The Thrill of Hope

Luke 1:5-25

Chosen, Remembered, Heard, Blessed 
Every Christmas people debate Jesus, the Christmas account

As if Jesus is a myth, fairytale-like Santa Claus, abominable snowman, candy canes

Luke’s writing

“Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. With this in mind, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.”  (Luke 1:1-4 NIV)

Accurate – “I myself carefully investigated everything.”

Comprehensive – “from the beginning”

Orderly – “an orderly account.”

We are going to read today is about Zacharias, Elizabeth the parents of John the Baptist
The events are HOPE producing

The events are going to reveal God at work in the darkness of time, history and people’s individual lives

The events are going to reveal that doubt will not prohibit God from fulfilling His plans
The “Promised Land” of Israel had been occupied by foreign rulers and foreign armies for 700 years.

Generations had lived on land and in towns controlled by others
They had lived under the laws of the oppressors
There was the talk of HOPE, but there was little practical HOPE
Year after year, decade after decade, generation after generation, century after century God’s people had scanned the horizon looking for God to come through

As the sun set on each year and then a decade and then generation and then a century
No Messiah, No Savior, No deliverer

Life was bleak

· There was darkness culturally and financially 

· There was limited freedom

· High taxes

· Oppression 

There was talk of HOPE, but there was very little HOPE in the lives of the average person
"Hope is the sense of expectancy and optimism that God wants to instill in all of us who love him and have faith in him. It’s an overriding confidence he gives, reminding us that, even in the midst of our greatest problems, God is still with us—and he is greater than any challenge we might face." Lee Strobel
Jeremiah the Prophet said this about hope
“I still dare to hope when I remember this: The faithful love of the LORD never ends! His mercies never cease. Great is his faithfulness; his mercies begin afresh each morning. I say to myself, 'The LORD is my inheritance; therefore, I will hope in him!” Lamentations 3: 21–24 NLT

Jump into the Luke’s account of Zachariah and Elizabeth
“In 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. Both of them were righteous in the sight of God, observing all the Lord's commands and decrees blamelessly. But they were childless because Elizabeth was not able to conceive, and they were both very old.” (Luke 1:5-7 NIV)

Herod the Great

Tyrant

Vicious

Suspicious

Word on the street: “It is better to be one of Herod’s pigs than one of his sons.”
In antiquity dates were not figured by calendar years as we do

During the years that Barak Obama was president …
During the time that the TYRANT HEROD WAS IN POWER
There was a priest named Zechariah
One of the 1,000s of men who served as priest in the daily affairs of the Temple

The priests were divided into 24 groups
Each group would serve one week in the 1st half of the year and then in the 2nd half of the year

Zechariah was from the priestly line of Abijah
His wife, Elizabeth
Was from the priestly line of Aaron

Two of the most powerful family lines around
American Politics – Bush family and the Kennedy family

Business – Rockefellers and Walton – (Walmart Fame)

Z and E had pedigree stacked on top of pedigree
Both of them were righteous in the sight of God, observing all the Lord's commands and decrees blamelessly.
Not only did they have pedigree, but they were top of the class when it came to faithfulness and obedience
But they were childless because Elizabeth was not able to conceive, and they were both very old.”
Fertility has always been a big deal – family name, workers, security, property was passed on from generation to generation

Infertility was not seen as “bad luck” or a “medical condition” or the “withholding of God’s blessing.”

Infertility was much worse

It was believed that infertility was a punishment from God

The spoken and unspoken message to childless couples was “You must have done something wrong!”  

There was a rabbi in antiquity that taught that there were 7 people who were to be excommunicated from the Jewish community

A Jewish man without a wife

A Jewish man with a wife who was barren

When Rachel was unable to conceive, she said to Jacob “Give me children, or else I die.”
Jacob got defensive “Who am I God that I can determine these things?”
One form or another of that message is held by believers and non-believers today
When it comes to: sickness, depression, finances, difficulty in relationships, inability to secure a job

God is punishing YOU! – YOU MUST HAVE DONE SOMETHING WRONG!
Probably a week doesn’t go by that I don’t talk with someone who holds some of this idea
Even with the pedigree and the outstanding life - Elizabeth being childless led to a life of disgrace and shame
"In these days he has shown his favor and taken away my disgrace among the people." (Luke 1:25 NIV)

Z and E had the family lineage
They lived outstanding lives

BUT … they were childless
· Can you feel the heartache?

· Can you feel the loneliness?

· Can you feel the rejection and judgment?

· Can you feel the HOPELESSNESS?

Not only was there cultural, financial and political darkness

Z and E were experiencing PERSONAL DARKNESS 

“Once when Zechariah's division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense. And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside.” (Luke 1:8-10 NIV)

Chosen by lot … The priests drew straws, rolled the dices, spun the wheel 

To see who would go into the Holy Place and burn incense

The OT Law dictated that 24/7 incense was to be burning in the Temple

One priest was chosen by lot

A priest, if he ever was chosen, was only able to burn the incense once in his lifetime

The priest would enter the inner part of the Temple

The priest would take some incense and put it in the fire

He would step outside of the inner part of the Temple

Speak to the people

Speak over them the blessing from Numbers 6

"May the LORD bless you and keep you.

