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THE BABY BEFORE CHRISTMAS 
 

Luke 1:5-25 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Most people are familiar with the Christmas story and the coming of 
the Christ child.  They know about the various characters:  Joseph, 
Mary, the angels, the shepherds, the wise men and baby Jesus.  But 
many people are not as familiar with the story about another child who 
was born shortly before Jesus.  It is this second story that is the focus of 
this message.  I invite you to turn in your Bible to Luke chapter one as 
we investigate "The Baby Before Christmas."   
 
This is a fascinating story from which much can be learned.  In the 
investigation three major areas will be investigated: 
 
THE CHARACTERS - Who are the various characters in the story? 
THE PLOT - What is the story line? 
THE LESSONS  - What lessons can be learned? 
 
Let's begin by looking at: 
 
THE CHARACTERS 
In reading Luke 1:5-25 several characters stand out: 

- Herod - King of Judea - v5 
- Zacharias and Elizabeth - a priest and his wife - v5 (Zachariah in the 
King James Version) 
- The multitude of people - v10 
- Gabriel - the angel who stands in the presence of the Lord - v11,19 
- John - the promised son of Zacharias and Elizabeth - v13 
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THE PLOT 
The story takes place during the reign of Herod the Great.  A godly 
couple, a priest and his wife, Zacharias and Elizabeth, are unable to 
have a baby because she is barren.  Then Zacharias is chosen to enter 
the temple of the Lord and burn incense while the multitude prays 
outside.  In the temple an angel appears and tells him that his prayers 
have been answered and that he and his wife will have a child.  The 
child will do many wonderful things including preparing the people for 
the coming of the Lord.  Zacharias fails to believe what the angel says 
and is made mute, and told that he will remain mute until the child is 
born.  When Zacharias comes out of the temple he is unable to speak 
and the people realize he has seen a vision.  Subsequently Elizabeth 
becomes pregnant and goes into seclusion for five months.  
 
Although the plot is fairly straight-forward, there are many incredible 
lessons we can learn that have direct application to our lives today.  
Let's look at those lessons. 
 
THE LESSONS 
 
1.  God works even during the darkest times - v5 
Notice how Luke 1:5 begins, "In the days of Herod, king of Judea..." 
 
The Herod referred to in verse five is Herod the Great.  Herod was the 
name of a royal family that fourished during the time of Christ.  There 
were several Herods mentioned in Scripture.  Among them are: 
 
Herod the Great was king of Palestine from 37-4 BC.  It was he who met 
with the Magi who had seen Christ's star in the east (Mt 2:1,7).  His son 
Herod Archelaus ruled Judea after his death (Mt 2:22).   Herod Antipas 
was the tetrarch of Galilee and had John the Baptist beheaded (Mk 
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6:14-19).  Herod AgrippA I killed the Apostle James (Acts 12:1-2) and 
imprisoned Peter (Acts 12:3-11).   
 
The name Herod means hero or heroic, but in God's eyes this family 
was anything but that!  Herod the Great was perhaps the worst of all.  
Although he was an extremely talented and gifted man who 
refurbished the temple in Jerusalem and built many magnificent 
fortresses and structures, he was morally corrupt and ruthless.  He 
treated those around him with suspicion and jealousy.  He had 
countless people put to death including many of his own family 
members.  He eliminated anyone whom he preceived as a threat to his 
rule.  He is the one who had all of the babies in the area of Jerusalem 
put to death after the birth of Jesus (Mt 2:16).   
 
It was during the reign of this evil and ruthless king that God did His 
greatest work of sending John the Baptist and then His own Son, Jesus, 
into the world that we might be saved.     
 
As Christians look around the world today it would be easy to be 
discouraged.  Some foreign countries are close to economic melt-down.  
Ruthless leaders in different parts of the world are guilty of horrendous 
human rights abuses.  In our own country societal breakdown and 
moral corruption are at an all-time high.  But I say, don't be 
discouraged, God is still on the throne.  Someday He will return to make 
everything right.  In the meantime, it is often at the darkest hour that 
God does amazing things.  Keep praying.  Keep studying.  Keep sharing.  
Don't give up!  God is moving around the world.  There have been more 
folks saved in our century than in all the previous centuries combined.  
When it seems like the worst of times God can quickly turn it to the 
best of times. 
 
