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Zechariah 

Luke 1:5-23 

 

 The day began like many others for the people of God.  They were gathered in the temple 

courtyard awaiting the blessing that the priest would bring after burning the incense offering inside the 

inner sanctuary.  It was always interesting to see which priest had been chosen for this special task.  

For with the twenty four divisions of the Aaronic priests each division only had one or two weeks a 

year when they were on duty and might be chosen by lot for this special task.  But this was no ordinary 

day.  Something extraordinary happened at the altar that day.  Something that set in motion a series of 

events that were to forever change the world.  And that is why Luke chose to begin his orderly account 

of the gospel with the happenings of that day.   

 And so this year on this Sunday before the beginning of Advent and through Advent we will 

center our thoughts on the characters found in the first chapter of Luke.  Today we begin with 

Zechariah.  Next week we will focus on the Angel Gabriel and then on December 16 after the choir 

shares the Vivaldi Gloria on December 9 we will focus on Elizabeth.  For all three of these individuals 

play important roles as this important story unfolds.   Hopefully by doing this we will be prepared to 

hear the powerful story of the birth of Jesus through our Lessons and Carols service on December 23rd 

in a new way.   

 Our story begins at little over a year before the birth of Jesus.  We are not told what led to this 

day but we are told what happened on that fateful day.  In the days of King Herod of Judea life for a 

faithful Jew centered around worship in the Jerusalem temple.  Zechariah, a priest who belonged to the 

priestly order of Abijah, was married to Elizabeth.  She too was a descendant of Aaron and therefore 
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from a priestly family.  They were both faithful to God’s laws and righteous but there was a catch.  

They had not been able to have children for Elizabeth was barren.  They were beginning to loose hope 

for they were getting on in years.  Our minds immediately flash back to other couples in scripture who 

were in the same situation - Abraham and Sarah and Elkanah and Hannah - and we wonder... 

 On this day Zechariah was chosen from among his division to enter the inner sanctuary, burn 

the incense as an offering to God, and offer prayers for the people.  After the priest had burned the 

incense and offered the offering to God he came out among the people who had been waiting outside 

and delivered a priestly blessing.  But on this day Zechariah was inside the inner part of the sanctuary 

for a long time - much longer than usual.  And it is what happened inside to Zechariah that set this 

story in motion.   

 For an angel appeared to Zechariah at the right side of the altar of incense.  Zechariah was 

terrified and that fear overwhelmed him.  But before he could react the angel spoke saying “Do not be 

afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard.”  Not just the prayer of that day but the prayer that 

had been on his heart for years - a prayer for a child.  For the angel told Zechariah that his wife 

Elizabeth would bear him a son and that they should name him John.  The angel went on to describe 

other things about this son of his until Zechariah couldn’t help himself - he asked the angel “How will I 

know that this is so?”  After all he and Elizabeth were old.  How could this be? 

 And that is when everything changed.  For the angel identified himself as Gabriel who had 

been sent by God.  And he told Zechariah that because Zechariah, the one who was righteous and had 

always been faithful, had questioned God, there would be consequences for his lack of faith - although 

not permanent consequences.  Gabriel told Zechariah he would be struck mute - unable to speak “until 

the day these things occur.”  Gabriel disappeared and no doubt Zechariah tried to speak and 
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discovered that he could not talk.  What would he do?  He was supposed to speak a word of blessing 

to the people when he exited the sanctuary.   

 As he came out all eyes were on him and no doubt he appeared dazed.  When he tried to speak 

no words came.  The people realized something powerful had happened but although Zechariah tried 

to explain what had happened his motions were not enough.  They could not understand what had 

happened to him.  Zechariah returned home unable to explain to anyone what had happened at the altar 

that day. 

 We are not told what happened when he returned home but I imagine he went home to the 

loving arms of his wife and somehow communicated to her what had happened.  I imagine them 

clinging to one another as those who love one another do in the midst of a crisis.  And in the midst of 

their fears I believe they dared to hope that what the angel had said would come to pass.   One of the 

fascinating things about this story is that the name Zechariah in Hebrew means “Yahweh remembers.”  

And no doubt they were praying that Yahweh - their God - would remember the promises he had made 

to them through the angel Gabriel.  The promises that included a child and a time when Zechariah 

would regain his ability to speak.  Even though both seemed impossible at that moment.  

 When we read the rest of the story we discover that Elizabeth did conceive and remained in 

seclusion for five months until Mary came to visit.  And when the time came Elizabeth gave birth to a 

baby boy and on the eighth day, as was their custom, she and Zechariah brought the baby to the Temple 

for circumcision and the naming ceremony.  When asked if they were going to name the child after 

Zechariah which was customary Elizabeth said no - his name was John.  The priests checked with 

Zechariah and he wrote down since he could still not talk that the child’s name was John.   

And at that moment Zechariah’s voice returned.  Once able to talk Zechariah told those present what 
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had happened on the day almost a year ago in the inner sanctuary.  So amazed the people told others 

all over the country about everything that had happened.  And it caused those who heard to wonder 

“what will this child become?” 

 No doubt the same question that Zechariah had been pondering for over a year.  And that is 

what I think Zechariah can teach us as we begin the journey to the manger again this year. For it seems 

clear that in the time Zechariah was mute -the nine to ten months from his experience to the birth and 

naming of his son - Zechariah reflected deeply on the words of the angel Gabriel.   

