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We will be in Luke Chapter 1 this morning.  Will you please join me there? 

 

Last week we began our study of the Gospel of Luke.  As you will recall if you were 

here, Luke began by insisting that what he wrote was true and trustworthy.  If you read it 

and receive it, you are going to be given certainty about Christ and who He is and what 

He said and what He did for the good of sinners just like us. 

 

That is how Luke began in his prologue, but the introduction is not over.  We have 

something like eighty-two more verses until we get to observe Christ being born and 

placed in the manger.  So, we are still looking at the introductory material of this book. 

 

This morning we open to the first piece of history related to Jesus recorded for us in the 

Gospel of Luke.  Here we receive the story of John the Baptist, who came to prepare the 

way for the Messiah who was coming into the world.  More specifically, what we have 

here is the story of the parents of John the Baptist, Zechariah and Elizabeth.  Their story 

shows us how God breaks into desolate conditions to restore life and joy and salvation, 

and to bring His grace to humble-hearted people who look to Him in faith.  

 

If you are here this morning and you know what it is like to be in a dry place spiritually, 

maybe you have visited the barren places that we sang about earlier in our service.  

Maybe to you it seems like the Lord is taking away more than He is giving.  Maybe you 

have been in a place in life where you are wondering if God is hearing your prayers.  You 

may be wondering if God is paying attention to the struggles of your heart.   

 

If you have ever been in a place like that, I think that you are going to be encouraged by 

what you read in this account that is laid out before us today.  Either way, this is 

something that you need to tune into, because this is how this writer, carried by the Spirit, 

began the story about the saving grace of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

It begins with an encounter in the Jerusalem Temple.  My desire this morning is to walk 

through the story and, hopefully, we can place ourselves there as well.  We will read 

through the story and try to put ourselves there, knowing that the same God who was at 

work then is at work here and now desiring to help us to grow and to become more and 

more like the Jesus that we have come to worship here today. 

 

Let’s get into this story beginning in Luke Chapter 1 and Verse 5: 

 

“An Encounter in the Temple” 
 Luke 1:5-25 

 November 19, 2017 
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5
In the days of Herod, king of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, of 

the division of Abijah.  And he had a wife from the daughters of Aaron, and 

her name was Elizabeth.  
6
And they were both righteous before God, walking 

blamelessly in all the commandments and statues of the Lord.  
7
But they had 

no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were advanced in years. 

 

As we enter in to the storyline of the Gospel of Luke, understand that it was a time of 

barrenness that we read about.  That barrenness occurred at numerous levels.   

 

First, by the details here, we can understand that it was barren at the societal level.  Who 

was the king of Israel?  Herod!  Herod was king.  He was an Edomite by descent.  The 

Romans had conquered Israel and given the throne to this foreign man who lusted after 

power and wealth.  He was a violent man.   

 

To maintain his own position of power, he was even willing to murder family members. 

One historian said that it was better to be a pig in Herod’s barn than a son in Herod’s 

house.  He killed three of his sons and one of his wives because he felt they were a threat 

to him.   Herod was taxing the people of Israel, draining them of their resources to 

finance his opulent building projects and his luxurious palaces.   

 

So, it was not a good guy who was installed as king in Israel.  The people would have 

been discouraged at the political leadership of their nation.  I wonder if any of you know 

what it is like to look at the political leaders of the day and maybe respond with SMH— 

shaking my head.  You groan at the things that are going on in the wonderful world of 

politics. 

 

There was barrenness at the societal level.  Secondly, there was also barrenness at the 

spiritual level.  What we read here took place at the end of the so-called Four Hundred 

Years of Prophetic Silence.  The last prophet to receive a word from the Lord was 

Malachi with his promise of the great Elijah who would come and prepare the way for the 

Lord. 

 

There was this godly remnant in Israel to be sure, but, in addition to those centuries of 

prophetic silence, there was also corrupt leaders that were infesting the spiritual life of 

Israel in that day.  There were basically two options:  The Sadducees and the Pharisees.  

The Sadducees were the wealthy men and the theological liberals who were in charge of 

the Temple. 

