PREPARED FOR THE LORD

Readings: Malachi 3:1-5; Malachi 4 
Text: Luke 1:5-25 (read 1-25)
Theme: The angel Gabriel was sent by God to tell Zechariah that his wife would bear a son who would prepare the way for the Lord.
Purpose: Through the promise of John’s birth to direct our attention to the coming of Jesus.


This is a very busy time of the year. People are busy buying food and drink and presents; there are many parties and prize-givings and end of the year celebrations. Many are thinking about holidays and enjoying the warm summer weather. 
None of these things are wrong in themselves, but they may be distractions from the Christian meaning of the Christmas celebration. 

This is why churches follow the season of Advent, which is taken from a Latin word meaning “to come”. Advent is a period of preparation leading up to the celebration of the birth of Jesus Christ. It covers the four weeks prior to Christmas, which represent the 4000 years of waiting in the Old Testament for the birth of the Messiah – one week for each of the thousand years. Today we turn our minds to the preparations God made for sending his Son into this world.

Luke is the only gospel writer to give us this narrative we have just read. It is mainly about Zechariah and Elisabeth and the promise of the angel Gabriel that God will give them a son. But we need to remember that John’s task was “to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” (vs 17) Gabriel said about John; “He will be great in the sight of the Lord” (vs 15), but John pointed forward to someone who was even greater, the Messiah, Christ Jesus. So as we read and listen we need to keep our eye on Jesus as the Messiah. 

Luke begins with the historical setting. These events happened “in the time of Herod king of Judea”. (vs 5) This Herod is usually known as “Herod the Great”. He ruled from 37 to 4 BC. 
He was a very capable ruler and became famous through the many beautiful buildings that were erected during his reign. He also rebuilt the temple in Jerusalem, which was still under construction during the life of Jesus, although by then Herod’s son was continuing that. 

Herod the Great was not a sincere worshipper of God; he also set up temples for pagan gods in Israel and introduced pagan games. 
And he was crafty and very cruel. He killed anyone who opposed his rule in any way. This is the Herod who ordered the murder of the baby boys in Bethlehem. Especially at the end of his reign he became very suspicious of his own family and murdered many of them. By the time he died in 4 BC he was hated by his remaining relatives and by the Jewish nation. 

Luke then describes the family situation of Zechariah and Elizabeth. 

Zechariah was a priest. His name means “God remembers”. That was significant because God would show him that he had remembered his covenant promises to his people and was about to fulfil those. 

A priest was allowed to marry any woman from the tribe of Levi, but Zechariah had married Elizabeth who was a daughter of a priest, which was seen as a special distinction and a double blessing. Her name meant, “my God is an oath” or “my God is the Faithful One”, and through her God would show himself faithful to his promises.

Verse 6 reads; “Both of them were upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commandments and regulations blamelessly.” That is a lovely description of this pious and godly couple and an example to all of us. It does not mean they were perfect but they were committed to the Lord and his law. 

However, there was one great sadness in their life – “they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren; and they were both well along in years.” (vs 7)
Most married couples want to have children and that is right and biblical. God has commanded us to be fruitful and fill the earth. It is a great sadness when the Lord does not grant you this blessing. 
For women in that culture it was also a cause of great shame. And further to this every woman in Israel hoped to be the mother of the Messiah; for Elizabeth that hope had gone.
Yet this sadness in their situation had not made them bitter nor had it hindered their service of the Lord. They loved the Lord and served him wholeheartedly. Here too they are a good model for all couples who may be in this same situation today. 

Luke then went on to describe Zechariah’s temple duties.

King David had organised the priests into 24 divisions that followed the heads of the priestly families. (1 Chron 24:1-6) Zechariah belonged to the division of Abijah. 
Only four divisions returned from the Babylonian exile (Ezra 2:36ff) but these were regrouped into 24 and given the old names. There were too many priests to serve in the temple together so each division was on duty in the temple twice a year for a week each time. 

One of the tasks of the priest was to keep incense burning on the altar in the Holy Place in the temple. One of them supplied fresh incense to the altar every day before the morning and evening sacrifice. This privilege was taken in turn and was arranged by lot. Not every priest would be able to do this and they could only do it once in their lifetime. To do this was regarded as a highlight of their service and a special privilege. After offering this incense a priest was considered “rich and holy”.

This particular year Zechariah’s division was on duty in the temple and he was chosen by lot to burn incense. He was an old man and this moment was the climax of his career! 

The Lord chose this time to send the angel Gabriel to him with a message. 

Zechariah went into the Holy Place. Many people were gathered outside in the court of the temple. When they saw him go into the Holy Place they became silent and bowed down to pray.

Inside the Holy Place “an angel of the Lord appeared to him standing at the right side of the altar of incense.” (vs 11) Zechariah “was startled and was gripped with fear.” (vs 12) Angels did not appear very often to people and when they did people were always frightened. 

