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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Our lesson begins with a domestic scene in the house of a priest and 

his wife in a town in the hills of Judea. 

 When it was time for Elizabeth to have her baby, she gave birth to a 

son.  Her neighbours and relatives heard that the Lord had shown her great 

mercy, and they shared her joy. 

It was a scene of singular rejoicing.  The parents were filled with joy and 

thanksgiving, for well beyond their time a son had been safely delivered to 

them and mother and child were doing well.  In the Anglican Book of 

Common Prayer there is a section entitled, “The Thanksgiving of Women 

after Child-birth, commonly called The Churching of Women.”  It points out 

something that we tend to take for granted in this day of hospitals and 

obstetricians and prenatal units and all the other blessings of modern 

medicine: childbirth was, for almost as long as women have given birth, a 

very dangerous thing indeed.  The churching service begins with these 

words: 

 Forasmuch as it that pleased Almighty God of his goodness to give 

you safe deliverance, and hath preserved you in the great danger of Child-

birth; you shall therefore give hearty thanks unto God and say, 



I am well pleased; that the Lord hath heard the voice of my prayer; 

That he hath inclined his ear unto me; 

therefore will I call upon him as long as I live. 

The snares of death compassed me round about; 

and the pains of hell gat hold upon me. 

I found trouble and heaviness, 

and I called upon the Name of the Lord; 

O Lord, I beseech thee, deliver my soul. 

Gracious is the Lord and righteous 

Yea, our God is merciful.  

Psalm 116                           

The neighbours and relatives gave thanks as well, and, once they managed to 

get over their surprise, for it seems that they did not know that Elizabeth had 

been pregnant, they were filled with joy.  It is a scene that might remind us 

of a similar situation hundreds of years earlier when, well past childbearing 

years, Sarah gave birth to Isaac.  When Isaac was born, Sarah said, “God has 

brought me laughter, and everyone who hears about this will laugh with 

me.... Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah would nurse children?  

Yet I have borne him a son in his old age” (Gen. 21:6,7).  I imagine there 

was much laughter in the house of Zechariah and Elizabeth that day.   



J. C. Ryle, the 19th century Anglican bishop, makes the application for us 

when he writes these words: 

How much more happiness there would be in this evil world, if conduct like 

that of Elizabeth’s relations was more common!  Sympathy in one another’s 

joys and sorrows costs little, and yet it a grace of most mighty power.  Like 

the oil on the wheels of some large engine, it may seem a trifling and 

unimportant thing, yet in reality it has an immense influence on the comfort 

and well working of the whole machine of society.  A kind word of 

congratulations or consolation is seldom forgotten.  The heart that is warmed 

by good tidings, or chilled by affliction, is peculiarly susceptible, and 

sympathy to such a heart is often more precious than gold.   

How powerful our words are!  How mighty they are to bless and encourage 

or to curse and tear down.  The Lord tells us in Romans (12:15) that we are 

to rejoice with those who rejoice and weep with those who weep.  We will 

bless many richly when we follow this command. 

Let me make just one more quick point about this Judean birthday joy before 

moving on.  In a small way we see in this domestic joy the cosmic joy that 

would erupt at the birth of Christ.  It gives us a foretaste of what is to come 



when, with the incarnation of God, glad tidings of great joy were given not 

only to Mary and Joseph, but to all people.  The bright and morning star is 

about to appear, and joy and thanksgiving fit the occasion.   

Well, the scene of joy and thanksgiving at John’s birth is followed by a scene 

of obedience to the commands of God.  Our lesson continues,  

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.”   

Back in the Book of Genesis God told Abraham that all Hebrew males were 

to be circumcised on the eighth day after their birth.  This command was 

later formalized in the Mosaic Law and is found in the Book of Leviticus.  

Circumcision, at that time, was the sign of God’s covenant.  It did two 

things.  First, in a positive sense, it separated or distinguished all the Hebrew 

males from all the other people of the world.  It made them different.  They 



were marked and set apart for God and his purposes.  They were made holy, 

or separate.  In a negative sense, circumcision was a threat.  Even as the 

foreskin of the flesh was cast away, so would the people be cast away if they 

did not follow the commands and stipulations of the covenant.  With 

circumcision, then, a person was brought into the fold of Israel, with all its 

attendant promises and obligations.    

