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 The angels that appear in the story of Jesus’ birth would have been very 

comfortable in our world of tweets and hashtags. Their messages were often 

short and to the point—their favorite line being “Do not be afraid.” As we look 

at the stories of these winged messengers to Zechariah, Mary, Joseph and the 

shepherds, we will contemplate what messages we can offer that will fly in the 

face of a culture of fear and bring more hope, more peace, more joy and more 

love to the world. 

 We begin with an angelic visit to Zechariah. It was just another day at the 

temple for Zechariah. It was his priestly turn to make sure everything was done 

properly and in good order. But it turned into something quite different when 

an angel showed up at the altar. 
Luke 1:5-25 
 In the days of King Herod of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the 
priestly order of Abijah. His wife was a descendant of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth. Both of 
them were righteous before God, living blamelessly according to all the commandments and 
regulations of the Lord. But they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were getting 
on in years. 
 Once when he was serving as priest before God and his section was on duty, he was chosen by 
lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to enter the sanctuary of the Lord and offer incense. 
Now at the time of the incense offering, the whole assembly of the people was praying outside. Then 
there appeared to him an angel of the Lord, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. When 
Zechariah saw him, he was terrified; and fear overwhelmed him. But the angel said to him, “Do not be 
afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you 
will name him John. You will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, for he will be 
great in the sight of the Lord. He must never drink wine or strong drink; even before his birth he will be 
filled with the Holy Spirit. He will turn many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. With the 
spirit and power of Elijah he will go before him, to turn the hearts of parents to their children, and the 
disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous, to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” Zechariah 
said to the angel, “How will I know that this is so? For I am an old man, and my wife is getting on in 
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years.” The angel replied, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak 
to you and to bring you this good news. But now, because you did not believe my words, which will be 
fulfilled in their time, you will become mute, unable to speak, until the day these things occur.” 
 Meanwhile the people were waiting for Zechariah, and wondered at his delay in the sanctuary. 
When he did come out, he could not speak to them, and they realized that he had seen a vision in the 
sanctuary. He kept motioning to them and remained unable to speak. When his time of service was 
ended, he went to his home. 
 After those days his wife Elizabeth conceived, and for five months she remained in seclusion. 
She said, “This is what the Lord has done for me when he looked favorably on me and took away the 
disgrace I have endured among my people.” 
 
 This past Wednesday night at The Neighborhood we began a new series 

using clips from the 1946 classic film “It’s A Wonderful Life.” Some of the 

folks at worship that night know that movie by heart. And there were others 

who had never seen it. Anyway, we began by paying attention to how the 

movie opens. Do you remember how it begins? The camera shows us scenes of 

a snowy evening in Bedford Falls. And we hear voices praying—many voices, 

all praying for one man—George Bailey. “Please help my friend, George.” 

“He never thinks about himself, Lord. That’s why he’s in trouble.” “God, there 

something wrong with my Daddy.” 

 Now the scene shifts from Bedford Falls to outer space. We see a dark 

sky filled with stars and other cosmic formations. And we listen to what seems 

to be a conversation taking place in heaven. An executive angel named Joseph 

has come to see the Boss about the large number of prayers coming in 

regarding George Bailey. Something needs to be done, so an eager angel-in-

training named Clarence is summoned. When Clarence learns that George 

Bailey is in trouble, the angel immediately assumes that George is sick. 

 “Oh, no,” says the Boss. “It’s worse than that. He’s discouraged.” 
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 There’s no question that discouragement is a powerful force. We can 

imagine how it was for Zechariah and Elizabeth—all those prayers offered up 

over all those years for a baby. “Please, Lord!” “We want to be parents.” “A 

child would be such a blessing for us.” The years passed, and discouragement 

gave way to despair, and then finally resignation. 

 But God’s ultimate plan for Zechariah and Elizabeth isn’t discouragement 

or despair. It’s delight. It would have been enough for Zechariah to hear from 

the angel that a baby’s on the way—that news in itself would have been 

stupendous--but Gabriel told Zechariah that God was going to change the 

world with this miracle baby who will be named John. Do you remember what 

Gabriel said? “Your son will be filled with the Holy Spirit and will turn many 

of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. With the spirit and power of 

Elijah, he will turn the hearts of parents to their children, he will turn the 

disobedient to righteousness, and he will make ready a people for the Lord.” 

 That’s no ordinary baby. This is no ordinary story. Here is the opening 

chapter of Luke, even before the Word is made flesh in Jesus Christ, we see 

the glimmer of incarnation. In fact, in all of these angel stories we will 

consider during the month of December we will observe an intersection 

between what is ordinary and every day and God’s divine power at work 

making all things new. 

 Let me pause for just a minute on the subject of angels as God’s 

messengers. During this Advent season we are going to resist the temptation to 

be passive spectators who hear the stories of angel messengers but refuse to get 

involved ourselves. That’s unacceptable for two reasons: 
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• First, because you and I carry this gospel story in our hearts and in our 

minds all year long, we are able to see what others can’t—we can see 

evidence every day that God is at work in the world around us. We see 

that through the eyes of faith.  

• Second, not only can we see evidence of God at work but we are called to 

join in what God is doing. As followers of Jesus infused with the power 

of the Holy Spirit we have been recruited to be God’s messengers of hope 

today in a world of discouragement and fear. 

 Let me just say that it’s time for all messengers of hope—that’s you and 

me—to step up our game. Discouragement is at an all-time high in our world 

and it’s contagious. There are days when the forces of discouragement seem to 

be winning in our homes and schools and communities and churches. That 

makes our role as God’s messengers of hope more important than ever. 

 How are we going to step up our game this Advent season? Let me 

remind you of a simple Bible verse from 1 John chapter 4 that might have 

learned as a memory verse in Sunday School when you were growing up. It is 

the perfect verse for stamping out discouragement. 

Greater is he that is in ME than he who is in THE WORLD.  (1 John 4:4) 

 Will you repeat that with me? 

 Now, my friends, hear the good news: You and I are called to be 

messengers of hope, flying in the face of discouragement, in an ever-changing 

world. 


