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Christmas Contrasts: The old man and the maiden * Luke 1 

December 3, 2017 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

It has been fascinating in recent years watching our culture try to figure out what to do with Christmas.   

 

On one hand, there’s a real effort to strip Christmas of its Christian roots – ‘Merry Christmas’ has given 

way to ‘Happy Holidays’; good news of great joy – Jesus’ birth – has been replaced by #WarmWishes and 

Fa-la-la lattes and the nativity scenes that once graced our homes have been replaced by moralistic little 

Elves on the shelves and inflatable Santas.  Everybody just wants to make this ‘a festive holiday season.’ 

 

And yet, in late November (or earlier – ugh), when they flip the Christmas music on, they are 

unintentionally injecting the Gospel deep into our collective consciousness.  Now, I admit that ‘I saw 

mommy kissin’ Santa Claus’ has no real Christian content, but man, ‘O come all ye faithful?’  ‘God rest ye 

merry gentlemen – Christ our Saviour was born on Christmas day’?  I remember walking through the 

grocery store one Christmas back in Hamilton when I all of a sudden I became aware of the music in the 

background and it was saying ‘peace on earth and mercy mild; God and sinners, reconciled.’  That is a 

beautiful Gospel truth, sung out loud in the middle of a very public place - I almost started to cry in the 

canned goods aisle.   

 

 And really it goes beyond music.  Christian researchers have looked into people’s openness towards 

matters of faith and found that the Christmas season is easily the number one time when people are 

willing to come to church (http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2014/december/speaking-story-

at-christmas.html).  These are American statistics but really interesting – so I’ll give you a couple -  

 

34% of people surveyed claiming no religious affiliation indicated that they would attend a Christian 

worship service if invited during the Christmas season. 

 

And 42% of people overall said they would come if asked.   

 

34 percent of people who registered "Other/None" for their religion indicated that they'd attend when 

invited to a Christian worship service during the Christmas season. 

… 12 percent of those who never go to church and 34 percent of those who rarely attend indicated they 

were more likely to attend a Christmas service if invited. 

And an astounding 42 percent of those who said they were not born again would come to a Christian 

worship service during the Christmas season if asked. 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2010/december/sharing-christ-at-christmas.html 

 

Clearly there is an openness to the message of the Gospel at Christmas; they just need the invitation.   

 

But the reality is, it can be kinda scary.  What if they say no?  What if they think I’m weird?  And do you 

even know my neighbour?  He’s as hard hearted and bitter as it gets.  He’s an impossible case.   

 

And besides, who am I to participate in God’s plan of salvation?   

 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2014/december/speaking-story-at-christmas.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2014/december/speaking-story-at-christmas.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2010/december/sharing-christ-at-christmas.html
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If you’ve ever felt like that, then you’re not alone.  Both Mary and Zechariah probably asked themselves 

those very questions as they stood before the angel, each responded in a very different way.   

 

We’re going to explore their stories this morning and then see how their experience can encourage us to 

take part in God’s good plan of salvation. 

 

So turn with me to Luke 1, and we’re going to start at verse 5.  Luke 1, verse 5. 

 

5 In 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. 

 6 Both of them were upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord's commandments and 

regulations blamelessly. 

 7 But they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren; and they were both well along in years. 

 

Now this is really neat because it allows us to pick up some of the ideas that we’ve seen in Deuteronomy 

in the last three weeks.  We meet this couple, both descendants of Aaron, and what are they doing?  

They are observing all the Lord’s commandments and regulations blamelessly.  They’re doing exactly 

what Deuteronomy 6 said to do – they are loving the Lord their God with all their heart and soul and 

strength.  They weren’t working to earn their salvation; they were simply walking in the way that God 

set before them that would lead them to blessing.   

 

But here’s the thing.  They’re ‘upright’, right?  Blameless.  And so, you’d think that they should be 

blessed.  Obedience deserves blessing, infidelity deserves cursing – that’s Deuteronomy 27-28.   

 

And yet Zechariah and Elizabeth are obediently following the Law and yet they have no children.  The 

average observer would probably assume that this was a curse, if not for the fact that they seemed to 

be outwardly blameless.   

 

This gives us a neat chance to nuance Deuteronomy a little and probably address something that you 

may have been feeling when we studied Deuteronomy.  According to the letter of the Law, according to 

the commands – blessing follows obedience ad cursing comes from disobedience – but even in the OT, 

God was not bound by those legalistic rules.  And good thing too.  Because over and over, God in His 

mercy decides not to curse disobedient people.  And sometimes, bad things DO happen to good people.  

