
[image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Crossway book.

Sign-up for the Crossway Newsletter for updates on special offers, new resources, and exciting global ministry initiatives:

Crossway Newsletter

Or, if you prefer, we would love to connect with you online:




	[image: image]
	[image: image]
	[image: image]









PREACHING THE WORD

Edited by R. Kent Hughes



Genesis | R. Kent Hughes

Exodus | Philip Graham Ryken

Leviticus | Kenneth A. Mathews

Numbers | Iain M. Duguid

Deuteronomy | Ajith Fernando

Joshua | David Jackman

Judges and Ruth | Barry G. Webb

1 Samuel | John Woodhouse

2 Samuel | John Woodhouse

Job | Christopher Ash

Psalms, vol. 1 | James Johnston

Proverbs | Raymond C. Ortlund Jr.

Ecclesiastes | Philip Graham Ryken

Song of Solomon | Douglas Sean O’Donnell

Isaiah | Raymond C. Ortlund Jr.

Jeremiah and Lamentations | Philip Graham Ryken

Daniel | Rodney D. Stortz

Matthew | Douglas Sean O’Donnell

Mark | R. Kent Hughes

Luke | R. Kent Hughes

John | R. Kent Hughes

Acts | R. Kent Hughes

Romans | R. Kent Hughes

1 Corinthians | Stephen T. Um

2 Corinthians | R. Kent Hughes

Galatians | Todd Wilson

Ephesians | R. Kent Hughes

Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon | R. Kent Hughes

1–2 Thessalonians | James H. Grant Jr.

1–2 Timothy and Titus | R. Kent Hughes and Bryan Chapell

Hebrews | R. Kent Hughes

1–2 Peter and Jude | David R. Helm

1–3 John | David L. Allen

Revelation | James M. Hamilton Jr.

The Sermon on the Mount | R. Kent Hughes






[image: Image]







Luke

Copyright © 2015 by R. Kent Hughes

Published by Crossway

1300 Crescent Street

Wheaton, Illinois 60187

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher, except as provided by USA copyright law.

Previously published as two volumes copyright © 1998 by R. Kent Hughes

Cover design: John McGrath, Simplicated Studio

Cover image: Adam Greene, illustrator

First printing 2015

Printed in the United States of America

Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are from the ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. 2011 Text Edition. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked NASB are from The New American Standard Bible®. Copyright © The Lockman Foundation 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995. Used by permission.

Scripture references marked NEB are from The New English Bible © The Delegates of the Oxford University Press and The Syndics of the Cambridge University Press, 1961, 1970.

Scripture references marked PHILLIPS are from The New Testament in Modern English, translated by J. B. Phillips © 1972 by J. B. Phillips. Published by Macmillan.

All emphases in Scripture quotations have been added by the author.

Hardcover: 978-1-4335-3830-8 
PDF ISBN: 978-1-4335-3831-5 
Mobipocket ISBN: 978-1-4335-3832-2 
ePub ISBN: 978-1-4335-3833-9



Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Hughes, R. Kent.

   Luke : that you may know the truth / R. Kent Hughes. – 
Revised edition.

        1 online resource. – (Preaching the word)

   Previously published as two separate volumes.

   Includes bibliographical references and index.

   Description based on print version record and CIP data provided by publisher; resource not viewed.

       ISBN 978-1-4335-3835-3 (pdf) -- ISBN 978-1-4335-3836-0 (mobi) -- ISBN 978-1-4335-3837-7 (epub) -- ISBN 978-1-4335-3834-6 (hc)

   1. Bible. Luke.–Commentaries. I. Title.

BS2595.53

226.4'07–dc23            2013039422



Crossway is a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers.






To my former colleagues 
David Helm and Jon Dennis, 
founding pastors of 
Holy Trinity Church, Hyde Park, Chicago






“Good news of great joy . . . for all the people.”

LUKE 2:10

“For the Son of Man came to seek 
and to save the lost.”

LUKE 19:10
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A Word to Those Who Preach the Word

There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.

What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!

R. Kent Hughes
Wheaton, Illinois
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An Orderly Account

LUKE 1:1–4
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LOUIS MACNEICE WROTE regarding his reading of ancient literature:

And how one can imagine oneself among them

I do not know;

It was all so unimaginably different

And all so long ago.

His rhyme expressed a valid concern. We might feel the same about the ancient gospel, except for the blessed fact that there are four Gospel accounts. One of them was the painstaking work of Luke, a historian, theologian, and physician, who has given us one of the finest pieces of historical writing in all of ancient literature.

Interestingly, no one knows anything of Luke’s origin. He was definitely nonapostolic, and he was a Gentile (cf. Colossians 4:11,14). By his own admission he was not an eyewitness to the story he records in his brilliant account (Luke 1:2). But Luke was well educated and cultured, and a physician to boot. Though we don’t know the details of his conversion, he apparently reached Christian maturity before coming under Paul’s influence. He became an intimate acquaintance of Paul, as the so-called “we sections” in Acts attest (16:10–17; 20:5; 21:18; 27:1—28:16). Very possibly he is the anonymous brother “who is famous among all the churches for his preaching of the gospel” in 2 Corinthians 8:18.1 This certainly accords with his humble, self-effacing manner in keeping himself in the background of both Luke and Acts.

Luke stayed with Paul during his second imprisonment, right to the end. Shortly before his martyrdom Paul wrote to Timothy, “Luke alone is with me” (2 Timothy 4:11). What happened to Luke after the Apostle’s martyrdom is a secret of history. However, Luke seems to have written his Gospel during the early sixties.2

It is by far the longest of the Gospels, and it contains many extras that are not included in the other three Gospels—to begin with, the entire content of the first two chapters, which detail the advent of Christ beginning with the histories of Zechariah and Elizabeth, then the annunciation to Mary, culminating in the nativity. We can thank Luke for the stories of Zacchaeus, the penitent thief, the two disciples on the road to Emmaus, and the famous parables of the Pharisee and the publican, the rich man and Lazarus, and the prodigal son.

Luke has given us an invaluable gift—the most extensive and varied of the Gospels, as well as the most artistically constructed and the most beautifully reasoned and written. We will now consider this man of God as a historian, theologian, physician, and musician.

Luke the Historian (vv. 1–4)

Luke presented himself as historian in a long Greek sentence that is considered to be the best-styled sentence in the entire New Testament.3 He thus shouted to the ancient world that he was writing about history that must not be ignored.

Luke’s Historical Precedents

Luke began by citing others’ earlier work as laying a foundation for what he was about to do. “Many,” he said, “have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that have been accomplished among us” (v. 1). His attempt at gospel history was not something totally new but bore similarity to previous works unknown to us today, except for the Gospel of Mark.

These earlier accounts were characterized by orderliness that was undoubtedly a considerable help to Luke. They were based on the testimony of people who were there, as Luke made clear in his next phrase (v. 2): “Just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word have delivered them to us.”

The earlier accounts had come from people who had seen with their own eyes the sacred events that began with the ministry of John the Baptist (cf. 1 John 1:1). These eyewitnesses ultimately became “ministers of the word”—that is, preachers of the gospel.4 They were not detached observers but men vitally involved with the Word they preached.


Luke wanted his readers to understand that his history of Jesus came from the best, most authentic written and oral sources. Luke’s work was grounded in solid historiography and many reliable sources.

Luke’s Qualification as Historian

Not only was his historiography extensive, but he met the basic qualification of a historian—thorough research—as the opening phrase of verse 3 indicates: “It seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely for some time past. . . .” Luke had spent time tracking down each detail, tracing everything thoroughly. The result was a spectacularly accurate history.

One of the famous stories of New Testament scholarship recounts the early skepticism of the famous Sir William Ramsay regarding Luke’s history, and how the facts completely changed his mind so that he eventually wrote: “Luke’s history is unsurpassed in regard to its trust-worthiness.”5

Dr. Luke had crossed all his t’s and dotted his i’s, down to the smallest details, such as the tricky nomenclature of the officials mentioned in Acts.

Luke’s Task as Historian

Because Luke saw his task as historian as far more than a chronological listing of the facts, he added, “It seemed good to me also . . . to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus” (v. 3). What he meant by “orderly account” was a systematic arrangement grouped around themes he wished to emphasize. The facts were never altered, but the way he grouped and juxtaposed them, his artistic and logical arrangement, was meant to pierce the reader’s heart. Luke took great pains to present the gospel with maximum power. This, of course, was done under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. The result was a compelling story—especially when it is read and studied in sequence.

Luke’s Purpose as Historian

Finally, Luke’s forthright purpose in writing the history was moral, because he told Theophilus, “That you may have certainty concerning the things you have been taught” (v. 4). The word “certainty” appears last (for emphasis) in the long Greek sentence that comprises verses 1– 4. Luke believed that the proper telling of the story of Jesus would certainly produce belief in its truth. In a word, Luke believed in the power of the gospel!

What a motivation to read and study the Gospel of Luke! The solid historiography from which Luke had drawn his painstaking research, his subtly arranged account, and his moral purpose of bringing certain faith will change lives through the power of the Holy Spirit. The power of Jesus’ story is inexhaustible!

Luke the Theologian

Luke was not only an accomplished historian, he was also a skilled theologian. We have already touched on this by noting his careful arrangement of his materials to emphasize his theology. For example, Luke selected exactly ten stories for the birth and infancy narratives in chapters 1, 2. Five deal with events before Christ’s birth, and five are postbirth. Further, there are special pairings of the events within each quintet—all for a purpose.

Prominent among the great theological emphases in Luke is love. Matthew’s keynote is royalty, Mark’s is power, and in Luke it is love. Love uniquely shines through in saying after saying and parable after parable in this Gospel.

The offer of salvation for all is far more prominent in Luke than in the other Gospels. The word is not even used in Matthew and Mark and appears only once in John. But Luke employs it five times, as well as using “to save” more than any other Gospel. The angel announcing the birth of “a Savior” said the good news was for “all the people” (2:10, 11). Samaritans find grace and give it. Simeon sings about “light . . . to the Gentiles” (2:32). Jesus heals non-Israelites. The mission of the seventy has reference to the Gentiles.

Luke records Jesus’ repeated references to his coming death and gives profound detail concerning both the passion and the cross. Simeon’s prophecy (2:34, 35) refers to the coming passion. The ox is a traditional symbol for the Gospel of Luke because it is a sacrificial animal. Luke lifts high the cross.

The Gospel opens with repeated references to the Holy Spirit: the baby John filled with the Spirit in his mother’s womb (1:15), Elizabeth and Zechariah filled with the Spirit (1:41, 67), the Holy Spirit coming upon Simeon (2:25–27), Jesus’ conception by the Spirit (1:35), the Spirit descending like a dove upon Jesus when he was baptized (3:22), the Spirit leading him into the wilderness (4:1). Thus the Holy Spirit was emphasized, culminating in his descent at Pentecost in Acts 2.

So Luke the theologian teaches us great truths through story. Those who study Luke cannot remain the same.

Luke the Physician

Luke was a medical doctor. In fact, Paul called him “the beloved physician” (Colossians 4:14). But this was not because he excelled in the healing arts. It is rather because he was a lover of people, a man who could submit his ego and desires to the service of others. As already mentioned, some believe he was “the brother who is famous among all the churches for his preaching of the gospel” in 2 Corinthians 8:18. Luke was a doctor of souls!

He delighted in mentioning individuals: Zechariah and Elizabeth, Mary and Martha, Zacchaeus, Cleopas, the woman who anointed Jesus’ feet. Jesus’ parables in the Gospel of Matthew center on the kingdom, but those in Luke stress people.

Luke’s Gospel transcends the first century’s neglect of women. We hear their names more there than in any other Gospel: Mary, Elizabeth, Anna, Martha, her sister Mary, Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna, the widow of Nain, the widow who gave all she had, the daughters of Jerusalem, the women in Jesus’ parables.

We see Luke’s heart for babies and children in the stories of the infancy of John and Jesus. Luke gives us the only information about Jesus’ boyhood. He also speaks of various individuals’ only sons or only daughters.

Luke also shows himself powerfully disposed to the poor. He portrays Jesus as coming to preach the gospel to the poor and blessing the poor. The shepherds were poor. Joseph and Mary made an offering of the poor at Jesus’ birth. Luke cared about the poor. He also repeatedly warned about the dangers of riches. The parables he recorded repeatedly return to these themes: the rich fool, the unjust steward, the rich man who ignored the beggar Lazarus, the rich young ruler, the widow’s mite.

Luke was a tender doctor of souls. His ethos will touch and penetrate ours, and we will be sweeter and more tender as we give our souls to the study of his Gospel.

Luke the Musician

Luke’s Gospel is a singing Gospel. It resounds with the music of praise to God. Early on we find the Magnificat (1:46–55), the Benedictus (1:68–79), the Nunc Dimittis (2:29–32), and the Gloria (2:14). The verb rejoice is found in Luke more than in any other book in the New Testament. Likewise joy occurs regularly. There is joy in Zacchaeus’ receiving Jesus. There is joy on earth in the finding of the lost sheep and the lost coin, and there is joy in Heaven when lost sinners are found. The Gospel ends just as it began—with rejoicing.

Luke the historian will make you certain about the Gospel. Luke the theologian will touch you with God’s love and grace. Luke the physician will help you to love people. Luke the musician will set your heart to singing.

May God guide and enlighten our hearts as we study this magnificent portion of his holy Word!
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The Annunciation of John

LUKE 1:5–25
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THE CLOSING LINES of Luke’s first chapter describe the birth of Jesus with a haunting metaphor—“The Sunrise from on high” (1:78 NASB). The night before that sunrise had been long and dark. But the faithful, bright flashes of hope from God’s Word assured them that one day the night would end. Malachi had assured those who loved God that “the sun of righteousness shall rise with healing in its wings. You shall go out leaping like calves from the stall” (Malachi 4:2). Isaiah had promised that before “the glory of the LORD shall be revealed,” there would come “a voice [crying]: ‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD; make straight in the desert a highway for our God’” (Isaiah 40:5, 3). Malachi spoke similarly as he penned the final words of the Old Testament: “Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and awesome day of the LORD comes” (Malachi 4:5).

When Luke wrote his Gospel, more than four hundred years had passed since Malachi’s time without a word of prophecy or any sign of a prophet of God. But the long darkness was about to experience sunrise.1 Great plans, laid in eternal ages past, now began to activate. Angels scurried around busily preparing for the dawn. The focus of the activity would be Herod’s great temple, which Josephus dramatically described as a building that



wanted nothing that could astound either mind or eye. For, being covered on all sides with massive plates of gold, the sun was no sooner up than it radiated so fiery a flash that persons straining to look at it were compelled to avert their eyes, as from the solar rays. To approaching strangers it appeared from a distance like a snow-clad mountain; for all that was not overlaid with gold was of purest white.2






This shimmering grandeur housed the heartbeat of Jewish piety, and some who had attached themselves to the temple were anxiously awaiting the sunrise (cf. Luke 2:25–29).

A Supernatural Appearance (vv. 1–12)

The Dramatis Personae

Luke introduces us to two major players—an exemplary couple named Zechariah and Elizabeth who had received the grace of God in large measure.



In the days of Herod, king of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, of the division of Abijah. And he had a wife from the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth. And they were both righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the commandments and statutes of the Lord. But they had no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were advanced in years. (vv. 5–7)





Zechariah was an ordinary country priest, one of an estimated eight thousand living in Palestine at the time.3 The priests were divided according to an arrangement first instituted one thousand years earlier under King David and reconstituted as twenty-four divisions after the Babylonian captivity.4 Each division numbered about three hundred priests. Zechariah’s division, the eighth division of Abijah, served for two one-week periods per year, as did the others. Fifty-six priests were chosen by lot to participate each day.5

The name Zechariah was a popular priestly name that meant “The Lord has remembered,” and in his case it would prove dramatically prophetic. Elizabeth was also of priestly descent, and she had the same name as Aaron’s wife, a preferred name for a priest’s wife. Significantly, her name pointed to the promise keeping of God. Both Zechariah and Elizabeth were “righteous before God” (v. 6), beautiful people in God’s sight. This does not mean they were sinless, but their lives conformed to God’s Law, as the rest of verse 6 emphasizes. They were magnificent flowers in the Jewish religious system garden.

Their house surely enjoyed the happiness that comes to homes where both husband and wife are righteous, except for one thing—the couple had not been able to have children. In any culture infertility is an aching disappointment, and for some an almost unbearable stress. But the burden cannot be compared to that borne by childless women in ancient Hebrew culture because barrenness was considered a disgrace, even a punishment. For example, Hagar looked down on Sarah when Hagar conceived but Sarah remained barren (Genesis 16:4). Leah referred to her former barrenness as “affliction” (Genesis 29:32). Infertile Hannah wept bitterly (1 Samuel 1:5–8). Barrenness even carried a moral stigma because in Jewish thinking it was not the fate of the righteous (see, for example, Leviticus 20:20, 21). So Elizabeth had undoubtedly suffered smug reproach. She called her barrenness her “reproach” (v. 25).

The text says the two were “advanced in years” (v. 7). Nature’s planned obsolescence had taken its course, and there was no hope. They had never heard of Hippocrates, but he had put it perfectly: “A man, when his growth is over, is dry and cold.” The fountains of maternity were dry. The spotted, worn hands of this righteous couple would never hold a child of their own.

The Occasion

They did not know that dawn was about to break.



Now while he was serving as priest before God when his division was on duty, according to the custom of the priesthood, he was chosen by lot to enter the temple of the Lord and burn incense. And the whole multitude of the people were praying outside at the hour of incense. (vv. 8–10)





The Mishnah states that before each of the two daily services, four sets of lots were used to determine the participants (Yoma 2:1–5). In this case the incense lot finally fell to Zechariah, and in an instant he was at the apex of his personal history. The honor of offering incense was the grandest event in all his earthly existence. Many priests never had the privilege, and no priest was allowed to offer it more than once.

Zechariah’s adrenaline began to flow, and with it came the alert attention that notes every detail. What joy he would have in telling Elizabeth.

Zechariah was serving God with his cohorts in the heart of the gleaming temple, in the Court of the Priests, where the sacrifice was to be made. Outside, in the Court of Israel, faithful worshipers were praying. Then came the moment to step into the Holy Place. Before him rose the richly embroidered curtain of the Holy of Holies, resplendent with cherubim woven in scarlet, blue, purple, and gold. To his left was the table of showbread. Directly in front of him was the horned golden altar of incense (Exodus 30:1–10; 37:25–29). To his right stood the golden candlestick. Zechariah purified the altar and waited joyously for the signal to offer the incense so that, as it were, the sacrifices went up to God wrapped in the sweet incense of prayer.

The Encounter

His heart soared upward with the curling fragrance. But suddenly it spasmed in divine arrest because “there appeared to him an angel of the Lord standing on the right side of the altar of incense. And Zechariah was troubled when he saw him, and fear fell upon him” (vv. 11, 12). To the right between the altar and the candlestick was a supernatural being. There is no indication whether the angel was in the conventional image of man or whether it assumed a dramatic form, perhaps like the pyrotechnic display of the angel who appeared to Manoah (Judges 13:19–22). But we do know that the angel’s appearance was dramatic because of the extreme fear that fell upon Zechariah.

This “angel of the Lord” was none other than Gabriel, who had appeared in Babylon over five thousand years before (cf. Luke 1:19 and Daniel 8:16). There is divinely intended parallelism in these appearances.6 Gabriel appeared to Daniel at the time of the evening sacrifice (Daniel 9:20, 21), and now Gabriel appears to Zechariah at the time of sacrifice, which was probably the evening sacrifice.7 Daniel described his fearful response by saying, “I fell into a deep sleep with my face to the ground” (Daniel 8:17), and Zechariah matched his terror (v. 12). Daniel was temporarily rendered speechless, as would be Zechariah (cf. Daniel 10:15 and Luke 1:20, 22). Daniel’s encounter and vision had to do with the revelation of future messianic times, and Zechariah’s encounter with Gabriel signaled the dawn of messianic times.

Luke the theologian was perfectly aware of these parallels and artistically drew them out under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Some critical scholars have even seen an allusion to the seventy weeks of Daniel 9:24 in the explicit and implicit chronology of Jesus’ infancy. There are six months (180 days) between the announcements of John’s and Jesus’ coming births. Mary’s pregnancy took nine months (270 days). And there were forty days from Jesus’ birth to his presentation in the temple (cf. Leviticus 12:1– 4). 180 + 270 + 40 = 490 days, or seventy weeks. This is, of course, a highly tenuous view. But what is certain is that the prophetic eastern sky had assumed a predawn glow, and in a moment messianic fulfillment would light the Jewish landscape.

