“Fulfilling a Promise”

Luke 1:67-80

December 21, 2008

Read Luke 1:67-80

Many of you came this morning expecting to hear a sermon about a baby; and while that is kind of true, you are not going to hear about the baby Jesus. This morning is about John the Baptist – or, even more precisely – about the song that John the Baptist’s father sings when the prophet was born.

Although it would be nice to talk about the baby Jesus, it is not yet time. Part of the Biblical story of the incarnation – Emmanuel, God with us, Jesus’ birth – is the season of waiting. We are not to Christmas yet. We are close, but we are not there. We may think we are ready, but God’s timing is not complete. 

So we look this morning at the birth of John the Baptist. 

Zechariah’s story

The birth of John the Baptist comes before the birth of Jesus. 

John’s job was to prepare the way for the Lord, to proclaim what God was doing even before it happened. And so it is even with John’s birth. John’s birth is a lesser preview of Jesus’ birth. 

There are two parts of John’s birth narrative. Our Scripture lesson this morning is the second part. 

In the first part (1:5-25), we meet John’s father, Zechariah, who was part of the priestly class. There were twenty-four priestly “courses” – teams or divisions – that would provide service in the temple. Each “course” would be responsible for two weeks each year. Their duties were determined by lot. In other words, the job each priest would perform was determined by the equivalent of picking a slip out of a hat. 

One of the special jobs was to make the incense offering. The priest would take a smoking pot into the center of the Temple, the Holy of holies, beyond the curtain and out of sight of everyone else. 

So, Zechariah was chosen in the lottery. For him (as with any priest), it was an honor – it was a big deal to be chosen for this job. Here he was, an older man, going to the center of the Temple to make the incense offering while the people were praying. It was the same thing that hundreds of other priests had done in the years before him. There was nothing on the outside to indicate that something different was going to happen on this day. Yet we, like them, never know when God is going to show up.

Zechariah gets into the sanctuary and sees someone beside the stand where the incense was supposed to go.

We do not know if Zechariah had ever been in this sanctuary before, but we know that he knew this was different. Well, more than that: Zechariah was terrified. Spotting someone in the Holy of holies, he figured he was going to die. 

In the ensuing conversation, the angel tells Zechariah not to be afraid; that he and his wife, Elizabeth, are going to be parents. Zechariah is puzzled because both he and Elizabeth are old. Age not being an obstacle for God, the angel (who identifies himself as “Gabriel,” the same angel who interpreted Daniel’s dreams of the end times and who would make the annunciation to Jesus’ mother, Mary) the angel affirms that God will do what he has said. Because Zechariah did not believe Gabriel’s words, he is struck dumb. (Compare this with Jesus’ parents, Mary and Joseph, who both separately believed the words of the angel and were blessed. It is another example of how Jesus is greater than John.)

That brings us to the second part of the birth narrative. Elizabeth, indeed, did become pregnant. The time came to deliver John. Eight days after his birth, as was the custom, the parents presented the boy for circumcision – marking him as a part of the covenant community. Neighbors urged them to name the boy Zechariah, to honor his father who had been stricken. Good intentions; just not God’s intentions. Elizabeth informs all those around that the boy is to be named “John.” “No,” they protest and they went to Zechariah. He understood their protest but wrote a note affirming what Elizabeth had already declared, that the boy was to be named, “John,” meaning “Yahweh has been gracious.” 

At that point, Zechariah’s tongue is released and he begins to prophesy; that is, to proclaim the great deeds of God. 

Look again at the substance of Zechariah’s song beginning in v. 68. There are three parts: the first (68-73), recalls God’s goodness and praising God for his faithfulness; the second (76-77), the role John the Baptist will play in ushering the eschatological time of the coming messiah; and, the third (78-79), the meaning of the incarnation. Last year, we looked at the third part: the meaning of the incarnation. This year, we are going to look at part 1: God’s goodness and faithfulness.
Zechariah sings of a long held promise of salvation.  

