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1. In 1868 Phillips Brooks, rector of Holy Trinity Episcopalian Church in Philadelphia, told the 

church organist, Lewis Redner, that he’d been inspired to write a little carol for their 
Christmas Sunday School service - and could he have the music ready for him. I’ve thought 
about doing that to Dan     - and decided, “Naaah. I don’t want to die before Sunday! Redner 
said that on Saturday night, his brain was all confused about the music. In the middle of the 
night, he woke up  with what he describes as an angel strain whispering in my ear. So he 
grabbed a piece  of paper and wrote out the tune—and then filled in the harmony in the 
morning before the service. He and Phillips never dreamed that it would last beyond 
Christmas of 1868. 
 
a.  I think the story goes way deeper.  Phillips had led his church through some  

horrible times—slavery, the civil war and the assassination of Abraham Lincoln  
- the bloodiest and most hateful time in US history. Later that same year, 1865, 
Brooks visited Jerusalem. As he looked out over Bethlehem, just seven miles away, 
he wrote the haunting words to this song.  
  
I’m guessing that the mess, the blood, the killing and the hatred of what He’d just 
seen in the US was the backdrop for these words: 
 
O Little Town of Bethlehem 
How still we see thee lie 
Above thy deep and dreamless sleep 
The silent stars go by 
Yet in thy dark streets shineth 
The Everlasting Light 
The hopes and fears of all the years 
Are met in thee tonight. 
 

b. Have you ever had a moment where all the chaos and heartache and mess you find 
yourself in suddenly fades into the background of a much, much bigger picture and 
you find peace?  Your fear and sadness melts away—and hope begins to leak in 
around the edges of life?  Things don’t immediately change—but you hear the 
whisper in your ear, Everything is going to be just fine!   

 
c. There is a lot of craziness and mess and difficulty in the world of late 2019.  We’re 

reminded every single day about pollution, germs, global warming, how precarious 
the economy is and how awful the world is.  Just so you know, most of this is about 
creating fear and selling news.   

 
 -My hope, my prayer, my desire—is that the Child of Bethlehem—now Lord of  

all—will put His hand on your shoulder and tell you the truth:  I AM STILL IN 
CONTROL…everything is going to be just FINE! 
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2. How many of you have ever wanted something so badly—that nothing else really 
mattered?  Now, when you’re a kid—this usually means a cellphone or the latest evolution 
of a gaming system.  When you’re a teen—it usually means the attention of someone that 
you luuuuv…even if they’re Mr. or Miss TOTALLY Wrong!  You think, “If I could just have 
IT or HIM or HER—I’d never ask for anything else!”   

 
 -Over time, what you want most changes. For Lori and me, that was having a baby. When 

we tried, we thought it would maybe take a month or two—maybe three. Months turned to 
years.  And that longing was so close to the surface, nothing else mattered!   

 
a. As it turned out, it seemed like our whole world was a daily reminder of what we 

couldn’t have. I mean, we lived in what referred to as fertile crescent.  Everyone 
was having babies—even people who weren’t trying!  Every birth, every child 
dedication, every Mother’s Day and Father’s Day shoved this in our faces.   

 
 -And Christmas!  Oh my word! The Christmas ads and Christmas music ripped our 

hearts out!  From the perspective of where we are now, we can see exactly what 
God was up to—and be glad for it. But not then. We hoped things would change    
—but after 5 years, we were afraid they never would.   

 
b. There are a lot of things in life that we find are way beyond any power or strength we 

have.  And the passing of times punches a hole in our hope tank—and our faith 
drains out—and our requests get weaker and weaker.  As the dream lies dying on the 
floor, it’s hard not to be disappointed with God—and wonder if He even sees or cars.  
And danger is bitterness—and then doubt and skepticism.  We think, “It’s too late 
—things will never change.  

 

c. That’s precisely how the Christmas story opens. Zechariah, an elderly priest, is on 
duty at the temple in Jerusalem, burning incense. This act was a symbol of the 
people praying outside that God would hear and set them free from oppression 
- and the heartache an fear it brought to the entire nation. We hope things will 
change—but we’re afraid it’s too late—that we’ve gone too far.   
 

