
Rumours of hope
Luke 1:56-80

Rumours spread fast.  Especially when they’re good ones.  The more 
surprising they are, the faster they spread.  And the bigger a deal they are, 
the faster they spread.  The word ‘rumour’ usually has negative connotations 
- something that’s maybe a bit negative and very often untrue.

But sometimes, it turns out that surprising rumours about big deals are true, 
and they are about really good, positive things.  People witness it together, 
they go away to report it, and everybody’s talking about it.  That’s what’s 
happening here in Luke 1:56-80.

We read about this couple, Zechariah and Elizabeth.  Those who were here 
about a month ago might remember their story.  They were an elderly couple, 
who had spent their lives not being able to have children.  Then God sends 
an angel to Zechariah - a messenger who delivers, from God Himself, both a 
promise and an instruction.

The promise is that this old husband and wife who are well past the age of 
being able to have children, will have a baby son.  And the instruction is that 
they are to name this son of theirs John.

Now, at the time Zechariah heard all this, he was understandably quite 
sceptical about it, and expressed his doubtfulness to God’s messenger.  The 
angel responded by declaring that Zechariah would not be able to speak 
again until the promise was fulfilled.

So, nine months pass by, and then we get v.57.  ‘When it was time for 
Elizabeth to have her baby, she gave birth to a son.’  Something that is as big 
a deal as that, and as surprising as that, was bound to get passed around the 
neighbourhood.

And everyone was buzzing with what had happened in Elizabeth’s life.  What 
they had heard, v.58 says, is that ‘the Lord had shown her great mercy.’  God 
has shown His ‘loyal love’ (which is what mercy means here) to her.

God did what He said He would do.  He told Zechariah and Elizabeth He’d 
give them this child.  And He stuck to His commitment to bless her in this way 
- to give an old woman a baby.
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If this happened today, our neighbourhood would be buzzing too.  It would be 
getting tweeted and shared and liked on social media all over the place.  
Elizabeth ‘sharing her joy’ like v.58 says would, if she was anything like us, 
mean a Facebook post with a picture of her baby that got hundreds of likes 
instead of the usual 25 for an everyday post.

What good news that was a big deal and/or surprising has happened in your 
life that got your neighbours, friends and family talking?

Elizabeth’s baby would make our news feeds and our papers as a surprising 
good news story.  It might make us pause for just a moment to feel pleased 
for Elizabeth and happy that some joyful twists in the tale happen in the midst 
of so many tragic ones.  But then we’d crack on with life.

And I guess, after the neighbours and relatives had ‘shared Elizabeth’s joy’ in 
v.58, so would they.  Except, there was more to come.  More to get the 
neighbours talking.  On the eighth day of the boy’s life came the time for the 
Jewish ritual of circumcision and naming the child.

It was customary to choose a name that was in the family, so those who were 
taking this service were about to do that.  And they figured they’d go with 
Zechariah Jr, since the old man couldn’t speak for himself anymore.

But mum spoke up and said, ‘No!  He is to be called John.’  In that time and 
culture, it wouldn’t have been normal for a woman to interrupt these religious 
leaders in the middle of a ceremony.  It wasn’t comfortable or easy for 
Elizabeth to speak up like this.  And yet, something compelled her to not just 
go with the flow and take the path of least resistance.  What was it?

You’ll remember that when old Zec and Liz got this promise from God about a 
miracle child, they got an instruction from Him, too.  In 1:13, the angel said, 
‘you are to give him the name John.’  This wasn’t about mum breaking the 
‘keeping it in the family’ tradition because she preferred the name.  This was 
about mum wanting not only to receive God’s promise, but obey the 
instruction that came with it.

And clearly, this was important to dad, too.  The religious leaders conducting 
the naming ceremony weren’t too sure about this calling-the-child-a-random-
name thing, and rather than take mum’s word for it, thought they’d better run 
it past dad.
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It seems that Zechariah had lost his hearing as well as his voice, because v.
62 tells us that ‘they made signs to his father, to find out what he would like to 
name the child.’  Truly, Zechariah had been living through months of real 
silence, with nothing but the promise and command of God to hold on to.

Zechariah had seen God’s promise fulfilled - this old couple had, incredibly, 
had a baby!  And, come what may, Zechariah was going to honour God as 
God had honoured him.  He would obey the command that came with the 
promise.  He wrote on his tablet, ‘His… name… is… John.’

v.64 says that immediately Zechariah’s mouth was opened.  He could speak!  
He could hear!  He could sing and shout and praise!  He could talk of what 
enduring nine months of silence had been like, babble on like every new dad 
about how wonderful his baby was, chat about life and the price of fish.

But what he chose to put his voice to, which we read in vv.67-79, was a song.  
A song about God.  A song about the rumours of hope.  We’ll look at that 
song in a wee bit.  But first of all, let’s learn the lessons that Zechariah’s 
experience teaches us.