 For Gabriel had said Elizabeth would have a child. It would have only been a couple months 

before Elizabeth would have known she was pregnant.  No doubt she shared the news with Zechariah 

and they held onto the hope that this child would be born healthy.  But beyond the good news of the 

child to come Gabriel had also told Zechariah to name the child John.  No doubt Zechariah wondered 

about that choice but he remembered that instruction.  And there was more.   

 Gabriel said this child would bring them joy and gladness and many would rejoice at his birth 

for he would be great in the sight of the Lord.   Can’t you imagine Zechariah pondering his child’s 

future?  Every parent knows what it is to ponder what God has in store for our children.  And yet 

Gabriel had said that not only would he bring them joy and gladness to them but this child would be 

great in the sight of the Lord and many would rejoice at his birth.  What was it that he was to be?     

 Gabriel also said Zechariah’s son was to be raised in the Nazarite tradition - set apart in service 

to God.  Zechariah knew what that meant.  His child was to never drink wine or strong drink.  They 

were not to cut his hair.  And they were to be sure he was not exposed to a corpse and made unclean.  

Zechariah knew this was an honor and yet also carried responsibilities that would set his child apart 

from other children.  And Gabriel had proclaimed that his child had been filled with the Holy Spirit 
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even before his birth.  What an honor!  

 And as if all that wasn’t enough to give Zechariah pause Gabriel also said his child would lead 

many of the people of Israel to God as Elijah had done by preparing the way for the Lord. His child 

would be a prophet like Elijah - the greatest prophet that had ever lived.  And his task was to prepare 

the way for the Lord - what a big job!  What would that mean his child would have to do?  Would it 

put him at risk as he confronted the powerful as Elijah had done?  Zechariah had much to reflect upon. 

 And we do too.  That is what Advent is all about.  It is an opportunity to help us focus - a 

chance to give us time to reflect on the path God has provided - on the call God has placed upon each 

of our hearts.  For God has sent each one of us here to earth for a specific purpose.  We are not all 

sent to be a prophet like Elijah - but some of us may have been.  But we do each have unique gifts and 

skills that God can use for God’s glory.  We have been filled with the Holy Spirit through our 

baptisms, set apart for a special task just as John was, and we are empowered to proclaim God’s grace 

to others.   

 Zechariah, after reflecting on what the angel said, recognized that he too had a role in God’s 

story - as John’s father.  And so he began to prepare himself for the day when he could tell his story to 

the world.  For Gabriel had said his being mute was only a temporary thing.  There would come a day 

when his voice would be restored and he wanted to be prepared to tell the story that had changed his 

life.  For he wanted others to know that John was part of God’s plan.  And tell them he did so much 

so that they told others for they were amazed at his words.  And no doubt that is how we too are 

privileged to know this story that set everything into motion.  Zechariah had prepared himself for the 

task God had set before him.  Not only was he to be a father to John.  But he was also to tell the story 

so others would know what God had started that day in the temple.  And so Zechariah did. 
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 Luke concludes his story of Zechariah at the end of chapter one by proclaiming that Zechariah 

was filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke powerful words of prophecy.  Words that tell us what 

Zechariah had learned as he reflected and prepared for this moment.  His words began with praise to 

God: 

 “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 

      for he has looked favorably on his people and redeemed them. 

 He has raised up a mighty savior for us 

      in the house of his servant David, 

  as he spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets from of old, 

  that we would be saved from our enemies  

  and from the hand of all who hate us. 

 Thus he has shown the mercy promised to our ancestors, 

      and has remembered his holy covenant, 

  the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham, 

      to grant us that we, being rescued from the hands of our enemies,  

  might serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness 

      before him all our days. 

And then Zechariah spoke words directed to his child, John.... 

 Imagine him holding his eight day old child  

  and speaking directly to him.... 

 And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; 

      for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, 
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  to give knowledge of salvation to his people 

      by the forgiveness of their sins. 

 By the tender mercy of our God, 

      the dawn from on high will break upon us, 

  to give light to those who sit in darkness  

  and in the shadow of death, 

      to guide our feet into the way of peace.”    

 With great confidence and assurance Zechariah proclaimed that his son,  John, had been sent to 

prepare the way for the Lord.  His task was to talk about the gift of salvation and the power of the 

forgiveness of sins for through these gifts the world would be prepared to receive the one who would 

bring light into the world and guide all people to the way of peace.   And through him the world 

would experience hope in the midst of fear and anxiety.   

 You are no doubt familiar with the Diary of Ann Frank. It is the portrayal of the agonizing 

tension of several Jews who were hiding from the Nazis in an attic. At the end of the Diary of Ann 

Frank the dreaded knock on the door finally came. The SS men were in the house. Obviously they had 

been tipped because they knew exactly what they ware looking for. In a few seconds they were 

breaking through the door in the attic. As the ax pounded at the door Anne’s father turned and said to 

his family: For two years now we have lived in fear. Now we live in hope.” 

 My friends, there is no need to live in fear. That is what Zechariah’s story teaches us.  Even 

when the door is being pounded down, even when God strikes us mute, even when it feels like the 

world has fallen apart around us, even when we think what God has said is impossible, Zechariah’s 

story and Advent remind us that things have changed forever for we now live in hope.  For God is at 
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work preparing the way for us. 

  

  

  


