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

 Isaiah said that his people were “walking in darkness.”  He described 

their spiritual condition with words like gloom, distress and humbled.  They 

were “living in the land of the shadow of death.”  In spite of that, however, 

Isaiah knew there was hope.  A light would come and the joy of the nation 

would increase even as “people rejoice at the harvest.”  The light would 

come in the birth of a baby.  Isaiah writes, 

 For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will 
be on his shoulders.  And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty 
God, Everlasting Father, Prince of peace.  Of the increase of his government 
and peace there will be no end.  He will reign on David’s throne and over his 
kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from 
that time on and forever. 

As we come to our lesson today, that light has not yet dawned, but it is very 

near.  Thirty years ago during the summers I worked on rotating shifts at an 

oil refinery.  At four in the morning the sky was pitch black.  By four-thirty, 

though, things began to change.  The sky was still dark, but not quite as dark 

as before.  Rather than black, it was a deep purple.  A few minutes after that 

it was simply purple.  That change signaled the dawn was about to break.   

In our study of Luke we are well into that purple stage.  The dark night of 

Israel began to lighten with the annunciation of John and the annunciation of 



Jesus.  Elizabeth’s song of love and praise to Mary and Mary’s song of faith 

in which her soul magnified the Lord continued to lighten the night sky.  

John was born, and Israel stood right on the threshold.  And in our lesson 

today, his tongue loosened after nine long months, Zechariah sings the final 

song before the sunrise. 

If we turn back to our study from last week we will remember that the birth 

of John brought both joy and controversy.  Everyone rejoiced that Elizabeth 

and Zechariah had a child in their old age, but they were confused about the 

name.  When the mother first and then the father confirmed against all 

expectations that he was to be called John, and when that confirmation was 

itself affirmed with the loosening of Zechariah’s tongue, everybody began to 

talk.  The buzz filled the countryside.  And the question most asked was this: 

“What then is this child going to be?”  Zechariah’s song answers that 

question. 

Before we get into the details, let me make a couple of general remarks.  

First, this song is called the “Benedictus” because in Latin the first word is 

“Benedictus.”  Benedictus Dominus, Deus Israel... Praise be to the Lord, the 

God of Israel.  It is a benediction, a song of praise for the faithfulness of God 

to his covenant promises, promises about to be fulfilled in the coming of the 



Messiah.  Second, while this is Zechariah’s song, it is not only Zechariah’s 

song.  It is at the same time the word of God.  It is a prophecy in which 

Zechariah speaks exactly what the Holy Spirit had given him to speak.  Like 

prophets before him, Zechariah could have truthfully started his song with 

the words, “Thus saith the Lord.”  In fact, you might say that there is a 

double inspiration here.  Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit when he 

sang the song and Luke was inspired when he wrote it down.   

Now Zechariah’s song of praise is divided into four parts.  First, praise is 

given God because he has kept his covenant promise to David.  Second, 

praise is given God because he has kept his covenant promise to Abraham.  

Third, praise is given God because he has kept his promise to Zechariah—a 

promise, as you remember, not only of a son, but of a Deliverer of Israel.  

And fourth, God is praised for the “rising sun [which] will come to us from 

heaven.”  Let’s take those four parts one at a time.  The first begins at verse 

68 and runs to verse 71: 

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 though his holy prophets of long ago), 
salvation from our enemies 
and from the hand of all who hate us— 



 God had made a promise to David.  It is found in II Samuel 7.  David 

had been thinking about building a temple—a house for God—and God told 

him it would be the other way around. 

 The Lord declares to you that the Lord himself will establish a house 

for you: When your days are over and you rest with your fathers, I will raise 

up your offspring to succeed you, who will come from your own body, and I 

will establish his kingdom.  He is the one who will build a house for my 

Name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever.  I will be his 

father, and he will be my son.  When he does wrong, I will punish him with 

the rod of men, with floggings inflicted by men.  But my love will never be 

taken away from him, as I took it away from Saul, whom I removed from 

before you.  Your house and your kingdom will endure forever before me; 

your throne will be established forever. 

