
1 

 

WE CAN NOT LIVE BY DREAD ALONE 

Luke 1: 5-25 – Pastor Richard P. Carlson 

 

We cannot live by dread alone. Did you know fear is one of the major issues we 

face at Christmas? There is the fear of the unfamiliar, encountering God or His 

angels. Fear is gripping the hearts of millions in America today, as we have a 

growing fear of the dollar going under and the electrical power grid going out—

and some prognosticators are telling us that 90% of America’s population will die 

in three months if the power grid goes out and the dollar goes under. There are 

predictions of martial law being enforced and millions losing their homes. Those 

making such predictions could be right, but what their words are doing is (1) 

selling their books on survival and (2) their predictions are fulfilling the words of 

Jesus in Luke 21: 25-26 and 34-36. “And there will be signs in sun and moon and 

stars, and on the earth distress of nations in perplexity because of the roaring of the 

sea and the waves, people fainting with fear (their hearts failing them for fear) and 

with foreboding of what is coming on the world. For the powers of the heavens 

will be shaken…But watch yourselves lest your hearts be weighed down with 

dissipation and drunkenness and cares of this life, and that day come upon you 

suddenly like a trap. For it will come upon all who dwell on the face of the whole 

earth. But stay awake at all times, praying that you may have strength to escape all 

these things that are going to take place, and to stand before the Son of Man.” On 

the eve of the rapture or in the last days before the second coming of Jesus, and we 

are here—this is the eve. On the eve, the fears of folk across the world and 

especially, right here in America, fears are coming on many like a trap. 

 

Beloved, the fears in the hearts of Mary and Joseph before Christ’s birth ended in 

the angel Gabriel saying to Mary after announcing her upcoming virgin birth of 

Jesus, Luke 1: 30—“Do not be afraid!” –and the angel’s words to Joseph later 

when the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream in Mathew 1: 20 saying, 

“Do not fear to take Mary as your wife.” Phillips Brooks knew about Christmas 

fears and the fears of his day when he wrote the first verse of “O Little Town Of 

Bethlehem” in 1868. Phillips Brooks was an Episcopal priest, Rector of the Church 

of the Holy Trinity, in Philadelphia. He was inspired by visiting the Palestinian city 

of Bethlehem in 1865. Three years later, he wrote the poem for his church and his 

organist, Lewis Redner, added the music. The first verse reads, “O little town of 

Bethlehem, How still we see thee lie! Above thy deep and dreamless sleep, The 

silent stars go by. Yet in thy dark streets shineth The everlasting Light—The hopes 

and fears of all the years, Are met in thee tonight.” When we don’t totally 

understand what is going on, we face a dilemma that makes us afraid. The young 

virgin maiden named Mary, a godly young lady, betrothed to Joseph, didn’t know 

what was going on when she heard she was going to have a baby, Christ the Lord. 

She knew she had been pure in her relationship with Joseph. The announcement 
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made her afraid. Why was the angel of the Lord saying these words to her? “The 

angel did well to say, “Do not be afraid.” Later, Joseph came to know Mary was 

pregnant and he was doubtless afraid and at his wits end, for he loved Mary deeply. 

He didn’t want to disgrace the young woman he loved. He was planning to put her 

away, planning a quiet divorce. The angel’s word to Joseph were, “Don’t be 

afraid.” Don’t fear for your reputation, don’t be afraid of what you don’t 

understand. God is in this pregnancy!” Knowing that God is up to something is an 

effective antidote to fear and dread and making foolish decisions.  

 

Are you living in fear and dread, beloved? It was little more than six months before 

the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary, that he also first came to appear to Zachariah. 

The two appearances of Gabriel were connected to the first coming of Jesus. Judea 

from 40 – 4 BC was living in the reign of terror under the Idumaean king called 

Herod the Great. This puppet king’s power was largely dependent upon the Roman 

government. Herod achieved his outward success by building many beautiful 

buildings. He was even responsible for rebuilding the temple of the Lord in 

Jerusalem. Yet, Herod the Great was a wicked man who polluted the land of Israel 

by also building other temples in honor of pagan gods and he instituted pagan 

games that were a bit like our Olympics. Herod’s reign was a reign of dread, 

deeply stained with blood, the blood of his own wives and sons. History records 

that it was safer to be one of Herod’s pigs than one of his sons. Herod finally died 

unmourned by his relatives and the nation. It was at the end of these awful days of 

dread that there lived a certain Jewish priest of the division of Abijah. He lived in 

the hill country of Judah—Luke 1: 5, and his wife’s name was Elizabeth, a 

daughter with a heritage reaching back to Aaron, the Levite, the high priest. 

