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“And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists
and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.” (Hebrews 11:6)

“There are more things in heaven and earth... than are dreamt of in your philosophy”  
– Shakespeare, Hamlet 

Background.

This  passage  draws  attention  ultimately  to  Jesus'  importance  by  introducing  his  prophetic,  Elijah-like
forerunner John the Baptist, whose purpose is to prepare the way for Jesus' arrival on the public scene. In doing so,
Luke begins with his parents, and includes some relevant spiritual lessons from their lives. 
 Zechariah and Elizabeth are an elderly and childless couple; they are described as “well along in years” (Greek687:9<;>=@?ACBEDGF  probaino  =  'to  be  old,  advanced  in  years')  and  “upright,  righteous”  (Greek  H ?AJI =@?(9LK ,  dikaios).
Zechariah  means  'Yahweh  remembers'  (a  common name,  as  32  different  Zechariahs  are  found  in  the  Old
Testament and 2-3 the NT); Elizabeth means 'God is (my) oath', i.e., a worshipper of God, since oaths are a fairly
common OT means of worship. Zechariah's wife was from the tribe of Levi, which wasn't required (Leviticus
21:7, 13-15) but having a wife of such prestigious lineage was considered an honor for him. But Elizabeth is
childless, and in the patriarchal, male-dominant culture, childlessness was considered a source of shame1. They
live under the oppressive and bloody reign of the Roman-appointed provincial ruler Herod the Great (37--4 BC),
in a small village “in the hill country of Judea," south of Jerusalem (Luke 1:39; refer to the introductory handout).
Those who served at the temple and in other priestly duties in Israel actually belonged to two groups. The Levites
were all descendants of the OT tribe of Levi and performed a number of general duties. The priests were Levites
who were specifically descendants of Aaron, Moses' brother, and were set apart for special worship ministry and
service in the temple, such as offering sacrifices with regard to the worship of God that took place there.

The priests were divided into 24 orders or divisions based on ancestry (1 Chron. 10:7-18), and Zechariah's
order, the division of Abijah is eighth in the rotation. The priests and their families lived in Jerusalem or in nearby
villages, and when it was their division's turn to serve, their division was called up for duty for a week, twice each
year, the priests came to Jerusalem to work in the temple. Each day about 50 priests would have been on duty,
with perhaps 300 on duty during a given week. This day, Zechariah is chosen by lot (a common OT practice) for
the great honor of serving as the officiating priest, which meant going inside the temple to burn incense on the
altar of incense in the Holy Place (an inner sacred part of the temple, which only certain priests could enter). Since
there were a large number of priests, no priest was allowed to serve as the officiating priest more than once in his
lifetime. Two priests also helped the officiating priest – one brought glowing coals on a silver firepan from the
altar of burnt offering to the altar of incense in the Holy Place, and the second took from the officiating priest the
bowl in which the dish of incense had lain until the incense offering was finished (incense was used in OT temple
worship, as it symbolizes  prayer, especially the prayers of the people). As the officiating priest, it was Zechariah's
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job to place incense on the heated altar and then prostrate himself in prayer. Outside, the people recited as prayer
during the incense offering, to ask God to enter the Holy Place and to favorably accept the offering on behalf of
the people. 

The angel appears and tells Zechariah that his prayer has been heard. He and his wife had probably prayed a
long time for a child. The miracle the angel announces, that Elizabeth will have a child, is of course reminiscent of
what  happened to  Abrahan and Sarah (you might  remember that  upon hearing  the  news,  Sarah laughed in
disbelief, then denied that she had laughed). The child is to be called John ( = 'Yahweh is gracious', an indication
of the nature and main message of John's ministry); this is contrary to the common cultural practice of naming
children after an ancestor or relative.2 Zechariah reacts in disbelief, hence the angel's apparent anger and the
punishment given for his almost protesting expression of unbelief. The angel rebukes him gently and by appealing
to God's authority and the authority God has given him before announcing the punishment. It is Zechariah who is
shamed, while Elizabeth is honored.

Application. 

Zechariah is a very faithful believer (he and his wife are described as very  righteous, and his song at the end
of the chapter shows spiritual depth and faith), but here his faith falters. Notice the contrast: Mary responds to the
angel,  “How  will this happen?” and her expression of obedience,  while  Zechariah responds,  “How  can  this
happen?!”  They had prayed for years for a child, but Zechariah seems to have given up hope that it would actually
happen. Likewise, we pray but give up, or pray half-heartedly, not really expecting that God can or will answer
our prayers (especially if God's time frame or way of answering prayer is different from ours). 

We often have doubts about God that hinder our spiritual lives and growth, and our relationship with God. We
think that God cannot use us, or at least not in any significant way. Young Christians may especially think that
they aren't mature enough for God to use in a meaningful way. We doubt that God can free us from a besetting sin
problem or personal problem  (especially since we focus on our own ability rather than God). We give up hope
that God can save a friend or relative for whom we've been praying. 

