The First Christmas Carols #3

“Zechariah’s Song”

Luke 1:57-80


Regret is a miserable place to live.


I’m sure we’ve all resided there at one time or another. We look back at a situation in our lives and we think, “Oh, if I could do that over again!” We wrack our brains with thoughts like, “I shoulda done this,” or “I coulda done this,” or “If I had another chance, I woulda done it this way.” We can “woulda, shoulda, coulda” ourselves to the brink of insanity!


The unfortunate truth is, though, that we often blow it when we have opportunity to do the right thing. The characters in God’s Word were no different. They had their chances, and more often than they would have cared to admit, the missed more than their fair share. Sometimes the Scriptures record their words of regret and remorse.


One such character with one such incident appears in the Christmas story. He is not one of the figures in nativity scenes, and often he is not even mentioned during the Christmas season unless someone decides to read Luke chapter one as well as chapter two in retelling the Christmas event. His name was Zechariah (or “Zacharias” in some versions).


Zechariah is actually the first character to appear on the scene of Luke’s gospel. Luke 1:5-25 records his story,

In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron. Both of them were upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commandments and regulations blamelessly. But they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren; and they were both well along in years. 

Once when Zechariah’s division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense. And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside. 

Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear. But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth. Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God. And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” 

Zechariah asked the angel, “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.” 

The angel answered, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news. And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their proper time.” 

Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah and wondering why he stayed so long in the temple. When he came out, he could not speak to them. They realized he had seen a vision in the temple, for he kept making signs to them but remained unable to speak. 

When his time of service was completed, he returned home. After this his wife Elizabeth became pregnant and for five months remained in seclusion. “The Lord has done this for me,” she said. “In these days he has shown his favor and taken away my disgrace among the people.”

While Elizabeth rejoiced over the miracle happening to them, Zechariah sat in mute stillness, silently regretting his doubt which had rendered him speechless. (That must have been a long nine months—Elizabeth able to say, “You shoulda believed that angel!” without any chance to respond—right, men?)


Luke records in verse 58 that when Elizabeth gave birth to her baby, “Her neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown her great mercy, and they shared her joy.” Like we might have a baby shower or an open house for friends and family, so these folks gathered to admire the child and congratulate the mother. This was especially true since Elizabeth’s child was a boy, as William Barclay explains,

In Palestine the birth of a boy was an occasion of great joy. When the time of the birth was near at hand, friends and local musicians gathered near the house. When the birth was announced and it was a boy, the musicians broke into music and song, and there was universal congratulation and rejoicing.
 


The big event after the birth of a boy was the circumcision ceremony, held eight days after birth, at which time the child was usually named.
 In those days, children were commonly given family names, and the firstborn son was almost always named after the father. So the townsfolk assumed that the little boy would be named Zechariah, after the father. But Elizabeth spoke up and said, “No, his name is to be John.”


This really threw the friends and family for a loop. Not only was the firstborn son not to bear the name of the father, but the name given could not be found anywhere in the family tree! They were so surprised that they turned to Zechariah (who had been largely ignored up to this point) and made signs to him, asking what name he wanted to give the boy. The priests conducting the circumcision ceremony appear to have assumed that since he could not speak he was also deaf.
 Maybe they thought Elizabeth was taking advantage of her husband’s disability to break with the age-old tradition! 


At any rate, Zechariah asked for a writing tablet. He wrote simply, “His name is John.” Not only did this unorthodox naming practice designate a special calling on this child, but also perhaps there is significance in the names themselves. The name “Zechariah” means literally “a memorial of Yahweh,” reflecting on the past goodness of the Lord; whereas “John” meant “”The Lord is gracious.”
 Rather than looking back at God’s grace in history, perhaps John was so named to emphasize the present work of the Lord in the sending of the Messiah.


At the moment Zechariah named his son John, in accordance with the angelic message he had received, “Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue was loosed, and he began to speak, praising God.” One surprise follows another in this text. First, a childless woman who was past the age of giving birth bears a son, then they go completely outside the family tree to name him, and then his recently muted father finds his voice and begins rejoicing and praising God! No wonder Luke wrote in verses 65-66, 

The neighbors were all filled with awe, and throughout the hill country of Judea people were talking about all these things. Everyone who heard this wondered about it, asking, “What then is this child going to be?” For the Lord’s hand was with him. 


Now we come to the Zechariah’s song. Just as the Holy Spirit had filled Elizabeth (v. 41), He now fills Zechariah and enables him to prophesy. Before we look at this song in detail, though, an important point needs to be made. Observe that Zechariah’s previous doubt and his discipline through loss of speech did not mean the end of his spiritual ministry. So when a believer today has submitted to God’s discipline, he may go on in Christ’s service.
 All of the regret Zechariah must have felt ever since he doubted Gabriel’s message must have melted away in that moment. Just as “the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time,” (Jonah 3:1), Zechariah was given another chance. Praise the Lord we serve a God of second chances!


