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5 In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron. 6 Both of them were upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord's commandments and regulations blamelessly. 7 But they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren; and they were both well along in years. 8 Once when Zechariah's division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, 9 he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense. 10 And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside.  11 Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. 12 When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear. 13 But the angel said to him: "Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. 14 He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, 15 for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth. 16 Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God. 17 And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared for the Lord." 18 Zechariah asked the angel, "How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years." 19 The angel answered, "I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news. 20 And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their proper time." 21 Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah and wondering why he stayed so long in the temple. 22 When he came out, he could not speak to them. They realized he had seen a vision in the temple, for he kept making signs to them but remained unable to speak. 23 When his time of service was completed, he returned home. 24 After this his wife Elizabeth became pregnant and for five months remained in seclusion. 25 "The Lord has done this for me," she said. "In these days he has shown his favor and taken away my disgrace among the people."
Introduction

· The disciplines of God are absolutely necessary not only for growing in the Lord, but also for serving in the Lord. This is the story of Zechariah and Elizabeth, who are the parents of John the Baptist. John the Baptist will be the forerunner for Jesus. It was prophesied in the Old Testament that when John arrives, Jesus will not be far behind.
· This passage is about serving the Lord, but we will also look at the discipline Zechariah receives in this passage. He was selected to serve in the temple, and there he was given the revelation of John’s birth. However, he did not believe and received discipline as a result. 

· The process of service is a cycle that we will go through: the preparation of service, the privilege of service, the failure in service, and then, the restoration of service. As we serve, God is preparing us. And as we are being prepared, we get the privilege to serve the Lord. Sometimes we will fail, and we will receive discipline. But we will be restored so that we can continue to serve. We will go through this cycle in life because we all have sin. People often get discouraged because of their failures, but we must keep going. In our weaknesses, we must hunger for the discipline of God, so that we can be healed and cured, and ultimately, so that we can receive God’s strength and forgiveness to go on in our spiritual life.
· We will all go through failures, but we must stay hungry to receive the discipline and the forgiveness of God. My goal for you is to learn to go through this cycle with the right attitude. I want you to look at it biblically through this passage.

I. The Preparation of Service
A. The promise
Preparation of service comes with a promise. God has a plan for redemptive history, and as we serve Him, we participate in that purpose. Many people equate serving to just doing things, but it is more than that. You are in the redemptive plan of God, which comes through the promises in the Scriptures.
Luke 1:17 says, “And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous — to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”
Zechariah received this promise while he was serving in the temple. It described what John will do – he will turn many people’s hearts to the Lord. This is the same promise that was given in Malachi about four hundred years earlier in the Old Testament.
Malachi 4:5-6 says, “5 See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the LORD comes. 6 He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse.”
Malachi prophesized about someone who will come in the power and spirit of Prophet Elijah, referencing John. And now, four hundred years later, John comes as a foreshadow Jesus.
1. John

a) The coming of John means the coming of Jesus. John is the introduction in the story of Jesus. When there is John, we know that the Old Testament is ending and that the New Testament has begun.
b) It has been four hundred years since Malachi; we call this the inter-testament period. It is just one page in the Bible to us, but it has been four hundred years since God’s people have heard a word from God. There has been no audible or visual revelation in this period. But now, the revelation comes. 

2. The meaning of the names 

a) John, the son of Zechariah and Elizabeth, means God has been gracious.

b) Zechariah means God remembers.
c) Elizabeth means my God has sworn an oath or God has made a covenant.
God uses Zechariah, Elizabeth, and John together to illustrate that he is gracious and that he remembers his promises. Just as he has promised many times in the Old Testament, Jesus will come to fulfill the promise and redeem his people, and everyone will receive forgiveness through him. The promise of God is the preparation for service. However, rather than immediate fulfillment after the promise is given, hopelessness comes instead.
B. The hopelessness
Luke 1:5 says, “In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron.”
1. Time
a) The time period when Zechariah receives his promise is important, because four hundred years have passed by without any revelation. It’s as if someone says he is coming, but then doesn’t come for four hundred years. It would feel like a pretty hopeless cause.
2. Politically
a) The promised Messiah was said to free Israel and its people, yet at that time, Rome was the political superpower in control of Israel. Also, an immoral and violent man, Herod, reigned as the King of Judea at that time. He was an Edomite descendant who only claimed to be a Jew by name. He murdered numerous family members in order to hold on to power. He also slaughtered the babies in Jerusalem to prevent the king of the Jews from coming. Like many, he thought Jesus would be a political Messiah.
3. Religiously

a) Many religious leaders in Israel were corrupt. High priests and a number of Sanhedrin vied for power and prestige. They made healthy profits by selling animals /sacrifices in the temples.
4. Personally

a) Zechariah and Elizabeth also had no children, which was a disgraceful thing especially for Elizabeth. During those times, a woman was found to be useless if she was barren.
b) It is often at such bleak times that God breaks into history with a true revelation and revival. His power is made perfect in our weakness; he can turn any hopelessness into a hopeful situation.

