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Introduction 

 

Good morning, my name is Brad and I’m one of the pastors here. Happy Advent 
season! It sounds like there were some exciting things happening here at our facility 
over the weekend. Refuge Louisville asked us to host their Christmas party, which had 
around 250 people in attendance. And our Antioch Women had a great time yesterday 
at the Women’s Christmas Brunch, where they exchanged gifts and made a beautiful 
craft together: Christmas wreaths for their front doors. One photo from the day stood out 
to me and I thought it worth sharing... 
 
In our last sermon series we talked about God being a “sending God,” which is most 
clear in the sending of his own Son to earth. So it makes sense for us to kick off a new 
sermon series to celebrate the arrival of that Son. We have titled this series “Advent: 
Where Ordinary Meets Extraordinary” because, as you’ll quickly see in the first two 
chapters of the Gospel of Luke, in order for the most significant part of heaven to 
become part of earth, there must be the awkward exchange of ordinary meeting 
extraordinary.  
 
We are going to look at this exchange primarily by looking through the eyes of the 
unlikely characters of the Christmas story; people who are really ordinary, people we 
can relate to. Today’s characters are an old Jewish priest named Zechariah and his wife 
Elizabeth. This glimpse into their lives I think shouts this big idea: The Lord is gracious 
to those who doubt. How is that expressed in today’s story? In two ways: doubt begins 
in our barrenness and doubt ends in our brokenness. With that said, if you are able, 
please stand with me to honor the reading of God’s word. Today’s passage is Luke 
1:5-25. If you’re using one of the Bibles in the chairs, you can find today’s Scripture 
passage on page 855. Hear the word of the Lord: 
 
5 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. 6 And they were both righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the 

commandments and statutes of the Lord. 7 But they had no child, because Elizabeth 

was barren, and both were advanced in years. 
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8 Now while he was serving as priest before God when his division was on duty, 9 
according to the custom of the priesthood, he was chosen by lot to enter the temple of 

the Lord and burn incense. 10 And the whole multitude of the people were praying 

outside at the hour of incense. 11 And there appeared to him an angel of the Lord 

standing on the right side of the altar of incense. 12 And Zechariah was troubled when 

he saw him, and fear fell upon him. 13 But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, 

Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, 

and you shall call his name John. 14 And you will have joy and gladness, and many will 

rejoice at his birth, 15 for he will be great before the Lord. And he must not drink wine or 

strong drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother's womb. 16 
And he will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God, 17 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.” 

18 And Zechariah said to the angel, “How shall I know this? For I am an old man, and 

my wife is advanced in years.” 19 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. 

20 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.” 

21 And the people were waiting for Zechariah, and they were wondering at his delay in 

the temple. 22 And when he came out, he was unable to speak to them, and they 

realized that he had seen a vision in the temple. And he kept making signs to them and 

remained mute. 23 And when his time of service was ended, he went to his home. 

24 After these days his wife Elizabeth conceived, and for five months she kept herself 

hidden, saying, 25 “Thus the Lord has done for me in the days when he looked on me, 

to take away my reproach among people.” Luke 1:5-25 

May the Word preached here today echo among the nations. You may be seated.  
 
Exposition 

 
Later today when I finish things up here at the building and head home, our family has a 
rhythm of sending Katie out for a little break from full-time mommy duty. I will stay at 
home with our two little girls, which means there’s a pretty good chance we’ll be 
watching this for the thousandth time: Frozen. I know, I know, I should just let it go, but I 
can’t. In order to be fully present in an activity that my daughters really love, I admit I get 

into the movie (which may or may not include singing and dancing). And it really doesn’t 
take much to get wrapped up in it--it’s compelling.  
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Like most fairytales, even though it’s not real, it still pulls at a set of longings common to 
the human heart, things like experiencing the supernatural, escaping death, gaining a 
love that can’t be lost, seeing animals and objects come to life, triumphing over evil, and 
living happily ever after. These things are a break from the boring, a meeting of ordinary 
and extraordinary--just think about how a normal scene suddenly breaks into a 
Broadway musical. Frozen definitely takes some interesting twists from the typical fairy 
tale, but think about the climactic moment (spoiler alert)--an act of true love isn’t a 
prince’s kiss but a person sacrificing herself for another (for a person that really doesn’t 
deserve it very much even). Something deep within us resonates with that.  
 
Then we come to the Christmas story, and even though it carries the weight of historical 
reality, we treat it like just another fairytale. It’s heartwarming enough to justify 
Christmas carols and nativity scenes and the seasonal morality of good deeds, but it’s 
not real enough to believe in the characters.  
 
