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I love Christmas.  I’ve always loved it.  I vividly remember one Christmas Eve.  Right after my parents 
and I watched “It’s a Wonderful Life,” I headed off to bed.  But I couldn’t sleep.  I was so excited for 
morning that I couldn’t make myself fall asleep.  I watched the clock roll past midnight, and I 
remember thinking that it was technically Christmas.  But, in our home, Christmas morning didn’t 
begin until the sun started to rise.  I just couldn’t wait for dawn to break I was so giddy.  I was 18 
years old.  Not joking. 
 
There’s something about the light breaking through on Christmas morning.  It’s a major part of the 
Advent season.  Each week, we light candles to show that Jesus is the Light who entered this world 
to dispel the darkness of sin.  We have a candlelight service on Christmas Eve.  It’s a vivid reminder 
that, on the first Christmas morning, the Light of the world was born.  Christmas was the dawn of a 
new day. 
 
And this year’s Advent study is called “Dawn is Breaking.”  We are going to walk through Luke 1.  
That chapter highlights the events that happened right before the birth of Jesus.  In the closing verses 
of Luke 1 (78-79), Jesus is described as the “sunrise” from on high who gives light to those sit in 
darkness and the shadow of death.  So, in many ways, Luke 1 is a glimpse into a world of darkness 
just as the light is starting to break through. 
 
Luke 1:5-7 
In the days of Herod, king of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, of the division of 
Abijah. And he had a wife from the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth. 6 And 
they were both righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the commandments and 
statutes of the Lord. 7 But they had no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were 
advanced in years. 
 
It might not jump out at you as you read these verses, but these were Dark Days. 
 
These were days of Political Darkness 
Verse 5 says that Herod was king of Judea.  The term “Herod” is a family name for a series of rulers 
during this period history.  This particular Herod was known as Herod the Great.  The Roman Senate 
appointed him king of the Jews with the expectation that he would govern as an extension of the 
Roman Empire.  Herod was a wicked, immoral man.  He killed anyone he felt was a threat to his 
power – including his own wives and children.  So, the phrase “in the days of Herod” is referring to 
days when a wicked, ruthless, self-serving, power-hungry man governed God’s people. 
 
These were days of Spiritual Darkness 
Verse 6 mentions the righteousness of Zechariah and Elizabeth.  Luke says they lived in obedience to 
God’s word – His commandments and statutes.  While that’s something Luke is celebrating, it’s also a 
reminder of something else.  It had been 400 years since God had last spoken to His people through 
the prophet Malachi.  Those 400 years between the Old and New Testaments are sometimes referred 
to as the “silent years.”  God seemed distant.  Evil seemed to prevail.  These were days of spiritual 
darkness. 



 
These were days of Personal Darkness 
Verse 6 says Zechariah and Elizabeth were faithful and righteous before the Lord.  But look at verse 
7. 
 
Luke1:7 
But they had no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were advanced in years. 
 
A long time ago, they were young couple.  They dreamed of raising children and watching them grow.  
Like almost every Jewish couple, they likely hoped their child would be the Messiah – the One God 
promised to send to deliver His people from their bondage. 
 
But then the years began to pass and no child came.  Luke was a physician.  So, he includes the 
detail that Elizabeth was barren.  They physically couldn’t have children.  And now they were 
advanced in years.  I’m not sure how old you have to be to qualify for “advanced in years” status, but 
it’s safe to assume that it’s way past the childbearing years.  It had been a very long time.  I imagine 
they stopped talking about children years ago and resigned themselves to the fact that their lives 
would be what they had always been.  Good lives.  Faithful lives.  But, in some regard, their lives 
were barren – unfulfilled dreams and a cold realization that there was nothing to do but press on. 
 
If we pause the story right here, we have a recipe for hopelessness.  Political darkness.  Spiritual 
darkness.  Personal darkness.  Can you relate?  I know you can.  We live with brokenness in us and 
around us.  As time goes by, we are tempted to believe it’s too late or we are too far gone.  We feel 
hope slipping away for ourselves, our marriage, our world, our dreams.  In some way, all of us are 
living in a recipe for hopelessness. 
 
But the story doesn’t end here.  Dawn is breaking.  And in the rest of our text, we find a recipe for 
living with hope in the darkest of days.  And before we read the rest of our text, let me give you the 
big idea. 
 
