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INTRODUCTION

400 years without a prophet, 400 years without an angelic visit or a miracle.  Sure there had
been some providential victories in the Maccabean wars, but like the 400 years of captivity 
in Egypt Israel were in a place of oppression under Roman rule and spiritually poor and in 
need of light and deliverance.  God’s people needed a new Exodus, a new Moses, a new 
crushing of Pharaoh, a new redemption and ransom from slavery, a new Passover Lamb.  
And now that time has come in the preparation of the way for the coming of the Messiah 
with the coming of John the Baptist.  The first light of the new dawn bringing in the new 
age where God is going to fulfil His promises starts in the lives of some regular faithful 
saints in Zechariah and Elizabeth.  Several things strike us as we go through verses 5-25.  
Firstly, we want to appreciate how Zechariah and Elizabeth are typical saints and show us 
some of the typical ways in which God works in our lives.  Secondly, we want to note these 
first descriptions of John the Baptist and how God fulfils prophecy.  And thirdly, we want to 
watch the faltering faith of Zechariah in his interaction with the angel Gabriel.  All of this to 
bring into view the miraculous and wonderful way God works through the lives of ordinary 
people like Zechariah and Elizabeth, like you and me.  So on the one hand what we see here
is atypical and will only ever happen once, for the Messiah is only incarnated once and the 
messenger who prepares the way is only born once; but on the other hand God works in His
usual ways, ways in which He is also working in our lives today.

Faithful saints

V5-7, ‘In the days of Herod, king of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, of the 
division of Abijah. And he had a wife from the daughters of Aaron, and her name was 
Elizabeth. 6 And they were both righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the 
commandments and statutes of the Lord. 7 But they had no child, because Elizabeth was 
barren, and both were advanced in years.’  Lets unpack the details before we unpack the 
theology of these verses.  Firstly, Luke the historian relates to us the fact that these events 
happened during the time of Herod.  Herod was an Edomite who was made King by Mark 
Antony who was made King over Judea in 40 B.C. he was a bad man who was very 
suspicious and insecure in his position because he was not readily accepted by the Jews due
to his being an Edomite.  He married into the high priestly family looking for approval but 
ended up killing several of his family members including his wife because of his suspicions.  
This explains why he readily slew the infants of Bethlehem looking to kill the Messiah.  
Secondly, we are told about John’s parents, Zechariah and Elizabeth.  They are both from 
priestly families.  Zechariah’s name means, ‘The LORD has remembered again.’ And 
Elizabeth could mean either, ‘God is my fortune,’ or ‘God is the one by whom I swear.’  
Thirdly, we are told that Zechariah served in the division of Abijah.  When David established 
the services of the temple in the OT he made 24 divisions for the priests, and they would 
rotate and serve twice a year for a week at a time.  After the exile, the original 24 divisions 
no longer existed, but according to tradition they took the remaining levites and divided 
them according to the original divisions.  So Zechariah who was a Levite would not 
necessarily be a direct descendant of Abijah.  



Of interest to us is their character described in verse 6.  We are told that they were 
righteous and that they were blameless in all the commandments and statutes of the Lord.  
What does Luke mean by this, that they were sinless and were able to walk in sinless 
perfectionism?  No, this was a common way to describe saints of the OT whose lives were 
generally oriented to keeping God’s laws.  It is a broad characterization of their lives and a 
looser use of the word.  This way of describing faithful saints is common like when Peter 
describes Lot, 2 Pet. 2:7-8, or when Jesus talks about the righteous martyrs who have died 
in witness to the truth, Matt. 23:35, Noah, Gen. 6:8; Job, Job 1:1; Ezek. 14:14.  This 
description can also be found of David in the psalms.  It is not a statement being made to 
contradict what Paul says when he says there is none righteous no not one.  Paul is dealing 
with those who believe that their law keeping can make them holy as God is holy and are 
able to justify themselves by their good works.  In the face of this heresy there is a clear 
denial of any being righteous but all being judged inadequate by the law.  But in other 
situations when contrasting a believer’s life which is in general in comport with the law to an
unbeliever whose life is not, descriptions such as blameless or righteous are common.

We must stress how OT saints got to heaven.  It was not by being perfect and saving 
themselves by lawkeeping, this is the truth that Paul refutes in several of his letters.  Like 
Abraham, Z and E would have been saved by grace through faith in Christ.  They would look
forward in hope to the promised deliverer that God would give, their confidence would not 
be in their own sinlessness or performance but in a gracious God who saves by a substitute.
Once saved, all true faith bears fruit, it walks in the ways of God’s laws, this is what we are 
seeing here, this is the fruit of their faith being described not a salvation by works or 
teaching on perfectionism.

