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A little lead up to our scripture today which is going to focus on Zechariah, husband of 
Elizabeth, father of John the Baptist. Zechariah was an elderly local priest married to 
Elizabeth and they were never able to have a child. At the beginning of Luke, Zechariah 
traveled with other priests to the temple in Jerusalem for the high holy days, which he 
did every year. This year, Zechariah was chosen for the job to go into the holy of holies, 
the inner part of the temple, where only one priest went, just once a year, to carry the 
prayers of the people to God and to come back out and report to the people what God 
revealed to him. But, while Zechariah was in the holy of holies, the angel, Gabriel, came 
and told him he was going to have a son and he should name him John and he would be 
a great prophet.  
 

We don’t know what Zechariah thought was going to happen in that holy of holies, but 
it wasn’t this. A son in his old age? A son now, after so many years of praying? A son 
who would be a prophet like Elijah and would prepare people for the Lord, the messiah. 
Zechariah must have felt a lot of things in that moment - surprise, doubt, fear. And he 
had what Barbara Brown Taylor calls “a failure of imagination, a fear of disappointment, 
a habit of hopelessness” because even there, in the holy of holies, this religious man, 
sent specifically to talk to God by his people, met an angel and could not believe it.  
 

And so, Gabriel decided Zechariah could take the next nine months to think about who 
he thought God was, what he thought God was capable of doing and how he wanted to 
serve God and Gabriel made Zechariah mute. 
 

And during those nine months, Elizabeth did become pregnant and her cousin Mary 
showed up and said she was pregnant with God’s child and when the angel came to her, 
this young, far less educated, definitely not a priest, woman, gave an immediate 
response to Gabriel which was “here I am.” So, Zechariah had a lot of time to think 
about these miracles and how his response had been different from Mary’s and what he 
was really afraid of and then after nine months, this is what happened next: 
  
57 When it was time for Elizabeth to have her baby, she gave birth to a son. 58 Her 
neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown her great mercy, and they shared 
her joy. 
  



59 On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to name him 
after his father Zechariah, 60 but his mother spoke up and said, “No! He is to be called 
John.” 61 They said to her, “There is no one among your relatives who has that name.” 

62 Then they made signs to his father, to find out what he would like to name the child. 
63 He asked for a writing tablet, and to everyone’s astonishment he wrote, “His name is 
John.” 64 Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue set free, and he began to 
speak, praising God. 
 65 All the neighbors were filled with awe, and throughout the hill country of Judea 
people were talking about all these things. 66 Everyone who heard this wondered about 
it, asking, “What then is this child going to be?” For the Lord’s hand was with him. 
Zechariah’s Prophecy 

67 His father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied: 
68“Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 
    for God has looked favorably on God’s people and redeemed them. 
69 God has raised up a mighty savior for us 

    in the house of God’s servant David, 
70 as God spoke through the mouth of the Lord’s holy prophets from of old, 
71 that we would be saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us. 
  

72 Thus God has shown the mercy promised to our ancestors, and has remembered God’s 
holy covenant, 
73 the oath that God swore to our ancestor Abraham, to grant us 74 that we, being 
rescued from the hands of our enemies, 
might serve God without fear, 75 in holiness and righteousness before God all our days. 
76 And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the 
Lord to prepare his ways, 
77 to give knowledge of salvation to God’s people by the forgiveness of their sins. 
78 By the tender mercy of our God, 
    the dawn from on high will  

break upon us, 
79 to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 
     to guide our feet into the way of peace.” 

80 The child grew and became strong in spirit, and he was in the wilderness until the day 
he appeared publicly to Israel. 
  

After nine months spent mute, Zechariah, looked at his son for the first time, and having 
given the sign that he was on board with God’s plan by agreeing to name his son John, 
he could finally speak again. And what comes out after those long nine months was this 
incredible blessing. A blessing of praise and joy and belief and hope. It’s the blessing 
Zechariah should have given to the people when he came out of the holy of holies that 
day nine months earlier – a blessing which proclaimed God’s goodness, God’s love, 



God’s tender mercy and the promise that the messiah was coming to lead us all in the 
way of peace. 
  
As I read this blessing over and over this week, something new stuck out to me. There’s 
a little phrase that I now think is the point of the whole blessing. The hinge on which 
everything else hangs. It’s the phrase, in verse 74, that says we (God’s people) being 
saved from our enemies, might serve God without fear. Everything Zechariah says 
before that part is giving praise to God because God has looked favorably on us, 
redeemed us, raised up a savior, spoken through prophets, saved us from our enemies, 
showed mercy to our ancestors, remembered the covenant, and God did all of that, 
Zechariah says, in order to grant us the ability to serve God without fear. 
  
And then everything after verse 74, is about how his son, John will prepare the way by 
proclaiming the forgiveness of sins, so that through God’s tender mercy, we would see 
the light in the darkness and be guided into the way of peace. And this is important 
because, with the way prepared, the one who is coming will be able to show us how to 
serve God without fear. 
  
To serve God without fear. It’s an excellent summary of the hope of our faith in a 
nutshell. That we would serve God without fear. In other words, when we have the 
opportunity to follow God, to do what God asks of us, we would be free of any fear that 
would keep us from doing it and without fear we wouldn’t hesitate the way Zechariah 
initially did, but say, like Mary, “here I am, Lord.” 

