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57 Now the time came for Elizabeth to give birth, and she bore a son. 58Her neighbours 
and relatives heard that the Lord had shown his great mercy to her, and they rejoiced 
with her. 
 
67 Then his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke this prophecy:  
68 ‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 
   for he has looked favourably on his people and redeemed them.  
69 He has raised up a mighty saviour for us 
   in the house of his servant David,  
70 as he spoke through the mouth of his 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 he has shown the mercy promised to our ancestors, 
   and has remembered his holy covenant,  
73 the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham, 
   to grant us 74that we, being rescued from the hands of our enemies, 
might serve him without fear, 75in holiness and righteousness 
   before him 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 his 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. 
 
 

Want to know something scary?  According to clinical psychologists, it takes just 

one-tenth of a second for us to judge someone and make a first impression.  One-

tenth of a second is all it takes for me to form an impression of you…and you of me.  
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And the fact is first impressions matter because they can greatly influence how we treat 

and view someone in the various contexts of everyday life. 

That’s why we spend so much time worrying about, and trying to manage, the first 

impressions we make.  Stereotypically, when guys want to make a good impression on 

a first date, they wash the car, press their shirts, purchase flowers, and open all the 

doors.  For gals, a good first impression includes picking the perfect outfit, fixing their 

hair just right, and smartly thinking in advance about what they might talk about with 

their date.  In the same way, it’s why churches replace all of the burnt out lights in the 

Sanctuary before the Senior Minister candidate arrives, and why the candidate writes 

and rewrites and rewrites again their first sermon.  These sorts of routines betray a 

truth.  We want to make a good first impression, whether on a date, meeting the in-

laws, interviewing for a job, astounding your professor, or giving a speech to hundreds.  

And so we give careful thought to how we speak, act, dress, and arrange things.  

Because as John Maxwell says, the first impression can seal the deal. 

In the case of literature, the first impression may not be readily apparent.  After all, 

you can’t judge a book by its cover.  But, a first impression can come by the reputation 

of the author or through her immediate engagement with the reader.  The opening 

lines and opening chapters are precious real estate for enticing the reader to go further.  

Think of the opening line to Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities – “It was the best of 

times, it was the worst of times,” or to Albert Camus’ The Stranger - “Mother died 

today.”  A good author cultivates an intriguing tension right away.  That’s why we keep 

reading. 

For the last three weeks – the first three weeks of Advent – we have been reading 

Old Testament prophecy to set the table for what is to come – the arrival of the 

Messiah, Jesus Christ.  With great intrigue, three weeks ago we heard Isaiah’s vision of 

peace.  Two weeks ago, we were joyful with Zephaniah.  Last week, Josh returned us 
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to Isaiah who reminded us that love never forgets.  And today, on the Fourth Sunday 

of Advent, it would be appropriate to hear again from the Old Testament.  But instead, 

we have moved to the New Testament, to the Gospel of Luke.  And for good reason.   

As hard as it is to make a good first impression in the opening lines of a novel, 

imagine trying to do so with a gospel.  Yet, that’s precisely what Luke was trying to do 

in the opening chapter of his gospel account – he was beckoning us to hear more and 

learn more about the good news of God’s love for God’s people.   And the way he 

goes about doing so is by introducing us to two mothers-to-be, one old and one 

young, one righteous, but incredulous old father, and an angel. 

With an opening cast of characters like that, this doesn’t sound like a book easily 

put down.  Indeed, with the skill of a good author, Luke introduces us to scriptural, 

thematic, and theological norms by which we are to respond to rest of the story.i  And 

what we will discover today, tomorrow night, and next Sunday is that the first 

impressions of Luke 1 and the infancy narratives of Luke 2 are both the Gospel in 

miniature and the opening statement of themes to be developed throughout Luke.ii 

Now, most of us are familiar enough with the gospel to know that the main 

character of Luke’s story is Jesus Christ.  We know that if we read ahead in the Gospel 

of Luke, we are going to hear stories of Jesus teaching and healing.  We’re going to be 

challenged by parables and amazed by miracles.  We’re going to be dumbfounded by 

the disciples and convicted by the ways their shortcomings hit close to home.  Oh, 

there’s a lot to say about the life of Jesus.  But rather that diving right in, Luke shows 

some restraint; he takes his time getting there.iii  In fact, 80 verses pass by in Chapter 1 

and Jesus hasn’t even appeared yet.  Luke wants us to move slowly through the 

narrative.  He wants us to experience “the consolation of Israel.”  He wants to develop 

in us a keen sense of anticipation about what might happen next.  And in the birth 

story of John the Baptist, our scripture lesson this morning, that’s exactly what 
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happens.  That’s why New Testament scholar Luke Timothy Johnson calls this passage 

the hinge of the infancy narrative.iv  For Israel, it’s the swinging door between the 

period of waiting and the in-breaking of a new and wonderful thing by God.   