Zechariah and Elizabeth are the sort of people that you would assume should be rolling in the blessings, 

and yet, in God’s providence, they’re not – and I think Darrell Bock is helpful on this point –  

 

God is gracious in seemingly mysterious ways. Sometimes we are deprived of something because God 

has better things awaiting us down the road. When we wait patiently on the Lord, he often gives us 

more than we imagined possible. Zechariah and Elizabeth wanted a child; what they got was a prophet. 

God’s ways are set to his clock, and they are often filled with things that cause us to wonder as we 

rejoice at his surprises. 

 

Bock, Darrell L.. Luke: The NIV Application Commentary from Biblical Text to Contemporary Life (p. 55). 

Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 
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So Zechariah and Elizabeth are plugging on.  Regardless of their circumstances, they are committed to 

walking God’s way.   

 

Now verse 8, we get into some stuff that’s very specific to Zechariah’s work as a priest.  See in Israel in 

this time, there were about 18 000 priests spread across 24 divisions (families) and Zechariah was from 

one of those divisions, the house of Abijah.  These priests typically lived outside of Jerusalem but came 

in, on rotation, to serve at the temple twice a year, a week at a time.  (They were the original 

commuters).   

 

So Zechariah is on one of his two *week long* rotations in the city and he gets chosen by lot to go into 

the temple of the Lord to offer incense.  Now this is really significant.  The Temple is by nature a holy 

place and the closer you get to the holy of holies, God’s throne room on earth as it were, the more 

sacred it got.     

 

Here’s an image of the Temple; as Gentiles, none of us could even enter the boundaries you see here – 

there was another courtyard around this and an inscription saying ‘if Gentiles come in here, they will be 

killed and it’s their own fault.’  And then you see there’s a spot where woman can go, and then a little 

closer, the men can go, and then a little closer the altar where the priests can go, and then, there’s the 

holy place – and a priest – might – once in their lifetime – be allowed to go through the veil and into the 

holy place.   

 

So Zechariah is chosen by lot to go into this sacred, Holy Place, that’s he’s never seen with his own eyes, 

and he’s only heard stories about because this is just one step removed from very presence of God.  It’s 

already an awe-filled place, not of this earth.   

 

Verse 10 – (to 13) And when the time came, everybody was outside praying and Zechariah crossed the 

threshold from the world he knew into the holy place, just one step removed from God.  And he began 

to clean out the ashes from the last offering.  There was an altar in there to burn incense and then a 

golden lampstand with candles that burned 24-7.  And so, having gotten ready the altar, Zechariah went 

over to tend to the candles.   

 

And then, all of a sudden, between the candles and the altar, there was an angel.   

 

When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and gripped with fear.  Terrified.  He’s in this sacred place 

where a very select few are allowed to go and then boom – there’s an angel.   

 

 10 And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying 

outside. 

 11 Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. 

 12 When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear. 

 

 13 But 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. 
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Now when the angel says ‘your prayer has been heard,’ it probably has two meanings.  First, Zechariah 

has probably been praying for a son and obviously, the angel says that’s been answered – he is going to 

have a son who is to be named John.  But you know, he’s a faithful priest, ‘upright in the sight of the 

Lord,’ so he’s probably been praying that God would come back and redeem His people, just as He 

promised He would.  He’s probably been praying for God to make things right and that prayer’s 

answered too.   

 

 14 He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, 

 15 … 

 16 he bring back to the Lord their God Many of the people of Israel will. 

 17 And 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." 

 

He’s quoting Malachi there because according to that prophet, Elijah would come back, before God 

came to make things right.   

 

In a sense, the angel says, Zechariah – God is inviting you to participate in His plan of salvation – he will 

give you a son and that son will lead the religious revival that comes before the coming of the Lord that 

you have been praying for your whole life.   

 

[Then] 18 Zechariah asked the angel, "How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well 

along in years." 

 

Imagine this man,  

A priest, no less,  

Not believing an angel!  

No life comes from 

Barrenness, he told himself. 

