how you were born mattered much.  Ezra would take great exception to priests who had married Gentiles and beyond the right tribes and yet here is a couple who embodied the Judiastic ideal of blessed genealogies and bloodlines.  To be blessed in the Old Testament, this couple was primed for such things!  Furthermore,

Zechariah was a priest of Jehovah at the Temple in Jerusalem.

Remember that now that not all of the Levite tribe were priests in the sense that they got to minister before the people or burn incense in the Holy Place or offer up sacrifices.  Some were chosen for menial tasks such as emptying out the ashes and such, or in the older times, just carrying stuff through the wilderness.  Some would be the infamous doorkeeper who was the “rent-a-cop/airport scanner” of ancient times.  

Moreover, not all born to a priestly side of the Levitical tribe were able to serve.  Any imperfection and/or deformity either from birth defect or accident could keep you from being able to go before the presence of the Lord and do such things.  That Zechariah was able to go into such a place spoke to his having been born without defect and of his having been careful throughout the years.  Especially in ancient times with primitive methods of medicine and weapons and tools, this would have made Zechariah in an elite class.

Perhaps the most impressive part of their Biblical resume, though, is that it is said:

Zechariah and Elizabeth were righteous.

Luke 1:6 And they were both righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the commandments and statutes of the Lord. ESV

That's an amazing statement to make about anybody, even with our limited knowledge but how much more astounding is that the Word of God which is absolute truth makes it about a couple of ordinary human beings?  It didn't seem that they were righteous – they were righteous!  They didn't just put up a good facade, but they were the real deal that even the Lord could declare that they were righteous.  And as if to impress upon us of this fact, Luke doesn't just tell us that they were righteous before God but also that they walked blamelessly in the sight of God in all the commandments and requirements of the Lord.  

The more I read those words and think of the full import of it, the more that I'm impressed.  Forget about that pedigree/priest/genealogy stuff, even more impressive is that here is a couple who had the Jewish pedigree and yet unlike the Pharisees were not counting just on the promises made to Abraham and their Jewish identity to bring the blessings of God, but despite who they were, they lived the Word of God and did so blamelessly!  It was not enough that they were children of Abraham, they wanted to please Jehovah God and not be two-faced.  This is a long way from hypocrites and those whom Jesus would confront later who appeared holy in their dress and who were quick to point our where they came from and who they knew and yet failed miserably in their actual obedience and inward man.  Not Elizabeth and Zachariah – they walked blamelessly before God in fulfilling all of the commandments and requirements of the Lord.  There is nobody in scripture other than Jesus Christ that such things are said about without a catch or caveat.  Are you impressed yet?  Again, this is not self-righteousness, but God-observed righteousness.  This is God speaking to us testifying of their righteousness and obedience.  And He sees everything and yet He was able to make such a statement in His word!  Wow!

And there's one thing more:

They had been living this way for many, many years.

The Bible states about Zechariah and Elizabeth that they were “advanced in years.”  Even Zechariah says it about himself when he said, “I am an old man and my wife is advanced in years.”  How old?  I don't know but probably old enough to naturally think childbearing as impossible for both.  Luke uses the same term “advanced in years” to describe Anna, the prophetess who later would bless the infant Jesus in the temple and then tells us she was eighty-four.  Perhaps Zechariah was in his late seventies or early eighties and Elizabeth was in her sixties – not an uncommon arrangement for those days.  Still they were very much past the stage of having children.  Which means, above all else, that these were people who had been upright and lived correctly for a long, long time.  No “johnny come latelies” here.  This was not the exuberant faith of someone who blazes fast and out in just a few years for the Lord.  This was not the afterglow of an emotional high that lasted a few months into their twenties.  This was the real deal!  They were without blame and called righteous by the Lord after six, seven, or even more decades!  

Oh, and that brings us to the startling part of all of this.  The reason that it is mentioned their age in regards to their child bearing years is because they were this old and this righteous without having had a child.  In the Old Testament, Mosaic Law-era in which they lived, such was a seeming contradiction in terms.  Because to the Jewish mind and according to the promises of their very Lord in His word, childbearing was a blessing and barrenness was a curse.  In the New Testament church, obviously, things are different for Simon Peter's children are never mentioned though he was married and the Apostle Paul is not married at the time of his ministry and also had no kids and both were greatly blessed f the Lord.  Furthermore, nobody ever pops up in the later years and is pronounced doubly blessed because they were the son or grandchild of, say, Philip or Bartholomew.  That does not mean that the disciples did not have kids, but rather that in New Testament times, your birth circumstances and even who one's mother and father is has little to do with what you become.  Moreover, in the New Testament, being a true Christian was and is no guarantee of financial wealth.  But in the Old Testament times and the Laws of Moses, both finances and children were a sign of God's blessing.  