c) The Fighting Illini played against Clemson this week in the Big Ten – ACC challenge. The Big Ten has never won this challenge for the past ten years, but finally they won! The Illini were down in the second half by 23 points, but they had the biggest comeback and actually won. There was hopelessness, but then revival came. Basketball is nothing compared to this turnaround. God is setting up the stage for service.

C. The remnant
Luke 1:6 says, “Both of them were upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commandments and regulations blamelessly.”
1. Think about all hopelessness we just talked about: the timing, the Roman Empire, King Herod, politically, religiously, everything was bleak. However, God never needs many people to turn the situation around. It only took this seemingly normal couple, because they were faithful in the sight of God. They walked consistently in fear of the Lord, seeking to obey God in their ways. They were only planning to be a good priest family, but God chose to use them to turn everything around.

2. Situations may seem hopeless and bleak sometimes, “how are we going to conquer the world with the Gospel”, “my father is not even a Christian”, “my brother is not doing well spiritually”, “I cannot even witness to my roommate”, but continue to have faith in the Lord. He can turn the situation around with just a few people. We must look into the Scripture and have hope in the Word of God.
II. The Privilege of Service
Zechariah had two privileges to serve; he was called to be a priest and also a parent.
A. Priesthood
Luke 1:8 says, “Once when Zechariah’s division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God.”
1. Out of the twelve tribes, priests came out of the tribe of Levi. Zechariah and Elizabeth were both faithful believing Jews from that tribe. 

2. We need to understand the context behind Zechariah’s service as a priest. Apart from the three great festivals, priests served in the temple in two one-week periods each year. Due to the great number of priests (estimated 18,000 to 20,000), they used a lots system to determine who would go to offer the incense on the altar. Therefore, even if one person was selected everyday, some priests may never get chosen even after 40 years of service. 
3. The priest offered the incense on behalf of the people, which pictured the people’s prayers rising to God in a pleasing aroma. While the priest was inside the holy place offering incense, the people worshipped outside. Zechariah was chosen for this once-in-a-lifetime privilege.
4. When Zechariah went into the holy place as a priest, he had prepared all of his life for the moment. Like I often ask, how long did I prepare for this message? It probably took a few weeks, but God has been preparing me all of my life. For example, I needed to learn English, to understand Greek and Hebrew, to study the Bible, and to learn how to prepare a sermon. Just like Zechariah, God has been preparing me in all of these things up until now. Every time you do anything for the Lord, you have been preparing to do it all of your life. Whether it is playing guitar for small group or being nice to someone in the dorms, as a spiritual being, God has been preparing you all of your life for that moment.

5. Zechariah was offering incense when the angel appeared to him and announced that he and his wife will have a son. The son will be a bit weird, living in the wilderness and eating bugs, but he will be used by God as the very one predicted by Malachi.
6. This was a small job in comparison to the next one – parenting. God could have used any other priest, but God chose Zechariah. Whatever you are doing, out of seven billion people on Earth, God has chosen you to do that task. Think about that and make sure you have a sense of privilege. When you pray for a person, God has chosen you to pray for that person. There may be someone on the verge of suicide or committing a sin; maybe through your prayer, he can be healed. Who knows what God will do through you? Are you privileged? I want you to have this sense privilege in anything and everything you are doing for the Lord.
B. Parenting
Luke 1:13-17 says, “13 But the angel said to him: ‘Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. 14 He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, 15 for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth. 16 Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God. 17 And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous — to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.’”
1. When people hear of all the wonderful work that Zechariah’s son would do for the Lord, they may wish to have been Zechariah. Just like how many people have a romantic view of the Christian life, thinking life will be easy after conversion, many also have a romantic view of marriage and parenting. They only think of the beautiful baby who smiles and calls “daddy, daddy!” As a parent, you also have to be there when the baby cries or needs a diaper change. You always worry about them possibly getting hurt, even in the safest places.
2. What is the point? I’m not saying that it is miserable. The Bible still says that kids are blessings from the Lord and that getting married is wonderful, but don’t just have a romantic view only. 
3. Zechariah went through hard times as a parent, yet I really believe this calling was a privilege for Zechariah before God. He was not comfortable. He was mute for one year. His son lived in the wilderness and ate locusts. However, the ministry was a privilege to Zechariah simply because his child was used by God. That is why it is a blessing to be a parent, to raise a child who can be used for the kingdom of God. 
4. John was the forerunner for Jesus. In his life, he preached about Jesus, pointed forward to Jesus, baptized Jesus, and empowered Jesus. In the end, John was beheaded because he could not stop speaking the word of God and criticizing king Herodius for his sins. Even in his death, John was the forerunner for Jesus as he pictured the death of Christ. I don’t know when Zechariah and Elizabeth died, but they may very well have been alive to see John’s death.

