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Today is the beginning of Advent.  Perhaps you didn’t grow up around that word.  It refers to the four weeks before Christmas.  It is good for spiritual preparation.  Given the apathies, the vagaries, and the hostilities of life we focus on our need for real help and real relationship with God.  


One of the hymns of the season that is much loved is “O Little Town of Bethlehem.”  In its gentle notes is the phrase, “Hear the Christmas angels.”  Angels are messengers of God and they frequent the pages of scripture but no place in all the Bible as those pages about the first Christmas birth.  In each case, as the angels come to Zechariah, Mary, Joseph, and the night-watch shepherds they prepare them for the Christ of Christmas.

Over the next four weeks Elmer and I are going to say to you, “Hear the Christmas angels.”  Hear in their appearances lessons about God, about faith, and about us.  Hear in their appearances in the pages of scripture the challenge, teaching, and comfort they bring.  Will you, we ask, hear the Christmas angels once again?

Let us pray.

In his book, Miracles, C.S. Lewis writes, “It is always shocking to meet life when we thought we were alone.  ‘Look out!’ we cry, ‘it’s alive!’  And therefore this is the very point at which so many draw back ….  There comes a moment when the children who have been playing at burglars hush suddenly:  was that a real footstep in the hall?  There comes a moment when people who have been dabbling in religion suddenly draw back.  Suppose we really found him?  We never meant for it to come to that!  Worse still, supposing he found us?”

In the text for today there is a real footstep in the hall.  A man named Zechariah gets one.  He goes to work not planning on one for one doesn’t plan on a footstep in the hall.  That’s not the way such surprises work.  It’s an ordinary day but not an ordinary day at the same time.  Maybe the way this season is normal and special at the same time.  For him he was doing the regular rituals that a priest performs but he’s doing it in the temple.  So it is regular and irregular at the same time.  He’s a country priest.  Some might say he’s a country bumpkin priest.  And he’s in the big city at the big temple.  There are lots of priests and serving in the temple is determined by a lottery.  Most never get to serve at the temple and so for Zechariah it is a once-in-a-lifetime deal.  It is a standard and special day at the same time.  

Even in its specialness, however, the priestly routine is the priestly routine.  Work is work.  Days are days.  And into this Zechariah’s routine, into this Zechariah’s work, into this Zechariah’s day came a loud footstep … courtesy of an angel.  

We read.

In the name then of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit these words:  Luke 1:5-25
5In 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. 6Both of them were upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord's commandments and regulations blamelessly. 7But they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren; and they were both well along in years. 

    8Once when Zechariah's division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, 9he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense. 10And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside. 

    11Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. 12When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear. 13But 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. 14He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, 15for 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.[a] 16Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God. 17And 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." 

    18Zechariah asked the angel, "How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years." 

    19The 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. 20And 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." 

    21Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah and wondering why he stayed so long in the temple. 22When 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. 

    23When his time of service was completed, he returned home. 24After 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."  The word became flesh and dwelt among us full of grace and truth and from his fullness have we all received grace upon grace.  


Have you ever had a day when you are going to get after it and you are getting after it and then a neighbor drops by?  Or you are heading to work and then one of your kids appears saying, “I’m sick”?  Or you were expecting to go to the movies but then your dad appears desperately needs your help with a home project?  Zechariah’s question is, “Have you ever been saying your prayers and then an angel appears?”  All the appearings are problems in a way but the biggest issue for Zechariah, and it would be for any human life,  is that in the appearing of the angel the holy became real.  Being religious, being moral, being theological … it all disappeared in an instance for now God was real.  I wonder if the holy has really become real  for you? 
You just never know when an angel might appear, when God might show up, when the holy will become real.  You just never know.  “I was just going to work.  I was just saying my prayers.  I was just sitting in the youth section/choir.  I was just driving home with my wife.  I was just lying down in bed next to my husband … and a footstep fell,” suddenly the holy is real.  I wonder has the holy ever really become real to you?