God promised David his son Solomon would succeed him.  That Solomon 

would build a temple.  And, most importantly, that an even greater successor 

would take David’s throne and establish it forever.  The faithful in Israel had 

long been looking for that great ruler who would come to redeem, save and 

protect them.  Zechariah’s word to them was “Praise the Lord, for he has 

come.”   



 Before moving on to part 2, let me say a quick word about that strange 

phrase, “horn of salvation.”  “He has raised up a horn of salvation for us.”  

What does that mean?  It points to two things.  First, the horn you are to 

think of here is the horn of an ox, a bull or a water buffalo.  It is a symbol of 

strength.  When one of those animals tosses its head it is a display of 

awesome power.  The horn is a weapon of defense and of vengeance.  As 

such it is an apt symbol of the power of the Messiah to deliver his people 

from all enemies—from the world, the flesh and the devil. 

 But there is a second symbolic meaning as well.  The ox was an 

animal of power, but it was also an animal used in sacrifices.  The blood of 

oxen was spilled to point to the atoning sacrifice of the Messiah who was to 

come.  In fact, the altar used for burn offerings had a horn at each of its four 

corners.  The lesson found in so many places in Scripture is taught here 

again—there is no remission of sin without the shedding of blood and the 

Messiah has come, not only in power, but in humility and lowliness, to give 

his life as a ransom for many.   

 The second part of Zechariah’s song runs from verse 72 to verse 75.  

He says,  

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. 

The promise God gave to David rested upon the original promise God gave 

to Abraham.  Now that promise was given to Abraham at several times and 

in several places in Genesis, but it seems to me that the greatest expression 

of it is found in Genesis 22.  Abraham had, at the command of God, taken 

his son Isaac up to Mount Moriah.  There Abraham bound him and laid him 

on an altar.  He drew his knife and was about to slay him when the angel of 

the Lord stayed his hand.  Listen to what God said to Abraham: 

 “I swear by myself,” declares the Lord, “that because you have done 
this and have not withheld your son, your only son, I will surely bless you 
and make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the 
sand on the seashore.  Your descendants will take possession of the cities of 
their enemies, and through your offspring all nations on earth will be 
blessed, because you have obeyed me.”   

To my way of thinking the most remarkable part of this is God’s expression, 

“I swear by myself.”  When we swear an oath to God—for example, in a 

court of law when we say, “I promise to tell the truth, so help me God,” what 

we are saying is this: “If I lie, may God’s hand of grace, mercy and 

protection be withdrawn from me.  May he strip me of every blessing and 

pour curses down upon my head.  If I lie, may I be damned.”  What God 



says when he swears by himself is this: “I will keep this promise.  I will be 

faithful to this covenant.  If not, may I no longer be God.”  Beloved, you 

cannot get a surer promise or a greater commitment than that. 

 Now the effect of this oath, fulfilled in Christ, would be deliverance 

from enemies and the power to serve God in holiness and righteousness.  

Rescue from enemies here points in particular to rescue from spiritual 

enemies, and the closest and most dangerous one is the old nature which, 

though crucified with Christ, doesn’t know it is dead yet.  There is a battle 

against temptation and for sanctification that takes place every day in the 

believer’s heart.  It is a desperate battle.  It is one that, in our own strength, 

we would lose every time.  Praise be to God that we are not alone in this 

struggle, but have the power of the Holy Spirit and the means of grace to 

help and encourage us and cause us to grow into the likeness of Christ more 

and more.  God has promised it for all whom he has chosen. 

 After praising God for David and Abraham, Zechariah praises him for 

his son John.  He looks down at his boy and is filled with awe and wonder at 

the ministry he will fulfill.  After four hundred years of silence, his son 

would be the last of a long line of Old Testament prophets and would have 

the privilege of ushering in the age of the Messiah: 



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

What a blessed ministry.  “To give his people the knowledge of salvation 

through the forgiveness of their sins.”  This knowledge of salvation is not a 

theoretical knowledge.  It is not merely “head” knowledge.  It is an inward, 

personal knowledge of the experience of salvation and a deep and 

unwavering assurance of the forgiveness of sins.  That will be the mark of 

John’s ministry.  And how will he accomplish it?  By pointing away from 

himself and pointing to Jesus Christ.   

