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Blessed is the Lord, the God of Israel! 

 

When the time came for Elizabeth to have her baby, she gave birth to a son. 58 Her neighbors and relatives heard 

that the Lord had shown her great mercy, and they were rejoicing with her. 59 On the eighth day they came to 

circumcise the child. They wanted to call him Zechariah after the name of the father. 60 But his mother answered, 

“No. He will be called John.” 

61 They said to her, “There is no one among your relatives who is called by this name.” 62 They made signs to his 

father, to see what he wanted to name him. 

63 He asked for a writing tablet and wrote, “His name is John.” And they were all amazed. 

64 Immediately Zechariah’s mouth was opened, his tongue was loosed, and he began to speak, praising 

God. 65 Fear came on all who lived around them. In the entire hill country of Judea people were talking about all 

these things. 66 And everyone who heard this took it to heart, saying, “What then will this child be?” Clearly, the 

hand of the Lord was with him. 

67 His father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied: 

68 Blessed is the Lord, the God of Israel, 

because he has visited us and prepared redemption for his people. 
69 He has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David, 
70 just as he said long ago through the mouth of his holy prophets. 
71 He raised up salvation from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us, 
72 in order to show mercy to our fathers by remembering his holy covenant, 
73 the oath which he swore to Abraham our father, 
74 to grant deliverance to us from the hand of our enemies, 

so that we are able to serve him without fear, 
75 in holiness and righteousness before him all our days. 
76 And you, child, will be called a prophet of the Most High, 

because you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, 
77 to give his people the knowledge of salvation by the forgiveness of their sins, 
78 because of God’s tender mercies, 

by which the Rising Sun from on high will visit us, 
79 to shine on those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 

to guide our feet into the way of peace. 

—Luke 1:57-79 EHV 

“This was not what I expected!” I wonder how many times that thought crossed the minds of Zechariah and 
Elizabeth. It may have begun in the years immediately following their marriage as they tried and tried to have 
children, but nothing happened. How many times did they think, “This was not what we expected. We had hoped to 
have children and maybe even a few grandchildren.”  

When the Bible first introduces us to Zechariah and Elizabeth, that time for having children was long gone. And 
over time they had come to accept that children just weren’t in God’s plans for them. They could accept that plan 
because they trusted the Lord and his love for them. They were of that group of Jews who continued to trust the 
Lord was going to do as he had promised and send them a Savior, someone who would repair their sin-wrecked 
relationship with God. That repair would require the shedding of blood and the sacrifice of life, something that 
Zechariah and Elizabeth were regularly reminded of each time they went to the temple. And they went to the temple 
often. 

You see, Zechariah’s family was among the priestly division of Abijah. His family was picked to help serve at the 
temple, and Zechariah himself had recently received the honor of being selected “to go into the temple of the 
Lord and burn incense” (Luke 1:9). The altar of incense was right in front of the curtain that divided the Holy 



Place from the Most Holy Place. The burning of incense was one of the ways that God reminded his people of the 
privilege to come to him in prayer – their prayers rising to him like incense. 

But one day when Zechariah entered that special room of the temple called the Holy Place, he was met by 
something that he never expected. We’re told, “An angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right 
side of the altar of incense” (Luke 1:11). This was certainly not what Zechariah expected! Naturally, “he was 
startled and overcome by fear” (Luke 1:12). But the unexpected was just beginning as he listened to what the 
angel said, “Your wife Elizabeth will bear a son for you, and you are to name him John” (Luke 1:13).  

Zechariah certainly did not expect to become a father at this stage in his life! But the news was even more 
unexpected as the angel described what Zechariah’s son, John, had been chosen by God to do. The angel told 
Zechariah, “He will go before [the Lord God] in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers 
to the children, to turn the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous, to prepare a people who are ready 
for the Lord” (Luke 1:17). John would go before the Lord and prepare a people who are ready for the Lord. That 
would be his mission.  

Not only was this something that Zechariah did not expect, but he had a hard time believing it. And when he 
doubted the message, he was given a 9-month reminder of what he had heard. The angel announced, “Now listen, 
you will be silent and unable to speak until the day when these things happen, because you did not believe 
my words, which will be fulfilled at the proper time” (Luke 1:20). 

So, picture Zechariah walking out of the Holy Place, wanting to tell everyone what has happened, but unable to 
speak. When he finally was able to communicate to his wife Elizabeth the message from the angel, probably by 
writing it down, I think it’s safe to say that this was not necessarily what she expected at this point in her life. And 
the unexpected just kept popping up in their lives. 

