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Matthew 8:20 “The foxes have holes and the birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head.” 
 
Matthew 11:11a “Truly I say to you, among those born of women there has not arisen anyone greater than John the Baptist!” 
 
I.       The Delivery of John (vv. 57-58) 
 

Luke 1:13-17 “But the angel said to him, ‘Do not be afraid, Zacharias, for your petition has been heard, and your wife 
Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will give him the name 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; and he will drink no wine or liquor, and he will be filled with the Holy 
Spirit while yet in his mother’s womb. And he will turn many of the sons of Israel back to the Lord their God. It is he who 
will go as a forerunner before Him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers back to the children, 
and the disobedient to the attitude of the righteous, so as to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.’” 
 
Joshua 21:45 “Not one of the good promises which the Lord had made to the house of Israel failed; all came to pass.”  
 
2 Corinthians 1:20a (NIV) “For no matter how many promises God has made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ.”  
 
Hebrews 10:23b “He who promised is faithful.”  
 
Titus 1:2b “…God, who cannot lie…”  
 
Hebrews 6:18b “…it is impossible for God to lie…” 
 
 
 

II.      The Dilemma of His Name (vv. 59-66) 
 
 
 
III.     The Declaration of Zacharias (vv. 67-79) 
 

A. Word’s About Jesus (vv. 67-69a) 
 

“There are six covenants in the Old Testament that are specifically referred to by that term. Three of them, the Noahic 
(Genesis 9:9-17), Mosaic (Exodus 19:5; 24:7-8; 34:27-28; Deuteronomy 4:13), and the Priestly (Numbers 25:10-13) 
covenants are non-salvific; eternal, spiritual salvation is not in view in any of them. The other three covenants, the 
Davidic, Abrahamic, and New, do relate to salvation. The Davidic covenant is universal; it involves the eternal rule of 
Jesus Christ over all. The Abrahamic covenant is national; it designates God’s promised blessing of Israel, The New 
covenant is personal; it refers to God forgiving sin in the lives of individuals. Of course, no one will enter into the full 
blessings of the Davidic and Abrahamic covenants apart from the salvation provided in the New Covenant.”      

       [John MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary, Luke1-5, page 95.] 
 
 

B. Words About David (vv. 69b-71) 
 

2 Samuel 7:16 “Your house and your kingdom shall endure before Me forever; your throne shall be established 
forever.”  
 
Revelation 11:15 “The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of His Christ; and He will reign 
forever and ever.”  
 
Isaiah 9:6-7 “For a child will be born to us, a son will be given to us; and the government will rest on His shoulders; 
and His name will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace. There will be no end 



to the increase of His government or of peace, on the throne of David and over his kingdom, to establish it and to 
uphold it with justice and righteousness from then on and forevermore. The zeal of the Lord of hosts will accomplish 
this.” 

 
 

C. Words About Abraham (vv. 72-75) 
 

Luke 1:72b-73 “And to remember His holy covenant, the oath which He swore to Abraham our father.” 
 
Genesis 12:1-3 “Now the Lord said to Abram, ‘Go forth from your country, and from your relatives and from your 
father’s house, to the land which I will show you; and I will make you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make 
your name great; and so you shall be a blessing; and I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I 
will curse. And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed.’”  
 
John 4:22 “…for salvation is from the Jews.” 

 
 

D. Words About John (vv. 76-79) 
 

Malachi 4:2b “… the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings.” 
 
Isaiah 9:2 “The people who walk in darkness will see a great light; those who live in a dark land, the light will shine on 
them.” 

 
 
 
IV.      The Development of John (v. 80) 
 

A. His Humility  
 

John 1:20 “And he confessed and did not deny, but confessed, ‘I am not the Christ.’”  
 
John 1:27 “It is He who comes after me, the thong of whose sandal I am not worthy to untie.”  
 
John 1:30 “This is He on behalf of whom I said, ‘After me comes a Man who has a higher rank than I, for He existed 
before me.’”  
 
“Nothing sets a man out of the devil’s reach so much as humility.”                                                   ─Jonathan Edwards 

 
 
 

B. His Strong Convictions  
 

 Matthew 11:7b “What did you go out into the wilderness to see? A reed shaken by the wind?” 
 