Big Idea:  We experience hope in dark days by Believing God’s Promises are True and 
Perfectly Timed. 
 
Luke 1:8-25 
Now while he was serving as priest before God when his division was on duty, 9 according to 
the custom of the priesthood, he was chosen by lot to enter the temple of the Lord and burn 
incense. 10 And the whole multitude of the people were praying outside at the hour of 
incense. 11 And there appeared to him an angel of the Lord standing on the right side of the 
altar of incense. 12 And Zechariah was troubled when he saw him, and fear fell upon him. 
13 But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard, and 
your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John. 14 And you will have 
joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, 15 for he will be great before the Lord. And 
he must not drink wine or strong drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his 
mother’s womb. 16 And he will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God, 17 and 
he will go before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the 
children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a people 
prepared.” 18 And Zechariah said to the angel, “How shall I know this? For I am an old man, 
and my wife is advanced in years.” 19 And the angel answered him, “I am Gabriel. I stand in 
the presence of God, and I was sent to speak to you and to bring you this good news. 20 And 
behold, you will be silent and unable to speak until the day that these things take place, 
because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their time.” 21 And the people 
were waiting for Zechariah, and they were wondering at his delay in the temple. 22 And when 



he came out, he was unable to speak to them, and they realized that he had seen a vision in 
the temple. And he kept making signs to them and remained mute. 23 And when his time of 
service was ended, he went to his home. 24 After these days his wife Elizabeth conceived, and 
for five months she kept herself hidden, saying, 25 “Thus the Lord has done for me in the 
days when he looked on me, to take away my reproach among people.”  
 

There’s so much good stuff in these verses.  But I just want to drill down into our big idea. 

 

You can experience hope today.  We talk about this every year at Advent, so many of you know what 

Biblical hope is.  But, for those of you who are new to the Bible or our church, you need to know that 

what the Bible means by hope is different than what our world often means by hope.  Our culture 

thinks about hope as wishful thinking that is often very uncertain.  Like when someone asks you, “do 

you hope you’ll get what you want for Christmas?”  It would be very common to respond, “I hope so, 

but I’m not sure.”  We might even say, “I hope so, but what I want for Christmas is for the Cleveland 

Browns to win a Super Bowl in my lifetime.  I hope so but I highly doubt it.”  That’s how we use the 

word “hope.”  We think of hope as a desire for something good in our future.  Biblical hope is more 

than a desire.  It’s a confident expectation for something good in our future. 

 

And God wants you to live with hope.  Even if you are living through really dark days, you can have a 

confident expectation for something good in your future.  You can experience hope. We experience 

hope by believing. 

 

Romans 15:13  

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit 

you may abound in hope. 

 

Hope is a Spirit-given by-product of believing.  And that’s exactly what we see in our text. Zechariah is 

in prayer at the temple when an angel comes to him with a message from God.  The message is 

good news about Zechariah’s future.  He and Elizabeth will have a son.  In spite of their old age and 

Elizabeth’s barrenness, God gives him every reason to hope.  But Zechariah doesn’t experience it.  

Why? 

 

18 And Zechariah said to the angel, “How shall I know this? For I am an old man, and my wife 

is advanced in years.” 19 And the angel answered him, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence 

of God, and I was sent to speak to you and to bring you this good news. 20 And behold, you 

will be silent and unable to speak until the day that these things take place, because you did 

not believe… 

 

Zechariah asks, “How shall I know this?”  Some translations render that “How can I be sure of this?”  

He’s looking for a sign.  And I love how the angel responds.  “So, you want a sign?  Well, my name’s 

Gabriel.  You’ve probably heard of me.  I’m an angel.  God sent me to give you this message.  That’s 

kind of a good sign.  But, if you need something else, I’ll make you silent until your son is born.”  Then 

he adds in verse 20, “Because you did not believe…” 

 



Zechariah is asking for a sign because he doesn’t believe.  He isn’t confident that this good news will 

come true.  He doesn’t have hope. Hope is experienced by believing.  Believing what?  Look again at 

verse 20… 

 

20 And behold, you will be silent and unable to speak until the day that these things take 

place, because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their time.” 

 

There were two key things Zechariah needed to believe in order to experience hope. He needed to 

believe the message of the angel was true.  And the message of the angel was the word about what 

God was promising to do.  So, Zechariah failed to experience hope because he failed to believe 

God’s promises were true. 