A Prophecy Given (vv. 13–20)

Stricken Zechariah needed comfort. “But the angel said to him, ‘Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard’” (v. 13a). The verb tense used here seems to refer to the prayer Zechariah had just uttered as he offered incense. Therefore, some think that he had been praying for a son. But given his incomprehension and unbelief at being told he would have a son, it is more probable that he was praying for the redemption of Israel. He would never have dreamed that his having a son would be the beginning of the answer.8

Whatever the case, Gabriel spoke, and prophecy, which had ceased at the close of Old Testament times, occurred for the first time in four hundred years.

A Son Is Promised

Gabriel’s opening line is a bombshell for Zechariah: “Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John” (v. 13b). John, Yohanan, means “God has been gracious” or “God has shown favor.” The logic of the name is clear: a prayer had just been offered for grace or favor, and that prayer was heard. A son will be born and is to be named “God has been gracious.”9 Aged Elizabeth will experience a maternal spring. A gracious gift will come from her dry womb.

The Son’s Character

Once the subject of the prophecy is stated, awesome Gabriel begins a joyous description of the son.

“And you will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, for he will be great before the Lord” (vv. 14, 15a). Both the personal delight of his parents and the public joy he would bring would come because of his inner greatness of soul. Samuel’s prophetic declaration that “the LORD sees not as man sees: man looks on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart” (1 Samuel 16:7b) had stood for one thousand years. The Baptist would have a great heart. Jesus would later say of him, “Truly, I say to you, among those born of women there has arisen no one greater than John the Baptist” (Matthew 11:11a; cf. Luke 7:28). Next to Christ, Zechariah and Elizabeth’s son would develop a soul second to none, not even Abraham, Joseph, or Daniel. What a perpetual joy he would be to his old parents.

The Son’s Spiritual Formation

Gabriel then revealed what would go into their son’s spiritual development: “He must not drink wine or strong drink” (v. 15b). Gabriel was saying that John would be a Nazirite, a man set apart by ascetic rigors to be especially devoted to God (cf. Numbers 6:1–21). From birth he would be prepared for special service to God through spiritual disciplines—he would never take strong drink, cut his hair, or touch a dead body. Thus, his inner life would bear powerful testimony to the world.


“And he will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother's womb” (v. 15c). John’s fullness would not be found in what ordinarily fills people, but in the gift of the Spirit. Because he was a Nazirite, the Lord’s Spirit would fill him instead of the drink he had foregone. The filling would be prenatal—“even from his mother's womb.” Joseph Fitzmyer and John Nolland have shown that the grammar plus the context (1:41) demand the meaning “while still in the womb.”10

Nolland aptly remarks, “Such total invasion by the Spirit of God is unprecedented.”11 Indeed it was! John’s filling was prophetic of the filling of the Holy Spirit that would be the hallmark of all who are in Christ. Astounding internal and external forces would effect John’s spiritual formation. What an extraordinary son was coming to “righteous” Zechariah and Elizabeth!

The Son’s Ministry

Gabriel then prophesied the effects of their son-to-be’s ministry: “And he will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God, and he will go before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a people prepared” (vv. 16, 17). Gabriel quoted in part the final two verses of the Old Testament, Malachi 4:5, 6, to summarize John’s earthly ministry: “‘Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and awesome day of the LORD comes. And he will turn the hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of children to their fathers, lest I come and strike the land with a decree of utter destruction.’” The prophet Elijah had denounced the apostasy of his own people. He had withstood the pagan prophets of Baal. God rained down fire from Heaven on his behalf. The Baptist would minister in the same spirit and power. Jesus said of him:



“Elijah does come, and he will restore all things. But I tell you that Elijah has already come, and they did not recognize him, but did to him whatever they pleased. So also the Son of Man will certainly suffer at their hands.” Then the disciples understood that he was speaking to them of John the Baptist. (Matthew 17:11–13; cf. Mark 9:13)





John’s ministry would so affect the hearts of his people that it would revolutionize the way they lived in their homes, turning “the hearts of fathers to their children.” Fathers (parents) would awaken to their parental responsibilities. They would avoid the failures of Eli and Samuel and David. This marks the preaching of the gospel today as well. Regenerated hearts produce reprioritized lives, and families are redeemed. People are made ready for the Lord.


Picture old Zechariah. He is serving in the heart of the temple. The sacred ambience overwhelms him. The light from the flickering golden candlestick reveals the richly embroidered hues of the cherubim on the veil before the Holy of Holies. The golden altar of incense glistens in the light. The aroma of worship swirls about him. It is the grandest day of his life. Zechariah prays for the redemption of his people—and a supernatural being is there! Cardiac terror! Then the being speaks, promising a son whose name evokes the favor of God. He prophesies regarding the son’s character, his spiritual formation, and his ministry, invoking the final lines of the Old Testament as his son’s script.

Zechariah’s Response

It may have seemed like the world had stopped spinning as Gabriel silently awaited Zechariah’s answer. Sadly, Zechariah responded with woeful disbelief as he asked the angel, “How shall I know this? For I am an old man, and my wife is advanced in years” (v. 18).

Zechariah should not have doubted, for several reasons. 1) He was well acquainted with the Scriptures and knew about the divine interventions in the births of Isaac and Samson and Samuel. He should have concluded that since God had done it before, he could do it again. 2) Zechariah was a priest, not an atheist. He was a man of God and thus was noted for his piety and faith, a “righteous” man. 3) He was offering prayer in the temple on the most important day of his life. Moreover, the offering of incense symbolized petition for corporate Israel. As part of the community of faith, he should have had a bigger view of God. 4) He was confronted by a being he knew to be supernatural (thus his terror). So he knew the message was from God.

Yet Zechariah disbelieved! This was serious, because in his doubt he implicitly denied the power that would be so central to the gospel—namely, the power of resurrection. If God could not give Zechariah’s wife Elizabeth the power to conceive, how could he raise Jesus’ body from the tomb? The priest’s unbelief was unknowingly subversive to the entire gospel.12 The coming of “the sunrise . . . from on high” (1:78) would do no one any good apart from faith. The messianic age demands belief!

Gabriel’s Declaration

Gabriel reacted decisively to Zechariah’s doubt.



And the angel answered him, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I was sent to speak to you and to bring you this good news. And behold, you will be silent and unable to speak until the day that these things take place, because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their time.” (vv. 19, 20)





Perhaps Gabriel’s self-revelation reminded Zechariah of Daniel’s prompt acceptance of Gabriel’s word and by contrast showed Zechariah the shabbiness of his own unbelief. Gabriel’s emphatic “I stand in the presence of God” was meant to shame the priest, as was his emphasis on Zechariah’s rejection of “good news.” The penalty for the man’s unbelief was well fitted to the offense, for Zechariah’s tongue, which had uttered unbelief, was struck speechless. The aged priest would have nine months of silence—plenty of time to reflect on the situation.

The Prophecy’s Results (vv. 21–25)

Zechariah Stricken

It did not take long for a priest to offer incense, and normally the priest came out quickly to lead in blessing the people (M. Tamid 7:2). The throng wondered at the delay and undoubtedly became restless. When Zechariah finally emerged, he could not pronounce the blessing, for he was mute. The word used here can mean both mute and deaf, and 1:62 indicates that Zechariah’s friends “made signs” to communicate with him, thus implying that he was deaf, confined to his own silent world.13

Zechariah was an upright man whose life was characterized by faith. His failure on this occasion was an aberration. And the judgment was not merely punitive but gloriously remedial. The fact that he was deaf and mute confirmed Gabriel’s promise to him. And he knew that his condition was not permanent, but only until the birth of the child.

Elizabeth Conceives

Zechariah had so much to tell dear Elizabeth. Communicating what had happened was excruciating, but Zechariah succeeded. And in fulfillment of God’s promise, Elizabeth conceived. Her old body experienced maternal bloom, and they were both ecstatic with excitement. “‘Thus the Lord has done for me in the days when he looked on me, to take away my reproach among people’” (v. 25).

Though the true Sunrise would not come until the birth of Jesus, from this point on there was a glow in their lives. Their faith grew and grew and grew. In six months they would host the young mother-to-be of the Son of God and even nurture her faith. They would hear her sing the Magnificat. And speechless Zechariah would one day sing his song of faith—the Benedictus. What stupendous spiritual events were on the horizon—leading up to the birth of Messiah so he could later die for our sins and give us eternal life! The truth of this message is as sure as the words of Gabriel to Zechariah.

Jesus’ words are penetratingly clear: “‘Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life. He does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life’” (John 5:24). “Then they said to him, ‘What must we do, to be doing the works of God?’ Jesus answered them, ‘This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent’” (John 6:28, 29).
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The Annunciation of Christ

LUKE 1:26–38

[image: Image]

WITHOUT A DOUBT we could spend our lives searching the literature of the world for a story as beautiful as that of the nativity and never find it. The narrative of Christ’s birth is especially piercing because it is true, being firmly fixed in history with an actual place and real people. It began for Christ’s mother with the annunciation, which in itself is a story of singular beauty and wonder firmly situated in human life.

The setting for the annunciation drew amazement from first-century Jewish readers because Gabriel ignored Judea, the heartland of God’s work through the centuries, and came to Galilee, a land that was the subject of abiding Jewish contempt because of its mongrelized population. Even more, the angel not only bypassed Judea for Galilee, but the city of Jerusalem for the village of Nazareth. Nazareth was a “nonplace.” It was not even mentioned in the Old Testament or in Josephus’s writings or in the rabbinical writings (either talmudic or midrashic). It wasn’t until 1962 that a pre-Christian mention of Nazareth was found at Caesarea Maritima.1 The later prominence of the town is a result of the Christian gospel. Nazareth, a shoddy, corrupt halfway stop between the port cities of Tyre and Sidon, was overrun by Gentiles and Roman soldiers. When guileless, straight-talking Nathaniel mentioned Nazareth, he said, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” implying that it was miserably corrupt (John 1:46). By consensus, Nazareth was not much.

Of course, in skipping Judea and Jerusalem, Gabriel also ignored the temple, the most holy place in Israel, and entered the lowly home of Mary, which certainly was not much.

In the world’s eyes Mary herself was not of much account either. She was too young to know much of the world or to have accomplished anything. According to the Apocryphal Gospel of the Birth of Mary, she was only fourteen; and the History of Joseph the Carpenter states that she was only twelve.2 No less a scholar than Raymond Brown, author of the massive and definitive The Birth of the Messiah, argues for the younger age.3 She was at most a young teenager. As with all poor peasant girls, she was illiterate, her knowledge of the Scriptures being limited to what she had memorized at home and heard in the synagogue.

From all indicators, her life would not be extraordinary. She would marry humbly, give birth to numerous poor children, never travel farther than a few miles from home, and one day die like thousands of others before her—a nobody in a nothing town in the middle of nowhere.

As we probe this beautiful text of the annunciation we cannot miss an inescapable fact: the greatest news ever proclaimed in Israel came to the humblest of its people! Mary said exactly that in her Magnificat when she sang, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has looked on the humble estate of his servant” (1:46–48a).

Nine months later, on Christmas Day, it was to poor, humble shepherd outcasts that the angels chorused their annunciation: “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased” (Luke 2:14). Whenever we consider those to whom the good news came, we must recite a list punctuated by the words “poor” and “humble.” Martin Luther remarked, “He might have gone to Jerusalem and picked out Caiaphas’s daughter, who was fair, rich, clad in gold embroidered raiment and attended by a retinue of maids in waiting. But God preferred a lowly maid from a mean town.”4 And if the incarnation happened today, it would be the same. The Lord would not be born in Jerusalem or Rome or Geneva or Canterbury, but on the ordinary streets of some nameless town.

As we study the annunciation, we must accept the essential spiritual fact of the incarnation and the gospel: the Lord comes to needy people—those who realize that without him they cannot make it—those who acknowledge their weakness and spiritual lack. The incarnation, salvation, resurrection, and Christmas are not for the proud and self-sufficient.

As we follow the course of the annunciation, we will catch the pulse of the virgin’s heart because Mary is a model for those who experience the birth of the Savior in their lives.

Gabriel’s Approach (vv. 26–29)

In considering Gabriel’s approach to Mary, we must remember that he had made an appearance to Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, six months earlier, striking Zechariah speechless (1:5–23)—a condition that remained until his son was born. Zechariah’s encounter had been very similar to Gabriel’s terrifying appearance to the prophet Daniel five hundred years before when the result was the same—Daniel too fell mute.

Meeting Gabriel could be very intimidating, to say the least! Now as he comes to Mary, we can reasonably suppose that his appearance was not as awesome as with Daniel and Zechariah, for she would likely have been frightened out of her senses. However, he probably also did not come looking like everyone else—in button-down collar and wingtips. Mary needed to see that he was indeed an angel. Perhaps he turned up his rheostat so he glowed like a summer firefly, or perhaps he stood with his feet just off the ground. However it was, verses 26–28 describe the encounter:



In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of Galilee named Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. And the virgin's name was Mary. And he came to her and said, “Greetings, O favored one, the Lord is with you!”





Remember, Mary was somewhere between the ages of twelve and fourteen. She was unread and inexperienced. She was not cosmopolitan. She did not own a TV. She did not have a computer. Knowing this, how do you suppose she felt? I think Mary felt like fainting! Probably she thought, This can’t be real! I have to sit down. We can be sure that Gabriel’s buoyant greeting—“Greetings, O favored one, the Lord is with you!”—was most necessary.

What did Gabriel mean by this famous greeting? Certainly not the Douai Version’s “Hail Mary full of grace” derived from the Latin Vulgate’s “Ave, gratia pleta.” Raymond Brown, the acknowledged dean of Catholic New Testament scholars, agrees, saying that “full of grace” is too strong a rendering, for if Luke wanted to say this, he would have used the phrase he employed in Acts 6:8 when he described Stephen as “full of grace.”5

Brown notes that the Vulgate’s faulty translation gave rise to the medieval idea that “Mary had every gift, not only spiritual but secular, even above those given to angels,”6 thus giving rise to the idea of Mary being a dispenser of grace, resulting in prayers being offered to her. The ultimate extension of this thinking came on December 8, 1854, when Pius IX declared the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception, teaching that “From the first moment of her conception, the Blessed Virgin Mary was, by the singular grace and privilege of Almighty God, and in view of the merits of Jesus Christ, Savior of mankind, kept free from stain of original sin.”7 That doctrine is a sad, totally unjustified distortion. Mary would have been scandalized at the thought. Karl Barth aptly responds, “Can such a figure meet with worse misunderstanding than that which happened to her in the Catholic church?”8

But at the same time, the Virgin Mary is in fact the most blessed of women, and therefore “the Blessed Virgin Mary” is a fitting designation for her. The title springs naturally from Mary’s own self-bestowed beatitude in her Magnificat: “From now on all generations will call me blessed” (1:48). Mary was the only woman of the billions who have inhabited our planet who was chosen to carry and nurse God’s Son. For that we must call her “blessed.” “Hers . . . was the face that unto Christ had most resemblance.”9 The Savior bore some of her human features—Jesus’ face could be seen in hers. Think of it. She is blessed indeed. Just because others have thought too much of her, we must not imagine that our Lord is pleased when we think too little of her. We, as part of the subsequent Christian generations, are to call her “blessed.”

Gabriel’s salutation, “Greetings, O favored one, the Lord is with you,” was a dual declaration. First, Mary was the recipient of special divine favor. She was specially graced. Her humble estate and matching humility of soul made her the ideal receptor of God’s greatest favor. As such, Luther praised her: “O Mary, you are blessed. You have a gracious God. No woman has ever lived on earth to whom God has shown such grace. You are the crown of them all.”10 God bypassed Judea, Jerusalem, and the temple and came to a despised country, a despised town, and a humble woman.

The second part of her being divinely favored is Gabriel’s declaration, “The Lord is with you!” This unconventional phrase declares the dynamic power of God’s presence, which runs like a golden thread in the lives of great saints in Old Testament history. And in Mary it reaches its glorious culmination.11 The Lord was with her.

So Gabriel’s dual declaration to Mary is one of God’s special favor and his special presence. It is a stupendous declaration and certainly justifies the translation some scholars give to Gabriel’s initial word “Greetings” as “Rejoice”—which is the literal sense.12 “Rejoice, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.”

Mary’s response to Gabriel’s greeting reveals another of her blessed heart’s qualities: “But she was greatly troubled at the saying, and tried to discern what sort of greeting this might be” (v. 29). The literal sense is that she kept pondering the meaning of the greeting. Whatever Gabriel’s glorious form was like, Mary was able to get past it to his greeting, upon which she meditated as she sought understanding.

This is a truly remarkable picture. Young and inexperienced as she was, Mary was not a flighty, shallow “young thing.” She was reflective and meditative. It is said that contemplation is not a psychological trick but a theological grace. Mary had this grace. She stood on the ascent of the mount of grace and meditated upon what the angel’s message meant for her and what it would require from her.

Mary’s example has a practical relevance for our frenetic, uncontemplative age. Those who experience the birth of the Savior in their lives are those who take the time to ponder God’s Word to them. “I will meditate on your precepts” (Psalm 119:78). We need such hearts today.

When the poet Southey was telling an old Quaker lady how he learned Portuguese grammar while he washed, and something else while he dressed, and how he gleaned in another field while he breakfasted and so on, filling his day utterly, she said quietly, “And when does thee think?”13 That is the perfect question for us. When do we contemplate the condition of our lives, meditate on God’s Word, and focus upon the course and destiny of where we are headed in light of God’s revelation? At Christmastime, when we most consider the opening chapters of Luke, and at all other times too, we need to “center-down,” to use the old Quaker term, and ponder the things that really count—perhaps even to be “greatly troubled,” as was the blessed virgin, to be serious before God and devote ourselves again and again fully to his will.

Let all mortal flesh keep silent,

And with fear and trembling stand;

Ponder nothing earthly minded,

For with blessing in His hand

Christ our God to earth descendeth,

Our full homage to demand.

Liturgy of St. James (fifth century)

Gabriel’s Annunciation (vv. 30–34)

Thus far Gabriel had told the virgin nothing of his mission. But now came the annunciation itself, and the initial words were shocking: “And the angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus’” (vv. 30, 31). Mary was told that she would have a baby boy, and she was commanded to name him Jesus. This news was a thunderbolt!

It is doubtful at this point that she fully understood. Jesus was a common name that meant “savior,” but she could hardly have grasped its full impact. However, as Gabriel continued the annunciation—“He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High” (v. 32a)—the impact must have been staggering. The child would be God’s Son!


Gabriel went on to explain, “And the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end” (vv. 32b, 33). Mary was hearing that she would mother the long-awaited Messiah, and she got the idea! Gabriel’s words were a free interpretation of 2 Samuel 7:8–16, a foundational messianic prophecy called “the Davidic Covenant.” The Qumran texts reveal that this was indeed the way the Jews understood that prophecy.14 No doubt Mary had heard those very lines in the synagogue readings and knew of their messianic implications.

She understood the gist of the angel’s announcement: “You are going to become pregnant; you are going to call your son’s name Salvation, he is going to be the Son of God, and he will be the Messiah.” What an earful! What an incredible heartful!

Humble, reflective Mary thought about it—and understood. Then she asked the logical question: “How will this be, since I am a virgin?” (v. 34)—literally, “How can this be since I have not known a man sexually?” Mary was not disbelieving—she was simply asking for enlightenment. The question was biological: “God, how are you going to do this?”

Again, she is a spiritual model for all who experience the birth of the Savior in their lives because this is a believing question. It is the question that all those who know Jesus have asked: “God, how is it possible?” Do you have this blessed inquisitiveness? Have you asked, “God, how can I experience the life of Jesus within me?”

This is a life-giving question because it requires an examination of the significance of Christ’s atoning work on the cross and how its cleansing benefits come to us by faith. The mysteries of the new birth must also be contemplated—the work of the Holy Spirit, what it means to be “in Christ” and “a new creation,” and much more. Such “how can this be?” contemplations often serve as a prelude to knowing Christ.

