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To Ponder . . . 

Questions to ponder as we prepare to hear from Luke 1:76-79.

1. Why did God provide the many prophets in Israel’s history?

2. Are there still prophets today, and if so, in what is their work?

3. How did John the Baptist and the others give the “knowledge
of salvation”?

4. What was the “sunrise” Zechariah promised?

5. What happens when Jesus gives light to people who walk in
darkness?

6. Describe the “pathway of peace” as you experience it.

OUR GUIDE TO PEACE
Luke 1:76-79

Hopelessness is such a terrible condition. When we give up
hope, we give up life. However, in light of the world we are living in,
it is possible that some people are teetering on the brink of
hopelessness at this point. Who can help us out of the quagmire that
godless thinking and living has created? There is no respect for
authority, no sense of personal responsibility, continual threats of war
and conflict, with no apparent means to silence the foolish tyrants. 

I can remember for many years hearing in the news about civil
unrest, wars, conflicts and societal breakdown and thinking, “I sure
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am glad I am an American so that I don’t have to live with that kind
of uncertainty.” We don’t live there anymore. Maybe people even in
our society are on the brink of hopelessness because of the insecurity
unrest brings.

It is not uncommon for people who are losing hope to turn to
useless activities, pointless thinking, or dedication to silly things in
an effort to bolster their hope. Hope placed in a faulty foundation is
really not hope. People can be like the man many years ago who
managed to offend his king. The king sentenced the man to be
executed for his crime. However, the criminal was a shrewd fellow
and bartered a deal with the angry king. He asked the king to give
him one year’s reprieve in which he would teach the king’s horse to
fly in exchange for his life. The king accepted the man’s offer. Later
the man’s friend asked him what he was thinking when he made such
a ludicrous offer. The shrewd fellow explained, “Think about it.
Within a year’s time the king could die, or I could die, or the horse
could die. Or, who knows, maybe the horse will learn to fly.” We
who consider ourselves to be logical also consider every one of those
options to be pie-in-the-sky hope beyond common sense. It was quite
likely the man would be executed.

But what about us or what about the people with whom we
interact? Do we or they have any hope in a world of chaos? To hope
that a world leader will arise and make all things truly peaceful is to
hope the horse learns to fly. To hope that you will win the lottery and
have enough money to go live in peace on a secluded island is to
hope the king dies. Those things are almost certainly not going to
happen.

The good news is that there is a very good reason for us to have
hope. What is the news? God has provided the Savior from sin who
leads us into the paths of peace—even in a world of chaos. How do
we know that? God sent His messengers with the wonderful news
about His mercy. How do we know the message is true? Again GOD
sent HIS messengers with the wonderful news. All the frightened
sinner needs to do is believe what God’s messengers say about God’s
promises.

And people respond to God’s messengers admitting that they
are a bit skeptical about believing mere humans. Ultimately, God is
not asking us to believe the human wisdom. His desire is for us to
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believe the unchanging promise of God that He revealed through
prophets for centuries past and continues to reveal through His
messengers today. The Bible gives us every reason to hope in Christ
because the Bible tells the whole story about God’s mercy revealed
in Him. The Bible promises that Jesus Christ will lead us into paths
of peace. That is good news indeed.

God’s Messenger Delivered Good News (vv.76-77).

God’s prophet prepares the ways for the Savior. Here is
wonderful news: The Most High graciously provides prophets. Luke
wrote about an important message that an important man declared.
And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High (v.76a).
Who said that? Zechariah, inspired by God the Holy Spirit, declared
God’s promise regarding his newly born son, John. It was the priest’s
idea. It was God’s promise. 

At this point in history, God was doing amazing things
connected with sending the one and only unique Son of God to pay
for sin’s penalty by His virgin birth, perfect life, innocent death, and
resurrection. John the Baptist was part of that miraculous time period.
God planned for John to be in a long line of prophets who He had
provided for His people. The line of prophets may go back as far as
Noah who was a preacher of righteousness (2 Peter 2:5). God called
Abraham a prophet (Genesis 20:7). Moses and Aaron were prophets
(Exodus 7:1). In fact, Moses was the standard for the promised
prophet Jesus Christ (Deuteronomy 18:18). Therefore, from at least
Noah to Malachi God had sent many prophets to tell His people what
He wanted them to know.

Those special servants of the Lord played an important role in
the Lord’s work throughout history. As in the case of John, even the
ancient prophets prepare the Lord’s ways. Zechariah said of his son
John, For you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways (v.76b).
And so it worked out that John would begin his ministry before Jesus
began His. Both of them preached that the Kingdom of God was at
hand. John specifically preached the need for sinners to repent. 

Then again, it doesn’t take too much research to discover that
the main message of all of God’s prophets has essentially laid the
same foundation. 1) God is perfectly holy, as His law reveals. 2)
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People are wholly sinful. 3) We need a Savior from sin. The
important message is still the same and modern prophets need to be
faithful to declare it. Modern prophets? A prophet is an individual
chosen and equipped by God to declare His message of salvation
through the promised Savior in any age. 