Imagine this man,  

Of a temple of holiness,  

Imprisoned in his scientific 

Rational mind,  

Dumbfounded by old 

Elizabeth’s gracefilled tummy,  

Facing sweet Mystery 

Of Life flowing from 

Impossibility – 

 

That’s how a poet put it - Fransisco Albano.  A scholar, David Garland puts it like this – Zechariah says ‘on 

what basis will I know this?  Prove it.  Give me a sign.  Do you not realize I’m old and she’s barren?!’ 
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 19 The angel answered, "I am Gabriel. DO YOU NOT REALIZE I stand in the presence of God, and I have 

been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news.” 

20 And 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." 

 

Underline that – ‘you did not believe my words.’   

 

God has come to this man and invited him to participate in His plan of salvation.  God says ‘come, take 

part in what I’m doing’ and in essence, Zechariah says ‘I don’t believe you can do it.’  He sees his age and 

Elizabeth’s barrenness as insurmountable hurdles and he hesitates, even though, he, a priest, should 

know that his very line is descended from Abraham whose wife Sarah was once barren.   

 

Nonetheless, God’s plan of salvation will not be thwarted by unbelief, and so the plan goes ahead, and 

Zechariah won’t be able to say a thing about it until God shows what He can do.   

 

So by now, everybody who was praying outside is looking at each other awkwardly thinking ‘Is he ok?  

Did he forget about us?  He’s been in there an awful long time!’  And then when he comes out, he can’t 

talk and they realize he’s seen a vision and that was that.  He finished out his week on duty and then 

went home to Elizabeth and Elizabeth got pregnant.   

 

Verse 24 - After this his wife Elizabeth became pregnant and for five months remained in seclusion. 

 

God invited Zechariah to participate in His plan of salvation and Zechariah hesitated.   

That’s the old man, what about the maiden? 

 

26 In the sixth month, (the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy). God sent the angel Gabriel to 

Nazareth, a town in Galilee, 

 27 to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin's name 

was Mary. 

 

Now, before we get into it, let’s just talk about the setting for a minute here.  Six months after 

Zechariah’s visit in the temple, six months after Elizabeth became pregnant, Gabriel went out to call 

again.  This time though he didn’t go to the magnificent center of the Jewish faith, he went to Nazareth.  

Do you see the contrast there?  At first, Gabriel goes the Temple, to the Holy Place, to the most religious 

of places in Israel, and then he goes to Nazareth, in Galilee.  Scholars point out that Nazareth is probably 

so unknown that Luke has added in Galilee.  It’s like – where you from?  Cainsville.  Where’s that?  

Brantford area.  Oh ok.  So we’re talking small town here, Nazareth.   

 

And while Zechariah was a priest, born into the line of Aaron, and the guy given the once in the lifetime 

opportunity to go into the Holy Place and offer incense before God, this time, Gabriel’s going to talk to a 

simple, small town girl.  Mary was probably in her midteens at this point and I know that seems weird, 

but it’s probably helpful for us to remember that with shorter life expectancies in that time, people 

matured a lot faster.  So Mary’s committed to this guy named Joseph which means that there’s been a 
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formal agreement between families and neighbours and the exchange of a dowry, and then it will be 

about a year before Mary goes to live with Joseph.  They are more than engaged but less than married.   

 

So there’s Mary, Martin Luther liked to imagine that she was doing the housework, and all of sudden, 

this angel appears out of nowhere and says to Mary - 

 

 28 The angel went to her and said, "Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you." 

 

 29 Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. 

 

I’ll bet.  I suspect that that’s a bit of an understatement.  Although, I think the angel’s second sentence 

was probably the one that stuck with her – the Lord is with you.  Mary’s like - Ok, there’s an angel in the 

room, but he says that God is with me.  That’s gotta be plus. 

 

And he keeps going -  

 

 30 But the angel said to her, "Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. 

 

Now, does that mean that she’s done something to earn God’s favour?  Like, He’s seen all the good 

things you’ve done and that’s why you’ve been chosen for this great honour?  Well, if it was, where’s 

that list?  We’re told very specifically that Zechariah and his wife were honest, faithful, commandment 

following believers – the sort of people who would stereotypically deserve God’s favour – but here, 

there’s nothing.  This is simply God’s free and gracious choice of Mary.  “You have found favour with 

God stressed God’s choice, not human acceptability” (the stress is on God’s choice and not human 

acceptability” Marshall, 66).   

 

So Mary, 31 You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus (which 

means, by the way, ‘the LORD saves.’)   

 32 He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of 

his father David, 33 and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end." 