This brings us to the second major lesson: 
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2.  God uses righteous people in extra special ways - vv5,6 
Zacharias and his wife Elizabeth were two people who kept serving God 
even though they lived in a land ruled by a ruthless, ungodly king.  
Listen to verses five and six of chapter one: 
 

v5  In the days of Herod, king of Judea there was a certain priest 
named Zacharias, of the division of Abijah; and he had a wife from 
the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth.  v6  And 
they were both righteous in the sight of God, walking blamelessly 
in all the commandments and requirements of the Lord.   

 
Zacharias and his wife were not only from the priestly line of Aaron, the 
Scripture says that they were righteous and blameless.  Righteous 
means that they were upright and virtuous in observing all of God's 
commands.  Blameless means that they were free from fault.  In other 
words, they did what was right and did not do what was wrong.  This 
does not mean that they were sinless.  Everyone has a sin nature.  It 
does mean that they loved God and tried to serve Him with whole 
hearts.   
 
God was about to do a great work in and through this godly couple 
because they faithfully served Him.  God is like that.  He desires to bless 
those whose hearts are His.  2 Chronicles 16:9 states, "For the eyes of 
the Lord move to and fro throughout the earth that He may strongly 
support those whose heart is completely His."   
 
Do you want God to do great things through you?  Then walk 
righteously and blamelessly before Him.  Learn His Word and obey it.  
Draw close to Him in prayer.  Serve Him faithfully.  Listen to the inner 
promptings of the Holy Spirit and let Him guide you.  Flee temptation.  
If you do these things God will see and strongly support you. 
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3.  God's choicest servants are not immune from hard times - v7, 25 
Even though Zacharias and Elizabeth were righteous and blameless this 
did not mean they were immune from problems and heartache.  Verse 
seven reveals, "And they had no child, because Elizbeth was barren, 
and they were both advanced in years."  In Jewish culture children were 
considered a blessing from the Lord.  Children  increased a family's 
financial and social status.  Children were a parents social security in 
their old age.  To be childless was considered a disgrace.  Such was the 
case of this godly couple. 
 
Sometimes people believe that when they serve God faithfully life 
should be all peaches and cream.  Not so.  We live in a fallen world 
where there is disease, natural disasters, and where bodies wear out.   
Upon a day Christ will return and make all things right.  Until then we 
need to continue to trust Him.  In Romans 8:18-21 Paul said,  
 

v18  For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not 
worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be revealed to us.  
v19 For the anxious longing of the creation waits eagerly for the 
revealing of the sons of God.  v20  For the creation was subjected 
to futility, not of its own will, but because of Him who subjected 
it, it hope  v21 that the creation itself also will be set free from its 
slavery to corruption into the freedom of the glory of the children 
of God.  v22 For we know that the whole creation groans and 
suffers the pains of childbirth together until now. 

 
Are you walking righteously and blamelessly before God and still 
experiencing hard times?  You're not alone.  Don't give up, keep 
trusting.  That is what Zacharias and Elizabeth did.  Instead of blaming 
God or turning from Him, they continued to serve Him faithfully 
realizing that He would bless them with a child if He chose to do so.  
Isaiah 55:8,9 confirms that God's thoughts and ways are higher than 
ours.  
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The fourth lesson that can be learned is that: 
 
4.  God has perfect timing - vv8-9 
Often when we want something from God, we want it right now.  When 
He delays in giving it we either think that He does not hear or does not 
care.  We must understand that God's timing is perfect, ours is not.  
God wanted to answer the prayer of Zacharias and Elizabeth but He had 
His time table.  Listen to Luke 1:8-9, 
 

v8  Now it came about, while he (Zacharias) was performing his 
priestly service before God in the appointed order of his division,  
v9  according to the custom of the priestly office, he was chosen 
by lot to enter the temple of the Lord and burn incense. 

 
It was during Zacharias' time in the temple that the angel spoke to him.  
It is important to note that each priest only had the opportunity to 
enter the holy place to burn incense once in a lifetime if the lot fell to 
him.  Many priests never had the lot fall to him and thus never had the 
high honor of offering the incense.  
 
It is estimated that there were approximately 20,000 priests in Israel 
during the time of Zacharias.  Those priests were divided into 24 groups 
of about 1,000 each according to David's instructions in 1 Chronicles 
24:3-19.  Each group served at the temple twice a year for one week.  
Each morning and evening a priest entered the holy place in the temple 
just outside the most holy place to burn incense on the altar of incense.   
This altar is described in Exodus 30:1-8.  The incense represented the 
prayers of the people going up to God.  On this particular morning the 
lot fell to Zacharias.  He then entered the holy place while the rest of 
the people remained outside and prayed.   
 