 “Right is right even if everyone is against it, and wrong is wrong even if everyone is for it.”                   ─William Penn 

 
 
 

C. His Self-Denial 
 

Matthew 11:8-9 “But what did you go out to see? A man dressed in soft clothing? Those who wear soft clothing are in    
kings’ palaces! But what did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and one who is more than a prophet.”  
 
Matthew 3:4 “Now John himself had a garment of camel’s hair and a leather belt around his waist; and his food was 

locusts and wild honey.” 
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What is it that makes a person great? From the world’s viewpoint, it involves such things as being born 
into a well-known or wealthy family, someone who has started a successful business, someone successful 
in athletics or another venue, or someone in a high political or military office. John the Baptist had none 
of the world’s characteristics of greatness than Jesus. He was from a simple obscure family and lived out 
in the wilderness called “the hill country of Judea.”  

In reality, what we find is that what the world calls greatness quickly fades away and has no eternal 
impact. God’s definition of greatness is quite different from the world’s definition. In the 19th Century, 
one Sunday morning after Sunday School, two young brothers were discussing their life goals. The older 
brother’s goal was to be rich and famous (to be “great” by the world’s standards). The second brother’s 
goal was to follow Christ to the fullest. The second brother went on to meet his goal. His name was David 
Livingstone, the famous missionary physician to Africa. The first brother went on to become very rich, 
but when he died, the epitaph on his tombstone read, “Here lies the brother of David Livingstone.” God’s 
view of greatness is different from man’s view.  

Jesus Himself said of John the Baptist in Matthew 11:11a: “Truly I say to you, among those born of 
women there has not arisen anyone greater than John the Baptist!” In today’s message we will look at the 
text to learn more about John the Baptist’s birth and how his Father, Zacharias, ties his birth to some of 
the Old Testament covenants. We will close the message by examining some of the qualities that made 
John great in the eyes of the Lord.  

 

I.  The Delivery of John (vv. 57-58) 

Let me remind you of the circumstances surrounding John’s birth. His father and mother (Zacharias and 
Elizabeth) were very old, past the normal child-bearing years, and had no children. Having no children in 
that culture was the worst thing that could happen to a couple and especially to the wife. While Zacharias 
(who was a priest) was in Jerusalem ministering in the Holy Place of the Temple, a high ranking angel 
named Gabriel appeared to him and told him that his wife Elizabeth will conceive and give birth to a 
child who was to be named John. This child would be the one who would go before the long awaited 
Messiah (Christ) to be His forerunner who would prepare His way. We read in Luke 1:13-17:  

But the angel said to him, ‘Do not be afraid, Zacharias, for your petition has been heard, and your 
wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will give him the name 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; and he 
will drink no wine or liquor, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit while yet in his mother’s 
womb. And he will turn many of the sons of Israel back to the Lord their God. It is he who will go 
as a forerunner before Him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers back 
to the children, and the disobedient to the attitude of the righteous, so as to make ready a people 
prepared for the Lord.’ 

The word “forerunner” means someone who goes ahead of another to prepare the way.  

Zacharias does not believe the angel and manifests his unbelief by asking Gabriel for a sign. The sign was 
that he would be unable to speak until after the promised forerunner was born. After Zacharias’ duties in 
the Temple were over, he and Elizabeth traveled about seventy-five to one-hundred miles back to their 
home in the Judean hills. True to what the angel said, Elizabeth did conceive in spite of her old age.  

About six months after Elizabeth conceived, her much younger cousin in Nazareth (whose name was 
Mary) also conceived a child. Like Elizabeth, Mary’s conception was miraculous. The two miracles were 
quite different however: Elizabeth’s miracle is that she, through normal marital relations with her 
husband, conceived a child though she was past the age of conceiving a child. Her miracle was the same 



as Sarah and Abraham’s miracle in conceiving a son, that they named Isaac, in their old age. Mary’s 
miracle was of a different kind that had no precedence. Though she was betrothed to a man named 
Joseph, she conceived as a virgin – a woman who had never had sexual relations with a man. Mary made 
the long journey from Nazareth to the home of Zacharias and Elizabeth (about a three or four-day 
journey) and spent three months with her much older cousin, Elizabeth, before returning to Nazareth.  

