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T H E  L O N G I N G  O F  A  C H I L D L E S S
P R I E S T  A N D  A  N A T I O N

Our English word  advent  comes from the Latin  adventus,  which means “coming.”
Practiced by Christians beginning in the fifth or sixth century in the weeks leading up to
Christmas Day, Advent was originally divided into two parts: two weeks focused on the
second coming of Christ, then two meditating on his first coming. Advent was always
intended to remind us that the king who left the radiantly beautiful, wonderfully
intimate, shockingly glorious community of the Trinity to save us was planning to come
back once again. He has come. And he is coming.

The coming of a self-sufficient, self-satisfied God to a broken world is a preposterous
thought. But as we will see, the way he chose to come was even more absurd. In these
four readings we will follow Luke, the doctor, as he chronicles the signs before Jesus’s
birth and the first few days of his life.

As we read in the first words of his gospel, Luke was not the first to write a history of
the life of Jesus. Many had taken the time to write down the eyewitness accounts of
those who were contemporaries of Jesus, and, at the time of their writing, those who
saw Jesus’s miracles and heard his teaching would have been alive to correct any false
accounts of the life and ministry of Jesus. Luke was just one of those writers, but a very
different type than most. What Luke wrote was inspired by the Holy Spirit for the
purpose of encouraging the faith not only of Theophilus but of people for generations to
come. Though some have suggested that Theophilus was a pseudonym for any “lover of
God” (the meaning of his name), it is probable that he was an actual person, and one of
some rank given the way Luke addresses him. Luke wrote so that Theophilus, and we,
might know with certainty and become fully acquainted with the life and teachings of
Jesus.

Luke begins the story of Jesus’s incarnation not with the baby or the baby’s mother or
even the angels who announced him. Instead, Luke, detail-oriented and precise, begins
by situating the coming of Jesus as a human into history, so that we might know he came 
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to an actual time, an actual place, and an actual group of people. Luke lists six historical
facts in verse 5 alone to help us zoom in on one family in first-century Palestine (which is
now divided up into Israel, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip). The story starts with
Zechariah, who was one in a long line of priests that stretched back hundreds of years,
all following the prescribed Old Testament laws for sacrifice. But Zechariah’s particular
moment of service was a privileged one. Once a year, on the Day of Atonement, one
priest would enter the Holy of Holies. Many priests would never even get the chance,
and this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for Zechariah to come as close to the God
of the universe as humanly possible. While all of the people waited outside, hoping the
priest’s sacrifice would be sufficient to make amends for their sins, Zechariah entered
the innermost part of the temple, where the ark of the covenant was stored and incense
burned, symbolizing the prayers of the people.

We’re told Zechariah had lived a blameless life for many years but that his wife was
barren. During this time in history the inability to have children was not only
heartbreaking but also brought shame upon a family. Some may have even assumed
barrenness was a punishment from God. Zechariah was surely praying for Israel while he
did his duty inside the temple, but he may have also been praying, without much hope at
this point, for God to grant him a child. Because his wife was advanced in years, the
chance of her conceiving at all would have been extremely low. It must have seemed
impossible to Zechariah that he would ever be a father. But our God works in
impossibilities.

This priest was not the only one waiting for God to intervene in a miraculous way. Israel
had not heard any word from the Lord for four hundred years. No prophets had spoken;
no declaration or even judgement came from him. Israel had been promised a Messiah
hundreds of years before and given a temple and sacrificial system that pointed in all of
its magnificent litany to the Savior who would rescue them. But no one had spoken for
God for many generations. It must have seemed as if Israel had been forgotten.

But our God does not forget. He only waits until his chosen time. In this quiet moment in
the temple, Zechariah’s entire life changed. With the scent of the incense filling his 
 nostrils in the darkness of the inner Holy Place, God came. In a flash of light, an angel
entered, terrifying the priest. And as God always does, he spoke directly to Zechariah’s
heart’s desire: Your prayer has been heard. Those prayers you were almost too hopeless
to pray anymore? I’ve heard all of them. And the child you long for? Not only will he be
born soon; he will have a privileged place in the story of Israel. God knew this old priest’s
heart, his love for Israel, his longing for a child. Zechariah’s name means “the Lord has
remembered.” He had remembered Zechariah and Elizabeth, and granted them a child in 
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their old age.