Gabriel’s Explanation (vv. 35–38)

The answer Mary received marvelously foreshadowed God’s personal answer to us: “And the angel answered her, ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy—the Son of God’” (v. 35). What is described here? Certainly not a sexual union (mating) with divinity, as some have argued. Nothing so crude is suggested here. All leading scholars agree that there are no sexual overtones whatsoever.15 The word “overshadow” gives us the proper understanding because it is used in the Greek Old Testament to describe God’s presence in the sanctuary and in the New Testament for his overshadowing presence at the transfiguration where the cloud of glory overshadowed our Lord and his apostles.

While it was not a sexual experience, it was surely a conscious experience—something Mary could feel. How could anyone have the Holy Spirit come upon him or her and be overshadowed as in the temple or on the Mount of Transfiguration and not know it? Perhaps it was in the very moment of Gabriel’s statement that she was overshadowed. Or perhaps it was after the angel left and she stood there in awed silence. At any rate Mary understood the awesome significance of what she had heard, and that is one of the things that held her so faithful during the tumultuous months and years that followed.

Whether we choose to believe it or not is one thing, but we cannot deny that what was described by Gabriel is nothing less than the virgin birth of Christ.

Those of us who have experienced the birth of Christ within us have also experienced the presence of God and the miraculous life-giving work of the Holy Spirit as he has come upon us, bestowing life within. Jesus said, “That which is born of the Spirit is spirit” (John 3:6). Paul likewise said, “For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body” (1 Corinthians 12:13). And if the Spirit has come upon us and has given us new life, we know it! “The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (Romans 8:16).

This is one of the wonders Christ offers each one of us—new life from above—something we cannot do for ourselves—something palpable and living and growing—something we can know for sure!

Gabriel’s mission now complete, he left Mary with a sign: “And behold, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son, and this is the sixth month with her who was called barren” (v. 36). Elizabeth’s miraculous pregnancy in old age had been hidden from Mary by Elizabeth’s having spent the last six months in seclusion in the hill country. This amazing news about Elizabeth and Mary’s ensuing time with the elderly, godly woman would prove a great help to the young virgin.

Finally, Gabriel’s parting words said it all as he proclaimed, “For nothing will be impossible with God” (v. 37)—literally, “For not impossible will be every word with God.” This is an allusion to the Lord’s words to barren Sarah confirming that she would bear Isaac in her old age (Genesis 18:14; cf. Job 42:2; Zechariah 8:6). God would fulfill his word! Nothing is too hard for God! It is as simple as that.


Mary instinctively knew her story would be questioned. Indeed, Joseph himself first doubted it (Matthew 1:19). She knew that the death penalty was prescribed for adultery (though it was no longer carried out). New Testament history records that Jesus’ enemies on more than one occasion implied that he was illegitimate. In light of these daunting realities, consider Mary’s eternally worthy response: “‘Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.’ And the angel departed from her” (v. 38). She could have said, “Gabriel, thanks but no thanks. Count this girl out.” But not Mary, for she made a habit of submitting to God in everything.

For Luke the theologian, Mary is a fine example of belief and discipleship. She is a model Christian. Her obedience made her at the same time the mother and a disciple of Christ (cf. 8:19–21; 11:27, 28). She would wait in prayer with the faithful disciples after Jesus’ ascension for the giving of the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:14). As a model for those who experience the birth of Christ in their lives, she has one word for them: submission. We cannot experience Christ and his ongoing power without totally surrendering ourselves to him.

Have you ever said, and can you now say, “I am the Lord’s servant. May it be to me as you have said”? These are words that bring God’s blessing. This is the way Jesus taught us to pray: “Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10)—“Father, let your will be done right here, just as it is in Heaven itself.”

Is your life submitted to God like Mary’s was? You can say, “Let it be to me according to your word” through angry, clenched lips, but that was not Mary’s tone. It is also possible to say it in a funereal tone of resignation and defeat that goes best with the cloying smell of flowers. Or you can say it with joy and expectancy: “Let it be to me according to your word! Conquer me, Lord! I am yours!”

If you can say that, you, like Mary, are blessed among the inhabitants of this earth. Do you need to say it now?

Closing Reflections

The annunciation story is ours because of the wonderful heart of the Virgin Mary.

She was humble and poor in spirit. She was not self-sufficient. This posture of her heart made her open to the grace of God, so that Gabriel could say, “Greetings, O favored one, the Lord is with you!” For this she was and is called blessed.


Mary’s reflective, meditative nature made her open to the Word and work of God. She was not superficial. Because of this she was and is called blessed.

Mary was believing regarding God’s power. She wondered about the mechanics of God’s grace but knew he could do as promised. Because of this she was and is called blessed.

Finally, she gave herself in profound submission to God: “Mary said, ‘Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word’” (v. 38a). For this she was and is called blessed.

If Christ is in us, so that we are God’s children, then Mary’s heart is our model for discipleship.

We must cultivate a humble heart, an ongoing poverty of spirit that is not only open to God’s grace, but desperately longs for it (cf. Matthew 5:3–6).

We must also intentionally nurture a reflective heart that meditates on God’s Word (cf. Psalm 1).

Next, we must have believing hearts modeled on that dynamic certainty of Mary’s heart, a future certitude (“Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for”) and a visual certitude (“the conviction of things not seen” [Hebrews 11:1]).

Finally, we must have submissive hearts: “I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word” (v. 38a).

Lord, make me according to thy heart.

Brother Lawrence
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The Visitation

LUKE 1:39–55
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THE ANGEL GABRIEL’S ANNUNCIATION declared the astounding facts of the incarnation. The Virgin Mary’s young heart showcased the characteristics essential for all who would experience the birth of Christ in their lives. She was a living beatitude, and her soul was a blessed model for all who desire to cultivate the life of Christ in their hearts.

What further astounds us is her tender age. Joachim Jeremias, the master New Testament scholar, categorically states: “The usual age for a girl’s betrothal was between twelve and twelve and a half.”1 This, coupled with the custom that after betrothal the bride would live with her family for a year before formal transferal to the groom’s home, meant that Mary was just beyond puberty and that she had not even attained her adult height and figure. This is offensive to our modern, Western sensibilities. Nevertheless, a twelve- to fourteen-year-old girl was not only chosen to be the virgin mother of our Lord, but to model a godly heart and verbalize sublime spiritual realities that have challenged the greatest of saints.

Mary, despite her young age, sharing with the rest of humanity the imago Dei, had immense spiritual capacity. Though she was illiterate, she understood deep theological realities, as her Magnificat would soon attest. Though Mary was so young, the world sings of her amazing obedience. The church must never make the mistake of minimizing or patronizing its youth. Children must be taken seriously. Teenagers must be intelligently challenged. The church must invest deeply in the spiritual nurture and discipling of its young.


Mary Journeys (v. 39)

We take up Mary’s story with her immediate decision to visit her aged, barren relative Elizabeth, who, as Gabriel had just revealed to Mary, was pregnant and six months along (v. 36). Her pregnancy was miraculous, but we must never confuse how vastly different it was from the miracle occurring within Mary. Barren Elizabeth was not a virgin, and Zechariah was the natural father of her child. Nevertheless, what a surge of joy swept through Mary as she heard the shocking good news about the miracle in Elizabeth’s womb, for it bore parallel testimony to God’s power.

Luke reports Mary’s response matter-of-factly: “In those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country, to a town in Judah” (v. 39). Mary made hasty arrangements with her parents (did she tell them? we do not know) and rushed the 80 to 100 miles south to the countryside of Judea, a three- or four-day journey.2 Her haste indicates eagerness.3 She could not wait to get there. There were no leisurely teenaged conversations along the way. As she hurried along, she thought long and deep of their crossed destinies, as she and Elizabeth were both in miraculous pregnancy. And then she was there, unannounced, silhouetted in the old couple’s doorway.

There was a strong human joy in the meeting of these two expectant mothers—one in the flower of youth, the other’s bloom long gone. These two were to become innocent coconspirators, soul-sisters in the divine plot to save the lost. They would share their hearts as few humans ever have. Through their birthing pain, sweat, and blood, and their mothering too, the world would receive its greatest blessing.

John Leaps (vv. 40, 41)

The meeting was appropriately dramatic. Verses 40, 41 tell us, “She entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. And when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, the baby leaped in her womb.” Elizabeth explained what happened in her response (v. 44): “When the sound of your greeting came to my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy.” The sense here is that before Elizabeth herself could return the greeting, the child in her womb leapt. John responded before Elizabeth did.4

Only a mother can relate to the sensation described here because more than a prenatal kick or turn, it was a leap, an upward vault. The word translated “leaped” here is used to describe skipping or leaping, as of sheep in the field.5

Why did Elizabeth’s baby react in this way? The answer is twofold. First, there was a prophet in her womb, and this was his first prophecy. John the Baptist’s ministry was beginning three months before his birth. The Holy Spirit, with whom he was filled before birth, prompted his inner vault (1:15). John’s joyous leap was lived out in life some thirty years later when he compared his prophetic joy in announcing Christ with that of a friend of the groom at his wedding, saying, “The friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, rejoices greatly at the bridegroom’s voice. Therefore this joy of mine is now complete” (John 3:29).

Second, John leapt because he was overcome with the emotion of joy. The more exact sense is that he “leaped with delight.”6 Do not miss the point: this fetus, yet to see the light of the world, experienced the emotion of joyous delight. This is incontrovertible testimony to the prebirth personhood of John the Baptist. John was then about nine inches long and weighed about one and a half pounds. He looked like a perfect miniature newborn. His skin was translucent. He had fingerprints and toe prints. Sometimes he opened his eyes for brief periods and gazed into the liquid darkness of the womb.

If John could have spoken, he might have quoted Job: “Did you not pour me out like milk and curdle me like cheese? You clothed me with skin and flesh, and knit me together with bones and sinews” (Job 10:10, 11). As a fetus of six months, John was an emotional being. He had the capacity to be filled with the Spirit. He was so overcome that he leapt for joy. This is a sobering revelation for anyone who countenances abortion, but especially for Christians.

But there is more. Mary had already conceived. She was three or four days pregnant. Jesus was a zygote, and when Jesus, a zygote in the womb of his mother, entered the room, John the Baptist, a six-month-old fetus in Elizabeth’s womb, leapt for joy. And Elizabeth addressed Mary in the present tense as “the mother of my Lord” (v. 43).

In view of all this, I pose this question: If young Mary had gotten an abortion, what would she have aborted—a potential human being or the person of the eternal Son of God?7 Only one answer is possible.

I write these words with compassion, realizing that some readers, no doubt, have had abortions. Perhaps it was in ignorance, before knowing the Scriptures and coming to Christ. Or perhaps it was because of fear, or economic stress, or the pressures of a boyfriend or family. Whatever the reason, if you turn to Christ, God’s grace is big enough to bring you forgiveness. Perhaps others were believers, and because you did not sin in ignorance, your sin is more grievous. Nevertheless, God’s grace is still sufficient. Whatever our pasts, we are now all under the light of God’s Word, and our responsibility to accept God’s love and grace and to protect unborn life is immense.


Framed in light,

Mary sings through the doorway.

Elizabeth’s six month joy

jumps, a palpable greeting,

a hidden first encounter

between son and Son.

And my heart turns over

when I meet Jesus

in you.

Luci Shaw

Elizabeth Prophesies (vv. 42–45)

As John vaulted in his mother’s womb, Elizabeth underwent an elevation of soul, an inner expansion of her human spirit, as the prophetic Spirit seized her. She then saluted Mary as the mother of the Lord: “She exclaimed with a loud cry, ‘Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb!’” (v. 42). Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Elizabeth affirmed Mary’s wonderful secret with a double blessing. She blessed Mary’s coming maternity with a Semitic superlative.8 Mary was blessed among women, and the just-conceived son in her womb was likewise blessed. The virgin’s heart surely soared.

Mary’s heart elevated even further with the next prophetic line—“And why is this granted to me that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” (v. 43)—because it vocalized Elizabeth’s recognition that Jesus was the Messiah (“my Lord” is a conscious allusion to the opening line of the messianic Psalm 110, “The LORD says to my Lord”).9 The sense of Elizabeth’s inspired question is, “Why is this granted to me that the mother of my Lord (the Messiah) should come to me?”

How young Mary must have taken heart at old Elizabeth’s shouts. Here was one who without any explanation immediately understood her secret and celebrated it by pronouncing a double blessing and affirming that Mary indeed carried the Lord and Messiah in her womb!

Elizabeth concluded her cries with a formal beatitude (v. 45).10 To catch the sense here, we must understand that Zechariah, who was deaf and mute because he had disbelieved Gabriel, was standing in amazed silence at Elizabeth’s side. Elizabeth’s piercing beatitude played off Zechariah’s failure to believe: “‘Blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her from the Lord.’” The Holy Spirit celebrated Mary’s faith as she believed and submitted to God’s will and so become the mother of God’s Son.


Mary Believes (vv. 46–55)

Ponder for a moment Mary’s faith. To grasp it, we must understand that faith is more than intellectual belief. Faith is belief plus trust. Understanding this, we can discern a pattern in Mary’s celebrated faith. First, she intellectually believed what Gabriel said. She believed that the virgin birth was possible and would happen. Mary did not doubt. Second, she trusted her whole life to God’s promise. Third, this trust produced a passivity, a negation of all activity, in which she submitted to God—“Let it be to me according to your word.” And fourth, out of that passivity sprang energized activity as she immediately obeyed God’s Word—“and went with haste into the hill country, to a town in Judah.”

Mary, the mother of Christ, modeled faith for the church, the faith that realized the birth of Christ in her life and fostered her discipleship. Saving faith is belief plus trust that issues in a proper passivity,11 leading to total dependence on Christ and then flaming into activity and producing a life of service. Pondering four key words will bring grace to your soul.

Belief. Do you believe without qualification or reservation that Jesus is God? Do you likewise believe that he died on the cross for your sins and paid for them with his blood? Do you believe he was physically resurrected and has ascended to the right hand of God? Do you believe that you are a sinner and that your only hope is in Christ?

Trust. If you believe the above, have you trusted him alone—have you rested everything on him for your salvation? Saving faith is belief plus trust. Are you reclining on the finished work of Christ?

Passivity. True faith issues in a profound passivity, a calm reliance. You stop seeking God’s approval or response through your works. “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Ephesians 2:8, 9).

Activity. Faith works. It results in a life of service and discipleship.

Belief plus trust that issues in God-dependent passivity and a life of activity—do you have this saving faith?

God Cares

As we have moved through the account, virtually every line has added another stroke of beauty to Mary’s portrait. But there is something else of immense beauty here, and that is God’s care for Mary in giving her Elizabeth. Young Mary could share Gabriel’s words, but she could not be expected to fully understand or articulate the mystery. And even if she could, who would have believed her? Would you, without the aid of divine revelation? Of course not.

But Elizabeth did! She had been prepared by her priestly husband Zechariah’s dramatic experience with Gabriel and her own divinely wrought pregnancy. Also, during the last six months, Zechariah, despite his handicap, had certainly communicated relevant Scriptures to her, and this plus their isolation in the hills had fostered thoughtful meditation. Elizabeth’s profound belief in what had happened in Mary’s womb—her double blessing of Mary—her acknowledgment that Mary was carrying the Lord—her beatitude regarding Mary’s faith—what a tender balm this all was to Mary’s soul! God had given young Mary a godly woman as her closest friend and confidante during this formative time in her life.

Think of the mutual encouragement and fellowship that was theirs. Both were miraculously expecting. Elizabeth was well past the nausea that likely lay ahead for Mary. They became sisters in experience as well as in soul. Both their unborn babies had been announced by the same angel, Gabriel. Both their unborn sons had mutually fulfilling prophecies made regarding them. John would “make ready for the Lord a people prepared” (1:17). Imagine the women’s exchange. They speculated over what the Scriptures meant. They prayed together. They talked about birth and babies. Encouragement flowed between them.

At such times reality is like a dream come true. Grandmotherly Elizabeth great with child, age lines erased by pregnancy’s spring, stood beside the girl-virgin, ministering to her.

Veined hand locked

with smooth.

Close breaths.

Resonance

of soul.

Life was filled with expectancy, much as it is for those who first experience the new life of Christ within.

Closing Reflections

The visitation is flesh-and-blood history about God’s care for the Virgin Mary. It is about how God directed her to a community of faith in the humble home of Zechariah and Elizabeth, where she was linked with people of mutual belief, mutual experiences, and mutual hope. The visitation records how Mary’s life within was affirmed, and how her faith was confirmed, celebrated, and strengthened. It is at the level of history that the visitation must first be approached. God took care of Mary.

At the same time, there are practical insights here for all who would know the birth of Christ in their lives. There is wisdom about real faith—that it is belief plus trust that eventuates in telltale passivity and activity. The visitation also instructs us in the necessity of a community of faith (the church) if we are to see Christ grow in our lives.

Like Mary, we must fly to the church because there we find people like Zechariah and Elizabeth who share a mutual faith, believing the same things. Mary’s faith, as great as it was, would very likely have faltered had it not been for the fellowship of Elizabeth. Therefore, we must purposely place ourselves deep within the fellowship of those who also believe God’s Word. Christians will naturally experience a mutual elevation of faith in the credo, the “I believes” of the Church.

Like Mary, we must make a priority of being with those who share the mutual experience of miraculous new life within. The resonance of soul that comes from such mutual experience universally empowers all believers.

And like Mary we must hurry to the community of faith because there we experience elevation through our mutual hope in the ultimate fulfillment of our own new birth, as the apostle John so memorably explained: “Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is. And everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he is pure” (1 John 3:2, 3).
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LUKE 1:46–50
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UNBORN JOHN HAD SOARED for joy in the watery darkness of Elizabeth’s womb as he responded to the presence of the unborn Christ in Mary. His glad leap was prophetic of his life’s mission in heralding Jesus as God’s Son and Messiah. Before baby John had settled, Elizabeth, also filled with the Holy Spirit, shouted her prophetic cry, celebrating the divine person in Mary’s womb with a tumult of multiple blessings.

In stunning silence Mary and Elizabeth regarded one another, and then Mary with majestic calm began to sing the first song of the incarnation. Others would follow: the Benedictus of Zechariah, the angels’ Gloria in altissimus, and the Nunc Dimittis of Simeon. But this song, the Magnificat, is the first and the greatest.

Predictably, due to its greatness some critics have howled that the song could not have been sung by young Mary because it is too theological, too packed with Old Testament allusions, too carefully structured, too poetic, too subtle, too finished! They theorize variously that Luke borrowed from existing canticles that praised the saving actions of God in Israel’s history. Some think that the antecedents of this piece were Maccabean hymns of oppressed Jews, or Qumran hymnody, or even Jewish Christian hymns that were developed after Christ’s birth by the suffering church.1

On the contrary, the Magnificat is a brilliantly woven tapestry of Scripture (there are specific parallels to the song of Hannah, and every line has a counterpart in or allusion to the Old Testament), though the critics are right about one thing—it is sublimely theological.

We must not forget, as the critics apparently have, that every young Israelite knew by heart the principal songs of Hannah and Deborah and David and sang them customarily on feast days. It is not at all unlikely that newly pregnant Mary would have brooded over the story of Hannah’s conception of Samuel during her three- or four-day journey to see Elizabeth. So what would be more likely than that she would frame her song in forms so familiar to her—especially Hannah’s hymn? It must also be remembered that Mary was inspired by the Holy Spirit. Her experience was like the prophets of old, as the apostle Peter described it:



Knowing this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture comes from someone’s own interpretation. For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit. (2 Peter 1:20, 21)





Mary’s mind was full of Scripture and sacred phraseology from what she had heard both in the synagogue and at home. So when the Holy Spirit came upon her, he took what she had and wove it into this hallowed tapestry. The Magnificat was a poignant, profound divine/human composition, nothing less.

Mary’s Elevation of Soul (vv. 46, 47)

Mary began her song by giving unforgettable expression to the elevation of her soul: “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior” (vv. 46, 47). The opening words, “My soul magnifies the Lord,” are even more expressive of her elevation when rendered literally: “My soul makes great the Lord” or “My soul enlarges the Lord.” The Latin translation’s famous phrase Magnificat anima mea Dominum, “My soul magnifies the Lord,” also matches the wording of our text.

