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I’ve had this dream of getting together before Christmas with the people my age and older, and just a little 
younger to sing the carols we love and generally get into the Christmas spirit. So far, I’ve approached a 
pianist who won’t be here and a pianist who will and Karene who’s good at doing these things. But I haven’t 
approached you. If there are 20 people who say to me after church – yes, I’d like to be part of this then 
please tell me and we’ll do it. BUT YOU MUST TELL ME! Probably Thursday afternoon the 20th. 
 
Yesterday I rather grudgingly went to the Otago-Southland Association AGM. As is often the case when my 
attitude isn’t quite on song, I really enjoyed it. Oh, there was lots to be sad about, but there were also 
things to be glad about and the spirit of the meeting was positive. 80% of the 15 churches and 
congregations were represented – no guesses for who wasn’t there, and surprisingly, the host church 
wasn’t represented.  
 
Robert Reynolds has done a sterling job as treasurer for many years and although he stepped down last 
year, he has continued to be the acting treasurer. Measures have been taken to finally relieve him of this 
task for which he will be very grateful. Financially the Association is in very good heart. The Mosgiel church 
plant isn’t going to happen as planned and if we learn the lessons from this year, it will be done differently 
in the future. 5 of the churches are struggling but there are interesting possibilities in other places. If you 
want to know more, which I’m sure many do, talk to me later. 
 
Did you know costs an arm and a leg to park near the university. Because of this Trudy drops me off most 
days for the paper I’m taking – she does it quite gently might I add. As we were driving to Monday 
morning’s lecture, I was thinking back to Murray’s very good message about Zechariah and Elizabeth – 
especially their differing reactions to the same news. 
 
It seemed to me that the difference between Zechariah and Elizabeth was:  
 
Zechariah said ‘How!’  
Elizabeth said ‘Wow!’ 
 
Same information; totally different response 
 
Well, the angel’s prophecy came true – we pick up the story at Luke 1:57. It must have been difficult for 
Elizabeth to share fully what was happening to her and to them because Zechariah wasn’t on speaking or I 
suspect listening terms with her, or anybody for that matter.  
 
I’m reading from the Message - it’s quite a long narrative section: 
 
Luke 1:57-80:   
 
When Elizabeth was full-term in her pregnancy, she bore a son; her neighbours and relatives, seeing that 
God had overwhelmed her with mercy, celebrated with her. 
 
On the eighth day, they came to circumcise the child and were calling him Zechariah after his father. But 
his mother intervened: ‘No. He is to be called John.’ 
 
 ‘But,’ they said, ‘no one in your family is named that.’ They used sign language to ask Zechariah what he 
wanted him named. 
 
Asking for a tablet, Zechariah wrote, ‘His name is to be John.’ That took everyone by surprise. Surprise 
followed surprise—Zechariah’s mouth was now open, his tongue loose, and he was talking, praising God! 
 



A deep, reverential fear settled over the neighbourhood, and in all that Judean hill country people talked 
about nothing else. Everyone who heard about it took it to heart, wondering, ‘What will become of this 
child? Clearly, God has his hand in this.’ 
 
Gabriel was right on the button – and look at the effect of John’s birth: 
 

 Celebration in the community – remember, well some of you won’t, when Stephen and Robyn and 
Evan and Rachel welcome Sharita and Emily into their families. That kind of joy.  

 Got the name sorted. It was obviously a tradition that with the likelihood of this being an only child 
he would naturally be named after his father. In signing Zechariah (must have been deaf as well as 
unable to speak) to which he responded in writing ‘his name is to be John.’ Zechariah can speak – 
naturally, maybe, he praises God. Why John? – can mean God is good, can mean God is gracious. 
 

 Reverential fear 

 Everybody talking – what will become of this child? 