Allow me share a truth that I fear we often minimize. Every one of God’s promises will come to pass in 
His time. In Luke chapter 1, we see two amazing promises of God come to pass just as He said they 
would. God promised in Isaiah 7:14 that a virgin would conceive a son who would be the long awaited 
Messiah. In Luke 1:31-35 we see that the woman’s name was Mary and in Luke 2 we read about the birth 
of the Messiah from this virgin.  

God promised in Luke 1:13 that a barren woman and her husband would have a son who would be the 
forerunner of the Messiah. We read in Luke 1:57: “Now the time had come for Elizabeth to give birth, and 
she gave birth to a son.” God keeps His promises! Joshua 21:45: “Not one of the good promises which the 
Lord had made to the house of Israel failed; all came to pass.”         2 Corinthians 1:20a (NIV): “For no 
matter how many promises God has made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ.” Hebrews 10:23b: “He who promised 
is faithful.” To fail to keep a promise would be to lie and the Bible not only tells us that God will not lie, 
He cannot lie. Lying is not in the realm of possibility for our Triune God! Titus 1:2b: “…God, who cannot 
lie…” Hebrews 6:18b: “…it is impossible for God to lie…” 

As was promised, Elizabeth gave birth to a son. 

 

II.  The Dilemma of His Name (vv. 59-66) 

Traditionally, boys were officially named when they were circumcised on the eighth day after their birth. 
Circumcision was the sign of the Abrahamic covenant for all Jewish males. The circumcision was usually 
performed by the father or another appointed person. According to Jewish tradition, there would be at 
least ten persons present for the procedure. No doubt there was a quite large crowd to see this miracle 
child. The people at the ceremony took it upon themselves to name the child. This was not unusual. I 
suppose that the attenders of this ceremony wanted to honor Zacharias because of his long wait for a 
child and so they decided to name the boy “Zacharias” after his father. Elizabeth quickly speaks up and 
gives a rather emphatic “no” (“no indeed”) to their choice of a name. Not satisfied with Elizabeth’s 
answer, they turned to the father, Zacharias, and asked him what he wanted to name his son. The fact 
that they made “signs” may indicate that he had been deaf as well as unable to speak.  He then took a 
tablet and wrote on it, “His name is John.” This obedience to what the angel Gabriel commanded him 
resulted in John’s ability to speak (and perhaps also to hear) being restored. As a result, Zacharias began 
to praise God. Zacharias’ last words before he was struck dumb (unable to speak) were words of doubt. 
His first words when his speech was restored were words of delight in God and His promises. Zacharias 
had learned his lesson. Never doubt what God says! There was a common sense among the people that 
indeed this was a special child with a special assignment and anointing from God – that assignment was 
to be the one who prepared the way for the Messiah. 

 

III.  The Declaration of Zacharias (vv. 67-79) 

Zacharias’ nine months of being mute and possibly deaf was not in vain. He likely was reviewing the 
Scriptures and putting together how all of this with John and Jesus fit into the covenants and promises of 
God. These words of Zacharias were actually a song – the third of five songs here in the beginning of 
Luke’s Gospel. This song has traditionally been called “The Benedictus” which comes from the first word 
in the Latin translation of the Bible (the Latin Vulgate) that is translated “Blessed” in many English 
translations.   

A.  Word’s about Jesus (vv. 67-69a) 

 Zacharias’ words reveal that Christianity was not a new religion. Rather, Christianity is the fulfillment of 
all that is promised in the Old Testament. The phrase “filled with the Holy Spirit,” when used of an 
individual in the Old Testament before the Holy Spirit came on the Day of Pentecost to indwell believers, 
usually meant that the Holy Spirit had come upon them to enable them to speak something very 
important. What Zacharias said in obedience to the Holy Spirit was indeed important. His words were 



referring to Jesus. There is a sense of excitement because he recognizes that the birth of his son is tied to 
the coming birth of the promised Messiah that would come through his wife’s cousin, Mary. 

