
1 
 

Sermon 

14 August 2016 

Polbeth Harwood 
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Text: Luke 1:5-25 

(West Kirk: Baptism) 

 

Today is the 1st Sunday in Advent. Advent is the time when we eagerly 

wait to celebrate the birth of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Advent lasts for 4 weeks. 4 weeks is not a long time, except if you are a 

child and you are anxiously waiting on opening your gifts… Then 4 

weeks can feel like a lifetime! 

 

Zechariah and Elizabeth almost literally had to wait  a lifetime before 

their dream came true. 

 

Let’s have a look at their story: 

 

Zechariah was a priest – somebody who worked for God full time in the 

temple. He was married to Elizabeth, who also came from a priestly 

family. 

 

And they had some CV! I quote: “Both of them were upright in the sight 

of God, observing all the Lord’s commandments and regulations 

blamelessly.” 
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You can’t get more perfect that that! But… Here comes that “but”! They 

had no children, because Elizabeth was barren, and they were both well 

on in years. 

 

Now in Biblical times everybody had children. Lots of them. If you 

couldn’t have children, it would always be the woman’s fault – men 

basically couldn’t do anything wrong in those days!! Not having children 

was shameful; it was seen as punishment from God for a sinful life. 

 

But… Elizabeth and Zachariah didn’t lead a sinful life! So right from the 

outset this story is criticising the culture, teaching the people that life isn’t 

always just black and white – that maybe sometimes things happen for 

reasons beyond our understanding. 

 

In any case, on this particular day Zachariah was chosen by lot to go 

inside the temple to burn incense. This wasn’t something that happened 

every day. There were lots of priests and to be able to go inside the 

temple to burn incense was a once-in-a- lifetime opportunity and a great 

honour. 

 

But if Zachariah thought that this was the only once-in-a-lifetime thing 

that was going to happen to him that day, he was in for a surprise! And 

what a surprise it was… 

 

Because an angel of God appeared to him! I mean, what are the 

chances of that happening?! Of course he got a fright, but the angel told 

him not to be afraid. He was just there to tell him that his prayer had 

been answered. 
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That prayer which he’s been praying every day since he and Elizabeth 

got married – that they could have a child. That prayer he probably 

reluctantly stopped praying when he got to the age when he and his wife 

were too old to have children… 

 

Zechariah couldn’t believe his ears! And who can blame him? I mean, 

seriously, things like this happen only in stories! 

 

I love the way the angel answered him when he asked for a sign! He 

said: “I am Gabriel.” Implying – I am Gabriel! Have you never heard of 

me? I am an angel sent by God himself. What more confirmation do you 

need? 

 

But Gabriel gave Zachariah his sign all right – that he would not be able 

to speak until the day he held his son in his arms. 

 

It was as if God was saying to him: “You have so much to say about 

everything. When you open your mouth you doubt me. So you know 

what? Just be quiet. Stop talking. And start listening. I am answering 

your prayer. I chose you to be the father of the forerunner of the Saviour 

of the world. So use these 9 months to think about that!” 

 

When a priest came out of the temple, he always said God’s blessing 

upon the praying people outside. But this day Zachariah couldn’t do that. 

In fact, he couldn’t say a single thing until the day his son was born. And 

the very first thing he did when his voice came back, was to praise God. 

From that day onwards he used his words in the right way. 
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Elizabeth and Zachariah’s prayer was answered many many years after 

they started praying it. Many years after they had given up hope.  

 

Because God wanted to use them to show the world that he could do 

anything. 

 

If he wanted a couple to have a son in their old age, he could make that 

happen. 

 

And they brought their son up correctly, exactly the way God told them 

to, so he could prepare the way for Jesus. 

 

*** 

In this time of advent, I think this story teaches us to wait. To patiently 

wait on God. To quietly wait on God. 

 

We have so much to say. I don’t think we always appreciate the 

importance of silence. 

 

You’ve probably heard the popular song “Shut up and dance with me”, 

by the American band Walk the Moon, played on the radio? My 2 boys 

walk around the house and sing this song all the time, they think it’s very 

cool! Well, apparently one of the band members was in a bad place. He 

was sulking because he couldn’t come up with lyrics for a new song. So 

he went to a night club in Los Angeles with his girlfriend, where he 

grumpily sat at a table feeling sorry for himself, complaining about his 

situation. So she said: “Can you just please SHUT UP AND DANCE 

WITH ME?” And that inspired this song, which became a hit straight 

away! 



5 
 

We don’t always realise the importance of being silent… 

 

There are so many things we want. We so often think that we have 

figured out our lives – if we could just do this or that, if we could just get 

this or that, our lives will be perfect. 

 

We think we need certain things; society dictates that we need certain 

things; the media brainwashes us into thinking that we need certain 

things; – we’ve got a picture in our head of what the perfect life looks 

like, of what the perfect family looks like. And we want that. 

 

So we ask for it. And then, if our prayers are not answered straight 

away, we keep asking for it, we might even start demanding it, and if we 

still don’t get it we might get fed-up asking and give up on God 

altogether. 

 

Zachariah might have given up on the idea that one day he’d have a 

family, but he never gave up on God. He knew that God was in charge 

of his life, and although he didn’t like it, he resigned himself to the fact 

that he would just die childless. 

 

God knew that and changed that. But also silenced Zechariah for 9 

minds to remind him who was in control of his life. 

 

So let’s stop asking, let’s stop complaining, let’s stop arguing, let’s stop 

saying the same thing over and over again – just for a little bit – and start 

listening. 
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Let’s be quiet and listen to God. And while we are quiet, let’s look at our 

lives and see all the many things we have, instead of only focussing on 

the things we want. 

 

Advent is the time to realize that God will give us what we need, but that 

this might be something completely different from what we thought we 

needed… 

 

Elizabeth and Zachariah’s lives turned around from a life nobody 

wanted, to a live everybody envied. We don’t know what God has in 

store for us! But one thing we do know is that he sent us Jesus to save 

us, and that is more than enough reason to praise him! 

 

So this advent – think before you speak. And when you do open your 

mouth, make what you are going to say something worthwhile, 

something well thought through, something to the glory of God. 

 

(What a privilege to have your own wee baby daughter in this time, 

…….. and ……... Teach her, like Zachariah and Elizabeth did, to live a 

life that is pleasing to God, and she will bring you nothing but blessings.) 

 

Amen 

 