Elizabeth and Zechariah treasure the command of God that came with the 
promise of God.  It’s easy to choose to receive the things that God gives us 
as gifts, and ignore the things that God gives us as commands.

A beautiful creation in which to live and breathe and love and laugh?  I’ll take 
it.  The instruction to be good stewards of it, taking responsibility for how we 
care for it and finding my role in life for adding to it?  I’d rather not think about 
it.

Forgiveness for all my sin?  I’ll take it.  The instruction to forgive others all of 
their sin, just as God did mine?  I won’t dwell on it, then I won’t have to deal 
with it.

Eternal life with a place in God’s family?  Yes please, I’ll bag that.  The 
instruction to invite and welcome all sorts of people, to make disciples who 
can join that family too?  Sounds like an effort I don’t want to make, but if I 
don’t focus on it it’ll go away.

Not so Elizabeth and Zechariah.  A baby son, though we have never been 
able to have children and are too old to hope for it now?  Yes please!  The 
instruction to call him John, even if that becomes a bit awkward and difficult 
to make happen?  Yes, God - we’re on it.
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They see to it that God’s command will not slip from their minds.  They will 
not let themselves off with ‘oh, sorry, God, we would have done, but then one 
thing led to another, and this time we couldn’t quite…’  They know, value, 
prepare for and act on the command of God.

What stops us from obeying God’s instructions?

Why is this important?  Well, for one thing, it’s important for us.  When we 
obey God, fullness of life is opened up to us.  It’s when Zechariah sees 
through obedience to God’s instruction, that he demonstrates his belief in 
what God says to him.  It is how he lives out ‘taking God at His word.’

It was not taking God at His word that got Zechariah into months of enforced 
silence until he would stop, watch and learn.  And it was taking God at His 
word - both promise and command - that saw God release Zechariah into a 
fuller life.  When we believe God’s promises and obey the instructions that 
accompany them, we will be released into a greater fullness of life.

But for another thing, being deliberate about obeying God’s instructions could 
be important for the neighbourhood around us.  When we obey God, fullness 
of life is opened up to those around us.  It’s when Zechariah obeys the 
instruction and names his son John that God sets loose his tongue and sets 
loose a bigger buzz in his neighbourhood about what He is up to amongst 
them.

vv.65-66 tell us that this time, the rumours spread faster and wider and 
deeper.  Faster and wider, because these things weren’t just being talked 
about by the neighbours, but by the whole hill country of Judea.  Think not 
just Inverness Royal Academy talking about God at work, but the whole 
Highland region.

And rumours spreading deeper, because the neighbours aren’t just hearing 
good news and sharing a little joy about it.  It’s affecting them more deeply.  
This is more than just a quick ‘like’ on Facebook.  It’s something that can’t just 
be reviewed quickly before moving on with life.  It’s something that grabs you.  
v.65, ‘the neighbours were all filled with awe…’  v.66, ‘everyone who heard 
this wondered about it…’

Those of you here this morning who are following Jesus, don’t you just long 
that we could say these words of our neighbours?  Our friends?  Our 
families?  Those of you who aren’t following Jesus just now, aren’t you 

�4



intrigued to catch a glimpse of what this stuff about Jesus is that we’re so 
excited about?

Well, waves of rumour about what God’s up to in the neighbourhood don’t 
happen everyday.  We can’t create them or coax God into doing something 
that gets the town buzzing about Him.  But those of us who have received 
God’s promises can make ourselves available to God doing great things in 
our community if and when He chooses - when we take following His 
commands seriously.

I don’t know what impact our team going to Tanzania is going to have, 
whether in Tanzania or back here in Inverness beyond the trip itself.  I guess 
we can expect that at least one vulnerable family’s lives will be changed from 
that time on, because of the secure house and home they will have.  But 
quite what else might happen there, God only knows.

Quite what impact it will have on each one of us on the team, God only 
knows.  Quite what God will do in us as a team and what that will mean as we 
return home, God only knows.  Quite how it might get the neighbours and the 
whole city talking when we’re back, God only knows.

But this I know.  I’m supposed to be there.  If I’m honest with you, sometimes 
I could see this trip far enough.  It is completely inconvenient for me to be 
going.  More so for my family than me.  For Heather, it’s going to be a really 
big issue looking after a 5, 4 and 1 year old whilst I’m away.  It’s a really bad 
point in life to be away from them for 2 weeks.

It’s happening over Easter, which is a terrible time to be away from you guys 
as a church.  I don’t want to miss celebrating the most joyful gathering of our 
year, and I don’t really know yet how we’re going to organise Easter services 
with both Murray and I gone.

Now I know these are not really life or death things, but they matter to me.  
More than once, I’ve been on the verge of contacting the Vine Trust to pull out 
of this.  But each time, I have been reminded of the conviction, ‘God is telling 
you to do this.’

