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Luke, chapter 1. Last week we did the introduction, which is verses 1-4, so this week we will
start into the narrative itself. The first event that is described is the announcement of the
birth of John the Baptist. That starts in verse 5 and really goes all the way down to verse
25. I don’t think we’ll get that far today, so let’s READ Luke 1:5-17. This part of the
narrative centers around a man named Zacharias. The name transliterated out of the Greek
Zacharias here is the same one the Old Testament transliterates Zechariah, as in the prophet
who authored the next to last book of the Old Testament. This wasn’t that Zechariah; they
were separated by about 400 years, but they had the same name.

The name Zechariah is a great name; it means “God remembers.” At this point, it had been
about 300 years since God’s people had received a prophetic vision from Him, or at least one
that is recorded in scripture. That’s roughly how long it had been since the book of Malachi
had been written. But during that time, God had not forgotten His people, and He had not
forgotten the things He had forgotten to do for them, in particular with regards to a Messiah,
a national ruler and deliverer. God never forgets His people. His people sometimes forget
Him, but He never forgets His people. The vision He gives to Zacharias here is proof that,
even after 300 years of silence, God had not forgotten his people, and He had not forgotten
what He had promised to do for them. So today we’re going to study this man Zacharias,
his wife Elisabeth, and the vision he received.

Transition: So let me HAND OUT OUTLINES. First, we have...

I. Zacharias’ and Elisabeth’s Ministry Verses 5-7 serve as an introduction to Zacharias,
Elisabeth, and the situation they are in. I’ve pointed out a few things I want you to notice
about them. First, we have...

IA. Priestly Qualifications READ v. 5 In this verse we see some of the order that
characterizes Luke’s gospel, the order that I talked about in the introduction last week. The
first phrase, “There was in the days of Herod, the king of Judaea,” does a couple of things.
First, it serves as a kind of “date/time stamp” that allows us to chronologically date this
events. When I post an entry in my blog, Blogger automatically dates the entry so that
all of my readers will know when I posted that particular hike. In this case, it tells us this
event occurred in the days of Herod. There were many Herods that reigned in Judaea, but
this one refers to Herod the Great, who reigned from 37 B.C. to 4 B.C. So this vision comes
toward the end of his reign, probably around 6 or 7 B.C. That also means that, unlike what
the creators of our calendar would like you to believe, Jesus was probably not born in the
year 0. So Luke tells us our calendar, which didn’t exist back then, is probably off by a few
years.
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Many of the Old Testament prophets did the same thing: they dated their prophecy by a
king of Israel of Judah. That leads to the second thing this phrase does. Herod the Great was
not liked by the Jews. He was viewed as a tyrannical outsider, dominator, even oppressor,
especially due to the control he exerted over the temple, the house of God. They didn’t want
to be under his rule. So this angel appears to Zacharias in the temple in spite of the fact
that this pagan, outsider ruler is exerting control of the temple. The point is: Herod is not
really in control. God remembers His people and sends the angel to Zacharias; He is the one
who is really in control.

Specifically relating to the office of priest, it tells us Zacharias was of the course of Abia.
I Chronicles 24 details the courses of the priests that were set up in David’s time and
continued at this point. The preistly duties were divided up into 1 week “shifts” that they
called courses. There were 24 shifts, so each shift would serve 1 week roughly every 6 months.
It’s kind of like we do with the cleaning of the sanctuary and fellowship hall. If you did it in
March, it will be a few months before your turn comes up again. Their shifts were named
after the leader during David’s time as recorded in I Chronicles 24. In Zacharias’ case, the
leader during David’s time was a man named Abia or Abijah as it is spelled in I Chr. 24:10
(that’s another transliteration issue), so he was of the course of Abijah. So Zacharias was a
priest, but even better, his wife was also from the priestly line. So the picture is a husband
and wife with pure genetic lines for the divinely appointed office he holds.

Transition: Next point...

IB. Godly Standing READ v. 6 The righteousness they had before God was not due
to their pure genetic lines but because they walked in His commandments and laws. The
reference I gave you is Deut. 4:40. We won’t read that, but it promises blessing to those who
keep God’s commandments and laws. Now we know that they were not righteous because
they kept the law; nobody can keep the law. Romans 3:20 says that no flesh will be justified
by the law. But the law was the best representation they had of God’s will at that time, and
recognizing that the law did indeed represent God’s will at the time indicated a life of faith.
Regarding Abraham, scripture says “he believed in the LORD; and he counted it to him
for righteousness.” (Genesis 15:6). The same could be said here: Zacharias and Elisabeth
believed in the Lord, as evidenced by their keeping of His commandments and laws, and
God counted it to them for righteousness. They were righteous before God.

