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Grace and peace to you from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 700 years before John the Baptist was born, the prophet Isaiah proclaimed: “A voice 

cries: ‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD; make straight in the desert a 

highway for our God” (Is 40:3). Again, some 400 years before John’s birth, Malachi 

prophesied: “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” (Mal 3:1). John the Baptist’s birth was foretold, announced by the 

prophets. It was extraordinary in its circumstances. It is worthy of our consideration this 

morning. So the Church has thought for millennia. 

 As the time drew near for John, Christ’s forerunner, to be born, the angel Gabriel 

announced the good news to his father. God revealed a wonder of wonders, a miracle of 

miracles. Elizabeth, an old and spent woman, was to be John’s mother. Zechariah, an old 

priest, was to be John’s father. They had prayed for a child—because it was considered a 

great shame to be without children—a curse from God even. Thus, they prayed for a child. 

But when Gabriel appeared to Zechariah, the old priest did not believe. His trust that God 

would deliver him from the curse of childlessness had dried up and evaporated. 

 As a priest, Zechariah still performed his priestly duties. After all, it’s how he made a 

living. He didn’t have to believe in God, that is, Zechariah didn’t have to trust in God for his 

good. No, the priest merely needed to put on the vestments, to burn the incense, to recite 

the prayers. What if the vestments were mere clothing? What if God wasn’t pleased with 

the incense’s aroma? What if the prayers were unanswered? Zechariah was used to that. He 

was cursed, childless.  

 Zechariah is Israel. Israel conducted her sacrifices. Her priests offered prayer on behalf 

of the people. Still, she was occupied by a foreign army. Her sons were killed, her daughters 

taken, her babies dashed against the stones. A murderous and corrupt half-breed sat on her 

throne. She had a promise from the Lord—of a Child, a Child would save hr. But the 

promise’s fulfillment was so long in coming, she had lost faith. Still, Israel scurried about, 
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carrying out the Law—but not doing so with faith in the heart. Moreover, the Lord had 

been silent for centuries—not since Malachi had the Lord sent a prophet. 

 When the angel Gabriel announced the good news to Zechariah—that he would be a 

father, and that his son would prepare the way for the Messiah—Zechariah scoffed: “How 

shall I know this? For I am an old man, and my wife is advanced in years” (Lk 1:18). The 

angel answered him, “I am Gabriel, who stands in the presence of God, and I was sent to 

speak to you and to bring you this good news. And behold, you will be silent and unable to 

speak until the day that these things take place, because you did not believe my words” (Lk 

1:19-20). 

 It happened just as the angel declared. Zechariah came out of the temple, before which a 

crowd of people had gathered, but he couldn’t address them because God had bound his 

tongue, had struck him mute. God disciplined His priest. That discipline also served to 

create faith in Zechariah’s heart, a faith that grew as his wife’s belly grew, and yet a faith he 

could not declare—and he had been given an explicit promise of the Messiah’s coming! 

 When, finally, John was born, neighbors and friends rejoiced with the happy mother. On 

the day of his circumcision and naming, ignorant of God’s command, the people wanted to 

name the child after his father. But Elizabeth, to whom God’s decree had been revealed, 

said, “No; he shall be called John” (Lk 1:60). The guests were surprised and said, “None of 

your relatives is called by this name” (Lk 1:61). They turned to the father and asked him 

what he wanted to name his son—because only the father had authority to name his child. 

The mother gave birth to the child, proving that she was the child’s mother. The father 

named the child, just as Adam named all the creatures and even his wife, proving that he 

was the child’s father, claiming the child as his own, offering his protection and providence 

to the child. 

 Unable to speak because of the Lord’s just discipline, Zechariah took a tablet and wrote, 

“His name is John”—that is, the baby’s name is “God is gracious” (Lk 1:63). And God’s 

graciousness abounded! Zechariah’s curse of childlessness had been lifted—his loins had 

been loosed. Now, Zechariah’s tongue! At that very moment, he began to praise God—the 

God in whom he now trusted and believed! Astonished, the neighbors added their own 

chorus of praise to the One whose invisible hand they could not fail to recognize here. The 

old priest and his wife held their infant child in their arms. 
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 Soon the wonderful story of John’s nativity resounded throughout the hill country of 

Judea and the Jewish community. But this didn’t happen for the glorification of John. 

Rather, it’s for the same reason we consider John’s birth this morning: for the glorification 

of Christ, whom John would announce and to whom John would direct Israel. We only 

honor John, the forerunner, so that we can recognize the infinitely greater glory of the 

Lord! We only pay attention to the Baptist because his voice cries and his finger points to 

the inexpressibly greater grandeur of the Coming One! “Prepare the way of the Lord!” 

“Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” 

 Because Isaiah had already preached some 700 years earlier about John’s coming, we 

can be sure that the sending of Jesus Christ had been decided from eternity. Gabriel 

announced John’s birth, and from this we should recognize that all the heavenly hosts must 

serve Christ. John was filled with the Holy Spirit and the Spirit’s joy even while he was still 

in his mother’s womb. This reflects the infinitely greater measure with which Christ was 

anointed with the Spirit at His conception. John was conceived through normal means—

albeit, miraculous because of his parents’ ages—but Christ was conceived by the Holy 

Spirit, born of a virgin. According to God’s command, the forerunner of Christ was named 

John, that is, “God is gracious,” and Jesus is the Savior, the Bringer of grace, as His name 

promises and declares.  

 Zechariah—as soon as he returned to faith in God’s promises—Zechariah was freed 

from his sins and filled with the Holy Spirit. His curse was lifted. To him a child was given. 

This tells us that faith in Christ blots out all guilt and punishment, and that same faith 

adorns our hearts with the gifts of the Spirit. At the birth of John, the whole region was 

rocked with joy. At the birth of Christ, the whole host of heaven rejoiced and proclaimed 

peace to all the world. Israel received her promised Child, the Messiah. A Savior was born 

unto her in the City of David, Christ the Lord. This declaration gives infinite cause for the 

whole world to be filled with joy, wonder, and the praise of God! 

 In Jesus’ name. 

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ + 
Jesus. 