In fact, in this modern world believers have largely given up on the idea of miracles. We believe the miracles
in the Bible, but are skeptical about God performing miracles today. We even construct elaborate theological
systems or philosophical rationalizations to explain why God doesn't  perform miracles today. Yet there is no
scriptural foundation for this kind of attitude. God wants to perform miracles (and he still does, as you'll learn if
you  listen  to  testimonies  of  some missionaries,  pastors,  and other  godly  people).  But  the  miracles  that  are
important  to  God are  not  great  magical  spectacles  like  turning  the  sky  to  red  or  making notorious  sinners
spontaneously burst into flames, but “little” miracles that change people's lives. Whether it's answering some of
your prayers, saving a lost friend or relative (and yes, salvation is miraculous work of God's power), personal inner
healing and change (for example, healing of emotional, psychological, and spiritual problems), freedom from
spiritual bondage (e.g., from a powerful sin or personal problem), or empowerment for you to have a strong
spiritual life that impacts  others, God wants to do great things in our lives. Only our lack of faith, our spiritual
dullness and narrow focus, and our disobedience keep us from seeing these things in our lives. 

We also see that God doesn't give up on us. He could have given up on Zechariah and found a more willing
couple to produce the prophet that he wanted. Instead, he discipled Zechariah and restored him. God is more
concerned with us learning lessons from our mistakes. God still used Zechariah, especially after John was born and
his tongue was freed to speak again. God glorified himself through Zechariah's punishment, his restoration, and his
praise song, although this is in a different way than what would have happened if he hadn't been stubborn.  So God
will use us and glorify himself thru us, whether we want to or not. It's our choice as to whether it will be thru his
discipline or his blessing. 

�/� T@p`i>]S�CilP:h^rU[\PURg_UhSd:RUZS[yRUZ Z T8P^a c�TJvUReWea pqa W|_UZ Z m8[�PS_}[��$MJ��PUR�sta Z Z:fURgd>]`Re_}[�a hk�4ijb:� T�RJmzRST8 ¢¡}X^�eR�MU£�M^¤jrjWJp$�>¡}X:�YR ¥:£ �:¦S§ �U� � �QPSRtsta Z ZSp`i>Z Z ies[\PUR�¨o_Y�^a ]$a [yRG{zies�ijp4[�PSR!©4N&[\PS_}[ªTJvUReWea p\a RST8_ Z a p`R!ijpªTJvUReWea _SZ^b:Rzb>a W|_}[\a ilh![$i��Qi^b�_ShUb�TVRUZ py�zblRUh^a _UZ rSs8P^a WYP�a hSWeZ XSb:RSTghUi�cg_S]q]$a _Yd:Rk_UhSbhUiksta hSRki>]�T}a c!a Z _S]�a [$RUckTG ¢¨�X^c!fSRU]4«L£ � �e¬ErV�|XUb:d:RUT MU:£ ¬>�S« § �j�uz��PUR~a T�[$i�fUR!TJvUReWea _UZ Z m�p\a Z Z Rzb!sta [�Pk[\PUR��oi>Z m�®Sv:a ]$a [ªa h!_ts@_|mg[�PS_}[<s�_zTv:]ui>fS_Uf^Z m!Z RSTJT�WJilc!c�ilh a hg[�PSRg©4N&_ShSb&fURYpyil]`R!¯JRUhz[yReWJilTC[���®Sv:a ]$a [q�Ypqa°Z Z Rzb [yi�_Gb:RedE]`ReR cgi>]uR!Z a �eRG_Gd>]`Rz_}[4©QN�v:]`ilv:PSRY[��S�¢¬j�4PURka T�[yi&fUR_Sh!�YZ a ��_SPU�UZ a �YR�v:]uilv:PUR}[� ¢±@_UZ _eWYP^az¬L£¢¤S�S«>r^±�[\�EMj¥:£° § stPUiGsta Z ZUv:]`RUvS_U]uR�[\PSR!vUReilv:Z Rtp`i>]L[\PSRgWJilc a hUd�±�RSTJTJa _UP! ¢¡}X^�eRk:£ ¬>�:¤jr^� TV_Ua _UPG¬l²E£�U�¤ § r<a h&vU_S]�[@f}m~RUhUd^_edEa hUd�a h�_�]uRJ{ja {z_UZEc a h^a T([�]�m![$i�[\X^]qh�vUReilv:Z Re� TkPSRe_U]�[qTt[$i�[\PUR WJi>c!a hSd��Ua hUd^blilc³ijpª�Qi^bEr>_ShUb�fYm�v:]uijWeZ _Ua c!a hUd�[\PURWJilc a hSd ijpL[�PSRk±�RSTJTJa _SP  ¢±�[\�l:£�MSrU¬L£�MU¥ § �j� hgp`_YW|[\r:cg_Sh}m8ijpz�CRST}XjTx�YbEa TVWea v:Z RST�s�RU]uRGi>]$a d>a hU_SZ Z m4�Ci>P^hS� TªbEa TxWea v:Z RUTJ�´