But Luke’s Gospel says otherwise. It grounds the arrival of Jesus in real life, not just 
“once upon a time”. As Tim Keller puts it,  
 
Jesus Christ is not one more lovely story pointing to these underlying realities--Jesus is 

the underlying reality to which all the stories point.  1

 
Luke’s entire purpose in writing out his Gospel is to achieve this, to give us an orderly, 
undeniable account of Jesus Christ.  And even though his Gospel will show us the truly 2

supernatural, the escaping from death, the gaining of a love that can’t be lost, the 
triumphing over evil, and life happily ever after,  it may not be the extraordinary things 3

alone that draw you in. Luke’s Gospel is, in fact, filled with the ordinary; everyday 
people to whom we can relate. People like Zechariah and Elizabeth. 
 
I. Doubt Begins in Our Barrenness  

 

We are told of them, 

5 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. 6 And they were both righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the 

1 Timothy Keller, Hidden Christmas: The Surprising Truth Behind the Birth of Christ, 25-27 
2 Luke 1:1-4 
3 Leon Morris, Luke: An Introduction and Commentary, 84 
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commandments and statutes of the Lord. 7 But they had no child, because Elizabeth 

was barren, and both were advanced in years. Luke 1:5-7 

So Zechariah was a priest and his wife Elizabeth was from a priestly family. If that 
wasn’t enough to show that these were good Jewish people, Luke also says that “they 
were both righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the commandments and 
statutes of the Lord”. This didn’t mean they were perfect, but that they were the picture 
of what Old Testament believers should be: looking to God in faith  and living according 4

to his law.  

“But,” Luke continues, “they had no child”. If you were a Jew of that day and you read 
about the righteousness of this couple side by side with the barrenness of this couple, it 
would have been total contradiction. That’s because it was commonly believed that God 
rewarded faithful believers by giving them children.  So the social assumption 5

surrounding Zechariah and Elizabeth throughout their lives had been that God was not 
pleased with them. It was so bad, in fact, that in Jewish culture it was acceptable to 
divorce a woman solely because she couldn’t bear children.  One of the most revealing 6

evidences of the curse surrounding barrenness comes from the Bible itself, where a 
young woman named Rachel cried out to her husband, 

When Rachel saw that she was not bearing Jacob any children, she became jealous of 

her sister. So she said to Jacob, "Give me children, or I'll die!" Genesis 30:1, NIV  7

Later in today’s story it becomes clear just how much this had hounded Elizabeth when 
she says in verse 25, “Thus the Lord has done for me in the days when he looked on 
me, to take away my reproach among people.” I don’t care who you are, there’s no way 
you could live in this kind of scenario and it not leave you questioning something. 
Barrenness is no joke.  
 
And yeah, maybe it’s not literal barrenness that would be your nightmare, but fill in the 
blank. What is it that you have longed for and still never received? A certain job or 
career? Maybe you still haven’t found a spouse? Is it a certain measure of success? Did 
you simply expect your life to turn out differently? What about your body; has good 
health eluded you? Perhaps the hole left in you has been the ideal spiritual life that 
never seems to stick. We all have our own forms of barrenness to face throughout our 
lives. Once again, the Bible captures this so simply and poetically, saying, 
 

4 Genesis 15:6 
5 Morris, 85 
6 William Barclay, The Gospel of Luke , 13 
7 William Hendrikson, Exposition of the Gospel According to Luke , 67 

4 



Hope deferred makes the heart sick, but a longing fulfilled is a tree of life. Proverbs 
13:12, NIV 
 

If we’re honest about it, the result of barrenness in our lives is a sick heart, a heart that 
in the real pain of unfulfillment is prone to doubt; doubt toward God and his goodness; 
doubt toward ourselves and our security in him.  
 
I can remember when my daughter Charlotte was born and immediately began 
struggling to breathe, the thought of life going out of her led me straight to the question, 
“God, what have I done [or not done] to cause this?” If that disappoints you in me, the 
preacher who is supposed to have enough faith for all of us, then you may have 
misunderstood who Christianity is for. The Lord has no need of being gracious to those 
whose faith never falters; the Lord is gracious to those who doubt. And, this is our first 
stopping point, doubt begins in our barrenness.  
 