And so here you have a paradox of the ages:  a man and woman who have been faithful to the Lord, who have served the Lord, who are direct descendants of Abraham and thus share in the promises to Abraham, who are direct descendants of Aaron and thus share in that blessing also, and whom the Lord has pronounced as righteous, blameless, and obedient and yet they are living under a curse.  There is a reason that Elizabeth hid herself for six months when she miraculously was found with child.  She had no doubt had many miscarriages and was tired of the talk that she had heard whispered behind her back.  People talked about this couple.  This verse of scripture was not yet penned for people to read and know the truth.  They whispered, “they must be doing something wrong, because look at how God has cursed them.”  “They must have some great hidden sin – he must have killed Snap, Crackle, and Pop because only a 'serial' killer would have such a spiritual shame hanging over their life.”  “I wonder what it is about their life?”  “I don't know, but it must be realllllllllly bad!”  

What I'm amazed at is that they stayed the course!  I was reading this week and my wife came in the room and I rather randomly shared this thought with her, but it is a fact that the prophet Jeremiah was called to a ministry of failure.  God called Jeremiah and told him, “preach to them but they will not hear you.”  How about that for a great calling?  Jeremiah's calling was to a lifetime of ministry that would never be received, never be complimented by men, and that the only solace would be knowing that he was pleasing God.  And he did it!  That's an incredible thought!  Jeremiah died in Egypt after being kidnapped by the rebellious losers that even King Nebuchadnezzar, a heathen ruler, wouldn't bother with and yet he did what God commanded him to do.  No success other than the fact that he obeyed!  

Noah was much the same way except that he at least saw his family saved.  I'm not sure that they believed him but just sort of went along with him because he was so passionate about it.  It's a good thing that Noah didn't count righteousness with God as something only to do when everybody else was doing it, because you and I wouldn't be here, today!  He was the only man whom God saw as righteous!  And it's a good thing that he didn't stop obeying what God had told him to do because of a lack of praise or positive response from the people around him!  Because there was none!  

Here is Zechariah and Elizabeth who are the same way.  There is no reward for their obedience and yet they obeyed.  Not for a few weeks; not for a few months; not for a few years, but for decades!  For the vast majority of a lifetime.  They walked blamelessly before God when there was little to show for it.  They continued living right when there seemed no more point behind it.  They kept on walking uprightly even when most people around them thought them fakes.  Oh, what a poignant portrait from God's Word this is to us!  

_________________________________________             

Let me preach to you and I!  This is the peculiar way that God blesses the righteous:

God likes to prolong the blessings as a test!

God likes to single out people who are completely sincere and truly walking uprightly and withhold his blessing a little while, just to see how they react.  It is a test to see if their heart is as true as they profess or even think.  Anybody can do good when it becomes obvious that doing bad brings immediate negative impact and anybody can do good when it becomes obvious that doing right brings immediate positive results.  Think of it for a moment.  If you reach out and touch a hot stove that is glowing red and it burns you greatly, it doesn't take much persuasion for you to keep your hand from a red hot stove burner again.  The immediate negative result teaches you that you won't do that again.  Ditto with the flip side.  If I had a red button here and every time someone pushed it, a hundred dollar bill floated from the ceiling, it wouldn't take you long to push it again.. and again.  And before long it would be a melee under that spot in the ceiling and a zillion hands on that button!  

But if I touch the hot stove and the burn is not immediate but years later, then it's harder to learn the lesson and keep my hand off the stove.  If I push the button and the hundred dollar bill floats from the sky ten years later, then its hard for me and my human reasoning to put the two together.  Most likely, I won't push the button and how much blessing will I have forfeited?  

So it is with God.  He responds to faith, remember?  And so He has a peculiar way of blessing the righteous and, for that matter, a peculiar way of judging the sinner.  Because often, He doesn't hammer the one who does wrong immediately and just brings rebuke to see the level of faith and knowledge of the truth of God's Word in the person.  He wants to know if you really believe and, oh, the judgment will come and only be worse for you having touched the stove repeatedly but He is merciful for one thing and yet wants you to believe Him for His Word's sake.  It is the same in the positive.  There if often a delay between the obedience and the blessing – the kingdom of God is modeled after the farmer and his seed, remember?  Harvests take time.  The greatest blessings take much time.  And so God often prolongs the blessing to test what is in our heart and to see how much we trust Him; He wants to know if we are serving Him because we love Him and His commandments and fully believe that they are right or if it is a passing fancy.  He wants to spend eternity with us, but not if we are not truly devoted to Him, so sometimes He waits.  It is a test to see if we genuinely are walking by faith because faith doesn't demand immediate tangible proof that something was right and will keep on obeying without it.

