TEXT: Luke 1:1-25PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Studies in the Nativity #1: John Announced


With God's blessing, we will commence a new series called 

"Studies in the Nativity".  This refers to the birth of our Lord and to the events that surround it.  We begin about a year before it, and end thirteen years later, at His Bar Mitzvah.  I pray God will bless it to your soul and mine.  For Christ's sake.  Amen.


Today, we have the birth of John announced.  How this ties in to the coming of our Lord will become clear as the Great Story unfolds.  


The Story

The story takes place "in the days of Herod, king of Judea".  This is "Herod the Great", a man who occupied the throne from 40 to 4 B.C.  He was a puppet of the Roman government, and one of the bloodiest and most hated men of his age.  Under his corrupt rule, Judea hit rock bottom.  


But then God acted!  A priest entered the Temple to burn incense.  It was sprinkled on the Golden Altar in the Holy Place to represent the prayers of God's people.    


As he performed his sacred ministry, he looked up--and behold--an Angel of the LORD--was there!  Needless to say, this scared the lonely priest.  For, as a devout man, Zecharias must have taken him as an Angel of Death--an Avenger of God's Justice.


As he stood there trembling, the Angel spoke.  "Do not be afraid, Zecharias".  The nation deserves punishment, but he's not come to wreak it.  No, what he's come to say is "Your prayer is heard".  


What prayer?  You might think it's his and his wife's prayer for a baby.  Had he been at home, this would have been it, I suppose.  But Zecharias wasn't at home; he was in the Temple.  And there, private concerns were not mentioned.  In the Temple, the priest prayed--not for himself--but for the whole people.  What did the people need?  What did they want?  One thing only: Messiah!  


The Angel has come to tell Zecharias the good news: "Messiah is on the way".   What's more: That he would have a son and that this son would "Make ready a people prepared for the Lord".  What a blessing!  The old man and his wife would have a part in bringing the Savior into the world!  


Zecharias, being the holy man that he is, instantly believes the Angel and goes home rejoicing!  Or does he?  No, he doesn't.  He's got some questions on his mind--and until they're answered, he's not going to believe!


What he wants to know is this:


1.
"Why should I believe you?"


2.
"How can a couple of senior citizens have a baby?"  


The Angel is not happy with the skeptical priest.  "Why should you believe me?"  Because of who I am and Where I got the message.  He is "Gabriel", the Messenger of God.  He got his message from A Reliable Source--God!  


"How can old folks have a baby?"  Wait a few months and you'll see.  But in the meantime, shut that dirty mouth of yours!  You'll be mute till "the time is fulfilled".  


Zecharias is taking way too long in the Temple, the people think; maybe God struck him dead!  


At last, he staggers out of the Temple, but can't speak.  This is noticeable because, after offering the incense, he must come out and pronounce a blessing on the people.  But he's speechless.  


Has he forgotten the formula?  Had a stroke?  No!  Nothing like that!  He pantomimes to them that he's seen an angel.  The people believe him.  And begin to wonder what God's up to.  


They haven't got long to wait.  For no sooner does he go home than his wife--a woman way past the age of child-bearing--conceives the promised son.  


For whom she is deeply thankful to God.  "The LORD...looked on me, to take away my reproach among men".  


That's the story.  One of the Bible's most gripping.


The Meaning.


What does it mean?


If nothing else, it means the silence of God does not disprove His existence, power, or grace.  The LORD had been silent for a long, long time.  For centuries He hadn't done a thing anyone could point to and say--"This is the finger of God!"  No prophecies, no miracles, no revivals, no amazing providences.  Nothing!  Four hundred years of nothing.  


This must have sorely tried the faith of Israel.  The God it read of in the Bible was "The Living God".  Idols had "mouths but could not speak; eyes but could not see; hands but could not handle; and feet but could not walk". But the LORD?  He is "in heaven and does whatever He pleases".  He is the God who acts in human history.  The God who "answers by fire"! 


That's how the Bible describes Him, at any rate.  But has it got Him right?  Is He alive and active?  He is!  For in a real place at a real time, He broke His silence.  And shook off the sleep of centuries.  God has acted--acted with a power and grace heretofore unknown.  The old man and his wife will have a son, the forerunner of Messiah and the "Morningstar" of a New Age.   


Let the infidels sneer and the skeptics mock.  God has acted.  And nobody can reverse it!  


We, of course, have the same problem the Israelites had long ago.  We read our Bibles and find a God who acts decisively.  If people lie to the Holy Spirit, He strikes them dead!  If a king boasts, God turns him into an ox!  If His people are put into a fiery furnace, He gets them out alive!  If a boy falls out the window, God raises him from the dead! 


The Psalmist heard the same stories


"We have heard with our ears, O God,


Our fathers have told us,


What deeds You did in their days,


in days of old".


But, like us, he hadn't seen much of God.  


"Awake!  Why do You sleep, O LORD?


Arise!  Why do You hide Your face?"


And so, what must we do?  There's only one thing to do: Wait patiently in prayer, in faith, and in hope.  


"Our soul waiteth on the LORD;


He is our help and our shield".


