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SPIRITUAL GROWIH

Luke the first chapter gives us two very similar stories, about two different people who were given good news from the Angel
Gabriel;, Zacharias and Mary. Zacharias was a priest working in the Holy Place of the Temple; no doubt very focused as he
attended to this quiet, solitary work, when the Angel appeared next to him, to tell him that he and his wife are going to have a
baby boy. This would have been a bit of unexpected news, seeing how he and his wife were apparently beyond the child-
bearing vears. Gabriel goes on to tell him that he would be special in the eves of God, be filled with the Holy Spirit, and one
who will make a significant impact among God’s people. But even though Zacharias was a righteous man, he apparently was
concerned about some of the details in how this was going to happen, and expressed those doubts directly to the Angel of God.
Essentially, how do T know this is going to happen? And Gabnel’s response was essentially, “Zacharias. You're speaking to
an Angel inside of the Temple. God told me personally to bring this information to you. What more do you need?” In the
end he was given a sign; that he would not be able to speak until the birth of his son, John the baptist.

The next story we have is very similar; as Mary was also visited by the Angel Gabriel and told that she too would be having a
baby boy. But the Angel doesn’t appear to her in the Temple; he visits Mary at her home town. And just as miraculous as it
would have been for the older Zacharias and Elizabeth to be having a child; it was even more amazing for the young Mary to
be expecting as well; since her marriage had not yet been consummated. In response to this, Mary asks a similar question,
“How can this be?” or “How is this going to happen?” Gabriel then explains how things would transpire, ultimately resulting
in the birth of Jesus.

What’s interesting to me, are the similarities and differences that we have between these two stories. Both Zacharias and
Mary appear to have been righteous in the eyes of God. Both were to bear children at a time when it would be unexpected by
those around them. Both had the Angel Gabriel appear to them. Both were sent a message from God, that they would soon be
blessed with a baby boy. Both were afraid when they saw the Angel; and both times Gabriel told them not to be afraid.
Gabriel went on to tell both of them that their sons would be great men, and do many great things for God. And both asked
questions about HOW this was going to happen. But that’s where the similarities end; because Gabriel’s response to their
questions was almost at polar opposite. Zacharias receives almost a rebuke from the Angel for his question; while Mary is
given a very patient answer. So why did they get different responses to their questions? Why was Gabriel’s response to Zach-
arias so much more direct than the answer that he gave Mary? There may be several good answers for this question, but the
point that I see in this deals the expectation of understanding between Zacharias and Mary; two people who were very much
different. Zacharias was an older man who worked in the Temple as a priest. He faithtully kept the law, and was righteous in
the eyes of God,; and I think that the expectation for his reaction to this news was a lot higher than what might have happened
with Mary. Mary would have been a very young lady at this time; possibly even mid-teens. She was from a small isolated
town; and didn’t have a lifetime of experiences to draw on in difficult situations. In the end, I think that they both believed
and obeyed; but to me Zacharias was at a point in his life when more was expected of him than might have been for Mary, and
that’s the reason, I feel, that we see such different responses from the Angel; and Zacharias fell short of those expectations.

In regards to our spiritual growth, I think that we are measured to that same level of expectations today. We are expected to
continually, spiritually grow by God. One verse that I like, that seems to bring everything together in regards to our spiritual
growth 1s:

1st Corinthians 9:24 ** Do you not know that those who run in a race all run, but one receives the prize? Run in such a way
that you may obtain it.

As we run the race of our spiritual lives, growth in the Lord takes us closer to the finish line. With every step that we take,
with every hurdle that we clear; the prize of etemal life gets closer and closer to us. 1 like the phrase that Paul uses here, “Run
n such a way that you may obtain it.” Running in the opposite direction won’t take us to the finish line; stopping and sitting
down in our lane won’t take us there either, we can only get there by progressively moving forward. Sometimes we will be
able to sprint; other times we may only manage to walk; but every effort; every stride that we make in growing in the grace
and knowledge of our Lord; gets us closer to the ultimate prize that we all hopefully are working toward.
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