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Song of Zechariah Luke 1:67-79 Dec. 8, 2013 

 Christmas is a time when we hear lots of music, some of it good, 

some not so good.  My wife dislikes some it so much that she’s been 

known to take her ipod with her when she goes Christmas shopping so she 

can listen to her favorite carols instead of multiple renditions of “Santa 

Baby” while she shops.  The joining of songs and Christmas goes all the 

way back to the first Christmas!  Lou preached last week about Mary’s 

song, the Magnificat.  Next week, we’ll look at the songs of the angels.  

This week’s song is a little less familiar, the song of Zechariah.  To 

understand it, we need a little background. 

 You’ll recall that Mary had an older cousin named Elizabeth.  Her 

husband, Zechariah, was a priest.  Luke’s gospel tells us that although the 

couple were righteous people, they were unable to have children.  One day 

Zechariah was chosen by lottery to go alone into the great temple of the 

Lord in Jerusalem and offer incense to God in a very special room reserved 

for priests.  This was a once-in-a-lifetime honor, and Zechariah would have 

been very excited about it.  But his excitement turned to terror, when a 

spectacular being, an angel, appeared to him in that holy place.  The angel 

announced that God had heard his prayers and that he and Elizabeth 

would be blessed with the birth of a child, who would be called “John.”  

John would be a great man of God, being filled with the Holy Spirit even 

before his birth. 
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 Zechariah could hardly believe it!  In fact, he didn’t believe it!  He 

asked the angel how he could know that this was true, given how old he 

and his wife were.  The angel was not amused by his demand for proof.  In 

essence he told Zechariah that if he could only speak words of skepticism 

and doubt about God’s wonderful promise, then he would not speak again 

until the promise had been fulfilled.  And Zechariah became mute.  Couldn’t 

speak a word.  But apparently romance between he and Elizabeth didn’t 

require a lot of conversation, because the next thing we know Elizabeth 

became pregnant and everyone rejoiced at the birth of her son.  We pick up 

the story in Luke 1:59.  

59On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going 

to name him Zechariah after his father. 60But his mother said, “No; he is to 

be called John.”61They said to her, “None of your relatives has this 

name.” 62Then they began motioning to his father to find out what name he 

wanted to give him. 63He asked for a writing tablet and wrote, “His name is 

John.” And all of them were amazed. 64Immediately his mouth was opened 

and his tongue freed, and he began to speak, praising God. (Luke 1:59-64) 

 Zechariah obeyed God by naming the child John, and was 

immediately able to speak.  He was filled with joy, and praised God.  Here’s 

what he said. 

68“Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has looked favorably on his 

people and redeemed them. He has raised up a mighty savior for us in the 
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house of his servant David, as he spoke through the mouth of his holy 

prophets from of old, that we would be saved from our enemies and from 

the hand of all who hate us. Thus he has shown the mercy promised to our 

ancestors, and has remembered his holy covenant, the oath that he swore 

to our ancestor Abraham, to grant us that we, being rescued from the 

hands of our enemies, might serve him without fear, in holiness and 

righteousness before him all our days. (Luke 1:68-75) 

 These words became known in the Roman Catholic Church as the 

Benedictus, because that’s the first word of the song in Latin.  It means 

“blessed.”  Notice that this part of the song is about God’s intervention on 

behalf of his people, Israel.  It really isn’t about the birth of Zechariah’s son, 

John, at all!  Zechariah blesses and praises God because God is 

redeeming his people, Israel.  But what kind of redemption would this be?  

Would this be a political redemption, like when God intervened and 

liberated his people from Egyptian slavery?  Is the promised Savior going 

to liberate his people from Roman oppression?  Or, is this some kind of 

spiritual redemption?  Let’s look closer and see. 

 Zechariah’s words are filled with echoes of promises from the Old 

Testament prophets.  That God would raise up a mighty Savior for his 

people.  That the Savior would be a descendant of King David.  That God 

would save his people from their enemies.  That God would honor his 

covenant with his people.  Those promises were usually understood to be 
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political.  You see, the nation of Israel was almost always under some kind 

of foreign domination- first by the Egyptians, then the Philistines, then the 

Assyrians, and the Persians, and the Greeks, and finally the Romans.  

Their hope and prayer was that God would liberate them from this kind of 

oppression.  And the language of Zechariah’s song reflects that 

understanding when he talks about being “…saved from our enemies and 

from the hand of all who hate us.” 

 But the long-promised Savior will do more than that.  Zechariah prays 

for liberation in order “that we might serve (God) without fear, in holiness 

and righteousness before him all our days.”  The result of the Savior’s 

coming is spiritual redemption, too.  The people will be able to serve God 

without fear, in holiness and righteousness.  Holiness has to do with our 

moral conduct.  Do our hearts and our actions reflect the priorities and 

values of the One who made us and who made the earth?  When our lives 

reflect God’s values and priorities, we begin to approach God’s standard of 

holiness.   

