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The Christmas Questions… 

How can I be sure? 

Luke 1:5-18 

The world values answers. It seems more so in our times where people are obsessed with having 

answers. Anyway, I believe in questions; and so did the famous French enlightenment writer 

Voltaire who once wrote, “Judge a man by his questions rather than his answers.”  

A good question is priceless. It is a sign that you want to understand. Good questions are the key 

to understanding our world. Good questions are the key to understanding our faith. I believe God 

expects us to ask questions because God wants us to seek understanding. 

During this Advent season, we are going to look at some of the finest questions we find in the 

Christmas narrative. Starting today and in the weeks to come, we will look at these questions: 

o How Can I Be Sure? 

o How Can This Be? 

o Why Has This Happened to Me? 

o What Will This Child Become? 

o What Child is This? 

Today, we begin with the first question posed to us in the Scripture reading for this morning, 

“How can I be sure?”. You heard the reading and you are familiar with the account. The birth of 

John the Baptist was announced to a couple who was not able to have children. Both, Zechariah 

and Elizabeth, “were righteous in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commands and 

decrees blamelessly” (v. 6). These two were good people. 

However, they had what many people consider today a heartbreaking situation. They were 

growing in years without children of their own. This situation was considered a curse from God 

in the eyes of Elizabeth and Zechariah’s contemporaries. In the biblical world, a couple’s degree 

of blessedness was measured by the number of children they had. The more children the greater 

the blessing. Even though these people were God-fearing individuals, they must have been seen 

as accursed.  

The couple knew about the stigma society had imposed on them. They also knew that, as time 

went by, their dream of having children was becoming more impossible to fulfill. Luke does not 

shy away from this reality. The gospel writer is very explicit in mentioning that Zechariah and 

Elizabeth were advanced in years. 

A couple of months ago, the men of the church were having one of their monthly reunions and 

we were talking about baseball. I mentioned the name Nolan Ryan (MLB Astros pitcher), and I 

shared something I learned from a documentary. The older Nolan Ryan grew, the better pitcher 

he became. He retired at age 46 with a record of 5,714 strikeouts. If you know the sport, you 
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know that’s amazing. One of the men reminded me, “Boy, that’s usually the way it goes. The 

older you get the better you become.” 

This was not the case for Zechariah and Elizabeth. Their specific situation was growing worse as 

time went by. There is no doubt that this couple was facing impossibility when it came to 

childbearing.  

We face similar situations today. We are met by situations that in our view and understanding we 

consider to be impossible. Here is a question we all should ponder on. How do we face the 

impossible in our lives? How do we tackle those situations that seem to be worse as time 

goes by? 

Zechariah dealt with his impossibility with prayer. How do I know this? When the angel 

appeared to him he said the words, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard” 

(v. 13).  

Church, the best way to confront the impossible is with prayer.  

• After many years of being barren, Hanna prayed and she conceived Samuel.  

• Joshua prayed and the sun stood still. 

• Elijah prayed and fire descended from heaven. 

• Daniel prayed and king Darius’ eyes were open to see the majesty of Almighty God. 

Through prayer, God turns our impossibilities into possibilities. Are you facing the 

impossible with prayer?  

You may be thinking, “Pastor I have been praying for a long time and I don’t see any answers, I 

feel alone.” Well, you are one among many having this kind of experience. I am sure Zechariah 

had to deal with discouragement as well. He probably thought he was ignored and alone, but he 

was not.  

I am here to remind you that you are not alone either. As God’s messenger (angel), I am here to 

greet you with the same words the angel spoke to Zechariah, “Do not lose heart, do not be afraid, 

your prayers are being heard.” Keep praying because your situation isn’t over yet, God has the 

last word. 

There is more good news in the text. I put myself in Zechariah’s position and I cannot help but 

feel confused. I can see the priest entertaining other questions in his mind. “What prayer are you 

talking about? The one I just offered?” Probably Zechariah was not even praying for a child at 

that specific moment. Most likely, in his priestly role, he was interceding for the people of Israel. 

Zechariah probably had prayed for a child when he was in his 20s, 30s, or 40s. We don’t know 

how old Zechariah was at the time he received the visit of the angel. We can assume that he was 
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close to being 80. We don’t know for sure. However, it’s not hard to imagine that the last time 

Zechariah prayed for a child was 40 years prior. Probably, he didn’t have in mind the request for 

a child when the angel came to him.  