-The incense represented the collect prayers to God—wondering if he saw and 
cared.  Cared about disease, childlessness, broken marriages, and poverty.  People 
thought, “Does God actually know what’s going on here? “Does our God know 
about or care about our pain?”  The hopes and fears of ALL the years…!   
 

3. This is the record of the first sign of hope!  Zechariah, a really good man sees an angel:  
 
 When Herod was king of Judea, there was a Jewish priest named Zechariah. He was 

 a member of the priestly order of Abijah, and his wife, Elizabeth, was also from the 
priestly line of Aaron.  Zechariah and Elizabeth were righteous in God’s eyes, careful 
to obey all of the Lord’s commandments and regulations. They had no children 
because Elizabeth was unable to conceive, and they were both very old.  
(Luke 1:4-7 NLT) 

 -Just a little background here; Herod, King of Judah is already well-known in Roman 
Empire—specifically the Middle East—for the amazing things he built like Masada and the 
port at Caesarea. The Jerusalem temple was his crowning achievement—and experts in 
architecture still aren’t certain how he did it.  For example, one foundation stones that’s in 
the western wall is 44ft long, 10 ft. high and 11 ft thick—570 tons! But Herod’s paranoia had 
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turned him into a crazy power-hungry murderer.  The irony is that he didn’t have any 
trouble having children—and yet Zechariah and Elizabeth, who loved and served God 
couldn’t.  So, let’s read about Zechariah’s encounter: 
 
But the angel said, “Don’t be afraid, Zechariah! God has heard your prayer. Your wife, 
Elizabeth, will give you a son, and you are to name him John. You will have great joy 
and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, for he will be great in the eyes of the 
Lord. He must never touch wine or other alcoholic drinks. He will be filled with the 
Holy Spirit, even before his birth.  
And he will turn many Israelites to the Lord their God. He will be a man with the spirit 
and power of Elijah. He will prepare the people for the coming of the Lord. He will turn 
the hearts of the fathers to their children, and he will cause those who are rebellious 
to accept the wisdom of the godly.”  
(Luke 1:13-17 NLT) 
 
-Now, just to set you up on this; what the angel Gabriel is saying about this baby that will  
be born is pretty much a direct quote from the last words of the last prophet in the Old 
Testament—Malachi—written 400 years before this encounter. Here’s the thing; Zechariah 
would’ve had these words memorized! So as Zechariah is serving in the inner sanctuary, 
doing something that only happened once in a lifetime for priests, He has an angel quoting 
words He knew that the Messiah was coming—and his son would prepare the way.  Not 
only that, in the process, he and Elizabeth’s desperate lifelong prayer would be answered!  
This was amazing!  Yet listen to his response:  
 
Zechariah said to the angel, “How can I be sure this will happen? I’m an old man now, 
and my wife is also well along in years.” (Luke 1:18 NLT) 
 
-In other words, “It’s too late.  And if you think I look old and wizzled up—you oughta see 
my wife!”  
  
a. So—what’s going on?  When disappointment stalks you like that, over time your 

hopes get smaller and smaller—and sometimes collapse into unbelief.  And the 
rationale seems to make sense; “Why would I hope for something that I obviously 
will never have.”  See, I think this is where Zechariah was.  How else do explain an 
encounter with an angel who tells you that what your people are praying for at that 
moment—the coming of the Messiah—and what you’ve prayed for, agonized over, 
cried for, bargained with God for—are all now going to happen?   

  
b. Now, to be fair, we all have our limitations, don’t we? The people then weren’t 

simple, gullible people.  If an angel appeared to me and told me that I was going to 
play professional football and win the Heinzman Trophy next year, I’d think,  
“I’m hallucinating!  I must’ve had some bad pizza!”     

  
-But even then, the facts of his own faith history should’ve told him that when God  
is about to intervene in history—He shakes things up!  Prophecies get fulfilled, old 
people—like Abraham and Sarah who—have kids!  
 
