
 

 

What then will this child be? 

 During advent we anticipate the joyful birth of a baby, Jesus Christ. Yet we 

often forget that Jesus ’birth was not the first miraculous birth in the Christmas 

story. Before Christ there was another miracle child, the child who would prepare 

the way for the long-awaited savior.  

 Many today are preaching on John the Baptist as pastors tend to do every 

year at this time. In fact, in one of the pastors’ groups I am in one of the pastors 

talked about her fatigue about preaching on John the Baptist again after many years 

in ministry. She wrote that she felt she had covered him from every angle she 

could think of, and concluded: he ate locust, I got nothing this year.  

 John is an important figure, however. When the friends and relatives 

marveled at the miraculous nature of John’s birth asking, what will this child be? I 

doubt they could’ve imagined just how important he would be to the Gospel. He 

laid the foundation for the coming Messiah, serving to gather the people together 

in expectation of Jesus arrival. But before he would grow up and begin his public 

ministry of laying the foundation for Jesus, another foundation had to be laid, a 

foundation laid by his parents, Zechariah and Elizabeth.  

 Zechariah and Elizabeth were devoted Jews, and devoted to one another, it 

would seem. Scripture tells us they were both righteous, and walked blameless in 

all the commandments and statutes of the Lord.  Zechariah was a priest and 

Elizabeth was from the daughters of Aaron. Though nothing is told of the early 

years of their marriage we could assume, as observant Jews, that they followed the 

laws and customs of their people. In those days babies promptly followed 

marriage. Large families were the norm, much as they still are in many orthodox 

Jewish communities. Children were, and still are in many cases, seen as the 

blessing and fulfillment of marriage. Even today among many communities, there 



 

 

is an understanding that God blesses marriages with children, and adulterous 

relationships in scripture often experience infertility or loss.  

 As someone who has struggled with infertility within my own marriage, it is 

not hard for me to imagine the pain that Elizabeth and Zechariah felt as the months 

turned into years, as family members asked if any blessings were on the way in 

that way that family members do, as endless advice was offered, just try this, or 

just do that, as Elizabeth watched her friends and family have children easily and 

often, as Elizabeth eventually reached an age where any natural ability to have the 

much longer for baby had finally passed. I can imagine their heartbreak, their 

questioning, their deep sadness at a world so broken and unfair, a brokenness and 

unfairness that affects so many even today. And for anyone who may have 

experienced this or a similar struggle I would take a moment, before I continue, to 

tell you that God loves you and created you whole, and that I am very sorry if you 

know this or a similar pain, and that I am glad that you are here and pray God will 

bring comfort this season. 

 Some people might’ve raged at God. Some people might have abandoned 

their faith entirely. How could two devoted young people have such unfairness 

thrust upon them? Elizabeth in particular must’ve have felt shame wrongly placed 

upon her by the superstitions and customs of her time which almost exclusively 

blamed women for infertility, and often assumed it was the result of some secret 

sin. And yet through all of this, Elizabeth and Zechariah faithfully serve God. The 

world around them is not as it should be, they are clearly unhappy with their 

infertility, but they continue trusting God and walking in God’s way.  

 Our passage today picks up when finally, unexpectedly, after many years of 

barrenness, Elizabeth is finally blessed with a baby boy in her old age. It is a 

miracle, and Scripture says that her neighbors and relatives rejoiced with her, that 

God had shown such mercy to her. A miracle baby came to a couple that had lived 



 

 

likely decades under the cloud of infertility. Though their joy is evident this 

miracle does not erase the years of pain they had experienced, because arriving at 

the end of a journey does not erase the struggles and hardships of that journey. I 

imagine they were proud and joyful, though, when as faithful Jews they presented 

the baby for circumcision on the eighth day of his life, and it is at this point he 

would be named.  

 This was no small thing, as names, particularly in ancient history, were 

considered very important. The meaning of names was important, and at several 

points God names or renames people, such as Abram becoming Abraham. Not 

terribly unlike today, there would have been pressure for the name of the baby to 

carry on the legacy of his parents, and particularly his father.  

 Elizabeth, however, tries to give the baby the name John, which means “God 

is gracious,” but as friends and families do they offered their own suggestions, 

which is why I kept my children’s names a secret until the birth certificate was 

filled out. The friends and family make signs to Zechariah who apparently can’t 

hear or speak after getting a little cheeky with the Angel Gabriel, and now 

Zechariah has a choice.  

 

 This baby is a miracle and will be Zechariah and Elizabeth’s only child. 

