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The Birth of John the Baptist Foretold 

5 In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the 

priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron. 6 Both of them 

were righteous in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commands and decrees 

blamelessly. 7 But they were childless because Elizabeth was not able to conceive, and they were 

both very old. 

8 Once when Zechariah’s division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, 9 he was 

chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and 

burn incense. 10 And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled 

worshipers were praying outside. 

11 Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of 

incense. 12 When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear. 13 But the angel 

said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will 

bear you a son, and you are to call him John. 14 He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will 

rejoice because of his birth, 15 for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take 

wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even before he is 

born. 16 He will bring back many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. 17 And he will go on 

before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the parents to their 

children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared 

for the Lord.” 

18 Zechariah asked the angel, “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well 

along in years.” 

19 The angel said to him, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to 

speak to you and to tell you this good news. 20 And now you will be silent and not able to 

speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at 

their appointed time.” 

21 Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah and wondering why he stayed so long in 

the temple. 22 When he came out, he could not speak to them. They realized he had seen a vision 

in the temple, for he kept making signs to them but remained unable to speak. 

23 When his time of service was completed, he returned home. 24 After this his wife Elizabeth 

became pregnant and for five months remained in seclusion. 25 “The Lord has done this for me,” 

she said. “In these days he has shown his favor and taken away my disgrace among the people.” 

When God Calls You 



Like a lot of kids, I eagerly anticipated Santa coming. I did the whole bit: visiting him at the mall, 

writing him letters, putting out cookies and milk on Christmas Eve, staying up to try and see 

him, listening for hoofprints on the roof, and watching the night sky for any sign of Rudolph’s 

red nose glowing in the far distance. One Christmas Eve, on our way home from my 

grandparents, I saw a red light in the sky. It was moving, and as clear and bring as any glistening 

star. I’ve never seen any red light like that in the sky before or since then. I was five years old, 

and there was no doubt in my mind that this red light was Rudolph. A couple of years later, 

when I was having some doubts about Santa, my mom let me stay up late so that I could see 

Santa. There were rules, of course. I’d have to hide well so that he wouldn’t know I was up, 

because that was forbidden. I had to be still and quiet, not easy for a kid. In essence, I was going 

to fool Santa, and my mom was going to be in on it. So I got to sleep on the couch on Christmas 

Eve, covered in several blankets with just enough of a hole through which I could see the 

Christmas tree. I waited. And waited. For what seemed like an eternity. And then I heard him. 

Now, we didn’t have a chimney that Santa could come down, but since I knew, like everyone, 

that Santa uses magic to get into houses without chimneys, I wasn’t worried. He walked 

through the back door of the house, placed several presents under the tree, and left quickly. No 

ho, ho, ho. No eating of milk and cookies. No reindeer on the roof. But there he was, and I saw 

him. Not only had I had the proof that I’d seen with my own eyes, I’d fooled him. He never 

knew I was awake, hiding under all those blankets, and although by doing this I’d done 

something fairly naughty, he still left presents anyway.  

I still to this day am not sure who Santa was that night, so I have to assume that it was the real 

guy. What other choice do I have? What I do know about that night is that my mother and 

Santa gave me a wonderful gift, and that was the gift of wonder. My imagination went crazy 

after that, thinking about how Santa really could deliver all those gifts in one night, how he 

inhabited the barren wasteland of the North Pole, how the elves made video games and Legos. 

It blew my little mind, at least for a short time. It was a great Christmas gift that I didn’t even 

realize I’d been given until much later.  

And sometimes it takes us a long time to appreciate the great gifts we’ve been given. 

Sometimes our gifts are delayed, which can make us antsy or grumpy. There is no doubt that 

this the way sometimes approach the gifts given to us by God. Sometimes, we try to return 

them because we don’t think it’s what we want. Sometimes it feels like they’ll never come. And 

that’s where we pick up our story, at the start of a new beginning that was hoped for, and 

finally fully realized after a long time.  

One of the things I love about scripture is that there isn’t really any phrase or tidbit wasted. 