 

On the other side, there was the self-righteous Pharisees asserting their manmade rules 

and traditions, basically putting them on the same level as the Law of the Lord.  They put 

burdens on the backs of the people.   

 

In the midst of all this, Israel was not hearing from those men mightily filled with the 

power of the Holy Spirit to step up with authority and a true word from God to challenge 

the things that were taking place.  Yes, there were faithful ones in Israel.  The word was 
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still going forth, but there had not been that mighty prophetic voice that they read about 

in their nation’s history. 

 

There was barrenness at the societal level.  There was barrenness at the spiritual level as 

far as the big picture in Israel went.  Third, there was also barrenness experienced at the 

personal level.  Here in Luke we are given the story of one couple by the name of 

Zechariah and Elizabeth.   

 

Theirs would have been a story that did not quit add up.  It did not compute for the First 

Century Jew of the that day, because we read that both Zechariah and Elizabeth came 

from very godly families.  He was a priest.  She came from the priestly lineage of Aaron.  

We also read that they were righteous before God.  Our text states just that,  

 
6
…walking blamelessly in all the commandments and statues of the Lord. 

 

This does not mean that they were sinless and perfect, because the testimony of Scripture 

is true from the book of Romans— all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.  

That is true for every human individual, present, future and past.  But just like their father 

Abraham before them, they believed the Lord.  They had faith in the Lord, and that faith 

was counted to them as righteousness.  That is Old Testament Scripture. 

 

The sincerity and genuineness of that faith was evident in the way that they were living.  

They were righteous in the sight of God.  They were blameless in the sight of their fellow 

human beings.  What Luke is telling us is that they were the genuine article.  They were 

the real deal.  These were people who knew the Lord, walked with the Lord, feared the 

Lord, and took His Word seriously.  This couple seemed like an amazing couple who 

walked in the ways of God. 

 

Then we find that Verse 7 begins with the word but.   

 
7
But they had no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were 

advanced in years. 
 

This did not connect logically for the thinking of the devout First Century Jew.  They 

were under the Mosaic Covenant.  One of the promises of the Mosaic Covenant was that 

faithfulness issued forth in fruitfulness and even fertility.  You can read about that in the 

pages of the Old Testament.  It was not necessarily the Law, but it was the pattern that 

was seen.   

 

From what everybody could tell, this couple was wonderful.  Zechariah was serving as a 

priest.  He was qualified, but there was no child even though they were advanced in 

years.  They were beyond child rearing age, so people wondered what was happening.  If 

this was a strain in anybody’s mind, it would have been for Elizabeth and Zechariah 

themselves 
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You could hear them praying to the Lord that they would be able to conceive, especially 

in that day when children meant security in old age.  They perhaps prayed to the Lord 

like this, “We are seeking to walk in Your ways.  We believe You.  We trust You, but is 

there anything we are missing?” 

 

They were strained.  They were questioning why that was happening to them.  That was 

their mindset.  They were prayerful about it, and calling out to God about it.  Yet, we find 

them with much white hair.  But, praise God, there they were serving the Lord, walking 

by faith, knowing God even though there was most certainly an element of 

disappointment in their hearts. 

 

But God had plans for this couple.  God does not always answer prayers how we would 

expect.  So, now we continue, and we see that God was going to be moving in their lives.  

We look at what it says going into Verse 8: 

 
8
Now while he was serving as priest before God when his division was on 

duty, 
9
according to the custom of the priesthood, he was chosen by lot to 

enter the temple of the Lord and burn incense.  
10

And the whole multitude of 

the people were praying outside at the hour of incense.   

 

In the pages of Scripture, incense is given as a picture of the prayers of God’s people.  

Just think about the sight of incense.  When incense is burned, it rises up and it drifts 

upward.  That is a picture of how the prayers of God’s people rise up into Heaven, into 

the very Throne Room of God.  There is a picture of prayer through the burning of 

incense. 

 

Then think of the smell of it as well.  When incense is burned, it changes the atmosphere 

of a room for the better.  Likewise, when you go into a gathering of Spirit-filled prayer, 

you know that you are in the presence of something special.  When the Spirit moves from 

the depth of the hearts of the people of God calling upon the Name of the Lord, it is a 

special place to be. 