V7, ‘But they had no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were advanced in years.’
How important this verse is when we are trying to understand the ways of God.  Here are 
two faithful saints, they are righteous and law abiding, yet they are not blessed with 
children.  How was barrenness perceived at this time?  We need to remember that this was 
the OT and barrenness carried a very real stigma.  Barrenness was a curse upon 
lawbreakers, it meant that the coming Messiah would not be born through you, it meant 
that your family inheritance in the land was compromised, not to mention the emotional 
strain of not having a family like your neighbors.  So here we have two good believers who 
are not blessed with children, what is God doing?  

There is a long history of God using barren women in the Bible, Sarah, Rachel, Hannah, 
Manoah’s wife and now here Elizabeth.  God was sovereign and purposeful in this situation. 
He is in control and appoints our lot.  This means we have to think carefully in situations like
this.  We have to learn the lesson that the disciples had to learn with the man born blind in 
John 9.  They asked who had sinned thinking that his blindness must be the direct result of 
sin, Jesus teaches them that God sovereignly appointed that situation for His glory, John 
9:1-3.  We must not be quick to judge a person’s difficulties as the result of their sins.  God 
was not punishing this couple.  We can too quickly rush to judgement, this is the instinct of 
our inner Pharisee that needs to be shut down.  God alone knows what purposes He has for 
the difficulties He has sovereignly determined you should have.  We must cease trying to be
prophets by guessing at the reasons why people are suffering in certain ways.

I might add that we cannot view barrenness in any way a curse for the Christian in the NT.  
We are no longer under the mosaic covenant, we are not Israel that God is using to portray 
His blessing through as a nation by agriculture and offspring.  Christians should submit to 
God’s sovereign purposes not fatalistically in doing nothing, one can use certain modern 
techniques as long as there are no embryos destroyed in the process.  They should seek to 



use their childlessness for the Lord.  Paul viewed widowhood as an opportunity to serve the 
Lord, childlessness is by God’s appointment and should be viewed the same way.  It is not 
the right for every Christian couple to have children though it may be the assumed norm.  
Christians can know that no matter what situation they are handed God loves them and is 
working through it for good.  This text does not promise us that God always gives babies to 
people who pray hard enough, no, but it does teach us that God is sovereign over any 
instance of barrenness for His purposes, which are always in the case of His children, for 
their good in Christ.  You may not have the affliction of barrenness but will you apply the 
truth of God’s sovereignty to it?

So let me ask you, what is your barrenness that the Lord has appointed in your life right 
now?  It may not be literal barrenness but of another type.  Will you believe that this is by 
God’s appointment, will you believe that God is doing this for your good and His glory, will 
you believe that God will use this situation for His glory?  I am not promising you that you 
will have a baby, or get married or have instant success, I am assuring you of a God who is 
your Father, who in His wisdom has appointed you this portion, that He will work His wise 
ways in it, that He will be with you through it, that He can be glorified in it.  

Seeing that this was their situation it highlights even more the fact that this couple, though 
not blessed with the ordinary blessing of children were still obedient to God and lived holy 
lives.  This is a most important point.  Do you give conditional obedience to God?  We are 
usually bargainers.  ‘God if you do this for me, then I will do this for you.’  Or the more 
familiar complaint, ‘But God I have been a good Christian trying to do all of this for you, why
did this have to happen?’  It is good for us to be reminded in the faithfulness of those who 
have suffered deprivation of the fact that God is worthy of our obedience whether we 
prosper or whether we suffer.  It is good for us to think of the words of Job, ‘though He slay
me, I will praise Him.’  We often get lost in our pain, in our sufferings, in counting up our 
losses that we forget the value and the glory of our God.  That a life given to glorify God is 
never wasted.  Some have a choice and give their lives in things like missions and 
martyrdom, but the truth is all of our lives are being used by God and our suffering, and our
faithfulness through our suffering is being used by God to exalt His glory.  We are able to 
gladly submit to this providence because we know that it is not wasted.  And we know that 
God is good, He has proven His love and His willingness to save and bless us with better 
things than we could design for ourselves in uniting us with His Son.  

