
The Announcement of John the Baptist’s Birth, part 2

(Luke 1:5-25)

Sunday school April 10, 2016

Luke, chapter 1. Last week we studied the vision given by God to Zacharias through the
angel. We introduced ourselves to Zacharias and his lovely and godly wife Elisabeth (the
name of my great-great-great grandmother). They were a priest and his wife just doing their
usual thing. The angel appears to Zacharias while he is in the temple offering incense and
tells him that he and his wife were going to have a son is their old age, and then it tells them
a little about this son. I had to rush through the last couple of verses (16 and 17) last time,
and I want to give them the attention they deserve. So let’s read again the last bit from last
time, the angel’s message. READ Luke 1:13-17. Verses 16 and 17 are important because
they prophesy in a nutshell what John’s purpose and message would be. Verse 16 says he
will turn many of God’s people to the Lord, and verse 17 says he will make ready a people
prepared for the Lord. This turning of God’s people to the Lord is the repentence I had to
rush through last time, and that was John the Baptist’s main message.

If you would please, fast forward a couple of chapters with me to READ Luke 3:3-4. We’ll
treat these verses in detail when we get to chapter 3 in a few months. For now, I want
you to realize that chapter 3 describes the ministry of John the Baptist as an historical
event, whereas chapter 1 describes the ministry of John the Baptist as a prophecy. So in
the space of 2 chapters we see the prophetic word of God fulfilled. In chapter 1 the angel
tells Zacharias, “your son John will lead many of God’s people to repentence;” in chapter 3
here it is happening: John the son of Zacharias leading many of God’s people to repentence.
God’s prophecies are not always fulfilled that quickly, but I think it is nice when you can see
it happen so fast.

Repentence is sorely lacking among God’s people today. It’s just not talked about salvation.
I’m really thinking more about repentence for the saved than repentence for the lost. After
the Sunday school hour last week, Brother Jack mentioned to me that Donald Trump said
that he never repented. My response was, “but he has to be a good Christian: he has Jerry
Falwell Jr.’s endorsement.” I worked with a man in a church over in Athens, good servant
of the Lord, biblically sound, but he would not use the word repent. And if you used it, he
would criticize you for using it. When we sang Victory in Jesus, the last phrase in the first
verse before the chorus says, “then I repented of my sins and won the victory.” He would
not sing that phrase, and he got mad at me when I chose that song and sang that phrase.
The problem with that is the Bible says repent. Jesus said repent; Paul said repent; John
said repent, although he didn’t use that word, but the idea is there. Repentence isn’t just
for the lost; it’s for everybody. God’s people in particular need to repent, change their minds
about sin and turn to God.
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The result of this repentence is God’s people being prepared for Him. Verse 4 of chapter 3
quotes the prophet Isaiah, and the main theme is the last phrase: “prepare ye the way of
the Lord.” I’ll comment on that phrase in detail when we get to this point in the exposition,
but for now observe that verse 4 of chapter 3 is the fulfillment of verse 17 of chapter 1. Look
back to chapter 1, verse 17: “to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” John the
Baptist’s ministry was to call God’s people to repent and thereby make God’s people ready
for Jesus’ first coming. My last thought last time was that the church is in much the same
situation today. We need to be made ready for His second coming. That’s only going to
happen if God’s people repent, change their minds about sin and turn to God.

Transition: So with that said, let’s move into the new text. READ v. 18-25 This part
talks about Zacharias’ reaction to the angel’s words and subsequent events. HAND OUT
OUTLINES. These outlines start at Roman numeral IV because Roman numerals I through
III were last time. First, we have...

IV. Zacharias’ Reaction READ v. 18-20 Contrary to what we might expect from a
priest of Israel, and a faithful one from what we are told about him earlier in the passage,
Zacharias responds to the angel’s message with unbelief. In verse 18, he asks the angel how
does he know that is going to happen and reminds the angel of his age and childless situation.
In other words, he is asking the angel for...

