The First Christmas Angels #1

“The Angel and the Cynical Clergyman.”

Luke 1:5-25

Our calendars have turned over once again to the last page of the year, the month of December. Days are shorter, the weather is colder, and, except for school children who want days off, most people dread the thought of snow and ice.

One bright spot in this twelfth month, though, is the celebration of Christmas. At this time of year we enjoy Christmas music, Christmas decorations, Christmas cooking and baking, Christmas gatherings, and, of course, Christmas presents. 

This is also a time to celebrate the birth of Jesus. For many—including churches and Christians—this is the only time we even think about the coming of the Savior to earth. As Stormie Omartian observes,

The story of the birth of Jesus usually sits on a shelf for most of the year. We bring it out in December, dust it off, let it shine for a few weeks, and then pack it up shortly after Christmas and put it away for another 11 months. But this wonderful story has meaning for every day of our lives. It is a message of hope that says God always remembers His promises and fulfills them in His perfect timing. It tells us that God uses ordinary people who love Him to do extraordinary things for His kingdom. It encourages us to believe that God can birth something great in us, even when we know there is no possibility of that ever happening on our own. It assures us that with God, nothing is impossible. It reminds us that God loved us enough to send His own Son—part of Himself—to be with us as a light in the midst of our darkness, and a hope in the center of our hopelessness, in order to bring us into an abiding walk with Him. May I suggest that this is a story for all seasons.

This story does not begin with the words, “Once upon a time,” or “A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away…” This is a true story and not a fairy tale, myth, old wives’ tale, or figment of someone’s imagination. The characters are not one-dimensional stick figures. They are human beings made of flesh and blood, with feelings, struggles, hopes, and dreams similar to our own. They are real people like you and me. Many of them had something very important in common: Each were visited by an angel of the Lord and given revelation as to the part they had been called to play in the dramatic unfolding and fulfillment of the greatest promise God had ever given to His people.
 One author notes, “The events surrounding Christ’s birth are remarkable for the comings and goings of angels.”
 And so, over the next five Sundays, I want to consider “The First Christmas Angels,” focusing on the messages they brought and the response of the people to whom they were sent.

A Revelation of Unbelievable Selection

We are very familiar with the characters of the first Christmas, yet Luke begins his gospel (which provides the fullest account of the birth of Jesus) with someone you will never see in a nativity scene or on a Hallmark Christmas card. After a brief prologue Luke begins in the fifth verse of chapter one:

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. 

Herod ruled from 37-4 bc. While he is called “king of Judea” here, his realm included Judea, Samaria, Galilee, and other lands. This particular event would have been toward the end of his reign, probably 7-6 bc.
 While most of us know Herod as “the monster of the first Christmas,”
 he is better known in history as “Herod the Great.”

The young Herod had been an exceptionally able ruler, governing Palestine as client-king in behalf of the Roman emperor Augustus. The face of Palestine was groomed and beautified during Herod’s thirty-three-year reign. Across the land he erected palaces, fortresses, temples, aqueducts, cities, and—his crowning achievement—the great new Temple in Jerusalem. He created the magnificent port of Caesarea and stimulated trade and commerce. In fallow years or seasons of famine, Herod remitted taxes, and during one crisis he even sold his dinnerware to buy food for the populace.

But he had little support in his own kingdom. Herod was only a half-Jew and seemed far too Romanizing for his subjects, whom he also taxed heavily. Soon he was hated as a tyrant, even by members of his own family. A maddening maze of intrigues infested the palace, and Herod began suspecting everyone while tormented by fears of assassination. In his advancing paranoia, he was continually writing Rome for permission to execute one or two of his sons for treason. Finally even his patron and friend Augustus had to admit, “I’d rather be Herod’s pig than his son.” It was not only a play on the similar-sounding Greek word for son and pig, but a wry reference to the fact that pork, at least, was not consumed by Jews.
 At any rate, these were dark days in the land of Judea. Chuck Swindoll points out, “In the same way, if a present-day author were to begin his narrative with ‘In the days of Al Capone…’ we would brace ourselves for a grim story.”

Into this environment we are introduced to a priest named Zechariah. He belonged to the priestly division of Abijah, which was one of twenty-four divisions of priests. Each priest served in the temple two weeks out of the year.
 Zechariah was married to a Levite woman named Elizabeth. A priest was required to marry an Israelite virgin, but not necessarily one of a priestly family.
  

The couple is described as “upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commandments and regulations blamelessly.” They were not sinless, but were faithful and sincere in keeping God’s ordinances.

“But they had no child,” Luke records in verse 7. Jewish theology at the time taught that childlessness indicated God’s displeasure. To be barren was a source of incredible cultural shame, in addition to the sorrow of infertility. Luke adds at the end of verse 7, “They were both advanced in years.” We don’t know how old they were, but Luke’s description strongly suggests Elizabeth had experienced menopause, leaving them no hope of ever having a child.

We read in verses 8-10,

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.

There were many priests and not enough sacred duties for them all, so lots were cast to see who would perform each function. It was one of the priest’s duties to keep the incense burning on the altar in front of the Most Holy Place. He supplied it with fresh incense before the morning sacrifice and again after the evening sacrifice.
 The offering of incense was regarded as a great privilege. A priest could not offer incense more than once in his entire lifetime according to the Mishnah (Tamid 5:2), and some priests never did receive the privilege. Thus the time when Zechariah offered the incense was the most important moment in his whole life.
 We cannot be certain, but it was probably the evening offering, about 3 o’clock in the afternoon, that was assigned to Zechariah.