Fulfilled prophecy

V8 transports us into the temple, v8-11, ‘Now while he was serving as priest before God 
when his division was on duty, 9 according to the custom of the priesthood, he was chosen 
by lot to enter the temple of the Lord and burn incense. 10 And the whole multitude of the 
people were praying outside at the hour of incense. 11 And there appeared to him an angel 
of the Lord standing on the right side of the altar of incense.’  There were thousands of 
priests, but only so many jobs that needed doing, the most important job any priest would 
ever perform in their lives, if they were not the High Priest, was the offering of incense.  A 
lot was cast and not every priest got the opportunity to burn incense.  In the providence of 
God Zechariah is chosen and this would have been the most important most in his priestly 
career.  We are told that the people were praying outside at the time of the burning of 
incense.  The altar of incense was a picture of the prayers of God’s people that are seen 
because of the sacrifices as a sweet smelling aroma that pierces the Most Holy Place.  The 
time of the evening burning of incense was changed to coincide with the evening sacrifice 
so that the most people would be present praying, a joining of act and symbolism.  And 



suddenly after 400 years of silence an angel appears at the right hand of the altar of 
incense, thought to be the position of favour.  

V12-13, ‘And Zechariah was troubled when he saw him, and fear fell upon him. 13 But the 
angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard, and your 
wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John.’  Zechariah we are told 
is understandably fearful.  Who wouldn’t be?  It was the common experience of saints to be 
overcome when an angel appeared.  Much more so in the case of Zechariah because He 
was ministering at a very important moment in the temple, the place where God said He 
would dwell in the midst of His people.  It was possible that earlier in the OT on the Day of 
Atonement that the High Priest when going into the innermost room of the temple, the Most
Holy Place, would have to bear bells on his garments and a rope around his ankle incase 
God was not pleased and struck the priest dead.  He would then have to be pulled out of 
the Most Holy Place by the rope because no one else was allowed to enter.  Zechariah might
have thought that something similar was happening to him.  

Zechariah is comforted and told not to fear, and this is because the messenger of God has 
good news and not bad, Zechariah’s prayers have been heard and he is going to have a son,
John.  There is a question over the matter of Zechariah’s prayer.  It would be the common 
custom when a priest offered incense to pray for Israel, for her deliverance and blessing, for
the coming of the Messiah, etc.  The question is this, which prayer is God answering, the 
prayer of the incense burner for Israel, or did Zechariah pray for a son at this most 
opportune time, this once in a lifetime opportunity in the temple?  Some feel that Z was too 
old to think a prayer would be answered and so he did not pray for a son while burning 
incense, others think that the angel is recalling Z previous prayers from years earlier.  We 
cannot know but both are possible and both point us to the way in which God answers 
prayer.  

It may be that Gabriel is referring to Z prayer for Israel, and God answers this prayer in an 
unexpected way by giving something that seems unrelated but is in fact the way God will 
bring blessing.  Or, it may be that prayers offered many years ago are not forgotten and 
God who remembers and does not forget, who keeps all our tears in a bottle has chosen to 
answer now.  Remember, every prayer is always answered with a no, a yes or a not yet.  In 
this case it was a not yet.  The point for us to take away is the point that God hears prayer. 
The timing of the angel to come and say that prayer has been heard at the very moment 
when incense as a symbol of prayer being offered is significant and reinforces the fact that 
God hears prayer.  Perhaps you feel that prayers have not been answered or have not been 
heard, well think of how God responded to Z.  It may be that your prayer has been 
answered but the answer is something you did not expect, or it may be that the answer is 
not yet.  Imagine Z and E thoughts about a child, she was barren, and given their age even 
if she wasn’t it would be unlikely that they would be fertile at their age anymore anyway.  
God chooses to answer when things seem impossible so that He gets the glory and the 
power is obviously His and not ours.  This is an encouragement to continue to prayer and 
not give up.  

Z is told about John.  John means ‘Yahweh has been gracious.’  And Gabriel tells us 
something about John, v14-17, ‘And you will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at
his birth, 15 for he will be great before the Lord. And he must not drink wine or strong drink, 
and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s womb. 16 And he will turn 
many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God, 17 and he will go before him in the spirit
and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient to 
the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a people prepared.”’  In v14 we are told 



about those who will rejoice.  Now we know that john is going to be the last prophet of the 
OT and the forerunner for Christ.  But Z and E are not forgotten in the plan of God as He 
makes Israel’s promises come true.  We see that Z and E will experience joy as well, but 
also that many, namely Israel will rejoice at his coming.  Israel will rejoice because the long 
desired age of the Messiah is come, and Z and E rejoice because their desires to be parents 
are fulfilled.  I take heart from this point because the personal joys of Z and E are not 
overlooked in the grander and greater plan of God.  He does not make His will come to pass
at the expense of our joy but takes pains to cause us to delight in His will as well.  Many 
times we will feel like we are pieces in a chess game.  We know and trust that God has a big
picture but we aren’t necessarily convinced that He cares about me individually as He cares 
for the overall plan.  Here we see that is not the case, pay careful attention to those words, 
‘you will have joy and gladness.’  God as a Father sees you individually as His child, yes He 
has His eye on the big picture but not to the neglect of your personal needs.  He is all 
powerful and sees to the fulfilling of the big picture but also the individual needs of our 
situation.  You satisfaction is not a casualty in God bringing His will to pass, He seeks for 
your joy and gladness, to His glory as well.  You are more valuable to Him than sparrows.  
Ps. 139:17-18, ‘How precious to me are your thoughts, O God!  How vast is the sum of 
them!  If I would count them, they are more than the sand.  I awake, and I am still with 
you.’  
  