But the answer to the priest’s prayers would also be the answer to Israel’s prayers. The
silence of God had been broken. God would use Zechariah’s son to turn many Israelites
back to the Lord. The baby would be filled with the Holy Spirit, and he would be a part of
readying the nation of Israel to meet the Lord. God had not forgotten Israel; he was
preparing them to meet him face to face. Zechariah literally couldn’t believe the angel’s
words. He was standing before a radiant being in the holiest place on earth, but this
news was beyond his capacity to believe. The consequence? He would be mute until all
of these things happened.

The old priest was taking too long in the temple. The people began to wonder what was
going on. Finally he emerged, but not as the same man who had entered. As he motioned
to them with his hands, they realized something supernatural had happened inside.
Zechariah fulfilled his prescribed days of service and went home.

Imagine Zechariah trying to explain to Elizabeth exactly what he had seen and heard in
the temple. Of course she must have wanted to believe him, having longed for a child for
so many years. How must she have felt that first month when no blood came? And then
the next? Elizabeth had no doubts about who had answered her prayers. “The Lord has
done this for me,” she said. She would no longer be the humiliated woman who was
pitied by those around her. She would soon receive a son whom she hoped would be her
financial security and safety in her old age. But the baby who was growing in her womb
would be much more than that. This baby would be the beginning of the answer to the
prayers of thousands of priests over hundreds of years. The miracle baby Elizabeth was
celebrating was only a forerunner to the truly astounding surprise. God had come. And
God was coming.
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1. Luke starts the story of Jesus's birth with a childless priest. Zechariah and Elizabeth’s
inability to have children would have been a source of much shame for them at this time
in history. What does this say about God that he would change this part of their story in
this way? Where are you currently experiencing family shame? Where are you waiting
for God’s intervention?

2. Israel, Elizabeth, and Zechariah must have all felt forgotten by God during this season

of silence and suffering. After years of silence God burst on the scene ushering in the

birth of his Son through a man whose name means “the Lord has remembered.” What

does this say about God’s forgetfulness or lack thereof? How can this comfort you when

you feel forgotten by him?

3. We see God answer individual and corporate prayers of his people through the baby

in Elizabeth’s womb. What does this tell us about God’s care and use of details in our

stories for his glory?

H E A R T  R E F L E C T I O N  Q U E S T I O N S  
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P R E G N A N T  T O G E T H E R
R E A D  L U K E  1 : 2 6 - 5 6

Zechariah was still not talking. His doubt during his encounter with the angel in the
temple had left him mute, but now his elderly wife was miraculously pregnant.
Meanwhile, another baby was about to be announced. Again Luke gives us the
particulars of place and person, focusing on a young girl named Mary, probably a
teenager at this point. A pledge to be married in her time carried more weight than it
does for most of us now. Engagement usually lasted about one year and was binding--so
much so that if the man died before the wedding, the woman was considered a widow.

Mary’s first response to the angel was very similar to Zechariah’s--she was scared. But
notice how the angel greeted her: “You who are highly favored.” While this radiant
creature must have been intimidating, he announced God’s grace to her. This was not
something she had earned. It is the same “favor” referred to in Ephesians 1:6:  “to the
praise of his glorious grace, with which he has  blessed  [same Greek word as for “highly
favored”] us in the Beloved.” Any special status in the kingdom for Mary was given as a
gift by God himself. This teenager answered the angel with genuine curiosity, not the
disbelief of Zechariah. The explanation she received was incredible. She was going to
carry the Son of God. Not only that, her relative Elizabeth was just three months from
labor with a baby they thought was impossible.