Transition: In spite of all this they had going for them, they also had...

IC. Physical Barreness READ v. 7 In this era, not having children was viewed as divine
punishment for something you or your ancestors had done wrong. This is getting way ahead
of myself in the exposition, but if you look all the way down to the end of this block of
text, in verse 25, after Elisabeth conceives, she says READ v. 25. The reproach was the
perceived divine judgment of not having any kids. At the point of verse 7, their situation
seems hopeless. They had probably been trying to have kids for years. Scripture does not
directly tell us that, but their age and in verse 13 when the angel says “your prayer has been
heard” and goes on to tell him he is about to have a son would imply that.
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So their situation at this point looks impossible, and to man it probably is, but that reminds
us that God specializes in the impossible. A few weeks ago I was working with a professor in
our biology department on a grant to study mathematical cancer growth models. One of the
students we were working with told us about how one of his relatives (his aunt, I think) had
a tumor in her throat. As a result of prayer, God healed her, caused the tumor to go away.
My colleague’s response was, “well, that wasn’t cancer then, because cancer doesn’t just go
away.” She studies cancer for a living; that’s why we were working on the grant. According
to the natural laws, she is right: cancer doesn’t just go away. But God isn’t bound by the
natural laws. He does things that to man are hopeless or impossible. I often pray that God
will move in a way so that it is clear He is the one who did it. If it’s something man can do,
we might (incorrectly) give ourselves the glory. If it’s something only God can do, then He
has to get the glory.

Transition: That’s what happens in the next bit.

II. Angel’s Appearance The first point under that...

IIA. Worship and Prayer READ v. 8-10 The events described here are really just
business as usual at the temple. Zacharias is faithfully performing his priestly duties “in the
order of his course;” it’s as “the custom of the priest’s office.” So Zacharias is just doing his
usual divinely appointed thing, and in that process the lot falls to him to offer the incense on
the incense altar. Exodus 30 talks about the offering of incense. It was offered twice per day,
once in the morning and once in the evening. To determine who among the priests would
offer it, they casted lots. That was a way of determining God’s will without any interference
from man’s will. Let me give you this illustration. hold up die This is a die; I got it out
of a Monopoly game I have at home. This is not the lot they cast to determine who would
offer the incense, but it’s the closest thing I have to it. cast it That’s probably the first time
you have ever seen a die cast in church. It came up 2. Critical question: why did it come
up 2 that time? How you answer that reveals a lot about what you believe. An atheist or
practicing atheist would say, “it’s random chance. There are 6 faces, each has probability
1/6, so that time by random chance it came up 2.” A Christian would say, “it came up 2
because God wanted it to.” I don’t understand why He wanted it to, but He’s in control of
everything: the big things (plan of salvation, the 2nd coming) and the little things (casting
of a die). The lot falls to Zacharias because God wanted Zacharias in there offering the
incense.

So Zacharias was just faithfully doing his usual thing. The other people were also faithfully
doing their usual thing: waiting outside and praying. The one chosen to offer the incense
would go in by himself to offer the incense; the others would wait outside and pray as
commanded in Lev. 16:17. It doesn’t tell us what they were praying for, but typically in this
period they would pray for the nation of Israel and their expected Messiah. This reminds
us that God uses faithful people in their ordinary course of action. Tonight we are going to
watch a video on God’s work in southeast Asia. You don’t have to go to southeast Asia for
God to use you. He’ll use you in your ordinary course of action, but you have to be faithful,
you have to be ready, and you have to be looking for opportunities.

3



Transition: Zacharias was faithful and ready, so next, we have...

IIB. Zacharias’ Response READ v. 11-12 Zacharias has the usual response when a
person knowingly sees an angel: he is afraid. Remember it had been 300 years since anyone
in Israel had received a message from God, at least one that is recorded in scripture. Nothing
like this had ever happened to him before, or anyone in his lifetime, or any of his father’s
lifetime, or his grandfather’s lifetime, or the lifetime of anyone he had ever come in contact
with. So God breaks His 300 years of prophetic silence to Zacharias in the temple. To the
Jews the temple represented God’s dwelling place on earth. So thinking back to date/time
stamp back in verse 5, by having the angel appear to Zacharias in the temple God is sending
a subtle message to the Jews and also to Herod: this is MY house. That outsider oppressor
Herod may control the temple politically for now, but it’s still God’s house. God is the one
who is really in control.