There are all kinds of little interesting things that you may have missed before, or forgotten, 

when you read any given passage. The passage before us today is no different. It feels close to 

the story of Abraham and Sarah in a lot of ways, and both stories are very close to my heart for 

a variety of reasons. But what is at first intriguing to me is the set up of the story. You see, Luke 

doesn’t begin the story of Jesus with Jesus. He starts before that, because there are some 



things that we need to know. He starts out with the story of Zechariah and Elizabeth, the 

parents of John the Baptist, the guy who prepared the way for Jesus. If anything, Luke is 

thorough. He wants you to get the full picture of the ministry of Jesus and miracles that 

surrounded it. So, he starts at the first miracle associated with the ministry of Jesus. And as I 

said, he gives us important details about John’s parents that, if we’re reading quickly, we might 

miss. He begins by telling us that Zechariah belonged to the priestly division of Abijah. Now, you 

might remember from the Old Testament that the Levites were the priests. In other words, 

their job was to primarily deal with the worship of God. And this particular division had a direct 

lineage to Aaron. In addition to this, Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron in some way or 

another. Luke tells us this so that we know we’re talking about two people seriously ensconced 

in their faith.  In addition to their history, they were righteous in the sight of God. These were 

good people. He wants you to know this for a reason, and the reason is that they didn’t do 

anything to deserve being childless. In fact, you see this theme in the ministry of Jesus, and the 

change in thinking that he created because at the time it was thought that, if you were barren, 

you were being punished for something, either your own sin or the sins of your fathers. Luke is 

making it clear that it wasn’t that way at all; on the contrary, or even in spite of how concerned 

Zechariah and Elizabeth were with the matters of God, they still couldn’t conceive. A 

revolutionary idea for the time, and a mini lesson for us, that God’s grace is what matters. I 

explain all this because I want you to know that these people had been faithful. And, 

apparently, they weren’t going to let circumstance come between them and their faithfulness. 

They didn’t look around at their earthly situation and say, “God must hate us because we can’t 

have children” or “This isn’t fair”. And although I totally understand those feelings given their 

situation, we don’t read that this kind of thinking was on their radar. So the first thing I want us 

to own from this text is that, when God gives you the gift of a calling, faithfulness is par for 

the course. This doesn’t mean that God will call you to do something when you’re ready and 

perfect; we know too well that this is not the case. But when he calls you to do something, 

think of the position of faithfulness you have to be in to see it through. Notice what the angel 

says here regarding Zechariah having a child: “Your prayer has been heard”. Contrast that with 

what Luke writes earlier: “But they were childless because Elizabeth was not able to conceive, 

and they were both very old.” Do you see what I’m driving at? He never stopped praying. 

Elizabeth couldn’t have children AND they were both very old. The odds of this thing happening 

were basically zero. Zechariah knew something, I think, that we really need to take to heart, 

that we would do well to remember, and that is that we don’t do anything of worth apart from 

God. In his heart, Zechariah wanted this thing to happen, he wanted to have a child. And I have 

to think that he wanted it not just because he personally desired it, but because God would be 

glorified in it in some way. That was just the kind of guy he was, that’s how he saw his world 

and God’s place in it. It was a part of him, and hopefully it is for us as well, to think of God first, 

and himself second. That’s faithfulness in a nutshell. Are you in a frame of mind to put God first 

and everything else under his lordship? Under his power? Under his grace and love? Your 

faithfulness makes you pliable, makes you useful, makes you willing. Against all odds, Zechariah 



kept praying for the impossible. Not out of a purely selfish desire, but out of a willingness to be 

open to what God would do in his life.  

Check out what James says about Elijah in regard to faithful prayer: “17 Elijah was a human 

being, even as we are. He prayed earnestly that it would not rain, and it did not rain on the land 

for three and a half years. 18 Again he prayed, and the heavens gave rain, and the earth 

produced its crops.” (James 5:17-18) Elijah was just a guy, but he was someone who God used 

to accomplish something for His glory. His faithfulness in prayer mattered immensely.  

The second thing about God calling you to do something, the second thing that is key to 

accepting the gift of a call is humility. Check out what the angel says to Zechariah: he tells him 

what he is to name him, he tells him that he is not to take any wine or fermented drink, and 

he’s going to be like Elijah in power and spirt. Now, for all of us parents, some of this might be a 

little hard to swallow. And that’s because these decisions were being made for Zechariah. 

Basically, God was ordaining who his son would be; the hopes and dreams of his parents would 

have little if no bearing on the person John was to become. Zechariah may have thought at one 

time that he would have a son that would follow in his footsteps. Perhaps that was the hope he 

had when he prayed for a son, or maybe he just assumed that it would be like that. This was not 

an unreasonable assumption for a father in that time period. But the angel says that this son of 

yours has a specific mission, and you are to be obedient in raising him up in that mission. You 

don’t get a say.  