 

Incense symbolizes prayer.  It is an amazing thing that we read here in the New 

Testament day that the prayers of God’s people are present in Heaven as bowls of 

burning incense.  God receives them.  The room that He is in is affected by them.  That is 

awesome!  So, there in the First Century world in the Temple of Jerusalem, that sacred 

and holy spot, we see that Zechariah was the one who was called to go into the Temple.   

 

There at the Jerusalem Temple, two sacrifices for sin were offered each and every day.  

One lamb was offered in the morning, the second was offered at twilight.  Meanwhile, 

within the Holy Place in the Temple, incense was kept burning perpetually just in front of 

the veil that separated the Holy Place from the Most Holy Place, the Holy of Holies 

where the Ark of the Covenant would be. 

 

The priests kept incense burning.  Every morning and every evening corresponding to the 

sacrifice a single priest would be given the privilege of entering in and offering the 
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incense right next to that veil.  That was the veil that was right on the other side of the 

Holy of Holies, the inner sanctum where the presence of God would have been so thick 

and powerful.  You have to believe that whoever went into that place was feeling it with 

fear and trembling in their own heart.  They did this while all the godly ones were 

gathered outside prayerfully supporting what was happening inside. 

 

Now, it is estimated that there were tens of thousands of priests in First Century Israel.  I 

read that estimates were on the lower end at fourteen thousand priests; on the upper end 

there were eighty thousand priests.  Wherever it falls in that spectrum, that is a whole lot 

of priests. 

 

Priests were grouped into twenty-four divisions.  Each division was called to serve two 

weeks out of the year.  They would get a summons, kind of like a jury summons.  Yet, 

this was a summons where it was received in the mail with joy, because they had the 

privilege of going to that sacred spot.  

 

Of all those men, only a select few would ever have the privilege of burning incense even 

once in their lives.  None of the priests were permitted to do it twice.  It was a once in a 

lifetime opportunity to burn the incense before the Lord in His Temple.  Here we have 

Zechariah.  The lot fell upon him.  He was the one who was chosen to go in.  He would 

have no doubt viewed this as the most supreme moment of his priestly service.  He was 

the one selected by lot to go in. 

 

Who was here for our study of Esther, along with its discussion of lots being cast?  We 

connected our study of the lots with the Proverb that says, every casting of the lot is of the 

Lord.  It was God sending Zechariah into the Temple, because He had a message for him.  

This was divine providence.   

 

Things were going to start turning around for Zechariah and Elizabeth as we move 

forward in this story.  Now the encounter in the Temple comes.  Verse 11: 

 
11

And there appeared to him an angel of the Lord standing on the right side 

of the altar of incense.  
12

And Zechariah was troubled when he saw him, and 

fear fell upon him.  
13

But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, 

for your prayer has been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, 

and you shall call his name John.  
14

And you will have joy and gladness, and 

many will rejoice at his birth, 
15

for he will be great before the Lord.  And he 

must not drink wine or strong drink, and he will be filled with the Holy 

Spirit, even from his mother’s womb.  
16

And he will turn many of the 

children of Israel to the Lord their God, 
17

and he will go before him in the 

spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, 

and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a 

people prepared.” 

 

So, we have the birth of John the Baptist foretold.  For us to really understand what was 

happening here, we must view it at two levels.  We must look at this from the angle of its 
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Christological glory.  Luke’s primary purpose was how this relates to Christ the Messiah, 

soon to come.  We also must look at it at from the angle of the human drama of this 

whole story.   

 

As far as the Christology of it goes, the significance of John in relation to the story of 

Jesus the Messiah is so rich, and I love how John’s purpose is summed up in the five 

words that begin Verse 17, speaking of John it says, 

 
17

… he will go before him 
 

I love that phrase.  He refers to John the Baptist, the forerunner to the Messiah.  He will 

go before Him.  It is kind of cryptic, but that is the first specific reference to Christ, the 

Second Person of the Trinity we find in the Gospel of Luke. 