-But—truth is—if we’re not careful, our hopes, over time, get swallowed by our fears.  
And Zechariah’s fear was, Ahhh, I think it’s just too late.  
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I’ve hoped and hoped and hoped and hoped—I’ve waited and waited and waited 
and waited—I’m old and tired and I just can’t stand the thought of being hurt—and 
seeing my wife get hurt again!” 
 

4. Now, let me take a few minutes to bring really draw us into the emotion of where Zechariah 
and Elizabeth found themselves.  I know for a fact that the desire for children—for a 
heritage reaches into the deep places of who we are.  Honestly, in all species of life, 
 the urge to reproduce takes both males and females to a very vulnerable place!  

 
 -And it’s way deeper with humans.  Even if we don’t believe in God or a Designer, we 

understand that there is something profoundly sacred about creating another human soul.  
The longing for—and inability to have children is seen all through the sacred story the 
Bible tells.   
 
-God promises a child to Abram and Sarai—tells them, “Not only will you have a child—
nations will ultimately be produces by you!”  Then nothing happens for 25 years.  You 
feel their agony—and the chaos that erupts when they try to solve things their way.   
 
-The Isaac, their son, and his wife Rebeccah wait 20 years before she finally has twins.  
Then there’s Jacob’s predicament—with Rachel, the wife he originally bargained for waiting 
20 years to have Joseph.  Then there’s Samson’s Mom—and Samuel’s Mom—this stuff is 
all through the Bible!   
 
a. Here’s what I know from personal experience—and from the culture of that day.  

This specific longing for children—unanswered—is agonizing!  I know for a fact  
that some of you are going through it right now—and even me talking about it 
creates more pain and more longing in your heart. In the culture of Jesus’ day, 
childlessness—infertility had an even worse stigma. In that culture, having children 
was the point of marriage.  Elizabeth’s comment when she got pregnant in her 60s 
—I’m guessing—said:  

 
 “How kind the Lord is!” she exclaimed. “He has taken away my disgrace of 

having no children.” (Luke 1:25 NLT) 
 

-As you know, people can be incredibly cruel, and in that culture other women  
made fun of a woman who couldn’t conceive!   Ah ha!  I knew that she was 
somehow displeasing to God!”  That kind of heartlessness made women like 
Elizabeth want to die!   

 

b. Knowing that helps me understand why Zechariah’s hope that things would 
somehow change was buried under so much scar tissue.  
Judging purely from the surface—and knowing girls were generally married by the 
age of 13 back then—I’m guessing that this couple has been on this monthly roller 
coaster for 30-35 years—that settled into a silent, sad acceptance that they would die 
childless. 

 

c. The final painful fact about childlessness was that having children was your 
succession plan, your retirement plan, your health care plan and your pension plan.  
The family name would die—and all the people your age were busy with their 
families.  
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There was no such thing as empty nesters playing golf and going on cruises. No 
one had a bumper sticker that said, I’m busy spending my children’s inheritance! 
I mean, if you were in your 60’s back then, as hard as life was, you really didn’t 
want to be chasing toddlers around the house when you were in your 60s or 
70s!  I’m guessing that’s still true! 

 

5. Now, can anyone understand why Zechariah would be so deep in a Hoping for 
Change…Afraid It’s Too Late mode that even a visit from an angel couldn’t shake him 
loose?  I can. HOPE—disappointment, HOPE—disappointment cuts very deep.   Now, just 
think about what Gabriel is saying about John, Zechariah’s son: 

 
 You will have great joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, for he will be 

great in the eyes of the Lord… He will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even before his 
birth. And he will turn many Israelites to the Lord their God. He will be a man with the 
spirit and power of Elijah. He will prepare the people for the coming of the Lord. He 
will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and he will cause those who are 
rebellious to accept the wisdom of the godly.” (Luke 1:14-17 NLT) 

 
 -Can you imagine an angel showing up and describing the life of your unborn child in terms 

like that?  That he will bring joy to everyone, that he will be great, that he will love God from 
birth—be great in God’s eyes, impact the nation—and preceded the Messiah everyone’s 
been waiting for?  With all that—Zechariah gives this grumpy, bitter response:  
 
 “Do you expect me to believe this?  I’m an old man and my wife is an old woman.” 
(Luke 1:18 MSG) 
 

He’s like Eeyore, "No birthday cake, no candles"…  Why?  
Solomon tells us in the book of Proverbs: 
 
Hope deferred makes the heart sick, but a dream fulfilled is a tree of life.   
(Proverbs 13:12 NLT) 
 
-But then, you already know that, don’t you? How many of you have been disappointed 
over a long period of time.   
 