 As was the custom of the day, it was Zechariah who would have 

circumcised his son.  And with this rite, John received the credentials 

necessary to be the forerunner of the Messiah.  Following this, he had to 

receive his name.  Now his various aunts, uncles and cousins were already 

calling him Zechariah Jr.  They assumed, as was usually the case in those 

days, he would be called after the father.  And it would be a most fitting 

name for someone born to elderly parents too, for the name Zechariah 

means, “The Lord Has Remembered.”  Elizabeth, however, wasn’t having 

any of it.  She said it emphatically.  “No!  He is to be called John.”  

Raymond Brown, a scholar and translator renders it this way: “No you 

don’t!  He is to be called John.” 

 Now this didn’t sit well with the relatives, so they questioned 

Zechariah.  It says that they “made signs” to him.  It may well be that 



Zechariah was not only rendered mute by the angel Gabriel, he might well 

have been made deaf as well.  In any event, he could not speak so, taking a 

tablet he stunned everyone by writing, “His name is John.”  Now while 

Zechariah was a fitting name, John, of course, was even better.  John means 

“gift of God” and it pointed not only to the miraculous birth of the prophet, 

but to his ministry as well.  By this name God was indicating that the 

ministry and power of John did not have as their source anything in the 

natural world; they came from God himself.  As Kent Hughes put it, who 

John was could not be explained by his being simply “the child of his 

parents.”  There was a special and wonderful providence at work here. 

 Now there are some people who will say at this point, “Now hold on a 

minute.  John means “gift of God” or “God is gracious”, but John preached 

fire and brimstone.  Doom and judgement.  Think about some of his 

expressions.  ‘Brood of vipers.’  ‘Ax laid to the roots.’  ‘Unquenchable fire.’  

How is John, then an appropriate name for the forerunner?”  The answer was 

put well in the commentary of William Hendriksen, where he wrote,   

 According to all of Scripture the warning of approaching judgement 

and doom unless true conversion takes place is a divinely selected means of 

urging men to turn away from the darkness of sin, to serve the Lord, and 

thus to enter into his kingdom of light. 



The preaching of John was a precious, if stern gift; it was just what was 

needed.  Our catechism tells us the same thing when it says that before we 

can know the comfort of resting in Christ we must know three things.  The 

very first thing we need to know is our sin and misery.  That is where the 

Christian life begins.  It begins with our understanding we are spiritually 

blind, lost and helpless.  The good news begins with the dread diagnosis.  

After coming to see our sin and misery, we need to know the grace of our 

Saviour, and after his grace we need to know the gratitude we owe him for 

so great a salvation.  But it all starts with God convicting us of sin.   

 There was joy at the birth of John.  There was obedience in his 

circumcision and in his naming.  And the obedience his parents showed was 

followed by a great blessing.  “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.”  Nine months earlier 

Zechariah had disbelieved the angel Gabriel who had brought him wonderful 

news of an impending pregnancy.  Over the ensuing nine months God 

brought Zechariah back to a strong, obedient faithfulness.  He did it by 

striking him mute, by opening Elizabeth’s womb and by bringing John into 

the world.  Finally the Lord gave Zechariah an opportunity to respond in 



faith and that is what he did.  He praised and blessed the Lord his Saviour.  

Now note this: his praise was not about his boy or his wife or his joy, 

although all those things are praiseworthy in themselves.  It was about his 

God.  We will come to the details of his praises next week when we look at 

his song, but for now here is the opening stanza.  It gives you a wonderful 

indication of what this new father was focused upon on perhaps the greatest 

day of his life: 

Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, 

because he has come and 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—   

 When Zechariah’s tongue was loosened, his neighbours and all those 

in the countryside were all filled with awe.   

 The neighbours 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 upon him. 

A holy fear descended upon them.  That happens when something holy 

breaks into our old, dark world.  Do you remember Jesus on the Sea of 

Galilee with his disciples?  He was asleep.  The winds and the waves began 

to rise.  The disciples got scared.  They thought they were going to sink, and 

they would know, for a number of them were fishermen.  They awoke the 

Lord who rebuked the winds and the waves and calmed the seas.  At that 

point the disciples really got scared.  What manner of man is this, that even 

the winds and the waves obey him?  That same sense of awe and fear in 

found here.  It is clear that something extraordinary has happened.  The hand 

of God is at work.  And the people throughout the region wondered what 

John would become.   

 It would take them some 30 years to find out, but we already know.  