 

That’s the first key to experiencing hope – believe God’s promises are true. 

 

The Bible is filled with promises that God will fulfill for anyone who is willing to believe them.  Some 

bible scholars say there are over 8,000 promises in the Bible.  Let me give you 7… 

 

• John 3:16 “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him 

should not perish but have eternal life. 

• Romans 5:1–2 Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through 

our Lord Jesus Christ. Through him we have also obtained access by faith into this grace in which 

we stand, and we rejoice in hope of the glory of God. 

• Philippians 1:6 And I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to 

completion at the day of Jesus Christ. 

• Philippians 4:19 And my God will supply every need of yours according to his riches in glory in 

Christ Jesus. 

• Matthew 11:28–29 Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take 

my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for 

your souls. 

• Hebrews 13:5–6 … for he has said, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.” So we can confidently 

say, “The Lord is my helper; I will not fear; what can man do to me?” 

• Isaiah 41:10 fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your God; I will strengthen you, I 

will help you, I will uphold you with my righteous right hand. 

 

No matter how dark your days might be, you have reason to have hope.  God’s amazing promises 

are true for you. And there’s something interesting about Zechariah’s unbelief.  Look back at verse 13. 

 

But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard, and 
your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John. 14 And you will have 
joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, 15 for he will be great before the Lord. And 
he must not drink wine or strong drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his 
mother’s womb. 16 And he will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God, 17 and 
he will go before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the 
children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a people 
prepared.”  



 

As the angel shares the promise of God, there are two layers to these promises. 

 

The first layer was a promise God was making to Zechariah and Elizabeth about their son, John the 

Baptist. 

 

• He would bring joy to many, including his parents. 

• He would be great in the eyes of the Lord. 

• He would be filled with the Holy Spirit from his mother’s womb. 

• He would go out in the spirit of Elijah and turn the hearts of people to repentance and prepare 

God’s people. 

 

Those are pretty big promises.  But what’s really cool about them is that they are a quote from the last 

thing God said 400 years earlier.  In Malachi 4, God promised to send a mighty prophet in the spirit of 

Elijah.  And that prophecy is connected to an even bigger prophecy about the coming of the Messiah. 

 

Malachi 4 says the Messiah would come like the sunrise with healing in His wings.  He would 

overthrow the rule of darkness and establish a great, eternal kingdom.  And, as a priest, Zechariah 

would have known those prophecies. 

 

So, there are two layers of promises here.  There’s the big, prophetic layer about all that Jesus would 

do in the world.  Then, there’s the layer that was really personal to Zechariah.  He and Elizabeth 

would have a son. 

 

And what I find interesting is that Zechariah doesn’t seem to stumble over the big promises about the 

Messiah and all that He would accomplish…he stumbles over the one, specific promise that touched 

the place of his barrenness…his weakest point…his deepest pain.  He could believe that Messiah 

would establish an eternal kingdom.  He could believe that Messiah would make every wrong right 

and overthrow the enemies of God.  He just couldn’t believe that he and Elizabeth could have a child.  

I mean, they were old.  And Elizabeth was barren. 

 

And that’s a powerful insight into what keeps so many of us from experiencing hope.  We can believe 

the great, big promises of God.  We can believe that God exists and that He created the world.  We 

can believe that Jesus forgives our sins and will take us to live with Him forever.  We just can’t believe 

Jesus will actually work in the place of our life that feels most barren, the place of our greatest 

weakness and our deepest pain, the place of our broken dreams.  We can’t believe Jesus will break 

our addictions.  We can’t believe Jesus will make us patient with our spouse.  We can’t believe Jesus 

will take the thing we’ve prayed about ten thousand times and actually do something miraculous 

there.  And those places of unbelief hinder our experience of hope. 

 

If that’s you this morning, let me encourage you to take on a faith project this Advent season.  Identify 

that place of your hurt or fear or disappointment and search the Bible for a promise from God that 

touches that place in your life.  Write that promise down.  Commit it to memory if you can.  Then make 

it your prayer, asking God to help your unbelief. 



 

The first key to experiencing hope – believe God’s promises are true. 