IVA. The Sign Asking for a sign to validate a vision is fairly common in the Old Testament.
When God promises Abraham that He will give him the promised land, Abraham asks,
“whereby shall I know that I shall inherit it?” That’s Genesis 15:8. He’s asking for a sign.
God gives him the sign he asks for. God tells Abraham to cut up some animals, causes a
deep sleep to fall upon Abraham, and Abraham sees a smoking furnace and burning lamp
(representing God’s presence) passing between the pieces of the animals. That’s God saying,
“I will be like these cut up animals if I don’t do what I tell you I will do.” Gideon asked for
a sign. God tells him he will smite the Midianites, Gideon responds, “shew me a sign that
thou talkest with me.” (Judges 6:17) He puts out a fleece of wool and asks for the fleece
to be wet the next morning but the rest of the ground dry. That happens, and then he
probably remembers that wool holds water, so as a purely natural phenomenon the rest of
the water might have evaporated and the wool would still be wet. So then he goes back to
God and says ‘forget about what I just said: let it be dry on the fleece and wet everywhere
else tomorrow morning.’ God made it that way; it was a sign. Hezekiah asked the prophet
Isaiah for a sign asked for a sign that he would be healed, that the sun would go backward
10 degrees (2 Kings 20:8). God gave it to him. These examples and more are probably why
Paul wrote in I Cor. 1:22, “For the Jews require a sign, and the Greeks seek after wisdom:”
Zacharias is asking for a sign to validate the angel’s words.
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In verse 20, the angel rebukes Zacharias for his unbelief, but he also does give him a sign.
Verse 20 says, “thou shalt be dumb, and not able to speak, until the day that these things
shall be performed...” So the sign is that he will be unable to speak. That’s probably not
the kind of sign Zacharias wanted. He was probably wishing he had asked to put out a fleece
like Gideon at that point. So we see God’s judgment on Zacharias for his unbelief, but we
also see God’s grace: God gives him the sign that he was asking for. God could have just
thrown him away at this point. He could have let him see the baby born and then killed
him (killed Zacharias) because of his unbelief. But He doesn’t. He says, “you’re not going
to be able to talk for awhile, but you’re still going to raise a son, and he’s going to be a
great one.” That’s God’s judgment, but also God’s grace. God deals the same way with us
today when we as His people walk in unbelief, when we don’t follow Him the way we should.
We experience His judgment, His chastisement to try to get us back on the right path, but
also His grace: we’re still His child, we’re still sealed, we’re still saved, we’re still redeemed,
we’re still reconciled. We still have all the blessings we have because we are in Christ that
we studied in Ephesians. He doesn’t deal with us as harshly as we deserve. So this is a
beautiful picture of how God deals with His people when they choose to walk in unbelief.

Transition: So one reason the angel gives Zacharias to believe is the sign of not being able
to speak, but that’s not the main reason the angel gives. The main reason it gives is...

IVB. The Source READ v. 19 Gabriel is one of only two named angels in the Bible;
the other is Michael. This is not Gabriel’s first appearance recorded in scripture. In Daniel
chapters 8 and 9, Gabriel was the angel that gave a couple of the visions to Daniel. So
being a priest of Israel, Zacharias would probably have recognized the name Gabriel. He
didn’t recognize Gabriel by appearance, but he recognized the name. When I was in high
school, I was interviewing for a scholarship. I was waiting outside the room to go in for the
interview. The guy who had interviewed before me came out, and he looks at me and says,
“David Prager!” I didn’t recognize him, so I had a rather awkward moment right before me
interview. Then he said, “I’m Jeremy Bell.” We had been in first or second grade together,
and I hadn’t seen him since then. But then I recognized him, and we chatted for a couple of
minutes. Neither of us won the scholarship, but I recognized him when he told me his name.

Zacharias recognizes Gabriel when it tells him its name, but the main thing I want you to
notice is what Gabriel says about himself in the middle of verse 19. Gabriel says, I “stand in
the presence of God; and am sent to speak unto thee.” It doesn’t specifically say who sent
him, but if he stands in the presence of God, it is implied that God sent him. The main
reason Zacharias is given that he should believe this message is not the sign, it’s the source.
The message was sent by God. The main reason we should believe the Bible is not because
it makes me feel good (it does do that oftentimes). It’s not because it makes logical sense
(though it does). It’s not because it is always true (although it is always true). The main
reason we should believe the Bible is because it was written by God. The source validates
that the message will indeed come to pass.