5. Zechariah went through much pain, but parenting was still a privilege because his child served the Lord. Zechariah was serving the Lord as he raised a man of God.

6. There are two kinds of “Why me’s?”
a) “Why me” as in complaining. “I want what I want. The situation is bad, why doesn’t God give me what I want?”
b) There is also the “Why me?” as in “I am a Hell deserving sinner, why does God bless me so much? Why is God so merciful to me?” I pray that no matter what you go through, you’d have the second kind of “why me”. What a privilege it is to serve the Lord.
III. The Failure in Service - Discipline
A. Zechariah’s failure
Luke 1:18-20 says, “18 Zechariah asked the angel, ‘How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.’ 19 The angel answered, ‘I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news. 20 And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their proper time.’”
Luke 1:34-35 says, “34 ‘How will this be,’ Mary asked the angel, ‘since I am a virgin?’ 35 The angel answered, ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God.”
1. Both Zechariah and Mary asked almost identical questions, but only Zechariah received discipline. What was the difference? Mary believed, but she was asking a question of methodology. Zechariah, on the other hand, asked a question of possibility. That is why the angel said, “Because you did not believe my words…” Zechariah failed. A priest, who was to declare God’s word, could not believe the words he was to speak, so he had to receive discipline.
B. The Lord’s discipline
Luke 1:20 says, “And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their proper time.”
1. Why was Zechariah’s punishment to become mute? Why not disabled in some other way? It was because he did not believe. As a priest, you cannot preach what you do not believe. During the period of discipline, Zechariah was still allowed to fulfill his private calling as a parent to John, but not his public calling as a priest.
2. God was gracious in dealing with him so he could learn to trust and to believe. He had to believe because he was to give people blessings, and he couldn’t do that unless he first believed it in his heart. Otherwise, there would be no spiritual power. God can use robots to proclaim his word, but God chooses to use people’s mouths and hearts so that it better pictures the love of God and the heart of God.
C. Zechariah’s restoration
Luke 1:63-67 says, “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 was loosed, and he began to speak, praising God. 65 The neighbors were all 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. 67 His father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied:”
1. The process was to restore Zechariah to be a better priest and a better father. What faith, what joy, what love, what gratitude it must have brought about in Zechariah’s heart. Zechariah later praised God a few verses later.
2. The goal of God’s discipline is always for a greater hatred of sin and a greater love of God so that we can infuse that love into others.

3. In discipline, there must be rebuke so people know what they did wrong to have hatred of that sin. There also has to be forgiveness and reinstatement, so people can get back to serving the Lord. What a gracious discipline God gives.

4. Zechariah was restored when he wrote, “His name is John” on the tablet. When he was allowed to speak, he immediately praised God. After almost a full year of not being able to speak, his heart was full of praise. He took the discipline well, and when he praised God, his heart was full of spiritual power. His neighbors were filled with awe. One praise of God transformed the entire country side. They were all asking, “What then will this child be? For the Lord’s hand is on him.” While he could not speak this whole time, he was repenting and receiving forgiveness. He was reinstated after John was born. Up until now, he has been filling up with the Holy Spirit, being restored by God.
5. I remember talking about two ways to be broken, which is the separation from sin: either by the Word of God or by circumstances. You read God’s word and repent. Or, if you don’t do that, then circumstances will break you. Hardships, difficulties, sickness. I was thinking that there are three ways to be disciplined by God. There’s the Word of God or church of Jesus Christ, which can discipline you informally or formally in a loving, humble, prayerful, gentle way. Or God can also discipline you through circumstances. The goal is always to love God and be restored.

