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A Legacy of Love: Zechariah and Elizabeth        Rev. Lynell M. Caudillo 
Isaiah 40:28-31 and             Third Sunday of Advent, 12.15.19 
Luke 1:5-25, 57-66 
 
Isaiah 40:28-31   NIV 
28Do you not know?  Have you not heard?  The LORD is the everlasting God, the 
Creator of the ends of the earth.  He will not grow tired or weary, and his 
understanding no one can fathom.  29He gives strength to the weary and increases 
the power of the weak.  30Even youths grow tired and weary, and young men 
stumble and fall; 31but those who hope in the LORD will renew their strength.  They 
will soar on wings like eagles, they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and 
not be faint. 
 
Luke 1:5-25 
5In the time of Herod king of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, who 
belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant 
of Aaron.  6Both of them were righteous in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s 
commands and decrees blamelessly.  7But they were childless because Elizabeth 
was not able to conceive, and they were both very old. 
8Once when Zechariah’s division was on duty and he was serving as priest before 
God, 9he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into 
the temple of the Lord and burn incense.  10And when the time for the burning of 
incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside. 
11Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar 
of incense.  12When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear.  
13But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been 
heard.  Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to call him John.  14He 
will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, 15for he 
will be great in the sight of the Lord.  He is never to take wine or other fermented 
drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even before he is born.  16He will 
bring back many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God.  17And he will go on 
before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the parents 
to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make 
ready a people prepared for the Lord.” 
18Zechariah asked the angel, “How can I be sure of this?  I am an old man and my 
wife is well along in years.” 
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19The angel said to him, “I am Gabriel.  I stand in the presence of God, and I have 
been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news.  20And now you will be 
silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe 
my words, which will come true at their appointed time.” 
21Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah and wondering why he stayed 
so long in the temple.  22When he came out, he could not speak to them.  They 
realized he had seen a vision in the temple, for he kept making signs to them but 
remained unable to speak. 
23When his time of service was completed, he returned home.  4After this his wife 
Elizabeth became pregnant and for five months remained in seclusion.  25“The Lord 
has done this for me,” she said.  “In these days he has shown his favor and taken 
away my disgrace among the people.” (to v.57f) 
57When it was time for Elizabeth to have her baby, she gave birth to a son.  58Her 
neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown her great mercy, and they 
shared her joy. 
59On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to name 
him after his father Zechariah, 60but his mother spoke up and said, “No!  He is to be 
called John.” 
61They said to her, “There is no one among your relatives who has that name.” 
62Then they made signs to his father, to find out what he would like to name the 
child.  63He asked for a writing tablet, and to everyone’s astonishment he wrote, 
“His name is John.”  64Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue set free, 
and he began to speak, praising God.  65All the neighbors were filled with awe, and 
throughout the hill country of Judea people were talking about all these things.  
66Everyone who heard this wondered about it, asking, “What then is this child going 
to be?”  For the Lord’s hand was with him.      
 
[PRAY] 
 
It's Christmas Eve 1945 - Bedford Falls, New York.  George Bailey is suicidal.  His 
Uncle Billy had gone to deposit $8,000 (about $100,000 in today’s dollars) for the 
family owned building and loan business that morning.  But he mistakenly places 
the envelope of cash, in (rival) Mr. Potter’s newspaper.  Things go from bad to 
worse for George Bailey.  Now he stands on a bridge in a blizzard, ready to jump.  
 
Looking at the raging river below, he prays, “Dear Father in heaven, I'm not a 
praying man, but if you're up there and you can hear me [begins crying] show me 
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the way.  Show me the way.”  George Bailey needed cash in a hurry—or so he 
thought.  But what he really needed was to believe that God had given him a 
wonderful life.  A life of purpose.  A life that genuinely helped others.  But it’s hard 
to believe that when you are faced with an impossible situation and overcome with 
discouragement. 
 
I’m nowhere near suicidal, but I can relate to George Bailey at his time of 
discouragement and loss of hope.  Can you?  What if your prayers have gone 
unanswered?  Doesn’t God care??  What if the only thing you can hear in your pain, 
is silence? 
 
That was the situation for the nation of Israel and a particular Israelite couple about 
2,000 years ago.  That couple?  Zechariah and Elizabeth.  While not named in Jesus’ 
genealogy (in Matthew chapter 1), Elizabeth and Mary are related in a way that 
makes their sons—John (the Baptist) and Jesus, cousins.  
 
Luke tells us that both Zechariah and Elizabeth belong to the priestly tribe of 
Israel…in other words, both of them were “PKs”, “preacher’s kids”.  They married 
within their clan, and Zechariah was a priest just like his daddy, and his granddaddy 
before him.   
 