 I baptize you with water.  But one more powerful that I will come, the 
thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie.  He will baptize you with 
the Holy Spirit and with fire. 

He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me. 

I am not the Christ but am sent ahead of him. 
  
He must become greater; I must become less.   
Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! 

I have seen and I testify that this is the Son of God.  

 That knowledge of salvation and forgiveness of sins came to the 

English preacher Charles Spurgeon in just this way.  It was during a 

snowstorm on the Lord’s Day some 150 years ago.  Spurgeon entered a 



small Primitive Methodist chapel.  The regular minister wasn’t there, having 

been snowed in.  A rather rough and uneducated elder, a man poor in worldly 

goods and bereft of any sophistication at all took the service.  Spurgeon 

described it this way: 

 Now it is well that ministers should be instructed, but this man was 

really stupid, as you would say.  He was obliged to stick to his text for the 

simple reason that he had nothing else to say.  The text was “Look unto me, 

and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth” (Isaiah 45:22).  He did not even 

pronounce the words rightly, but that did not matter. 

 There was, I thought, a gleam of hope for me in the text.  He began 

thus: My friends, this is a very simple text indeed.  It says, Look.  Now that 

does not take a deal of effort.  It ain’t lifting your foot or your finger; it is 

just “look”.  Well, a man need not go to college to learn to look.  A man need 

not be worth a thousand a year to look.  Anyone can look; a child can look.  

But this is what the text says.  Then it says, “Look unto me.”  “Ay,” he said, 

“many on ye are looking to yourselves.  No use looking there.  You’ll never 

find comfort in yourselves.  Jesus Christ says, ‘Look unto me.’”  Some of 

you say, “I must wait for the Spirit’s working.”  You have no business with 

that just now.  Look to Christ.  It runs “Look unto me.” 

 When he had managed to spin out ten minutes or so, he was at the end 

of his tether.  Then he looked at me under the gallery, and I dare say, with so 



few present, he knew me to be a stranger.  He then said, “Young man, you 

look very miserable.”  Well I did, but I had not been accustomed to have 

remarks made on my personal appearance from the pulpit before.... He 

continued, “And you will always be miserable—miserable in life and 

miserable in death—if you do not obey my text.  But if you obey now, this 

moment you will be saved.  Then he shouted as only a Primitive Methodist 

can, “Young man, look to Jesus Christ.”   

Spurgeon looked, was saved, and said that it was like the darkness rolling 

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

Beloved, look to him and be saved. 

 Finally, in the fourth part of his song, Zechariah offers praise to the 

“rising sun,” the Lord Jesus Christ: 

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 paths of peace. 

He comes to those “living in darkness.”  In the Greek the literal translation 

of that is “sitting in darkness.”  It is a picture of those who are spiritually lost 

and utterly defeated.  They are depressed and despairing.  They simply don’t 

have the energy to move and if they did they wouldn’t know where to go.  It 



is to those that the Lord Jesus comes, and with him he brings light and life.  

He drives away the shadow of death and “guides [their] feet into the path of 

peace.  Do you see what has happened?  They were paralyzed.  Unable to 

move.  But when Christ comes, they rise up and walk along the path of 

peace—peace with God, peace with their neighbours, peace within 

themselves.   

 Let me leave off with these questions for you to ponder.  Has the 

sunrise from on high shone upon you, dispelling the shadow of death?  Has 

Christ become your mighty horn of salvation, bringing you a sure and 

certain knowledge and assurance of the forgiveness of your sins?  Are you 

able to serve God with a clear conscience, in holiness and righteousness?  

Have you heard the Lord God say to you, “Peace I leave with you.  My 

peace I give to you.  Not as the world gives do I give unto you.  Let not your 

hearts be troubled; neither let them be afraid.”  Look to Christ.  Look to him 

now.  And all that God has promised will be yours.  In Christ’s name.  

AMEN.  