Our scripture lesson this morning picks up the birth of John the Baptist in the final 

twenty-three verses of chapter 1.  But, there is some background to the story that you 

need to know.  The proud new father, Zechariah, was a priest.  Earlier in Luke 1 we 

learn that when Zechariah’s priestly division was on duty, he was given an once-in-a-

lifetime honor.  Since a sacrifice was offered twice a day, one of the roles of the priest 

was to clean the ashes off the altar and to burn incense that would “make pleasant” the 

smells generated by the sacrifice.  Through the casting of lots, he was chosen to enter 

the temple of the Lord and to burn incense.  On this day, while Zechariah was carrying 

out his once-in-a-lifetime role, Gabriel, an angel of the Lord appeared and told him 

that his wife Elizabeth would bear him a son.  Zechariah responded, “How can I be 

sure of this?  I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.”  In reply, Gabriel 

told Zechariah that he had been sent to tell him this good news.  But because he did 

not believe his words, Zechariah will be unable to speak until it happens. 

Skipping ahead nine months, we hear in the opening verses of our scripture lesson 

for this morning that Elizabeth gave birth to a son, and that her neighbors and 

relatives rejoiced with her.   But, it wasn’t until eight days later, when the boy was 

named John by Zechariah’s insistence that his voice returned to him.  Luke 1:64 tells 

us that Zechariah immediately began to speak, praising God, offering a hymn of praise 

traditionally called the Benedictus.  I have to imagine that this proud papa was bursting 

at the seams.  After nine months of silence, he had a backlog of joy to unleash and 

dreams about his son to share.  Yet, when he finally gets to speak, of the twelve verses 

of this canticle, ten of them are not even about his son.  They are about a savior to 

come…and about God’s plan of redemption.  Zechariah’s joy in fatherhood was 
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superseded by his prophecy that God was visiting his people in the midst of their 

oppression. 

What Zechariah knew was that his promised son, now born, was not THE One – 

the redeemer.  John would be the one who would announce the end of the period of 

waiting and would declare that God is beginning to do a new and wonderful thing.v  

John, the prophet, would close one age, as he announced the opening of another.  He 

was not the one who would usher in the new age, but he would be the guide into it.  

He would be a prophet of the Most High, preparing a way for the Lord, and giving his 

people the knowledge of salvation.   

He was the messenger described in Malachi 3:1: See, I am sending my messenger to prepare 

the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple.  That’s why icons 

of John the Baptist often show him with wings.  Like an angel, he brought a message 

of God to the people.  Or said another way, he provided a first impression of what was 

to come.     

I’m probably showing my age, but I remember the days before Netflix and other 

on-demand venues; before the days of binge-watching multiple episodes of your 

favorite television shows.  If you remember those days, then you know that the three 

worst words that could be printed on a television screen were “to be continued.” 

It happened just at the moment that Bo and Luke Duke discovered the bridge over 

the riverbed had been washed out and they would have to jump it in a car.  It 

happened when a massive boulder was tumbling down a California hillside toward 

Ponch and Jon on their motorcycles.  It happened when someone snuck into the office 

and shot JR.  In those days, when an episode was to be continued, there was no way to 

immediately find out what happened next.  Time would have to elapse – sometimes a 

week, sometimes a whole summer.  Other things, like school and work, would have to 

be dealt with before you could pick back up where things had been left. 
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For first century Jews, it had felt like God’s plan had been “to be continued” for a 

long time.  Years had elapsed.  Centuries had elapsed.  But the coming of John the 

Baptist was like the ending of a cliffhanger.  What had been on hold - what felt 

unfulfilled - was now being played out.  The new covenant, foreseen by Jeremiah (Jer. 

31:34), would finally be fulfilled and inaugurated.  But to be clear, John would not 

usher in the new age.  No, what he did usher in was a new way of thinking about the 

Messiah and his coming kingdom.  Instead of expecting the Messiah to come, John 

would institute a spirit of anticipation. 