Zechariah lived not only in a politically dark time, but a religiously dark time. 

There had been no Old Testament prophet to come on the scene for 400 years since 

the days of the last known prophet Malachi. Prophecy had been dead and silent. 

What would God do? Would He still use prophets? God didn’t forget his using of 

prophets. When God wanted to reform His church in the dark days of the late 

middle ages, He used a priest living in seclusion in a convent. In that place where 

faith had been corrupted, God brought a new personal faith to a priest named 

Martin Luther. So God at a much earlier time, in a time of barrenness for Zachariah 

and his wife Elizabeth, God prepared this Israelite priest without a son,  to 

announce to him that he and his wife would bear a son whose job it would be to 

introduce God’s Messiah—our Lord Jesus Christ.  This plan of God in this age of 

fear and dread, came at a time when the daily temple sacrifices could not ever 

atone for man’s sin. They were only a temporary covering, foreshadowing Calvary. 

God was ready to introduce the new covenant and a plan for Him to dwell inside 

us, our bodies His temple, as we would worship Him in spirit and in truth. Every 

male descendant of Aaron was automatically a priest. There were many priests in 

the days of Zechariah, an estimate beyond 20,000. That’s why there were 24 
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divisions. In I Chronicles 24, in the days of King David, lots were cast among 24 

heads of households that were sons of Aaron. Thus at this time, the 8th lot fell to 

Abijah. Only at Passover, at Pentecost, and at the Feast of Tabernacles did all the 

priests serve. For the rest of the year, each division served one week two times. 

Godly priests loved their work and looked forward to serving the Lord as the 

highlight of their lives. Levitical priests had to marry a wife of pure Jewish lineage, 

but it was a special blessing if they also married a wife who descended from Aaron 

as they did. Every morning and evening, sacrifice was made for the whole nation. 

A burnt offering of a male lamb, one year old, without spot or blemish, was offered 

with a meal offering of flour and oil and a drink offering of wine. Before the 

morning sacrifice, and after the evening sacrifice, incense was burned on the 

golden altar of incense so that the sacrifices might go to God wrapped up in an 

envelope of sweet-smelling incense. This incense offering was made in the Holy 

Place. Only the high priest was allowed to go into the Holy of Holies once a year 

on the Day of Atonement. Since there were so many priests, many of them never 

had a chance in their lifetime of offering incense in the Holy Place. If the lot fell on 

that priest for that one day, it was for that priest the greatest day in all his life, as it 

would never be repeated.  

 

So being blessed to be a priest, Zachariah was doubly blessed with the lot falling 

on him to offer incense. Zachariah means “The Lord remembers.” His wife’s name 

Elizabeth means “My God is an oath or promise or my God is the faithful One.” 

Yet God had not seemed to remember them. They were childless. In Jewish life, 

that meant excommunicated from God—valid grounds for divorcing a barren wife. 

For a Jewish lady, it was a double tragedy for every mother wanted to bear 

Messiah. Levites must retire at age 60, but a priest served until death. Thus 

Zachariah who was of retirement age, got his chance to offer incense and to pray 

for the salvation of his people through the coming Messiah, but knowing he and his 

wife could never be part of God’s answer, since Elizabeth was barren. When 

Zachariah entered the Holy Place, the people prayed in the temple court. They 

waited to see the ascending smoke, their symbol of true consecration to God. Then 

when the smoke arose, the people fell down before the Lord spreading out their 

hands in silent prayer. Everything was on the line for Zechariah. Then he saw the 

angel Gabriel at the right side of the golden altar in the place of honor. He was 

about to learn—The God who promised Messiah to come is the same God who 

remembers and keeps His promises. Today I want to explore with you seven 

blessings God gave Zachariah on the eve of His first coming that He promises to 

give all of us on the eve of His second coming. What are these seven blessings? 

 

GOD REWARDS CONSECRATION AND OBEDIENCE IN HIS 

CHILDREN. (I.) Notice vs. 5, 6! This old couple were not sinless, but the quality 

of their lives were in stark contrast to most others folks in their day. The flame of 
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their faith burned brightly, tested by the greatest couple sorrow—barrenness. Yet 

they went right on loving each other—not divorcing as tradition allowed. 

