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It should be no surprise to any of us that the season of Advent and Christmas are so closely tied 
to music and singing. The biblical story leading up to, and including, the birth of Jesus (at least 
the way that it’s told in Luke’s gospel) is filled with songs. Last week, we lifted up a celebration 
of joy as we heard Mary’s song of praise, focused not only on God’s faithfulness to her, but on 
the promises of God for all people. In just a few days, as hard as it is to believe, many of us will 
gather on Christmas Eve to hear the angels sing to the awestruck shepherds, “Glory to God in 
the highest heaven, and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.” 
 
Here we are, one last Sunday before Christmas, and we turn our attention to another song. This 
one comes from an unexpected place – the recently silenced mouth of Zechariah. Remember 
with me the part of the story that comes before our passage today. Zechariah, a priest, was 
called to duty at the Temple, chosen by lot to burn incense while those assembled for worship 
lifted up their prayers to God. A priest only officiated at the sacrifice in this way once during their 
lifetime, and this was Zechariah’s moment. In that moment, an angel appears with Zechariah, 
and offers a message that answers not only the prayer of Zechariah and his wife, Elizabeth, 
who will welcome a child into their lives. The angel’s message offers answer to the prayers of all 
who worshiped at the Temple – one who would come “to make ready a people prepared for the 
Lord.” Like an Elijah, the child they would welcome would precede and point to the coming 
Messiah – the hoped-for one who would deliver God’s people.  
 
And Zechariah balks. So like us, in the face of an answer to the very prayers he was there to lift 
before God, and in the presence of an angel, for crying out loud, Zechariah questions the 
possibility of the message. That voiced doubt held the last words Zechariah would utter for more 
than nine months. 
 
I would venture to say that many a pregnant wife would welcome the silence of their husbands 
during the nine months of waiting, growing, morning sickness, afternoon sickness, evening 
sickness and the like. While the silence of Zechariah may have prevented him from saying 
some of the dumb things that expectant fathers sometimes say, I believe the real purpose of this 
season of silence was to allow Zechariah to truly listen and reflect on the message, growing 
inside both his pregnant wife and her relative, Mary, pregnant herself with the promise of God, 
who has been their house guest for three months. 
 
Finally, the day arrives. Elizabeth has given birth, and they are heading back to the temple for 
the covenant of circumcision and naming – an incredibly important ritual for the people of God in 
those days. When it comes time for the name, everyone sits back, fully expecting Elizabeth to 
say Zechariah, Jr., or its equivalent. When the words come from her, “He is to be called John,” a 
sign of this couple’s quiet faith in the messenger who had visited with the promise, you can 



almost hear the crowd gasp. There’s no John in the family. What is she getting at? Is she telling 
us something about the kid’s paternity? So they turn to Zechariah, still unable to talk, and he 
writes four simple words on a tablet, “His name is John.” 
 
Backing his wife, and following through with the angel’s instructions, Zechariah’s act of faith is 
rewarded with loosened lips. While I can only imagine what might flow from my mouth after 
months of imposed quietness, the immediate fruit of Zechariah’s lips were the song that we read 
today. 
 
Zechariah’s song praises God for the unfolding plan of rescue and redemption that he sees 
moving forward in his own son’s birth. He also points to both the work of his son, who grow to 
become the guy we call John the Baptist, and to the work of Jesus, the One for whom John will 
prepare the way. 
 
John’s ministry will be one of going before the Lord, giving to people a foretaste of the salvation 
that Jesus would bring, as he baptized them for the forgiveness of their sin. Jesus, then, would 
be the One, come from heaven, fulfilling a prophecy of Isaiah, as he would “shine on those living 
in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the path of peace.” 
 
It is in that last short phrase that we find our focus for today. Zechariah’s song proclaims the 
truth that, all too often, we can forget. Jesus didn’t simply come so that we might individually find 
forgiveness for our sin, though this aspect of our salvation was certainly accomplished in Jesus. 
Jesus also came “to guide our feet into the path of peace.” In other words, Jesus’ work was not 
simply to ensure for us what would happen after death. It was to invite us to participate in the 
ongoing redemption and restoration of creation that would usher in the kingdom of God, the new 
heaven and new earth, by guiding us into pathways that lead to peace. 
 
The final verse of Joy to the World offers both a promise and a challenge. “He rules the world 
with truth and grace, and makes the nations prove the glories of his righteousness and wonders 
of his love.” Jesus does what only Jesus can do – rule the world with truth and grace. And He 
calls us, as the nations, to offer proof of that glory, righteousness and love that come when 
Jesus rules and reigns. 
 
You see, the One we call Prince of Peace, the same one who Zechariah prophesies would, 
“guide our feet into the path of peace,” would one day proclaim on a hillside, “Blessed are the 
peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.” 
 
May it be said of us, sisters and brothers, that we have lived out our Advent (waiting) faith and 
our Christmas (incarnation) celebration by praying for, seeking out, and working for peace in our 
families, our communities and our world. If we do that, we live into our identity as children of 
God, followers of Jesus, and led by the Spirit. 