Six months after all this took place, their relative Mary, a young girl from up north in Nazareth knocks on their door. 
Elizabeth takes one look at Mary and is filled with joy and the Holy Spirit. She exclaims, “Blessed are you among 
women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb! But why am I so favored that the mother of my Lord should 
come to me?” (Luke 1:42,43).  

We heard about this last week, and to a certain degree, Elizabeth could relate to Mary in a way no one else could. 
Both Mary and Elizabeth shared unexpected and miraculous pregnancies. However, Elizabeth recognized that 
Mary’s pregnancy was far greater. Mary was a virgin, her child conceived by the Holy Spirit, a child who was the 
Lord God and Savior of the world. 

Mary spent the next three months living with Zechariah and Elizabeth. You can only imagine the conversations that 
these two women must have had with one another especially considering that Zechariah couldn’t talk. Talking 
about what their sons were going to do and be. Well, news traveled quickly concerning Elizabeth’s pregnancy. After 
she gave birth, we’re told, “Her neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown her great mercy, and 
they were rejoicing with her” (Luke 1:58). Everyone was happy to see Zechariah and Elizabeth receive this 
unexpected blessing. 

Finally, the time came to give birth to her son. Once again, the unexpected surrounds his birth. When he was eight 
days old, it came time to name the baby, and everyone expected that he would be named after his father 
Zechariah. But Elizabeth made it clear, “He will be called John” (Luke 1:60). When they questioned her choice of 
names, Zechariah confirmed his wife’s choice of names as he wrote down, “His name is John” (Luke 1:63). As 
unexpected as his birth, so was his name. John means “Yahweh is gracious.” The Lord is gracious. 

Immediately, Zechariah is able to speak and what does he say? “Blessed is the Lord, the God of Israel” (Luke 
1:68). The Lord is gracious. God had kept his promise. For centuries, the people longed for the fulfillment of 
God’s promise to send a Savior. Zechariah knew that Jesus was the promised Messiah. Salvation had finally come. 
God’s covenant that he made with Abraham was now finally fulfilled. Jesus was coming. The very first words that 
Zechariah spoke after he was silent for 9 months was the good news that God kept his promise. “Blessed is the 
Lord, the God of Israel!” 

But Zechariah also knew something was special about his own son, John. I imagine Zechariah holding John in his 
arms and saying, “And you, child, will be called a prophet of the Most High, because you will go before the 
Lord to prepare his ways, to give his people the knowledge of salvation by the forgiveness of their sins, 
because of God’s tender mercies, by which the Rising Sun from on high will visit us, to shine on those who 
sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace” (Luke 1:76-79). 

It’s no wonder we have all these unexpected and unique things surrounding John! He was sent by God on a special 
mission – to prepare the way for the arrival of the Giver of forgiveness, the Light of salvation, the Path of 
peace. 



And in two weeks we will once again celebrate the arrival of God’s Son Jesus entering human history for the 
salvation of the world. And you know what to expect. You’ve heard it again and again each year. We’ll sing many of 
the same traditional Christmas songs and hear many of the same Bible readings. There will be parties and family 
gatherings, gifts given and received. But I pray that you see the unexpected. For it is so marvelous. Hear the Bible 
song of Zechariah.  

This is the “the Most High” God who comes to us. This is not some stunt double or understudy. This is God 
himself. He comes to do the unexpected. Oh, you might expect the Most High God to want to keep his distance. 
Why would he want to be part of this sinful world? A world that often robs him of his glory by failing even to 
acknowledge him as their Creator; people who complain about not having enough and then complain about not 
having enough space for all stuff God gives. You might expect God to dust off his hands and keep his distance.  

But instead, God does the unexpected. He shows us mercy. He comes to be the perfect sacrifice for sins that every 
Old Testament sacrifice pointed ahead to. He offered his life and poured out his blood at the cross for our sins, to 
win forgiveness, to give us peace. He breaks through that darkness that by nature we live in, uncertain of our 
standing before God and unsure of what awaits us after this life. Jesus is that light that shows us the path of 
peace assuring us that we are right with God, fully forgiven of our sins for Jesus’ sake. Jesus shows that the 
door to heaven has been opened wide for all those who trust in Christ for heaven’s home. This is better than 
anything we could have expected! This is what “the Most High” God has done for us through the person who first 
arrived on Christmas. 

It’s no wonder why John’s birth was surrounded by the unexpected – he was a man on an important mission – to 
prepare the world for the arrival of the most important person this world had ever seen – the Lord Jesus. “Blessed 
is the Lord, the God of Israel.” He has done the unexpected. He kept his promise, and now he prepares your 
heart for the arrival of the Most High God. Amen. 

 


