The birth of John the Baptist

Reading     Luke 1 v 68-79

Some days are more memorable than others, aren’t they?

This morning we are looking at one of the most important days in the life of the old priest Zechariah – without doubt, the highpoint of his career.
He lived in dark days – the Romans were in control of his country and to make matters worse there was a tyrannical puppet king, Herod, who was getting more and more unpredictable year by year. 

Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth were both from priestly families (it was considered a special blessing for a priest to have a wife also from such a family).  They were known to be faithful and sincere – ideal examples.  Yet they had one great regret – they had no children.  This was sometimes considered to be a sign of divine disfavour but surely they had done nothing to deserve that.

But  Zechariah was probably not thinking about any of that as he walked across the Temple courts to join his fellow priests.  For a long time he had wondered whether he would also be denied the greatest privilege a priest could expect in his lifetime.  There were 24 orders or divisions of priests and once every six months each order served in the Temple for a week.  Every morning and evening a priest was chosen by lot to burn incense at the altar in the Holy Place in front of the curtain that separated off the Holy of Holies.  There were so many priests that this honour was limited to once in a lifetime.  Zechariah had seen his contemporaries and even their sons take their turns but the lot had never fallen on him.   Was he to be denied this too?

Then at long last his day came and this time he was the one who went in to offer incense and prayer.  No doubt, as any pious Jew would do, he prayed for his people and for the coming of the longed-for Messiah.  Once he had done so there was a profound silence, after which he should have gone out to rejoin his fellow priests in pronouncing the benediction which we find in Numbers 6 v 24-26.
Instead he was startled by the sudden presence of an angel standing by the altar.  “Don’t be afraid” the angel said. “Your prayer has been heard.”  And to Zechariah’s amazement the answer was to involve a son for him.  A son who was to be filled with the Holy Spirit from the day of his birth; who was to turn back many of the people of Israel to God; and above all to be a forerunner, a preparer of the way, for the Messiah.
In his shock, like many before and after him, Zechariah focused on the wrong thing.  He looked first at his own inability – his age -  the time for sons was past.  “Look at me – how can this be possible?  How can I know for sure?  The angel responds in no uncertain terms – I am Gabriel.  I stand in the presence of God and have been sent to you with good news – and you don’t believe?

Outside the people were wondering why Zechariah had not come out to join the other priests in pronouncing the benediction.  Something must be wrong – what had happened to him?  When he finally did re-appear he was clearly agitated, making signs, unable to speak.  He must have seen some kind of vision but he seemed incapable of explaining what had happened to him.
Zechariah had some nine months to think over what Gabriel had said to him.  Somehow he managed to convey his experience to Elizabeth and to share all that the angel had told him about their coming child.  Soon she became pregnant and for 5 months she hid herself away to reflect on what was happening to her and to praise God for having taken away what she had seen as her disgrace.  No doubt Zechariah stayed close to home as well – he certainly couldn’t have gone about his normal business whilst he was unable to speak.

So for some six months they were together in a kind of self-imposed lockdown.  Their world had totally changed, communication with other people had become limited and they had the opportunity to think on how God had done the apparently impossible for them.  They had time to praise Him for that and to plan how they were going to bring up their child in accordance with the instructions Gabriel had given.  Time to reflect on how he would be a joy and delight to them, filled with the Spirit of God.  They knew that their son was to be the forerunner of the Messiah, preparing the people to turn from their sins and to be ready for the Greater One to follow but they had no idea how or when the Messiah was to come.

Then, just as Elizabeth was starting to appear in public again, obviously and amazingly pregnant, they had a visit from a young relative from up north in Galilee who had an even more extraordinary story to tell.   She too had been visited by an angel; she too was to have a son, even more miraculously than Elizabeth and the latter realised immediately that this child actually was the promised Messiah.
Mary stayed with Elizabeth and Zechariah for about three months and we can only imagine the conversations that went on between the two women during that time.  They must have talked about the visits from Gabriel, planned for the births and the upbringing of their sons and praised God for the remarkable things He was doing.  It seems that from the beginning, excited though she was about her own child, Elizabeth showed no jealousy of Mary.  Almost the first thing she said to her was “Why am I so favoured that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” 

Then after 3 months Mary went back home to face the problems that would arise when her pregnancy became known and to find out what Joseph, who was betrothed to her, would choose to do. The immediate future could have been very bleak indeed.