Of course, God cannot be made any bigger, but he can be enlarged in one’s life (in one’s “soul” or “spirit,” as Mary put it). We magnify or enlarge God when we take into our thinking some new aspect of his greatness. For example, when we meditate for the first time on the magnificent texts of creation, perhaps Colossians 1:15–18, John 1:1–3, or Hebrews 1:1–3, our thoughts regarding God are enlarged. Likewise, meditation on Christ’s death and atonement in the Gospel accounts will expand our theological knowledge. The fuller our knowledge of his greatness, the greater our ability to enlarge him.

Mary, after the annunciation by Gabriel and her visitation with Elizabeth, had begun to think bigger and grander thoughts than ever before: “A God who could do what he did in my womb—what must he be able to do in the womb of the universe?” Her soul enlarged the Lord, and her mouth poured forth greater thoughts than ever before.

What a wonder this is when it happens to us. Christ is born in our lives, his life courses through us, and we naturally begin to think greater thoughts of God than were ever before possible. And as these soaring thoughts come to our lips, we enlarge the Lord.

There is another aspect to the growth of the Magnificat in our lives: it consists not only in enlarging the Lord with our minds and then our lips, but in doing so with the passion of our whole being. This is emphasized here in Mary’s opening line by the Hebrew poetic device of parallelism (expressing the same thought in two different ways). First Mary says, “My soul magnifies the Lord,” and second, “my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.” “Soul” and “spirit” simply refer to the inner self, the I.2 This combination is a powerful, emotive way of saying, “My total self, all that I am, magnifies and praises the Lord.”

This is highly significant because when Jesus began his ministry he proclaimed, “But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father is seeking such people to worship him. God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth” (John 4:23, 24). By worshiping “in spirit” Jesus means the inner human spirit (small s), the inner person. God seeks people whose entire human spirits are engaged in worship. The Holy Scriptures record the supreme example of this in Mary of Bethany’s breaking a priceless vial of perfume and anointing Jesus’ head and feet, then wiping them with her hair. The divine pleasure in this rings yet today in Jesus’ words, “She has done a beautiful thing to me” (Mark 14:6). Her entire human spirit, her total self, was given over to the passionate worship of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Similarly, one thousand years earlier, King David had danced before the ark of the Lord, totally absorbed in worship (2 Samuel 6:16). David pledged in the Psalms, “My heart is steadfast, O God! I will sing and make melody with all my being!” (Psalm 108:1).

Magnifying the Lord, making great the Lord with our entire spirit and soul—that is what God desires in our lives today. Charles Spurgeon understood this, as his own experience of complete enjoyment testified: “I like, sometimes, to leave off praying and singing, and to sit still, and just gaze upward till my inmost soul has seen my Lord; then I say, ‘He is inexpressively lovely; yea he is altogether lovely.’”3

This is also what God desires in our corporate worship. Congregational worship makes possible an intensity of magnification that does not occur as readily in individual worship. On the tragic level, a mob tends to descend to a much deeper level of cruelty than individuals would by themselves. The appreciation and enjoyment of an informed group of music lovers at a symphony is more intense than that of a single listener at home. In a similar way corporate worship provides a context where holy passion is joyously elevated and God’s Word comes to hearts with unique power. Martin Luther spoke of this when he confided, “At home in my own house there is no warmth or vigor in me but in the church when the multitude is gathered together, a fire is kindled in my heart and it breaks its way through.”4

Mary has set the standard for all who would experience the birth of Christ: “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.”

Personal Reasons for the Magnificat (vv. 48–50)

Following her opening celebration, Mary recited her very personal reasons for her holy magnification of the Lord.

Mary’s Humble Estate (v. 48)

Mary’s first reason was a direct allusion to the petition of barren Hannah when Hannah wept bitterly, as recorded in 1 Samuel 1:11: “O LORD of hosts, if you will indeed look on the affliction of your servant” (the translation in the Septuagint, meaning “humble state,” is the same word Luke uses).5 Mary says, “For he has looked on the humble estate of his servant” (v. 48a). Mary’s “humble estate” was not her personal childlessness, as had been Hannah’s, but rather the nation of Israel’s childlessness as it awaited the birth of a messianic deliverer (cf. Isaiah 9:6).6 “Humble estate” acknowledged that neither she nor her people could do anything to bring about their deliverance. In heart Mary was like Hannah of old, who humbly cast herself upon God as the only one who could help.

Here we are again brought face-to-face with the principle that Christ comes to those who realize their need, who know they cannot save themselves. Humble, disenfranchised, Mary was a nobody from a nonplace.

The inaugural words of her son’s public ministry would come some thirty years later in Nazareth one Sabbath when the presiding rabbi gave Jesus the scroll of Isaiah, which Jesus then opened to 61:1, 2 and read:

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,

because he has anointed me

to proclaim good news to the poor.


He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives

and recovering of sight to the blind,

to set at liberty those who are oppressed,

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”



And he rolled up the scroll and gave it back to the attendant and sat down. And the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. And he began to say to them, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” (Luke 4:18–21)





Similarly, the startling opening words of the Sermon on the Mount were: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth” (Matthew 5:3–5).

The eternal truth is: “The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit” (Psalm 34:18).

Aurelius Augustinus, better known as St. Augustine, considered by many to be the greatest theologian of the church, understood this implicitly and wrote: “For those who would learn God’s ways, humility is the first thing, humility is the second, and humility is the third.”

The necessity of humility is a common thread in the nativity accounts and in much of Scripture elsewhere, for Christ comes to the lowly. He does not come to major department stores’ Christmas mechanized windows. He does not appear on televised Christmas specials, or sit on the lead float of the Rose Parade, or ride in stretch limos with the rich and famous. He was born to an ordinary young woman in a peasant town in an obscure country.

Is this negative teaching? Not at all. It is divinely positive because, unlike riches and position, the grace of humility, the divine favor that comes to those acknowledging conscious spiritual need, is available to us all—specifically, to “the brokenhearted and . . . the crushed in spirit.” All may have this gift of God if they are aware of their humble state.

Mary’s Blessedness (v. 48)

Mary celebrated the Lord because he met her in her humble state, and then she continued on in her song to give a further exultant reason for magnifying God. “For behold, from now on,” she said, “all generations will call me blessed” (v. 48b). Lest we imagine any hubris here, we must keep in mind that Mary had just pronounced her “humble estate.” What we have here is a statement of wonder that all future generations will pronounce beatitudes over her name, until the end of the world. What a mind-boggling revelation to this young teenager! Hers is the most popular name in the Western world. It has “blessed” or an apt parallel attached to it more than any other name.

She was and is “blessed.” There were certainly times when Mary could be seen in God’s Son—in the line of his smile, the mold of his forehead, his walk, his accent, his colloquialisms. Mary must always be blessed and honored, though not worshiped.

But hear this: if we are Christians, if Jesus is truly born in us, we too will be called blessed, far beyond earth’s history. Jesus himself tells us: “Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world’” (Matthew 25:34). And again, “Blessed and holy is the one who shares in the first resurrection!” (Revelation 20:6).

And if this is not enough, we will actually bear a resemblance to Jesus: “Beloved, we are God's children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2). But our resemblance will not be genetic. We will have, not his walk or the shape of his eyes, but his “spiritual DNA”—his character, his purity, his heart. This is the ultimate blessedness!

Brothers and sisters, just as it was fitting for Mary to praise God for her future fame, it is right and proper to magnify our Savior for our eternal blessedness and our eternal fame with God. Christians as diverse as Thomas Aquinas and John Milton have understood this implicitly and rejoiced.7 Let us too magnify the Lord!

Mary’s Divine Celebration (vv. 49, 50)

In the last personal reason Mary gives for her Magnificat, she sings of three divine perfections of God—his power, his holiness, and his eternal mercy: “For he who is mighty has done great things for me, and holy is his name. And his mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation” (vv. 49, 50).

Power. Mary had experienced God’s power at conception when “the power of the Most High overshadow[ed]” her (1:35). Prophetically, the one Mary carried in her womb was identified in Isaiah 9:6 by the second of his four messianic titles as “Mighty God” (El Gibbor, “mighty hero God”), for Jesus would engage in mighty heroics and, ultimately, resurrection power. Mary’s confession of God here as “he who is mighty” (ho dynatos) is in anticipation of the gospel principle, “What is impossible [adynatos] with man is possible with God” (18:27).

God does the impossible! He makes dry wombs conceive, he removes hearts of stone and replaces them with living hearts, he raises the dead. This is why we chorus with Paul:



I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, “The righteous shall live by faith.” (Romans 1:16, 17)





Holiness. Mary was the first to know that the Son she bore would be “holy” because Gabriel had carefully instructed her in this (1:35). Thus she praised God, saying, “Holy is his name.” God’s holiness more than any other attribute describes his essence. That is why the angels intone the Tris hagion: “Holy, holy, holy!” Mary’s experience of conception had given her a fresh, bracing revelation of the Divine Being. So it is with us when we experience Christ. Regeneration ignites our understanding of God’s holiness. The Spirit informs us of his purity and holy splendor, and our hearts bow before him in adoration.

Mercy. The final perfection is God’s mercy: “And his mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation” (v. 50). Mary recognized that God’s “mercy” (gracious faithfulness)8 will extend to all generations. Mercy characterizes God’s dealings with his people. Ultimately God’s mercy will transcend time. As John Donne so beautifully said: “God’s mercy hath no relation to time, no limitation in time. . . . Whom God loves He loves to the end; and not only to their end, to their death, but to His end; and His end is, that He might love them still.” There are three divine perfections of which Mary sings—power, holiness, and mercy—but it is mercy that brings them to bear on God’s own.

Closing Reflections

The reasons Mary magnified the Lord are these:

First, he took note of her and came to her in her “humble estate.” God met her in her helplessness and weakness. This is how God comes to us as well. “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3). “The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit” (Psalm 34:18).

For this we gladly magnify the Lord!

Second, Mary enlarged the Lord because “all generations will call [her] blessed” (v. 48). As believers, this is our destiny and eternal beatitude as well. “Blessed and holy is the one who shares in the first resurrection!” (Revelation 20:6).


For this we gladly magnify the Lord!

Last, Mary magnified the Lord because of her experience of his perfections—namely, his power, holiness, and mercy as she experienced Christ within. These are also ours when Christ is born within us.

For this we gladly magnify the Lord!

God is seeking hearts like Mary’s, children who magnify him, who enlarge him in their souls and on their lips, with the passion of their entire beings.

And Mary said: “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.”

Let us follow her heart!
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IN THE SECOND HALF OF THE Magnificat, Mary moves from naming personal reasons for her magnifying the Lord to giving prophetic reasons for making him great. The movement is quite natural—like riding a ship up to a wave’s crest.1 You begin down in the dark trough, but as the wave swells, you ride upward to its bright crest, where you can look across the surrounding waves to the rimming horizon, intermittent islands, and distant landfall.

Mary’s soul was carried upward as she sang of her personal reasons for enlarging the Lord. Then from the crest of the wave her soul reached toward the horizons of the world as she sang of the prophetic reasons for magnifying the Lord. The change from personal to prophetic was quite natural because the principles with which God deals with individual souls are the same principles as those that guide his dealings with the world. Mary saw in the microcosm of her own life how God had dealt and would deal with the world in macrocosm—and she sang to him in praise because of those great reasons.

As we study the second half of the Magnificat, we will note that her prophecy was all in the past tense: “He has shown . . . he has scattered . . . he has brought down . . . exalted . . . he has filled . . . he has sent . . . He has helped.” This is the prophetic past tense (aorist), which views the future work of God as so sure that it is presented as past and accomplished.2 Prophets often foretold the future with the past tense—for example, Isaiah when he prophesied of the captivity of Babylon as an accomplished fact (Isaiah 14:4–7, 12–15). Mary’s use of the prophetic past tense was historically informed, for she cast an eye back to what God had done in the past, then projected what she had seen into the future as an eschatological effect of the work of the Son who was to be born to her. This section of the Magnificat is historic/prophetic.

The theme of this second half of Mary’s song is the mighty reversals her Messiah-Son would bring to life: 1) a moral reversal, 2) a social reversal, and 3) a material/spiritual reversal.3

Moral Reversal (v. 51)

As Mary began, she looked backward and forward, as historian and prophetess, and spoke regarding the moral reversal her Son would bring: “He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts” (v. 51). “The proud” whom Mary referenced were literally the ones showing themselves preeminent. They were the strutting proud, the arrogant, the conceited. They were proud first in “the thoughts of their hearts” as they inwardly plotted and schemed to perpetrate their arrogance.

History

Numerous examples from Israel’s history were known to Mary in the likes of Pharaoh, Haman, and Absalom. Perhaps the most insufferable of these, and possibly the one Mary had in mind, was Nebuchadnezzar, a man who could strut while sitting down—a man imperially proud in his inmost thoughts. Nebuchadnezzar was so self-absorbed that, though he had been warned in a dream interpreted by Daniel about a coming personal fall if he did not renounce his sins, he still could not control his ego. “At the end of twelve months he was walking on the roof of the royal palace of Babylon, and the king answered and said, ‘Is not this great Babylon, which I have built by my mighty power as a royal residence and for the glory of my majesty?’” (Daniel 4:29, 30).

This incredibly conceited ruler called down the mighty arm of God upon himself, and Nebuchadnezzar’s mind snapped. He descended to all fours, snorting and bulling his way among his courtiers. Like any good beast of the field, he cast off the royal robes his servants attempted to apply. His only interest was foraging in the vegetation of the palace grounds. Nebuchadnezzar’s hair and beard grew long so that it fell over him like eagles’ feathers, and his nails, as a result of the grubbing, toughened and grew thick like talons.

Technically, he had a rare mental disease called boanthropy from the combination of two Latin words—bos, which means cow or bull, and anthropos, meaning man. The symptoms of boanthropy are pronounced antisocial tendencies and the preference for a diet of water and handfuls of grass. Typically the patient is discriminating about the plants he ingests and can drift in and out of reality.4 It is very likely that Nebuchadnezzar wandered in and out of his animal-like state, to his recurring chagrin. Perhaps he was sometimes in a helpless netherland of humiliation—aware of his absurdity but unable to regain his right mind. It is also conceivable that toward the end he experienced periods of increased lucidness and began to reflect on his folly.

In any event, after seven years the king came to his senses, and he officially recorded:



At the end of the days I, Nebuchadnezzar, lifted my eyes to heaven, and my reason returned to me, and I blessed the Most High, and praised and honored him who lives forever,





for his dominion is an everlasting dominion,

and his kingdom endures from generation to generation;

all the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing,

and he does according to his will among the host of heaven

and among the inhabitants of the earth;

and none can stay his hand

or say to him, “What have you done?” (Daniel 4:34, 35)

His concluding observation was, “And those who walk in pride he is able to humble” (Daniel 4:37). Thus, a historical retrospect sharpens the force of Mary’s prophecy—“He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.”

Prophecy

Mary’s words here are words of prophecy about the moral reversal brought about by the birth, life, death, and resurrection of Christ, who would scatter “the proud.” We see glimpses of this in the subsequent annals of history. Prideful Herod Agrippa stood in his splendid royal robes before an admiring audience, enjoying their blasphemous praise—“The voice of a god, and not of a man!” But Luke tells us, “Immediately an angel of the Lord struck him down, because he did not give God the glory, and he was eaten by worms and breathed his last” (Acts 12:22, 23). Napoleon had his proud Austerlitz, but then came Russia and Waterloo. Hitler had his Anschluss, but a few years later D-Day. And today the grand sculptured heads of Lenin and Stalin lie in junkyards. The days of arrogant men echo amid the crash of falling thrones.

But most of all, Mary sang of the final reversal and reckoning that awaits the proud because of Christ’s work. The Son she bore would later state categorically to the hypocritical religious leaders of his day, “Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted” (Matthew 23:12). Twice the New Testament records: “‘God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble’” (James 4:6; 1 Peter 5:5; both quoting Proverbs 3:34). Those who possess an imagined sense of moral superiority because of their position in life—who are “proud in the thoughts of their hearts” because of their wealth or education or privilege or elite status or ease—who suppose their station is due to some inward spiritual excellence—are in for a rude awakening, because the arm of God (his ineluctable power) will be loosed against them. And if they do not repent and turn to God, their fate is a done deal just as it has been in the past—“He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.” It has happened before, and God has not changed.

This is sobering news if in our heart of hearts we cherish thoughts of our moral excellence, if arrogantly we imagine that our good fortune in life is somehow due to an innate superiority.

Social Reversal (v. 52)

The next line in Mary’s song sings of an exchange of positions, a social reversal: “He has brought down the mighty from their thrones and exalted those of humble estate” (v. 52).

History

Among the great acts of hubris in Biblical history was Belshazzar’s feast in Babylon, the details of which may have laid the foundation for Mary’s prophetic language in verse 52. Belshazzar’s massive arrogance displayed itself in three ways. First, the armies of the Medes and the Persians had devoured the civilized world and were camped at the gates of Babylon, but Belshazzar chose to feast. He engaged in such arrogant royal thumbing of the nose at his enemies because he believed that Babylon’s gates were impregnable and they had years of supplies stored away in case of a long siege. Second, during the feast drunken Belshazzar engaged in ritual blasphemy when he ordered that the gold and silver goblets that had been taken from the Jewish temple in Jerusalem be brought forth so they could drink toasts from them to the Babylonian gods. And third, Belshazzar did all of this though he had the example and written testimony of his humbled father Nebuchadnezzar at hand. Arrogant, conceited, overconfident of his own superiority and safety, Belshazzar was about to suffer disgrace and defeat.


The feast became a debauched, orgiastic affair. Sacred vessels clattered on the floor, soon red with wine and spittle and vomit, as roar after roar went up as idol after idol was praised using Jehovah’s sacred vessels. But then the reveling gave way to deadly silence punctuated by terror-stricken moans when a bodiless hand wrote solemn words of judgment on the plaster wall. The effect was dramatic. “Then the king’s color changed, and his thoughts alarmed him; his limbs gave way, and his knees knocked together” (Daniel 5:6). Or as the King James Version literally renders it, “The joints of his loins were loosed, and his knees smote one against another.” One minute Belshazzar was leading defiant, blasphemous cheers, the next he was a wobbling, fainting coward.

Perhaps his fear was even heightened because no one could interpret the terrifying inscription. Daniel was summoned and easily, fearlessly translated the strange message, ending with the foreboding words, “Your kingdom is divided and given to the Medes and Persians” (Daniel 5:28). Daniel was then appointed the “the third ruler in the kingdom” (Daniel 5:29), and “that very night Belshazzar the Chaldean king was killed. And Darius the Mede received the kingdom” (Daniel 5:30, 31).

The ancient historians Xenophon and Herodotus fill in the details, revealing that during the siege crews had worked each night to divert part of the Euphrates, and that on the very night of the profligate banquet they succeeded and their armies waded into the city. So successful was the tactic that they took Babylon without a fight. Furthermore, if Xenophon is correct, the invading troops captured and killed Belshazzar in the very hall where the condemning handwriting appeared (October 11 or 12, 539 BC). Significantly, the new king, Darius, retained Daniel in power, with an eye to making him chief administrator of the kingdom. Thus we see that Mary’s lyrics, “He has brought down the mighty from their thrones and exalted those of humble estate,” had spectacular historical precedent in the fall of proud Belshazzar and the elevation of humble Daniel. We could also mention Joseph’s ascendancy in Egypt and the victory of humble Mordecai over proud Haman.

Prophecy

These and other historical precedents were prophetic of the gospel’s mighty reversals in bringing about the descent of the haughty and the ascent of the humble. Jesus himself is an example nonpareil because his willing humiliation in the incarnation and on the cross resulted in his being lifted up. As Paul wrote:




Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Philippians 2:9–11)





The gospel lifts up the humble and casts down the proud, effecting a mighty reversal. From this we understand that life is not always as it appears. Spiritually, down is up, and up is down!

This great truth too is a done deal, an accomplished fact that will be fully played out in the final judgment. The principle is so certain that Mary sang in the past tense: “He has brought down the mighty from their thrones and exalted those of humble estate.” It will indeed be “the meek” who “inherit the earth” (Matthew 5:5). This is why Peter solemnly advises, “Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he may exalt you” (1 Peter 5:6). Prepare for the reversal!

Material/Spiritual Reversal (v. 53)

Next Mary sang of a material/spiritual reversal: “He has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent away empty” (v. 53). Here Mary must not be credited with purely spiritual (or spiritualized) views, nor discredited with purely material ones.5 There is a correlation, though of course it is not absolute.