Transition: That brings us to the contents of the angel’s announcement, which basically a
description of...

III. John the Baptist’s Ministry The angel not only tells Zacharias he will have a child,
but he describes what this child will be like. First, his birth will cause...

IIIA. Many Rejoice READ v. 13-14 Joy at the birth of a child is normal. Right now
I am doing my daily Bible readings in Genesis, so this past week I read about the sibling
rivalry you might call it between Leah and Rachel, Jacob’s two wives. Every time either
one of them or even one of their handmaids had one of Jacob’s sons, they rejoiced, and the
other one in that case wasn’t too happy. But this child of Zacharias was not going to be a
normal child: his birth would cause many to rejoice. For one, God Himself gave this child
his name: He said call him John. This is not the only time in scripture God explicitly names
an unborn child (Isaac and Emmanual are two other cases), but it’s unusual. John’s another
good name; it’s my middle name. It translates to “God is gracious.” Zacharias means “God
remembers,” and because God remembers He is gracious. So this son is born because God
is gracious to Zacharias and Elisabeth for giving them a son in their old age, but He is also
gracious to the people of Israel because of the ministry John will have.

Transition: The description of what John would become that follows tells us why many
will rejoice, so next is that John will be...
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IIIB. Great in God’s Sight READ v. 15 The phrase “great in God’s sight” implies
that God will use him in a great way, and the other two phrases in the verse are connected
to that. The conditions of drinking no wine and being continually filled with the Holy Ghost
are consistent with the nazarite vow detailed in Numbers 6. These qualities would have been
very rare in John’s time. Back then they basically only had 2 beverages to drink: water
and wine. So if you were going to drink no wine, that means you were drinking almost only
water. That wasn’t any more palatable to them than it is to us today. Likewise, the Holy
Spirit worked in a different way before Pentecost that it does for us today. Today when
we trust Christ the Spirit permanently indwells us and seals us to the day of redemption,
as in Eph. 1:13. Before Pentecost the Holy Spirit would come on someone for the purpose
of doing a work and then potentially leave. That’s what happened to Saul, the first king
of Israel. The Spirit came on Saul and empowered him to be king, but when Saul’s heart
departed from the Lord the Spirit left him. So this man John will fulfill the principle of what
we know today as Ephesians 5:18: “And be not drunk with wine, wherein is excess; but be
filled with the Spirit;” He would be so committed to the Lord, God will use him in a great
way. He will be great in God’s sight.

Transition: Next, he will...

IIIC. Lead Many to Repentance READ v. 16 Repentence was the main theme of John
the Baptist’s message. Luke chapter 3 describes John’s ministry in detail; we will get there
in a few months. Luke 3:3 summarizes his message as “preaching the baptism of repentance
for the remission of sins.” We don’t preach the baptism of repentence any more (that’s called
John’s baptism in Acts), but repentence is still part of our message today. In Acts 17:30,
Paul says, “And the times of this ignorance God winked at; but now commandeth all men
every where to repent:” So repentence is for everyone, not just for the lost but also for the
saved.

Transition: Finally, this repentence results in...

IIID. Make a People Ready for the Lord READ v. 17 The language of this verse is
a quote of Malachi 4:5-6, the last two verses of the Old Testament. So you see continuity
here between the last prophecy that is given in the Old Testament and the first prophecy
(chronologically) that is given in the New Testament: remember this is the first word from
God that had been received since Malachi. The obvious implication is that it’s the same God
at work. After 300 years of silence God has remembered His people. The purpose of John’s
ministry would be to prepare the way of the Lord. The last reference I gave you is Matthew
3:1-3, which introduce John’s ministry: “In those days came John the Baptist, preaching in
the wilderness of Judaea, 2 And saying, Repent ye: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand. 3
For this is he that was spoken of by the prophet Esaias, saying, The voice of one crying in
the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.”
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Conclusion

As a final thought, John’s mission was to prepare God’s people for Jesus’ first coming. As
I spoke on Wednesday night, Jesus is coming again. The church today needs some leaders
to acts as John the Baptists to prepare God’s people for His second coming. I look at the
church at large today, and most of God’s people (much less the unsaved) are not ready for
His second coming. We’re too busy with other stuff to focus on Him, to watch for Him, to
dedicate ourselves to Him, and to stay in fellowship with Him. That fellowship only comes
with repentence. So prepare the way of the Lord; make ready for His second coming.
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