Elizabeth, on the other hand, prepared for the imminent birth of her baby and to everyone’s relief he arrived safely and his elderly mother also survived.  Eight days went by and it was time for the first part of Gabriel’s instructions to be fulfilled – the naming of the child.  Zechariah had obviously let Elizabeth know what he had been told because as soon as friends and relatives prepared to name him after his father she spoke up and said “No – he is to be called John”.  Not “We would like to call him John” or even “We have decided to call him John”  She was very clear about the name  but the relatives were surprised and turned to Zechariah.  He called for a writing tablet and was equally unequivocal.  In our Bibles it says “His name is John”.  The Greek is even more emphatic – the first word written is John.  John is his name.  As soon as Zechariah had done that he was able to speak again. 
I sometimes wonder why God chose the affliction of dumbness for Zechariah.  There are few things that make us more human than the ability to speak and we are constantly aware of its importance.  Think how thrilled we are at a baby’s first word.  When we are happy we want to tell everyone; when we are sad people encourage us to talk about it and there are even whole professions devoted to enabling us to express our feelings in speech.  
Yet God chose to plunge Zechariah into silence.  What was He teaching Him and what has He been teaching us over the past months when we have found, in spite of Zoom and phone calls, that our opportunities to talk have been much more limited than before?   Have we learned to consider and evaluate those things that we have been able to say and to be more alert to what He has to say to us in the unaccustomed silences around us?  It should all make a difference to our conversations when things return to a more normal state of affairs.
Let’s contrast what Zechariah said when he could speak again with his last previous words in the Temple.

We might have expected a new father, especially one who had waited so long, to start with expressions of gratitude to God for this wonderful gift and to be full of what had been promised for him and said about him by the angel.  But Zechariah had experienced months of being able to quietly reflect on the fulness of God’s plans and the primacy of the coming Messiah.

The name John means “God is merciful” and that is how Zechariah, filled with the Holy Spirit, started his song.  He spoke of God’s mercy in that He was finally sending the One Who was to redeem Israel.  It is the Holy Spirit’s work to glorify Christ and this is what was happening.  He was described as a horn of salvation (symbolizing strength and power) and a descendant of David.  The long wait since the prophets last spoke was coming to a close.  

Like all his contemporaries, Zechariah spoke of earthly power and rescue from their enemies but he was also aware of the Messiah’s primary purpose which was to enable His people to serve the Lord in holiness and righteousness and without fear.  1 John 4 v18 tells us that there is no fear in love and that perfect love casts out fear because fear has to do with punishment.  The ideal way of serving God is not out of fear of punishment if we don’t, but motivated by love.  We must remain in awe of Him but that love rejects fear and is only possible because He first loved us and, through His Son Jesus, dealt with sin, guilt and punishment.

Even when Zechariah went on to speak about his own son he concentrated on the idea of the Messiah.  John, he explained, was to be a prophet, speaking out for God, and preparing the way for the Messiah.  He would do this by bringing people to a right attitude towards God, seeking forgiveness for their sins and turning to listen to the One Who is like the rising sun shining  through their spiritual darkness and guiding them into a new  peace with God.
One commentator on this passage says that it is like a story of a party of travellers who have failed to reach their destination before nightfall.  It has grown pitch-black and they huddle together terrified of what wild beasts or human enemies may be out there in the darkness.  Then suddenly a bright light appears to show them the way to their destination where they find rest and safety.

John’s task was to make people aware of this light, Jesus, and it continues to be the task of the church now that He has come.  The Christmas season is full of symbols of light and God’s people need to be living symbols reflecting the light of Jesus in whatever way we can.  But to do this we need to be filled with by the Lord with His light – in the words  of the earlier song “Give me oil in my lamp, keep me burning; keep me burning till the break of day”.  May He enable us to shine and keep on shining for Him. 