History

The Old Testament history to which Mary glanced back records the connection between one’s material and spiritual state. For example, the song of Hannah, which Mary had been meditating upon, says, “The LORD makes poor and makes rich; he brings low and he exalts. He raises up the poor from the dust; he lifts the needy from the ash heap to make them sit with princes and inherit a seat of honor” (1 Samuel 2:7, 8). Mary’s statement “He has filled the hungry with good things” is derived from Psalm 107:9, “For he satisfies the longing soul, and the hungry soul he fills with good things.” Generally those in physical, material need are more likely to sense their spiritual need than are the rich and satisfied (though not always).

The Old Testament encourages spiritual hunger:

O God, you are my God; earnestly I seek you;

my soul thirsts for you;

my flesh faints for you,

as in a dry and weary land where there is no water. (Psalm 63:1)


As a deer pants for flowing streams,

so pants my soul for you, O God.

My soul thirsts for God,

for the living God.

When shall I come and appear before God? (Psalm 42:1, 2)

Open your mouth wide, and I will fill it. (Psalm 81:10)

Blessed are those . . .

who seek him with their whole heart. (Psalm 119:2)

My soul longs for your salvation. (Psalm 119:81)

Spiritual hunger is the Old Testament prescription for spiritual health.

Prophecy

Mary’s eye on history gave her perspective for a prophetic vision that was so sure, she stated it as past fact—“He has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent away empty.” Those who are full and therefore imagine they, in themselves, are sufficient are in fact desperately needy. As the Spirit later explained to the Laodicean Christians,



You say, I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing, not realizing that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked. I counsel you to buy from me gold refined by fire, so that you may be rich, and white garments so that you may clothe yourself and the shame of your nakedness may not be seen, and salve to anoint your eyes, so that you may see. (Revelation 3:17, 18)





How tragic is the damning effect of self-sufficiency! The rich young ruler missed Christ altogether not just because he would not get rid of his things to follow Jesus, but simply because he was not hungry enough! Desire for the material had dulled a budding spiritual appetite—and the rich man was sent away empty!

In contrast, consider the hungry in the Gospels: young Mary, aged Simeon and Anna, the fishermen, the tax-gatherer, the prostitute with seven devils, and many others—desperately hungry people who were sent away eternally full. Indeed, Mary’s Son would make spiritual hunger the fourth pillar of his great sermon: “Blessed are those who [continually] hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied” (Matthew 5:6). Jesus calls his people to a desperate hunger.

The divine reward for such hunger and thirst is complete satisfaction, as so many Scriptures attest. “But whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I will give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life” (John 4:14). “Jesus said to them, ‘I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in me shall never thirst’” (John 6:35). Mary’s prophetic past tense set God’s promise of satisfaction in eternal concrete—“He has filled the hungry with good things.” The filling is not only for now, but for eternity. The image of a divine feast was used more than once by Jesus to illustrate the satisfactions of the kingdom. On one occasion he told his disciples, “I assign to you, as my Father assigned to me, a kingdom, that you may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom” (22:29, 30). That will be eternal satisfaction!

No doubt we have sometimes wondered why so many people who have the opportunity to know Christ never benefit from his grace. The answer is, they make no serious effort to do so. To them, it seems like too much work. They don’t have the time to spare. There are more important things like their favorite sports teams or the theater or golf. Having no hunger, they are “sent away empty.”

As Christians, we must realize that our spiritual hunger is a “blessed” state, according to Christ in his Sermon on the Mount. It works like this: we hunger spiritually and are then filled and become supremely satisfied. The satisfaction then makes way for a deeper spiritual hunger, a further filling and blessed satisfaction. And so it goes on in sublime paradox: hunger—filling—satisfaction, hunger—filling—satisfaction. We become more and more full of Christ. St. Bernard of Clairvaux understood the hungry/full paradox and gave it memorable expression:

We taste Thee, O Thou living Bread,

And long to feast upon Thee still;

We drink of Thee, the Fountainhead

And thirst our souls from Thee to fill.

Eternal Mercy (vv. 54, 55)

Finally, Mary looked back on God’s covenant promise to Israel first stated in Genesis 12:3 (“And in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed”; cf. Genesis 17:19; 22:18; 26:3, 4; 28:13, 14)—and then sang of its fulfillment in the prophetic past tense: “He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, as he spoke to our fathers, to Abraham and to his offspring forever.” God’s covenant is a “done deal.” The remarkable thing is that as Christians, we are the spiritual seed of Abraham (his descendants) through faith (cf. Romans 4:9–12, 18–22). As such, his covenant mercy extends to us forever and forever. His mercy is an accomplished fact.

Thus Mary’s song ends on an eternal note of mercy.

Closing Reflections

All that is in Mary, her soul and her spirit, was given over to passionately magnifying the Lord. Her personal reasons were sublime, and as Christians we magnify the Lord for the same reasons. 1) The divine condescension as he met her in her “humble estate” (1:48)—she could do nothing to effect her own or Israel’s deliverance; 2) his divine blessing, so that she is called “blessed” (1:48) for all generations, even as those who have Christ within are blessed for eternity; 3) and his divine excellencies—that is, his power, holiness, and mercy that were brought to bear upon Mary’s life and upon all who know Christ.

Then, at the crest of the wave, as she looked across history, she sang prophetically of the mighty reversals her Son would bring to the world:


	The moral reversals, as Christ would scatter the mini-Nebuchadnezzars, those “proud in the thoughts of their hearts,” who imagine that their status or good fortune is due to their superiority.

	The social reversals, as petty Belshazzars would be put down and humble Daniels brought up, for “He has brought down the mighty from their thrones and exalted those of humble estate.”

	The spiritual reversals—“He has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent away empty.” Those who know their need can be filled with Christ.

	Eternal mercy, a song of his covenant faithfulness, which goes on forever and ever.



Jesus has turned the world on its head. Morally, he scatters the proud. Socially, he lifts the humble. And spiritually, he fills the hungry with good things.

Therefore, let us magnify the Lord!
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The Birth of John

LUKE 1:56–66
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ACCOUNTS OF THE EVENTS surrounding the births of great persons can be both fascinating and enlightening. This is no exception with John the Baptist, forerunner of the Messiah.

John’s Genesis (vv. 56–58)

Luke indicates that after Mary went to visit Elizabeth, she stayed there for the remaining three months of the old woman’s pregnancy. So Mary was likely present at the birth of John. Commentators suggest that Mary’s presence is not recorded because Luke rounds off the account by describing her return home before going on to the story of John’s birth.1

If Mary was present, she witnessed an event of singular joy. Elizabeth, in the autumn of her life, experienced the spring rhythm of labor and birth. In a sublimely poignant moment, loving hands (perhaps the hands of the Virgin herself) placed Elizabeth’s son in her arms. No doubt the godly mother recalled the joy of another aged mother, Sarah, the matriarch of Israel, who at the birth of her son Isaac (which literally means “he laughs”), said, “God has made laughter for me; everyone who hears will laugh over me” (Genesis 21:6). Sarah laughed, Abraham laughed, and mirth filled the tents of his people. Elizabeth too laughed aloud and wept for joy. Zechariah laughed silently as tears coursed down his gray beard. Their laughter, mixed with their son’s cries, rang across the hillside of Judea.

Luke further tells us that Elizabeth’s “neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown great mercy to her, and they rejoiced with her” (v. 58). At first they were incredulous because they had not known that Elizabeth was pregnant. The secret had been well kept by mute Zechariah and the Virgin. But when the neighbors came and saw radiant Elizabeth calmly nursing her son, “they rejoiced with her,” perfectly fulfilling Gabriel’s earlier words: “You will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth” (1:14).

The joy of John’s birth anticipated the cosmic joy of the coming birth of Christ—“good news of great joy . . . for all the people” (2:10). Today joy is the telltale experience of every soul who believes the good news of the gospel.

Circumcision (vv. 59a–63)

Genesis 17:12 records God’s specifying to Abraham that all Hebrew males were to be circumcised eight days after birth. This in turn was taken up and formalized in the Mosaic Law (Leviticus 12:3). So on the eighth day all of Zechariah’s and Elizabeth’s relatives came for the happy occasion, just as we would take every measure possible to be present at a similar ceremony for the firstborn of an aged relative.

The circumcision would mark the boy with the sign of the covenant and incorporate him into Israel (Genesis 17:11; Joshua 5:2–9). Circumcision obligated him to live under the commands of the Law (Galatians 3:5) and to share in the blessings promised to God’s people. Sometimes circumcisions were performed by women (cf. Exodus 4:25; see also the extra-Biblical book of 1 Maccabees, 1:60), but normally they were done by the head of the house, in this case silent, joyous Zechariah. The fulfillment of this rite on the eighth day (v. 59) gave John impeccable Jewish credentials (cf. 2:21; Philippians 3:5) so necessary for the forerunner of the Messiah. The baby cried in pain as Zechariah’s trembling hand cleansed the bloody knife, and there were cheers all around.

Naming (vv. 59b–63)

Luke continues, “And they would have called him Zechariah after his father” (v. 59b). The literal sense is, “they [the relatives] were calling,” or possibly, “they were trying to call him by the name of his father Zechariah.” The relatives assumed that the boy would be “little Zechariah”—“big Zech and little Zech.”2 That was a nice thought, but a wrong one because Luke informs us that “his mother answered, ‘No; he shall be called John’” (v. 60). She was firm, almost fierce. Raymond Brown translates this, “No you don’t. He is to be called John!”3

The relatives were, of course, unaware that the angel Gabriel had specified that the boy be named John and that Zechariah had written it out for Elizabeth, and, further, that upon Mary’s arrival the two women had hardly passed a day without mentioning the divinely given names of the sons they were carrying. Not understanding, the relatives persisted.



And they said to her, “None of your relatives is called by this name.” And they made signs to his father, inquiring what he wanted him to be called. And he asked for a writing tablet and wrote, “His name is John.” And they all wondered. (vv. 61–63)





It is difficult for us to appreciate what a jolt this was to the family, because in that culture children were always named after someone in the family. The double vehemence of the old couple was truly shocking. “John,” Yohanan, which means “the Lord has given grace,” was a most fitting name for the child’s calling as forerunner of the Savior. But there is more to this because by giving the boy a nonfamily name, God was indicating that his mission and power would come from outside the natural order. Who he was could not be explained by his being the child of his parents. The name John was meant to stir their spiritual imaginations.

Praise (v. 64)

The neighbors and relatives had already been jarred, but there was more to come: “And immediately his [Zechariah’s] mouth was opened and his tongue loosed, and he spoke, blessing God” (v. 64). Zechariah’s original disbelief in Gabriel’s promise of a son had been replaced by faith when, in fulfillment of Gabriel’s judgment, he became mute. His faith was further strengthened when Elizabeth conceived. Now Zechariah’s faith produced obedience as he doggedly insisted that his son be named John. The combination of Zechariah’s faith and obedience effected the loosing of his tongue!

Significantly, Zechariah’s initial words did not include his son’s name but were an outpouring of praise to God. Think of the spiritual voltage here! Zechariah has endured nine months of speechless frustration, and during the last three a young woman kept talking and asking questions by making signs to him, and he could only respond by scribbling answers on his writing pad. Now all that pent-up frustration poured out in loud, emotional praise. In this way he foreshadowed the future God-glorifying ministry of his son.

Response (vv. 65, 66)

All this brought about a fresh state of spiritual health within that whole area. “And fear came on all their neighbors. And all these things were talked about through all the hill country of Judea” (v. 65). They experienced a healthy “fear” in the presence of divine activity. They could sense God was at work, and an exhilarating reverence coursed through their souls. This resulted in ongoing spiritual conversations—an eminently healthy state.

Luke concludes his description by saying, “And all who heard them laid them up in their hearts, saying, ‘What then will this child be?’ For the hand of the Lord was with him” (v. 66). These words are essentially identical to those used to describe Mary’s treasuring the shepherds’ words and pondering them in her heart (2:19; cf. 3:15).

Spiritual reflection, a wise and spiritually healthy state, is rare in our unthinking age of sound bytes and limited attention spans and a hurried pace. The flashing stoplights, the elevator music, the shifting images, the ads, the vacuous conversation about where we are going and what we are buying keeps our minds too busy to reflect on more important matters. Years ago C. S. Lewis captured this idea when, in his famous Screwtape Letters, he described one of the charges of the junior devil, Screwtape, as he sat reading in the British museum and began to reflect on spiritual questions. Before he could ponder too long, Screwtape got him out onto the museum steps and back to “real life”—the passing buses and the shouts of boys selling papers.4 It is a great privilege to treasure spiritual truth and ponder it in our hearts, and then to ask the right questions about who we are and who God is.

On this occasion the big question was, “What then will this child be?” That question, mulled over and considered further in the years to come, would open many to grace because John would become the greatest witness the world had ever known. The question sets the stage for Zechariah’s song, the Benedictus, which will be the subject of our next chapter. But the question also invites reflection within the broader context of the Gospels.

John the Baptist—A Biographical Review

The Scriptures devote only one sentence to John’s upbringing, and it is found in 1:80 after the conclusion of Zechariah’s song: “And the child grew and became strong in spirit, and he was in the wilderness until the day of his public appearance to Israel.” John spent years in the desert until AD 27 when he received his call during the priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas (3:2). Then John burst onto the scene as a bigger-than-life Old Testament prophet.

John’s Character

Style. Mark’s Gospel provides a visual introduction to John the Baptist: “Now John was clothed with camel’s hair and wore a leather belt around his waist and ate locusts and wild honey” (Mark 1:6). Though John was not making a fashion statement, the way he dressed was a powerful prophetic statement—he dressed in carefully calculated radical prophetic chic. His camel’s-hair robe was the kind worn by the very poor, and his belt, unlike the fancy belts so popular in those days, was a simple leather thong. Neither was there anything haute about his cuisine. His idea of eating out was to catch a few grasshoppers for locusts alfresco, and then visit the local beehive for dessert.

John knew exactly what he was doing, because he deliberately assumed the dress and style of the ancient prophet Elijah the Tishbite, who called his people to national repentance (cf. 2 Kings 1:8). John’s dress and lifestyle were a protest against the godlessness and self-serving materialism of his day—a call to separate oneself from the surrounding sinful culture, to repent, and to live a life focused upon God. Even John’s chosen context, the desert, was meant to emphasize this, because it was to the wilderness that ancient Israel came when they left Egypt. The people’s coming out to John in the wilderness was a subtle acknowledgment of Israel’s disobedience and rebellion and a demonstration of their desire to begin again—to follow God. The silhouette of John on the desert landscape was a potent call to repentance.

Courage. What was beautiful about John is that his preaching matched his profile. He was absolutely fearless in his proclamation of the message, just as his prophetic garb portrayed. John rebuked the Pharisees, saying, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” (3:7; cf. Matthew 3:7, 8). He gave the common people bold, practical instruction regarding giving: “Whoever has two tunics is to share with him who has none, and whoever has food is to do likewise” (3:11). He directed the tax-gatherers to be fair (3:13). He warned the Roman soldiers to be content and not act high-handedly (3:14). Indeed, John was as fearless as he looked!

Humility. Though steely and assertive, John was also self-forgetting and humble. Later, when Jesus’ star began to rise and John’s ministry was being eclipsed, John’s disciples came to him in alarm. But John’s response was impeccable: “A person cannot receive even one thing unless it is given him from heaven. . . . I am not the Christ” (John 3:27, 28). John then explained that his relation to Jesus was like that of a joyous friend of the bridegroom, concluding with the immortal words, “He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30). John was a man of sublime downward mobility of heart, just as his humble apparel suggested.


Integrity. A modern proverb wisely says:

To be persuasive,

We must be believable.

To be believable,

We must be credible.

To be credible,

We must be truthful.

To his great credit, John fully embodied his message of repentance and holiness. His whole life had been divinely groomed to produce authenticity. He had been filled with the Holy Spirit while yet in Elizabeth’s womb. He was a Nazirite from birth, never touching a dead body or consuming strong drink, never cutting his hair—all signs of his radical commitment and special separation to God’s work.

Bishop William Quail alluded to this same principle of authenticity by commenting, “Preaching is the art of making a sermon and delivering it? Why no, that is not preaching. Preaching is the art of making a preacher and delivering that!”5 John the Baptist embodied his message. In this sense he was the message! Others could have said the same things, but to no avail. The fact that his words saturated his being and oozed from his life—the fact that they were true in him—gave him immense power. Similarly, nothing will give God’s Word greater impact than its being true in us and being lived and proclaimed by a totally sincere heart.

Passion. John’s integrity was matched by his ethos. He lived out the essence of Charles Kingsley’s striking words:

Be earnest, earnest, earnest—

Mad if thou wilt;

Do what thou dost as if the

Stake were Heaven,

And that thy last deed before

The Judgment Day.6

When he stood before the people in the wasteland, lean, gaunt, solitary, John preached with fire. Like Elijah of old, and Jesus and Paul too, he wept. God used everything about him (his style, his courage, his humility, his integrity, his passion) to reach the multitudes. The result? “And all the country of Judea and all Jerusalem were going out to him” (Mark 1:5). Some say that as many as three hundred thousand came out to John to hear the word of God and to be baptized, publicly repenting of their sin and putting themselves at God’s disposal.

John’s Message

John’s preaching centered on the complementary subjects of sin and repentance, two essential facets of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Sin. Church history has demonstrated again and again that the importance of preaching about the terrible reality and consequences of sin has to be repeatedly recaptured by the church. In this last century Scotland’s greatest preacher, Alexander Whyte, had to do just that. While on a holiday, as he was walking on the highlands brooding over his ministry, a thought came to him that he believed to be the voice of God. The message was:



“Go on, and flinch not! Go back and boldly finish the work that has been given you to do. Speak out and fear not. Make them, at any cost, to see themselves in God’s Holy Law as in a glass. Do you that, for no one else will do it. No one else will so risk his life and his reputation as to do it; and you have not much of either left to risk. Go home and spend what is left of your life in your appointed task of showing My people their sin and their need of My salvation.” . . . I know quite well that some of you think me little short of a monomaniac about sin, but I am not the first that has been so thought of and so spoken about. I am in good company, and I am content to be in it.7





Whyte was in excellent company indeed! When the people came to John, he first sat them down and preached about their sin. Imagine the scene. Hundreds, and later at the height of John’s ministry, thousands, seated along the Jordan, listening as John named their sins, called for justice, and warned of judgment.

What a gift John gave his people by preaching on sin and judgment. This is too often neglected today. In some quarters the gospel is preached as the way to the good life and upward mobility, but that is not the message we have been given to proclaim. Preaching the true gospel is an inestimable privilege and responsibility, because without an understanding of the depth of our sin, the incarnation and the atoning death of Christ make no sense. If we do not see ourselves as radically sinful and totally lost, the cross makes no sense at all. But if we are lost, and in fact dead in our sins, the cross makes all the difference, for it is our only hope. When men and women are awakened to the depth of their sin and the fact of certain judgment, the gospel becomes the best news in the world! The bad news about us makes way for the good news of Christ. In fact, there is no good news apart from the bad news.


Repentance. The second thing we should notice is that John’s preaching was for a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sin. This does not mean that baptism saves, but that it demonstrates a heart repentance that always accompanies saving faith—the salvation that comes only through the grace of God. John’s baptism was later superseded by Christ’s baptism of the Holy Spirit (3:16). Nevertheless, John’s preaching coupled the conviction of sin with the moral necessity of repentance—a volitional turning away from sin. This is impossible apart from the grace of God, but it indicates true regeneration. Those who are born again repent, and one evidence of their regeneration is ongoing repentance.

Closing Reflections

Notwithstanding the ordo salutis, the order of salvation, when the gospel is preached today it must include both the preaching of sin and judgment and also the necessity of a faith that leads to repentance. No one receives Christ unless he or she is convicted of his or her sins and is willing to turn away from them. Both acts are gifts from God. For the non-Christian, an increased awareness of personal sin and fear of judgment, coupled with a growing desire to repent, may mean that grace is imminent. If one has come to this blessed state, the next step is to humbly trust Jesus Christ alone for salvation.

Such preaching is full of grace for Christians as well. The awareness of one’s sin is a gracious awareness because it invites ongoing repentance and conformity to Christ.

William Beveridge put this perfectly for his day and ours:

I cannot pray, except I sin;

I cannot preach, but I sin;

I cannot administer, nor receive the holy sacrament, but I sin.

