
  
December 2, 2018   Preparing the Way for Christmas   “A People Prepared for the Lord” 
Scripture:  
I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me.  Malachi 3:1 

During the rule of King Herod of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah who belonged to the priestly 
division of Abijah. His wife Elizabeth was a descendant of Aaron. They were both righteous before God, 
blameless in their observance of all the Lord’s commandments and regulations. They had no children 
because Elizabeth was unable to become pregnant and they both were very old. One day Zechariah was 
serving as a priest before God because his priestly division was on duty. Following the customs of priestly 
service, he was chosen by lottery to go into the Lord’s sanctuary and burn incense. All the people who 
gathered to worship were praying outside during this hour of incense offering. An angel from the Lord 
appeared to him, standing to the right of the altar of incense. When Zechariah saw the angel, he was 
startled and overcome with fear. 
The angel said, “Don’t be afraid, Zechariah. Your prayers have been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will give 
birth to your son and you must name him John. He will be a joy and delight to you, and many people will 
rejoice at his birth, for he will be great in the Lord’s eyes. He must not drink wine and liquor. He will be filled 
with the Holy Spirit even before his birth. He will bring many Israelites back to the Lord their God. He will go 
forth before the Lord, equipped with the spirit and power of Elijah. He will turn the hearts of fathers back to 
their children, and he will turn the disobedient to righteous patterns of thinking. He will make ready a people 
prepared for the Lord.”   Luke 1:5-17 

Questions in this GPS marked with an arrow bullet point are particularly recommended for group discussion. Group leaders may 
add other discussion questions, or substitute other questions for the marked ones, at their discretion. 
 
Torn between hope and doubt 
MONDAY 12.3.18   Luke 1:5-20 
“Because there were [an estimated 18,000] priests, special duties had to be assigned by lot…. This 
occasion was likely Zechariah’s only opportunity to perform this service during his lifetime.” * It seems likely 
that when Zechariah awoke that day, he already thought he’d remember the day for the rest of his life. Yet 
little did he know how true that would be! The angel’s message to the aged priest was clearly worded to 
remind him of the words of the prophet Malachi (cf. Malachi 3:1, 4:5). 
• Had Zechariah and Elizabeth given up their hope for a child? The angel’s words in verse 13 (“Your 

prayers have been heard”) implied not. God’s messenger said Elizabeth would bear the child they’d 
prayed for all those years. But Zechariah found that “good news” (verse 19) almost too good to be true. 
Are you ever tempted to believe that, no matter what God may have done in the past, God would never 
actually affect your life? Do you see hope as naïve, even foolish, or as a solid foundation for facing 
whatever life brings you? 

Ø We find this reaction several times in the Advent story: “When Zechariah saw the angel, he was startled 
and overcome with fear” (verse 12). Zechariah’s fear made it hard for him to find hope in the angel’s 



“good news” (verse 19). Yet the angel’s first words were, “Don’t be afraid, Zechariah” (verse 13). “Don’t 
be afraid” is the most common command God and God’s messengers give in the Bible. This Advent 
season, in what part(s) of life do you most need to take in the message, “Do not be afraid”? 

Prayer: Lord God, you know how often doubt and fear tug at my heart. Send your message of hope and 
promise across my path, reminding me to trust and not to fear. Amen. 
* HarperCollins Christian Publishing. NIV, Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, eBook: Bringing to Life the Ancient World of Scripture 
(Kindle Locations 232061-232065). Zondervan. Kindle Edition.  

“This is the Lord’s doing” 
TUESDAY 12.4.18   Luke 1:21-25 
In Zechariah and Elizabeth’s day, “Childless parents lacked support in their old age, and many people 
assumed that such a condition reflected divine punishment for sin.” * That’s why Luke stressed in Luke 1:6 
that “they were righteous before God.” It was what Elizabeth meant when she said God had showed favor 
by “removing my disgrace among other people.” “This is the Lord’s doing” didn’t mean they were passive—
Elizabeth no doubt experienced all the good and difficult parts of pregnancy. But in and through it all, she 
saw God at work. 
• Scholar N. T. Wright wrote, “Luke is careful not to dress up the story by making Zechariah a great hero 

of faith….God regularly works through ordinary people, doing what they normally do, who with a mixture 
of half-faith and devotion are holding themselves ready for whatever God has in mind.” ** What helps 
you to hold yourself ready for whatever God has in mind? Has God ever surprised you by doing 
something through you that you didn’t think you could do? 