In verses 67-79, Zacharias was praising God for His covenants. The concept of “covenant” is essential to 
understand if you want to understand the Bible and how it fits together. A covenant in Scripture is an 
agreement between God and a person or a group of people. Some of the covenants in the Bible are 
conditional and some are unconditional. John MacArthur gives a great summary of the main covenants 
in the Scriptures. “ 

There are six covenants in the Old Testament that are specifically referred to by that term. Three 
of them, the Noahic (Genesis 9:9-17), Mosaic (Exodus 19:5; 24:7-8; 34:27-28; Deuteronomy 4:13), 
and the Priestly (Numbers 25:10-13) covenants are non-salvific; eternal, spiritual salvation is not 
in view in any of them. The other three covenants, the Davidic, Abrahamic, and New do relate to 
salvation. The Davidic covenant is universal; it involves the eternal rule of Jesus Christ over all. 
The Abrahamic covenant is national; it designates God’s promised blessing of Israel, The New 
Covenant is personal; it refers to God forgiving sin in the lives of individuals. Of course no one 
will enter into the full blessings of the Davidic and Abrahamic covenants apart from the salvation 
provided in the New Covenant.   
[John MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary, Luke1-5, page 95]  

Zacharias set the pattern for his son John. Zacharias was grateful for the son God had given him, but his 
focus was on Jesus who would bring “redemption for His people” (v. 68). “Redemption” meant to set free 
by paying a price. The price would be His own life blood. Throughout John’s life, he shied away from the 
spotlight and always pointed to Jesus. His attitude is summarized in John 3:30: “He must increase, but I 
must decrease.”  

   In verse 69a, “horn” speaks of power and victory. Not only would Jesus provide redemption (payment 
for sin, He would also provide power and victory over the enemy. 

B.  Words about David (vv. 69b-71) 

Zacharias knew the Old Testament; he knew that the Messiah would be from the linage of David. We read 
in 2 Samuel 7:16: “Your house and your kingdom shall endure before Me forever; your throne shall be 
established forever.” The ultimate fulfillment of that is in Christ. We read in Revelation of the Lord Jesus 
Christ in Revelation 11:15: “The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of His 
Christ; and He will reign forever and ever.” The prophet Isaiah gave a prophesy of that coming 
descendent of David some 700 years before the birth of Christ. Isaiah 9:6-7:  

For a child will be born to us, a son will be given to us; and the government will rest on His 
shoulders; and His name will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince 
of Peace. There will be no end to the increase of His government or of peace, on the throne of 
David and over his kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it with justice and righteousness from 
then on and forevermore. The zeal of the Lord of hosts will accomplish this.  

Zacharias would have known that Mary was in the linage of David and so her Son met the qualification of 
being in the line of David. 

C.  Words about Abraham (vv. 72-75) 

The Abrahamic Covenant is referred to in Luke 1:72b-73: “And to remember His holy covenant, the oath 
which He swore to Abraham our father.” What was that “holy covenant” God made with Abraham? The 
covenant was first mentioned in Genesis 12 and then ratified in Genesis 15. Genesis 12:1-3: “Now the 
Lord said to Abram, ‘Go forth from your country, and from your relatives and from your father’s house, 
to the land which I will show you; and I will make you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your 
name great; and so you shall be a blessing; and I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses 
you I will curse. And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed.’”  

This covenant with Abraham was ratified in Genesis 15. When you search the Scriptures, all the blessings 
of salvation came through Abraham’s descendants through Isaac. I am speaking of the Jews. Jesus 
Himself summarized it in John 4:22: “…for salvation is from the Jews.” Even in our day, we see the 
supernatural work of God in the fact that ethnic Israel is still a nation. God is not through with ethnic 
Israel. There are still promises that God made to Israel that will be fulfilled when Jesus returns and sets 
up His kingdom on earth. To take all of the specific promises God made to ethnic Israel and say they are 



fulfilled in the church requires some real interpretive “gymnastics” that results in what, I believe, are 
incorrect views of the future and the nation Israel. We will save the details of that for another time.  

D.  Words about John (vv. 76-79) 

It is obvious that Zacharias is now speaking of his newborn son. This is the most detailed description of 
John’s ministry. John was technically the last Old Testament prophet. Even though his birth is recorded 
in the New Testament, he is the one God chose to prepare the way for the Messiah and the new covenant 
in His blood. John is often thought of as a harsh man, and in some respects he was, but primarily his 
ministry was giving a people in darkness the light and giving the message of forgiveness of sins and 
magnifying the tender mercy of our God. He truly prepared the way for Jesus and the message of 
forgiveness through the shedding of His own blood. This passage is laced all the way through with quotes 
from, or references to, the Old Testament. For instance, the phrase in verse 78: “the Sunrise from on high 
will visit us” is referring to Malachi 4:2b: “… the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings.” 
The phrase in verse 79: “To shine upon those who sit in darkness and the shadow of death…” is from 
Isaiah 9:2: “The people who walk in darkness will see a great light; those who live in a dark land, the light 
will shine on them.”   