You hoped for a child, a man, a wife, better health, a financial miracle--and just when you 
think it’s happening, it gets yanked away. And your heart—the place where you decide, 
dream and hope and—gets sick.  So you adjust your hope level—to it’s lowest setting—
disillusioned.   
  
-That is, your heart gets bitter.  Angry.  Frustrated.  Hurt.  Sad.  And the passing of time, the 
sense that it’s too late for things to change, the sense that things are hopeless--too far 
gone—you’ve lost too much money, you’ve wasted too much time on booze, you’ve failed 
one too many times in life, you’ve broken too many promises…  
 
See, when you’re young, you live as if the number of re-dos and new opportunities are 
limitless.  Hey, what the heck—there’s always next week, next month, next year…!  
But you eventually come to a point in your life—sometimes it’s in your 30s—or your 40s 
—or your 50s and 60s where you begin to panic. You realize that all humans—and all 
opportunities a shelf life, a best before date on them.  And you realized, sometimes for  
the very first time, that hoping things will change needs to go deeper.  
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-And I think that’s why the angel seems insulted. You could visualize Gabriel, hands on his 
hips, saying, “Really?  Really, Zechariah?”    
 
Then the angel said, “I am Gabriel! I stand in the very presence of God. It was he  
who sent me to bring you this good news! But now, since you didn’t believe what  
I said, you will be silent and unable to speak until the child is born. For my words  
will certainly be fulfilled at the proper time.” (Luke 1:19-20 NLT) 
 
a. And you understand why he says that, don’t you?  It’s not like God plays dirty tricks 

on us. Loving and following Him is not some shell game where we have to guess 
what he’s up to, or we don’t get our answer.  I stand in the very presence of God!  
He doesn’t recreationally send angels to just mess with people! He has a plan, it’s 
been going on for thousands of years!  He has chosen you to do something that will 
carve your name on sacred history forever!  WILL you choose to cooperate…be a 
part of it? 
 

b. Zechariah has no answer--because He can’t talk!   If Zechariah was in our world, 
people would’ve rushed him to the ER, thinking this old guy had had a stroke.  The 
irony of this is not lost.  After 400 years, God has broken his silence and intersected 
history—splitting it forever.  Zechariah has amazing news—and he can’t tell anyone! 

  
 -It’s like the old Baptist pastor who loved golf. He woke up one Sunday—and it was  

a gorgeous day. So he calls in sick for the Sunday morning service. God is not 
amused—and the angels know it.  But instead of facing a thunderstorm, this pastor 
tees off and, BAM! Hits a hole in one!  Same with the 2nd hole and the 3rd hole!  One 
of the angels says to God, “Why did you allow that?  I thought you’d punish him!”  
God says, “Think about it—who’s he going to tell!?”   

 
c. But the pain and sadness of this story comes to a dramatic close.  Elizabeth gets 

pregnant and is able to piece the story together.  When Mary shows up in Liz’s final 
trimester of pregnancy—she is able to rejoice with Mary—and comfort her that her 
encounter with Gabriel, the same angel, wasn’t a fluke. God is up to something 
brilliant—and they’re both a part of it!  

 

 -In some respects, this carries some irony as well.  Elizabeth miraculously has the 
shame of her barrenness taken away—and Mary is about to be exposed to the 
humiliation and danger in that culture of being a 14 year old unwed mother.   
In Elizabeth’s case, everyone was glad for her.  

