
John the Baptist’s Birth (Luke 1:57-66)

Sunday school May 1, 2016

Luke chapter 1. Last week we started but did not quite finish Mary’s psalm in response
to her conceptions and, more directly, Elisabeth’s blessings. So we need to take about 10
minutes to start to finish that. READ Luke 1:46-55 Last week we started studying this
magnificent cat passage. We observed that it reads a lot like an Old Testament psalm. In
fact, much of the language used in this passage comes directly from the Old Testament,
often from the psalms. So when Mary goes to praise God over her situation, she uses Old
Testament scripture, the only scripture they had back then. Also, the structure is very
similar to a psalm. The first two verses give some general language praising God, and then
the rest of the passage gives the reason God is to be praised. Last time we started breaking
down this passage. The first two verses, verses 46 and 47, are God’s exaltation. The next
three verses, verses 48-50, talk about how God regards man. The almighty God gives his
servants “in low estate” favor, grace, and mercy in spite of the fact that we’ve done nothing
to deserve it. Then thirdly we saw God’s power in verse 51, how He is the only person in
the entire universe who has any real power.

Transition: So that brings us down to...

IIID. God’s Help READ v. 52-53 Notice in these verses that God is the one who
is acting, not humans. You’ve probably heard the phrase, “God helps those who help
themselves.” I prefer the phrase, “God helps those who can’t help themselves.” God is
the one who is acting and helping here, not man. Psalms 68:5-6 say, “A father of the
fatherless, and a judge of the widows, is God in his holy habitation. 6 God setteth the
solitary in families: he bringeth out those which are bound with chains: but the rebellious
dwell in a dry land.” The people mentioned in these verses, orphans, widows, and enslaved
people, are defenseless through their own means, but God defends them. Before I trusted
Christ I could not do anything to pay for my sins. I couldn’t help myself, but God did: when
we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. He lifts those of low estate and fills the hungry; He
helps those who can’t help themselves.

Transition: Last point...

IIIE. God’s Remembrance READ v. 54-55 I mentioned before that the name Zacharias
translates to “God remembers.” These verses in particular state that God remembered His
people, at that time Israel, and He remembered the promises He made to them. He still does
that today. He remembers us and the promises He made to us. As a final thought on this
text, the main emphasis in this hymn is on God, what He has done, and what He continues
to do. The application is: our worship should be the same way. One of the flaws in a lot of
the modern music is that it talks too much about us and our love for Him. I’d rather talk
about God and His love for me. When I give my testimony, I always start with a phrase
about Him like “only God is good.” Mary’s praises use scripture to talk about God, who He
is and what He does; our praises should do the same.
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Transition: With that dispatched, let’s move on to the new text.

READ v. 56-66 The first verse we read, verse 56, is a transition verse. It writes Mary off
the scene for this chapter: she is not mentioned again until chapter 2. It says Mary abode
with Elisabeth 3 months. If you do some math, the announcement of Jesus’ birth came 6
months after Elisabeth conceived. 6 + 3 = 9, so Mary stayed with Elisabeth until John was
born. There’s a common and well-liked speaker in AU chapel. He often says during his
message, “you know what I hate. I hate math!” Of course, that makes me want to walk
out: if you hate math you don’t care much for the Bible because there’s a lot of math in
the Bible. Anyway, I want you to notice the last phrase in verse 56: “returned to her own
house.” That phrase refers to her parents’ house as opposed to her and Joseph’s house, and
it reminds us again that she was only espoused to Joseph, not married. When we studied
the announcement of Jesus’ birth two weeks ago, I mentioned that 6 times scripture clearly
and precisely says that Mary was a virgin when she gave birth to Jesus: 3 times in Luke, 3
times in Matthew. That idea comes up again here in verse 56. It’s not clear and precise this
time. This one’s more subtle, but it is another subtle reminder that she was only espoused
to Joseph, not married.

Transition: In the rest of the text, we see by my accounts the third indications that the
angel’s pronouncements would indeed come to pass. The first sign was Zacharias becoming
dumb and Elisabeth conceiving. The second sign was John leaping in Elisabeth’s womb at
Mary’s greeting. This is the third sign. HAND OUT OUTLINES The first event we have
is...

