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“Regaining Our Voice”

“By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high shall break upon us, to give light to those
who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.”

One of my most memorable Christmas Eve services was also one of my most challenging: it was
Christmas 2010 when I lost my voice.  I had been “burning the candle at both ends” during that
December, caring for not only my own congregation but two other neighbouring churches who were
without pastors that year.  As has often been my problem, I worked myself to the point of
exhaustion, and on December 23 my voice began to fade.  I woke up on the morning of Christmas Eve
with no singing voice and a speaking voice that resembled a creature from a horror movie.  Needless
to say, leading worship that evening was something no one at Holy Trinity would ever forget!

Having experienced the inability to sing on the most joyous night of the year has given me a greater
empathy for the plight of Zechariah, who is struck mute when he doubts the message of the angel
Gabriel who has announced that “your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will name him
John.” (Luke 1:13).  Zechariah and Elizabeth bear a striking resemblance to Abraham and Sarah; like
the ancestors of Israel, “they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were getting
on in years.” (1:7).  But in spite of their ages and inability to have their own children, God announces
to both couples that they will give birth to sons who will serve in the fulfillment of God’s promises to
God’s people:

· “The LORD said to Abraham, ‘Why did Sarah laugh, and say, “Shall I indeed bear a child, now
that I am old?”  Is anything too wonderful for the LORD?  At the set time I will return to you, in
due season, and Sarah shall have a son.’” – Genesis 18:13-14.

· “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard.  Your wife Elizabeth will bear
you a son, and you will name him John.  You will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice
at his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord.” – Luke 1:13-15.

In spite of the wondrous nature of God’s announcement, it shouldn’t surprise us that Zechariah has
his doubts: “How will I know that this is so?  For I am an old man, and my wife is getting on in years.”
(1:18). But because he expresses his reservations about this announcement, Gabriel responds by
declaring that “because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their time, you will
become mute, unable to speak, until the day these things occur.” (1:20). Like the prophet Daniel, who
recalls the time when “I turned my face toward the ground and was speechless” (Daniel 10:15),
Zechariah has lost the ability to speak or sing, especially in the Temple where he was serving as
priest.  

As it was through his doubts that Zechariah lost his voice, it is through his obedience to the Lord’s
Word that he regains the ability to sing his praises to God.  Eight days after Elizabeth gives birth to
her son, his parents present the infant for circumcision, which including giving the child its name. 
Tradition dictated that the firstborn male take on the name of his father, so “they were going to
name him Zechariah after his father” (1:59) until Elizabeth steps in and announces that “he is to be



called John,” the name that the angel Gabriel had commanded.  In the midst of their confusion, the
crowd looks to the child’s mute father, who asks for a writing tablet and confirms that “his name is
John.”  As soon as he writes the final letter, “immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue
freed, and he began to speak, praising God.”  For those who were witnesses to this most unusual
event, their response was both fear and amazement; “All who heard them pondered them and said,
‘What then will this child become?’ For, indeed, the hand of the Lord was with him.” (1:66).

Having regained his voice, Zechariah sings out in praise of God as he gazes upon his infant son, who is
a miracle to his parents and a sign of God’s fulfillment of the promises made to God’s people. 
Zechariah’s song, known as the Benedictus (after the first word in the Latin translation), is a divine
oracle in which “Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke this prophecy” (1:67).  The
language of the song of Zechariah resembles of hymn of praise from the Old Testament, similar to the
blessings of the God of Israel found throughout the Psalms:

· “Blessed be the LORD, the God of Israel, from everlasting to everlasting.  Amen and Amen.” –
Psalm 41:13.

· “Blessed be the LORD, the God of Israel, who alone does wondrous things.  Blessed be his
glorious name forever; may his glory fill the whole earth.  Amen and amen.” – Psalm 72:18-19.

· “Blessed be the LORD, the God of Israel, from everlasting to everlasting.  And let all the people
say, ‘Amen!’  Praise the LORD!” – Psalm 106:48.

Zechariah sings his praises to God who has “raised up for us a mighty savior,” literally a “horn of
salvation” in fulfillment of the promise spoken by the prophet Ezekiel that “on that day I will cause a
horn to sprout up for the house of Israel, and I will open your lips among them.  Then they shall know
that I am the LORD.” (Ezekiel 29:21).  This new father understands that birth of his son is a part of
God’s fulfillment of the promises to David and Abraham that are at the heart of the covenants that
God established with these ancestors of the faith:

· “Reside in this land as an alien, and I will be with you, and will bless you; for to you and to
your descendants I will give all these lands, and I will fulfill the oath that I swore to your father
Abraham.” – Genesis 26:3.