Now over the years, you and have I used the two words “anticipation” and 

“expectation” interchangeably.  And 90% of the time, that is okay.  But there is a 

difference between anticipation and expectation.  When something is expected, it is 

considered probable or certain; owed or necessary; considered bound in duty or 

obligation.  When we have an expectation of something, we put our own framework 

and assumptions on it. 

On the other hand, when something is anticipated, it is something one looks 

forward to; regards as likely; hopes for.  It is more positive in its outlook.  When you 

anticipate something, there is a feeling of excitement that something will happen. 

Let me give some examples: 

 

• I anticipate Chelsea coming home for Christmas is different from I expect 

Chelsea home for Christmas. 

• I anticipate a raise from my boss is different from I expect a raise from my boss. 

• Anticipating that the Cowboys will beat the Buccaneers today is different from 

expecting them to beat the Bucs. 
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And this difference also needed to be clarified for the people of God 2,000 years 

ago.  In the years leading up to Jesus’ birth, God’s people had been expecting a 

Messiah.  That was the way they thought about it – in terms of expectation.  That’s 

why there’s nothing wrong with singing the great Advent hymn, Come, Thou Long 

Expected Jesus.  We don’t need to change it to Come, Thou Long Anticipated Jesus.  It is 

factually correct as is.  God’s people had put their own expectations onto the coming 

of a Messiah.  As we noted three weeks ago, they expected the Messiah to be a military 

king, to restore their nation and its political power. 

But in Zechariah’s Benedictus and in the life of John the Baptist, we see a prophecy 

that points to anticipation and to changed attitudes.  Instead of expectation – which 

had an air of entitlement, or of relying on someone else to behave in a particular way – 

Zechariah’s pronouncement was one of hope…and of openness…and of new 

possibilities.  Whereas expectation is closed-handed (“This is going to play out my 

way”), anticipation is open-handed (“I’m receptive to all the possible ways this might 

play out.”) 

This season of Advent we’ve journeyed through is designed to be one of 

anticipation.  In a time of year when the world tells us to make our lists of our needs 

and wants – and checking them twice – what the Advent season does is call us away 

from coming to God with a list of expectations for how he might show up.  Instead of 

coming with closed hands and rigid expectations, this season calls us to anticipate with 

hope all the ways God might engage with us; to anticipate with hope all the things that 

God might do.  But this is only possible if we open our hands and our hearts to the 

possibility of something new dawning upon our lives. 

One of the things that Disney is known for is their customer service.  Go to Disney 

World or Disneyland and you will experience this firsthand.  As a company, they spend 
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countless hours training all of their cast members, from food service vendors to 

performers, on how to treat the customer. 

As a part of their customer service training, Disney teaches their cast members not 

to point.  When a guest asks for directions, they are to gesture in the proper direction 

with an open hand.  The reason for this is so that another guest doesn’t feel like they 

are being pointed at.  And, when a cast member directs with an open hand, it is a more 

accessible and relatable way of assisting the guest. 

I imagine that’s what John the Baptist did for those waiting for a Messiah.  With 

open-handed anticipation, he pointed to what would come.  Not with condemnation – 

“You’re the problem” – but with hope – “You are not forgotten…see, a savior is 

coming.”  

You and I live in a world of closed-handed expectations.  But as Advent draws to a 

close and Christmas arrives, imagine what it would be like if we opened our hands, our 

hearts, and our mouths – with the same enthusiasm with which we open gifts.  In a 

tenth of second, our hands are opened to give peace.  Our hearts opened to love.  Our 

mouths open to speak the joy we’ve been silent about for too long.  All three opened 

to point to the hope we have in Jesus Christ.  That’s what John the Baptist did.  He 

pointed us to a God who is accessible and relatable – a God who came to be with us, 

our Lord, Emmanuel.  And, because of the hope we have that God is breaking into the 

world, not just 2,000 years ago, but into our worlds, now it’s our turn to anticipate with 

open hands, hearts, and mouths…and to make a good first impression. 
 

 

i Culpepper, R. Alan, “Luke” in The New Interpreters Bible Commentary, Vol. IX.  Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995. 
ii Ibid. 
iii Craddock, Fred.  “Luke” in Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching.  Louisville: John Knox Press, 1990. 
iv Stoffregen, Brian P.  “Luke 1:57-80 – Nativity of St. John the Baptist.” http://www.crossmarks.com/brian/luke1x57.htm 
v Culpepper. 

                                                 