Zechariah and Elizabeth had, we are told, waited in faithfulness doing what they were supposed to do.  He and Elizabeth had waited in hope praying for a child as Israel had waited in hope praying for a messiah.  While Israel was less than faithful, for all Zechariah and Elizabeth’s faithfulness they got zip (with respect to a child).  For all the praying they simply got old.  If you want a child, being barren is no good.  And being barren and too old for bearing children on top of that is worse.  Yet, look at this, when waiting in hope had changed to waiting with no hope – that’s when the holy became real.  When the fat lady had finished her song, when the lights had been turned out and the key was locking the door, when all had gone home, when hope had packed her bags and left, when Herod was King of Judea, when old age had been added to barrenness, that’s when the holy became real.  Why if it can happen then, it can happen anytime.  Couldn’t it?  You just never know when the holy will become real.  
I know of a man who was struggling with cancer and he was out camping.  Overcome with depression one morning facing a mountain he fell on his knees and cried, “Next year this mountain will be here and I will be gone, gone, gone.”  A year later he was still there but because of a volcano explosion the mountain was gone.  And years later he is still here.  You just never know … when God will come and what he will do.  What the past many weeks have been doesn’t necessarily say what the next days will be.  With God you just never know.  

I can imagine someone saying, “Preacher, you are waxing eloquent but it is just eloquence.  I’ve been around the block a few times and you guys get us all riled up about God but church is church and life is life.  That’s it.”  That thought is in this passage, too.  An angel appears to Zechariah.  Then an angel appears to Mary.  Zechariah says something to the angel.  Mary says something to the angel.  Zechariah is reprimanded.  Mary is blessed.  Zechariah has a song.  Mary has a song.  Zechariah gets a baby.  Mary gets a baby.  They are mirror stories.  There’s a lot alike between the two.  But there’s one thing different and that’s what Zechariah said to the angel versus what Mary said to the angel.  What one said led to reprimand and what the other said led to blessing.  Zechariah said, “How can I know what you speak is truth? “  Mary said, “How can I know this truth you speak?”  Do you hear the difference?  Zechariah said, ” Give me some proof.”  Mary said, “Give me some help.”  Zechariah said, “I want a guarantee.”  Mary said, “I want some understanding.”  One asked with a weary and closed faith and the other asked with a wondering and open faith.  So I say to you, and the voices in me myself, that express cynicism or disbelief or the tired smugness of closed faith, “Watch out.” 
Zechariah did what Israel later would do with Jesus.  Israel stood before 5000 men who had been fed by a couple of loaves and fish and asked for a sign that Jesus was the Messiah.  Zechariah stood before an angel of God for crying out loud, whose appearance had struck him with fear and awe, and then asked this phenomenal being for some proof … as if the phenomenalness of the appearing and the phenomenalness of  creature weren’t enough.  (And, by the way, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, for this child, John the Baptist, would one day send emissaries asking if Jesus was the Messiah and Jesus would say, “Just look around – the blind see, the sick are healed, the lame walk.”  Zechariah, open your eyes and look around – he’s an angel for goodness sake!)  Watch out.  Your stubbornness may blind you to obvious messages from God. 
Zechariah had become, perhaps, one who fit the words of Leonard Ravenhill, a preacher of many years ago, when he once said:, “No longer do people go to the house of God to meet God: people go to the house of God just to hear a sermon about God.”  Watch out.  All this (hand circling around indicating our gathering) – is it about God or to meet with God? 
You never know when a footstep will fall, when an angel will appear, when the holy will become real, when ordinary will become extraordinary, when this time for you will be God’s time for you, when chronos will become kairos, when going to prayer will become a change of life, when a lost longing will become a strange surprise, when a sermon about an angel will become a message from God, when a regular old Advent of 2006 will become the rising up of God in your life, when the Christ born then will become the Christ born now (even right now).  

And while the angel said words about who John the Baptist would, his message for Zechariah and for us, is that God is real and you just never know when he’ll show up, how he’ll answer prayer, what he’ll do in his sovereign time and power.  
Do you hear the Christmas angels?  They’re saying, “You just never know.  Don’t stop really believing.” The word of the Lord.  

I’d like to invite you now to the Lord’s Table.  We’ll have you come forward to four stations. Come this way and this way.  Come this way and this way.   Tear off the bread first, dip into the cup next, and take it in third.  And as you come, this Advent, remember, you just never know when a meal will change you, when a piece of bread will become Christ touching the spot you need filled, when a cup of juice will become Christ quenching your deepest needs.  You just never know.  Let God do what God will do this night.  We pray.  
If you would like to talk with someone about this message or your spiritual life, or to have someone pray with you, the pastors and elders of the church would welcome your call.
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