Now I understand that this may be a harsh way to put it. But it’s absolutely true. And when it 

comes to God calling you to do something, it’s much the same way. And to be honest, why 

would you want to have a say when it comes to the wisdom of God? But it takes humility to 

submit ourselves to what God wants, and often that’s a hard sell, because the thing that God 

wants isn’t always the thing that we want. Imagine praying for something for decades, and 

when you finally get it, it’s not the way you thought it would be.  

It kind of reminds me of those old Atari games. You’d look on the outside of the box of the 

video game, and there was this cool animated illustration depicting what the game was about. 

There was one in particular called Yar’s Revenge that I was excited about getting. The box had 

these intimidating looking bug-like creatures shooting down aliens with a force field in between 

them. I thought, “this is going to be so cool.” But when I got it home and put the cartridge in my 

Atari, it was basically a bunch of squares and lines that you had to pretend were the bug and 

the force field and the aliens. Now, this didn’t stop me from spending a large amount of time 

trying to defeat the game. I played it for months until I grew bored of it. So I totally enjoyed it. 

But it wasn’t what I expected. It wasn’t even bad, it was just different, and I had to readjust my 

expectations accordingly.  

And that’s true when it comes to humility. Saying, “He’s God and we’re not” isn’t always as 

soothing as it should be, but I’d offer to you today that it is an encouraging idea, namely that 

our God is not who we are, with our sin and flaw and imperfection. His ways are not our ways, 



and thank God that they are not. Because if we really think about it, who would want that? I 

want a God that knows more, does more, is able to do amazing things that I wouldn’t dream of 

doing. I want that God, not a God who’s limited by my thinking or ability to understand.  

Because we’re talking about “The Best Gifts” as our sermon series right now, it’s only 

appropriate that we talk about appreciation as the third key to accepting the gift of a call. So, 

the scenario goes like this: God is leading you to do something and to be obedient in it. We 

have to be faithful in that. To be obedient was also have to be humble. But after the fact, when 

God has completed this chapter of the work, we also must acknowledge it. We must appreciate 

his faithfulness and speak to his greatness in it.  

One thing I believe we could do more of is to be on the lookout for God moments, those times 

when God acts and moves in the lives of his people. This is never more evident than when God 

has fulfilled a promise, made something come to fruition that otherwise would have been 

impossible. Check out what Elizabeth says about the fulfilled prophecy in verse 25: ““The Lord 

has done this for me,” she said. “In these days he has shown his favor and taken away my 

disgrace among the people.” She makes it clear that this is a thing that God has done, and that 

is an act of worship. When we proclaim that God has been faithful, it brings him praise. How 

often do we really take the time out of our busy lives to see something that God was in, and 

proclaim it in some way? 

A little over four years ago, I was released from my position as a worship and youth pastor at 

the church where I was working. To say that it devastated us as a family would be an 

understatement. It affected our finances, our relationships, and our mental health. All three of 

us took it very hard. We didn’t know what was coming next. After worshipping at a sister 

church in the area for a while, I took the job as worship leader here at Messiah. And I have to 

say, it has been such a blessing. It is exactly what we as a family needed at a difficult time, and 

this church has continued to minister to us. When God orchestrates something like that, it is 

imperative that we acknowledge it in our lives, and say, “Thank you, Lord, you have been 

faithful. Thank you, Lord, for this amazing gift.” 

Remember at the beginning of my sermon when I told you about my encounter with Santa, and 

how it gave me a sense of wonder? I think even us Christians can lose our sense of wonder, and 

to me, that’s a very sad thing. We may believe in God, but don’t believe that he does amazing 

things like what he did with Zechariah and Elizabeth. We may be faithful in attending church, 

but we’re not praying for God to move in amazing ways. We may read the Bible, but think that 

miracles were for those people and not for us. This kind of thinking can allow us to check out a 

little bit, to separate ourselves from a faith that believes in a God that is still a God of wonders. 

And yet, that’s who we serve, the same God that did amazing things in the lives of his people 

back then is the same God we now worship. So, I want to encourage you: don’t give up in 

looking for those amazing things that God does in your life. And when He does them, make sure 

you approach his works with faithfulness, humility and appreciation. In Jesus’ name, amen. 



 