· “Your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; you throne shall be
established forever.” – 2 Samuel 7:16.

The people of Israel had long expected that God’s deliverance would take the form of deliverance
from the domination of foreign powers; this would be a new exodus in which God’s people “would be
saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us.” (1:71).  In Zechariah’s hymn, the true
end of God’s redemption is not merely deliverance from political domination but the creation of
conditions in which God’s people can worship and serve God without fear, “in holiness and
righteousness before him all our days.” (1:74). Holiness and righteousness – two important elements
of covenants – are to mark God’s people “all the days of their lives.”  The worshiping community is
invited to join their voices with Zechariah’s to serve God and to live in this covenant relationship.
“The ultimate purpose of God’s salvation presupposes deliverance from the enemy but is in fact
undisturbed worship.” (Eduard Schweizer).



Zechariah’s song of praise now focuses on the child who birth is a miracle not only for this father and
his wife but also for all of God’s people, for the birth of John announces God’s new deliverance.  John
will be a prophet who will “go before the Lord to prepare his ways” (1:76), one who fulfills the
prophecies that speak of “a voice [that] cries out: ‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD,
make straight in the desert a highway for our God.” (Isaiah 40:3), and of the coming of “the
messenger of the covenant in whom you delight – indeed, he is coming, says the LORD of hosts.”
(Malachi 3:1).  John the Baptist will prepare the way and “give knowledge of salvation,” calling the
people to repentance and pointing them to Jesus.  The mark of the redeemed is that they live out of
the knowledge of God that has been given to them.  Darkness is dispelled as “the dawn from on high
shall break upon us, to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our
feet into the way of peace.” (1:78-79). It is through John’s call and Jesus’ ministry that God will guide
his people into God’s ways of peace.

· “The Benedictus affirms that God’s purposes are being fulfilled in the delivering of God’s
people from their oppressors.  Their feet are being guided in the way of peace so that they
may worship without fear.  Where then are the sons and daughters of peace who can receive
this word of faith?” – R. Alan Culpepper.

We join with Zechariah this morning in lifting up our voices in praise of God as we look forward to the
coming of our Saviour in this Advent season.  Yet like Zechariah, we may find that there are times
when we have lost our voices – not from laryngitis or some other physical condition, but from an
emotional and spiritual response to all that we are experiencing in our present circumstances.  In the
midst of a world filled with violence and bloodshed, where the fear of terrorist attacks has become
commonplace and people can no longer assume that we can travel or live in safety, it may be
impossible to lift our voices in praise of God.  In the midst of communities that are filled with broken
lives, broken families, and broken trust, we may no longer have the voices to sing out in thanksgiving
for God’s blessings.  In the midst of uncertainty over our future and the future of our children, we
may find that the voices that have sung out in confidence and trust for God’s eternal promises have
been rendered silent.  Like Zechariah, we may find that we have been rendered mute by all that we
have seen and heard; we no longer have a voice.

But as God provides hope to the hopeless and the promise of life to those who are living in darkness
and the shadow of death, God gives us the voices to sing God’s praises as Zechariah’s voice was
restored in the presence of the fulfillment of God’s promise in the birth of his son.  Even when our
voices may be quivering with fear, we are empowered by the Holy Spirit to sing out that “God is our
refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.  Therefore we will not fear, though the earth
should change, though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea … the LORD of hosts is with us; the
God of Jacob is our refuge.” (Psalm 46:1-2, 7).  In the midst of broken lives and broken communities,
we are given voices to sing of the hope of restoration and reconciliation, that Christ Jesus “is our
peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is,
the hostility between us.” (Ephesians 2:14).  In the midst of our uncertainties and doubts about the
future, we are given the voices to proclaim to all people that the future is bright because our future is
God’s future, and we have God’s own promise that “as the rain and the snow come down from
heaven, and do not return there until they have watered the earth, making it bring forth and sprout,
giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out of my mouth: it



shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for
which I sent it.” (Isaiah 55:10-11).

· “Next to the Word of God, music deserves the highest praise.  The gift of language combined
with the gift of song was given to man that he should proclaim the Word of God through
music.” – Martin Luther.

Every Christmas, I pray that I will not repeat that year when I entered the celebration of the birth of
our Saviour without a voice to sing of the joy of this holy night.  But even if my physical voice does
once again fail me, God will give the strength to join with Zechariah, Isaiah, Mary, and all God’s
people who are empowered by our Lord to sing with thousands of tongues our great Redeemer’s
praise; “the glories of my God and king, the triumphs of his grace!”  Amen.

 


