Sabbath Sermon of April 14, 2012

By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

Jesus’ Background and Early Life
Luke Chapter 1: 1-40 
“To write unto thee in order, i.e., to pass the summary on to you” most excellent Theopillus.” The name means “one who loves God.” Luke tells Jesus story from the unique perspective of a Gentile, a physician, and the first historian of the early church. He was not an eyewitness of Jesus’ ministry, but he believes that eyewitness account be preserved accurately and that the foundations of Christian belief be transmitted intact to the next generation. Luke’s gospel is the source of many of Jesus’ parables. In addition, more than any other Gospel, it gives specific instances of Jesus’ concern for women.
There was a lot of interest in Jesus, and Luke appeared to have used the accounts of the many that had written firsthand accounts of experiences with Jesus. Luke used these accounts and all other available resources as material for an accurate and complete account of Jesus’ life, teachings, and ministry, because truth was important to him that he relied heavily on eyewitness accounts. Christianity is unique and original because it is the only one that doesn’t tell you to “Close your eyes and believe,” but rather, “Check it out for yourself.” The Christian Bible encourages you to investigate its claims thoroughly (John 1:46; 21:24; Acts 17:11, 12); because your conclusions about Jesus are a life-and-death matter.
5-16. Elizabeth came from a priestly family in the line of Aaron. The Levitical priesthood had its beginning with Aaron and included the descendants. Many descendants of Levi were not eligible for the priesthood. According to Mosaic Law only “sons of Aaron” could be priests (Ex. 36:1; Lev. 1:3; Num 3:10). Thus both Elizabeth and Zacharias were from the line of Aaron. They were both righteous before God. Like Abraham their father, they had been justified by their faith, and they were regenerated. They also walked in accordance with the law of God and were well pleasing to him. Like Abraham and Sarah, they had no children. This was in the will of God, who later gave them John the forerunner of Jesus Christ.

“His lot,” this speaks of when King David on God's instructions (1 Chr 28:11-13) had divided the sons of Aaron into 24 groups, known as the  24 Courses of the Temple Priesthood (1 Chr 24:1-4), to setup a schedule by which the Temple of the Lord could be staffed with priests all year round in an orderly manner. After the 24 groups of priests were established, lots were drawn to determine the sequence in which each group would serve in the Temple. (1 Chr 24: 7-19).
These were the orderings of them in their service to come into the house of the LORD, according to their manner, under Aaron their father, as the LORD God of Israel had commanded him (1 Chr 24:19). Now each one of the 24 "courses" of priests would begin and end their service in the Temple on the Sabbath, a tour of duty being for one week (2 Chr 23:8, 1 Chr 9:25). On three occasions during the year, all the men of Israel were required to travel to Jerusalem for festivals of the Lord, so on those occasions all the priests would be needed in the Temple to accommodate the crowds. Those three Feasts of the Lord were Unleavened Bread, Pentecost, and Tabernacles (Deut 16:16).

The Yearly Cycle of Service in the Temple was in this order according to the Hebrew calendar. The Hebrew calendar begins in the spring, during the month of Nisan, so the first "course" of priests, would be that of the family of Jehoiarib, who would serve for one week, Sabbath to Sabbath. The second week would then be the responsibility of the family of Jedaiah. The third week would be the feast of Unleavened Bread, and all priests would be present for service. Then the schedule would resume with the third course of priests, the family of Harim. By this plan, when the 24th course was completed, the general cycle of courses would repeat. This schedule would cover 51 weeks or 357 days, enough for the lunar Jewish calendar (about 354 days). So, in a period of a year, each group of priests would serve in the Temple twice on their scheduled course, in addition to the 3 major Feasts of the Lord, for a total of about five weeks of duty.

Beginning with the first month, Nisan, in the spring (March-April), the schedule of the priest's courses would result with Zacharias serving during the 10th week of the year. This is because he was a member of the course of Abia (Abijah), the 8th course, and both the Feast of Unleavened Bread (15-21 Nisan) and Pentecost (6 Sivan) would have occurred before his scheduled duty. This places Zacharias' administration in the Temple as beginning on the second Sabbath of the third month, Sivan (May-June).

Zacharias was the father of John the Baptist. According to the custom of the priest’s office, Zacharias lot was to burn incense when he went into the temple of the Lord. While in there, an angel, this was Gabriel who appeared to him with the good news saying ”thy prayer is heard.” No doubt he and Elizabeth had prayed for children for a long time. Their prayers were heard, even though the answer was delayed in accordance with the plan of God. Delay is not denial. Here God worked in an impossible situation; Zacharias’ wife was barren to bring about the fulfillment of all the prophecies concerning the Messiah. God answers prayer in his own way and in his time. If we want our prayers answered, we must be open to what God can do in impossible situations. And we must be patient and wait for him to work in his way, in his time.
John means “The Lord is gracious,” and Jesus means “Savior.” Both names were prescribed by God not chosen by human parents. Throughout the gospel God acts gracious and gives salvation to the people. He will not withhold it from anyone who sincerely comes to him.
17-22. Malachi had prophesied that Elijah will come before the great and dreadful day of the Lord. This prophecy has two fulfillments. The first occurred with the birth of Jesus, whose forerunner, John the Baptist is said to be the representation of Elijah (Matt. 11:41; Luke 1:17; 9:8, 19; John 1:21). He will turn the many hearts of the children of Israel to the Lord their God. He will be a type of Elijah, for he will work according to his spirit and power. He will soften adult hearts to become like little children’s and will change disobedient minds to the wisdom of faith.” My friends, are you open to God as you should be? Or do you need a change of heart?
On hearing the news that God has heard their prayer, instead of exercising faith and praising God, rather he subtly questioned the possibility of that happening; in the same manner most believers today would have responded. Some would say that his doubts of the angel’s word from his human perspective were understandable, but doesn’t having faith in God teach that with God all things are possible?  He inquired from the angel saying, “ whereby shall I know this, for I am an old man, and my wife is well stricken in years?”  There and then was Zacharias’ mouth shut before he says something else that would jeopardize the wonderful news of their child that was on the way. Therefore, he could not speak when he came unto the people.  Having completed his Temple service on the third Sabbath of Sivan, Zacharias returned home and soon conceived his son John. So John the Baptist was probably conceived shortly after the third Sabbath of the month of Sivan.
23-34. And it came to pass, that, as soon as the days of his ministration were accomplished, he departed to his own house.  And after those days his wife Elisabeth conceived, and hid herself for five months (Luke 1:23, 24). A close study of these passages should help us determine when John was born, and also when Jesus was born as well.

