
The Song of Zacharias (Luke 1:67-80)

Sunday school May 8, 2016

Luke chapter 1. My goal today is to finish the chapter, so that means studying verses 67-
80, the song of Zacharias. It’s kind of ironic we end up doing a father’s song on Mother’s
Day, but that’s what the Holy Spirit inspired next. READ Luke 1:67-80 This song is
the second of four songs in Luke’s birth narrative. The first one was the Song of Mary, or
the Magnificent Cat we studied a couple of weeks ago. Incidentally, that cat left a dead
chipmunk on my front door step Friday morning. I was sitting in my living room, and I
heard meowing outside my front door. I got up, looked out, and she was standing outside
my door with a chipmunk in her teeth. Once I saw her, she laid the chipmunk down and
scampered off. I guess she thought I would be proud of her because she caught a chipmunk.
She’s a cold blooded killer I tell you! Anyway, the Magnificat’s the first song. The second
song is this one. The third song is the song of the angels: Luke 2:14. I would venture to
guess everyone in this room knows that that song says: “Glory to God in the highest, and
on earth peace, good will toward men.” That’s all it says; it’s the shortest of the 4 songs.
The fourth song is the song of Simeon when Jesus is presented at the temple. That’s Luke
2:29-32; we’ll get to that one in a few weeks.

So of the four songs in Luke the Song of Zacharias is by a decent bit the longest. We know
Zacharias had been unable to speak for nine months or so at this point because of his unbelief
in the vision given by Gabriel. In verse 64, after he confirms that his son should be named
John, it says, “And his mouth was opened immediately, and his tongue loosed, and he spake,
and praised God.” In particular, these words are probably the praises he spake. So he must
have been saving up for awhile, because once he gets able to talk again he really goes for
awhile. Some other denominations call this song the Benedictus; that’s the Latin translation
of the first phrase in verse 68: “Blessed be.” The Song of Mary is called the Magnificat after
“My soul doth magnify;” this is called the Benedictus after “blessed be.” I mentioned when
we studied the Song of Mary that it reads like an Old Testament psalm. There are some
elements of that in this song too, but this song reads more like an Old Testament prophecy
(like Isaiah or Zechariah) than an Old Testament psalm. In fact, verse 67 calls it a prophecy.
READ v. 67 When we think of prophecy, we often think of foretelling the future. There
is some of that here, but a prophet is someone who acts as a spokesman for God and speaks
new revelation on behalf of God. We don’t have prophets today: God has already told us
everything He has to tell us in His completed word.

Transition: There are two distinct parts to this prophetic song because there are only two
sentences in this song (that would drive an English professor crazy), and that’s what I’ve
given in these HAND OUT OUTLINES. The first part is the...
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I. Benediction, or the blessing he speaks. Remember that Zacharias was a priest, so he
would be used to blessing the people after offerings had been made as part of this preistly
function. The first part of this talks about God’s...

IA. Visitation and Salvation READ v. 68-71 As we saw in the Song of Mary, when
Zacharias goes to praise God he uses a lot of Old Testament language to do it. For example,
verse 68 is almost identical to Psalm 41:13. The Old Testament was the only scripture
God had given at that point, so we see again the importance of using scripture to praise
God. This particular blessing is centered around the idea of God visiting and redeeming His
people. This kind of language is commonly used in light of miraculous or divinely worked
out events like the birth of John was. In Luke chapter 7, after Jesus raises the widow’s son
from the dead, the Jews who witness the event respond by saying in Luke 7:16, “And there
came a fear on all: and they glorified God, saying, That a great prophet is risen up among
us; and, That God hath visited his people.” The people who said that in Luke 7 may not
have realized how literally this visiting had taken place. In Jesus, God put on a robe of flesh
and dwelled among men. That’s the ultimate God visiting His people. This idea of visiting
reminds us that God is not some far off being paying no attention to what happens here. He
cares what happens in the lives of His people. He doesn’t just care about it: He intervenes
and acts on their behalf. Today His visiting is personal: He lives in the hearts of His people.
That’s the indwelling of the Holy Spirit we studied last year in Ephesians.