May the LORD show you his kindness

and have mercy on you.

May the LORD watch over you

and give you peace."

Numbers 6:24-26

“Once” - This particular year – this day in a week in a month
This is one of those:

“When the right time came, God …” (Galatians 4:4 NLT)

Year after year Zechariah faithfully served in the Temple

Twice a year the dice were rolled
Never landing on Zechariah
Not only can they not get pregnant

He doesn’t get chosen to serve in the most prestigious moment

I can imagine Zechariah not wanting to go to work … “What’s the use?  I’m never going to be chosen!”

Questioning in his heart
· What have I done wrong?

· Why me?

· Why not me?

It was the week that Z’s division was on duty

The lots are drawn and the lot lands on his name!

Now, this decade, this year, this month, this day … HE’S CHOSEN
“Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear.” (Luke 1:11-12 NIV)

Wait a second – I finally am chosen to go into the Holy Place and I get interrupted by an angel?
OH GREAT! – CAN’T A GUY GET A BREAK!

As I mentioned last week no one he knew had ever seen an angel

He’d only heard of angels

Understatement – “he was startled and was gripped with fear” – OH REALLY!

“But 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. He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord.” (Luke 1:13-15 NIV)

Your prayer has been heard – For a child? For the Savior/Messiah/King/Redeemer

· You will call him John
· He will be a joy and delight … many will rejoice … he will be great in the sight of God

He will be great in the sight of God
The only one whose view of John B matters
The only one whose view of YOU matters
For 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. He will bring back many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. And 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." (Luke 1:15-17 NIV)
Let’s go back for a minute

Title: Chosen, Remembered, Heard, Blessed

Z and E both from priestly lines

Both live faithfully and obediently
Numerical probabilities – the right year, month, week – Z is chosen to enter the Holy Place

They thought that they were cursed/punished – they were CHOSEN
They thought that God had forgotten them – they were REMEMBERED
They thought that their prayers had landed on DEAF EARS – YOUR PRAYERS HAVE BEEN HEARD
They thought that their days were over for having a child – they were BLESSED with a child
· God was at work in the darkness of world history, culture, oppression

· God was at work in the darkness of their rejection, ridicule, shame, and despair

· God was at work when it seemed like nothing was happening!
· God is at work in the darkness of world history, culture, oppression, confusion

· God is at work in the darkness of YOUR situation – rejection, addiction, ridicule, shame, finances, health
· GOD is at work when it seems like nothing is happening!
“Hang on, God has heard your prayers and in the coming of the Messiah has answered them.  The light of the world is coming and will break through the darkness.”  Tim Smith
“Zechariah asked the angel, "How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years." 
Really? --- NO, I MEAN REALLY?
HOW CAN I BE SURE OF THIS?

HOW DO I KNOW THIS IS TRUE?

YOU’RE TALKING TO AN ANGEL!

What more do you need?

He doubts

CAN YOU BELIEVE IT – HE DOUBTS
I can …

Like you, I’ve had moments when I forget everything that God has done

I forget the little things and the big things

I forget the goodness and the blessing

I get into a double doubt pity party
The 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. And 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."” (Luke 1:18-20 NIV)
Gabriel’s response
When I think about this ---- I picture Mr. T or Anger from Inside Out talking 

· YOU WANT TO KNOW HOW IT’S TRUE?
· YOU WANT TO KNOW?

· I TELL HOW YOU’LL KNOW!

You won’t be able to talk for 9 months! – that’s how you’ll know I’m telling the truth!
No one had seen an angel

Even if they had, this is no ordinary angel

The Angel answers “I am Gabriel.” I stand in the presence of God.”

The last time that Gabriel had appeared to people was 500 years before this when Gabriel appeared to Daniel.

Daniel 8 and 9

His doubting doesn’t thwart God’s plan
“Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah and wondering why he stayed so long in the temple. When 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. When his time of service was completed, he returned home. After this his wife Elizabeth became pregnant and for five months remained in seclusion.” (Luke 1:21-24 NIV)

God is at work in the darkest of times, situations and circumstances

God doesn’t forget

God isn’t deaf

God is faithful

God is wonderful

God answers prayer in His time and in His way

No matter what you are going through … God is at work!
You can run and hide? … He’s at work!

You may not see it, you may not feel it AND YOU MAY DOUBT IT … He’s at work!

Hope is found in JESUS 

Hope is not found in circumstances or situations or possibilities or open doors or closed doors

HOPE IS FOUND IN JESUS

“What keeps the wild hope of Christmas alive year after year in a world notorious for dashing all hopes is the haunting dream that the child who was born that day may yet be born again even in us.” Frederick Buechner