Therefore, the same message the old prophets trumpeted should
be preached by prophets (messengers) today. God declared through
Zechariah that this was going to be John’s message. Like John, God’s
prophet still shares the knowledge of salvation. His work, our work
is to give knowledge of salvation to his people (v.77a). John was
saddled with a very important task because most of the people in
John’s day were clueless about God’s plan of salvation. They were
typical pagan Gentiles. Many of them were devout Roman citizens
who were proud of the toleration of and worship of hundreds of
different gods and religions. Even the need of salvation escaped them.

In contrast to those Roman citizens, most of John’s immediate
peers would have considered themselves to be God’s people. They
were Jews by birth, born in the lineage of Abraham, part of God’s
special nation. Sadly, most of them would have believed that they
were responsible to earn their salvation from sin by keeping God’s
law and by offering blood sacrifices in an attempt to appease God.
Therefore, the prophet’s sermon was, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who
takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29). That is what John
meant when he preached, “The kingdom of heaven is near. Therefore,
bear fruit that indicates you have repented” (Matthew 3:8; Luke 3:8).
The final sacrifice for sin, the acceptable price that all the millions of
blood sacrifices in the past pointed to, had arrived on the scene.

Ancient Prophet John’s message is still the message God desires
for His messengers to declare. Salvation is not available through
animal sacrifices or through any number of good works. Salvation is
gained by trusting God’s plan so that we say the same thing about our
sins that God says. God saves us because we trust His plan to the
point of turning from our sins. Salvation is trusting God’s plan so that
we embrace the sacrifice of Jesus Christ as the payment for our sins.

This plan for salvation was so radical that most of John’s peers
rejected it. The result was ultimately the destruction of the nation of
God’s people Israel. This plan for salvation is also considered so
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radical in our day that many religious people reject it. The result is
lack of peace in life and total absence of peace in eternity.

God required His messengers in times past and times present to
explain His plan of salvation. He also requires the prophet to explain
forgiveness of sins. John was to preach not only to give knowledge of
salvation to his people but also to explain that this salvation was in
the forgiveness of their sins (v.77b). John’s ministry was to declare
that people could have their sins dismissed through the sacrifice of
the Lamb of God. The people were looking for Messiah the King who
would rule over Israel. They didn’t want a Savior and all that sin and
forgiveness and faith and righteousness stuff. They were okay
working on eternal stuff in their own efforts.

And our friends and peers are often just as foolishly ignorant.
They are not interested in becoming “religious fanatics.” They want
religion on their terms. They are satisfied to live out their definition
of “Christian.” As long as they have some kind of hope that they
won’t go to hell, they are okay. But all the while, these people lack
the peace that only Jesus can give as He sends away their sins. The
conscience is a stressful thing with which to grapple. It is purified,
cleansed when Jesus Christ forgives sin.

John had a great and wonderful task in preaching the truth. But
prophets did not go out of business with the passing of John. God’s
prophets are still alive and well. In fact, Jesus Christ provides
prophets for the Church today. Paul wrote to Christians in the city of
Ephesus, And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the
shepherds and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry,
for building up the body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity of
the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood,
to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ (Ephesians
4:11-13).

We have no problem accepting from this text the fact that the
spiritual gifts of evangelist and pastor/teacher are active in the Body
of Christ. But it is easy to dismiss the gift of prophet along with
apostle as gifts of the past that are no longer necessary. In the sense
of God ordaining individuals to tell the future and to declare new
revelation, that is true. In the sense that the prophet simply declares
God’s message, the gift is still active.
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God’s messenger helps to equip God’s people to do the work of
ministry. The work of ministry is for each of us to help each other
attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God.
God’s plan is for us to serve each other in the process of becoming
more like Christ. What is the immediate result? Paul went on to write,
So that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves
and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by
craftiness in deceitful schemes. Rather, speaking the truth in love, we
are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ
(Ephesians 4:14-15). Hmmm, that sounds a lot like peace.

Good News is That God’s Mercy Leads to Peace (vv.78-79).

Peace happens because the sunrise shines. The sunrise shines
because of God’s mercy. That God has tender mercy is really good
news. John’s task was to explain God’s plan of salvation and
forgiveness of sin that was available because of the tender mercy of
our God (v.78a). This wonderful statement simply means that God
shows deep emotion toward us who are pitiable. Try to imagine the
heart of God, the feelings of God, as He observes the incredible
wreckage of His creation.

We have all watched news reports that showed people returning
to their homes and business after they have been ravaged by wild fire
or by tornados or hurricanes. I can’t imagine how overwhelmed and
empty a person must feel as they stand before a pile of smoking
rubble and think, “That is what is left of all my efforts in life.” At
such a time, it is real easy to get Pharisaical and say, “Well, you
should have been investing in eternity.” Right. That is not where we
live life, nor does God expect us to be so heavenly minded that we are
no earthly good. This must be how God feels when He views the
wreckage that sin has brought on His beautiful, perfect creation that
was an expression of Himself. 