These babies had been announced through prophesies hundreds of years before. Isaiah
11:1 describes Jesus as a “shoot from the stump of Jesse.” Jeremiah 23:5-6 promises a
righteous branch and a king for David. And 2 Samuel 7:12-13 predicts a son of David
who will reign on his throne forever. John was prophesied in Isaiah 40:3: “A voice cries:
‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD; make straight in the desert a highway
for our God.’” These babies had been part of the Lord’s plan for redemption long before
Zechariah or Mary heard the news of their birthdays. And once God has promised
something, he always follows through, no matter how big the promise. As the Berean
Study Bible translates verse 37, “For no word from God will ever fail.”

Mary, a powerless young girl in first-century Palestine, was the first to hear the specific
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timeline of God’s plan to come to earth and rescue us. Mary would have had very few
rights and very little voice in her world. She would not have been allowed to vote
anywhere, anytime. Because she was a woman, her testimony was not considered valid
in a court of law. Though everything we read about Joseph indicates he treated her well,
wives were considered property of their husbands and could be divorced for many silly
reasons such as burning dinner. Yet the God who formed every tiny wildflower on the
hills of Judea and counted the fish in the sea of Galilee chose to announce himself to
Mary, dignifying her with such an honorable, world-changing task. Her response was
what our response is to be no matter our calling from God: “Let it be to me according to
your word.”
 

How Mary’s thoughts must have raced during her journey to Elizabeth’s house. She
probably felt a mixture of fear, excitement, and joy. She may have wondered what
Elizabeth’s reaction to her would be. But God used her relative to confirm for Mary what
she had heard from the angel. Elizabeth’s baby, already filled with the Holy Spirit,
responded to the voice of Jesus’s mother, and Elizabeth could not contain her joy. She
not only affirmed the announcement of the baby to Mary; she acknowledged Mary’s
baby as her Lord. She blessed Mary for believing what the angel had told her. 

At the word of Elizabeth’s encouragement, Mary broke into praise. It’s as if she had been
holding all of these things in her heart, and when her relative affirmed what Mary knew
to be true, she could no longer contain her joy. Her song, known as the Magnificat
(meaning “enlarge,” from the Latin version of the first word she speaks), closely
resembles the song of Hannah, another woman who would be mother to a powerful man
in Israel, recorded in 1 Samuel 2. Notice that both Mary and Hannah refer to God’s
knowledge of the thoughts of the proud and arrogant. They speak of God bringing down
the powerful kings of the world and exalting humble people like themselves. They
mention the hungry being filled and the rich being hungry. Over and over they name
reversals, ways in which the normal order of things is being turned upside down. These
women did not have power in their own hands, but they prayed to a God who did. And
they recognized that their God was employing his power for their good, both personally
and for their nation. They knew of the promises God had made to their forefathers to be
Israel’s God and to bless his people. Mary knew that the baby in her womb was a part of
that promise, and that she was to be on the front lines of watching God fulfill his word.

Imagine the conversations these two women must have had during the three months
they lived together. Mary obviously knew the Scriptures, as her song so closely echoes
the words of Hannah. In a world where only men were treated as worthy citizens and 
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women were treated like property, God had given these women the greatest news
imaginable, and then gave them to each other for encouragement. Isn’t this how our God
works? He chooses the marginalized, the modest, and the ordinary to do his
extraordinary work. And then he gives us brothers and sisters to encourage us along the
way. Mary could not have known at this point the implications for the baby she carried.
But she knew the goodness of her God and his personal care for her. 

This is the way of life for believers. We do not usually know the details or future of our
callings, but we know God’s goodness and love for us. And when we stop and reflect on
how he allows us to be a part of his kingdom, it will bring us over and over again to a
place of praise.
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1. Mary was young with very little power and yet the angel called her “highly favored.”
This favor is defined as grace freely given, not earned. What does this teach us about
how favor is given from the Lord? To whom? And why?