So in this study, we want to examine our hearts for areas of unbelief, spiritual insensitivity or lack of openness
to the things that God is doing, basing our spirituality on the wrong things and focusing too much on the wrong
things in the life of the church (e.g., outward qualifications rather than spiritual depth), and complacency in our
spiritual lives.  One place to start is examining our prayer lives – does the way we pray reflect a genuine, dynamic
faith? 

Theological caveats.

Some might think that such a spiritually focused way of thinking is inherently in conflict with the scientific and
empirical view of the world. Since many of us are scientists, researchers, or scholars, we might think we have to
chose one or reject the other, but this is a false choice. The scientific and empirical view and methodology is valid
when we are dealing with anything that can be studied scientifically – i.e., things in the physical universe that are
observable and repeatable (replicable). Spiritual things do not fall into the category of the physical, observable, and
repeatable. Thus, it is not valid to extend this worldview to spiritual things. Nor is it valid to dismiss science and
research as irrelevant or “unspiritual” for the Christian. This is a false dichotomy where we over-compartmentalize
our thinking – e.g., during the week we're researchers but on weekends we're Christians.

As Christians we understand God created all things in the universe good, and as a reflection of his orderly nature.
Therefore  as  Christians,  we  can approach  our  field  of  study  with  a  biblical  worldview and understand that  our
academic disciplines are valid because in some way they involve a study of some aspect of God's creation, or because
we try to apply biblical principles to what we do, or (in more applied fields) we are using our job skills to serve others
for God's glory. So as Christians and researchers we can study anything in the physical universe with scientific and
empirical methods, be it atoms, galaxies, or human behavior, without intellectual conflict with our faith. 

However, we cannot approach spiritual things in necessarily the same way, because we're dealing with things that
are  not  of  the  physical,  observable,  or  predictable  nature.  And  God  himself  is  not  a  part  of  creation,  but  is
transcendent, that is, separate from and above the created universe. To help clarify things, think of it this way: What if
you  treated  your  significant  other  (boyfriend,  girlfriend,  spouse)  and  your  relationship  in  a  purely  rationalistic,
empirical, or scientific manner. Would the relationship last? Of course not – it would be at best terribly weird and
awkward. Likewise, the Christian life is not just an intellectual experience, but a vital relationship with the Lord. We
cannot put God in a box and limit our understanding or expectations. 

Another  tricky  issue  may arise  from Luke  1:15.  To some this  may seem like  predestination3,  but  that's  not
supported by the text. It does not mean that God predetermined everything, as if John had no free will. To make a
long story short, predestination is best understood from the viewpoint of divine foreknowledge. God knew in advance
what kind of person John would be and what he was to do, and God created him with the necessary gifts and abilities
for his prophetic work that God had called him to. So it is perfectly appropriate for God to do so here. It would be
wrong for parents to try to impose their will on a child and determine what s/he is to do with his/her life, but because
God is our creator, he has every right to do so. And submitting to our will does not work against our free will, but
rather is best for us since it leads us to fully realizing our purpose in life -- what God has planned us for, including all
his blessings for us. 

This passage also does not teach that John was saved from birth – which would require that he be sinless. There is
no scriptural justification for an extreme form of predestination (a hyper-Calvinism or hyper-predestinarianism) here,
that God predetermined John to be saved from conception or birth. Nor is there justification for any normal human
being born sinless or already saved (only Jesus was born that way). One has to have a moral conscience and become
aware of one's sin, so John would have to be saved just like the rest of us, though it's safe to assume he was probably
saved at an early age –when later as a child he could willingly assent to salvation, and not before birth. But the Spirit
was with John in some special way from the time he was in Elizabeth's womb, though it is not exactly clear how or
what all this meant. But the prenatal John did leap in the womb when Elizabeth met Mary, who was carrying Jesus
(Luke 1:41). 

3 Predestination is referred to briefly in some NT passages, as in Romans, but in passing and without explanation of what
it really means. So some have taken these passages out of context and developed a whole theology of predestination,
generally known as Calvinism. So when you hear of Calvinism or predestination, it's usually this strong viewpoint that
claims that God determines who will be saved and who won't. I sure don't believe it, but it has a lot of intellectual appeal
to some Christians. Of course, this is quite controversial and deep, and in your Bible studies you should avoid getting lost
on rabbit trails or pointless arguments about this. µ



Questions.

