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“For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord,

and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake.”       2 Cor. 4:5

 ZECHARIAH’S SONG

Blessed be the Lord God of Israel.

Luke 1:5-25, 57-80
 Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for He has visited and redeemed His people.  Lk. 1:68
Sermon preached on December 21, 2008

by Dr. Lawrence C. Roff

ZECHARIAH’S SONG
Blessed be the Lord God of Israel
Luke 1:5-27, 57-80
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Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for He has visited and redeemed His people.  Lk. 1:68
The room was dark, illuminated by the soft, flickering light from the seven-pronged candelabra.



But not so dark that he couldn’t see the liturgical temple furniture around him … the table and altar beside the candles.



There was enough light reflecting off the gold-covered walls to show the huge curtain stretching 60’ up to the ceiling.



The resplendent colors of scarlet and purple and blue with gold threads, and embroidered figures of angelic beings.



That huge barrier blocked access to the Holy of Holies, with God’s mercy-seat throne atop the ark.


This was the most exciting day in his entire life as a country priest … a once-in-a-lifetime privilege!


Zechariah had been chosen by lot to enter the inner sanctum of the temple to offer incense at the evening prayer.




With 8000 priests living in Israel in those days, they had been divided into 24 divisions of about 300 priests each.



Each division served for two one-week periods per year, with fifty-six priests chosen by lot to participate each day.


On this day, the lot fell to Zechariah to be the one to step into the Holy Place to offer incense.



This was a singular privilege that many priests never enjoyed, and no priest was allowed to do more than once.



His heart surely soared as he stepped into this vast chamber, knowing how near He was to the throne of heaven.



The sweet smell of the incense would have filled his nostrils as soon as it fell onto the coals on the altar.

And then suddenly his heart must have spasmed in divine arrest as a figure appeared at his side.



No one else was permitted in this sacred chamber at this time; it wasn’t another priest.



He instantly recognized it as an angelic being, even though his eyes had never seen such a being before.



Like every person who has ever been confronted by an angel, 




he was instantly gripped with terror in the presence of pure holiness.


This was no mere angel; it was Gabriel, one of the two archangels who stand in the very presence of God Himself.



The same Gabriel before whom Daniel had fallen prostrate in terror in Babylon 500 years earlier.



His message to Daniel was to announce future details of God’s timing to send the Messiah.



Now his message to Zechariah was to declare that the time had arrived.


The message included extraordinary details about the Elijah-like forerunner prophesied at the end of the Old Testament.


The one Malachi had said would come was to be born to Zechariah and his aged, barren wife, Elizabeth.



This was a double blessing, a bombshell, since this couple had prayed for years that they might have children.



Gabriel described the role this child, John the Baptists, would play in salvation history.

When Gabriel appeared to Mary, her response was one of humble acceptance: Be it unto me as you have said.


But sadly, Zechariah’s response was one of woeful unbelief: This can’t be, we’re too old


John Piper dealt with this in one of his sermons titled, “How Not to Talk to an Angel!”  (November 16, 1980)

Gabriel’s words betray indignation.



I am Gabriel; I stand in the presence of God, and I was sent to speak to you.



In other words, “How dare you question one who has come directly from God to speak to you?!”


The indignation turns into a pronouncement of discipline, a clear rebuke for his disbelief.



Zechariah was left without the ability to speak or hear for the entire nine months of his wife’s pregnancy.



When he finally emerged to the crowd waiting outside, he couldn’t make a sound to explain what had happened.



When he got home he couldn’t hear Elizabeth’s pleading questions, and had to resort to writing out his answers.

Within that sanction, though, was a wonderful blessing.



One which Zechariah took full advantage of.



During those nine months of divinely imposed silence was ample time to reflect on all this.



Every single day brought fresh opportunities to just brood and ponder and pray and meditate on his Bible.


There’s a wonderful principle here, a “side-road,” as Steve Brown would call it.  




This is an example of how God takes our sins, and the consequences we suffer, and turns them into channels of grace.