Zechariah’s song makes reference to God’s remembering the “oath he swore to our ancestor Abraham, to grant us that we, being rescued from the hands of our enemies, might serve him without fear.” 

Zechariah talks about God’s faithfulness. What is remarkable is the context: Zechariah is looking at his baby boy – and Israel was still under Roman rule. The political and worldly situation all around looked as bleak and dire for Israel as it had prior to John’s birth; nonetheless, Zechariah is convicted that in the birth of John, a new era is being ushered in. 

Nothing had changed and yet everything had changed. This miracle birth of this boy to a barren woman was a preview of what God was going to do. It was a sign – for those with eyes to see – that God was real, faithful, and actively involved in this world. Even so, the birth and the song of celebration happen before any real change had taken place, and just like the prophecies of the coming Messiah, the revealing of the identity of this child would require more waiting before his role was fulfilled. 

More waiting. 

Waiting is not something we do well. Is this news to anyone?

We live in a instant message, microwave, credit-card, got-to-have-it-all-now world. We want instant communication, we want instant information, instant resolution to problems, instant programs to meet our needs. Instant coffee that does not taste like instant coffee.

A few years ago, the rock group Queen had a song called “I want it all,” in which the chorus was, “I want it all, I want it all, I want it all, and I want it now.” I understand.

A friend of mine, Terrye McAnally, is a pastor of a congregation in Tennessee. She also is a grandmother. She had her granddaughter with her one day, and the granddaughter was complaining about having to go shopping before going to the ice cream store. As we have all done, Terrye said to her, “Patience is a virtue.” A few hours later, she heard her granddaughter complaining to her mother about something. “Patience is…,” began her mother, but the granddaughter cut her off. “I know, I know, Grandma told me. Patience is a virt-me.”

Advent is all about patience. It is about waiting.

For an extended period of time, Israel had experienced a silence and frustration. Then, suddenly, God moves through Zechariah to announce a remarkable blessing, “God has been gracious.” Zechariah remembers God’s faithfulness in fulfilling other promises. Zechariah’s proclamation at John’s birth is completely consistent with John’s function as herald for Jesus, “Prepare the way of the Lord!” Zechariah sings about God’s action before Jesus was born, before the angelic announcement to shepherds, before the Magi have come from afar. Through Zechariah, God is declaring what he has done before he has done it. 

So, how are you waiting? Are you experiencing frustration and doubt in the midst of God’s silence? Are you living in the expectation that Christ is coming, or does that seem like a nice story from two thousand years ago that has no relevance to daily life today?  Are you prepared – when after years of waiting, suddenly, God will act and move?

This is one of the reasons why Advent is a blessing. It reminds us that we wait in silence; often looking at a world that seems utterly devoid of God’s presence. I sometimes struggle with remembering God’s faithfulness to His promises; the longer I wait, the more I re-construct previous events looking for alternative explanations for the cause of things I previously chalked up to God’s blessing. 

Let this passage be an encouragement to you as it has been to me – Zechariah was blessed to see something for which generations had been longing and waiting. This song reminds us God is faithful to his promises. We do not see things limited by chronological time; we see things with an eternal perspective. We wait on the Lord because God is worth waiting upon. 
Zechariah sings of the power of salvation.

Not only is Zechariah’s song a remembrance of God’s faithfulness, it is an expression of  confidence in the power of God, here and now. The God described in the words of this song is not an aimless, anemic, disinterested God; no, the God described here is one who saves, who redeems, who remembers, who has mercy, and who guides. He guides our feet into the way of peace. 

In the Pastor’s Bible study, we have been going through Hebrews. In this last week, at the beginning of chapter 6, there is a discussion of the basic teachings of the faith, one of which is “repentance from dead works.” The writer was making reference to a well-known teaching from a document called the Didache. There were two ways: the way of life and the way of death.