  
-In Mary’s, not so much.  I’m guessing (from what I know) that she didn’t even have 
the support of her Mom and Dad—and Joseph was a hairs breadth away from 
cancelling their marriage and ditching her. 
 

d. If you think you have it bad with relatives, apparently all of your relatives in that 
culture got involved in naming the baby.  I could’ve been named Clyde or Fred or 
Clifton!  But Zechariah had told Elizabeth about the angel’s message—that the baby 
was to be named John.  And when, as an act of faith, he confirmed it in writing, all of 
a sudden—his speech was back, and he cut loose in a barrage of praise to God.   

 And they lived happily ever after…right? 
 



 7 

6. So, here’s what I want to think about in closing; how did Jesus showing up in 
Bethlehem 2000 years ago meet these hopes and fears? Let me state it another way; 
how does Jesus’ coming address the hope I have that things will change and my fear 
that it’s too late? 

 

 -Here’s what I know; 1) God is always working to bring about change in our world through 
our lives and, 2) As long as you and I are breathing, it’s never too late.  See, we get hung up 
on the age thing here—and I’m a little nervous about it, too, these days—just to be honest.  

  
-Historically speaking, Noah was 500 years old when he started work on his ark—and it took 
him 100 years!  Abraham was called out of his country at the age of 75, led his servants into 
battle in his 80s and didn’t start his family until he was 100! Moses flunked out of Pharaoh’s 
leadership program at 40.  He found a second career in his retirement years as assistant 
shepherd of his father-in-law’s sheep.  And just when he was about to move to Florida and 
play golf, God tapped him on the shoulder for career #3!  He spent the next 40 years 
shaping slaves into a nation that still stands.  
  
a. I suppose the bigger piece of this, though, is about the waiting!  Does anyone here 

like waiting?  Like in the waiting room, like at the Starbuck’s driver-thru—or on the 
DVP parking lot?  Or waiting for your Netflix to reload—you know, with the % and 
spinning circle?  

 
And yet waiting is a huge part of the story of Jesus’ coming.  Remember the song,   
O Come O Come Emmanuel?  It’s about a people—waiting and waiting for the 
coming of the Messiah—to rescue them.  Paul writes this to the Galatian church: 

   
But when the right time came, God sent his Son, born of a woman, subject to 
the law.  (Galatians 4:4 NLT) 

 
-Now, here’s the question; What IS the right time?  When Lori and I were in this 
horrible struggle with infertility—the right time would’ve been less than a year; two 
years at the most! But five?  And yet from this side, there is not a shadow of a doubt 
that the timing was perfect!  Spot on! Anything less would’ve caused us to miss the 
chance of a lifetime—our daughter Kelly. But here’s the thing--the road to the right 
time, the fullness of time is full of bumps and curves and disappointments.           
The fullness of time, the right time—is almost always different than what we think              
it should be. And our reaction is almost always fear, panic, frustration—then 
hopelessness and bitterness.   

 
b. Here’s what I want you to think about for a minute this morning:  I know in a place like 

this, some of you like Christmas, but have serious doubts about Jesus.  That’s okay.  
But if there’s a God—is it likely that He sees the whole panorama of time and 
eternity—and how it all fits together?  That He knows what the perfect time, the right 
time is?   
 
-See, if John had been born to Zechariah and Elizabeth at their right time, it would’ve 
been years before Mary was even born.   John would’ve been too old to make the 
way for Jesus—and, hear this, fulfill God’s calling for all of time and eternity!    
 

c. Maybe the second way that Jesus represents the meeting of all hopes and fears—is 
what He revealed about the kindness, love, and understanding God has for our lives.  
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Paul writes this in his letter to some followers of Jesus in Rome.  This chapter has 
some of the most comprehensive, powerful teaching in the entire Bible.  Paul tells us 
that when we’re in too much pain and confusion to pray—the Holy Spirit actually 
prays for us!  Then this:    

  
 And we know that God causes everything to work together for the good of 

those who love God and are called according to his purpose for them.  
(Romans 8:28 NLT)  
 

 -What’s clear as you read on is that God has a plan—a blueprint for all of life—and 
your life—and He is working the blueprint!  This is where Jesus’ words cut through 
the fog; He tells us that we have a Father in heaven who loves us, knows how many 
hairs we have, knows what tomorrow holds, and knows what we need before we 
even ask him.  And then these words! 