What looks at first glance to be punitive turns out to be remedial.



Pardon the lengthy quote, but listen to how John Piper explained it.  (December 14, 1980)

I love to think of Zechariah in those months, groaning under God's rebuke, yet gradually discovering the reward. At first lacerating himself: "Why didn't I believe the word of God? Why did I have to be so skeptical? What a fool I was!" But then … gradually in the silence of those months, when he could not converse with his wife or friends, Zechariah began to see what was happening. It began to sink into his head and heart that these were stupendous, unrepeatable, incredibly significant days.


I cannot pass over this experience of Zechariah without making an application for our day. And it is this: If we don't seek out silence, we will probably not feel the stupendous significance of God's work in history on our lives. It would be a rare thing to be gripped and moved deeply in a noisy room. There is a close correlation between stillness and a sense of the stupendous. The most astonishing things about reality will probably be missed by those who use the radio and TV for a constant background drone. Be still, be dumb and deaf, and know that I am God. 

What would it mean for your life if for nine months you could not hear or say anything! I have tried to imagine what it would mean for my ministry and home life. No preaching. No counseling. No singing. But lots more seeing. Lots more looking into the eyes of my wife and sons. (When was the last time you looked steadily into someone's eyes?) Lots more reading the great books. Lots more writing journals, poems, letters, thoughts about life. Lots more prayer and meditation on the Word of God. All in absolute silence. If God should ever give me such a period, I hope that I would turn it to as much good as Zechariah did. Because when Zechariah came out, he came out filled with the Holy Spirit and singing what has come to be known as the Benedictus, a song filled with insight and with a sense of the stupendous significance of what was about to happen with the birth of Jesus.  
Now we shift to Scene Two, Act One.



It’s nine months later.



Elizabeth has enjoyed three very special months with her cousin Mary’s extended visit, 




sharing the intimate secrets of their miracle pregnancies.



She has remained in seclusion during the last five months of her pregnancy,




avoiding the nosy questions of gossipy neighbors.


Now that the baby has been born, the news races throughout their little country village.



And at the circumcision ceremony, with a little boy just eight days old, they’re all there.



Elizabeth must have been beaming with joy.



And though Zechariah couldn’t hear what was being said, or speak a word, 




his smile must have stretched from ear to ear.


It was time to give this little baby boy a name.



Everybody knew you gave a family name to a baby.



But Elizabeth shocked them with John, a name that didn’t make any sense at all.


When they challenged her, saying he ought to be named Zechariah, after his father,



      she answered with surprising firmness, as if to say, in fierce tones, “No, you don’t!  He’s to be called John!”

Since Zechariah could neither hear nor speak, they made signs to get him to indicate what the name should be.



He asked for a writing tablet, and quickly scribbled, “His name IS John!”



And it was at that moment that God said, in effect, 




“Now that you’ve learned the lesson, you can have your speech and hearing back.”



And then it happened.



As one commentator said, “think of the spiritual voltage here!”



Much to everyone’s astonishment, he spontaneously broke out in exuberant song.



These were the first sounds he’d been able to make for almost a year.



And the sounds were a song of praise to God that will be sung until Christ returns.


These must have been words that he had been singing in his mind, in silence, during this long period of reflection.



There was no hesitation … no clearing of the throat … no wondering what to say.



The Scripture tells us he was filled with the Holy Spirit.



And here’s the song the Holy Spirit gave him to sing!

Just like Mary’s song, her “Magnificat,” wasn’t about herself, it was all about the Lord. 



Even so Zechariah’s song, his “Benedictus,” wasn’t about himself, it was also all about the Lord.

There are three powerful images around which his hymn was built … one for each of the three stanzas.

The first image was that of a horn:  (vs 68-71)



He has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of His servant David.
1.  Have you touched the HORN of salvation?   (vs. 68 - 71)
This wasn’t a car horn, or the horn in the brass section of an orchestra.



This horn of salvation was the horn of an ox, of an animal as imposing as an African Cape buffalo.