 

He is going to go before him.  Zechariah’s son was going to prepare the way for the 

Messiah.  In the context of all the dryness that had been experienced through the land of 

Israel at that time, how refreshing it is to read this language of one who would be filled 

with the Holy Spirit.  John’s life would be like a fount as he went out into the wilderness 

and preached and called people to repentance.  He would call people to turn to the Lord 

and be ready for the coming of the Messiah.   

 

Occasionally back in the Old Testament there would be some who were filled with the 

power of the Holy Spirit for a period of time.  It had been a long time since they had seen 

that.  Now here was the power of the Holy Spirit coming again, and when the Holy Spirit 

fills up a life it does not always look like what you might expect it to look like.  John was 

going to come with his dreadlocks, munching on locust, and eating them with honey.   

 

The essence of the Spirit’s ministry through John was to preach to the people that 

holiness is important, that there needed to be humble hearts of repentance, that they 

needed to get aligned with the truth and will of God, and that they needed to see their 

need for Him.  That is what John would come do.  He would do this, preparing the way 

for the visitation of the Messiah, the coming of the Lord, the Second Person of the 

Trinity.   

 

In keeping with what is written at the end of Malachi, John would come and turn the 

hearts of the fathers to their children.  To my brothers in the Lord, the holidays are 

coming.  There will be Christmas trees.  Get your kids good gifts.  Gifts are good.  But 

dads, listen to me, what they need is you.  You!  May your heart be turned to your sons 

and daughters to cover them in the grace and in the truth of Jesus Christ to the best extent 

of your ability.  Be a blessing to your children.  Give them the fullness of your attention. 

 

There is language in Luke about what John would come to do.  He was calling people 

broadly to turn their hearts to the Lord.  We also need to turn our hearts to the ways of the 

Lord.  That word turn is used twice.  I think it even has ripple effects beyond those two 

uses.  We need to have and ask God for hearts that are attuned with His will.  That is 

what the ministry of a Spirit-filled man like John would come to accomplish. 
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First, we see this from the angle of its Christological glory.  The coming of the Christ was 

one to be prepared for.  I love how the Apostle Paul stated his purpose working with the 

churches as one who he desired to prepare the churches as a virgin that was chaste in 

view of the Second Coming of Christ.   

 

We need to be a people prepared for the coming of the Lord.  What do you want to be 

doing when Jesus comes back, brothers and sisters?  He is going to come suddenly.  

Peter’s encouragement to you is to be found without spot or blemish when He comes 

back.   

 

Thank God for the cleansing of the blood of Jesus Christ, but at a practical level, how are 

you organizing your life?  Is there any likelihood that when Jesus comes back, He might 

find you doing something you don’t want to be found doing when the King of glory 

comes?  Live in holiness, and therein find your fullness and your joy.  May the Spirit lead 

you and guide you as to where you might need to turn in certain areas of your life to be 

aligned with Jesus and His will for you. 

 

There is the element of Christological glory, but not only that, there is the element of 

human drama here in this text.  If you are like me, you have to chuckle at Verse 13: 

 
13

But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer 

has been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son 
 

What!  Remember they are now advanced in years.  The King James Version states that 

they were stricken with years.  Have any of you lived long enough to say yes, the years 

have taken their toll on me?  There was lots of gray hair in the home of Zechariah and 

Elizabeth.  They had to be at least well into their 50s, if not into their 60s at this point. 

 

This was a prayer that they would have been praying with much fervency in their 20s, 

and in their 30s and into their 40s, then it probably started to taper off a bit.  That is my 

speculation.  Certain things happen biologically.  That timeframe where you can have 

children comes and it goes.  Zechariah and Elizabeth were beyond those years. 

 

So, we would imagine that it would have been many, many years since Zechariah had 

lifted up this prayer for a son or a daughter.  Then here came Gabriel saying,  

 
13

… “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard 
 

It was time for them to have a baby.  It was time for them to have a crib.  It was time for 

them to get ready for it all.   