Zachariah loved Elizabeth too much to leave her side, in hopes of having an heir. 

They knew the pain of unanswered prayer, but they were beyond child-bearing 

years, around 65. Their broken dreams and hopes didn’t embitter or estrange them 

from God. In public and private life, they blamelessly obeyed God’s commands 

and fulfilled all God required of them. Did you know that we grow too soon old 

and too late smart? Why do we believe God is entrapped in our sense of time for 

what He plans to do in our lives? Never forget. God never forgets His own—that’s 

why the lot fell to Zachariah. That wasn’t chance. Proverbs 16: 33 states, “The lot 

is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the Lord.” This one day in a 

lifetime, was God’s reward for Zachariah and Elizabeth. Beyond man’s timetable 

of childbearing, is not beyond God’s timetable. Elizaabeth must know the joy and 

blessing of pregnancy and motherhood. God does remember and He is faithful. 

God was ready to break 400 years of silence in prophecy to send a new prophet, 

the forerunner of Messiah Jesus, and v. 13 tells us, “You shall call his name 

“John,” meaning the “The Lord is merciful,” or “The gracious gift of God.” Listen! 

God never forgets any of our obedience or our labors of love. Hebrews 6: 10. 2nd, 

 

GOD HEARS THE EARNEST PRAYERS OF HIS SERVANTS. (II.) Notice 

vs. 7-13 at what happened when Zachariah saw the angel Gabriel beside the altar 

of incense. He was afraid. Here was Zachariah standing beside the golden altar of 

incense as the representative for the people of Israel, praying for their spiritual 

redemption by the coming of Christ, Messiah. Seeing his fear, Gabriel said, v. 13, 

“Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard and your wife 

Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John.” What prayer had 

been heard? The prayer was the prayer of this barren couple for God to open 

Elizabeth’s womb. Was this man way past childbearing age, along with his wife, 

was he quietly praying once more for a son at this sacred moment, when it was his 

job to pray for his people? I don’t think so. Zachariah and Elizabeth knew it was 

time to quit praying for a son. But what was this angel saying? Gabriel was telling 

him that Messiah Jesus was now about to come and Zachariah’s own son that he 

fathered would act as Messiah’s forerunner. Like Abraham and Sarah gave up 

hope, so it was for Zachariah and Elizabeth. They had given up hopes of 

contributing at all to the hopes of bearing an infant son, by even possibly bearing 

Messiah. When we hear what God wants from us when it seems out of place/the 

wrong time, what we forget is that God answers prayers still, even when it appears 

it is way too late, and even out of place. 3rd, 

 

GOD REMEMBERS THE ABANDONED DREAMS OF THE REDEEMED. 

(III.) v. 13. The God who keeps covenant and remembers all His promises, will do 

more than send Messiah, and send Him back again in the second coming. Turn 
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with me to Psalm 127: 3-128: 4. Never forget it beloved. Sarah, Hannah, and 

Elizabeth are not the only families yearning for children that God blesses with the 

hopes of their lives. Even women as my own wife, who already had our 3 eldest 

daughters, Amy, Heather, and Gretchen, such women can yearn for more children. 

After 6 years, it seemed impossible for us to have more children. We spoke of 

possibly adopting, and that is when God remembered our abandoned dream, and a 

dream I never ever admitted aloud to Jinny—I always had hoped for a son, but 

never articulated it to her or to God in prayer. When God remembered our 

abandoned dream with twins, and the first was another daughter, I was thrilled. 

Audrey Joy came, the 4th of 7. The secret dream was over, but to the doctor’s 

surprise, God remembered my abandoned dream for a son—and here came a boy 

playmate for Audrey, and when we brought home these two 3 pounders, I knew 

God was still in business, and that Jinny and I had not been forgotten. 4thly,  

 

GOD YEARNS TO USE US AND FILL US SO THAT THROUGH US HE 

WILL TURN HIS PEOPLE BACK TO HIM. (IV.) Turn with me to vs. 14-17. 

Not everyone will in their experience replicate Zachariah and Elizabeth’s 

experience. But all of us can be used of God and filled with His Spirit so that our 

lives and our ministry will cause others to repent and turn back to the Lord. This is 

a three-fold desire. (1) God wants to use our ministry to make the devout believers 

rejoice. (14,15) The devout in Zachariah’s day were to greatly rejoice that this John 

the Baptist was to be Jesus’ forerunner. What a promise! John would need no 

stimulus from alcohol to serve the Lord. God was going to uniquely fill him with 

the Holy Spirit in his mother’s womb—so that he would leap in her womb when 

Mary entered Elizabeth’s house when he was 6 months along. And the joy was that 

John’s message was to be repentance to turn back the sons of Israel to the Lord-16. 