I. The Birth READ v. 57-58 The most striking thing about these two verses, and to
a lesser degree the rest of the passage, is how the events surrounding John’s birth play out
exactly as the angel had said they would earlier in the chapter. At the end of verse 57, it
says Elisabeth “brought forth a son.” If you flip back to verse 13, the angel says, “Elisabeth
shall bear thee a son.” It’s the exact same phrase. Similarly, in verse 14 the angel proclaims,
“And thou shalt have joy and gladness; and many shall rejoice at his birth.” If you flip back
to the main text, in verse 58 the last phrase in the verse: “and they rejoiced with her.” The
point is that the events surrounding John’s birth happened exactly as the angel said they
would. I mentioned last week when we studied verse 45, which says “And blessed is she
that believed: for there shall be a performance of those things which were told her from the
Lord,” that’s third person, implying that everyone who believes God’s word will be blessed
because it will for sure come to pass. Last week we saw that principle in word, in the blessing
Elisabeth spoke to Mary. Here we see that principle in action: God’s word comes to pass
exactly as He says it will. As a result, Elisabeth, her neighbors, and relatives are blessed,
and they rejoice.
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A couple of other comments on these verses. Verse 58 specifically says that they rejoiced with
her because the Lord had shown her mercy in giving her a son in her old age. I mentioned
a few weeks ago that being childless in this era was considered a punishment from God,
so that phrase “showed great mercy on her” indicates the removal of that punishment in
the eyes of the people around her. So not only is there the usual joy that accompanies the
birth of a child, but there is some extra due to the extraordinary circumstances in this case.
Also, as I mentioned last week, the Greek word translated “cousins” in verse 58 is a very
general word. Sometimes it means cousins the way we specifically use the word today; other
times it denotes another family relation such as aunt or niece or the like. In any case, it
denotes people in her family, and it probably includes Mary because, as verse 56 tells us,
Mary stayed with Elisabeth until John was born. So the neighbors and family rejoice at
John’s birth because God’s word had come to pass exactly as He said it would and because
of the mercy He showed on Elisabeth.

Transition: The rest of the passage describes events that happen immediately after John’s
birth. That’s...

II. The Circumcision and Naming We start with their...

IIA. Faithful Procedure READ v. 59 Circumcising a male child 8 days after he was
born was the outward symbol that that child was in fact one of God’s chosen people. God
commanded it to Abraham in Genesis 17:12 as an outward sign of the covenant He had with
Abraham. For the Jews specifically it is commanded in Leviticus 12:3; that officially where it
was incorporated into the Jewish law. So the act of circumcision on the 8th day is Elisabeth
and Zacharias doing what God had commanded them to do in scripture. Verse 6 of this
chapter told us that Zacharias and Elisabeth “were both righteous before God, walking in
all the commandments and ordinances of the Lord blameless.” That was their faith in words;
here we see their faith in practice. Zacharias received the angelic vision in the temple while
doing his usual divinely appointed duties. In spite of the fact that they had a very special
baby whom the angel told them would be great and turn many of God’s people back to Him,
they do the same thing that God had commanded all of His people to do: circumsize him
on the 8th day. Their special calling does not change their normal duties.

Transition: At the end of verse 59 you start to see some opposition within the neighbors
and family to what God had told Elisabeth and Zacharias to do with this special baby. That
leads to...
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IIB. Opposition Overcome READ v. 60-63 The “they” in these verse probably refers
to her neighbors and family. It was the Jewish custom for the extended family to have some
input in naming the child. For example, in Ruth 4:17 when Naomi gives birth to Obed, the
grandfather of King David, it says, “And the women her neighbours gave it a name.” So
the neighbors and family named the child, and the same thing happens here: the neighbors
and relatives go to name the child. The name they choose is Zacharias, after his father.
Apparently it was also the custom to name sons after the father. Interestingly it is hard
to find other evidence in scripture of that custom like I showed you in Ruth of the first
custom, but Luke writes as if it was the usual thing. It’s kind of the same custom we have
today. When I was born, I almost became John George Prager III. That’s the dominate
name among men in my family: John George Prager. I’ve become more interested in family
history since my mom died. There have been at least 5 John George Pragers in my family.
My dad was John George Prager...Jr. His dad was John George Prager... Sr. His dad,
my great-granddad, was Phillip George Prager, but only because the name John George
Prager was already taken in his generation by one of his older brothers. That John George
Prager died spouseless and childless at the age of 79, by the way. His dad, my great-great
grandfather, was John George Prager. His dad was kind of John George Prager: he was
Johann Georg Prager because he was born in Nuremburg, Germany in 1791. I went back
to the birth and death annals in Nuremburg, and I found a Johann Georg Prag (Prager is
a corruption of Prag, the name of the city in eastern Europe, the modern-day capital of
the Czech Republic) who lived in Nuremburg in the late 1500’s and early 1600’s. So he’s
probably related to me, but I haven’t been able to figure out how yet.