 

As we move forward in the story, it seems that the great and rich significance of 

everything that Gabriel said about this child is momentarily set aside in the mind of 

Zechariah who then had something that did not compute in relation to them bearing 

children.   
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As we continue, we see Zechariah in Verse 18: 

 
18

And Zechariah said to the angel, “How shall I know this?  For I am an old 

man, and my wife is advanced in years.”  
19

And the angel answered him, “I 

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

and to bring you this good news.  
20

And behold, you will be silent and unable 

to speak until the day that these things take place, because you did not 

believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their time.” 

 

It seems there was a strong element of disbelief in Zechariah, and even and element of 

something that approached scorn. Zechariah might have said:  I’m old.  She is advanced.  

How is this going to become our experience?  How shall I know this?  How is this going 

to happen? 

 

The jest of what Gabriel said may have been something like this: If you want a sign, I am 

your sign.  Here I am!  I’m Gabriel.  I stand in the presence of God.  I have been sent to 

you.  What other sign to you need?  But since you need a sign, here is it is:  No more 

talking for you until this baby comes.  That will be your sign.  Think about it, Zechariah. 

 

Zechariah had a sign, but it did not register for him, so he got another sign, and that sign 

was his silence.  It seems that he became a little bit loose with his communication, so this 

was a measure of discipline from the Lord to help him become a little more measured in 

what he said and how he said things.  There had to have been some chippie attitude here. 

 

In addition, understand that this was a form of divine discipline, and it was for the good 

of Zechariah.  Jesus said that those whom I love, I rebuke, and I discipline.  I think that 

this measure of chastisement that was put upon this man was indicative of the big plans 

that the Lord had for Zechariah.  Zechariah was going to be a daddy, and he would have a 

very significant child in relation to the plan of the Lord.  By the way, the Lord uses all 

our lives in Christ to impact eternity.  There is significance for each and every one of us.   

 

But there would be this element of prominence to this child.  He would be a huge figure.  

John the Baptist would need to be one who responded to the Lord with immediate radical 

obedience.  It seems to me that the Lord intended to give young John the Baptist an 

example in such obedience in his father Zechariah.  After this measure of discipline, I 

don’t think that Zechariah was going to question the Word of the Lord anymore in this 

kind of way. 

 

Zechariah was going to be a man who said that he understood and got the point.  And you 

can perceive how his confidence in the Word of the Lord must have grown.  He was 

already a godly man, then this happened, and it would seem to me that God wanted 

young John to have a powerful example in his father.   

 

If you are somebody who desires to be used of the Lord in very significant ways, 

understand the Lord does bring discipline into the lives of His sons and daughters to help 
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them grow.  I pray that we would all receive that and understand that God does things for 

our good to help us to mature in the ways of the Lord.  This happened with Zechariah.   

 

Getting back into the flow of the story, Zechariah was supposed to be in the Temple 

momentarily.  However, several moments passed, and that was a long time for him to be 

in the Temple. 

 

I have a surfing illustration to help us understand this.  The ultimate experience in surfing 

is getting barreled.  In other words, having a tube ride.  It is like totally tubular!  Getting 

barreled is when you are in a wave that hollows out.  You paddle and drop down the face 

of the wave, and suddenly you are inside the wave.  That happens for five seconds, and it 

is astounding.  Now if somebody were in the barrel of a wave for sixty seconds, it would 

be mind-blowing.   

 

These priests went into the Temple of the Lord.  They were to go in with their coals and 

incense, make sure that the fragrance and the smoke was rising, and give a quick word of 

blessing.  They were in and out in ten seconds.  Even if Zechariah was in the Temple for 

sixty to a hundred and twenty seconds, it would have been a long time. 

 

So, the people were wondering what was happening in the Temple.  They must have 

wondered if Zechariah was okay, or stricken by the presence of the Lord.  They probably 

wondered if he was going to come out.  Then in Verse 21, we see that he came out: 

 
21

And the people were waiting for Zechariah, and they were wondering at his 

delay in the temple.  
22

And when he came out, he was unable to speak to 

them, and they realized that he had seen a vision in the temple.  And he kept 

making signs to them and remained mute. 