• Luke’s story was no “once upon a time” tale. It was about real people and places, which he said he’d 
verified with eyewitnesses (cf. Luke 1:1-4). He tied the story to the reign of specific rulers (cf. Luke 1:5, 
2:1-2). Does it help you to trust Luke’s story that he referred to names and dates that people in his day 
could easily have verified? Why or why not? 

Prayer: Lord God, you worked out your plan through ordinary people like Zechariah and Elizabeth. That 
gives ordinary me hope. I hold myself ready for whatever you have in mind for me. Amen. 
* HarperCollins Christian Publishing. NIV, Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, eBook: Bringing to Life the Ancient World of Scripture 
(Kindle Locations 232054-232055). Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 
** N. T. Wright, Luke for Everyone. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004, pp. 7-8.) 

A promised son named “Laughter” 
WEDNESDAY 12.5.18   Genesis 18:1-15, 21:1-7  
It seems likely that Zechariah and Elizabeth, John the Baptist’s parents, had read or heard the story of 
Sarah, childless until very late in life. Sarah laughed at God’s promise that she’d have a son. Yet a year 
later she named her miracle boy “Isaac” (a form of the Hebrew word for “laughter”). Her story showed that, 
in God’s world, hope can always stay alive, even in a culture where many people thought childlessness was 
a curse from God. 
• Sarah’s initial laughter might be equivalent to our phrase “Oh, sure!” (expressing disbelief). (Pastor 

Frederic Buechner observed, whimsically, that perhaps Sarah laughed because she wondered how 
Medicare would handle her maternity bills! *) In your imagination, flesh out Sarah’s story, which started 
with the pained laughter of disbelief, and ended with joyous laughter, to the point of naming her son 
“laughter.” 

Ø Genesis said 25 years passed after God promised Abraham that he would make him a great nation until 
the birth of the son who was the first link in making that promise real. Are there divine promises you are 
waiting for, because they aren’t happening right now? Can you live with hope that, in the end, God’s 



promises will prove true (even if differently than you can picture now), as they did for Sarah, Abraham, 
Zechariah and Elizabeth? 

Prayer: Oh God, as I wait in hope for your perfect eternity, “grant me the serenity to accept the things I 
cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” Amen. 
* This idea is found in Buechner’s book Telling the Truth: The Gospel as Tragedy, Comedy and Fairy Tale. 

God’s messenger announced a deliverer  
THURSDAY 12.6.18   Judges 13:1-14 
Although the book of Judges held stories of many leaders who temporarily delivered Israelites from the 
power of various enemies, the book only gave a birth story for the colorful strongman Samson. The story 
reflected its male-dominated times by giving the father’s name while calling Samson’s mother simply “the 
woman.” Nevertheless, as happened again in the story of John the Baptist, she showed greater hope and 
faith than her husband. 
Ø “Against all expectations, if there is a hero in Samson’s story, it is Samson’s wise and faithful mother, 

whose name we do not even know.” * Have you known, and perhaps had your life changed for the 
better, by “heroes” whose names only a small circle of people around them will ever know? Samson 
grew up with great physical strength, but severe inner weakness. What kinds of spiritual exercises help 
you build your inner strength? 

• “Nazirite means ‘consecrated or dedicated one’ and designated a group of people who lived according 
to promises like those in Numbers 6:1-21.” ** When Samson grew up, he refused to abide by many of 
those promises, and limited his impact for good. After a 20-year career, Judges summed up his work by 
saying, “He killed more people [Israel’s enemies] in his death than he did during his life” (Judges 16:30). 
What choices can you make to give your life a better epitaph than that? 