In all of this I get a sense of God’s extra-abundant over-answering way.  Yes He will bring 
Israel joy but God always does things in His God sized way so that our cups run over and 
the answer is always beyond what we could have imagined or dreamt.  Here is an elderly 
couple seeking a child, and God answers their prayer by raising up the forerunner to the 
Messiah who will see revival Israel and many turning to God.  Talk about over-answering 
prayer. 

V15 describes how John will be great, and like Samson, like Samuel is a Nazirite, especially 
set apart for service to God.  The requirement of not drinking any wine or strong drink was 
part of the requirements.  He is shown to be unique in that he will not be like other 
prophets who experience the Spirit occasionally but will have the Spirit from the womb.  But 
we are told all about the ministry of John the Baptist, ‘And he will turn many of the children 
of Israel to the Lord their God.’  Here is why the nation will rejoice, because he will be used 
by God to cause many to turn to God.  It is in God that our greatest joy is found, not in sin, 
not in self-designed plan for our joy, but in God.  The pathway to this joy is by turning to 
Him, this is the way the bible describes repentance.  We turn from sin, yes, but we are 
returning to the God who made us for Himself and to walk in His ways.  John is going to be 
great not because he will join the UN and stop wars and bring racial hatred to an end.  No, 
he is going to do something greater, end the animosity between God and sinners and cause 
sinners to return in repentance to their God.  This is what counts for greatness, this is what 
leads to joy.  

V17 alludes to a prophecy in the OT.  These are the last words of the OT, Mal. 4:5-6, 
‘Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and awesome day of the Lord 
comes. 6 And he will turn the hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of children to 
their fathers, lest I come and strike the land with a decree of utter destruction.”’  John is the
one who was prophesied and here God is fulfilling His promise.  Another prophecy is alluded
to, Mal. 3:1, ‘Behold, I send my messenger, and he will prepare the way before me. And the
Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple; and the messenger of the covenant 
in whom you delight, behold, he is coming, says the Lord of hosts.’  Incidentally this is a 
verse that proves the deity of Christ, for the OT prophecy speaks about preparing the way 
for God, but it is Christ who John prepares the way for.  God keeps His promises.



Faltering faith

Z is understandably overwhelmed, but he is also a little thick skulled, and asks for a sign, 
v18, ‘And Zechariah said to the angel, “How shall I know this? For I am an old man, and my 
wife is advanced in years.”’  Gabriel reveals who he is, giving his name which means, ‘man 
of God’ or ‘God has shown Himself strong.’  That he is an angel who is one of the cherubim 
who serve in the throneroom of God.  And the fact that He is there means God sent him and
it is sign enough.  As a result Z will be struck dumb for his unbelief, some think he might 
also have been made deaf as well as mute, we cannot tell.  This ironically becomes the sign 
he wanted.  As he will be mute until it all comes to pass as promised.  And once again we 
have God’s ways with us repeated.  God uses doubters who are thick skulled in His 
purposes.  It may be that we have to bear the pain of chastening, but God in His mercy 
uses us anyway, and brings His purposes to pass through donkeys like us.  

Z leaves the temple where the people outside had been waiting with much angst because of
the delay.  The other priests would have had to pronounce the typical benediction because 
he was mute, and when his time was up he went home and he and Elizabeth conceived.  
Reminding us will be stated later that God is the God of the impossible.

So what do we take away from this?  God is doing once off amazing things, however He is 
doing them in the ordinary ways in which He works, we can learn from these.  We learn that
external circumstances like barrenness are in God’s control and are used by Him for His 
purposes; we learn that not every form of pain we experience is punishment for some sin.  
We are reminded by the faithfulness of these OT who obeyed the Lord even though some of
their greatest expectations were not fulfilled.  We were reminded of the unexpected way 
God answers prayer so must endure.  We have seen how God treasures us individually, and 
how our greatest joy is found in returning to Him from sin.  We see that God is a promise 
keeper and that he uses thick skulled and unbelieving doubters like us.  He may chasten us 
but He does not cast us off.                                    