 Righteousness overlaps holiness, but usually carries an emphasis on 

justice and fairness.  As individuals, as a church, and as a society, God 

calls us to deal righteously with one another.  To be people of integrity, not 

misleading or deceiving or manipulating one another.  To always treat 

those in need with compassion.  To structure our society so that all people 

have the opportunity to succeed.  To protect those who are poor or 
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disabled or in need.  That is righteousness.  And the Savior calls us to 

righteousness along with holiness. 

 After talking about the coming Savior, Zechariah finally turns to the 

birth of his own son, John.  He says, “76And you, child, will be called the 

prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the Lord to prepare his 

ways, 77to give knowledge of salvation to his people by the forgiveness of 

their sins. 78By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will 

break upon us, 79to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the 

shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.” (Luke 1:76-79) 

 Zechariah’s son will prepare people for the coming of the Savior.  He 

will be a prophet, the first prophet to appear in Israel in centuries!  The fact 

that God is again speaking to his people is a cause for great rejoicing.  

John will help prepare the people for the coming Savior by teaching them 

and calling them to repent from their sins so they can receive God’s 

forgiveness.  And Zechariah says that the coming of the Savior is like a 

new day dawning.  A whole new chapter in God’s dealing with humanity is 

beginning, a new covenant, a new testament, bringing light in the midst of 

darkness to all people, along with guidance and peace.  

 Now some of you may be thinking, “Dave this is all nice historical 

information about the ancient Hebrews, but what does it mean to us?”  I’m 

glad you asked that question!  
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 First, it reminds us that God keeps his promises.  God made 

promises to Israel that were fulfilled when John and Jesus came.  God also 

makes promises to us.  To be with us.  To hear and answer our prayers.  

To provide a way of escape when we are tempted.  To build character into 

us through the work of his Spirit.  To bring healing to us.  To bring Jesus 

back to earth to finish the work he began during his first Advent.  And to 

raise us to new life after we die.  Lots of promises.  Zechariah’s song 

reminds us that God will keep those promises. 

 However, it may take a while!  Israel waited for centuries for God to 

fulfill some of the promises he made to them.  So don’t give up hope.  God 

is at work in both seen and unseen ways in your life.  God will keep his 

promises to you. 

 But, those promises may be fulfilled in unexpected ways.  Israel was 

looking for a regal, military conqueror to be their Savior.  Instead, they got 

Jesus- a poor, peasant, itinerant preacher and teacher who never raised an 

army and restrained those who would have used force on his behalf.  Jesus 

was so unlike what they expected that many of them rejected him, and 

eventually supported his execution.  And yet, Jesus and his followers have 

had more impact on our world than any military leader in the history of the 

world.  That is a fact.  God kept his promise to send a Savior who would 

deliver the world from darkness and sin and raise us to new life as together 

we transform God’s world.  (BLANK SLIDE) 
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 The last couple days, the world has been celebrating the life of 

Nelson Mandela.  Mandela was born into a very poor, rural South African 

village in 1918.  He was baptized into the Methodist Church and was the 

first in his family to attend school.  He did well in school and eventually 

went to the only college in South Africa for black students.  He became 

deeply troubled over the injustice of the apartheid system in South Africa, 

which institutionalized racism and the oppression of black people.  There 

were hundreds of laws designed to keep black and white people separate 

from one another, and designed to keep blacks (who were the vast 

majority) in a subservient role to whites.  These laws were enforced with 

violent brutality. 

 Mandela’s Christian beliefs formed the foundation for challenging the 

injustice of this way of life.  He became a leader in the African National 

Congress, which was committed to non-violent defiance and protest, 

advocating full rights of citizenship for all South Africans.  A call to social 

righteousness!  But after 20 years of non-violent work with little to show for 

it, Mandela changed his thinking, believing that some kind of force was 

necessary to affect change.  He was convicted of sabotage in 1963 and 

sentenced to life in prison.  There, he was badly treated and suffered with 

TB.  People all over the world rallied for his release.  After 22 years in 

prison (22 years!), he was offered release if he would renounce armed 

resistance to the government.  He refused.  Five years later, he was finally 
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released and worked with South African President de Clerk for change 

and reform.  Both received a Nobel Peace Prize in 1993, and the first 

democratic elections were held in South Africa in 1994.  Mandela was 

elected President and worked for a peaceful transition from minority to 

majority rule. 

 Throughout most of his life, Mandela faced a situation in which those 

who oppressed his people held all the power.  They controlled the 

presidency, congress, police, and courts.  They could silence those who 

opposed them with impunity.  They could imprison a good man like 

Mandela for 27 years!  Few countries outside of South Africa, including our 

own, lent support to those who were working for justice there.  And yet, in 

working for justice and the end of oppression, Mandela was doing God’s 

work.  And in the end, in spite of overwhelming odds, God came through 

and brought an end to institutionalized oppression and racism in South 

Africa.  The lives of millions of people were changed forever. 

 I hope you will be encouraged by the story of Nelson Mandela and by 

the song of Zechariah.  God is at work in your own life, even when things 

seem impossible.  And God will fulfill his promises to you. 