Are you beginning to see that John was a special servant of God who had a role greater that any man who 
ever lived – to be the forerunner for God the Son as He came to provide salvation? 

 

IV.  The Development of John (v. 80) 

I want us to examine some characteristics of John’s character that made him great in God’s eyes (which 
are the only eyes that really count). He is described in verse 80 as “strong in spirit.” I long for that in my 
life, my wife’s life, my children and their spouses lives, and in my grandchildren’s lives. I also long for it 
to be true in your life. What qualities made John “strong in spirit?” There are many, but here are three.  

A.  His Humility  

John could be plain and harsh when dealing with hypocrites, and yet he was so humble. When John was 
asked about his identity, he had the chance to claim a name for himself, but he answered in John 1:20: 
“And he confessed and did not deny, but confessed, ‘I am not the Christ.’” Jesus, who was God become 
flesh was the great “I Am.” John confessed “I am not I Am” John never passed an opportunity to magnify 
Jesus and make himself smaller. He was speaking of Jesus when he said in John 1:27: “It is He who 
comes after me, the thong of whose sandal I am not worthy to untie.” John was always content to point 
people away from himself and point them to Jesus. He said in John 1:30: “This is He on behalf of whom I 
said, ‘After me comes a Man who has a higher rank than I, for He existed before me.’” John was born six 
months before Jesus, but he said “He was before me.” John knew that Jesus was the eternal Son of God 
and in humility, he simply wanted to turn the spotlight on Jesus.  

John was great because of his humility. Jonathan Edwards said, “Nothing sets a man out of the devil’s 
reach so much as humility.” [Source Unknown]  

When we reach a place that all that matters is that Jesus be magnified in our bodies whether by life or by 
death (Philippians 1:20b), we will have achieved greatness in God’s eyes. When Jesus rode into 
Jerusalem on a donkey during what is called, “The triumphal entry,” the crowds hardly noticed the 
donkey; they looked at Jesus. They cheered for Christ and not the donkey. When we are content to be the 
donkey that carries Jesus to those that need Him, we will have begun to experience humility and we will 
be great in God’s eyes.  

B.  His Strong Convictions  

In Matthew 11:7b Jesus said, “What did you go out into the wilderness to see? A reed shaken by the 
wind?” Along the Jordan River there were reeds that stood as high as twelve feet. When the wind blew, 
they went back and forth and would even bend to the ground. They became symbolic of someone without 
strong convictions who went with the prevailing winds. John had such strong convictions that he stood 
up to Herod Antipas and rebuked him for his sin. John would have agreed with William Penn who said, 
“Right is right even if everyone is against it, and wrong is wrong even if everyone is for it.” John feared 
only God and stood for his biblical convictions whatever it cost.  



John could have gotten the endorsement and approval of the religious leaders of his day if only he was 
willing to compromise his convictions. After all, they were coming to him to be baptized. If only he would 
just tone it down and not upset these powerful men, his ministry could have taken off and he could have 
gained national fame and riches and been called great by the religious leaders. That wasn’t even an 
option for John. He was a man of strong convictions and he was interested only in pleasing the Father 
and magnifying the Son.  

C.  His Self-Denial   

Matthew 11:8-9: “But what did you go out to see? A man dressed in soft clothing? Those who wear soft 
clothing are in kings’ palaces! But what did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and one who is 
more than a prophet.” John’s clothing was anything but soft. Matthew 3:4: “Now John himself had a 
garment of camel’s hair and a leather belt around his waist; and his food was locusts and wild honey.” 
John’s lifestyle was a rebuke to the self-indulgent, self-centered religious leaders. He lived in the desert, 
wore non-stylish but functional clothing, and ate a diet that was not desirable, but nutritious and 
inexpensive. John was not an ascetic. John simply refused to play the world’s games with clothing and 
diet to impress the world. John’s self-denial was a rebuke to the religious of his day who were involved 
for the most part in       self-indulgence. 

  

Conclusion 

May we, like John the Baptist, be strong in spirit with lives characterized by humility, strong convictions, 
and self-denial.  
 

 