IV. The Restoration of Service
Luke 1:76-80 says, “‘76 And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High; for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him, 77 to give his people the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins, 78 because of the tender mercy of our God, by which the rising sun will come to us from heaven 79 to shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the path of peace.’ 80 And the child grew and became strong in spirit; and he lived in the desert until he appeared publicly to Israel.”
Zechariah was restored. In verses 76 through 79, Zechariah served faithfully as a priest, while in verse 80, he was faithful as a parent.
A. Daily restoration

1. Everyday, you have to examine and receive the discipline of God through the Word and through the circumstances. As you examine yourself in the evening, repent of your sins and ask for His grace and be restored to serve Him. We need to be constantly repenting and receiving restoration before God.
B. Life restoration

1. Sometimes there may be situations where you need discipline through the church; whether it’s an addiction you can’t overcome or something you have done. Being disciplined by the word of God is the best. But, if you can’t have the hatred of sin, you need an accountability group either informally through friends or formally through the church. You have to put yourself under the discipline of God, otherwise circumstances will happen. You will either get caught or get hurt. He loves you too much to leave you in sin. I pray we’ll all go through this restoration process unto the Lord. If you repent, God will restore you.
Conclusion

· I thought about Peter. In John 21, Peter denied Jesus three times. When Jesus resurrected, He called Peter and asked three times, “Do you love me?” He was pointing out Peter’s sin and rebuking him. Peter answered, “You know that I love you.” Why did Jesus ask three times? Jesus is a master of discipline. In three sentences, he rebuked, forgave, and restored Peter to feed his sheep. Peter was repentant and he was restored to be the leader of the church in the first century. Be hungry for the discipline of God. 
· During Thanksgiving, I watched the movie “Christmas Carol.” It’s about three ghosts who showed Ebenezer Scrooge his past, present, and future. Ebenezer comes from a Hebrew word, which means stone of help. After the future ghost showed him his tombstone, he turned his life round and was never the same again. I was so blessed, because I need to be like those ghosts. Why? To this wicked man, the ghosts showed him the past, the present, and the future reality of his life, and he was never the same again. If I could show to one person the reality of the past, the present, and the future of what’s to come, can this person’s life change? As we preach God’s word, that’s what we are doing. We can show people reality so that their lives will never be the same again.
· There’s a book called Revival and Revivalism by Ian Murray. He writes about what causes Revival. He distinguishes between revival and revivalism. Revivalism can just be an emotional meeting that looks like a revival, but he describes true revival differently. He says it’s when “churches felt a sense of God, that flooded them with humility to the point that they feel they had scarcely begun to be Christian. They felt such a presence of God, they become so humbled with purity and hunger. They had new understanding of the greatness of the Savior and conviction of sin. They were impressed by the power of God’s truth. Far from emotional excess, congregations were then in awe and subdued and it was often a degree of silence and stillness, more than anything else which showed that He had come.” Real revival is when God’s presence is so thick that people become silent after a sermon that they don’t leave. Murray shows that there are no extraordinary means employed but the normal means of prayer and preaching of the Word. God breaks into the midst of the churches. People who had been complacent before are suddenly gripped with the reality of eternity.
· My prayer tonight is to let us receive the discipline of God, so that there will be revival in our hearts. Because of this night, we would see the past, present, and future of God’s redemptive history. Our lives will never be the same.

· Let me warn you of one thing. This generation does not want to listen to discipline and rebuke. This generation doesn’t want to change. But in order to become whom God created you to be, you need to hunger for the discipline of God. There might be pain. Like Zechariah in this passage, maybe some of you are in the cycle filled with hopelessness, or some may be tired of serving in your priesthood and parenting, whatever your calling is. Some of you are in the midst of failures, swimming the ocean of your sin. God’s only desire for you is to restore you and to prepare you to serve Him, so that you’d be used to transform the culture and receive the sense of privilege for your service. As you may be swimming in the pools of your failures, you can ascend into the pool of faithfulness. Remember that he wants you to be restored. “Do you love me? Do you love me?” How many times have we denied Jesus? We should have a heart like Peter, “You know I love you.” Until you hear “Feed my sheep”, keep on going to him. His only intention is to restore you, but you need to be hungry for the discipline of God. Be hungry to be rebuked, changed, and corrected. 
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