 

This is an incredible thing.  Gabriel is telling Mary that God has invited her to participate in His plan of 

salvation and not just participate, be at the very centre of it!  She is going to bear a child; she is going to 

bear God’s child; she is going to bear the descendant of David who will save His people and make all 

things right.   

 

 34 "How will this be," Mary asked the angel, "since I am a virgin?" 

 

Now this is interesting, because I guess Mary is old enough to know that usually to get a baby, you need 

a man and a woman, but she knows she has never been with a man.  So, she’s wondering, so how is this 

going to work?  And then the angel tells her.   
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 35 The angel answered, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will 

overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God.  [If God could bring life out of 

dust for your ancestors, then He can bring life out of nothing in your womb] (Bock, BECNT, 122).  

 

 36 Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren 

is in her sixth month. 

 37 For nothing is impossible with God." 

 

Now this is really interesting, because on the surface, it looks as though Zechariah and Mary have 

responded in the same way – Gabriel says Zechariah, you’re gonna have a baby and he looks at the 

situation and says ‘how can I be sure of this?’  Gabriel says to Mary, you’re gonna have a baby, and she 

looks that the situation and says ‘how can this be?’  Mary gets an answer and Zechariah gets muted.  

What’s the difference? 

 

A lot of scholars are quick to point out that translating the first word ‘how’ in both questions is a little 

misleading because in Greek, they’re not the same word.  That’s why I pointed out earlier that Zechariah 

said something like ‘on what basis will I know this?’ and Mary simply says ‘how?’  “Unlike Mary, 

Zechariah will not trust the angels’ word until he receives a sign.  By contrast, Mary asks in what way her 

pregnancy will happen, assuming that it will happen.  She trusts before she is given a sign” (Garland, 68).   

 

Now I think that that’s a part of it, but I think the reality is that Gabriel has supernatural insight into the 

heart behind the words.   Zechariah asks his question which is really a fair question, and what’s the 

angel’s response?  Verse 20 – because you didn’t believe me.  As an angel who stands in the presence of 

God, he has insight into Zechariah’s heart and he sees there doubt.  When Mary asks the question 

though, he sees a heart that trusts what God says – and ultimately, she trusts herself to the plan.  Verse 

38.   

  

 38 "I am the Lord's servant," Mary answered. "May it be to me as you have said." Then the angel left 

her. 

 

God came to her and invited her to participate in His plan of salvation, and regardless of how impossible 

it seemed, Mary’s response was to say ‘I trust that everything is indeed possible for God.  And so may it 

be to me as you have said.’ 

 

Now having agreed to participate in God’s plan of salvation, Mary immediately heads off to see 

Elizabeth, and I’ll be honest – I never really understood why she went.  It’s a big journey – like the 

distance from here to the other side of Toronto – on foot or donkey it would have been a three or four 

day journey – maybe more if traffic was bad.  I never really understood why she went, but this week I 

had some ‘aha moments’ to explain WHY she went, so I’ll quickly share them.  First off, why did she go 

straight to Elizabeth?  Well, first, the angel JUST told her that Elizabeth was pregnant, and remember, 

Elizabeth secluded herself for five months and so Gabriel has probably been the one to break the news.  

Mary just found out that Elizabeth was pregnant from Gabriel, and she’s probably thinking ‘well, at least 

I didn’t learn about it on Facebook.’  So, she’s going to celebrate the news.  Second, who’s she going to 

see?  Elizabeth, who is having a miracle baby, announced by the angel Gabriel, as a part of God’s plan of 



8 
 

salvation.  If there’s anybody who can identify with Mary at this –shocking stage in her life – it’s Aunt 

Elizabeth.  I think Mary is going so she can get some help making sense of what’s going on.  And it may 

that she is doing her due diligence on the angel too.  If barren Elizabeth is pregnant, then God really can 

do anything, so the whole virgin becoming pregnant thing might just work.  And third, if she goes 

immediately off to see Elizabeth, then she’s out of Nazareth; she’s staying with her elderly aunt; she’s 

nowhere near Joseph.  So, when she shows up three months later, three months pregnant it will be 

plainly obvious that Joseph is not the Father.   

 

So there you have it – the old man and the maiden.  Now what do we make of it?  I think if we asked 

Luke to summarize these accounts for us, he’d probably put it like this: 

 

When God invites them to participate in His plan of salvation, Mary trusts that God can work through 

her, but Zechariah hesitates. 

 

They’re both confronted with an impossible situation.  Barren women don’t usually have babies.  Virgins 

can’t have babies.  