So there were probably many Zacharias’ in their family just like there are many John George
Pragers in my family, so the family is surprised when Elisabeth wants to name their son
John. That’s the basis of their objection and opposition in verse 61: there are no John’s in
your family. They hadn’t received the vision that Zacharias had. I have looked throughout
my family to as many uncles and ancestors as I can find. I’ve found many John George
Pragers. I’ve found a few Philip Pragers. I’ve found a few James Pragers. I’ve found a
Roy Prager, a Charles Prager. I have not found another single David Prager in my family.
I don’t know if an angel appeared to my parents and told them to name their son David
(probably not), but I am the only David Prager I have been able to find in my family. So
name-wise I am in my family what John was in his family: the only one. So first Elisabeth
says the baby should be named John, then Zacharias does the same. From the narrative,
it seems that Zacharias had not heard what Elisabeth had said concerning the name. They
have to ask him independently what the name should be. He doesn’t just point to his wife
to indicate the name she had said. He asks for a writing table, probably a small piece of
wood covered in wax, and independent of Elisabeth writes, “His name is John.”
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I want to make sure you realize either one of them could have chickened out and caved to
their neighbors’ and family’s opposition at this point. They could have said, “Well, OK, to
make you happy, we’ll name him Zacharias.” But they don’t chicken out. First Elisabeth
doesn’t, then Zacharias doesn’t. They stay faithful to the command they had received from
God through Gabriel. There’s no wavering or hesitation. In verse 60, Elisabeth says, “Not
so; but he shall be called John.” In verse 63, Zacharias writes, “His name is John.” No
discussion. No questions. No waffling. No hemming and hawing. Just this is the way it’s
going to be. Likewise we face opposition when it comes to carrying out the commands God
has given us in His word. Sometimes it’s peer, family, or social pressure. They tell us,
“it’s not good to talk about religion in polite company.” Except God’s word says “teach all
nations,” like was preached last Sunday night. They say, “We don’t want to offend people.”
I don’t particularly want to do that either, but I do want to preach the whole counsel of
God and preach it accurately. I sometimes think, “I’m too busy to serve God right now.”
That’s another obstacle that has to be overcome. If we’re going to be faithful to God’s word
as Elisabeth and Zacharias, these obstacles have to be overcome. God will give us the power
to do that; I’ll say more about that in a minute.

Transition: The last part of the passage is...

IIC. Zacharias Speaks READ v. 64-66 These verses are a fulfillment of the angel’s
prophecy in verse 20. If you look back to verse 20, the angel says to Zacharias, “And,
behold, thou shalt be dumb, and not able to speak, until the day that these things shall be
performed, because thou believest not my words, which shall be fulfilled in their season.”
Notice that he would be unable to speak until the day that these things happen. Fast forward
to verse 64, and that day arrives. Verse 64 says, “And his mouth was opened immediately,
and his tongue loosed, and he spake, and praised God.” So the very day the prophecy comes
to pass, and probably based on the way verse 64 is worded the very instant it comes to pass,
Zacharias is able to speak again. So once again we see that God’s word was fulfilled exactly
as it was given. The family’s response was one of fear, a common response to both angelic
visions and miraculous events.

Conclusion

As a final thought, I want you to notice that last phrase in verse 66: “And the hand
of the Lord was with him.” In the opposition Zacharias and Elisabeth faced as well as the
opposition we face today, it is important to remember that the Lord is with you. Throughout
this chapter it is obvious that the Lord is at work, from the angelic visions, to John leaping
in Elisabeth’s womb, to the precise fulfillments of His word that we studied today. The Lord
is behind everything that happens here. As I think about the events that happen in my life,
sometimes it is obvious that the Lord is at work. Other times, He’s still at work, but I have
to look a little harder to see it through the lens of faith. So whether you detect Him or not,
He is with you. He wants you to faithfully serve Him, and He wants people to hear His word.
So He will give you what you need to overcome the opposition and be faithful to the word
He has given us. God is with you in this endeavor.

5