Verse 67 states that Zechariah was “filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied.” Luke uses “filled with the Holy Spirit” eight times in his gospel and in Acts, and “in all eight occurrences it is connected with equipment for speech or preaching. It implies a special control and preparation by the Spirit for delivering a message from God.”


This is the truest sense of the word “prophesy.” We tend to think of prophecy as predicting the future, but the word encompasses much more than that. The word “prophesy” means: 1) to foretell future events; 2) to celebrate the praises of God; and 3) teach or preach the gospel. This song of Zechariah partakes of all. It is principally employed in the praises of God, but it also predicts the future ministry of the child.


Zechariah’s song is recorded in Luke 1:68-79,

“Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, because he has come and has redeemed his people. He has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David (as he said through his holy prophets of long ago), salvation from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us—to show mercy to our fathers and to remember his holy covenant, the oath he swore to our father Abraham: to rescue us from the hand of our enemies, and to enable us to serve him without fear in holiness and righteousness before him all our days. And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High; for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him, to give his people the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins, because of the tender mercy of our God, by which the rising sun will come to us from heaven to shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the path of peace.”

This hymn is called Benedictus (“Praise be”) from the opening word in the Latin Vulgate translation. Whereas Mary’s Magnificat is similar to a psalm, the Benedictus is more like a prophecy.
 Benedictus is a translation of the Greek eulogetos (“blessed” or “praise be”).
 There is a touch of irony in this, as MacArthur notes, 

When Zechariah was struck mute in the temple (v. 20), he was supposed to deliver a benediction. So it is fitting that when his speech was restored, the first words out of his mouth were this inspired benediction.
 

In this song, there is a strong emphasis on salvation, national and personal, and on the covenant and preparation that are about to be realized in their fulfillment. The song reflects a strong background in the Old Testament, with no less than sixteen parallels from the Jewish Scriptures.
 In particular, the entire passage contains echoes of the last chapter of Malachi’s prophecy.


Zechariah’s song proclaims the good news of God’s salvation which came to earth on that first Christmas. Three truths stand out from this song: salvation emancipates from wickedness, salvation enables for worship, and salvation enlightens the way.

Salvation Emancipates from Wickedness (68-74)


One of the key concepts of salvation is freedom. We are emancipated from the penalty, the power, and ultimately the presence of sin. The way that is accomplished is mentioned in verse 68 by the word “redeemed.” Warren Wiersbe comments, 

The word redeem means “to set free by paying a price.” It can refer to the releasing of a prisoner or the liberating of a slave. Jesus Christ came to earth to bring “deliverance to the captives” (Luke 4:18), salvation to people in bondage to sin and death. Certainly we are unable to set ourselves free; only Christ could pay the price necessary for our redemption (Eph. 1:7; 1 Peter 1:18–21).
 


The idea of “paying a price” is clearly seen in Mark 10:45, in which Jesus says, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” We understand the meaning of the word “ransom.” Jesus’ death on the cross served as a ransom for our souls.


Not only has the Lord redeemed (or ransomed) the prisoners, but in salvation He has routed the enemy. Verse 69 says, “He has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David.” This image of a “horn” being raised comes from Old Testament texts symbolizing power and victory (1Kg 22:11; Psa 89:17, 24). Wiersbe elaborates, 

The picture here is that of an army about to be taken captive, but then help arrives and the enemy is defeated. In the previous picture, the captives were set free; but in this picture, the enemy is defeated so that he cannot capture more prisoners. It means total victory for the people of God.
 


Verses 70, 72, and 73 all refer to the fact that God “remembered His covenant.” Just as Mary praised the fact that God keeps His promises, so Zechariah points out that this salvation had been predicted long before and was coming to pass before his eyes. Finally, verse 74 speaks of rescuing us from our enemies. “No doubt including liberation from all kinds of oppression and bondage as well as deliverance from sin.”

God’s salvation entails redeeming us, raising up a victory, remembering His covenant, and rescuing us from all our enemies. Salvation emancipates from wickedness.

Salvation Enables for Worship (74-78)


We often stop here in our view of salvation. Our sins are forgiven, we are adopted into God’s family, and someday we will “live happily ever after,” right? What else could we ask for?