(2) God wants to use our ministry and our children’s ministry to turn father’s 

hearts back to their children. (17a) This is still needed today with so many broken 

family ties, absent fathers, unloving dads. God wants to use us and our children to 

mend broken homes in our broken world. (3) God wants to use our ministry to 

change the attitude of the disobedient to become as the attitude of the righteous. 

(17) Only this kind of people are prepared for the Lord’s coming. This has been 

one of the largest ministries of mine in counseling through a book I wrote called 

“Hope for the Home.” God wants a prepared people to return for at His coming. Is 

God using your life as an adult, a parent, a young adult, a teen or a child for this 3-

fold ministry? Are you a servant of God come in the spirit and power of Elijah? 5th 

 

GOD CHASTENS/DISCIPLINES HIS CHILDREN WHEN THEY DOUBT 

HIS WORD. (V.) Notice v. 18-20. It was in doubt of God’s promise through His 

chief messenger angel Gabriel that Zachariah called for a sign. God’s top angel of 

redeeming grace and good news stood before him. Zachariah knew well the 

example of Abraham and Sarah and of Hannah and Elkanah. He had more light 
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than they did, and thus greater responsibility to trust God. Zachariah’s unbelief was 

too much for the Lord. It warranted His chastening hand. How could Zachariah 

still doubt in the presence of God’s greatest messenger angel? He was, like Peter, 

looking at the waves, looking at his age, and Elizabeth’s age. He put age 

restrictions on God’s directions and promises. God gave Zachariah a chastening 

sign—he would be struck dumb, speechless until John’s birth when he must name 

him John—a name not known among his relatives. You may say—How is this a 

blessing? It is a blessing! What a blessing that God refuses to let us live out our 

lives doubting Him. Whom the Lord loves He chastens-what a blessing! 6thly  

 

GOD PULLS BACK THE CURTAIN AT TIMES ON THE INVISIBLE 

WORLD WHEN HE CHOOSES IN LOVE TO ACT IN GRACE AND 

REDEEM HIS PEOPLE. (VI.) Vs 21, 22. What an overwhelming experience few 

of us will ever know. There was a reason Zacharias was lingering long before the 

altar of incense. The people realized he had seen a vision. What if we could see the 

angels around us, guarding and encamping around us as Elisha prayed that his 

servant Gehazi would see? Matthew 18:10—Jesus said, “See that you do not 

despise one of these little ones. For I tell you that in heaven their angels always see 

the face of My Father who is in heaven.” God has His angels on alert to abusive 

language, physical and emotional and sexual abuse. If Gabriel is the leader of the 

angels who build up the saints, what about the most powerful archangel, Michael, 

who is the avenger of anyone who dares to resist God, or aspires to be as God as 

Lucifer did. If anyone would dare to touch one little one guarded by one of God’s 

angels, God who guards the saints, just might once more pull back the curtain. 7th, 

 

GOD FULFILLS HIS WORD SO NONE OF HIS CHILDREN WILL KEEP 

ON DOUBTING AND DISBELIEVING. (VII.) Notice vs. 23-25. Does it 

surprise you that God fulfilled His Word? No one would have believed Zachariah’s 

story so Zachariah had to write it out to Elizabeth on paper, and in obedience go 

home to his wife when he time of service was ended. And Elizabeth kept her 

pregnancy a secret for 5 months, until she was showing plainly and no one could 

disbelieve. Elizabeth’s disgrace was miraculously gone, replaced by a deep and 

lasting reminder that God does remember and that He is faithful. God does keep 

His oath, Elizabeth. Yes, He does, church. Soon God will rapture His church and 

the God of Zachariah will keep His promises—He will open heaven, pull apart the 

clouds, break through the blue and come again. None of us can live by dread alone. 

Lift up your heads, saints. Your redemption—Christ’s second coming is drawing 

near. God is longing to bless us as believers on the eve of His second return. Watch 

out, church! The trumpet will sound, the dead in Christ will rise first, and the 

greatest blessing of all will be ours—We will see Christ. Glory! Glory! Glory! 

Amen.  