Such horns were often spoken of in the worship of Israel.



This is the kind of horn that was on each of the four corners of the great altar of burnt offering in the temple.


It was fitting imagery for a weapon in God’s hands.



The horn represented the strength and might of an incredibly powerful beast.



When the Scripture speaks of the lifting up of a horn, the people would immediately picture such a behemoth 




violently shaking its head, tossing its deadly horns in an intimidating display of power.

Such horns were not only awesome in their beauty.



They also symbolized the defense they could afford.



And the vengeance they could wreak.



And the authority they could command.

Did you see the on-line video on You Tube about the confrontation between a pride of lions and a herd of Cape buffalo?



It was filmed by a group of Dutch tourists visiting Kruger National Park in South Africa.



The eight minute footage captures a mighty contest between monsters locked in a life-and-death struggle.



It’s about who will be strong enough to claim a juvenile buffalo.


A herd of buffalo, with their massive bodies and enormous horns, are approaching a pride of lions.



The buffalo don’t see them until they’re almost on top of them.



The lions rush them and sink their teeth and claws into one young, defenseless buffalo calf.



The adults scatter, leaving the little one to fight for its life.


The struggle works its way down the incline to the riverbank.



There a massive crocodile erupts from the water, clamping its jaws down on the rump of the bellowing baby.



The lions hold onto the head and shoulders.



A tug-of-war ensues.


Finally, the calf breaks free from the crocodile, but is drug back up the bank by the lions.



By now the herd of adult buffalo has regained its courage, and they approach slowly, like a wall of black muscle.



The heads are down, with their enormous horns shaking threateningly.



The lions growl at them to try to keep them away.


Then one of the largest of the bulls rushes forward, horns lowered to knee-level.



It hooks one of the lions and flips it high into the air.



The rest of the herd now charges, and the lions are forced to abandon the calf, and run for their lives.




(At that point, you can almost hear cheers from millions of people at their computers 



watching this internet adventure over and over again!)

That’s the kind of horn Zechariah is singing about.



The horn of salvation that has come at last to rescue God’s people from the jaws of the devil.



The one Peter described as a roaring lion seeking those he may devour (1 Peter 5:8).

Listen to these Old Testament examples that used this imagery of the horn.



For behold, Your enemies, O LORD, for behold, Your enemies shall perish; 



all evildoers shall be scattered.  But You have exalted my horn like that of the wild ox.  (Psalm 92:9, 10)


Arise and thresh, O daughter of Zion, for I will make your horn iron, and I will make your hoofs bronze; 




you shall beat in pieces many peoples, and they shall devote their gain to the LORD,




their wealth to the Lord of the whole earth.  (Micah 4:13)

This horn is not in man’s hands: it is in God’s, as a blessing for His people!



The LORD is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer, my God, my rock, in whom I take refuge, my shield, 




and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold and my refuge, my savior; You save me from violence.  (2 Samuel 22:3)


That same song of David is repeated as Psalm 18.
Jesus is our horn of salvation!



Zechariah knew these Old Testament promises God had made.


And now he was overjoyed that his own son, John the Baptist, would prepare the way for God’s great horn.



The one who would bring all of the power and strength of God to bear in the work of saving His people!


Zechariah sang of the defense and deliverance this divine horn would bring for all those who fear the Lord.



The strength that would once and for all obliterate the dominance of Satan in creation,




the seed of the woman who would crush the head of the seed of the serpent (Genesis 3:15).


The tremendous power that would guarantee what Paul later wrote:




 that nothing in all creation can separate us from the love of God (Romans 8:35-39).


The awesome might that would at last put to death the final enemy, death itself (1 Corinthians 15:54-56).
Have you touched that horn?



Have you reached out to take hold of Christ?



Are you hanging on to Him as a matter of life and death?



Is He the only thing you’re depending on to get you out of this world safely?