Prayer: Lord God, help me to match whatever efforts I make to build my physical strength with a 
determination to work with you in building robust inner, spiritual strength. Amen. 
* J. Clinton McCann, study note on Judges 13:1-25 in The Renovare Spiritual Formation Bible. HarperSanFrancisco, 2005, p. 366. 
** Brad E. Kelle, study note on Judges 13:4-5 in The CEB Study Bible. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2013, p. 392 OT. 

Hannah: “There is no rock like our God”  
FRIDAY 12.7.18   1 Samuel 1:9-20, 2:1-10 
Long before Elizabeth, and like Sarah and Samson’s mother, a childless Hebrew woman named Hannah 
prayed for a child. She lived in a culture that allowed men to have more than one wife—and she suffered 
the anguish of being “the childless wife.” She pleaded with God for a son, promised to devote her son to 
God’s service, and did. Her son was the great Israelite leader and prophet Samuel. She offered a song of 
praise to God, a poetic prayer much like the praises Elizabeth and Mary later offered. 
• People in Old Testament times did not have today’s medical understandings of infertility. They tended to 

attribute both childlessness and pregnancy directly to God. Today we believe God usually acts through 
the expertise and caring of medical doctors, nurses and researchers. But we still believe in the value of 
sharing our concerns with God. When you face illness or disappointment, how have you learned to take 
those feelings to God in prayer, rather than distancing yourself from God?  

• Hannah’s song said “those who stumbled are armed with strength… those who were hungry are hungry 
no more….The Lord…raises the poor from the dust.” Jesus, God come to earth, whose arrival John the 
Baptist announced, was born, not in a palace, but in an animal shelter. How can you as a Christ-follower 
more fully live into God’s attitude toward material wealth and poverty? 

Prayer: Lord God, I thank you for each person who helped to point me to your love and goodness. Help me 
to live in ways that are a positive influence on others. Amen. 



The first to call Jesus “Lord”  
SATURDAY 12.8.18   Luke 1:39-45 
Pastor Hamilton wrote, “I traveled to the Holy Land and retraced Mary’s steps from the Annunciation to the 
birth of Jesus. I was surprised to discover that Mary’s journey to Elizabeth’s home would have taken her 
eight to ten days.” * Mary desperately needed the faith, affirmation and joy that Elizabeth, herself living with 
an amazing, unexpected pregnancy, gave her. Elizabeth summed it up by saying, “Happy is she who 
believed that the Lord would fulfill the promises he made to her” (verse 45). 
Ø Even before Jesus was born, Elizabeth became the first person to call him “Lord”: “Why do I have this 

honor, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” (verse 43) (Later, the gospels also recorded 
that women were the first people to witness and proclaim Jesus’ resurrection.) What first led you to call 
Jesus “Lord”? In what ways does calling Jesus “Lord” involve giving up the right to live your life any way 
you please? In what ways has choosing Jesus as your Lord changed your life, and brought a different, 
more durable kind of hope into it? 

Prayer: O God, keep reminding me that you kept your promises to Elizabeth—and that you still do that 
today. Give me opportunities to give to others as Elizabeth gave to Mary. Amen. 
* Adam Hamilton, The Journey: A Season of Reflections. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2011, p. 78. 
 
Family Activity: Zechariah and Elizabeth were John the Baptist’s wise, supportive parents. When 
someone in your family needs support and wisdom, to whom do they turn? Think about grandparents, 
aunts, uncles and cousins, even close friends. How can you connect with them and grow spiritually and 
personally from their insights and experiences? Consider asking them about significant moments in their 
lives, then learning from their stories. Share a difficult experience of your own and ask for their help in 
working through it. If you live close, meet for a meal or dessert and share time together. If you live far apart, 
consider using FaceTime, Skype, talking on the phone, or even writing letters. Praise God and pray for 
those who support you and offer wisdom. 
 
Prayer Requests 
Prayers for Peace & Comfort for:  
Terri Hopkins and family on the death of Gale Harold, father, 11/21 
Monty Knight and family on the death of Kathryn Stubler, mother, 11/21 
Brett Spear and family on the death of Dr. George Spear, Jr., father, 11/22 
Rick Dobbs and family on the death of, Virginia (Ginny) Dobbs, mother, 11/27 
 
 