Hear the good news! It does not matter how long ago you lifted up your heart before God in 

prayer, those prayers are still in the presence of God. You prayers don’t have an expiration date. 

Your prayers don’t expire. God does not ignore them. God does not forget them. Those prayers 

are still ringing before the presence of God.  Your prayers are deathless even when you are not 

pronouncing them anymore.  

In his comments about the power and enduring nature of our prayers, Methodist preacher 

Edward McKendree Bounds wrote these words:  

“Prayers are deathless. The lips that uttered them may be closed to death, the heart that 

felt them may have ceased to beat, but the prayers live before God, and God’s heart is set 

on them and prayers outlive the lives of those who uttered them; they outlive a 

generation, outlive an age, outlive a world.”1 

What have you been praying for? Healing? Wholeness? Freedom? Justice? Take heart in the 

truth that your prayers are heard. Your prayers don’t expire. Prayers are deathless.  

The big news, the long-awaited miracle, was announced. “Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a 

son, and you are to call him John” (v. 13). A great moment to celebrate, isn’t it? The angel must 

have assumed Zechariah would be filled with joy. The angel was probably surprised when he 

saw the reaction of this father-to-be. “Zechariah asked the angel, ‘How can I be sure of this? I 

am an old man and my wife is well along in years’” (v. 18). 

Don’t be too quick to judge him. Zechariah has grown in years; Elizabeth too. At their age, they 

are supposed to be grandparents, not parents. Of course, he has questions. I am amazed 

Zechariah has only one. In his position, I would have asked hundreds of questions. Why now? 

Why not earlier? I am old, tired, do you think is fair? I can ask questions.  

But, why do you keep asking questions when the answer to your prayers have been given? Why 

did Zechariah have to ask the question, “how can I be sure of this?”? The angel spoke loud and 

clear. There were not too many words or too few words. There was no hidden meaning or the 

like. Why would you ask that question when you are in the very presence of God? Remember, 

Zechariah was in the most Holy Place, right in front of God’s presence.  

There is a message in this question and this message is clearly stated in the line that follows 

Zechariah’s question: “I am an old man and my wife is well along in years” (v. 18). 

 
1 Arthur Jackson, “Enduring Prayers,” Our Daily Bread, published November 9, 2019, 

https://odb.org/2019/11/09/enduring-prayers 

https://odb.org/2019/11/09/enduring-prayers
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In the case of Zechariah, his question was rooted in doubt. Has anyone here ever doubted God? 

Has anyone here ever asked the question, how can this be? 

The reason Zechariah asked the question was because he had doubts, and he doubted for the 

same reason many people doubt today. He took his eyes off God. In other words, he forgot about 

our all-mighty and powerful God and focused on human limitations. Isn’t that the main reason 

why we doubt God? We try to rely on our strengths and in the face of our limitations and 

insecurities we asked the same question, “How can I be sure?” 

• When God calls you to be a preacher, you respond with sarcasm: “Really? How can I be 

sure? I am not smart enough.”  

• When God calls you to bless others, you may be tempted to ask: “How can I be sure? I 

am not rich enough.” 

• When God calls you to a life of sobriety and self-control, in pessimism and skepticism, 

you may ask: “How can I be sure? I am not strong enough.” 

• When God calls you to a life of holiness, you may feel like asking: “How can I be sure? I 

am not clean enough.” 

To doubt is to believe more in one’s limitations and inadequacies than in God’s creative 

love and power. 

Church, the key to reducing our skepticism is to take our eyes from our limitations, fears and 

insecurities and fix them on Almighty God. It’s not your work, it’s God’s work in you and 

through you. Think less about your inadequacies and inabilities, and think more about how 

capable is our God. As the old hymn goes,  

Turn your eyes upon Jesus 

Look full in His wonderful face 

And the things of Earth will grow strangely dim 

In the light of His glory and grace 

From generation to generation, keeping our eyes on God has always been a great challenge. 

Zechariah was not unique. You are not unique. Every generation has failed to keep their eyes on 

God. Every generation has doubted. That is why every generation has asked God the question of 

the day, “How can I be sure?” There is no simple remedy to this dilemma. It all distills down to 

another question, do you want to keep your eyes on God?  

It is my desire for you to do so. May your practice of prayer, meditation, and the reading of the 

Scriptures help you keep your eyes on God. May this message take root in your hearts so that 

you can think less about your inadequacies, and think more about how capable is our God. 

Will you pray with me? 