The second image was that of an oath:  (vs 72-75)



The oath that He swore to our father Abraham, (to be) delivered from the hand of our enemies.
2.  Have you heard the OATH sworn to Abraham?   (vs. 72 - 75)
 Mary sang about the same thing in her “Magnificat,” as we saw last week.


Taking oaths and making solemn vows was a familiar part of Jewish worship.



It was much more customary then.



It seems foreign to us.


But it shouldn’t.



We take membership vows when we join the church.



We take vows when a child is brought for covenant baptism.



We take oaths when we are ordained to church office.


I think part of our problem is that we don’t take them nearly as seriously as we ought to.



They have become words that are merely part of a ritual read out of a little book.



We ought to stand at attention and take deep breaths as we do any of these solemn acts.



We are in God’s courtroom, taking an oath with raised arm, as He presides from His bench, from His throne.

But what Mary and Zechariah sang about was different.


This is not an oath Abraham swore to God.



That would be understandable.



But this was an oath God swore to Abraham!


Thank about that a minute.



God Himself, in His courtroom, still wearing his royal judicial gown, steps down from the bench.



Gathered before Him are all of His created beings, heavenly and earthly.



He comes around in front of everyone, raises His own arm, and begins, “I, God, do solemnly swear …”

As I said, both Mary and Zechariah included this in their songs.



It was a crucial element in their understanding what was happening here.



Long ago, God had made an oath to Abraham.



And now He was keeping His word, accomplishing what He promised He would do.


Here’s how Mary expressed it.



He has helped His servant Israel, in remembrance of His mercy,




as He spoke to our fathers, to Abraham and to His offspring forever (Luke 1:54-55)

And now, here it is in Zechariah’s song.


To show the mercy promised to our fathers and to remember His holy covenant,




the oath that He swore to our father Abraham (Luke 1:72-73).
What oath?


Both of them were remembering the times God had made promises to Abraham.



In Genesis 12, God promised Abraham He would make a great nation of him



blessing him by making his name great, and blessing all who bless him.



In Genesis 15, when God made a covenant with Abraham, it was God who passed through the pieces of the animals,




not Abraham, which is what would have been customary.


But this was most dramatically demonstrated in Genesis 22, when Abraham was asked to sacrifice his son, Isaac.


This is what Mary and Zechariah, and all who knew the Scriptures, were counting on.



This is what their songs referred to.


Abraham had obeyed God’s voice, and led his son on a three-day journey to Mount Moriah.



He built an altar there, laid the wood on it, and then bound his son with rope.



Hebrews tells us that Abraham believed God would raise Him from the dead, 




since He’d promised to make his descendants more numerous than the stars.



But Abraham was prepared follow through with this agonizing sacrifice of his beloved son.


The knife was in his hand, his arm raised high.



When it was in midair, God stopped him, and made an unparalleled oath.

By Myself I have sworn, declares the LORD, because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your only son, I will surely bless you, and I will surely multiply your offspring as the stars of the heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore.  And your offspring shall possess that gate of his enemies, and in your offspring shall all the nations of the earth be blessed.


That was more than a promise.



It was a solemn oath.



Something God had never done before and has never done since!

That was the oath that Zechariah was singing about.



An oath made 2000 years earlier, and which was now coming to pass.



An oath that gave purpose to his life.



An oath that guaranteed that God would keep all his promises.


God pointed to its fulfillment right there with Abraham.



He provided a ram as a substitute for Isaac.



Abraham didn’t have to sacrifice his only son.



Because God took an oath to sacrifice His only Son, instead.

Have you heard the oath that God swore to Abraham?


This was constantly on the minds of God’s people then.  Is it today?



Do you live every day with the certainty that God is keeping His covenant?



Does it give you courage to keep going in the tough times, knowing that He has taken an oath to see you through?
The third image was that of a sunrise:  (vs 76-79)


The sunrise shall visit us from on high to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death.

3.  Have you seen the SUNRISE from on high?   (vs. 76 - 79)
Zechariah sang about a sunrise that would visit us from on high.


It would come through the ministry of his newborn son, John the Baptist.