 

The second thing Zechariah needed to believe was that God’s promises would be fulfilled in their 

time.  In other words, Zechariah needed to believe that God is bringing about His good plan with 

perfect precision.  Yeah, Zechariah and Elizabeth were old as dirt, but God was right on time.   

 

That’s the second key to experiencing hope - believe God’s promises are perfectly timed. 

 

God is working with perfect precision to fulfill His promises in our lives.  He’s an on-time God.  He’s 

never early and he’s never late.  And He’s definitely not following your schedule. Let me show you just 

how deeply God is at work in governing the details of His plan. 

 

Luke 1:8-9  

Now while he was serving as priest before God when his division was on duty, according to 

the custom of the priesthood, he was chosen by lot to enter the temple of the Lord and burn 

incense. 

 

There were about 20,000 priests in Israel.  They were broken down into 24 divisions of just over 800 

priests per division.  Each division only served two different weeks a year.  During special feasts and 

holy days, all the priests would be present to serve at the temple. 

 

There were a few duties that only required a single priest.  And one of those duties was entering the 

holy place to burn incense and pray for the people of God.  The altar of incense was placed right by 

the veil of the Holy of Holies.  It was the nearest point you could get before you entered the presence 

of God.  Every priest would have deeply wanted to get that close to the presence of God.  But you 

only had a 1 in 800 or so chance of being chosen and once you were chosen, you could never be 

chosen again.  Most priests served their entire lives and never got an opportunity to do it. 

 

But, on the year that God was going to bring His Son into the world, He needed to bring John the 

Baptist into the world.  That meant He needed to give John to his parents…and that meant He 

needed to tell them John was on the way and give them instructions on how to raise him.  So, at just 

the right time, when the priests cast lots (which was like rolling the dice), God made the lots fall to 

Zechariah.  By Divine providence, God was working in the smallest details of Zechariah’s life to fulfill 

His promise right on time.  He was dialing in things that looked like random chance to accomplish His 

plan with perfect precision. 

 

And He’s doing the same for you.  All of God’s promises to you will be fulfilled right on time.  That 

means one of the biggest ways we express faith in God’s promises is to do one of the hardest things 

there is to do.  It’s a four-letter word.  Wait. 

 

• Psalm 27:14 Wait for the LORD; be strong, and let your heart take courage; wait for the LORD! 

• Lamentations 3:25 The LORD is good to those who wait for him, to the soul who seeks him. 

• Isaiah 40:31 but they who wait for the LORD shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with 

wings like eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they shall walk and not faint. 



 

Hope is a confident expectation that God will do every good thing He has promised to do – even if He 

hasn’t done it yet.  That confident expectation of hope strengthens our hearts to wait. 

 

And waiting on the Lord doesn’t mean we are idle or disengaged.  God worked in connection to 

Zechariah’s prayers and the prayers of the people.  So, waiting includes looking to God in prayer.  

Also, did you notice what Zechariah did after he left the presence of the angel?  Verse 23 says he 

didn’t go home until the time of his service had ended.  He obediently served the Lord.  Waiting on the 

Lord means we look to the Lord prayerfully and serve the Lord obediently. 

 

And while we do what the Lord has commanded us to do as spouses or parents or employees or 

members of the body of Christ…we wait patiently for the Lord to do all that He has promised. 

 

• We wait for Him to finish the work He has started in us and other believers. 

• We wait for Him to renew our strength, to deliver us and restore us after we have suffered a little 

while. 

• We wait for Him to work all things together for our good. 

• We wait for Him to come again and make all things new and wipe away every tear from our eyes. 

 

He will do those things even though He hasn’t done them YET. 

 

For those who find themselves in the waiting place, don’t give up or grow weary.  His promises are 

true and are perfectly timed. And if you want evidence for why you should believe.  Just look to 

Christmas. 

 

And that’s what Christmas is all about.  God promised to send us a Savior.  He promised to deliver us 

from our sin.  He promised to free us from the darkness.  And on Christmas, the light broke through 

right on time.  A new day dawned for all who would believe. 

 

Look to the cross.  Jesus accomplished the work God had promised…a work that saves us from sin 

and restores us to God and gives us a glorious future and a living hope. 

 

And that brings us to the Lord’s Supper.  These elements are reminders of the work Christ 

accomplished at the cross.  When we take them, we are declaring that we believe.  We believe all His 

promises are true for us in Jesus and are perfectly timed when we trust in Him. 