  
Which all sounds really good. I want to serve God without fear. But. But there is so much 
fear. And here we are in the second week of Advent when we are supposed to focus on 
peace. And what keeps us from having peace – peace with each other, peace in our own 
hearts? Fear. 
  
We probably all share some fears – on a large scale, for example: global conflicts, global 
warming, pandemics, political polarization; and on a more personal scale: not being 
loved, losing people we love, various possible diagnoses, not having enough of fill in the 
blank. And then, you know, spiders. 
  
I hardly think you need me to list them really. You know what keeps you awake at night 
or what you try to ignore or what you talk about with your closest people when you talk 
about your worries. The point is, how does someone live in this world without fear? And 
how can we ever serve God, if our fear gets in the way of doing the things God asks us to 
do? Things like: love people vulnerably, be honest with each other and show our true 
selves to each other, speak up for the oppressed and marginalized, work for justice and 



peace. Those things are awfully hard. They may even seem impossible, even when we 
aren’t full of fear about what happens if we put our hearts out there or take a stand for 
justice. So, how do we put aside our fears and live with a true peace in our own hearts 
and in our relationships with others and with what we do with our lives? 

  
Well, we aren’t the first to wonder this. Luke wasn’t writing to a bunch of people who 
were living comfortable, easy lives. The people Luke was telling these stories to were 
living in a seriously oppressive military state under people who would kill them and the 
people they loved without thinking twice, people who took their money and land away 
from them and persecuted them for their faith and destroyed their temple, their 
sanctuary, their holy place. In a time referred to as the Pax Romana – the great peace of 
the Roman Empire – peace was really only for those who were willing to abide by the 
Roman rule – an imperial, military peace.  So, Luke was writing to people surrounded by 
that kind of fear. And I bet they had spiders and probably snakes, too. 
  
So, Luke comes out swinging in this first chapter of his gospel. He has a lot to say about 
the God he wants to them to worship. In the face of fear, Luke says, there is nothing 
impossible with this God. This God makes the impossible, possible. In just the first 
chapter, we see an elderly couple and a virgin conceive – miraculous births. Births 
foretold by angels who say that these men will change the world entirely – these men 
born to poor, rural families with no status or privilege will bring about a true peace, a 
peace not enforced with weapons and armies, but a peace where all could live in love 
and harmony.   
  
In Luke’s first chapter, he tells of how both Mary and Zechariah sing praises to God, not 
just about the children coming to change their lives, but about how their God, is 
different from Caesar. Caesar calls himself a God and the peace he offers is one offered 
through threats of violence. Caesar and his friends get richer and richer while the poor 
get poorer and poorer. Caesar offers no forgiveness, as evidenced by the crosses on the 
hill where all can see what happens to those who don’t do what he says.  
 

But Zechariah and Mary speak of a God who is entirely opposite to this. This God will 
bring oppressors low and lift up the lowly; this God will fill the hungry and redeem all 
people; this God will rescue them from their enemies and forgive their sins. Nothing is 
impossible for this God. This God can be trusted. This God is a God of grace and mercy. 
This is a God of true peace. The kind of peace where rather than raise an army, Jesus 
brings together disciples who become messengers of good news and healers. The kind 
of peace where weapons are not just laid down, but swords are turned into plowshares 
– weapons of death transformed into tools which cultivate life. The kind of peace where 
rather than living in fear of a God who demands absolute obedience and punishes with 



and without cause, we are invited to live in relationship with a God who forgives sins 
and shows mercy. 
  
Zechariah’s speech was spoken in direct contrast to the politics and politicians of his day 
and to people who felt hopeless and afraid; people who thought the idea of true peace 
was just a dream; people who believed a different way of life was impossible. To those 
people, Zechariah, an elderly man who had miraculously become a father, was a witness 
of the impossible becoming possible, of hope, of a light in the darkness, of the possibility 
for true peace, of a mercy greater than any fear. 
  
And maybe, you, we, also live in a time where there are prevailing attitudes of 
hopelessness and fear. Maybe we see the militaries of nations, the violence and 
struggles of our communities and feel sure that they are so far from true peace that true 
peace is impossible. Maybe you, we, think there is no different way. Maybe the endless 
news cycles filled with all the things to fear, maybe the fear that rises up in our hearts, 
feels impossible to overcome. 
  
Then Zechariah speaks to you, to us, too. And says, there is nothing that can happen to 
you that will make God leave you, which means there is nothing to fear. There is no 
enemy – out there or in your heart – that is more powerful than the mercy and love of 
God, which means there is nothing to fear. There is nothing you can do which God can’t 
forgive, which means there is nothing to fear.  
 

So, in this second week of advent, this week of peace, may you hear God's invitation to 
live without fear. Or at least to start by trying to serve God in spite of your fears. To 
begin trusting God more than the fears that wake you up at night; trusting that true 
peace is possible, not some dreamers dream; trusting that even if you love vulnerably 
and get hurt or work for more justice and seem to just uncover more injustice in the 
process, that even if your fears are realized, God's love is still bigger, more powerful, 
more full of grace and courage than anything your fears have to offer. And in accepting 
God’s invitation and trusting these things to be true, may we be a people who do our 
very best to serve God without fear.  Amen.  
  
 

 