My very repentance needs to be repented of;

And the tears I shed need washing in the blood of Christ.
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The Benedictus

LUKE 1:67–79
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THE NIGHT BEFORE the sunrise of Jesus’ birth had been long and dark. According to the Scriptures the people of Israel had been “sit[ting] in darkness and in the shadow of death”—like a caravan lost in a desert at night and fearing for their lives (v. 79; cf. Isaiah 9:2). The faithful remnant knew the messianic sunrise would come because the prophet Malachi had memorably promised in the concluding lines of the Old Testament that “the sun of righteousness shall rise with healing in its wings. You shall go out leaping like calves from the stall” (Malachi 4:2). So despite over four hundred long years of darkness, the people were looking for the sunrise.

There had been recent glimmers of light indicating that dawn was imminent—Gabriel’s annunciation of John to Zechariah, Gabriel’s annunciation of Jesus to Mary, the meeting of the two pregnant mothers and Elizabeth’s loud, joyful prophecy, Mary’s Magnificat, the birth of John the Baptist. These momentary flashes were signs that steady rays of messianic sunlight would soon shine from the horizon.

Now, with the birth of John, a faint glow was almost perceptible. Zechariah circumcised his son, and the people asked, “What then will this child be?” (1:66).

Old Zechariah, speechless for nine months because of unbelief, then responded in faithful obedience, his tongue was loosed, and he gave the final song before the sunrise. Luke introduces it by saying, “And his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied” (v. 67). Zechariah stood as the mouthpiece of God, a divine soloist. His words were God’s words. Like Mary’s song, his too was filled with Scripture. Zechariah’s entire priestly life had drawn nourishment from the Holy Scriptures, and now he sang almost entirely in Old Testament phraseology. Some scholars have detected as many as thirty-three possible allusions and quotations from the Old Testament in this brief, rapturous song.1

This hymn has traditionally been called the Benedictus because the opening expression—“Blessed be the Lord God of Israel” (v. 68a) was rendered in the Vulgate, “Benedictus Dominus Deus Israel.” The title captures the sense of the song quite well because it is a song of benediction and praise for how God had worked to bring about the messianic sunrise in the coming birth of Christ. It is most significant, in light of the fact that Jesus would be a descendant of King David, that David used the same phrase, “Blessed be the LORD, the God of Israel,” when he installed his son Solomon as his successor and king (1 Kings 1:48). The first son of David and the ultimate Son of David were celebrated with identical praise to God.

This song before the sunrise is an ecstatic chain of praise from beginning to end—first, praise to God for keeping his promise to David (the Davidic Covenant); second, praise to God for keeping his promise to Abraham (the Abrahamic Covenant); third, praise to God for keeping his promise to Zechariah in giving him his son John, the forerunner; fourth, praise to God for the coming of “the sunrise.” This systematic, intensely theological heaping of praise will draw any soul upward if it will make the effort to do so.

Praise for Fulfillment of the Davidic Covenant (vv. 68–71)

The so-called Davidic Covenant was simply God’s promise (or covenant) to David that he would be succeeded by his son Solomon, who would build the temple, and that an ultimate greater successor would establish his throne forever. The covenant was delivered by the prophet Nathan to David when David was at the height of his power and had expressed his desire to build a temple for God. The covenant reads:



The LORD declares to you that the LORD will make you a house. When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your fathers, I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. (2 Samuel 7:11b–13)





The great promise of an enduring kingdom and king fired the hopes of the faithful in Israel, and they looked longingly for the great coming ruler of the house of David.


Isaiah gave immortal expression to this great hope:

For to us a child is born,

to us a son is given;

and the government shall be upon his shoulder,

and his name shall be called

Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.

Of the increase of his government and of peace

there will be no end,

on the throne of David and over his kingdom,

to establish it and to uphold it

with justice and with righteousness

from this time forth and forevermore. (Isaiah 9:6, 7)

In the first movement of his song, Zechariah sang of this great person as “a horn of salvation.” Note that he sang, as did Mary, in the prophetic past tense, so that what he sang about was “as good as done.”

Blessed be the Lord God of Israel,

for he has visited and redeemed his people

and has raised up a horn of salvation for us

in the house of his servant David,

as he spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets from of old,

that we should be saved from our enemies

and from the hand of all who hate us. (vv. 68–71)

The metaphor “horn” is derived from an animal’s horns, especially that of a buffalo or ox, symbolizing strength and power (cf. Deuteronomy 33:17). The lifting up of the horn in the Old Testament refers to an animal tossing its horns in a display of power (cf. Psalm 148:14), and the language behind the phrase “raised up a horn” appears to suggest the same idea.2 African hunters of the Cape buffalo tell us that when one of those great animals scuffs the ground and begins to rhythmically swing its horns back and forth, it is preparing for a deadly charge. An animal’s horn is its weapon for defense and vengeance, and also its ornament of beauty. The Davidic horn would be “raised up” in a mighty display of power in the birth of Jesus—“a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David” (v. 69).

This awesome horn’s ministry would be twofold. First, in redemption as he ransoms his people with his own blood. Note that the passion narrative occupies a large section at the end of Luke’s Gospel and that, correspondingly, the ox (a symbol of sacrifice and atonement) has always been the symbol of Luke. Second, the horn would bring deliverance from all earthly enemies in the final return of Christ (Revelation 19:1–16).

So we see that Zechariah’s song celebrates the majestic, tossing horn of the Davidic Savior, Jesus, who would effect a mighty deliverance—“He . . . has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David.”

Today this mighty “horn of salvation” is able “to save to the uttermost those who draw near to God through him” (Hebrews 7:25). Whoever we are, whatever we have done, no matter how heinous our sin—whether it is murder, infidelity, perversion, betrayal, embezzlement, lying, jealousy, hateful gossip, or whatever—Christ, the “horn of salvation,” can save us completely and eternally. We must therefore take the greatest pride in the gospel, “for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek” (Romans 1:16).

Praise for Fulfillment of the Abrahamic Covenant (vv. 72–75)

Zechariah’s praise for God’s fulfilling the Davidic Covenant through Christ naturally moved next to the Abrahamic Covenant because the promise to David rested upon the original promise to Abraham. The Abrahamic Covenant was first expressed when God promised Abraham, when he was yet childless, that he would make a great nation of him and that all the peoples of the earth would be blessed through him (Genesis 12:1–3).

On a subsequent occasion when God reiterated the promise, emphasizing that Abraham’s offspring would be like the stars, Abraham “believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness” (Genesis 15:6). God was so pleased with Abraham’s faith that on that night, when the sun had set, God himself appeared as “a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch [and] passed between these pieces” (Genesis 15:17), signifying that his promise was unconditional and that he (God) would be torn asunder like those pieces if he failed to keep his promises.

Yet, as great as this affirmation of the covenant was, a greater affirmation was to come when God swore to Abraham that he would keep his covenant—and that is what Zechariah referenced in his song:

To show the mercy promised to our fathers

and to remember his holy covenant,

the oath that he swore to our father Abraham, to grant us

that we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies,

might serve him without fear,

in holiness and righteousness before him all our days.” (vv. 72–75)


The oath took place after Abraham’s unequaled display of obedience in his willingness to sacrifice Isaac through whom the promise of a great nation was to be fulfilled. After God stopped Abraham’s hand in midair, God made an unparalleled oath:



By myself I have sworn, declares the LORD, because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your only son, I will surely bless you, and I will surely multiply your offspring as the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore. And your offspring shall possess the gate of his enemies, and in your offspring shall all the nations of the earth be blessed, because you have obeyed my voice. (Genesis 22:16–18)





God was so pleased with Abraham’s obedience that he swore by himself—something he had never done before and has not done since!

From Zechariah’s inspired perspective, the effect of this great oath, as fulfilled through the coming of Christ, would not only be deliverance from enemies, but the enablement to “serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness before him all our days” (vv. 74, 75). Certainly this is what Christ does for the believing heart—he liberates it so it can serve. Mary became the first servant of the new age of grace when she said, “I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word” (1:38). Indeed, this is the precise call of the gospel age: “I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship” (Romans 12:1).

Joyous service is a hallmark of lives where the Son has risen. Christianity not only delivers us, but infuses our lives with purpose. This is no small boon in a world where so many culture shapers teach that life is meaningless.

Praise for John (vv. 76, 77)

Zechariah was experiencing once-in-a-lifetime elevation of soul, and as his eyes fell to his newborn son, he sang of the part he would play in the new day: “And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, to give knowledge of salvation to his people in the forgiveness of their sins” (vv. 76, 77).

We cannot overstate Zechariah’s emotion here. There had been no prophet among the Jews for four centuries. Zechariah had just recovered his voice, and he was using it to praise and prophesy. His baby boy was the focus of divine revelation. Surely Zechariah’s words were not calm utterances. They came in a halting, tremulous voice as he struggled to gain composure.

In addition to citing John’s functions as prophet and forerunner, Zechariah’s words focused on the depth of John’s ministry. He would “give knowledge of salvation to his people.” This would not be theoretical knowledge, but personal knowledge of the inward experience of salvation as the result of a divine gift. Furthermore, the salvation that John would preach would consist of “the forgiveness of their sins.” 3 John would bypass ritualistic religion and go right to the heart of spiritual life.

John’s ministry, of course, anticipated the work of the coming spiritual Sonrise. Intimate knowledge of the divine gift of salvation is part of the New Testament legacy. “He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God” (John 1:11, 12). This intimacy with God is extraordinary, like that between a child and a parent. The apostle John would later say, “I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God that you may know that you have eternal life” (1 John 5:13).

Salvation also involves the assurance of the forgiveness of sins. We see this in Jesus’ very name as ordered by the angel: “She will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21). Jesus said of his own blood, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:28). This was the apostolic gospel as Peter and others preached it: “To him all the prophets bear witness that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name” (Acts 10:43). Thus our assurance is, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9).

What incredible things Zechariah sang regarding his son! True knowledge of salvation and the forgiveness of sins would come from his ministry as people heard him preach and turned to God.

This is what the gospel offers—the only real forgiveness of sins in the universe—authentic forgiveness. Those who have experienced it can testify that there is nothing like it. It is complete and penetrates to the very depths of the human soul. The initial experience of divine forgiveness is often described as having a cosmic weight lifted from one’s shoulders. The “knowledge of salvation” is not only objective but inward and subjective—“The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (Romans 8:16).

Praise for the Rising Son (vv. 78, 79)

Zechariah ended his song with praise for the imminent rising of the sun—“Because of the tender mercy of our God, whereby the sunrise shall visit us from on high to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace” (vv. 78, 79).

Israel is portrayed here as a caravan that has lost its way and has been overtaken by night. It is stranded in utter darkness in a lonely, howling expanse of wilderness. The sky is lowering, and there is no starlight. It is (as the Greek literally says) “sitting in darkness.” This is a moving picture of lethargy—oppressive, dark torpor—entropy—despair—hopelessness. They are helpless, just as Isaiah described it: “The people who walked in darkness . . . who dwelt in a land of deep darkness” (Isaiah 9:2).

But then a faint change is seen in the east. The sky is no longer black but blue. Their eyes move to the west, and in the darkness forms take shape, at first metallic and dull. Then comes just a wisp of color. As their eyes switch back to the east, the cobalt blue turns to royal blue and a long line of pink rims the horizon. The sun is up! They are quickly on their feet, exchanging smiles, rubbing hands, and beginning to cheer.

This is what we have here. The word “sunrise” was rendered in the Old English versions as “dayspring” (the day springing up) and in today’s versions is given variously as “the first light of Heaven” (PHILLIPS), “the morning sun from heaven” (NEB), and “the Sunrise from on high” (NASB). All give the idea of the cosmic appearance of Christ as the light of the world.

He is the fulfillment of Malachi 4:2, “But for you who fear my name, the sun of righteousness shall rise with healing in its wings. You shall go out leaping like calves from the stall.” Jesus is the “morning star [who] rises in [our] hearts” (2 Peter 1:19). He is “the root and the descendant of David, the bright morning star” (Revelation 22:16). Jesus said of himself, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12). “Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them up a high mountain by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, and his clothes became radiant, intensely white, as no one on earth could bleach them” (Mark 9:2, 3). Jesus told his followers, “Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father” (Matthew 13:43).

Closing Reflections

When Jesus rises in our lives, gone is “the shadow of death.” We pass from death to life. Even more, in the light he is able “to guide our feet into the way of peace”—his shalom. This is more than the absence of conflict. It is wholeness and completeness, the sum of all that we require for conscious well-being. It is his gift to us. Jesus said, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. Not as the world gives do I give to you. Let not your hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid” (John 14:27). Those who experience the healing wholeness of God’s peace “go out leaping like calves from the stall”—heels in the air, free and complete.


	Has “the sunrise . . . from on high” filled your life?

	Do you have the “knowledge of salvation”?

	Is Christ your mighty “horn of salvation”?

	Are you assured of “the forgiveness of . . . sins”?

	Have you been delivered from “the shadow of death”?

	Are you able to “serve him without fear”?

	Are your feet treading “the way of peace”?



If not, you need the Sunrise—you need the Christ who came to die for you—you need the spiritual realities of Luke 2, the birth of Jesus within you!
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The Birth of Christ

LUKE 2:1–20

[image: Image]

THE OPENING WORDS of this famous section of Scripture provide the setting for this, the greatest of all stories, by informing us that Caesar Augustus (Octavian) was ruler of “all the world”—“all the inhabited earth” (NASB). The ancient historians tell us that Caesar Augustus was the great-nephew of Julius Caesar and was a born fighter who clawed his way to power by defeating Antony and Cleopatra and then, through the considerable genius and force of his person, gave the empire a solidness that was to endure for centuries.

He was the first Caesar to be called “Augustus” when the Roman Senate voted to give him that title. Augustus means “holy” or “revered,” and up to that time the title was reserved exclusively for the gods.1 It was under Augustus’ rule that decisive strides were taken toward making the Caesars gods. In fact, at about the same time Luke was writing these words, some of the Greek cities in Asia Minor adopted Caesar’s birthday, September 23, as the first day of the New Year, hailing him as “savior.” An inscription at Halicarnassus (birthplace of the famous Herodotus) even called him “savior of the whole world.”2

Historian John Buchan records that when Caesar Augustus died, men actually “comforted themselves, reflecting that Augustus was a god, and that gods do not die.”3 So the world had at its helm a self-proclaimed, widely accepted god and savior. Luke, the historian and theologian, wants us to see this as the tableau for understanding the coming of the real Savior. The contrast could not be greater.

Inside Rome, in the Forum, the doors of the Temple of War had been closed for ten years and would remain closed for thirty more. To memorialize the peace, the famous monument Ara Pacis Augustae propagandizing Augustus’s peace had been erected.4 Rome and Augustus had bludgeoned every foe into submission. There was “peace,” but it was a dark peace—a Hitler’s peace—and no man or woman or boy or girl could say a word against it without fearfully looking over his or her shoulder.

Caesar Augustus’s relentless arm stretched out to squeeze its tribute even in a tiny village at the far end of the Mediterranean. Thus it came about that a village carpenter and his expectant teenage bride were forced to travel to his hometown to be registered for taxation. It was a miserable journey. Mary was full term, which forced a slow, rolling gait as she walked those eighty miles. Perhaps, if she was fortunate, she had borrowed an animal to carry her. But whatever their situation, she traveled in the dust and cold of winter, bearing the distressing knowledge that she might have her first baby far from home, from her mother, and from nearly everyone who cared about her.

Seen through everyday logic, Joseph and Mary were insignificant nobodies from a nothing town. They were peasants. They were poor, uneducated, of no account. But she understood who she was and who God was. Early on, after Mary learned she was pregnant with “the Son of the Most High” (1:32) and met Elizabeth, she sang her great Magnificat, beginning with the words, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has looked on the humble estate of his servant” (1:46–48a). And toward the end of her song she said of her son, “He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts; he has brought down the mighty from their thrones and exalted those of humble estate” (vv. 51, 52).

Joseph and Mary capsulized the mystery of grace—the King does not come to the proud and powerful but to the poor and powerless. As it is so often in life, things were not as they seemed to the world around them, because humble Mary and Joseph were the adoptive father and birth mother of the King of kings. Seven hundred years earlier, the prophet Micah had prophesied, “But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are too little to be among the clans of Judah [such an inconsequential little town!], from you shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel” (Micah 5:2). And now the poor couple’s forced journey to Bethlehem to pay taxes would set the stage for the fulfillment of that messianic prophecy. They appeared to be helpless pawns caught in the movements of secular history, but every move was under the hand of Almighty God. The Messiah would indeed be born in tiny, insignificant Bethlehem! As the Virgin traveled, her steady beating heart, hidden from the world, kept time with the busily thumping heart of God.


The Creator had woven Himself

a robe of virgin flesh.5

The baby Mary carried was not a Caesar, a man who would become a god, but a far greater wonder—the true God who had become a man!

The Incarnation (vv. 6, 7)

The journey left Mary increasingly weary as she trod those dusty miles to the south, and when she and Joseph arrived in Bethlehem they were exhausted—especially Mary. Then the pains began. Perhaps at first young Mary was not sure it was her time and did not say anything to Joseph. But when there was no doubt that it was the real thing, she told him—probably with tears. Remember, she was only thirteen or fourteen years old.

We are all familiar with the haunting simplicity of Luke’s description of the birth: “And while they were there, the time came for her to give birth. And she gave birth to her firstborn son” (vv. 6, 7a).

In Bethlehem the accommodations for travelers were primitive. The eastern inn was the crudest of arrangements. Typically it was a series of stalls built on the inside of an enclosure and opening onto a common yard where the animals were kept. All the innkeeper provided was fodder for the animals and a fire on which to cook. On that cold day when the expectant parents arrived, nothing at all was available, not even one of those crude stalls. And despite the urgency, no one would make room for them. So it was probably in the common courtyard where the travelers’ animals were tethered that Mary gave birth to Jesus, with only Joseph attending her. Joseph probably wept as much as Mary did. Seeing her pain, the stinking barnyard, their poverty, people’s indifference, the humiliation, and the sense of utter helplessness, feeling shame at not being able to provide for young Mary on the night of her travail—all that would make a man either curse or cry.

If we imagine that Jesus was born in a freshly swept, county fair stable, we miss the whole point. It was wretched—scandalous! There was sweat and pain and blood and cries as Mary reached up to the heavens for help. The earth was cold and hard. The smell of birth mixed with the stench of manure and acrid straw made a contemptible bouquet. Trembling carpenter’s hands, clumsy with fear, grasped God’s Son slippery with blood—the baby’s limbs waving helplessly as if falling through space—his face grimacing as he gasped in the cold and his cry pierced the night.6


My mother groaned, my father wept.

Into the dangerous world I leapt.7

It was clearly a leap down—as if the Son of God rose from his splendor, stood poised at the rim of the universe irradiating light, and dove headlong, speeding through the stars over the Milky Way to earth’s galaxy, finally past Arcturus, where he plunged into a huddle of animals. Nothing could be lower.

Luke finishes the picture in verse 7: “She . . . wrapped him in swaddling cloths and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.” Mary counted his fingers, and the couple wiped him clean as best they could by firelight. Mary wrapped each of his little arms and legs with strips of cloth—mummy-like. No one helped her. She laid him in a feeding trough.

No child born into the world that day seemed to have lower prospects. The Son of God was born into the world not as a prince but as a pauper. We must never forget that this is where Christianity began, and where it always begins—with a sense of need, a graced sense of one’s insufficiency. Christ, himself setting the example, comes to the needy. He is born only in those who are “poor in spirit.”

The incarnation provides a marvelous paradigm for Christ’s work in our lives. Every Advent season, and hopefully at other times as well, we are brought again to the wonder of the incarnation. See the swaddled Jesus, lying in the feeding trough in the stable, the birthplace of common livestock. Look long and hard with all your mind and all your heart. From early times the paradox of the incarnation has given birth to mind-boggling expressions. St. Augustine said of the infant Jesus:

Unspeakably wise,

He is wisely speechless.8

Lancelot Andrewes, who crafted much of the beautiful English of the Old Testament in the King James Version, preaching before King James on Christmas Day 1608, picked up on Augustine’s idea and described Christ in the manger as:

the word without a word.9

He is in his person the Word of God!