 

They’re both invited to participate with God in making the impossible happen. 

 

They’re both asked to suspend their disbelief and trust that when God says He’s going to do something, 

He will do.   

 

When God invites them to participate in His plan of salvation, Mary says ‘Let’s do it’ and Zechariah says 

‘prove it.’  I think that Catholicism goes too far in practically deifying Mary, but, Mary is a model saint, a 

real example of faith.   

 

Let’s press in a little bit on this and think about what it means for us.  Why did Luke tell us this, this way?  

Why did Luke spend the entire first chapter of his gospel talking about Mary and Zechariah and how the 

maiden believed and the old man didn’t?  For one, he told it this way because this is how it happened.   

 

But I think there’s more to it than that.  Luke is the only gospel writer to take the time to talk about 

Zechariah and Elizabeth and Mary.  Why does he spend all this time telling us about them?   

 

Luke has told us about Zechariah and told us about Mary to set up a contrast.  He’s told us this, so that 

he can ask his readers, so that he could ask us – ‘Who are you more like?  Mary?  Or Zechariah?’  When 

God invites you to participate in His plan of salvation, are you going to be a Mary or a Zechariah?   

 

Because God HAS invited us to participate in His plan of salvation.  Just as Mary was asked to carry Jesus 

for nine months, we who have experienced His grace are asked to carry that news to others.  “Go into 

the world and make disciples of all the nations.”   

 

Are you going to let your circumstances dictate what God can do, or are you willing to trust that nothing 

is impossible with God?   
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And realize, you don’t need to be a super Christian or a PhD to be faithful – “The … village teenager is 

more responsive to God’s supernatural power than the Jerusalem priest” (France, 16).   

 

Mary is a prime example of the kind of people God can use – no qualifications, no outstanding 

credentials, just a willingness to trust and obey (Bock, NIVAC, Bridging).i   

 

So let me ask you this?  Will you trust God to advance His plan thru you?  Mary did the hard work of 

carrying Jesus; Jesus did the hardest work of dying on the Cross to bring your friends and family and 

neighbours into relationship with God.  Will you trust God to advance His plan thru you even as you 

carry Christ to them?   

 

I’ve posted our Christmas schedule on Facebook so you’re welcome to share that to your friends but 

follow that up by asking them in person.  By God’s grace, they may just be one of the 42% who are 

willing to come. 

 

You know, I realize that this can be intimidating and I think it’s probably helpful for us to think about 

Mary in this situation.  Trusting in God and carrying this child would be not only physically challenging 

but socially too – here she was a not quite married woman, pregnant.  I wonder what her father thought 

about it.  But she was willing to trust God to advance His plan through her – why? 

 

37 Because nothing is impossible with God (Luk 1:37 NIV).  She wasn’t in charge here.  It was God who 

would be doing the work and the work He would be doing was good.  All she had to do was be faithful.   

 

Trust God to advance His plan thru you.   

 

And you know what, even if you’re a bit more like Zechariah than like Mary, that’s ok, because 

Zechariah’s story’s not quite over, is it? 

 

Go back to Luke – 

 

57 When it was time for Elizabeth to have her baby, she gave birth to a son. 

 58 Her neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown her great mercy, and they shared her joy. 

 59 On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to name him after his 

father Zechariah, 

 60 but his mother spoke up and said, "No! He is to be called John." 

 61 They said to her, "There is no one among your relatives who has that name." 

 62 Then they made signs to his father, to find out what he would like to name the child. 

 63 He asked for a writing tablet, and to everyone's astonishment he wrote, "His name is John." 

 

It took him nine months of silence, but he finally got it – nothing is impossible for God.   

 

With those four words, ‘His name is John,’ Zechariah confirmed that God’s plan was trustworthy and 

that he intended to play his part in it.   
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God Himself is trustworthy and He invites us to participate with Him in telling others that the Son of God 

has come to forgive sin and restore us to God; trust God to advance His plan through you.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Benediction 

2 Cor. 13:14 - The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit 

be with you all. 

 

 

i Mary reflects the person whom God unexpectedly chooses to use. She brings no outstanding credentials 

to the task and lives on the edge of the nation. She brings nothing on her résumé other than her 

availability and willingness to serve. But those characteristics are the most basic ones anyone can offer 

God. 

 

Bock, Darrell L.. Luke: The NIV Application Commentary from Biblical Text to Contemporary Life (p. 59). 

Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 
 

                                                           