The way of death involves murders, adulteries, lusts, fornications, thefts, idolatries, magic arts, sorceries, robberies, false depositions, hypocrisy, double-heart, fraud, arrogace, malice, obstinance, covetousness, filthy language, envy, audacity, haughtiness, and boastfulness. That pretty much sums up the playbook for prime time television, doesn’t it? And, if not prime time, then the news. Our culture seems to celebrate and focus our attention on things that lead to death.

It is into that very same context that Zechariah’s song is sung. The way of death has no power over the knowledge of salvation given to God’s people. The mighty savior out of the house of David whom God has raised up for us is better translated as a “horn of salvation.” Raising up a horn is an Old Testament expression of undefeatable power. 

The point here is that God is acting for our salvation. We are not trapped in the way of death, our hope lies elsewhere. Jesus would say it this way later, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, so that whosoever believeth in him would not perish but have eternal life.” Only God is victorious over death, only God has that kind of power. 

And in that power God has saved us. But he has not saved us to simply leave us alone; he has saved us that we might serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness all of our days. Regardless of our present human circumstances – whether we have plenty or whether we are suffering; whether we are powerful or oppressed; whether we are young or old – we are living in the eternal kingdom of God, now. Because God has saved us in Jesus Christ,  we  can serve God without fear, in holiness and righteousness, now. The power of salvation is not some pie-in-the-sky, bye-and-bye promise, it is God’s power expressed now. We have that assurance now, we live in that eternal hope, now. 
Zechariah sings of the hope of salvation. 
Hope is the other side of waiting. We would not wait if we did not have hope. Hope is not an empty dream, hope is a wide-awake confidence that God means what he has said.

What is our hope? Our hope is that all we see is not all there is, it is not all that will be. We are living in a new Advent season. We, too, like Zechariah, remember what God did – with Abraham, with Isaac and Jacob, with David, with the prophets and, most importantly, with birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. We remember those things and we celebrate them. We live today trusting in God’s power and salvation. But we also remember God’s promises yet to come – most importantly, Christ’s coming again. Our faith is not a dead look back on what has already taken place; no, our faith is looking forward. We look forward in confidence because of what has already taken place. What has taken place informs our expectation, anticipation, and hope of what is coming. 

The problem is that we often treat hope like the Rose Parade. When I was attending Fuller, we went to the Rose Parade one year. We got up early on New Years Day, we staked out a spot along the route and we waited. A little after 8:00 a.m., there was a bang, then the Stealth Bomber flew overhead, then there was a long pause (we were about two miles down on the route). Finally, there was a band that marked the real beginning of the show. We watched the floats and the horses and the other bands. We watched for the few hours it took to have the whole thing pass us by. Then, we went home. 

For us, the parade was a show. We watched, we consumed. We judged. We compared notes about what we liked and what we did not like. We went home.

But we never got in the Parade. We were not on the journey of hope with those who were following the leader.

Hope is not passive. It is communion. It is active, it is engaged, it is relational.  Why the emphasis on hope? Hope is something we all seek. People place their hope in all sorts of things: through the security offered by having a lot of money, through the good standing with everyone around; through the expression of power and control. None of those ways succeed: you can never have enough money, your reputation and popularity are only as strong as your most recent effort, and you cannot control everything to protect yourself. Those ways are hope-less.

The truth is: without Jesus, we do not have any hope. Without receiving Jesus as Lord and Savior, with seeking to follow him as a disciple, we do not have hope – we are, in fact, at war with God.

Zechariah’s song praises God for remembering his promises, for fulfilling prophecies, and for renewing hope.  Zechariah celebrates his son’s part in God’s acts of redemption and salvation, and sets out the invitation for everyone else to join. Come, follow “the dawn from on high breaking upon us.” Come, follow the one who “gives light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death.” Come, follow the one who will “guide our feet into the way of peace.”

As we wait on God – as we pray, “Come, Lord Jesus, come” – let us remember God’s faithfulness. Let us rejoice in God’s salvation now. Let us live confidently in the hope that God’s kingdom will be fully revealed – in God’s time and in God’s way. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

8:45 Prayer of Intercession

10:00 Invitation to Offering
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