When He acts, your faith will be fully justified and your tears of waiting will be "wiped away".  


Mockers laugh, "Where is the promise of His coming?"  But it is not they who will have the last laugh.   One day, He will 


"Awake from His sleep,


And, like a mighty man,


Who shouts because of wine,


He will beat back His enemies,


And put them to perpetual reproach".


We mustn't demand constant reassurances.  We have His promise.  Now we wait to see it fulfilled.  


"THE LORD liveth,


And blessed be my Rock".


This is an important lesson to be learned from angel's visit.  But there is another, more important than this.  


The message from heaven, of course, links John the Baptist to our Lord Jesus Christ.  V.17 has it: "He will go before Him...to make ready a people prepared for the Lord".  


And so, our Lord is linked to John.  And to what is John linked?  Our passage makes it clear: He is linked to the Old Testament Scriptures.  Luke is a Gentile who is writing to Gentiles, who had no emotional tie to the Bible.   Yet, he doesn't want us to suppose that Jesus Christ just "popped out of thin air".  He didn't.  He's at paints to make us see that "The Savior of the World" is also "the Hope of Israel".  Check the detail:  


1.
John's father is a "priest of the division of Abijah".  You can read about the priesthood in the Law and Abijah's part in it in I Chronicles 24.  


2.
John's mother is a direct descendant of Aaron, the first High Priest and brother of Moses, the most revered name in Israel.


3.
Their character is "blameless"--not in a general sense of being moral or kind--but in a specifically Old Covenant sense: "Walking in all the commandments and ordinances of the LORD".  The Ten Commandments, it seems, is in view here, along with the ceremonial statues of Israel.  


4.
Zechariah's work is to burn incense in the Temple--a special incense it was, used only by God's people of old, and burned in the Temple, the place God placed His Name and Glory.


5.
He is met by an angel, reminiscent of many others in the Old Testament--Joshua, Manoah, Gideon, and so on.  


6.
The Angel is named Gabriel.  The same one to carry God's message to Daniel, a leading prophet of old.


7.
John must take the Nazarite's vow--no wine or strong drink--that he might be consecrated to God from birth.  This recalls another champion of Israel--Samson.


8.
He comes "in the spirit of Elijah"--Israel's greatest prophet and the one whom--Malachi said--would bring in the Messiah.  


Other details could be found, I suppose, but these are adequate to make us know: Jesus of Nazareth is no freelance Messiah, but the Redeemer to whom the whole Law and every prophet testified.


In this, it anticipates the confession of Philip


"We have found Him,


Of Whom Moses in the Law


and the prophets did write,


Jesus of Nazareth,


The son of Joseph".


The Applications

This brings some issues to light--things crucial to our understanding of the faith and life we have in Christ.  


The first is: Christianity is not the daughter of Judaism, but is God's religion from the start.  College students and other readers need to know this.  It isn't as though Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were Jews (in the religious sense) and we're Christians.  Not at all!  They were Christians, too.  What was Abraham's joy and hope?  We needn't guess: "Abraham rejoiced to see My day--our Lord said--"saw it, and was glad".  


The Old Testament is the New Testament concealed;


The New Testament is the Old Testament revealed".


If you belong to Christ through faith, you are 


"Abraham's seed and heirs


   according to the promise".


The second thing to think about is: The Old Testament must be interpreted in a Christ-centered way.  On this point, I think, our Reformed Fathers let us down.  In The Shorter Catechism of the Westminster Assembly, for example, we have the Ten Commandments "expounded" in forty-some questions and answers. In the whole thing, the name, "Jesus Christ" is mentioned a total of one time!  Does that bother anyone but me?


What's more--excepting that one line--the whole thing would be agreeable to an observant Jew or a devout Muslim.  Does that matter to you?  


I submit to you: That reading of the Law misses its point entirely and must lead to legalism!  The Law chiefly serves a prophetic function--pointing the Jews of old and us to our Lord Jesus Christ!  


Reading the Old Testament without Christ is like reading it with a thick veil over your eyes!  "Search the Scriptures...it is they which testify of Me".   


Lastly, it teaches us to not follow men.  John the Baptist is a miracle of God--announced by an angel, born to a couple too old to have kids, "Great in the sight of the LORD" he is!  


Yet his coming is not an end in itself.  He comes to  point men to Christ and to make them the Lord's disciples.  Later he would say (without regret) "He must increase; I must decrease".  


This is how we must look at Christian leaders.  They're not Lords to be followed, but brothers who help us follow Christ.  As long as we look at them in this way, they'll be a great blessing to us.  But, the moment we begin idolizing them--following what they say because they say it--and defending their faults as though they were virtues, good men become a curse to us--for they lead us away from Christ.  


Close.


It's not often we can improve on an Angel's sermon.  But today, we can.  Long ago, Gabriel preached, "The Lord is coming".  What a wonderful message that was--how it filled the people with joy and hope and love.  


But we can do better than that!  We can now say, "The Lord has come".  And urge everyone to believe in Him for eternal life and to love Him with all your hearts and to serve Him with all your might.  


I pray that you will.  For Christ's sake.  Amen.  

