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“His-story and Zechariah”      Text – Luke 1:57-79       OT Reading – Malachi 3:1-5; 4:1-5

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
One of the recent Faith in Focus magazines was all about Luke, the author of this Gospel and the Book of Acts.  And I was asked to write an article about the historical detail in Luke’s writings.  You see, Luke was a doctor; he had a scientific mind.  And more so than the other Gospel authors, Luke gives lots of names, locations, dates, and events.  And archaeologists and historians keep finding examples that are 100% consistent with the historical details in Luke’s Gospel.  In Acts 17:6, for example, Luke makes reference to the rulers of Thessalonica using the Greek word politarchs.  For a long time, liberal biblical scholars used this as an example of a mistake in the Bible because the word politarchs was simply not found in any classical Greek literature.  Eventually though, archeologists discovered a marble inscription that demonstrated that this title was only used for local officials in Thessalonica during a certain period in history; the exact period that Luke wrote about!  
But even though Luke gives us a lot of historical detail, history was not his primary concern.  He tells us at the beginning of the Gospel that he wrote so that his original readers might have certainty concerning the things they had been taught.  Luke’s original readers had been told the story of Jesus and he wanted them to know for certain that what they had been told was true and reliabe.  
And this is why some commentators like to describe Luke as the writer of His-story, with ‘His’ meaning Jesus.  Yes, there is history in Luke’s writings, but it is preached history; it is history that serves a purpose – to record the truth about Jesus.  
So today and next Sunday morning and on Christmas morning, we will look at the events surrounding the birth of the Lord Jesus as His-story.
And we begin with the birth of John the Baptist and Zechariah’s song.  
· Zechariah was a Jewish priest who served in the temple in Jerusalem.  We learn from the first part of ch. 1 that he and his wife, Elizabeth were god-fearing people, but also that they had not been able to have any children, and that they were what we would call ‘senior citizens.’  
· But one day, as Zechariah was burning incense inside the temple, an angel appeared to him and told him that his wife would have a son, whom he was to name John.  And the angel told Zechariah that John would prepare the way for the long-promised Messiah.  Now, Zechariah found this hard to believe.  So the angel told him that because of his unbelief, he would not be able to speak until the child was born. 
· Well, six months later, the angel also visited a young woman named Mary.  And he told her that she would have an even more miraculous pregnancy.  Her son was to be named Jesus.  And as a gracious sign to Mary, she was told about Elizabeth’s pregnancy, for Elizabeth was a relative of Mary.  So Mary left Nazareth and travelled all the way down to Judea to visit Elizabeth.  And as we come to our text, Mary has been there three months but has now left for home. 
So now we come to the account of John’s birth.  
· And v57 describes that moment that the mothers among us will remember well! – the time to give birth.  And as promised by the angel, Elizabeth gave birth to a son.  
· And as we come to v58, remembering that Elizabeth was “well on in years,” her neighbours and relatives celebrate this miracle birth!  In OT times, to be childless was considered a sign of God’s displeasure.  And so, there is a great rejoicing when this child is born.
· v59 describes the naming ceremony that took place when a boy was circumcised, eight days after being born.  And it was customary then for sons to be named after their fathers.  So at a certain point in the ceremony, there would have been a naming prayer like this one: “Our God, and the God of our fathers, raise up this child to his father and mother, and let his name be called in all Israel Zechariah, the son of Zechariah.  Let his father rejoice in the issue of his loins, and his mother in the fruit of her womb.”   But at some point Elizabeth interjected, “No, he is to be called John!”  
· So eventually it is decided to ask Zechariah what to name the boy.  And so, a writing board is given to Zechariah for him to write on.  And interestingly, Zechariah does not say, “You must name him John,” but “his name IS John.”  Literally, he says, “John is his name.”  Zechariah, who once did not believe the angel, now declares what God has already declared in heaven – The child is John.  In Hebrew, John means ‘the Lord is gracious.’  So Zechariah is saying, The Lord is gracious!  Look at what He has done for Elizabeth and I.  His name is John!
· And as he demonstrates his faith, we read, “Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue was loosed, and he began to speak, praising God.”  
· Well, that clinched it for everyone who was there.  Something very special was definitely happening!  You see, at this point in Jewish history, there had been no prophet, no dream, no vision, no angelic messenger, and no miracles for around 400 years!  But now, a special child has been born.  There is talk of angel visitationS.  And this priest who had not been able to speak for nine months has now been given back his speech, exactly as the angel had foretold.  Wow!  Something’s goin’ down!  