2. There are prophecies pointing to the birth of Christ and to John helping to make the
way, fortelling this very moment would come. What does this demonstrate about God’s
follow through on his word? Where are you currently struggling to trust this in your own
life?

3. God kindly let John and Jesus be born to a set of relatives who could experience this

heavy, glorious moment together. How do you think this relationship was comforting to

these women in this time? What does this show us about God‘s provision in our hardest

callings?

H E A R T  R E F L E C T I O N  Q U E S T I O N S  
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T H E  B A B Y ' S  N A M E

It had been at least nine months since Zechariah’s conversation with the angel in the
temple. He watched every day as his aged wife grew larger and larger with their first
child. When their son finally was born, all those who knew Elizabeth rejoiced with her.
The stigma and pain of being childless had been taken away. It was typical that Jewish
babies were circumcised on the eighth day, thereby entering them into the covenant that
God made with Abraham and his people hundreds of years before (see Genesis 15). The
baby was also named on this day, usually by the father. Since Zechariah was still not
speaking, Elizabeth’s extended family took it upon themselves to name the child. It was
tradition to use the name of an ancestor in the same tribe for a baby, and especially to
name a firstborn son after his father.

Elizabeth immediately rejected the suggestion of her relatives. Apparently she and
Zechariah had already talked. The baby’s name would be John. This made no sense to
the group of neighbors and family that probably gathered for the circumcision, the
naming, and the celebration meal that would follow. No wonder they “wondered” in
verse 63. None of this was in line with tradition. Already the conception of this baby was
miraculous, and news of his father’s strange encounter in the temple had traveled all
around the area. Most Jews had some expectation of an Elijah-like figure coming to get
people ready for the Messiah. Malachi 4:5 reads, “Behold, I will send you Elijah the
prophet before the great and awesome day of the LORD comes.” But no one yet knew
his form or time for coming.

Zechariah had had nine months of silence in which to contemplate God’s answer to his
prayers. His doubt must have lessened and his faith grown as he watched his once
barren wife grow in size. Just as the angel had promised, he was unable to speak until
John was born and named. But upon obeying the angel’s command to name the baby, his
tongue was finally loosened. Instead of telling the story of what happened in the temple
or even speaking to those around him, the text says he blessed God. Doubt no longer
had a hold on his heart; he had watched God give a promise and keep it. He had been 
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waiting to magnify God as Mary had with her words. He would now use the tongue that
had voiced his doubt to praise his God.

Just as the Holy Spirit overshadowed Mary and conceived the baby Jesus, so the Holy
Spirit now filled the old priest as he spoke about the future of God’s good work.
Zechariah sang a song traditionally known as the Benedictus, named for the first word in
the Latin translation, which means “blessed.” It’s a song about God finally doing what he
had promised to do so many hundreds of years before--redeem his people. God had not
forgotten Israel, and he had not forgotten Zechariah. Instead, he was with them, just as
he promised he would be through the prophets. He would save Israel from any who
would harm her, showing mercy as he said he would to Abraham. He would do so in
order th at Israel might serve him in holiness. Remember that Zechariah spoke these
words during a time when Israel really did have enemies. Rome was an oppressive
master, merciless with taxes and political power. For centuries before Rome, others
dominated the nation of Israel. It would have been hard to see how God was protecting
Israel from her enemies when she was scattered among the nations, forced to live away
from Jerusalem, laboring under oppressive regimes. Since the days of Abraham, Israel
had been slaves in Egypt, had known the conquering of their people by Assyrians and
Babylonians, and had mourned the loss of their beautiful temple built by Solomon.
Though God had spoken through the prophets over the years, “salvation” must have
seemed like too much to hope for. And yet. God had intervened, and Zechariah could not
contain his praise.

But Zechariah’s song was also about his son, John, and how he would speak for God,
preparing the way for the Lord and master. Why would God do such a thing? He answers
in verse 78: because of the tender affections of God’s compassion, because of the strong
love of God in his inmost parts, because of God’s mercy. In his kindness, God first sent
someone to prepare the nation of Israel, and then the king himself. While Zechariah’s
baby, John, would be the prophet of the Most High, Mary’s baby, Jesus, would be the
rising sun who would shine on those living in darkness. Zechariah references Malachi 4:2
as he describes Jesus as the one who gives light to those in the shadow of death.