I believe that because of something I suppose I can’t really convince you of 
evidentially.  But sometimes in our lives, both Heather and I get the same 
quiet conviction, about the same thing, on the same day; such that when we 
talk about it, we say, ‘yeah, that was strongly in my mind, too.’
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And this was one of those rare times where both Heather and I had the sense 
when we heard about this team that, ‘Scott should be going on that.’  Like I 
say, I don’t know what God is going to do through this team.  All I know is that 
for my part, if I desire to see the neighbours talking about the great things 
God has done, I need to obey the things that God instructs me to do.  For His 
part, God can decide what to do with that.

Do you know what God is instructing you to do that you need to obey?

Here's the part where I say, read your Bible.  And if you don’t have a Bible 
and you want one, tell me and I’ll get you one.  Because if we want to know 
what promises God makes to us to be believed and received, we’ll find them 
in the Bible.  If we want to know the instructions God gives to us to release a 
fuller life and the potential for waves of God’s incredible activity in our 
communities, we’ll find them in the Bible.

If you get to know your Bible, you get to know God.  What He says.  Promises 
to believe and commands to follow.  If you don’t read your Bible, you’ll just be 
left wondering what the promises and commands maybe are, and have no 
real clue what you’re missing.

Here’s a starter for ten to get you going, though.  Here’s the command that 
Jesus gave to people when He walked this Earth: ‘Believe in me.’  This is at 
the heart of life.  It is the way God has told us we can be reconciled with Him, 
and have our sin forgiven and death defeated.  Believe in Jesus.

Not ‘believe in Him’ like you believed in a tooth fairy… or other seasonal 
childhood stores.  Believe in Him like you’ve found someone whom you would 
trust with your life more than you would trust it to yourself.  Because that’s the 
faith Jesus invites and commands.

Then He said: ‘Go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the 
name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey 
everything I have commanded you.’  Apprentice people in living the life Jesus 
apprentices us into.  Point people to Jesus.

There are many ways to do that.  For Zechariah’s part, he did what Mary did 
before him.  He sang a song.  And although he had just become a father for 
the first time, he didn’t start by celebrating his baby.  He started by celebrating 
the baby that Mary was going to have in six months’ time.  The greater still 
child.  The Son of God to come.
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In vv.68-75, Zechariah sings rumours of hope.  About how God is going to 
rescue this tired, oppressed, suffering people from their enemies.  It sounds 
like a political rescue.  Just the kind of rescue that Israel seemed to need 
back then from occupying Rome and wicked King Herod.  Just the kind of 
rescue that people are asking God why He isn’t bringing about in Syria, Iraq, 
London, Paris, the USA.

But in vv.76-79, when Zechariah turns his face to his own baby boy, he shows 
us that he sees there is more to the Rescuer that will come after him than just 
a peace deal and an expansion of a nation’s borders.

v.76 says that John is going to ‘prepare the way’ for the Lord.  John is the one 
who is going to fulfil a promise from 400 years before, in the Old Testament 
book of Malachi.  And this promise is linked to the bringing about of justice in 
this world.

Malachi 2:17-3:1 says this: ‘You have wearied the Lord with your words.  
“How have we wearied Him?” you ask.  By saying, “All who do evil are good 
in the eyes of the Lord, and He is pleased with them” or “Where is the God of 
justice?”  “See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before 
me.  Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to His temple; the 
messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come,” says the Lord 
Almighty.

In response to a nation’s cries for justice, God sends two babies.  One called 
John, who will prepare the way for a greater One who will change the whole 
world, called Jesus.  John will tell people how to be ready to receive this 
Jesus, this Lord, our God.  He will teach them how to be saved, how to be 
rescued.

He will teach that this world’s hope lies not in UN resolutions or diplomatic 
solutions or airstrikes or sanctions or investment or education or positive 
thinking or best wishes; not in good deeds or weekly rituals; not in capitalism 
or socialism or conservatism or liberalism or nationalism nor any other ism; 
not in pride or power or dreams or effort…

But in the forgiveness of sins.  For human beings to discover forgiveness… 
innocence before God… reconciliation with Him.  John will teach that God 
offers us that because of His ‘tender mercy,’ His ‘loyal love’ to us.  He will 
teach that it is by this, the forgiveness of our sins, that Heaven’s light will 
break upon the darkness of this Earth.
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That light will pierce darkness; life will shatter death.  It is by this, the song 
concludes, that we will walk through life in peace.  A life that keeps on going, 
beyond the death that is broken by this same forgiveness.

The rumours at the start of Luke are that this is the answer to our world’s 
problems.   And it comes to us, as a gift, from the Rescuer for whom John will 
roll out the red carpet.  The Son of God, Jesus Christ.  Luke will tell us more 
when he introduces us to Jesus about His life, His mission, His death, His 
resurrection, His rescuing us.

Hope, forgiveness, solutions, eternity, rescue, life - rumour has it, it’s all with 
this person Jesus.  It’s a rumour that is spreading across this world faster 
than anything else is.  But have you heard it?  And what do you make of it?
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