We get a visual introduction to the grown Baptist in Mark 1.  He wore a 

garment of camel hair.  It was tied with a leather thong.  He wore those 

clothes because Elijah wore the same things and John had a ministry in the 

power and spirit of Elijah as was promised in Malachi and confirmed by the 

Lord.  He looked like Elijah.  He spoke like Elijah.  He acted like him too.  



His dress and his diet and his words were all protests against the godlessness 

and unrighteousness of his day.  John was a walking billboard calling people 

to repentance and a life focused upon God.  Even the place of his ministry, 

out in the desert by the Jordan, said something about his calling.  When 

people came to John in the wilderness they were acknowledging Israel’s 

disobedience and rebellion and showing their desire to begin again and have 

a fresh start, even as the Israelites followed Moses into the desert, leaving 

Egypt behind and looking to the Promised Land.   

 Let me say a few words about John’s character.  First, he was 

courageous.  He proclaimed the message God had given him without fear; he 

didn’t water anything down in order to please men and get on their good 

side.  When the Pharisees came out from Jerusalem to see what he was up to 

and to determine whether he was a threat to them, he looked them straight in 

the eye and said this: 

 You brood of vipers!  Who warned you to flee from the coming 

wrath?  Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.  And do not begin to say to 

yourselves, “We have Abraham as our father.”  For I tell you that out of 

these stones God can raise up children for Abraham.  The ax is already at the 

root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut 

down and thrown in to the fire. 



John went so far as to rebuke Herod for divorcing his wife and taking up 

with his own niece, who was already his brother’s wife.  John was 

imprisoned for it and ultimately executed.   

 Coupled with his courage was his humility.  John never pointed to 

himself; he always pointed to Christ.  Now many people thought that John 

was the One—the Messiah.  He consistently and emphatically denied it.  I 

am not the Christ.  I am not fit to do the job of a slave and untie the 

Messiah’s shoes.  He must increase and I must decrease.  Behold the Lamb 

of God, who takes away the sin of the world.  With God given humility he 

always pointed away from himself at to his Lord.  He was faithful and true 

to his mission of preparing the way for the One who was to come. 

 John was also a man of authenticity.  There was nothing of the 

hypocrite about him.  His word and his walk matched perfectly.  From the 

time of his birth he was filled with the Holy Spirit.  He lived as a Nazarite; 

his hair was never cut, he never took strong drink, he never touched a dead 

body; he lived a life of spiritual discipline and vigor.  If you look at the end 

of Luke 1 you will find the few details we have of his early life: “And the 

child grew and became strong in spirit; and he lived in the desert until he 

appeared publicly to Israel.”  John embodied his message.   



 Finally, in terms of his character, John was passionate.  He preached 

with fire and urgency.  He burned with zeal.  He preached as if never to 

preach again, as a dying man to dying men.  Oh, that we might cultivate a 

passion for Christ—a passion for his zeal and godliness and righteousness—

a passion for his humility and love and faithfulness.  Our goal in life must be 

to grow more and more Christ-like, day by day.  Listen to the Apostle Paul in 

Philippians 3 and you will find the same passion John had and the same 

passion we ought to aspire to: 

 But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of 

Christ.  What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the 

surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I 

have lost all things.  I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be 

found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the 

law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes 

from God and is by faith.  I want to know Christ and the power of his 

resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like 

him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the 

dead. 



 In closing let me mention a brief word about John’s message.  We’ll 

be looking at it in more depth in the weeks to come.  John preached a 

message of sin and repentance.  He pointed out the terrible truth of sin and 

its destructive nature and he called people to turn from their sins and follow 

the Lord.  The message is one that must be preached and heard today.  There 

is a road that leads to destruction, and all those ever born save the Lord Jesus 

are born walking upon it.  It is a broad road and nicely paved.  There are 

many people walking along it, so you always have company, yet it doesn’t 

seem crowded.  And the going is easy, for it is all downhill.  But there is 

another road as well.  It isn’t nearly as wide as the first road.  And it can 

seem lonely at times, for not as many people are walking along it.  And it 

can be a struggle to walk this path, for it goes uphill and often is so steep 

that we cannot make our way through in our own strength.  But it is the way 

of life and the only road that leads to glory and you will find Jesus there.  He 

will see that you make it through, all the way.  Turn from the wide path.  

Walk the narrow one in the strength of Jesus.  Rejoice and give thanks.  In 

Christ’s name.  AMEN.