Luci Shaw, in her beautiful poem “Mary’s Song,” says:


Quiet he lies

whose vigor hurled

a universe. He sleeps

whose eyelids have not closed before.10

The one who asked Job, “Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell me, if you have understanding . . . when I made clouds its garment and thick darkness its swaddling band” (Job 38:4, 9) now himself lay wrapped in swaddling clothes.

The wonder of the incarnation! The omnipotent, omnipresent, omniscient God became a baby!

The Meaning (vv. 8–14)

Real Humanity

The great historic doctrine of the church is that the Son of God became a real man—not just someone who only appeared to be a man. When he was born, God the Son placed the exercise of his all-powerfulness and all-presence and all-knowingness under the direction of God the Father. He did not give up those attributes, but he submitted their exercise in his life to the Father’s discretion. Though he was sinless, he had a real human body, mind, and emotions—complete with their inherent human weaknesses.

As a real baby in the cradle he watched his tiny clenched fist in uncomprehending fascination, just like any other baby. He did not feign babyhood. He did not say to himself, “You all think I am a prearticulate baby discovering I have a hand. Actually, I am God admiring my brilliant invention. I am your Creator, and I understand every word you are saying.” Not at all. He was not pretending. This was not a postnatal spoof. He was a baby!

Reaching for analogies helpful in understanding the incarnation, some have likened Christ before the incarnation to



a symphony, in all of its complexity and power—magnificence carried over a grand expanse. But when he became human he became a folk tune, simple and shortened. In this he lost nothing of his Godhead, his eternal character, his attributes, absolute purity, and changeless excellence.11





He was still the symphony (the eternal Son), but as a folk tune (a real man) he fully entered the human situation in a way that all could understand. John the apostle put it this way: “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth. . . . No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father's side, he has made him known” (John 1:14, 18). The symphony/folk tune analogy is elegant and helpful, but its weakness is that no symphony is infinite. But in the incarnation, the infinite God both became finite man and remained infinite God.

This mystery is beyond earthly analogy or understanding. Truly human, the Son subjected himself to his own creation and its physical laws, its ups and downs. He would experience the development of human reason and language. He would be taught things he did not know. He walked like a baby before he walked like a man. He thought and talked like a baby before he thought and talked like a man. The growing pains of the Son of God were just as real for him as they were for us. As Harold Best explains: “The only difference was that Jesus did his learning, growing, and maturing sinlessly and perfectly, but this does not mean he was an instant learner.”12 He had to learn to be a carpenter from his earthly father, Joseph. Jesus Christ lived with a human body, mind, and soul with all their limitations, except for sin.

He really did it. It really did happen. Paul was right: “Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness: He was manifested in the flesh . . .” (1 Timothy 3:16). The implications of this reality are stupendous at Christmastime and year-round.

Divine Sympathy

Consider the implication of Christ’s astounding capacity for sympathy and understanding. His instrument, so to speak, was the same as ours. It is a fact that if you have two in-tune pianos in the same room and a note is struck on one, the same note will gently respond on the other, though not touched by another person’s hand. This is called “sympathetic resonance.”

Christ’s instrument, his humanity, was like ours in every way, except that he had no sin. And when a chord is struck in the weakness of our human instrument, it resonates in his! There is no note of human experience that does not play in Christ’s as well. “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses” (Hebrews 4:15). He has an unequaled capacity for sympathy. It goes far beyond intellectual understanding. Jesus does not just imagine how his children feel—he feels it!

We are all sometimes under incredible pressure. We may feel that no one understands, much less cares. But the truth is, any note we play (whether a melody or a dirge, or a minor key, or a discordant note) has sympathetic resonance in the heart of Jesus Christ. This is a supreme glory of the incarnation. All glory to God! Do you need sympathy? With Christ there is understanding.


The story began to move quickly as Christ’s birth was announced. Shepherds were the first to hear. “And in the same region there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night. And an angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were filled with great fear” (vv. 8, 9). The shepherds on that wintry night were naturally huddled close to their fire, while icy constellations swept by overhead. Suddenly, as if a star had burst, glorious light overpowered the night, and an honored angel stepped forth as the shepherds recoiled in great fear despite his reassuring words.

That the message came to shepherds first, and not to the high and mighty, reminds us that God comes to the needy, the poor in spirit. Shepherds were despised by the “good,” respectable people of that day. According to the Mishnah, shepherds were under a ban. They were regarded as thieves.13 The only people lower than shepherds at that particular time in Jewish history were lepers. Scholars speculate that the only reason the flocks were so close in was because these men were keeping the sacrificial animals for the temple.

God comes only to those who sense their need. He does not come to the self-sufficient. The gospel is for those who know they need Jesus!



For consider your calling, brothers: not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God. (1 Corinthians 1:26–29)





Wonderful Savior

The words of the angel, spoken not only for the shepherds but for all of us, were wonderful, for they promised a Savior: “Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord” (vv. 10, 11). It was because of Christ’s incarnation and his perfect identification with humanity—his taking on our nature, though without sin—that he could save us. He became “perfect” in regard to temptation by suffering temptation as a real man and putting the tempter to flight (Hebrews 5:8, 9; cf. Matthew 4:1–11). As a real man he became a perfect surrogate for us so he could take our sins upon himself, become sin for us (2 Corinthians 5:21), and die an atoning death for us. As Peter explained: “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness” (1 Peter 2:24).


Whatever our situation, he can deliver us. The angel said that the “good news” was “for all the people.” Whoever you are, he can deliver you, help you, save you. “Because he continues forever . . . he is able to save to the uttermost those who draw near to God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them” (Hebrews 7:24, 25).

After the angel’s marvelous words—“Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord” (vv. 10, 11)—something truly wonderful occurred: “And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!’” (vv. 13, 14). A heavenly flash and suddenly the bewildered shepherds were surrounded by angels!

“A multitude” refers to not 50, not 150, not 1,500—but heavenly hosts beyond count. I think every one of God’s angels was there because this was the most amazing event that had ever happened in the entire universe. I think the heavenly host stretched from horizon to horizon, obscuring the winter constellations. I like to imagine that they radiated golds, pinks, electric blue, hyacinth, and ultraviolet—maybe some were even sparkling. Milton imagined them in serried ranks:

The helmed cherubim

And sworded seraphim,

In glittering ranks with wings displayed. . . .

The stars with deep amaze

Stand fixed in steadfast gaze.14

And when they lifted their voices to God, it was in cosmic stereo. They were announcing the long-awaited “sunrise . . . from on high” (1:78)—star music! Job tells us that at the creation of the world, “the morning stars [angels] sang together and all the sons of God shouted for joy” (Job 38:7). Now the angels again joined voices at the greatest creation of all—the birth of the God-man—the perfect sympathizer and Savior.

How we all would like to have been there—to be a fly on the ear of one of the shepherds’ sheep. But actually, though the choir in Heaven played a major role, we on earth have the best part because we are the ones who receive God’s grace. God became a man, not an angel. God redeemed us, not angels. Ours is the best part, and we will praise God for it for all eternity.

The Christmas message of this passage should make us sing year-round. The substance of the angels’ song is instructive. It was first upward as they glorified God in “the highest” heavens, and then it was outward as it pronounced “on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!”—peace, wholeness, well-being for those who have been favored by God’s grace.

Has God worked in your heart? Are you the object of his good pleasure? Then you have a song to sing, for the best part is yours.

The Effect (vv. 15–20)

Soon the angels departed, the glory that lit the countryside faded, the constellations reappeared, and the shepherds were alone. But they allowed no grass to grow under their feet.



When the angels went away from them into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let us go over to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has made known to us.” And they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby lying in a manger. And when they saw it, they made known the saying that had been told them concerning this child. And all who heard it wondered at what the shepherds told them. But Mary treasured up all these things, pondering them in her heart. And the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them. (vv. 15–20)





The shepherds were perhaps camped about a mile from the inn, and they certainly took off running, leaping the low Judean fences and entering the enclosure wide-eyed and panting. They searched the stalls around the perimeter of the enclosure and quickly found the new mother and her baby among the animals. Immediately they began to announce the good news, telling all who would listen about the angels and this wonderful birth. When they left, they continued glorifying and praising God for all they had experienced.

It is not enough to hear about Jesus. It is not enough to peek in the manger and say, “Oh, how nice. What a lovely scene. It gives me such good feelings.” The truth is, even if Christ were born in Bethlehem a thousand times but not within you, you would be eternally lost. The Christ who was born into the world must be born in your heart. Religious sentiment, even at Christmastime, without the living Christ is a yellow brick road to darkness.

The Holy Spirit included this story in the Holy Scriptures so we would not miss the point: the real Savior of the world was not Caesar Augustus, nor will it be any great world leader. The Savior of the world is Jesus, the Son of God who came to earth veiled in Mary’s flesh, was born in human flesh, lived in the flesh, died in the flesh, was resurrected in that flesh, and now lives in the same glorified flesh at the right hand of the Father.


The incarnation was real.

Christ’s identification was complete.

His understanding and sympathy are real because he had the same type of physical body we have, and still does.

His complete identification means he can save you, whatever your situation.

That baby, God’s Son, demands our complete allegiance.

He really did come into the world, and because of this, he really can come into your heart.

Let us lay our lives before him because:

In this world of sin,

Where meek souls will

Receive him still

The dear Christ enters in.

Phillips Brooks
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The Nunc Dimittis

LUKE 2:21–40
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IMAGINE THAT A WEEK has passed since the first Christmas, when the angels filled the skies over the fields of Bethlehem as they announced Christ’s birth to the amazed shepherds, who then ran, leaping the low fences, to see their newborn Savior King lying in a manger.

Young Mary had hardly recovered from giving birth, and the mental tapes of the miraculous events were set on constant replay: the forced journey to Bethlehem, their frantic search for a place to give birth, her labor under the stars, Joseph anxiously standing beside her in the night air.

What is this flesh I purchased with my pains,

This fallen star my milk sustains,

This love that makes my heart’s blood stop

Or strikes a sudden chill into my bones

And bids my hair stand up?1

Unlike the later millions who would nod to the memory of Christmas only briefly once a year, this couple would live their entire lives in the unfolding mystery of the incarnation.

The beautiful events recorded in Luke 2:21–40 were given to Mary and Joseph to deepen and confirm the significance of the incarnation in their minds—and ultimately in the thoughts of the faithful through the centuries. Specifically, the events associated with their baby’s circumcision brought them profound meditation as they pondered the meaning of their son’s birth. These same events can help make the dazzling wonder of the incarnation a year-long experience for us.


The Circumcision (v. 21)

Luke describes Christ’s circumcision in a single concise sentence: “And at the end of eight days, when he was circumcised, he was called Jesus, the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb” (v. 21). It was important that Christ be circumcised, for circumcision was commanded in Genesis 17 for all males who would be a part of Abraham’s household. Without it Jesus could not have identified with his people even though he was of pure Hebrew blood.

However, the matter of greatest significance at his circumcision was that he was officially named Jesus, which means “Jehovah is salvation.” This is essential to understanding the incarnation, though sadly, in this secularized age, the average person on the street has no idea what Jesus means. But for those of us who know him, the name is both a claim and a promise, and that is why it is so often on our lips. “Jesus, O how sweet the name.”

The origin of the name reveals something that makes it even more precious. Jesus is the Greek rendering of the Hebrew word Joshua, the name of the great man who succeeded Moses and led Israel into the promised land. Originally, however, Joshua’s name wasn’t Joshua but Hoshea, which means “salvation.” But because of his faith and leadership in believing that the promised land could be conquered, as Numbers 13:16 records, “And Moses called Hoshea the son of Nun Joshua.” And as we know, he became Israel’s greatest general.2 Joshua (or Jesus) not only means “Jehovah is salvation” but suggests deliverance. It carries the idea of our being delivered by heroic action from the bondage of sin (cf. Isaiah 9:6, “Mighty God”). The name Jesus shouts to the world the heroics of the incarnation and the cross.

Now consider this: both Mary and Joseph had been told separately by an angel to name the child Jesus. The angel said to Joseph, “She will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21). Gabriel’s announcement to Mary was similar: “You will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus” (Luke 1:31).

Certainly Mary and Joseph had often discussed this, both before their son’s birth and during the week since, but when the time for circumcision came, and Joseph uttered the divinely given name, the sense of the moment must have overwhelmed them. “This child shall be called ‘Jehovah is salvation.’ This child, our baby, is salvation!” How about that for a birth memory! Certainly this was a topic of conversation time and time again. Mary would say to Joseph, “Tell me again,” and he would recite the details of his encounter with the angel in his dream. Then he would ask the same of Mary, and she would describe Gabriel and reverently describe his announcement of the name of all names—“Jesus.”

“Jesus—Jehovah is salvation—he is my deliverance.” If this is not part of your mind-set, perhaps you have not yet come to know Jesus. As John Newton said so well:

How sweet the name of Jesus sounds

In a believer’s ear!

The Christmas name was followed by the knife and the sharp cry of the Son of God and the blood of his circumcision as he fully identified with God’s covenant people.

Alas, how soon our sin

Sore doth begin

His Infancy to seize!3

The post-Christmas events were the rites of Mary’s purification and the couple’s presentation of their baby in the temple, which took place about a month later. They reveal the kind of people to whom Christ comes.

The Purification (vv. 22–24)

The poverty of Jesus’ parents was obvious, considering the humble offering they made for Mary’s purification in obedience to the Law:



And when the time came for their purification according to the Law of Moses, they brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the Law of the Lord, “Every male who first opens the womb shall be called holy to the Lord”) and to offer a sacrifice according to what is said in the Law of the Lord, “a pair of turtledoves, or two young pigeons.” (vv. 22–24)





That they offered a poor woman’s offering is clear from Leviticus 12:6–8, which stipulates that the purification offering must be a yearling lamb for a burnt offering and a pigeon or dove for a sin offering. However, “And if she cannot afford a lamb, then she shall take two turtledoves or two pigeons, one for a burnt offering and the other for a sin offering. And the priest shall make atonement for her, and she shall be clean” (Leviticus 12:8). Mary and Joseph’s humble offering was a public declaration of their poverty.

So here we again see that Christianity began and always begins with a spirit of need—spiritual destitution. This was the persistent refrain of Christ’s life. We heard it in Mary’s Magnificat: “For he has looked on the humble estate of his servant” (1:48). The angels’ revelation to the outcast shepherds, rather than to the high and mighty of Israel, sang of this as well. The wretched circumstances of Christ’s birth echoed the refrain.

The LORD is near to the brokenhearted

and saves the crushed in spirit. (Psalm 34:18)

God did not and does not come to the self-sufficient. This is a truth that we must remind ourselves of again and again. Christianity wrongly understood gives some an illusive sense of personal spiritual adequacy. Even the born again can wrongly turn spiritual advances into prideful self-sufficiency—a sense that one has arrived. We must continually guard against this within ourselves. Our only adequacy is in Christ (cf. 2 Corinthians 3:5)!

The Presentation (vv. 25–38)

While Mary and Joseph were in the temple, they met two other Israelites whose lives exemplified godliness and faith. Their names were Simeon and Anna. Verse 25 introduces Simeon: “Now there was a man in Jerusalem, whose name was Simeon, and this man was righteous and devout, waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him.” We meet Anna in verses 36, 37: “And there was a prophetess, Anna, the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was advanced in years, having lived with her husband seven years from when she was a virgin, and then as a widow until she was eighty-four. She did not depart from the temple, worshiping with fasting and prayer night and day.”

Simeon and Anna embodied all that was good in Israelite piety. To those who follow Christ, their similarities are wonderfully encouraging. First, both were aged. New Testament scholars R. E. Brown and I. H. Marshall believe the text says that Anna was a widow for eighty-four years, and that depending upon what age she was married, she was probably 103 to 105 years old.4 Though Simeon’s age is not given, the text suggests that he also was advanced in years. Their stooped profiles announced their age to all who approached. Up-close onlookers observed their age-spotted hands and the translucent skin around veined eyes but also saw evidence of souls that were young and growing.

Both were also devoted to God. Simeon is called “righteous and devout” (v. 25), meaning that he behaved well toward people and also was careful about his religious duties and his service for God.5 And Anna “did not depart from the temple, worshiping with fasting and prayer night and day” (v. 37). Whenever the doors were open, she was there. She was a woman of rare piety.

Both were prophets. Anna is called “a prophetess” (v. 36), and Simeon’s song is itself a prophecy.

Both were filled with expectancy. Simeon is described as a man “waiting for the consolation of Israel” (v. 25). The word used here for “consolation” appears in verbal forms in the Greek Old Testament translation of Isaiah in verses that refer to the Messiah, such as 40:1, “Comfort, comfort my people,” and 66:13, “As one whom his mother comforts, so I will comfort you; you shall be comforted in Jerusalem.” Messianic expectation had impacted the lives of Simeon and Anna, and they shared the same electric joy. Anna joined Simeon right after his prophetic song and “began to give thanks to God and to speak of him to all who were waiting for the redemption of Jerusalem” (v. 38). Anna was Simeon’s cocelebrant of the consolation of Israel. They believed when few others truly believed in Christ’s coming. They never gave up but kept trusting and looking. What an example they are even for us today!

Simeon and Anna represented all who saw that their only hope was in the mercy and grace of God. Along with the poor carpenter and his wife and the outcast shepherds, they were flesh-and-blood examples of those to whom Christ comes. They personified the paradox of being profoundly empty and profoundly full—“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied” (Matthew 5:6). They longed for the righteousness and consolation that would come only through the Messiah. They came to God’s house hungry, and they received as few others have in the history of the world.

Lives like these are rare. Such longing is not in vogue today. The ideal modern-day man sees himself as fulfilling Hemingway’s line, “You’re the completest man I’ve ever known.” He needs nothing, no one, not even God—or so he thinks. We need to ask God to show us our insufficiency. What grace would come to us if we dared to pray for a greater sense of our spiritual need!

There is yet another facet to Simeon’s beautiful soul. “And it had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Christ” (v. 26). Simeon had received an oracle from God, making it clear that though he was aged, he would not leave this life without seeing the Lord’s Messiah. How long had he been waiting? Days—months—years? We do not know. But we can imagine his settled assurance and joyous anticipation as he daily came to the temple looking, reflecting, and sometimes asking himself, “Is this the One? There is a likely couple! Maybe this is him!” And then, one grand day, “And he came in the Spirit into the temple, and when the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him according to the custom of the Law, he took him up in his arms and blessed God” (vv. 27, 28).

With trembling arms Simeon lifted the fat, dimpled baby from the startled virgin, and for a moment the world ceased to turn. The man of God was, as the early church called him, Theodoches—God-receiver!

Simeon’s Song (vv. 29–32)

As he held the baby Jesus, he began to praise God in song, and his song laid down for Mary and Joseph (and for us) the purpose of the Christ Child. “Lord, now you are letting your servant depart [Nunc dimittis, as the famous Latin has it] in peace, according to your word” (v. 29).

With the baby in his arms, secure in God’s presence, Simeon experienced a profound peace of soul. And well he should have. After all, he held in his hands the “Prince of Peace” (prophesied in Isaiah 9:6), the one of whom the angels sang, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!” (2:14). God’s favor rested upon Simeon. He was ready to die, for that is what “depart” means.6 He was ready to go home to be with his God forever.

Simeon’s reason was clear: “For my eyes have seen your salvation” (v. 30). The baby Jesus was and is God’s salvation. Moreover, he did not say, “My eyes have seen part of your salvation!” Christ is totally sufficient. He is all we need!

True peace comes only when we, like Simeon, understand that salvation is Jesus Christ plus nothing—and rest our souls in him alone.

The salvation of which Simeon sang is universal in its offer—“that you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to your people Israel” (vv. 31, 32). This is especially significant for Gentiles (the majority of the world’s population). We were sung about in the Jewish temple by a prophet as he held the Messiah in his arms! Jesus is our “light” in this dark world, he is our salvation, and he is at the same time the “glory [of] . . . Israel.” Christ, a light to Gentiles, is the full realization of Israel’s glory.

Simeon surely held the baby tightly. It would have been impossible for him to do otherwise given his ecstasy. He looked at Jesus—and looked—and looked again. His heart, overflowing with joy at the coming of the Redeemer and the fulfillment of God’s personal promise to him, soared even beyond his song.


To receive salvation, all one has to do is to take Jesus in his or her arms as Lord. Verse 33 tells us, “And his father and his mother marveled at what was said about him.” Surely that amazement impressed every syllable, every instant upon their minds, confirming what had previously been shown to them. May we share their profound amazement and hold every word close to our hearts.

