Sabbath Sermon of April 14, 2012

By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

Jesus’ Background and Early Life

Luke Chapter 1: 41-80 

. . Continued from part 1
41-46. Elisabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit. So were Mary, Zacharias, and John the Baptist, of whom it had been said the Holy Spirit would fill him while he was still in his mother’s womb. All believers should covert to be filled with the Holy Spirit. Mary had rushed off to visit her cousin, and must have been wondering if the events of the last few days were real, Elisabeth’s greeting would have strengthened her faith. Mary’s pregnancy may have seemed impossible, but her wise old cousin believed and rejoiced in it. Apparently the Holy Spirit told Elisabeth that Mary’s child was the Messiah, for Elisabeth called her young cousin “the mother of my Lord” as she greeted her. 
Although Elisabeth herself was pregnant with a long-awaited son, Elisabeth could have envied Mary, whose son would be even greater than her own. Instead she was filled with joy that the mother of her Lord would visit her. If you have ever envied or came close to envying people whom God has singled out for special blessing? Please know that a cure for jealousy is to rejoice with those God has blessed, realizing that God uses his people in ways best suited to his purpose. Mary’s song that often called in Latin, the Magnificat, and has often been used as the basis for choral music and hymns. Like Hannah, the mother of Samuel (1 Samuel 2:1-10). Mary glorified god in song for what he was going to do for the world through her. Observe that in both songs God is pictured as a champion of the poor, the oppressed, and the despised.

47-56. “Rejoice in God my savior,” says Mary. This statement reflects the view of those who hold that Mary was born without original sin. If she had been, she would not have needed a Savior. Here Mary speaks about Jesus Christ as God her Savior. Here again, we see how that the so called doctrine of the Immaculate Conception, which has received the stamp of Papal Infallibility, and has been unblushingly avowed in the face of so many Catholics, is refuted in the Scripture.(1)  If you are still in doubt with the question of how a sinful woman could bear a sinless son, or how God could have made man out of the dust of the earth, well God ordained both, and they were all miraculous generation by the Holy Spirit (Gen. 1:26-27;  2:7).
When Mary said, “From henceforth all generation shall call me blessed,” was she being proud? No, we believe she was exercising her faith by recognizing and accepting the gift God had given her. It would have been pride on her part if she had refused to accept God’s blessing or had taken credit for what God has done; humility is accepting gifts from God and using them to praise and serve him. Believers ought not to deny their gifts. They are to thank God for them and use them to his glory.

God kept his promise to Abraham to be merciful to his people forever (Gen. 22:16-18). Jesus birth fulfilled the promise, and Mary being filled with the Holy Spirit understood this. She was not surprise when her special son eventually announced that he was the Messiah. She had known his mission from before his birth. Some of God’s promises to Israel are found in 2 Samuel 22:50, 51; Ps. 89:2-4; 103:17, 18; Mich. 7:18-20). In those days travel was not easy and there were no speedy transportation, so long travels and visits were customary. Mary must have been a great help to Elisabeth, who was experiencing the discomforts of a first pregnancy in old age.
Jesus said, “Of all men born, none shines more brightly than John the Baptist” (Matt. 11:11), yet little is know about his life. Aside from Scripture, only Josephus, the Jewish historian, says anything about him. Scriptures tells us he was the son of Elisabeth and Zacharias. He was six months older than Jesus. He was the forerunner who announced the coming of the Messiah, and his ministry was prophetic. He preached about the coming kingdom, stressing repentance and confession of sin. He baptized Jesus. Herod imprisoned him because he preached against Herod’s marriage to his brother Phillip’s wife, Herodias.  Herodias and her daughter instead of repenting of their sins connived and had Herod behead John so that Herodias and Herod may continue in their incestuous relationships.

59-66. Circumcision was performed on the eighth day after the birth of the male. God commanded it when he was beginning to form his holy nation (Gen. 17:4-14) and reaffirmed it through Moses (Lev. 12:1-3).  At that time the child was named. He was named John, which means “God is gracious.” Circumcision was the sign of the old covenant, just as baptism in the Holy Spirit is the sign of the new covenant. It was a time of joy when friends and family members celebrate the baby’s becoming part of God’s covenant nation. But today God is seeking those whose hearts have been circumcised through the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, and not necessarily those whose flesh have been circumcised (Col. 2:11; Acts 10:45).
Family lines and family names were important to the Hebrews. The people naturally assumed the child would receive Zacharias’s name or at lease a family name. But they were surprised that both parents of the baby wanted to name him John. This was the name the angel had given them (1:13). At the time Zacharias was still deaf and speechless and had not heard what his wife had said. So his relatives talked to him by signs. 

67-79. And just as the angel said, that Zacharias will be speechless until the child is born, so at the naming of his son was his tongue loosened, and he praised God with his first words after months of silence in a song that is often called the Benedictus after the first words in the Latin translation of this passage. Zacharias prophesied the coming of a savior who would redeem his people, and he predicted that his son, John, would prepare the Messiah’s way. All the Old Testament prophecies were coming true, and no wonder Zacharias praised God! The Messiah would come in his lifetime and his son had been chosen to pave the way. 

The world was expecting the arrival of a great King at the time (Matt. 2:1-8), and the Jews were eagerly awaiting the Messiah, but they thought he would come to save them from the powerful Roman Empire. They were ready for a military Savior, but not for a peaceful Messiah who would conquer sin in their lives and that of the whole world. 

“The oath which he sware to our father Abraham.” This was God’s promise to Abraham: “and I will bless them that bless thee, and curse him that curseth thee; and in thee shall all families of the earth be blessed (Gen. 12:3), it would be fulfilled through Jesus Christ the Messiah, Abraham’s descendant. Being filled with the Holy Spirit, Zacharias while prophesying recalled hundreds of years of God’s sovereign work in history, beginning with Abraham and ending with eternity. Then, in tender contrast, he personalized the story saying, “And thou child shalt be called the prophet of the Highest, for thou shall go before the face of the Lord to prepare his ways.” Here Zacharias realizes that his son had been chosen for a key role in the events culminating to the coming of the Messiah. Although God has unlimited power, he chooses to work in agreement with humans, especially, through those who are faithful to him.

As other prophets before him, John and even Jesus stayed in the deserts. Prophets used the isolation of the uninhibited wilderness to enhance their spiritual growth and to focus their message on God. By being in the wilderness, John remained separate from the economic and political powers so that he could aim his message against them. He also remained separate from the hypocritical religious leaders of his day. John’s message was different from theirs, and his life proved it.
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