
 

4th Sunday Advent/Year A 

December 22, 2019 

Psalm 113; Luke 1:5-13, 57-80 

“Singing” 

Luke 1:5-13, 57-80 

In the days of King Herod of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, who 

belonged to the priestly order of Abijah. His wife was a descendant of Aaron, and 

her name was Elizabeth. Both of them were righteous before God, living 

blamelessly according to all the commandments and regulations of the Lord. But 

they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were getting on in 

years. Once when he was serving as priest before God and his section was on duty, 

he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to enter the 

sanctuary of the Lord and offer incense. Now at the time of the incense offering, 

the whole assembly of the people was praying outside. Then there appeared to him 

an angel of the Lord, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. When 

Zechariah saw him, he was terrified; and fear overwhelmed him. But the angel said 

to him, “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.  

Now the time came for Elizabeth to give birth, and she bore a son. Her neighbors 

and relatives heard that the Lord had shown his great mercy to her, and they 

rejoiced with her. On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they 

were going to name him Zechariah after his father. But his mother said, “No; he is 

to be called John.” They said to her, “None of your relatives has this name.” Then 

they began motioning to his father to find out what name he wanted to give him. 

He asked for a writing tablet and wrote, “His name is John.” And all of them were 

amazed. Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue freed, and he began to 

speak, praising God. Fear came over all their neighbors, and all these things were 

talked about throughout the entire hill country of Judea. All who heard them 

pondered them and said, “What then will this child become?” For, indeed, the hand 

of the Lord was with him.  

Then his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke this prophecy: 

“Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has looked favorably on his people and 

redeemed them. He has raised up a mighty savior for us in the house of his servant 

David, as he spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets from of old, that we 

would be saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us. Thus he 



has shown the mercy promised to our ancestors, and has remembered his holy 

covenant, the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham, to grant us that we, 

being rescued from the hands of our enemies, might serve him without fear, in 

holiness and righteousness before him all our days. And you, child, will be called 

the prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, 

to give knowledge of salvation to his people by the forgiveness of their sins. By the 

tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will 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.” The child grew and became strong in spirit, and he was in the 

wilderness until the day he appeared publicly to Israel.  

Pastor: The Word of the Lord.  People: Thanks be to God! 

----------------------------------- 

Each time I read the story of Zechariah, I remember when Pastor Tom Engle 

retired.  It happened right as I was starting seminary in the 1990s.  On his last 

Sunday, there was a big crowd in worship with a special meal planned to celebrate 

Tom’s journey as our pastor at the Batesburg-Leesville Presbyterian Church for 13 

years.  When the time came for the sermon, Tom just skipped right over it, going 

back to sing the choir anthem.  It was strange and yet perfectly Tom, and when we 

asked him about it, always the clever one, he said, “What are you going to do?  

Fire me?!”   

But then he said, he felt as though God blessed him with the Zachariah complex.  

“What is that?” I asked.  Just like the angel Gabriel made Zachariah mute for not 

believing that his wife would bear a child, Tom believed God to silence his 

preaching lips.  No longer is he to preach.  And it was and is said of Tom Engle 

that he may very well be the first and only Presbyterian pastor who said he retired 

and actually did it!   

In our story today, Zachariah gets his voice back on the day of John’s 

circumcision.  He doesn’t just speak, he sings to the glory of God a famous 

Benedictus, a “berakah” which means prayer of blessing.  As in a Broadway 

musical, characters break into song at critical moments, each a hymn of praise for 

marvelous activity of God.  Zachariah breaks forth in song. 

It is a song of praise that is a prophesy.  The lyrics provide an important 

interpretation of the story—what’s really happening and what is going to happen.   

I offer us today these three observations about the content of the canticle: 



First, the role of John is defined by the role of Jesus.   

There is singing because God makes good on old promises, fulfilling ancestral 

hopes.  God’s deliverance has long been prayed for, and it is on the way!   

What is John’s relation to Jesus?  He is an older cousin, but more than that John 

prepares the way for Jesus.  Remember the powerful refrain from the musical 

Godspell, “Prepare Ye the way of the Lord!  Prepare Ye the way of the Lord!”  

John sings in order to move the plot of God’s salvation in Jesus Christ forward.  

Therefore, you and I are invited to sing with joyful thanksgiving because of all that 

God does in John and in Jesus.   

Secondly, when we sing we offer a memorable history of salvation.  There is 

something powerful about singing that helps important information stick.  How 

many of you have ever memorized things such as state names or rivers or the 

Books of the Bible using a simple song?  When Zechariah sings, he reminds us that 

God’s saving work does not begin with John or with Jesus; it began long ago with 

creation, with people such as Abraham and Sarah.  As people, as human beings, we 

forget a lot of what God does for us, and we forget who God is.  God does not 

forget.  God always remembers, and we have a valuable place in the memory of 

God.  If we will remember that God cares for us that much, such remembering will 

help us in our singing.  It will give our music, our voices gusto, energy, and love. 