 And I love Peterson’s paraphrase - Clearly, God has his hand in this 
 
At some point in the proceedings, not clear where, Zechariah is deeply moved by the Holy Spirit and speaks 
out in two separate parts: 
 
Prophecy Part I:  
 
Then Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied, 
 
Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel; 
    he came and set his people free. 
He set the power of salvation in the centre of our lives, 
    and in the very house of David his servant, 
Just as he promised long ago 
    through the preaching of his holy prophets: 
Deliverance from our enemies 
    and every hateful hand; 
Mercy to our fathers, 
    as he remembers to do what he said he’d do, 
What he swore to our father Abraham— 
    a clean rescue from the enemy camp, 
So we can worship him without a care in the world, 
    made holy before him as long as we live. 
 
Themes: 
 
God has been and God is at work – he will set his people free. As he promised through the prophets he’s 
working deliverance 
God is merciful 
God remembers 
To the end that his people may worship him and be shaped by him 
 
 
And you, my child, ‘Prophet of the Highest,’ 
    will go ahead of the Master to prepare his ways, 
Present the offer of salvation to his people, 
    the forgiveness of their sins. 
Through the heartfelt mercies of our God, 
    God’s Sunrise will break in upon us, 



Shining on those in the darkness, 
    those sitting in the shadow of death, 
Then showing us the way, one foot at a time, 
    down the path of peace. 
 
Themes: 
 
John will prepare the way of the Lord, the Master who will speak of salvation, forgiveness and mercy 
It will be like the sun rising on the darkness of death 
And the Master will show the way of peace. 
 
In a way it’s a summary of Jesus’ life and work – through Jesus people will know what God is like, they will 
experience his forgiveness, they will receive mercy and learn to live in the way of Jesus. Then this lovely 
summary: 
 
80 The child grew up, healthy and spirited. He lived out in the desert until the day he made his prophetic 
debut in Israel. 
 
We mostly think of John being an austere, wild kind of man who dressed strangely and ate even stranger 
food; but for the season in his life when Zechariah and Elizabeth had him in their home, they must have 
delighted in him – healthy and spirited catches it so well. 
 
And before they knew it, he was off, living out the ‘what’s next’ in his life. Wasn’t he Andrew? 
 
[Introduction – Continues from Roly] 
 
What next indeed.  
John was a man raised in a priestly family, born into the priestly tribe of Levi - set apart to serve God;  
He was a miracle child: an only child; born to a couple who were very old; a child who had powerful words 
of prophecy spoken over him; and a child who’s very life had been foretold by an angelic messenger from 
God.  
What expectations must have been on him! Here was a man who was going to accomplish great things! 
 
Well, yes, but what came next probably looked nothing like what anyone expected. 
 
Now, John came from a priestly family that was strong on tradition; we heard this earlier in the whole 
drama around naming him. And He was born into the tribe of Levi, so he was expected to be raised as a 
priest or at least in some form of priestly role around the temple of God. In short, his destiny had been set 
by his birth.  
 
With a prophetic calling over his life it would have been natural for everyone, his parents included, to 
expect that their miracle child, their long awaited son, that he would pick up his father’s mantle, and 
continue in the family business. 
 
Isn’t it funny how God how works outside our expectations.  
 
John certainly was healthy and spirited! 
 
He was so healthy that he went organic; eating locusts and wild honey and wearing only the latest in 
camel’s hair, truly grass roots and au-natural, with only the addition of a leather belt to hold it all together. 
[Matthew 3:4] 
 



And John was so spirited that he left the conveniences and comforts of society and moved out into the 
wilderness of Judea. He took on the life of a homeless person, a wanderer of the untamed outdoors, he was 
unshackled to “the man” and free to be as much of a hipster as he liked.  
And this is who he was. This child who had powerful words of destiny spoken over him, whose birth had 
been told of by and angel, and who was born into the right family to serve as a priest at God’s temple, was 
now, a bum.  - An unemployed desert wanderer whose diet and appearance,  would give anyone who met 
him nothing other than the impression that he, was a bit odd. 
 
But then something happened.  
In Luke 3:1-2 we read that: 
“1 In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar—when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, Herod 
tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and Traconitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene— 2 
during the high-priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the 
wilderness.” 
 