Now, it might be presumptuous of me to say that Zechariah and Elizabeth had doubts 
just based on what we’ve heard of their story thus far. However, as we look a little 
further, I think you’ll see what I’m talking about. Picking up in verse 8, 
 
8 Now while he was serving as priest before God when his division was on duty, 9 
according to the custom of the priesthood, he was chosen by lot to enter the temple of 

the Lord and burn incense. Luke 1:8-9 

Let me pause here to explain. In this day there were many priests, as many as 20,000,  8

but only one temple where the people of God could worship. So the priests were divided 
into groups who served only occasionally at the temple, and during those occasions 
only one priest among the group would be chosen to enter into the Holy of Holies, the 
innermost room of the temple associated with God’s tangible presence. There he would 
offer incense to God and make atonement for the people, a duty so sacred that a priest 
could only do it once in his lifetime, and many priests never got the chance to do it at all. 
So for Zechariah, this was by far the greatest moment of his life.  Let’s continue reading 9

in verse 10 to see what happens next: 

10 And the whole multitude of the people were praying outside at the hour of incense. 

11 And there appeared to him an angel of the Lord standing on the right side of the altar 

of incense.12 And Zechariah was troubled when he saw him, and fear fell upon him. 13 
But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard, 

and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John. 14 And 

8 Barclay, 12 
9 Morris, 85 
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you will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, 15 for he will be great 

before the Lord. And he must not drink wine or strong drink, and he will be filled with the 

Holy Spirit, even from his mother's womb. 16 And he will turn many of the children of 

Israel to the Lord their God, 17 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.” 18 And Zechariah said to the 

angel, “How shall I know this? For I am an old man, and my wife is advanced in years.” 

Luke 1:10-18 

Ok, let’s state the obvious: while Zechariah was in the Holy of Holies an angel showed 
up. OMG. But consider this too: this was taking place after four hundred years of silence 
from God. No angel had showed up. No prophet in Israel had spoken fresh words from 
God for four hundred years. And the last one who did speak was the prophet Malachi, 
who promised that God was going to send another great prophet to prepare everyone 
for the coming of the Messiah, the Savior of Israel.  And the angel says this great 10

prophet is going to be born to Zechariah.  

So let’s track this back: 

● This was the spiritual highlight of Zechariah’s life 
● This was the holiest place in the world, the closest to God he could possibly be 
● This included an angel who appeared and talked to him 
● This happened after four hundred years of silence from God 
● This was an answer to Zechariah’s own prayer 
● This included the promise that not only would Zechariah be given a son, but he 

will be great before the Lord, filled with the Holy Spirit from birth, and prepare 
God’s people for their Savior 

And Zechariah responds…”How?” In other words, ‘How can I believe this without 
proof?’ Proof?! What kind of person in the midst of all this evidence needs more proof in 
order to trust God?! A person who knows barrenness. A man who, deep down, 
underneath his priestly robe and his righteous lifestyle, still has some doubts.  

It doesn’t matter that great men of faith before him asked basically the same question: 
Abraham, Gideon, Hezekiah. It was the spirit in which Zechariah asked it, more of a 
correction to the angel than a humble seeking.  It’s bold doubt. It reminds me of the 11

dark chorus that opens on Frozen: “Beware the frozen heart”. This is what barrenness 
can do, even in the life of a believer. It can literally literally parts of your heart ice cold.  

 

10 Malachi 4:5-6 
11 Morris, 87; Hendrikson, 74 
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II. Doubt Ends in Our Brokenness 

 

But there is good news here: the Lord is gracious to those who doubt. How do we 
know? (That’s a great question for doubters, by the way.) God’s answer to Zechariah’s 
prayer wasn’t just for what he thought  he needed; it was the answer to what Zechariah 
needed most. You see, in the moment (there in the Holy of Holies) it most likely wasn’t 
Zechariah’s prayer for a son that God heard and answered. It was the prayer he prayed 
as he offered incense to God, a prayer for the redemption of Israel. God was answering 
the feeble faith of an old priest not just with the gift of a child but with John the Baptist, 
the forerunner of Jesus Christ, the Savior of the world. 
 
And for added measure, guess what John’s name meant: “The Lord is gracious”.  The 12

Lord is gracious to those who doubt. This brings us to our second and final stopping 
point today: though doubt begins in our barrenness, doubt ends in our brokenness. 
There is a gracious way in which God breaks through our doubts about him. We can 
see it clearly in the rest of the story: 
 
19 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. 20 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.” 21 And the people were 

waiting for Zechariah, and they were wondering at his delay in the temple. 22 And when 

he came out, he was unable to speak to them, and they realized that he had seen a 

vision in the temple. And he kept making signs to them and remained mute. 23 And 

when his time of service was ended, he went to his home. Luke 1:19-23 

Rather than striking Zechariah dead, the angel gave him the proof he asked for by 
making him unable to speak. Think about this, Zechariah was the only person on the 
planet who could tell firsthand what all of Israel was desperate to hear--something new 
from God. Instead, it was shut up inside him. No external processing. No primetime 
interviews. No pillow talk with Elizabeth. He was trapped in his head, forced to face 
head-on the doubts that had (probably unknowingly) hardened inside him. God wasn’t 
just being a jerk or giving Zechariah what he deserved for doubting--God was breaking 

him.  
 