Like Abraham and Sarah, Zechariah and Elizabeth had wanted a child more than 
anything.  Perhaps they had seen doctors.  They had tried for many years.  They 
had shed many tears.  They had said many prayers, and wondered: “Why, God?” 
Their friends had all had children years ago.  Now their friends were starting to have 
grandchildren.  Zechariah and Elizabeth felt their dream die.  Now they are 
approaching retirement, ready to sign up for Social Security and Medicare.   
 
But the most important thing Luke tells us about this couple is that they are both 
people of deep, abiding faith.  They were people of prayer.  They had faithfully 
prayed for the redemption of Israel.  Their personal prayer had been for a child.  
They have persevered.  They have waited.  But time seems to have passed them 
by.  Because their culture highly valued the birth of sons, in particular, “barrenness” 
was considered a “public disgrace” (v.25).  
 
Have you ever prayed a prayer that was close to your heart—something you deeply 
desired—but you did not receive a reply in what seemed to you to be a reasonable 
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period of time?  Did you give up?  Did you decide God was hard of hearing?  Maybe 
you even stopped praying that prayer altogether…I could understand that.  Mainly 
because I’ve been there myself. 
 
Surely at this point in their lives—with Elizabeth menopausal—it seems that this is 
where we find her and Zechariah.  Time to move on to other things.  Easy to say, 
hard to do.  Why?  Because the disappointment and heartache remain.  The answer 
to their prayer was God’s silence. 
 
Likewise, the people of Israel had prayed for the promised Messiah, of whom the 
prophets had spoken.  But God had been silent on that score too!  For four hundred 
years the voices of the prophets had been silent.  Had God forgotten them?  
 
At this time, there were so many priests, they were divided up into groups, and 
each group assigned two weeks of “temple duty” each year.  It was his turn, so 
Zechariah and Elizabeth have come to Jerusalem from their town.  Then, Zechariah 
won the lottery—really, they cast lots and he won!  Zechariah had the privilege of 
going into the inner sanctum of the temple—the area just outside the “holy of 
holies”—to burn incense on the altar there.  This was a rare privilege, the highest 
honor one could achieve as a temple priest and performed only once during one’s 
“career” as priest. 
 
No doubt, Zechariah took this responsibility very seriously.  At a certain point during 
the worship service, he alone enters this sacred place, while the other priests and 
worshippers continue worshipping.   
 
There, Zechariah has an awe-full experience!  He has a personal encounter with 
Gabriel, God’s messenger/angel!  Zechariah is naturally startled—he does not 
expect to see anyone!  Furthermore, he has the good sense to be afraid; especially 
because this stranger calls him by name.  Not only that, he also knows Zechariah’s 
wife’s name, and very intimate details about their life! 
 
The messenger says: “God has heard your prayer.” 
Hmm.  If I was Zechariah, I’d wonder: which one?  I’ve prayed a lot of prayers, so 
which one did God hear?  Because it sure seems like some never get as far as God’s 
voicemail box!  But if he thought any of that, Zechariah said nothing.  He is perhaps 
too afraid, or too stunned to say a word! 
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So the messenger continues: 
“Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard.  Your wife Elizabeth will 
bear you a son, and you are to call him John.  14He will be a joy and delight to you, 
and many will rejoice because of his birth, 15for he will be great in the sight of the 
Lord.  He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with 
the Holy Spirit even before he is born.  16He will bring back many of the people of 
Israel to the Lord their God.  17And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and 
power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the parents to their children and the 
disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared 
for the Lord.” 
 
WOW—that’s quite a message!  An answer to prayer!! But wait a minute… 
Perhaps Zechariah is on information overload.  He couldn’t process it all.  It was too 
much.  He was still stuck on the first part—the getting pregnant part, since he asks 
in V. 18: 
“How shall I know if this is so?”  (I think the answer to that is self-evident, but I 
won’t go there.)  “I am an old man, and my wife is old also.” 
So there. He said it. Out loud. 
You are too late.  Liz and I are past our prime.  Not only were we infertile as 
newlyweds, now it is impossible.  If God heard my prayer, God took his own sweet 
time to reply! You are wasting your breath. 
“How shall I know if this is so?” 
For one who was initially so terrified, now he becomes bold.  It seems as if he is 
questioning the messenger’s credentials:  Who are you, really?? 
The angel replies: 
“I am Gabriel, I stand in the presence of God who sent me to speak to you and tell 
you this good news!” 
Ok. I get it now. I think… 
Gabriel accuses Zechariah of unbelief!  “You have not believed my message.” 
There are consequences of unbelief—in this instance—Zechariah is muted—unable 
to speak for the next 9 months (more or less) until the naming of his newborn son! 
 