Was this mere coincidence?  I think not.  It was God's perfect timing!  
This brings us to the fifth lesson: 
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5.  Good things happen when God's people pray - vv10-13 
Listen to Luke 1:10-13: 
 

v10  And the whole multitude of the people were in prayer 
outside at the hour of the incense offering.  v11  And an angel of 
the Lord appeared to him, standing to the right of the altar of 
incense.  v12  And Zacharias was troubled when he saw him, and 
fear gripped him.  v13  But the angel said to him, "Do not be 
afraid, Zacharias, for your petition has been heard, and your wife 
Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will give him the name 
John." 

 
The multitude of the people were praying outside the temple at the 
hour of the incense offering and God heard their prayer. 
 
6.  God often exceeds our expectations - vv14-17 
One of the lifelong prayers of Zacharias and Elizabeth was to have a 
child.  Their expectation and hope was to have any child. 
 
I wonder how they would have felt being childless if they had known 
Ephesians 3:20,21?  Are you familiar with these verses?  In them Paul 
refers to God and says,  
 

v20 Now to Him who is able to do exceeding abundantly beyond 
all that we ask or think, according to the power that works within 
us, v21 to Him be the glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all 
generations forever and ever.  Amen. 

 
Do you hear what the verse is saying?  God is able to do exceeding 
abundantly beyond all that we ask or think, according to the power that 
works within us.  It does not say that God will always do above and 
beyond our expectations but it says He is able to do so.   
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God is not a celestial bellhop who “snaps-to” when we pray.  He wants 
to bless His children and will often do so but it has to be in His timing.  
In the case of Zacharias and Elizabeth, He went above and beyond what 
they could ever hope for.   
 
Their prayers over the years had probably gone something like the 
following.  For the first years of their marriage they may have prayed, 
"God, let our quiver be full."  Are you familiar with Psalm 127:3-5 
 

v3  Behold, children are a gift of the Lord; the fruit of the womb is 
a reward.  v4  Like arrows in the hand of a warrior, so are the 
children of one's youth.  v5  How blessed is the man whose quiver 
is full of them; they shall not be ashamed, when they speak with 
their enemies in the gate. 

 
As the years went on and their disappointment mounted they may 
have prayed, "O God, give us just a single child: someone to carry on 
the family name. "  Perhaps as they passed child-bearing years they 
prayed, "Help us be content with no child."  And perhaps finally they 
may have stopped praying all-together.   
 
But God in His perfect timing did for Elizabeth what he had done for  
Sarah (Genesis 17:15,19) and Hannah (1 Samuel).  He gave her a son 
who was to be a forerunner to the Messiah.  Wow!   
 
Have you ever had expectations that were not fulfilled?  Perhaps you 
have had prayers that were not answered or hopes that were never 
realized. 
 
I have asked myself the question, "Why doesn't God always do above 
and beyond what we ask for. First it is not always in His plan.  Second, if 
He always did above and beyond what we asked, He would become a 
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celestial bell-hop.  We would not see Him as the almighty God to fear 
but instead as the person to give us what we wanted when we wanted 
it.  We would become the master and He the servant instead of the 
other way around. 
 
It is through having to wait that we learn patience.  It is through dealing 
with difficult people that we learn the value of true friendship.  It is 
through trials and difficulties that we are made strong.   
 
Again, Isaiah 55:8,9 says that God's ways and thoughts are higher than 
ours.  How true!  But lets look for a moment at how in this case God did 
above and beyond the expectations of Zacharias and Elizabeth.  The 
“above and beyond” is revealed in verses 14-17 which reveals the 
impact of their son upon their world. 
 
a.  v14 And you will have joy and gladness and many will rejoice at his 
birth. 
He would not just bring joy to parents, grandparents and relatives.  He 
would bring joy to the hearts of many, many others.  All who came to 
the river Jordan to hear him preach and be baptized would be blessed.   
 
b.  v15a  For he will be great in the sight of the Lord... 
Every parent wants greatness for their children.  But there is no greater 
greatness than greatness in the sight of God.  That is the type of 
greatness that should make every parent happy! 
 