And here I think we need to define some terms. Being “broken” and experiencing 
“brokenness” have become common terms in certain tribes of Christianity. I say them 
often and I hear them often, but I think they are sometimes misused. Being “broken” as 

12 Morris, 86 
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a person can certainly refer to being broken to pieces, crushed, falling apart, despairing, 
damaged emotionally by someone or something. But often when I’m talking with 
someone who’s describing themselves as broken (or even when I’m using the word 
myself), I find that we’re actually still full of doubt and resistance toward God and what 
he’s doing in our lives. We might be breaking, but we’re not yet broken.  
 
That’s because being broken means something different. It’s actually an agricultural 
term. Think of a cowboy breaking a wild stallion. He’s domesticating the animal, 
crushing its resistance. It’s not a pretty process, nor a simple process. To put it in 
human terms, think about weaning a child from breastfeeding or a bottle. Is there 
anything pretty or simple about the tears and fits? What parent signs up for that part? 
And yet God our Father willingly, graciously, patiently carries on the process of breaking 
us in a particular doubt, until we are broken, until we can say with David, 
 
My heart is not proud, Lord, my eyes are not haughty; I do not concern myself with great 

matters or things too wonderful for me. But I have calmed and quieted myself, I am like 

a weaned child with its mother; like a weaned child I am content. Psalm 131:1-2 
 
Today we are sitting as spectators watching the breaking of Zechariah and Elizabeth. 
And may we not sit in judgment on them with the lawyer inside of us drawing attention 
away from our own baggage. What parts of you and your story do you think God won’t 
forgive? What struggle in your life keeps leading you back to trying to clean yourself up 
instead of receiving grace? What question stabs you on the inside even though you’ve 
got everyone fooled on the outside? Where is God breaking and you are resisting?  
 
And it doesn’t matter how old you are. You might be in sixth grade and not understand 
everything about God, but you are still responsible to God for you doubts. So ask 
questions, seek the truth. You may be one of our older saints like Zechariah and believe 
there is no breaking left for God to do, when in fact God’s most gracious work of 
breaking you is happening now, breaking down your body so that you’re more and more 
satisfied with the eternal rather than the temporary.  
 
Look at Zechariah. What does he say? “I am an old man” (v. 18), an old man who would 
soon be broken in a way like he had never dreamed. If you look later in Luke 1, not only 
did Elizabeth conceive and give birth to a son named John, but we read this about the 
old dried up, mute priest: 
 
And his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied, saying, 

“Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 
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    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; 

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. 

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, 

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.” Luke 1:67-79 
  
Conclusion 
 
These are not the words of a doubting man. Zechariah has been broken; he’s finally 
given in to what God says is true. He had nine months to think about it, and we know 
the nature of his conclusions because when his mouth finally opens up--although we 
might think he would just want to talk about his son John --he actually bursts with 13

nothing but praise to God  and a prophecy about his Messiah, Jesus Christ. Through 14

God’s work of brokenness Zechariah has gone from not just a priest, but a prophet.   15

 
Where is God breaking you today? For this very reason God gave up his Son, so that 
he might be gracious to those who doubt. On the night he was betrayed, when he took a 
loaf of bread, and after blessing it, broke it and gave it to his disciples and said to them, 
“This is my body, which is broken for you; eat this in remembrance of me.” He also took 
a cup of wine, and after blessing it, gave it to his disciples and said, “This cup is the new 
covenant marked by the shedding of my blood. For as often as you eat this bread and 

13 Morris, 97 
14 Morris, 95 
15 ESV Gospel Transformation Bible: Christ in All of Scripture, Grace for All of Life , 1355 
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drink from this cup, you announce the Lord’s death until he returns.” We are 

announcing that Jesus Christ is the Son for whom we are all longing.  

 
Our tradition here at Antioch is to come forward and break off a piece of bread and dip it 
in the juice. There will be stations here in the front; gluten-free bread will be available to 
my left, your right. If you’re a baptized believer, come and remember what Jesus has 
done for you. If you’re a believer but not yet baptized, let us know so we can help 
prepare you for baptism and communion. If you’re not a Christian, this sacred symbol is 
not for you, but rather than taking communion, we encourage you to take Christ. He has 
made himself available to you this very moment. There will be pastors in the back and 
people to pray with you on the sides. Let’s pray. 
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