Simeon’s Revelation (vv. 34, 35)

The encounter closes with Simeon turning to Mary and Joseph (Anna was also present; cf. verse 38) and addressing them directly, especially Mary: “And Simeon blessed them and said to Mary his mother, ‘Behold, this child is appointed for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is opposed (and a sword will pierce through your own soul also), so that thoughts from many hearts may be revealed’” (vv. 34, 35). These words are meant for all of us, though the mention of the sword piercing Mary’s soul was for her alone.

This prophecy would become very important to Mary. In her Magnificat she sang of how the future generations would call her “blessed.” But here she learns that the future will also bring great sorrow. That future would include the family’s flight to Egypt, her Son’s being misunderstood and rejected, the terrible events of Passion Week, and watching her Son die on the cross.

Hanging all torn she sees; and in His woes

And pains; her pangs and throes.7

A great sword would go right through this mother’s soul! The most honored woman of all would know great pain.

The rest of Simeon’s prophetic words apply to all of us. Simeon’s assertion that “This child is appointed for the fall and rising of many” (v. 34a) reveals the necessary experience of all who come to Christ, for we must bow in humiliation and poverty of spirit before we can rise to new life in Christ. When we see our inadequacy, we are ready for God’s grace.

Truly Jesus has been “a sign that is opposed . . . so that thoughts from many hearts may be revealed” (vv. 34b, 35a). When people truly encounter Christ, their inner thoughts (that is, their evil thoughts) are seen for what they are. Apart from God’s merciful intervention, people naturally oppose him.8 But Christ reveals what our inner lives are really like. Human goodness is seen as filthy rags. Unable or unwilling to handle the truth, we naturally oppose Christ’s work. But when we fall before him in humiliation, we receive grace and new life. Jesus always knocks us down so he can pick us up.


Closing Reflections

Imagine the thoughts that must have gone through Mary and Joseph’s minds.

Their baby, “Jehovah is salvation,” was and is a mighty deliverer. He delivers us through the heroics of the incarnation and the cross. This should give us Christmas joy year-round.

He comes to the needy—those who realize that he is their only hope (consider Mary and Joseph, the shepherds, Simeon and Anna). Truly “He has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent away empty” (1:53). Today it is those with a perpetual sense of spiritual need and spiritual hunger who live in the wonder of the incarnation.

Jesus Christ is the whole of salvation, not part of it. This realization brings peace.

We come to new life as he aggressively brings us to the end of ourselves and then raises us to new life.

Such reflections on the spiritual life will help us experience Christ day by day.
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“Favor with God and Man”

LUKE 2:41–52
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LUKE BEGINS THIS SECTION by informing us that “his parents went to Jerusalem every year at the Feast of the Passover. And when he was twelve years old, they went up according to custom” (vv. 41, 42). The Hebrew Scriptures, in three separate places, called for the mandatory attendance of all males age thirteen and above at the feasts of Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles (cf. Exodus 23:14–17; 34:23; Deuteronomy 16:16). But no such requirement was made of women, though godly women such as Hannah had been attending Passover for centuries (cf. 1 Samuel 2:19). Thus the multiple pilgrimages of Joseph and Mary together testify to their deep piety and devotion.

Passover had become a family event observed along with others from Nazareth (the word translated “group” in verse 44 was used to describe a traveling party or caravan).1 The large number in the caravan provided safety as they passed through the hostile area of Samaria, and also added to their camaraderie.

We do not know if this was Jesus’ first trip to Passover. Very likely he had been before. But his presence now as a twelve-year-old was significant because in another year, as a thirteen-year-old, Jesus would officially become a “son of the commandment,” a full member of the synagogue (cf. Mishnah, Niddah 5:6), similar to the modern custom of bar mitzvah. Because of this, the Mishnah suggests that fathers should exercise their boys in the observance of the Passover “one year or two years before [they are of age]” (Yoma 8:4). So twelve-year-old Jesus, brimming with energy and excitement, was brought along to observe and learn as much as he could about the heart of Israel’s religious life.

When the jostling, merry throng passed through the gates of the holy city, a grand sight met Jesus’ twelve-year-old eyes. Some two hundred thousand pilgrims packed out the walled city. Every available space was rented, and in lieu of rent cheerful hosts were given the hides of sheep sacrificed by their guests. Merchants who had come in advance lined the streets displaying their wares, and beggars stationed themselves strategically by the city’s ancient gates. The most intense activity was at the sheep stalls, where pilgrims bartered for sheep and goats to sacrifice at the temple.

When the sun rose on Passover, intense activity filled the encampments, the homes, and especially the temple. A full contingent of priests (twenty-four divisions instead of the customary one) attended the temple. Their first task of the day was to take the leaven that had been gathered by candlelight from each home and ceremonially burn it. Next they prepared for the ritual slaughtering of the Passover lambs. By midday all work stopped, and a holy air of anticipation rested over Jerusalem.

At about three o’clock the sacrifice began. We may well surmise that Joseph and his relatives, in preparation for Jesus’ manhood, took preadolescent Jesus into the temple with them so he could observe the sacrifice. If so, as the gates of the temple court closed behind the vast group of worshipers, he heard a ram’s horn sound and saw Joseph, in concert with hundreds of other worshipers, slaughter his family’s lamb. The priests, standing in two long rows, caught the blood in gold and silver basins, then doused it against the base of the altar. Levites sang the Hallel Psalms (113—118) above the din as Jesus’ father dressed his lamb and, before leaving, slung the animal, wrapped in its own skin, over his shoulder and departed with his young son in tow.

At home, the lamb was roasted on a pomegranate spit and eaten after sundown by the whole family. In the flickering amber light of a candle-decked room, the meal was joyfully consumed according to Passover liturgy with interspersed hand washings, prayers, and Hallel Psalms. At the conclusion the son (perhaps young Jesus was given the privilege) asked the father the ceremonial question, “Why is this night different from all other nights?” (Mishnah, Pesahim x.4), and his father responded with a moving review of Israel’s deliverance from Egypt.

The night ended late, with many people returning to the streets for more celebration. Others went back to the temple mount to await the opening of the doors at midnight for further worship and prayer.2

When young Jesus finally went to sleep, the dazzling images of Passover undoubtedly danced in his awakening human soul. And that was not all. Jesus’ devout family stayed for a whole week in Jerusalem, as the Greek tells us (“the days were completed”3)—and so their twelve-year-old had the run of the old city, especially the temple. Jesus spent those seven days in “holy delight.”4 Every rite spoke volumes to his soul. His nimble mind connected Scripture with Scripture and then with life. His heavenly Father revealed more and more of the mystery of who Jesus really was.

Searching for Jesus (vv. 43–45)

The week flew by for Jesus. He had been in the heavenlies. His young mind was completely absorbed with the Passover and the temple and the Torah. He could not get enough. So much so that “when the feast was ended, as they were returning, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem. His parents did not know it” (v. 43). They did not know that Jesus was not with them because when traveling en masse children often joined another part of the group, perhaps to be with some cousins or friends. Besides, Jesus’ deportment had never caused them any concern. So it is understandable that they did not miss Jesus.

Nevertheless, there is a centuries-old question here: was Jesus a disobedient child? Some think so. As the argument goes, Jesus must certainly have known when the caravan was leaving. He was bright. He knew the time of day. But he was so caught up in the excitement of Passover and the temple that he couldn’t resist staying behind—like a little boy who wants to join the circus. So Jesus was deliberately disobedient, it is said.

Others disagree, and for good reasons. The most important of these is that Jesus was without sin—he never sinned. As Jesus later asked his detractors, “Which one of you convicts me of sin?” (John 8:46). He also claimed, “I always do the things that are pleasing to [the Father]” (John 8:29). The corpus of the New Testament rests on his sinless perfection. The writer of Hebrews describes him as having been “tempted as we are, yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15), and again as “holy, innocent, unstained, separated from sinners” (Hebrews 7:26). Peter extolled his sinlessness by saying, “He committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth” (1 Peter 2:22). John categorically said, “and in him there is no sin” (1 John 3:5). Paul affirmed that Christ “knew no sin” (2 Corinthians 5:21). To say Jesus sinned by being a disobedient son contradicts Christ’s words and all of Scripture.

The explanation for Jesus’ behavior here rests, I believe, in the genuineness of his incarnation and his growing awareness of who he was. Accepting the incarnation at face value means that Jesus was genuinely a twelve-year-old. Though fully God, he was also human. Choosing not to avail himself of all the prerogatives of deity, he learned in the same way we do. As a child he had to learn that two plus two equals four, and as a twelve-year-old he was still learning about every part of life—including faith and relationships. As a twelve-year-old, he did not have the fine-tuned social awareness he would have at age thirty.

The point is, he was capable of unknowingly causing his parents distress; but as a sinless being, he was incapable of knowingly doing it. Here Jesus unknowingly brought anxiety to Joseph and Mary. Moreover, he unintentionally caused his parents to worry because his twelve-year-old mind was totally absorbed with the massive spiritual realization of his identity as the Messiah that had come to him that week. The combination of his authentic adolescence and the immensely absorbing revelation regarding his own person so occupied his mind that he did not imagine that staying in the temple would cause anyone alarm. Jesus did not sin in any of this. The sinless twelve-year-old Son of God was simply following the logic of the massive spiritual revelation of that week.

Regardless, he threw a major scare into his parents’ fainting hearts. “Supposing him to be in the group they went a day’s journey, but then they began to search for him among their relatives and acquaintances, and when they did not find him, they returned to Jerusalem, searching for him” (vv. 44, 45). If you have ever lost a child at a shopping mall or a ballpark or wherever, you know the scare that can cause you—the palpitating heart, the frantic searching, the calling out in ever more shrill tones, the sprinting from person to person, feeling so frightened, angry, or embarrassed. As Joseph and Mary questioned the caravan, they hoped for the best but feared the worst.

Jesus Found (vv. 46, 47)

Jesus was missing a total of three days. The first day the holy child’s parents were unaware as they traveled away from Jerusalem, the second day was given to hurrying back to Jerusalem, and the third day they found him. “After three days they found him in the temple, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. And all who heard him were amazed at his understanding and his answers” (vv. 46, 47). Since Mary and Joseph found Jesus together, we know this was in the outer courts or porticoes of the temple, because women were not permitted in the inner chambers. There they found their twelve-year-old smack in the middle of the teachers. Amazingly, he was asking insightful questions, he understood the religious dialogue, and his answers were brilliant. All were “amazed”—literally, “struck” with his comprehension and exchange.

Jesus’ extraordinary performance has inspired an apocryphal writer to see him as exercising omniscience on this occasion. The second-century Gospel of Thomas portrayed Jesus as starting out with the caravan for home, but then slipping away and returning to the temple, where his parents later found him sitting in the midst of the doctors, listening and asking questions. “And all men paid heed to him and marveled how that being a young child he put to silence the elders and teachers of the people, expounding the heads of the law and the parables of the prophets.”5 A later Arabic Gospel portrays Jesus as instructing the astronomers in the mysteries of the universe and explaining the secrets of metaphysics to the philosophers.6

But Jesus was not exercising omniscience, and neither was he giving the teachers a lesson—“No, Dr. Isaac, you have it all wrong! The correct exegesis is. . . .” It is not even necessary to see Jesus as a genius here, though he may have been. Rather, twelve-year-old Jesus was sinless, intelligent, well studied in the Scriptures, and illuminated by his Father in Heaven. Though Jesus was not exercising omniscience, his knowledge was certainly informed by Heaven, and the depth of his participation was stunning.

Family Talk (vv. 48–52)

The Parents’ Response

Though Mary and Joseph were peasants, they were not put off by the literati or their son’s startling display.7 “And when his parents saw him, they were astonished. And his mother said to him, ‘Son, why have you treated us so? Behold, your father and I have been searching for you in great distress’” (v. 48). This reproach came from hurt feelings. Mary’s words “Your father and I have been searching for you” are literally, “Suffering pain we are searching for you.”8 We can easily understand Mary’s motherly concern and her reasons for reprimanding her son in front of such distinguished company. She obviously considered him to have sinned.

Jesus’ Response

But Mary’s divine twelve-year-old did not see it that way at all. And the answer he gave in the form of a question gives us the earliest recorded words of Jesus. As we might expect, they had great theological importance. His response was in fact a gentle question: “Why were you looking for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” (v. 49).

Jesus called the temple where he stood his “Father’s house,” and in doing so he asserted that God was his Father and that he stood in unique relationship to God—that he had a relationship to God that no other human has ever had. There is no parallel in the Old Testament for the phrase “my Father” in speaking of God. Rather, some equivalent was used.9

As a twelve-year-old, one year before becoming “a son of the commandment,” Jesus had come to understand that he had a unique relationship with God the Father, one far deeper and more profound than any that had ever been known before. Namely, he now knew that he was the Son of God—the Messiah—God become man. Eighteen years later, when Jesus began his public ministry, his awareness of God as his Father would become a trademark of his ministry. To catch the idea of how radical this self-understanding was, we need to understand that in the huge library of the Old Testament’s thirty-nine books, God is only referred to as Father fourteen times—and then rather impersonally. In those fourteen references “Father” is always used in reference to the nation, not to individuals. God was referred to as Abraham’s Father, but Abraham did not speak of God as “my Father.” But when Jesus came on the scene, he addressed God as his Father and never used any other term. In all his prayers he addressed God as Father. The Gospels record his using “Father” more than sixty times in reference to God.

This was a watershed experience for the twelve-year-old. The awareness of his divine paternity was explicit in the very first of his recorded words in all of Scripture. This awareness was announced in the Jewish temple, the very heart of Israel’s faith. And these words are part of the infancy narrative that began in the temple (cf. 1:5–25) and now ends in the temple. What is the point? Jesus is God’s Son! God is his Father! One year before officially entering manhood, Jesus knew who he was—and that realization would open like a flower and become evident to the whole world eighteen years later.

Profound Obedience

How did Mary and Joseph react to all this? “And they did not understand the saying that he spoke to them” (v. 50). Despite her great humility and faith, it would take years for Mary to finally put it all together. But the divine twelve-year-old understood, and his understanding of his divine position produced an unexpected and amazing phenomenon: human obedience. “And he went down with them and came to Nazareth and was submissive to them. And his mother treasured up all these things in her heart” (v. 51). Literally, “And he was obeying them,” a phrase expressing continuous obedience. This sums up the subsequent life of Jesus until his baptism.

Jesus’ awareness that he was the divine Son, and that God was his Father, was the awareness that undergirded his human obedience to Joseph and Mary. Because he knew who he was, he could profoundly obey.


A Favored Life (v. 52)

What was the result of Jesus’ amazing filial obedience? “And Jesus increased in wisdom and in stature and in favor with God and man” (v. 52). This is a picture of perfect development. The word translated “favor” is the Greek word charis (“grace”). He was graced in his relationship with God and graced in his relationship with men. Favor characterized his vertical and horizontal relationships.

Closing Reflections

There is an ocean of wisdom here for all of us who have been born again in Christ and now call God our Father.

An obedient, submissive inner spirit is a key to experiencing proper spiritual growth—growth in favor with God and with men. When we submit our lives to God in Scriptural terms, saying, “Here I am! Send me” (Isaiah 6:8) or presenting our bodies as “a living sacrifice” (Romans 12:1), God’s favor rests upon us. Then our vertical obedience brings the fullness of the Holy Spirit and the impulse to “submit to one another out of reverence for Christ” (Ephesians 5:21). This inevitably brings favor with our brothers and sisters in Christ.

But there is more, for such Christians will also submit themselves to serving a lost world for the advancement of the gospel and the glory of Christ. Thus such lives often grow in favor with men. As Christ himself demonstrated, submission is the key to ongoing grace and favor with Heaven and earth.

Also, an obedient, submissive inner spirit like Christ’s comes from knowing who we are. Jesus understood that he was the Son of God and that God was his Father, and that awareness produced profound submission to God and man. In our case, our union with Christ makes God our Father too, just as the apostle John exclaimed: “Beloved, we are God’s children now” (1 John 3:2). The awareness of being a child of God makes us want to obey him and empowers us to submit ourselves to others for his glory.

Do you know who you are? Do you really know?

If so, then you can submit yourself to God and men.

And if you do that, you are walking in the way of grace!
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John’s Baptism

LUKE 3:1–14

[image: Image]

SILENCE SHROUDS the first thirty years of the lives of Jesus and John, except for the brief glimpse of Jesus during his brilliant visit to the temple in his twelfth year. What we know of those shrouded years must be deduced from their birth narratives and the attendant prophecies.

In the case of John we know that at six months in his mother’s womb he “leaped” at the sound of the virgin’s voice (1:41), and thus John the Baptist’s prophetic ministry actually began three months before his birth! We also know that he was “filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother's womb” (1:15) John was totally invaded by the Spirit before birth and through his whole life.1 The fact that he never partook of “wine or strong drink” (1:15) indicates that he was a Nazirite from birth and the beneficiary of elite spiritual disciplines. These dynamic spiritual forces would promote an unparalleled spiritual formation in John over three full decades.

Doctor Luke tells us in the final verse of chapter 1 that “the child grew and became strong in spirit, and he was in the wilderness until the day of his public appearance to Israel” (v. 80). The reference is to his human spirit, which developed massive convictions and character and the passion needed to prepare the way for the promised Messiah. Whether his aged parents died early, thus facilitating or causing John’s solitary existence, we do not know. But out in the country, alone with God, his great prophetic personality was established.

As Luke the historian prepares us for John’s dramatic appearance, he names no less than seven historical figures to establish the date and context of John’s ministry:




In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, and his brother Philip tetrarch of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene, during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John the son of Zechariah in the wilderness. (vv. 1, 2)





Together the names indicate that John began his public ministry about AD 27–29.2 Even more, they establish the dark political ambience of the Roman/Palestinian governance. All the civil names given here evoke wickedness and intrigue: Tiberius—Pilate—Herod—Philip—Lysanias. The religious names—Annas and Caiaphas—similarly project a degenerate priesthood. Annas had been priest from AD 6–15 and then was followed by his four sons in succession, and eventually by his son-in-law Caiaphas.3 The mention of their priesthood as one indicates a serpentine nepotism and an evil concentration of power.

It was against this backdrop of political and religious darkness that “the word of God came to John the son of Zechariah in the wilderness” (v. 2). This was a classic prophetic call, because similar language was used for the calls of such great figures as Isaiah and Jeremiah (cf. Isaiah 38:4; Jeremiah 1:1, 2; 13:3). So John strode full blown onto the Jewish landscape dressed in calculated radical prophetic garb, long flowing hair, and a robe of camel’s hair, girded about with a leather thong. The mere appearance of John in the desert was a call to repentance.

John’s Preaching: A Preparatory Baptism (vv. 3–6)

Luke introduces John’s ministry with a concise sentence: “And he went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (v. 3). This does not mean that baptism brings forgiveness of sins. In point of fact, John’s baptism followed each person’s repentance and was a sign of it. John called his people to repent (turn away from their sins), and the subsequent acceptance of his baptism was an indication that they had done so. There was no power in his baptism.

Even the Jewish historian Josephus understood this, as he explained regarding John and his baptism:



He was a good man and had exhorted the Jews to lead righteous lives, to practice justice towards their fellows and piety towards God, and so doing to join in baptism. In his view this was a necessary preliminary if baptism was to be acceptable to God. They must not employ it to gain pardon for whatever sins they committed, but as a consecration of the body implying that the soul was already thoroughly cleansed by right behaviour.4






Thus, the proper view of John’s ministry is to see him full of the Spirit and preaching with such effect that multitudes visibly fell under conviction, resulting in many repenting of their sins and then asking for John’s baptism.

There is also no suggestion here that repentance is a human work that merits the forgiveness of God. There is no hint of the idea that if we repent, God will look favorably upon us. John’s ministry is consonant with Paul’s teaching in Ephesians 2 that we were all “dead” in our transgressions and sins, utterly helpless to bring about our own salvation (Ephesians 2:1), that we are saved by grace, not by works (Ephesians 2:8, 9), and that as his children we have been “created in Christ Jesus for good works” (Ephesians 2:10). John’s ministry was entirely due to the work of the Holy Spirit as he preached in the Spirit’s power to God’s covenant people. The Holy Spirit convicted them, and the Holy Spirit gave them the grace to believe John’s message and repent. Baptism was a sign of the Spirit-given grace of repentance.
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