The particular visiting spoken of here in Luke 1 is casted mainly in national political terms.
Verse 69 speaks of “an horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David.” This
language is borrowed from Psalm 132:17. I mentioned when we studied one of the psalms
last year that a horn symbolizes strength and power. When you read about a horn in
scripture, usually you want to think of not a horn you blow in but the horns on an animal,
the part of the body it uses to dominate its enemies. Verse 71 goes along with this when it
talks about being saved from our enemies and all them that hate us. So it’s really national,
political salvation for the Jewish people that is in view at this point in the prophecy. Verse 70
indicates that this national, political salvation is what God had promised to do through the
Old Testament prophets. One such prophecy is the one I gave you in your outlines, Jeremiah
23:5, which says, “Behold, the days come, saith the LORD, that I will raise unto David a
righteous Branch, and a King shall reign and prosper, and shall execute judgment and justice
in the earth.” The language in Jeremiah is future tense (“will raise unto David...shall reign
and prosper...shall execute judgment and justice in the earth.”) The language used here
in Luke is present tense (“has visited...has raised up a horn of salvation”), the implication
being that the start of the fulfillment of these prophecies is here in front of Zacharias right
then.
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We’re still waiting for the complete fulfillment today. Just look around us: righteous judg-
ment and justice are not executed in the earth today. I had a minor example of that this
week. I got home Thursday afternoon and found a warning of city ordinance violation glued
to my front door. I investigated, and it had to do with my trash bin. The place I keep by
trash bin during the week was 2 feet too close to the curb even though it was right against
my house. I literally moved it 2 feet, and then I was in compliance with the ordinance.
Meanwhile, I have neighbors (not Tim, the guy who is moving to Omaha) who leave their
garbage bins at the curb all week long, and they don’t get a warning or anything. That’s
a trivial example, but rarely is there justice on this earth right now. When I started as a
professor, I thought, “I’ll right all the wrongs in my classroom. Students will get the grades
they have earned 100% of the time.” It took me about 2-3 years to learn that I don’t do
justly/ get it right all of the time either. Nobody does on this earth, but when Jesus will
reign on this earth, He will do justly all the time. All of His judgments will be righteous.
The start of that fulfillment happened with Zacharias here in Luke 1; we are still waiting to
the complete fulfillment today.

Transition: The next part talks about God’s...

IB. Mercy and Deliverance The first part of this song emphasized national/political sal-
vation from Israel’s enemies. This part emphasizes spiritual salvation from sin. It’s done in
the context of the covenant and Abraham, the Old Testament, because that’s all they had
at this time, but the emphasis is on mercy and being holy like He is holy. There are a couple
of things I want you to notice about mercy and deliverance here. First,...

IB1. Performs Mercy READ v. 72-73 I’ve mentioned before that the name Zacharias
translates to “God remembers.” So verse 72 tells us that because God remembers (in this
case His covenant), He performs mercy. That performing is an action. God remembers, and
it causes Him to act; it’s the basis of His actions. Likewise we are told that mercy should
be the basis for our actions. In Luke 6:36, Jesus tells us to “Be ye therefore merciful, as
your Father also is merciful.” We should be a follower or mimicker of God in this regard.
Yesterday as I was preparing this lesson I heard some arguing outside my house. I looked
out, and one guy was doing landscaping, and another guy had stopped his car, gotten out,
and they were arguing over something that had to do with their driving I think. I never
really figured out what they were arguing about. That’s not the actions God’s people should
have. We should show mercy and grace when other people wrong us because God showed
mercy on us when we wronged Him. That’s performing mercy, having mercy translate into
our actions.

Transition: Second point, the purpose of God’s mercy is to let us...
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IB2. Serve without Fear READ v. 74-75 Have you ever thought about how hard and
terrifying it would be to serve God if He wasn’t merciful? In Exodus, when Moses walked in
to Pharoah, he said, “The LORD God of the Hebrews hath sent me unto thee, saying, Let
my people go, that they may serve me in the wilderness.” If I had seen some of the things
God did to Pharoah, I would be terrified. Do I want to serve a God who is strong enough
these things to people, including me? Yes, but only because of His mercy. The mercy He
gives us and the freedom we have is so that we can serve Him. Sometimes I get to the end of
a lesson, Sunday school or math, and I feel like I’ve failed at edifying people mathematically
or spiritually. I get a little discouraged until I realize His mercies were new today, and they
will be new again tomorrow. If I fail today, don’t give up. I’ll try again tomorrow. The best
part of waking up is not Folgers in your cup; it’s that His mercies are new again. The last
reference I gave you is Hebrews 9:13-14, which say, “For if the blood of bulls and of goats,
and the ashes of an heifer sprinkling the unclean, sanctifieth to the purifying of the flesh:
14 How much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself
without spot to God, purge your conscience from dead works to serve the living God?” The
mercy we have today was bought by a greater sacrifice than in Zacharias’ day, so we have
all the more reason to serve Him and to serve Him without fear.