 

As I was preparing this message, the old hymn “His Eye Is on the Sparrow” kept 

popping into my mind: 

Why should I feel discouraged? 

And why should the shadows come? 

Why should my heart feel lonely 

And long for heavenly home 

When Jesus is my portion? 

And my constant friend is He 

You know, his eye is on the little sparrow 

And I know he cares for you and me 

His eye is on the little sparrow 

And I know God is watching over you and me 

 

I sing because my soul is a happy 

I sing because I'm free 



For His eye is on the sparrow 

And I know He watches me 

 

We sing because God does watch over us, and we sing to remember God’s story of 

salvation through Jesus Christ.  Thirdly, we sing because in the midst of 

challenging times, God gives us freedom in Jesus Christ.  The language of 

Zachariah is rich and mysterious.  There is a this-worldly political tone to it.  The 

song remembers the role of king David and expresses a sincere hope that God will 

save us from our enemies and all who hate us.   

Come, Jesus and settle all scores.  That is the hope of God’s people long ago.  We 

must remember that Zachariah sings during a time of Roman domination.  The 

people of God were not free to worship without fear of losing their lives, and yet 

they sing.  They trust in God, and they praise God for God’s presence amidst the 

uncertainty of life.   

I remember the saying that means a lot to us as parents of teenagers.  Maybe this 

resonates with you: “The days are long, but the years are short.”   

God is making good on some old, old promises, and we know that God is not 

finished with us and with the world just yet.  The days are long, but the years are 

short as we continue to work and continue to wait with the promises of God. 

(Source:  Cousar, Gaventa, McCann, Newsome, Texts for Preaching, Westminster 

John Knox Press, Louisville, KY (1994) pages 13-14). 

 

Singing is something that many of us enjoy doing this time of year.  It seems with 

each passing year, we want to sing holiday songs earlier and earlier.  Please notice 

the difference between songs such as “Have yourself a Merry Little Christmas” 

and “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” verses our hymns of faith.  We tend to water 

down the richness of our sacred music and forget whose birth it is we are singing 

about in the first place. 

During my sabbatical, I did a good bit of research about the hymns we sing and 

about why we sing in the first place.  I read a wonderful book by Dr. Walter 

Bruegemman called A Glad Obedience who engages this pressing question, “Why 

do we sing?”  He says, “In singing we may evidence and enact our God-given 

humanness, which is marked by bodily freedom, by uncensored articulation, and 



by full-person engagement.  Singing is an emancipatory practice of full-bodied 

selves in the image of God.  We sing to affirm that life is God-given, God-

sustained, and God-claimed.  Our singing is our clad assent to that God-givenness 

and a refusal to have our lives be less than, more than or other than that” (preface 

and introduction).  

Why do we sing?  I challenge us to think of it with this simple word:  gratitude.  

We sing to God because we are grateful to God for who God is and all God does 

for us.  Gratitude within transforms our attitudes with the Spirit of God’s goodness 

and sends us out with purer hearts and clearer minds.  Nearly every time we gather 

for worship, all year long, we sing some version of “The Doxology,” praising God 

from whom all blessings flow.  Our lives may be far from perfect, and the opposite 

of easy, but God is good to us, and we have much for which to give thanks!  

Friends, please take stock of your life today, this Advent season, and give thanks to 

God.  Singing with gratitude for the goodness of God to us, for God’s daily grace, 

God’s loving provision, and the salvation promised to us through Jesus Christ.  

Sing loudly.  Make a joyful noise to the Lord! 

I love this true story about singing.  In the most troubling days of apartheid in in 

South Africa, the government began shutting down political anti-apartheid rallies. 

Amid this persecution, Archbishop Desmond Tutu declared that he would hold a 

church service instead of a political rally. Held at St. George’s Cathedral in Cape 

Town, the service attracted worshippers from all over South Africa. It also 

attracted hundreds of police who surrounded the cathedral in a show of military 

intimidation. 

As Tutu began preaching, the police entered the cathedral armed with guns and 

lined the walls. Some took out notebooks and began to record Tutu’s words. Tutu 

remained unintimidated. At one point in his sermon he turned to the police and 

said, “you are powerful. You are very powerful, but you are not Gods and I serve a 

God who cannot be mocked. So, since you have already lost, since you have 

already lost, I invite you come and join the winning side.” Immediately, the 

congregation erupted into dancing and singing.” 

(Source:  https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=3898 

We sing with Zachariah today because of the joy that Jesus brings us.  We sing 

because God’s promises are trustworthy and true.  God’s salvation is ours in Jesus 

Christ.  We sing because of the freedom our faith gives to us.   



All who oppose the ways of God have already lost, and so we sing with gratitude 

for God’s grace and provision for the whole creation and that even includes us.  

We sing, and we will keep singing praise to God until God comes to make all 

things new. 

 

Glory to God now and forevermore.  Amen. 

 

 