We are told that John grew physically and continued to grow in the Spirit. But nothing
else is written about him until we encounter him again in Luke 3, when the word of God
came to him in the wilderness and he began to preach. Many scholars assume that given
where he was at the time of his birth and when he started preaching, he probably spent a
lot of his life with the people of Qumran, the Arabic name for a Jewish sect. This group
of self-denying men lived in the Judean desert near the Dead Sea. Their purpose was to 
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study the Old Testament law and walk in holiness before God. Qumran was the location
of the twentieth-century finding of the Dead Sea Scrolls, some of the oldest surviving
manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible. Whatever his life looked like in those intervening years
between his birth and ministry, it was probably filled with Scripture.

The first promised miracle baby of the Gospel of Luke had been born to the delight of his
elderly parents and all of their friends and relatives. His was an unusual birth and an
unusual calling. But the second promised baby was the one for which all of creation was
waiting. The prophecy was about to be fulfilled; the king was coming.
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1. Zechariah had nine months of silence where he could not speak, which by anyone’s
standards is considered great suffering. The moment that suffering was lifted he spoke
first in praise and song to God. What line from his song resonates the most with you?
Have you ever had great suffering lead to praise and belief? When?

2. God’s people had experienced decades upon decades of hardship and silence and
must’ve lost all hope that God would intervene on their behalf. Then God intervened
through an unusual and statistically rare birth of a baby to an elderly couple. Do you
often look for God’s intervention in only terms you understand or see as possible? Why?

3. Spend a few moments re-reading and praying through verses 78-79 describing why

God is intervening and for what purpose. Write a sentence or two about your heart's

reaction to this.

H E A R T  R E F L E C T I O N  Q U E S T I O N S  
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T H E  P O O R E S T  B I R T H  F O R  T H E
R I C H E S T  K I N G
R E A D  L U K E  2 : 1 - 2 1

“In those days” means right in the middle of what was unfolding for Elizabeth and Mary.
John had been born and named, and Mary was still pregnant with the mysterious,
miraculous baby foretold by the angel. It is unclear whether a wedding ceremony for
Mary and Joseph had taken place, but Mary was clearly in her third trimester, probably
surrounded by questioning neighbors and shaming relatives. It was in this midst of these
circumstances that “a decree went out from Caesar Augustus...” But what did this mean
for Mary?

Caesar Augustus was the adopted son of Julius Caesar. After Julius died, Augustus
declared his father “divine,” making himself as a “son of god.” As the head of the Roman
Empire, he was desperate to raise money for his armies and his own luxurious lifestyle.
For this reason he ordered that a census be taken of his people for taxation purposes. All
were to report to their hometowns, or possibly where they or their fathers may have
owned property, to be counted. Though Joseph probably did not legally need to bring
Mary with him, he may have done so in order to shield her from slander and the further
smearing of her reputation.

The journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem was roughly eighty miles, a lengthy distance
for a very pregnant woman when travel would have been either on foot or possibly in a
cart drawn by some kind of animal. As if the journey was not uncomfortable enough, this
teenager and first-time mom began having contractions while out of town with no
accommodations. Joseph and Mary probably ended up on the first level of someone’s
private home where the animals were usually kept, while the family lived above in the
actual house. There may or may not have been a midwife available as Mary’s
contractions grew stronger.