And just note Luke’s delightful storyteller comment that just ramps up the tension of the story, “Everyone who heard this wondered about it, asking, ‘What then is this child going to be?”, forcing us, as it were, to read on and see what happens next.
Well, what happens next is that Zechariah sings!  
· We read in v67 that Zechariah prophesied.  But the style of the Greek here is poetry.  That is why bible translators put vv68-79 in a different format than the ordinary prose of vv57-66.  This is a song!
· And as Zechariah sings, there is a remarkable reversal going on.  
· You see, when Zechariah received the visit of the angel, he was burning incense in the temple as part of the morning sacrifice.  After his assistant priests had removed the incense from the day before, and then made sure that the coals were ready for the fresh incense, they would leave, meaning Zechariah was alone in the holy place.  A trumpet would sound telling all in the temple courts to prepare for the morning sacrifice.  Zechariah would then lie down on the floor and pray the prayers that had been prayed for centuries by the priests doing this work.  And then, at the next signal, he would lay the incense on the altar and a cloud of smoke would rise up symbolizing the prayers of Israel rising to heaven.  And during this time, more prayers would by prayed by Zechariah.  We even know what these prayers were; they are known as the eighteen benedictions.  And while he was praying these prayers inside, the people outside would be praying similar prayers as they waited for him to emerge.  This is described in 1:10.  
· Now, because this same procedure had happened every day for centuries, the people knew how long it took.  But 1:21 tells us that Zechariah stayed inside much longer than was usually the case.  So you can imagine the people starting to wonder what was going on.  And maybe some were starting to assume the worst.  We all know how crowds work, right!  
· Eventually though, Zechariah came out.  But, something was wrong!  You see, when he came out, his final task was to speak a benediction.  Benediction means ‘good word.’  A benediction is God’s ‘good word’ to His people.  And the benediction that Zechariah was supposed to pronounce is the same benediction that we often hear at the end of our worship services – It is the benediction of Aaron from Numbers 6:24-26, “The LORD bless you and keep you; the LORD make His face shine upon you and be gracious to you; the LORD turn His face toward you and give you peace.”  But Zechariah could not speak.  So there was no benediction!  
· But now, after John has been named, the first thing that Zechariah does is to speak a benediction.   He basically summarizes the 18 benediction prayers that he and the people would have prayed while he was in the temple in vv68-79.  He knows and believes that the promises of the Lord about a coming Messiah are to be fulfilled.  So Zechariah sings the benedictions as a magnificent hymn of praise!  
Well, with the remainder of our time, we will note a few things about this song and then finish with one or two points of application as we think about the significance of the His-story and the song of Zechariah for us as believers in AD 2017.
1. The first thing we should note about this song is that we are specifically told in v67 that Zechariah was “filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied.”  This isn’t just Zechariah’s thoughts bubbling over into song.  The Spirit of the Lord is speaking to the people of God through Zechariah.  
A. I mentioned earlier that there had been no prophetic word to the people of Israel for around 400 years.  So this is a very significant moment in salvation history.  At long last, God is speaking directly to His people again!  
B. And Zechariah takes note of this in v68: He praises the Lord because “he has come and redeemed His people.”  The Greek word translated as “come” literally means ‘to visit, to have a care for.’  During the 400 years of prophetic silence, it seemed to the Jews that God was distant and that He no longer cared for His people.  But now, God has again visited His people and revealed Himself to them as the God of their salvation.
2. And if we were to summarize Zechariah’s prophetic message, it is that God is doing now what He long ago promised to do.
A. From vv68-75, you get language that any student of the OT will recognize.  These are exactly the ideas and the language that you find throughout the Law and the Psalms and the Prophets.  
i. The “horn of salvation” mentioned in v69 is referred to in seven places in the OT.  It is an image of power and might and strength!
ii. David, in v69, is King David.  And he lived about 1000 years before Jesus was born.  And while he was king, God promised him that one of his sons would be the eternal king of Israel.  
iii. v72 mentions God’s “holy covenant,” and v73 talks about “the oath [God] swore to Abraham.”   This is a reference to Genesis 17 and God’s covenant with Abraham to bless all the nations of the world through one of his descendants.  And this promise was made 2000 years before Jesus was born!  
iv. In the bulletin, I have included references to other OT promises and prophecies about a coming Saviour.  Many of them are very detailed and specific.  And if you look at v70, Zechariah is saying, all the promises and prophecies made long ago are being fulfilled now – Messiah has come!  Immanuel has come!  The Son of David has come!  God keeps His promises!  