He said it would come to give the knowledge of salvation and forgiveness of sins.



It would be from on high, from God Himself.



It would give light to those who sit in darkness.



It would bring light to those living in the shadow of death.



And it would guide their feet into the way of peace.

It had been night for a long time … for 400 years, in fact!



That’s how long it had been since God had spoken to His people through the prophet Malachi.



As the last mouthpiece for God at the end of the Old Testament, Malachi predicted a new dawn.



He preached,

 The day is coming, says the LORD of hosts, when the sun of righteousness shall rise with healing in its wings.  

You shall go out leaping like calves from the stall.  (Micah 4:2)

Centuries earlier, God had promised such a spectacular dawn through the words of Isaiah.



A dawn that would bring light to people who had been cursed to live in darkness.

They have no dawn ….  They will look to the earth, but behold, distress and darkness, the gloom of anguish.  And they will be thrust into thick darkness.  But there will be no gloom for her who was in anguish ….  He has made glorious the way of the sea ….  The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness, on them has the light shined.  (Isaiah 8:20 – 9:2)
What is the essence of that darkness?


We’re tempted to think of it in terms of rampant evil.



The darkness of hard economic times.



The darkness of failing health and disease.


But to the Hebrew mind, the blackest darkness was the time when God was absent.



This was the 400 years of darkness when God sent no prophets.



There was no fresh word from the living God.



It seemed like the name Ichabod had been written over the nation, “The Glory has departed.”


That’s the worst darkness of all.



When God is distant.



When you feel all alone.



When you only memories to fall back on.

But Zechariah understood Gabriel’s message to mean that the long night was almost over.



The sky ion the horizon was already beginning to lighten.



The first rays of the sun would be visible very soon.


God was back!



He was speaking to His people again.



The salvation they had longed for was on the way.



And his own son, John the Baptists, would prepare the way.

Jesus said, I am the light of the world.


This is what we symbolized so beautifully in our Christmas Eve Candlelight Service.



After enjoying the beauty of the sights and sounds of music and a beautifully decorated sanctuary, it suddenly goes dark.



Silence replaces the music of choirs and carols.




Dull gray replaces the red poinsettias and sparkling white lights.




All is drab and dim.


But then a single candle is lit … the Christ candle, representing His coming into the world as a tiny baby.



And from that candle the pastor lights his candle, and then the elders’.



They spread the light to people at the ends of the pews, and each person passes it along to the one next to them.



Color and beauty and joy return to the room … a truly spectacular sight as we all hold our candles high.

Zechariah was witnessing the dawn.



Before long the horizon would turn from pastel blue to blazing gold.



The steady rays of messianic sunlight would soon illuminate the entire sky.



God had come back to speak to His people … and to rescue them from their sin.


His joy was uncontainable.



It was the theme of his song.



It was the new focus of his life!

Have you seen the sunrise from on high?



Are you still in darkness, not hearing God’s voice, not knowing His presence?



Or are you  living in the blazing glory of His Son’s light?

Conclusion
Zechariah sang about …



- the horn of salvation,



- the oath sworn to Abraham,



- the sunrise from on high. 


Put them all together in one picture, and this is what you get (as John Piper described it).

Satan may be a roaring lion seeking someone to devour, but none of those who take refuge in Christ, the horn of our salvation, can he destroy. If I were an artist, I would paint for my home a special Christmas painting this year and hang it on the wall near the manger scene. It would be one of those big oil canvasses. The scene would be of a distant hill at dawn. The sun is about to rise behind the hill and the rays shoot up and out of the picture. And all alone, silhouetted on the hill in the center of the picture, very dark, is a magnificent wild ox standing with his back seven feet tall and the crown of his head nine feet tall. On both sides of his head there is a horn curving out and up six feet long and twelve inches thick at the base. He stands there sovereign and serene, facing the southern sky with his massive neck slightly cocked, and impaled at the end of his right horn hangs a huge lion, dead.  (December 14, 1980)