From Mary and Joseph’s perspective, hadn’t things been hard enough? They had already
had to bear the shame of what looked to everyone else like an illegitimate pregnancy.
Yet they had both submitted themselves to this strange plan of the Lord’s, Joseph
listening to the angel in his dream and not divorcing Mary, Mary listening to the angel in 
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her room and offering herself as the Lord’s servant. Then God chose to begin Mary’s
labor in a difficult place. Again he was putting Mary in a position where she would have
to trust him. The baby was born in a space where animals usually lived and was wrapped
with long strips of cloth, similar to the tight swaddles many do today on their babies to
make them feel secure. Because there would not have been a bed available, the baby
was placed in a feeding trough. Like any new mother, Mary probably felt a mixture of
excitement, exhaustion, and delight. The baby was born alive, which was not a guarantee
in her day when 30 percent of all infants died before the age of one. But now she had to
learn to breastfeed and anticipate the long journey home to a not-so-welcoming group
of people.

Outside the city, unbeknownst to Joseph and Mary, a spectacular show was about to
begin. The surprised audience was a group of shepherds, usually outcasts in a culture
where they were considered unclean by Jewish law because of their work with animals.
Suddenly a radiant creature appeared to this group of men, turning their quiet night of
sheep watching into a moment of terror. After reassuring them that his message was one
of joy, the angel directed the shepherds to the city and the baby, giving them a very
specific clue of how to find him: he would be wrapped in strips of cloth and lying in a
feeding trough. The Lord of Glory had been born on the earth within walking distance of
their flock, and now they had instructions for how to find him.

Don’t you wonder how long the shepherds stood staring at the night sky after the angels
left? They responded to the angels’ birth announcement by searching Bethlehem until
they found the baby they were looking for, the one in the feeding trough. Of course they
told his parents what the angels had said, as well as others that would have been curious
about why this group of shepherds was searching so diligently at such an hour for a
particular baby. We get the sense that Mary was an observer of people and rather
contemplative, as she gathered all of these things and considered them. Just as John had
been, so Jesus was circumcised on the eighth day and named. And just as John had been
named by the angel who visited Zechariah, so Jesus was named by the angel who visited
Mary.

God had called Joseph and Mary to an incredibly hard obedience, and then had made
their calling more difficult by allowing labor to happen while traveling. But he had also
given them front row seats to see his glory and kingdom that very few would have. This
is often the way for disciples in this upside-down kingdom. God may ask us to obey in
extremely challenging circumstances, only to then reveal joy and glorious parts of his
character or some of the secret work he is doing that causes us both to ponder them in 
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our hearts like Mary and to shout for glory like the shepherds. God was calling Zechariah
and Elizabeth, Mary and Joseph, the shepherds, and soon multitudes of others into a
story much bigger and more delightful than any one of their individual lives. The King of
Glory, the Mighty One, had ended the silence and had come to earth. He had clothed
himself with humility and taken on the form of a servant. He had humbled himself and
entered our filthy, broken world in order to save us. His mother was a powerless teenage
girl. His birth announcement was to filthy shepherds. His first bed was made to hold
grain and slop for animals, not a baby. The compassionate king who had formed the
storehouses of the deep oceans and taught the sun its course in the sky had taken on
our fragile flesh in order to save us. He had left the unapproachable light of heaven and
entered the shifting shadows of our broken world. He did so willingly, for us. The king
had come. And just as surely as he came that night into our world, the king will come
again. Maranatha. Come, Lord Jesus.
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1. Reflect again on the conditions Mary birthed Jesus in: people questioning her
reputation, an eighty-mile walk/ride on an animal, giving birth in a barn, using an animal
feeding trough for a bed. Do you know anyone personally who has experienced labor
under such conditions? Why do you think God let his Son be born this way?

2. Despite the suffering this unique call placed on Mary and Joseph, it also gave them a
front row seat to God’s glory that few of us will ever have. How do you think they would
describe God because of this? When have you suffered and seen God’s glory in new
ways? How has that changed your description of him?

3. The God that created everything entered the world purposefully in the lowest of

conditions, fulfilling a merciful promise to rescue his children. As you reflect on his birth

what does that tell you about his future return? As you walk through your Christmas

traditions, how can you intentionally reflect on the fact that this moment points to one

who is coming again?

H E A R T  R E F L E C T I O N  Q U E S T I O N S  
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