B. And then, with vv6-79, Zechariah focuses on the role of His son, John, in relation to the promised Messiah.  
i. Earlier we read from the prophet Malachi.  And through Malachi, the Lord said, “I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me.  Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to His temple.”  So there would be a prophetic messenger who prepared the way and then Messiah would come.
ii. And Zechariah says of John, “You, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High; for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way before Him.”  So John is the promised messenger; John is the prophet who prepares the way for Messiah.  And as we shall see as we continue in chapter 2, the Messiah is?  Jesus!  
C. Well, one last thing to consider before we think about what all this means for us today.  And that last thing is John’s message.  How would John prepare the way for Messiah?  What will Messiah do?  Why is Jesus important?  Why does Zechariah sing about the coming of Jesus? 
i. Well, the answer to that question is found throughout the song, but it is summarized nicely in v77, “To give His people the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins.”  And we can boil this message down to just two words: SIN and SALVATION.  
a. Throughout this song there are references to salvation and rescue and deliverance from enemies.  And reading this, we can perhaps understand why the Jewish people of Jesus’ day understood salvation as being delivered from the dreaded Roman oppressors.   
b. But you and I have the whole of the NT.  We know that the dreaded enemies are not armies or bullies or tough times.  No, the dreaded enemies are sin and decay and death.  
c. Every one of us has a sin-sick heart.  It is sin that leads us to speak angry words that wound others and to destroy relationships and to be greedy and to lie and to lust.  It is sin that leads to impatience and selfishness and violence and abuse.  Right now the police are preparing strategies to deal with family violence over the Christmas period.  What should be happy times will be hurtful times in many homes, because of alcohol and greed and irritation and a lack of self-control.  And this is because of sin.  
d. And decay and death infects this whole creation.   There is no way around the statistics: 10 out of every 10 people die!  From dust we have come and to dust we shall return.  We might be in the prime of life now but we know that sooner or later, death comes to us all.
e. But in Jesus there is the forgiveness of sins.  God sent His Son Jesus to die on the cross.  He put sin on Jesus and punished Him so that you could be forgiven.  He sent Jesus so that all who would believe in Him can have salvation.  

f. So Jesus deals with the problem of sin.  And if you look at v79, He also deals with the problem of death.  He comes “To shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the path of peace.”  Those who trust in Jesus need not fear death, because they know that eternal life awaits them on the other side.   
3. So congregation, it is right and good that at this time of the year we turn our thoughts to the first coming of Christ.  What is sad though is that so little attention is given to thinking about and preparing for His Second Coming.  In some churches there can be a whole month of Advent.  Christmas day is the highlight of the year!  But where in the church calendar is dedicated time for thinking about His Second Coming?  Why do we generally devote much more thought and attention to His first coming compared to the second?  

A. One author who wrote about this wondered if it is because we are so rich and comfortable in this world that we don’t really long for the world to come?  Could that be true of you?  Spend any time among poor Christians or persecuted Christians and you will hear much more about their longing for heaven. 
B. But giving little thought to Jesus’ Second Coming may also be because, you know, the sun rises and the sun sets.  To be sure, Jesus said He will come soon but time keeps rolling on…  Let me ask you this question: Do you have plans for tomorrow?  Do you really think that Jesus might return this afternoon and ‘interrupt’ those plans?
C. But there can be theological reasons for our neglect of the Second Coming also.  Many believers have the idea that before Jesus returns there needs to be the conversion of the Jews and the antichrist, so…  He mustn’t be coming anytime soon.  But Zechariah’s song and the Gospels remind us that very few were expecting the first coming of Christ.  In fact, they understood the OT prophecies with the benefit of hindsight.  Even John the Baptist Himself sent some of His disciples to ask Jesus if He truly was the one!  So what makes you think that you are any better placed regarding the Second Advent!  It is a pretty major gamble to think that Jesus can not come soon because of your interpretation of biblical prophecy!
D. People of God, the last words of Jesus Christ to His church that we have in the Bible are, “I am coming soon.”  In fact, He repeated words to that effect three times in the last chapter of the Bible!   And when He comes, He will usher in the new heavens and the new earth!
So as we enjoy this season of Advent and Christmas, let’s expect and long for and live as though Jesus were coming today!  Amen.