The angel reassured him and said; “Your prayer has been heard.” What had Zechariah been praying for? Some think that he had been praying for a son, and no doubt he had been doing that all his life. Others believe that at the time of offering incense he would not have prayed for his own concerns but rather for the redemption of Israel and the coming of the Messiah. 
We don’t know exactly what he prayed for at that moment, but we can be sure that the Lord heard all his prayers - for a son and for Israel. God promised him a son, who was to be named John, who would announce the coming of the Messiah, the Christ, who would redeem Israel. 

The name John means, “God is gracious.” God was going to be gracious to his people and he would send the Messiah as he had promised. John’s task was to prepare the way for the coming of the Messiah; “he will go on before the Lord…” (v 17) 

He had a special role, a unique task. He was neither a Nazarite, nor a priest, although he was connected with both; with the Nazarites by the command not to drink wine, and with the priests by being born as the son of a priest.
He was a prophet. There had been no prophecy for 400 years since Malachi had spoken. Now, after these silent years, John came announcing the arrival of the Messiah; he was the last of the OT prophets, the link between the Old and New Testaments. 

John came “in the spirit and power of Elijah.” (v 17) This fulfilled the prophecy of Malachi; “I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes.” (Mal 4:5) John was not, of course, Elijah himself, but they were very similar to each other in their strength of character, in their ministry in the desert, in their appearance and diet, and in their message of judgement.  

His ministry is described in verse 16; “Many of the people of Israel will be bring back to the Lord their God.” This was always the task of the Old Testament prophets and was much needed at this time in Israel’s history. There was much unbelief, formalism, hypocrisy and corruption. We see that in the Pharisees and the Sadducees and in what went on in the temple and in the reaction of the Jews to Jesus in his ministry. 

Today too there is much unbelief, much ignorance of the Bible and a lot of superstition. Today too people need to turn from sin to God, from ignorance to knowledge, and from unbelief to faith. 

John’s task was “to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” (v 17b) He was to get people ready to meet the Messiah. He would be “great in the sight of the Lord” but he pointed to someone greater – to the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. 

He had a unique role. But what he did is, in many respects, the task of the ministry today.  Preachers and pastors are to direct us to the Lord Jesus – to his birth, ministry, death and resurrection. They are to gather a people out of the world who know the Lord Jesus and are ready to meet him. 

John had to do that when Jesus came the first time. 
But Jesus will come again and all of us must be ready to meet him. 
Are you? Are you living as Zechariah and Elizabeth did, “upright in the sight of the Lord, observing all the Lord’s commandments and regulations blamelessly”? Are you looking out for his coming? Are you ready to meet him?

Zechariah had received this great promise of a son for whom he had prayed all his life! How did he respond? 

(Verse 18) He asked the angel; “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.”
Zechariah was an old, godly and righteous man, but despite all this he doubted God’s Word. 
He was performing the task of a lifetime in the Holy Place of the temple, an angel had assured him that God had heard his prayers, but after all this he asks for a sign!

We should not be too surprised because we too often doubt the Word of God. 
There are many rich and beautiful promises written in the Bible but we often don’t accept them, or remember them, or believe them. 
Yet we are called to apply our faith in every situation of life – in joy and sorrow, in good times and bad, in wealth and poverty, in health and sickness, when passing an exam or failing one, in having friends or not having them, when given children or not; we must apply our faith in every one of these situations, trusting in God, reading his Word, believing his promises, without doubting what he has told us. 
Doubt can lead to the sin of unbelief and unbelief, says JC Ryle, “ is the true cause of a thousand spiritual diseases.” 

Sadly, Zechariah, at this high point of his life, doubted. The angel answered (v 19); “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.”

We only know the names of two angels of God – Gabriel and Michael. They were important angels who carried great responsibilities. 

Gabriel gave Zechariah his sign, although it wasn’t what he had in mind when he asked his question! Verse 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 proper time.”
Every day for the next nine months Zechariah had this sign of the promise of God through Gabriel, but also this reminder of his doubt. 

While all this was going on in the temple the people were waiting outside. Normally a priest did not stay long in the Holy Place. He was not supposed to linger lest he presume too much on the grace of God. The people were wondering what was going on!

Eventually when he came out he could not speak to them, nor could he give the priestly blessing, as was the custom. They realised that he has seen a vision in the temple. 

He completed his week of service and then returned home. Shortly after his wife Elizabeth became pregnant. She remained in seclusion for five months. Perhaps she wanted to avoid gossip and unnecessary speculation – “is Elizabeth really pregnant, at her age?!” She also knew that this would be difficult to explain to others. But most of all, she probably wanted to reflect and meditate on God’s favour to her, to worship the Lord for his goodness to them as a couple and for what God would do for his people through the Messiah.

We need to respond in the same way. This is a remarkable and interesting narrative, but the focus must not be on Zechariah or Elizabeth or even their son, but on the preparations being made for the coming of the Messiah. John would announce his coming. He would bring people back to the Lord their God and “make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” (vs 16-17) 

Have you been drifting spiritually and wandering away from the Lord? Do you need to turn back to him?

In this Advent and Christmas season are you keeping your mind and attention on the Lord Jesus, or do many other things distract you? 

The celebration of his first coming reminds us that he will come again. Are you ready for that? Are you prepared to meet him when he returns as the Lord and Judge of all people? 

Amen