From the perspective of the culture and times, this baby is the only chance for 

Zechariah to have a legacy. It would have been very natural to call the baby after 

his father or some other relative, to carry on the name of Zechariah. Zechariah can 

choose his name, or perhaps his fathers name or some other relative. He can make 

this child the foundation for his own legacy, the long awaited son that will carry on 

his line, who will remember him and carry on his name, or he can choose to step 

aside, to sacrifice his personal legacy and trust God ’s plan. 



 

 

 Zechariah chooses God’s will over his own, to sacrifice his idea of how 

things should be, to maintain trust in God’s promise and plan even when things 

seem impossible or wrong. He is brought a tablet, and writes “the baby’s name is 

John.” John will be a foundation, but not for Zechariah’s legacy. He will be the 

foundation for something so much greater, the foundation for another miracle. 

 Immediately Zechariah can speak again. With this act of obedience, 

Zechariah is filled with the Holy Spirit prophesied about his infant son. He does 

not speak of worldly legacies, of the foundation for future grandchildren or 

inheritances. Instead, he speaks of the mercy of God who has sent and called this 

little baby to be a prophet of God, to prepare the way for God, to be the foundation 

for the coming miracle. He is to gather the people in darkness, to point them to the 

east in preparation for the rising sun. He is to prepare his people for the coming 

Christ who would lead them in the way of peace, a hard won peace after thousands 

of years of struggle. 

 This child, John, whose name means God is gracious, would prepare the 

people for God’s ultimate act of grace. He would look into the face of Jesus and 

witness that this was the Messiah, John would signal the beginning of Jesus’ 

ministry on earth and the world would never be the same.  But first, before any of 

that could happen, Zechariah and Elizabeth set the foundation for John’s life, a 

foundation of faithfulness, of trusting in God’s plan, a foundation of peace. Peace, 

not as the world understands it, but the peace of God, the peace represented by this 

candle, a peace that is unshakable even when things around us are not peaceful. It 

is an inner peace that trusts in God’s plan for God’s glory and our ultimate good, it 

is trusting in God, even when everything around us seems wrong, or scary, or 

hopeless. It is the kind of peace we see in this reading from the Gospel of Luke. 

 This is the foundation Elizabeth and Zechariah lay for John, the foundation 

he builds upon as he, too, must trust God even when things aren’t going the way he 



 

 

expects, even when he suffers for God’s sake in prison or persecuted by his own 

people, John responds in the same way his parents did, decentering himself from 

the story for Jesus sake, surrendering his own desires and expectations for how 

things should be, and always, always, trusting in God’s promises. Zechariah and 

Elizabeth faithfulness, unshakable peace and trust laid the foundation for John’s 

life, and through John all of Israel was blessed.  

 As I read this story, I wonder what sort of foundation I am laying for others. 

When I am faced with a choice between God’s plan and my own, I wonder if the 

consequences are greater than the choice at hand. If Zechariah had chosen his name 

or his father ’s name for John, the story might have been very different, and not just 

in what we called John. For one I’m betting Gabriel would’ve paid Zechariah 

another visit, but more importantly, John would not have received the strong 

foundation of his parents’ faithfulness and learned to trust in God, to obey God 

even when it ’s hard, to put God ’s will over his own.  

 Today we face endless choices to choose our way or God’s way, in the 

things we make a priority and the things we choose to ignore, in the ways in which 

we treat one another, the times which we choose to remain silent when we should 

speak and the times we speak when we really should stay silent. These choices 

may seem inconsequential, harmless opportunities to be selfish, but with each 

choice we are laying a foundation for our lives and the lives of those within our 

sphere of influence.  

 John was who he was in part due to the firm faithful foundation laid for him 

by Zechariah and Elizabeth. In turn, he helped an entire people lay foundation for 

their own lives which in turn has rippled through history to this very moment. 

Today we sit here, in part, thanks to the foundations laid by our families, our faith 

ancestors, and our spiritual mentors, whoever those might have been. We in turn, 

can lay a firm foundation for others, if we choose to trust God’s plan and will for 



 

 

our lives over our own, if we are willing to put aside our own pride and goals and 

expectation so that God might be seen more clearly, if we seek to live with the 

peace of Christ within our hearts, we are laying a firm foundation for our lives and 

our families and our communities.  

 Two thousand years ago two people chose to be faithful to God even when it 

was hard, and in turn laid a foundation through which all Christians can say that 

they have been blessed. May we here today strive to lay our own foundations of 

faithfulness, of trust and of peace, and by the foundations we lay, may all people 

be richly blessed.  
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