“And in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God unto a city of Galilee, named Nazareth, to a virgin espoused to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David; and the virgin's name was Mary” (Luke 1:26, 27). To be espoused, this arrangement was so binding that it could be broken only by divorce. Note that verse 26 above refers to the sixth month of Elisabeth's pregnancy, not Elul in Judaism, but the sixth month in the Hebrew calendar, and this is made plain by the context of verse 24 and again in verse 36: “And behold thy cousin Elizabeth, literally, “relative,” she hath also conceived a son in her old age; and this is the sixth month with her, who was called barren.”  With a perfect humble response Mary accepted her blessing saying: be unto me according to thy word.”  Mary stayed with Elizabeth for the last 3 months of her pregnancy, until the time that John was born
Although Zacharias and Elisabeth were past the age of childbearing, God gave them a child. It is easy to doubt or misunderstand what God wants to do in our lives. Even God’s people sometimes make mistakes of trusting their intellect or experience rather than God. If you are ever tempted to think that one of God’s promises is impossible, remember God’s work throughout history; and at no time has he failed anyone. As a believer in Jesus, you understand that he did not save you so he may fail you. Jesus says that he will not leave you comfortless, “I will come to you, if you will call to me.” God’s power is not confined by narrow perspective, nor bound by human limitations. 
Zacharias thought it incredible that he and his wife, at their old age, could conceive a child. But what God promises, he delivers. God delivers on time, and you can have complete confidence that God will keep his promises. It may not be the next day, but it will be “in their season;” for his own glory.  Zacharias and Elisabeth named their son as the angel had instructed. John means “The Lord is gracious,” and Jesus means “Savior.” Both names were prescribed by God not chosen by human parents. Throughout the gospel God acts gracious and gives salvation to the people. He will not withhold it from anyone who sincerely comes to him.
Mary was young, poor, female—a—characteristics that, to the people of her day, would make her seem unusable by God for any major task. But God chose Mary for one of the most important acts of obedience he has ever demanded of anyone. You may feel that your ability, experience, or education make you an unlikely candidate for God’s service. My friends do not limit God’s choices. He can use you if you trust him. But remember that God’s favor doe not automatically bring instant success or fame. His blessing on Mary, the honor of being the mother or the Messiah, would lead to much pain: Her peers would ridicule her; her fiancé would come close to leaving her; her son would be rejected and murdered. But through her son would come the world’s only hope and this is why Mary has been called by countless generations as “blessed among women,” for her submission led to our salvation. Therefore, if you are sorrowful and your hope seemed dimmed, learn from Mary’s experience and wait patiently for God to finish working out his plan for you.
The birth of Jesus to a virgin is a miracle that many people find hard to believe. These three facts can aid our faith: (1) Luke was a medical doctor, and he knew perfectly well how babies are made. It would have been just as hard for him to believe in a virgin birth as it is for us, and yet he reports it as fact. (2) Luke was a painstaking researcher who based his Gospel on eyewitness accounts. It was generally know that Luke talked with Mary about the events he recorded in the first two chapters. This is her story, not a fictional invention. (3) Christians and Jews, who worship God as the Creator of the universe, should believe he has the power to create a child in a virgin’s womb.
35-40. How important is the virgin birth of Jesus to us? The virgin birth of Jesus is important for three reasons (1) it relates to the authority of the Word of God, which clearly asserts it; (2) it undergirds the supernatural and miraculous-something that is offensive to natural mind; and (3) any denial of the doctrine is destructive of the whole fabric of the Christian faith, for it weakens or destroys the reality of the incarnation (God manifest in the flesh), without which the faith cannot possibly survive. Jesus was born with the sin that entered the world through Adam. He was born holy, just as Adam was created sinless. In contrast to Adam, who disobeyed God, Jesus obeyed God and is thus able to accept sin’s consequences in our place and make us acceptable to God (Rom. 5:14-19).
God does not violate the integrity of the human person. The Holy Spirit would not have come upon Mary without her consent. Mary had responded positively to the message of the angel Gabriel and was willing to be the handmaid of the Lord. Compared to the reaction of others in the past to God’s announcement of the birth of a special child throughout Scripture: Abraham laughed in his heart (Genesis 17:17), Sarah, Abraham’s wife laughed as well (Gen. 18:9-15). Zacharias doubted (Luke 1:18). By contrast, Mary submitted. She believed the angel’s words and agreed to bear the child, even under humanly impossible circumstances. God is able to do the impossible. Our response to God’s demands should not be laughter, fear, or doubt, but willing acceptance.
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