As Zechariah entered the Temple, he must have been thrilled at this opportunity. But he could never have dreamed what was awaiting him there. We read in verses 11-17,

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.”

An angel of the Lord appears to Zechariah. This is the first of twenty-three times Luke mentions angels in his Gospel.
 When Zechariah saw him, Luke records that he was “startled and was gripped with fear.” The Greek word existemi literally means, “to be scared out of one’s socks.” No, not really! But it does mean, “to be astonished,” “to be separated from something,” “to be beside oneself,” or “to be out of one’s senses.”
 This really shook Zechariah!

If the unannounced appearance of an angel wasn’t shocking enough, what the angel said must have been downright unbelievable! The angel begins, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard.” The aorist tense of the original Greek seems to indicate prayer on one specific occasion, rather than habitual prayer. If so, it will surely be the prayer Zechariah offered at the time of the incense. Our first thought is that he had prayed for a child. But, even allowing for the lack of faith with which we so often pray, Zechariah’s blank incredulity when told he would have a son is hard to reconcile with this. Moreover a priest might well have thought it unseemly to make his private concern the object of prayer at such a moment. It is more likely that he prayed for the redemption of Israel.

And that is what the angel proclaimed: He and his wife would have a son named John, meaning, “The Lord is gracious.” It appears likely that John was to be subject to the Nazirite vow of abstinence from alcoholic drinks. If so, he was a lifelong Nazirite, as were Samson and Samuel.
 Finally, the angel revealed that John would fulfill Malachi’s last prophetic promise: “See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me…. See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the LORD comes. He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse.” Zechariah, as a seasoned priest and an expert in the Hebrew Scriptures, completely understood the implications of the angel’s message. John would become the greatest old covenant prophet who had ever lived—a designation Jesus would give him in Matthew 11:11—a worthy forerunner of the Messiah.
 The reference to Elijah does not mean that John was Elijah returning in the flesh, but he functioned like that Old Testament preacher of repentance.

A Reaction of Unbelieving Silence

You would think that the presence of an angel and the announcement of God’s Word would encourage Zacharias’ faith, but they did not. In verse 18 Zechariah asked the angel, “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.” Instead of looking to God by faith, the priest looked at himself and his wife and decided that the birth of a son was impossible. He wanted some assurance beyond the plain word of Gabriel, God’s messenger, perhaps a sign from God.

Zechariah speaks from unbelief as he reminds the angel that both he and his wife are old (his I is emphatic). Babies are just not born to people like them.

In verse 19 the angel answered, “I am Gabriel.” This, too, is emphatic in the Greek. Zechariah protested, “I am old!” and Gabriel proclaimed, “I am Gabriel!” He went on to describe himself: “I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news.” 

The name Gabriel means “mighty one of God” and speaks of his great strength endowed by God. He is one of only two angels of God who are named (Michael is the other). Gabriel’s first appearance is in the book of Daniel where he is described in Daniel 10:18 as “the one who looked like a man.” 
 Gabriel is God’s supreme messenger, who brought great, glorious, and crucial announcements from heaven.
 He would later appear to Mary, and it would not surprise me at all if it were Gabriel who also appeared to Joseph on two separate occasions and to the shepherds in the fields. 

At any rate, Gabriel seems insulted that Zechariah would not accept his words by faith. And so he declares in verse 20, “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.” The punishment given to Zacharias is both ironic and symbolic. His disbelief rendered him mute, unable to share the wonderful news he had received from God in His sanctuary. Zacharias—a priest, a divinely ordained intermediary between God and His people—failed to believe God’s message, and his lack of trust stole his voice.

There is an application for us today. The Bible says in 2 Corinthians 4:13, “I believed, and therefore have I spoken.” Zacharias did not believe; therefore he could not speak. When he left the holy place, he was unable to give the priestly benediction to the people or even tell them what he had seen. Indeed, God had given him a very personal “sign” that he would have to live with for the next nine months.

When we fail to believe God in faith, we rob ourselves of our testimony. When we worry all the time, we are really expressing disbelief. When we say things such as, “I’ll never believe that can happen,” we are expressing doubt in what the Lord can do. Remember the man who said to Jesus in Mark 9:22-23, “If you can do anything, take pity on us and help us”? Remember Jesus response: “‘If you can’? Everything is possible for him who believes.”
So we wrap up the first installment of this series: The Angel and the Cynical Clergyman. The point is not to exalt angels above their rightful place; in fact, the goal of each angelic encounter in the Christmas story was pointing people to Jesus.
 Rather, I would suggest that we consider Zechariah and see how we may resemble him at times. God has a wonderful plan, and He has a special place for you in that plan. You may not see what that is at this time, and you may wonder if God can really take the mess of your life and turn it into something good. But He can! When the opportunity comes, respond in faith…even if it is like the man from Mark 9, who concluded, “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!”
The good news is that this story begins and ends in God’s grace. God chose this old man and woman—well beyond childbearing years—to bring into the world the one who would prepare the way for the Messiah. Yes, they were good people, but God still chose them by grace.

And in the end, by God’s grace Zechariah would speak once more. Later in the chapter, after Elizabeth gave birth to a baby boy, we read in Luke 1:59-64,

On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to name him after his father Zechariah, but his mother spoke up and said, “No! He is to be called John.” 

They said to her, “There is no one among your relatives who has that name.” 

Then they made signs to his father, to find out what he would like to name the child. He asked for a writing tablet, and to everyone's astonishment he wrote, “His name is John.” Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue was loosed, and he began to speak, praising God.
It is never too late to trust in God. It is never to late to start doing what’s right. 

This is the time to believe.
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