Transition: That takes us to the end of the first sentence, which was the blessing. The
second sentence is the...

II. Prophecy There is a subtle but important grammatical shift similar to the one we
studied in Elisabeth’s blessings of Mary two weeks ago. All of the language up to this point
has been either third person or first person plural: “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel; for he
hath visited and redeemed his people And hath raised up an horn of salvation for us in the
house of his servant David.” So this language is very general, speaking of entire groups of
people. In verse 76, he starts “and thou, child.” That’s second person, meaning it’s directed
specifically at his infant son that is sitting before him. So the rest of the prophecy talks
about what will happen to specific people, the first one of which is

IIA. John READ v. 76-77 The key phrase used to describe John in these verses is in
the middle of verse 76: “the prophet of the Highest.” That’s in contrast to the “Son of the
Highest,” the title given by the angel to Mary concerning Jesus back in verse 32. When
we studied that verse, we unpacked the Messianic and deity connotations that that phrase
carried. So John is not the Son of the Highest; He’s the prophet of the Highest. John’s not
the Messiah, but He will have a prophetic ministry of speaking on behalf of God related to
the Messiah. He’s the prophet of the Highest.
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Most of the rest of what he has to say about John are similar to what the angel says about
him in verse 15-17, so I won’t go into those in detail because I did just a few weeks ago. The
one main difference is at the start of verse 77: “To give knowledge of salvation unto his peo-
ple.” In verse 16, this part was turning the hearts of God’s people to God, which we traced
to repentence in John’s actual message. This shows you how closely related repentence and
salvation are. When you give a gospel presentation, you may not use the word repent. I
usually don’t because most people don’t really understand what that word means. The key
to a good gospel presentation is the same as the key to any good teaching: use words and
ideas that are easy to understand. Keep it as simple as possible without oversimpifying:
that’s my whole philosophy to teaching. So I may not use the word repent, but the idea
that you need to stop trusting yourself and your own goodness and start trusting Him had
better be there. That’s the main ministry John would have: preparing God’s people for the
Messiah’s arrival.

Transition: The other specific person mentioned in this prophecy...

IIB. Jesus READ v. 78-79 The key phrase used to describe Jesus is in the middle of
verse 78: the “dayspring.” In my Bible beside the word dayspring I’ve written the phrase
“dawn of day” because dayspring is an archaic way of saying the dawn, the first rays of light
that begin a new day. As we would expect given what the angel told Mary about Jesus, this
phrase has messianic connotations. Isaiah 9:2 says, “The people that walked in darkness
have seen a great light: they that dwell in the land of the shadow of death, upon them hath
the light shined.” During the night you have darkness, but when the dawn breaks you have
light. John chapter 1 talks about Jesus as the Light of the world. C.S. Lewis wrote, “I
believe in Christ not because I see Him, but by Him I see everything.” The Light visited us,
and today He still lights our path.

Transition: The last verse is a transition verse that sets up what is to come. That’s...

III. Growth READ v. 80 With this verse Zacharias and Elisabeth leave the narrative
for good. John disappears until chapter 3. We need to remember that Zacharias and Elis-
abeth were old when they had John, so they probably died while John was still young and
therefore left him an orphan. That’s a guess: scripture doesn’t tell us anything about their
deaths. However he got there, John ended up in the wilderness. This fulfilled several prophe-
cies concerning John. In particular, Isaiah 40:3 says, “The voice of him that crieth in the
wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the LORD, make straight in the desert a highway for our
God.” That’s John’s ministry of preparation for the Messiah. Also, to survive out in the
wilderness, especially as a child, he would need the help and protection of God. So that’s
another fulfillment of the angel’s prophecy in verse 15 that he would be “filled with the Holy
Ghost, even from his mother’s womb.”
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Conclusion

As a final thought on this text, everything Zacharias and John did ultimately points to the
Son of the Highest, the Messiah. The last part of Zacharias’ song and therefore the last
part of Luke chapter 1 talk about the dayspring, the great Light that was about to come
who would save His people, both from their sins (spiritual salvation) and their circumstances
(national/political salvation). I’m hoping that’s what we’re doing with our lives, pointing
people to the Son. Students who come through the math program down at University take
a lot of courses from me. The last one they take is math history, and as part of that course
I try to relate mathematics to the Christian worldview, to get them to see God at work in
human history but more specifically in math history. I teach them a lot of things other than
that, but ultimately I am trying to point them to the Son. So you may do many things with
many people, but our ultimate goal is to point them to the Son.
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