The word of God came to John in the wilderness.  
This was such a powerful and important event that we see this time marked very specifically, in the same 
way that the movement of prophets and kings were recorded in the Old Testament. The names of the 
rulers and powers were recorded to say that, at this time, something important was happening. And it was.  
 
For 400 years there had been a lull in prophetic activity. This is what records suggest. 
While God had not stopped giving His word to people, since the days of Malachi, prophets like those of 
days long past were nowhere to be found. Men like Jonah, Isaiah and Ezekiel, and women like Miriam, 
Deborah and Huldah.  
These were prophets, servants of the living God who brought His Word as it came to them by the Spirit, to 
his people. And so it was with John. 
 
There’s a thing about prophets though. When we search through the Bible we find that the Word of God 
comes to His prophets when God has something to say about how He loves us. It may be that he is doing 
something wonderful, or it may be to warn that His people are slipping further and further away from Him. 
 
At these times prophets were there to confront and direct God’s people. Prophets would speak of God’s 
great love for them, to correct them when they were sinning or walking away from Him. They would warn 
God’s people when they were heading down a path that would ultimately lead to complete separation 
from Him. 
 
And now the Word of God came to John in the wilderness. 
 
God’s people weren’t listening for His voice as they once had.  
God’s people weren’t following Him in obedient love as they once had. 
By and large the priests, the scribes and the teachers of the law had been caught up in the trappings of 
status and legalism, and had failed to keep Israel on the right path.  
 
So God sent His prophet, John, to speak into all of this. God had a plan. One bigger than just them One 
encompassing all of humanity. In one name: Jesus. And John would go ahead to prepare the way for Him. 
 
3 [And So John] went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins. [Fulfilling those words of prophecy:] 4 As it is written in the book of the words of Isaiah 
the prophet: [John was] “A voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make 
straight paths for him. 5 Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. The crooked roads 
shall become straight, the rough ways smooth. 6 And all people will see God’s salvation.’” 
 
In Luke 3:10-14 we read that to those with much he said, share what you have, with those who have none. 
Warm and clothe the cold. Feed the hungry. Give to the poor. 



And to tax collectors and soldiers, to people in positions of power, he said don’t use your position to take 
advantage of others. Treat one another with the respect that you also desire. 
 
I wonder if this sounds familiar. 
John prepared the hearts of God’s people for the gospel, for Jesus arrival. And Scripture says that crowds 
and crowds came to see him. 
 
I wonder if we could just pause and take a moment to appreciate all of this. 
Here is this guy, very likely the ridicule of the religious community; a humble, jobless, homeless, wilderness 
wandering, locust eater who seems to think that camel hair makes for good fashion.  
And God chooses him to prepare His people for Jesus. 
How completely outside of our expectations is that?  
But the thing is, throughout the Bible we see examples of God using the over looked, the weak, or different 
to serve him in ways that others cannot.  
 
It just goes to testify that we do not need to be in prominent position in society to be effective in our walk 
as Christians. We don’t need a well-paying job, societies respect or to “fit in” for our testimony of who God 
is and what He has done to be effective.  
Whoever we are, God can use us. God uses the lowly and humble of spirit. The overlooked, the broken, the 
outsider. His strength is perfect in our weakness. 
 
Like John we too are called to be voices calling out in the wilderness of our world.  
In our homes, our communities, the circles we live in. We too are called to faithfully share our love for Him 
and the truth of what He has done in Jesus with anyone who will listen.  
We don’t have to measure up to the world’s expectations so long as we are faithfully serving and following 
God. 
 
I’m sure the loving expectations John’s parents had for him came about in a way they didn’t expect.  
But God often turns our expectations on their head. 
 
Perhaps this is no more true than when Jesus, He through whom all people would see God’s salvation - the 
saviour of the world, of all creation and eternity,  
was born to a virgin girl in a stable that stunk of mature. But that’s a story for the weeks to come. 
 
[Closing prayer] 
 