Now imagine this—a priest who cannot speak.  Silenced.  (Let me assure you that 
is a true punishment!)  Or is it?? 
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In silence, for nine months, Zechariah had time and space, and quiet—in which to 
ponder the ways and timing of God.  A time to listen, a time to learn, a time to grow 
deeper spiritually.   
 
I wonder…have you ever underestimated God?  Have you prayed half-heartedly, 
perhaps fearing to pray but fearing not to?  Praying but not really believing that 
God can or will answer? 
 
While Zechariah and Elizabeth had both known and walked with God for quite some 
time, Zechariah was apparently not prepared for God to answer his prayer!  Now 
he has time to ponder—in silence—the slow, sure work of God. 
 
In ancient patriarchal culture, the ability to produce a male heir was the pinnacle 
of womanhood.  The inability to do so was a humiliation.  Elizabeth had experienced 
shame and disgrace.  She had not had an easy time of it.  No doubt she had 
experienced deep disappointment, but it had not turned to bitterness or unbelief. 
 
Have you ever been disappointed by God? 
I think it’s safe to say that most of us have.  We have prayed, we have done our 
part, but God seems to be unresponsive.  If God hears, God’s response time is 
seriously lacking.  We know what we want/need, and we want it now.  Or yesterday 
would have been better, right?  
 
I wonder if our impatience has to do with the fact that we can go to the drive up 
window at McDonald’s, place an order, have it filled and drive away in a matter of 
minutes!  Similarly, a few clicks on a mouse, and in 48 hours, Amazon Prime delivers 
a package to your front door!  God does not work like a McDonald’s drive up or 
Amazon Prime.  God has something far better in mind for us. 
 
Elizabeth, who understandably could have been resentful and bitter, instead 
responds with blessing: “Now at last the Lord has helped me and taken away my 
public disgrace.” (v.25)  When friends and relatives hear about the impending birth, 
they too rejoice. 
 
Eight days after his birth, the child is circumcised, and a name is bestowed on him.  
There is considerable discussion as to what he will be named: Zechariah Junior? 
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Or perhaps, he’ll be named after someone on the mother’s side of the family.  Even 
though she speaks up and says, “No, he is to be called John”, the father has the 
final say.  When Zechariah concurs in writing, two things happen: 
First, the people are astonished (v.63) and filled with fear/awe (v.65). 
Second, after being silenced for nine months, Zechariah finds his voice.  He 
proclaims praise to God! 
 
The Bible tells us that God’s thoughts and God’s ways—including God’s timing—
are not the same as ours! (Isaiah 55:8-9)  
While we may find that frustrating at times, this is, in fact, Good News!  It means 
that God is in control, and we are not.   
 
God acts in the lives of Zechariah and Elizabeth—not only to give them their hearts 
desire, a son—but this son will be one whom God will use to accomplish a very 
specific role in salvation history.  John, will have the responsibility to “go on before 
the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah” (1:17), and he will “bring back [the people 
of Israel] to the Lord their God” (1:16).  This idea of “bringing back” or “returning” 
is the idea of “repentance”, which means to turn around, to do a 180-degree turn.   
 
In this role, John will pick up the mantle of the Old Testament prophets.  God had 
been silent for about 400 years.  Now John will speak on God’s behalf, in order to 
“turn hearts” back toward God, and “make ready a people” for the coming of Christ, 
the Messiah!   
 
We know that the act of naming in the Bible, and names themselves have 
significant meaning.  Of note here is that the name Zachariah means “God 
Remembers”.  Elizabeth means “My God is an oath”, an oath being a promise.  And 
John means, “God is Gracious.”   
 
Friends, this is the Good News: Like Zechariah and Elizabeth, we too are both 
devout and doubting…but their God and ours, is one who remembers.  Their God 
and ours is a Promise-keeping God.  They have a son named “God is Gracious” who 
will prepare our hearts for the coming of Christ, Emanuel, “God With Us”. 
 
The Good News is that God remembers you and me.  God will show up and keep 
his promise and will answer our prayers at exactly the right time.  May we find 
encouragement to keep on praying, even when we are met with silence. 



8 
 

At the end of It’s a Wonderful Life, George is surrounded by family and friends, all 
beaming as they sing “Auld Lang Syne,” which is Scottish for “times long past.”  The 
message is clear: money does not bring lasting joy. 
But Luke would say, neither does the gift of family or friends. 
 
Zechariah sings a song of his own (v.68-79) which points to the source of lasting joy, 
which is found in Christ, God’s greatest gift, who makes salvation and forgiveness 
(v.77) possible! 
 
Zechariah and Elizabeth, you and I, can rejoice that our promise keeping God 
remembers us.  Today we await Christ’s second coming.  Let us pray and not lose 
heart!  God withholds no good thing from us, because the greatest things aren’t 
ever things.  God does not withhold his very self, in Christ.     
 
[PRAY] 
 
 