But God’s salvation does more. The last half of verse 74 and verse 75 says, “and to enable us to serve him without fear in holiness and righteousness before him all our days.” The results of this salvation are sanctity and service. He sets us free, not to do our own will, because that would be bondage, but to do His will and enjoy His freedom.
 Salvation enables for worship. The word translated “to serve” can also be translated “to worship,” because it was the technical word used for the priestly service performed at the Temple in worshipping God. We are all called to serve God with our lives as “living sacrifices” (Rom 12:1), which Paul calls “our reasonable service” or “our spiritual act of worship.”


Zechariah at this point turns his attention to his baby boy, and proclaims the kind of service he would provide to the Lord. Verses 76-78 record,

And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High; for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him, to give his people the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins, because of the tender mercy of our God,


There is no confusion about the relationship of this child to the Christ child. Zechariah predicts that his son would be “called a prophet of the Most High,” whereas Jesus will be called “the Son of the Most High.”
 But John would have a tremendously important role in the ministry of the Messiah. His service of worship would be to prepare the way for the Promised One.

The description of John in verse 76 is loaded with Old Testament allusions. Compare, for example, these words with Isaiah 40:3, “A voice of one calling: ‘In the desert prepare the way for the Lord, make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God.’” Malachi 3:1 likewise predicts, “See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me.” Later Malachi writes, “See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes.” These passages would identify the ministry of John throughout his life (see Luk 3:4-6 and Mat 17:11-13).

Our particular service of worship may not be the same as John’s, but we all have a role to play in the kingdom of God. Salvation enables us to worship God every day of our lives, as we commit ourselves to live for him.

Salvation Enlightens the Way (78-79)


Finally, God’s salvation enlightens the way. Verses 78 and 79 state,

because of the tender mercy of our God, by which the rising sun will come to us from heaven to shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the path of peace.”

Some translations use the word, “Dayspring” in verse 78, which was an old term for sunrise. This refers to the rising of the “Sun of righteousness” (Mal 4:2), which was seen as a Messianic promise.


Jesus later said about John the Baptist, “John was a lamp that burned and gave light, and you chose for a time to enjoy his light” (Joh 5:35). But the apostle John makes an important distinction between this light and the Light of the world in John 1:6-9,

There came a man who was sent from God: his name was John. He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe. He himself was not that light; he came only as a witness to the light. The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world [emphasis added].


Jesus said of Himself, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12). Those who choose to follow Christ as Lord possess His light, which illuminates the “path of peace.” This “peace” reflects the Hebrew word shalom, which means much more than simply a quiet place or an absence of conflict. Barclay explains, 

Peace in Hebrew does not mean merely freedom from trouble; it means all that makes for a man's highest good; and through Christ a man is enabled to walk in the ways that lead to everything that means life, and no longer to all that means death.


In Jesus’ words, “I have come that [you] may have life, and have it to the full.” The Christian life is the most fulfilling, most enjoyable life there is! That does not mean it is the easiest—certainly it is not!—but it is the best.


Someone once called modern philosophy, “It is like a blind man in a dark room without windows, looking for a black cat that isn’t there.” Not only is that a picture of darkness, but of utter futility! Yet, without the light of Christ, our lives can be described as just that. He has come to give us life the way it was meant to be lived.


And so Zechariah’s song proclaims the good news of Christmas. God’s salvation emancipates from wickedness, enables for worship, and enlightens the way. What does this mean for us?


First, Zechariah provides us another example of a servant of God who was given a second chance. As Wiersbe writes, “The old priest had not said anything for nine months, but he certainly compensated for his silence when he sang this song of praise to God!”
 We may regret things of our past, but don’t dwell there. Find the mercy and grace of God to forgive those sins, and allow yourself to be used by God again!


Secondly, the Zechariah’s song challenges us who have accepted the good news:

This song of Zechariah is exceedingly beautiful. It expresses with elegance the great points of the plan of redemption, and the mercy of God in providing that plan. That mercy is “great.” It is worthy of praise—of our highest, loftiest songs of thanksgiving; for we were in the shadow of death—sinful, wretched, wandering—and the light arose, the gospel came, and people may rejoice in hope of eternal life.


John the Baptist was not the only one who spoke of the coming Messiah; his father did so at his birth. We are all called to bear witness of what God has done in our lives, so that others might share in that salvation as well.


Finally, God calls us today to believe His good news. It is not enough for us to say that Jesus is a Savior, or even the Savior. With Mary, we must say, “My spirit has rejoiced in God my Savior” (Luke 1:47, emphasis added).
 We must allow God’s salvation to emancipate us from wickedness, to enable us to worship Him with our lives, and to enlighten the way before us. Yes, the greatest gift of Christmas was a baby lying in a manger stall, but that gift must be received personally to be effective.


This Christmas, don’t make the same mistake as Zechariah, living even for a while in regret. Believe the first time! Receive the gift of Christ today!
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