A. Background.
1. Why did the lot happen to fall to Zechariah to serve as officiating priest on this particular day? Why does the

angel appear to him in private, rather than in public?

2. The angel message mentions about a dozen separate points about John the Baptist's birth and ministry (1:13-17).
Which seem more important to us today? Which would have been important to the people of John's time?

3. Why is John's birth important to what God is doing? 

B. Zechariah's response.
1. Which part of the angel's message does Zechariah question? (1:18) How is his questioning different from Mary's

when the angel appears to her?

2. Why does God punish Zechariah? How did it change his life? What effect would it have had on those those who
knew or knew about Elizabeth and Zechariah?

3. Why doesn't God give up on him and move on? (“Never mind, I'll find a more willing couple to produce my
prophet.”)

C. Our response.
1. Do you believe that God can do great or even miraculous things in your life? Why not? 

Do you believe God can use you in a significant way? How so? If not, then why?
 
2. What are the symptoms of unbelief in a Christian? How does unbelief affect a believer's life?

What causes us to have attitudes of unbelief? 

3. What aspects of the modern world affect our view of what God can do in our lives?  [For example, the excessive
emphasis on individualism and materialism in modern culture.]

4. How might God discipline us for unbelief? Why? Can you give some specific, real-life examples? Is it fair for
God to punish us? Why? How is it for our ultimate benefit?

5. Does God give up on us? Why not? Why would he continue to be faithful when we're so unfaithful? (2 Tim.
2:13) Why is it wrong then to have doubts about how God can use you – or about what God can do in your
life? 

6. What specific things would God want us to do about our unbelief? What specific things do we need to do to
cultivate humility, obedience, faithfulness, sensitivity, and openness to God?? What specific changes can you
commit to in your spiritual life? (And will you really do it?)

7. What is the difference between unbelief and asking sincere and even hard questions? How is asking questions
necessary for growing spiritually?

D. Further application.
1. What is the greatest hindrance right now to your faith – e.g., to having a deeper walk with God and a deeper

prayer life? Do you believe that God can take care of it? For example, a personal problem, a sin that you can't
overcome, etc.?

¶



2. If you're looking for a new pastor, or a new person to fill a leadership position in your fellowship / church ,
what qualifications are most important? List them on a piece of paper. Then classify them into (1) “formal” or
“external” qualifications, like specific training, knowledge, and skills, and (2) “informal” or “internal”  ones
pertaining to their personal character and their spiritual life. Which are more important? Why? How would you
evaluate those informal qualifications – how can you actually determine if a person really meets those criteria?

3. Would you say that your faith is strong or mature? If so, does your prayer life reflect it? 
In what ways does your prayer life reflect your belief, or your unbelief – in terms of how you pray, what you
pray for, and how often you pray? 

E. Restoration.

1. Finally, look at how God restored Zechariah. What specifically led to him being allowed to speak again?  Does
it show a change of heart? 

2. Look at  Zechariah's psalm of praise. What specific things does he praise God for? Why are these things
important to him? Is his song focused on the deliverance of his speech, or on himself? Why not? What does this
teach us about how we should pray and worship God?

3. Has God ever taken away something from you to draw you closer to him? Explain. Why does God do so? Does
it seem unfair? (cf. James 4:6-7) How does this form of discipline actually work – and why is it effective? 

4. What conditions are necessary for God to listen to our prayers? (e.g., James 1:5-7, James 4:1-7, Hebrews 11:6)

F. Provocative discussion.

1a. Notice how a male priest is compared with two common women. How are the women portrayed compared to
the man. Does this say something about men and women? Does this say something about what God thinks
about social status or position? 

1b. Do men have special difficulties in the area of faith – are there some things about male nature that hinder them
spiritually?  (E.g.,  the  fact  that  men like  to  be  more independent,  and focus  more on  work  and less  on
relationships than women?) What about women? Do you think these are even valid comparisons?

Prayer.

1. First, pray individually. Begin with praise, adoration, and thanksgiving.

2. Ask God to show you where you have unbelief, or trouble submitting to him, or a spiritual barrier that exists
between you and God.  Allow some time to pray quietly, and then to remain quiet and listen for God to answer
– to bring something to your attention.

3. Also examine your heart to see if there are areas where you have doubts about God. Or again, ask God to show
you if you have doubts that you've not been able to articulate, and ask him for help in identifying them. 

4. Spend some time lifting those things up to God. Pray earnestly, wrestle with God in prayer over your doubts,
unbelief, spiritual barriers, or personal problems. Express your prayer concerns honestly. Don't be afraid to be
loud or emotional in your prayer. Allow plenty of time for this.

5. Pray earnestly for others who need God's help or salvation.

6. Get into groups and share your main prayer concerns (from #2-4 above), and lift each other up in prayer. 

·