c.  v15b  And he will drink no wine or liquor... 
This was part of the Nazarite vow.  John would have high standards, 
well above the normal person.  Doesn't it delight a parent's heart when 
their child chooses high standards of holiness.   
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d.  v15c  and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit while yet in his 
mother's womb 
He would influence others for God from the very beginning.  Every 
Christian parent hopes that his or her child will become a Christian at 
an early age. 
 
e.  v16  And he will turn back many of the sons of Israel to the Lord 
their God.  
He will be an instrument of good.  He will be part of the solution to the 
world's problems instead of part of the problem.  So many kids today 
are part of the problem instead of standing against it. 
 
f.  v17  And it is he who will go as a forerunner before Him in the spirit 
and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers back to the 
children, and the disobedient to the attitude of the righteous; so as to 
make ready a people prepared for the Lord. 
Verse 17 further describes this incredible ministry that John would 
have.  He would be a forerunner ministering in the power of the Holy 
Spirit.  He would pull families back together and turn folks towards 
God's ways.  In essence He would prepare his culture for the coming of 
Christ into the world.   
 
He would: 
a.  BRING GREAT JOY 
b.  HAVE A GREAT REPUTATION 
c.  HAVE HIGH STANDARDS 
d.  HAVE A CLOSE WALK WITH GOD IN THE POWER OF THE SPIRIT 
e.  HAVE AN INCREDIBLE MINISTRY 
f.  HE WOULD PREPARE HIS CULTURE FOR CHRIST'S COMING  
 
These six things that John would do are powerful.  And yet are they not 
the hopes of every Christian parent today for their children?  Just as 
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John prepared his culture for the first coming of Christ, are we not to 
prepare our culture for Christ's second coming?  yes! 
 
7.  We must not have a spirit of unbelief - vv18-20 
Luke 1:18-20 (NASB) states,  
 

18 Zacharias said to the angel, "How will I know this for certain? 
For I am an old man and my wife is advanced in years." 19 The 
angel answered and said to him, "I am Gabriel, who stands in the 
presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to 
bring you this good news. 20 "And behold, you shall be silent and 
unable to speak until the day when these things take place, 
because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled in 
their proper time."  

 
Unfortunately, Zacharias questioned Gabriel’s message and was made 
mute until his promised son’s birth. 
 
8.  Sometimes it is good when God breaks the routine - vv21,22 
Luke 1:21-22 (NASB) states, 

  
21 The people were waiting for Zacharias, and were wondering at 
his delay in the temple. 22 But when he came out, he was unable 
to speak to them; and they realized that he had seen a vision in 
the temple; and he kept making signs to them, and remained 
mute.  

 
Zacharias ministry was out of the normal, but through it many lives 
were touched. It is good when God breaks the routine. Perhaps you 
have had Him do this in your life? 
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9.  Injured believers can still serve - v23 
Luke 1:23 (NASB) states, “23 When the days of his priestly service were 
ended, he went back home.” Even though Zacharias was injured he still 
did his duty as a priest. Sometimes we have to serve hurt. 
 
10.  We must not feel disgraced about things beyond our control - 
vv24,25 
Luke 1:24-25 (NASB)  
24 After these days Elizabeth his wife became pregnant, and she kept 
herself in seclusion for five months, saying, 25 "This is the way the Lord 
has dealt with me in the days when He looked with favor upon me, to 
take away my disgrace among men."  
 
Elizabeth viewed her lack of children as a disgrace. But we should not 
feel disgraced about things that are beyond our control. 
 
THE LESSONS 
1.  God works even during the darkest times - v5 
2.  God uses righteous people in extra special ways - vv5,6 
3.  God's choicest servants are not immune from hard times - vv7, 25 
4.  God has perfect timing - vv8,9 
5.  Good things happen when God's people pray - vv10-13 
6.  God often exceeds our expectations - vv14-17 
7.  We must not have a spirit of unbelief - vv18-20 
8.  Sometimes it is good when God breaks the routine - vv21,22 
9.  Injured believers can still serve - v23 
10.  We must not feel disgraced about things beyond our control - 
vv24,25 
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Conclusion 
 
JOHN THE BAPTIST  
 WOULD: 
 a.  Bring great JOY 
 b.  Have a great REPUTATION 
 c.  Have HIGH STANDARDS 
 d.  Have a CLOSE WALK WITH GOD 
 e.  Have an INCREDIBLE MINISTRY 
 f.  PREPARE HIS CULTURE for Christ's coming, 
 
God certainly works in our lives in unusual ways. He certainly did with 
Zacharian and Elizabeth who had the baby before Christmas! 