Transition: After the angel finishes delivering the message to Zacharias, next comes...
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V. Zacharias’ Continued Ministry READ v. 21-23 All of verses 11-20 took place
inside the temple, where only Zacharias and the angel were. Meanwhile, back at the ranch,
the people are waiting and praying outside the temple. Apparantly they can’t hear the angel
or Zacharias, so they start wondering, “Why is this service taking so long?” a question many
Christians have asked over the years. Verse 22 tells us that when Zacharias finally does come
out, he can’t speak. That does a couple of things. First, it confirms the sign the angel had
given in verse 20, and therefore it validates the vision. Second, in this particular ceremony,
after the priest offered the incense he was supposed to come out and pronounce a blessing
on the people, as was done in Numbers 6:23-26. So if Zacharias can’t talk, he can’t complete
the ceremony. But that didn’t seem to bother God: He was more interested in Zacharias
trusting His word than in the ceremony being kept.

Somehow the people figured out that Zacharias had seen a vision. Maybe they played
charades: it says he beckoned to them in verse 22. Maybe he mouthed some words or
wrote in the sand. Being able to read and write was uncommon in that day, but in verse
63 Zacharias asks for a writing table to write the name of the baby, so apparently he could
write at least a little. Maybe the people remembered Daniel chapter 10, where Daniel became
temporarily unable to speak after receiving a vision. In any case, Zacharias continued his
“shift” of priestly work, as I talked about last Sunday. Verse 23 tells us he finished his duties,
carried out the rest of his week-long “shift,” then went back home. He didn’t quit doing
what God had called him to do. Just because God gives you a special calling doesn’t mean
you can neglect your normal Christian service. I know of pastors and missionaries who don’t
tithe. That’s not the case at this church, but at some other churches the pastor does not
tithe. Some seminary students, men studying for the ministry, don’t have any income. They
have their wives be the main breadwinner and take care of the kids. That might be OK as
long as you realize that our family responsibilities such as the ones we studied in Ephesians
5 and 6 don’t stop just because God gives us a special calling. In spite of the special vision
he received, Zacharias continues to carry out his normal preistly responsibilities.

Transition: The last couple of verses then take place after he gets back home, and that’s...
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VI. John’s Conception READ v. 24-25 These verses are the beginning of the fulfillment
of the vision Gabriel had given to Zacharias. We don’t know why Elisabeth “hid herself”
in verse 24. As I mentioned last week being childless was thought of in this time as divine
judgment. When a woman gets pregnant, after 5 months it is usually fairly obvious that
she is pregnant. So maybe she was tired of the scorn she was getting from her peers, so she
waited until it was obvious that she would no longer be childless before she went out in public
again. Regardless, the really interesting thing to me in these verses is the contrast between
Zacharias’ reaction to the vision and Elisabeth’s. Zacharias reacted in unbelief and asked
for a sign. Elisabeth, on the other hand, responds with joy and thanksgiving, as expressed
here in verse 25. That in turn poses the question to us: how will we choose to respond to
the promises God has given us in His word? Will we respond in unbelief like Zacharias:
“Lord prove to me that your word is true?” Or will we respond like Elisabeth, with joy and
thanksgiving?

Conclusion

As a final thought on this text, the announcement of John’s birth is a rarely taught passage.
The next block of text, the announcement of Jesus’ birth, is taught all the time, but I don’t
think I have ever heard this passage taught verse-by-verse like I have taught it the past two
weeks. It’s a challenging passage (because it asks us how we will respond to God’s word), but
it’s also an encouraging passage. It’s a powerful reminder that God remembers His promises,
and God remembers His people. I mentioned last week that the name Zacharias translates
to “God remembers.” It had been 300 years of prophetic silence before Gabriel appeared to
Zacharias and reminded him that God is still at work. For us, it has been more than 1900
years since we have received any prophetic word from God, at least any that is recorded in
scripture. Sometimes I find myself looking around at the evil around us, at things such as the
rampant human trafficing and prostitution in southeast Asia that we saw on the Frontline
video last week. It’s easy to think, “doesn’t God see that? Doesn’t He want to put an end
to that?” Yes, but He’s on His timetable, not ours. Zacharias, God remembers; therefore
John, God is gracious. He remembered His people and was gracious to them then; He still
remembers His people and is gracious to them now.
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