  
 What shall we say about such wonderful things as these? If God is for us,  

who can ever be against us? Since he did not spare even his own Son but  
gave him up for us all, won’t he also give us everything else?  
(Romans 8:31-32 NLT) 

 
7. I know two things this morning.  First, God didn’t just haul out one special plan for the 

coming of His Son—and everyone else gets leftovers.  See, that’s not Who He is!  He 
does all things well!  When you read Jesus’ lineage, it’s like the Spirit pulls out all the 
skeletons in the closet—like, the dirty genes!   

 

And in this pile of dirty laundry is Judah’s incest with his daughter in law—producing Perez, 
one of Jesus’ ancestors. Jesus is the lion of Judah! Oh, yes—and remember Rachel, the 
pagan prostitute who got pulled out of Jericho?  She married a Jewish guy—and became 
David’s great-great grandmother! Remember Ruth—a Moabite—the tribe God forbid from 
having any contact with the temple?  Well, her great-grandson, David, planned the 
temple—and her great-great grandson, Solomon built and dedicated it!   
And her descendent, Jesus, cleaned it out and taught in it!   
 
a. Oh, yeah—and speaking of Solomon—remember who his Mom was? Bathsheba    

—the woman David had an affair with blew up his family over!  And as you trace the 
lines down through history, some of the ancestor kings were brutal. Talk about sin?   

 Some of these kings actually offered their children as sacrifices to pagan gods!  
Does God hate sin and what it does to people? You bet!  But He is always on the 
lookout for a heart that is open and listening—even a little bit.  And even if, like 
Zechariah, you don’t believe it’s true—God is at work behind the scenes!  
 
-And it’s never too late to make things right, to ask for forgiveness, to ask God to use 
you—and help you!  God’s best known words are, Do NOT be afraid, for I am with 
you!  And that took on a whole new meaning when Jesus, God in flesh, showed up 
as a tiny, wailing, vulnerable baby—born in the fullness of time to a young woman 
—then laid in a manger in the little town of Bethlehem! 
 

b. Our problem is that when life seems dark and grim—we forget.  We lose hope!  In 
just 3 weeks, it will have been 13 years since my Dad died. Lori especially—and a 
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number of you--walked with me through that time.  Just 2 months after retiring, he 
fell when he was in the hospital, suffered a brain injury, and almost died. 

   
 -It was tough and humiliating for him. He forgot who my Mom was—and lost his 

ability to do wood-carving—something he loved.  And in the middle of it, my Mom 
found out that she had lung cancer and about a year to live. 

 
 -I remember going to see him at the hospital in Pittsburgh—and standing quietly at 

the entrance of his room without him knowing I was there. The room was dark—and 
he was in a wheelchair, looking out of the window. I stood there for a minute—just 
watching him—and thinking about his life—and his impact on me. 

  
-As we sat on his hospital bed and talked that day, he said, “Ken, I feel like I’ve 
wasted my life—that I’ve never had the impact or made the difference I hoped I’d 
have.”  That day, I told him through my tears and sobs how deeply his life had 
touched mine and how his loving ways had spilled all over the trail behind him.   
 
-I said, “Dad—there’s not a thing that Lori and I have done that hasn’t been touched 
by how you’ve lived out your promises to God!”   
 
I told him that his devotion the many, many people he loved and served—and the 
churches his children and their families have served.  That his legacy carries on 
through his grandchildren.  How do you even CALCULATE that?  
  

c. And that’s what I want to say to you!  In the wait, in the pain, in the prayers that 
seem unanswered don’t forget WHO you serve, WHO He is, and HOW LITTLE HE 
NEEDS to do amazing things.  If he can create a human race and populate eternity 
by breathing into a handful of dirt—I’d say He can do through you—and for you—
way more than you could ever ask or think.   

 
-And He would say, “Don’t be afraid!  It’s never too late!  Don’t let your fear sabotage 
your hope.  I’m with you—and I’m all you’ll ever need!”  
 

   