Ask David.  He was later called a man after God's own heart, but never forget that such became true because David proved himself to God in the years in the wilderness.  It was David who wrote about himself first:

Ps 22:1-2 My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving me, from the words of my groaning? 2 O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer, and by night, but I find no rest. ESV

Has that potent little word ever been on your lips in prayer:  “why?”  It flowed regularly from David's mouth.  He was chosen; he loved His God; he faced Goliath and won, and what he got for it was a house amongst the Philistines and rejection from his family, friends, relatives, and king!  Why, Oh God?  Because it is a test, David.  The last person that God exalted to be king was not tested and turned on the goodness of God and made the blessing of God into a joke.  God will not do that again!  So He tests the heart of men!  And so He blesses the righteous peculiarly sometimes by delaying the blessing to test us.  Like Zachariah and Elizabeth still doing right despite the people talking and the baby funerals and the people talking, so was God testing David and Noah and you and I.  He wants to know if we have a heart towards Him!  He wants to know whether or not we are serving Him only for the loaves and the fishes.  He wants to know if we love His commandments or only tolerate them because the miracles that His presence brings.  He wants to know if we are walking by faith and out of a love for Him and His ways.  And so He tests us through delayed blessing!   

This is also the peculiar way that God blesses the righteousness!  It is a great truth that:

God likes to prolong the blessings as a testimony!     

It is not just for your sake but for the sake of others that He prolongs the instant blessings.  Perhaps what I am preaching is not popular, but it is key to understanding the ways of God.  He wants us to do what we do for the right reasons and so He acts in peculiar ways sometimes.  And it is not always just about us – sometimes He allows things to happen to us to speak to the issues of them.  And sometimes things happen as they do in their lives over there to speak to us about our own.  

I think of Elizabeth and Zechariah and I'm challenged to get out of my pity party of the things that I grumble about.  Someone told me this week, “I wish I could talk to Jesus directly, cause I have several things that I'd really like to discuss with Him.”  And I replied with a smile, “save me three minutes, cause I've got a few things I'd like to discuss with Him too.”  I meant it to be funny, but after I left I thought to myself, “you fool, you can talk to Him any time of the day or night and that guy doesn't know the relationship that you have with Jesus Christ.”  And yet it was a testimony to that guy:  he knew that I was a Pentecostal pastor and it shocked him to hear me say that there were some things in life that I didn't understand.  It's not about whether or not I understand, but rather or not I obey!  

In the same way Elizabeth and Zachariah speak to me about faithfulness.  Why am I faithful?  Is it because I see only instant results?  Then that is not true faithfulness.  I'm faithful to my wife but not every day and every minute is about our relationship.  There are times where we are busy on something and we don't tell each other we love each other for hours.  There are times where we have disagreed on something that neither of us, frankly, feel very loving.  But we are faithful because we are committed to each other.  Love is a choice and a commitment, not an emotion.  The emotions come with it when you are truly in love, but the commitment lasts a lot longer than that!  And I think of Elizabeth and Zechariah of whom it was said were blameless before the Lord and yet they had this great curse over them for most of their life and it convicts me.  I've seen far more instant blessings than they did and yet I question the Lord?

It is the same way with Jeremiah's ministry.  I have seen far more results than Jeremiah did from my sermons and have won much more converts than Noah or even Daniel did in my short life.  Who am I to grumble and complain?  I have two wonderful children and many more spiritual children.  Sure there are some blessings that I haven't seen, but who am I to gripe about what God has done and how God has done it?  Their testimonies remind me that I have received much from the Lord – much more than they ever have!  

Hello somebody, you who are in your pity party, or even worse, those of you who are being deceived by the serpent to take your eyes off the garden of goodness that you don't have and to focus on the one fruit that you don't:  You need to rethink the blessings of God!  He has given you much more blessing than He did many of the righteous and in your early days of following Him, gave you many infallible proofs that He was with you.  He didn't have to do that!  He probably shouldn't have done that!  But He knew that your faith was weak and that you needed such signs.  But now He is testing some of you and He is doing it for a testimony to someone else.  There is someone watching you that will say, “if they can be faithful despite that, then what is my excuse!”  It's not all about you and so God moves in mysterious ways!  This is the peculiar way that God blesses the righteous!

________________________________________________    

Now it will not stay this way for forever.  Truly the words of Paul are true:

Gal 6:9 And let us not grow weary of doing good, for in due season we will reap,  if we do not give up. ESV

Oh, it may take a rainy season or two, but the crops will bloom and the increase will come if we do not give up and thrown the whole thing away!  It is a promise that no doubt kept Isaiah going, for it is true that God speaks and says:

Isa 55:8-9 For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, declares the Lord. 9 For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts. ESV

But don't stop there and keep going:

Isa 55:10-11 "For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven and do not return there but water the earth, making it bring forth and sprout,  giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, 11 so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but  it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it. ESV

It may take times and seasons, but God's word does bring about what it says it will do!  He will do what He has promised and His word never returns to Him empty!  Though His ways are above ours and we will never understand everything about how He works, yet know that there will be a performance of what He has spoken!  Oh!  Keep going:

Isa 55:12-13 "For you shall go out in joy and be led forth in peace;  the mountains and the hills before you shall break forth into singing, and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands. 13  Instead of the thorn shall come up the cypress; instead of the brier shall come up the myrtle; and it shall make a name for the Lord, an everlasting sign that shall not be cut off." ESV

Oh, I like that and cannot stop now!! Keep going; keep going:

Isa 56:1-2a Thus says the Lord: "Keep justice, and do righteousness,  for soon my salvation will come, and my deliverance be revealed. 2 Blessed is the man who does this, ESV

I could keep going, but you get the point!  His ways are not our ways!  Stop trying to figure Him out and just keep doing right because it will pay off in the end!  Living righteously will have its reward and perhaps that is what kept David going for so long.  Because he knew:

Ps 34:15-19  The eyes of the Lord are toward the righteous  and his ears toward their cry. 16 The face of the Lord is against those who do evil, to  cut off the memory of them from the earth. 17  When the righteous cry for help, the Lord hears and delivers them out of all their troubles. 18 The Lord is near to  the brokenhearted and saves  the crushed in spirit. 19  Many are the afflictions of the righteous,  but the Lord delivers him out of them all. ESV

The promises are true and sure!  And so be sure you catch it because here is the greatest point taught to us about the story of Zechariah and Elizabeth.  The Lord has a peculiar way that He blesses the righteous but you can take it to the bank:

The end blessing is greater in proportion to the length of the waiting!

David waited for many years, but eventually the throne of Israel was his and the length of His reign carries on forever in the Messiah's rule!  Noah spent a lot of time preaching and building but he saved his family and his own soul and made it so that we would one day be able to fathom the love of God towards us through the sacrifice of Calvary!  

So it was with Zachariah and Elizabeth!  They just kept being faithful and kept walking blamelessly and kept serving the Lord!  And then we find:

Luke 1:8-9 Now  while he was serving as priest before God when  his division was on duty, 9 according to the custom of the priesthood, he was chosen by lot to enter  the temple of the Lord and burn incense. ESV

The Talmud says that a priest permitted this great honor of burning incense was not permitted to draw a second lot in the same week and because of the large numbers of priests in those days (upwards of twenty-thousand) and the fact that priests only served two courses a year, it is very probable that most priests only drew this duty once a lifetime.
  This means that this was probably Zechariah's first and only time to enter and burn incense before the Lord.  He had not only been barren but unlucky in life too and over decades and decades everybody else had their chance and now he finally got his chance!  Have you ever felt like that?  “I've been faithful for years and everybody else always gets the breaks and the blessings and the elevation and the glory.”  We would do good to remember that there is no such thing as luck.  We would do good to remember that:

Prov 16:33 The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the Lord. ESV   

That doesn't mean that we should roll dice to make important decision, but rather that the things that seemingly are chance are yet God's doing in our lives!  It was no accident that Zechariah was passed over so many years and reserved for this time.  Because had he been chosen earlier, he would have missed his angel messenger!  He would have not been where he was supposed to be when God needed him there.  Because the angel had something great to tell him!  They had waited and had been faithful but good news!  Great news!  Astounding news!  There are miracles and then there are change-the-course-of-human-history miracles.  You're going to have a son after all!  The blessings of Abraham are true after all!  And He will be the forerunner to the Messiah – which means, by the way, you're one of the first to know the Messiah is coming soon!  And he will be great in the spirit of Elijah!  And your barrenness and decades of questions and wondering will be answered and erased with one great turn of events!  

Oh, this is the peculiar way that God blesses the righteous!  Sometimes He has reserved the greatest blessings for us and so has to wait until the right time until everything is fulfilled!  There are two ways of looking at the matter if you have been long waiting on a promise of God and if you've been faithful.  You could get a pity party and lose faith and say God is a sham, or you could realize the truth of the matter:  the longer you have waited, means the greater the promise and blessing and fulfillment that God has reserved for you.  He always promises and over delivers and you will not be disappointed!  His Word will never return back to Him empty or lacking!  

The righteous will get their reward either here on in eternity.  Wouldn't you like to be in Jeremiah's shoes on judgment day?  He received nothing here on earth, surely great is his eternal reward!  Because God cannot fail!  And the greatness of the blessing is in proportion to the length of the waiting.  Surely we must take heart:

Gal 6:9 And let us not grow weary of doing good, for in due season we will reap,  if we do not give up. ESV

Stay strong and walk uprightly and be faithful!  Your mourning will turn to gladness and your sorrow into joy!  Everything will turn around and the goodness of God will flow mercifully and abundantly because this is the peculiar but very effective way that God blesses the righteous!    

�	See the Pulpit Commentary at Luke 1:7