 

He could not talk.  Zechariah was supposed to come out, and in tradition, offer the 

Aaronic blessing— May His face shine upon you— he was supposed to bring those 

familiar words of blessing.  However, he was mute, so he came out trying to get 

everybody to understand him.  A First Century game of charades comes to mind, where 

Zechariah was doing whatever he could to try get the point across.  I don’t know if very 

many of them could quite understand the fullness of what had been revealed to 

Zechariah, but they knew that something very, very special happened.   

 

Elizabeth would soon know the reality of what happened in that Temple.  Verse 23: 

 
23

And when his time of service was ended, he went to his home. 
24

After these 

days his wife Elizabeth conceived, and for five months she kept herself 

hidden, saying, 
25

”Thus the Lord has done for me in the days when he looked 

on me, to take away my reproach among people.”   

 

In that First Century setting, Elizabeth would have felt reproach.  We know that was a 

false reproach, a societal construct.  It is something that she should have never felt, but 

she did.  It was something that was very powerful upon her heart. 
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If we look at what I imagine was a nice and lovely home that they had up in the hill 

country of Judea, Elizabeth and Zechariah were both silent about this pregnancy that had 

occurred by a miracle from the Lord.  Zechariah was silent about it, because he had no 

other choice.  He was silent by divine chastisement. 

 

Elizabeth was silent about it out of wisdom and devotion.  She was probably thinking that 

it was going to be very hard for others to believe.  So, she didn’t say anything about it 

until it became evident to everybody else.  There was no unbelieving at that point because 

the baby would begin to kick, or make itself evident.  Somebody said that this might just 

be the ideal situation for Elizabeth in her time, because she had a very special baby in the 

womb, and she had a silent husband in the home! 

 

In all honesty, the silence of Zechariah would have been a trial, both for him and for 

Elizabeth, because let’s not forget that he was a godly man.  He was a loving man.  He 

was a man who had the grace of the Lord upon him.  He was a man counted righteous in 

God’s sight.  He was man walking blamelessly in the sight of the Lord.  Brothers, even 

those of us who are seeking the fullness of the Lord, sometimes we have our lapses of 

faith.  So it was with Zechariah. 

 

It was amazing how this couple kept going on serving the Lord faithfully, even in the 

midst of a crazy situation in life. 

 

As I bring this message to its conclusion, I want to go back to the heart of it in Verses 13, 

and see again what is there. 

 
13

But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer 

has been heard. 
 

It is so awesome that the words don’t be afraid broke the so-called four hundred years of 

prophetic silence.  What a word of grace.  I think a lot of the fear that Zechariah 

experienced had to do with the fact that there was a supernatural being right in front of 

him.  That was quite unexpected, but we fear so many things that we don’t need to fear.  

Do you remember what the number one commandment as far as frequency goes in the 

pages of Scripture is?  It is don’t be afraid.   

 

I reported the exact number of times do not fear, fear not or some variation of it appears 

in the Bible in my very first sermon in 2017.  Does anybody remember how many times 

it appears?  Yes, 366 times!  How many days are there in year?  365, and you got one for 

leap year.  Do not be afraid every day. 

 

Here is another one of them.  Verse 13 states that Zechariah’s prayer had been heard.  

This prayer did not get answered in any way that was expected.  They could not have 

seen this in their wildest dreams.  But what we need to hear from this is that our prayers 

have been heard.  Because God is wider than us, sometimes he does not grant our 
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requests as we ask for them.  Somebody wrote a song about praising God for unanswered 

prayers.   

 

What we can know is that our prayers have been heard.  They have risen up into the 

presence of the Lord who cares, who is concerned, who knows, who sympathizes, and 

who wants to bring His grace and His power into our lives that we could be like Elizabeth 

and Zechariah, walking in the ways of the Lord to the glory of His Name. 

 

This is how the story begins about Jesus in the Gospel of Luke.  By the way, John’s name 

means the Lord is gracious.  Praise God for His wonderful grace.  It is by grace that we 

are saved.  It is by grace we are sustained.  It is by the grace of God that in the end we are 

going to be brought into the majesty of Heaven with mighty shouts of joy.   

 

Let’s walk in the grace of the Lord this day and every day.  God is good, and He loves us.  

So, let’s give Him thanks for that as we close our time of study.   

 

Let’s pray. 

 