In a similar way, God looks at us individuals wrecked by sin,
beat down by the pain, sickness, and sorrow that sin brought to the
creation and feels very deeply about us. He knows what we can be
through His restoring grace. He has a picture of perfect restoration for
us. Because of, and through, that deep heartfelt mercy,  our Creator
intervenes in life. In the broadest sense (common grace), our Creator
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took control of events and sent us the Lamb of God who takes away
the sins of the world. In the more particular sense (saving grace), God
interrupts our lives by opening our sin-blinded  spiritual eyes to the
light of His Son. 

This astonishing sunlight rises because of God’s mercy. It is out
of God’s mercy whereby the sunrise shall visit us from on high
(v.78b). The sunrise is a figure of Jesus Christ, the promised Messiah.
He is like the sun rising after a dark and terrible night. He is the joy
of the morning. He brings hope. He visits us from on high. It is as
Jesus taught the skeptics, “I have come from the Heavenly Father.”
It is as His name indicates, “Immanuel, which means God with us.”

What mercy of God that He would condescend to us who live
in this crazy, mixed up, deceived and deceiving world. Every person
in every age is wise to take heed to this incredible expression of
God’s mercy. Peter lived with Jesus, learned from Jesus, watched
Jesus, because he was chosen by Jesus to continue His ministry. Peter
not only heard Jesus but saw a glimpse of His glory on the mount.
Peter received such amazing confirmations that Jesus of Nazareth was
the morning light come from heaven to help us. Based on what he
knew from experience (and inspiration of the Holy Spirit), Peter
could say with all confidence, “Pay attention as He continues to
reveal Himself to you from His word.” He wrote, And we have the
prophetic word more fully confirmed, to which you will do well to pay
attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns
and the morning star rises in your hearts (2 Peter 1:19).

In Him we have hope as we live an uncertain life in a world
dark from sin. When circumstances that are evidence of the sin
principle come to bear in our lives, we feel like Job who complained,
But when I hoped for good, evil came, and when I waited for light,
darkness came. My inward parts are in turmoil and never still; days
of affliction come to meet me (Job 30:26-27). But like David, we have
hope because God has sent the Light of the morning to us. David
knew, For his anger is but for a moment, and his favor is for a
lifetime. Weeping may tarry for the night, but joy comes with the
morning (Psalms 30:5). This is a picture of the salvation our merciful
Creator reveals to us in Jesus Christ.

We should be so thankful for the “Sunrise” that has risen upon
us because this “Light” guides us into peace. Zechariah declared that
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the sunrise was to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the
shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace (v.79). 

We naturally sit in darkness. The darkness of sin is so natural
that we think it is normal. The pain and suffering that comes because
of sin is perceived as “normal life.” If all we have to go on is
experience, darkness has to be the norm. The frilled shark lives 5,000
feet below the surface of the ocean. It is really dark down there. These
fish are so strange looking that some biologists consider them to be
living fossils, an example of creatures that lived a long time ago.
Humans seldom cross paths with these ugly creatures. But seven
years ago, one was found in comparatively shallow water off the
coast of Japan.  The shark was transferred to a marine park after it
was discovered so that scientists could study it. It died in a matter of
hours.

If those sharks can think, they must think that floating around
in utter darkness is all that life has to offer. In fact, it appears from
this experience in Japan that taking a frilled shark out of darkness into
the light will kill it. Likewise, naturally sinful people have a hard time
dealing with the possibility of spiritual light dispelling spiritual
darkness. If you claim to know the truth that sets you free from the
darkness of sin, you will be dismissed out of hand, because darkness
of sin is normal. 

And yet there have always been many people who have
wondered and searched for the light. Because God has revealed
Himself in creation and written His law on our consciences,
something drives us to look for the light. There is something in the
soul that knows that the fearful darkness of sin is not what our
Creator desired for us from the beginning.

It seems like this kind of longing for light, longing for
something better is the theme of many modern movies and books.
Indeed, hasn’t that longing been the motivator for many a pilgrim
throughout the centuries? Why did our forefathers leave their homes
and families in Europe to come to the rocky shores of America? Why
did settlers join an entourage of Conestoga wagons to strike out for
unknown lands in the west? This same unsettled hope that somewhere
there is something better still drives people to find another planet in
our solar system that can sustain life. But let them establish some
kind of colony on the moon, they will still not find peace anymore
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than our forefathers found peace by moving to a new world or by
“going west young man.” We cannot find peace when we take our
sinful self along for the journey.

However, through Jesus, God guides our feet into the way of
peace. John the Baptist was to tell the world that sat in darkness and
the shadow of death that Jesus came to lead their feet into the path of
peace. A life of spiritual darkness can promise only spiritual death
and eventually physical death and ultimately eternal death.

Into that darkness bursts Jesus Christ. And the whole sinful
world still sits in darkness and says, “Naw! That’s not what we’re
looking for.” But there is another response. John the Apostle
promised, But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name,
he gave the right to become children of God (John 1:12). The
preposition into that is used in this verse is significant. It is the Greek
word eis which is translated many different ways in the English New
Testament. However, the work of Jesus Christ as described here
moves us from one realm to another. God the Son visits us from
heaven to shine the light of truth on us who sit in spiritual darkness
so that He can forgive our sins when He trusts us. In that grand
miracle of the new birth, Christ moves us out of the life and spiritual
death and actual misery into the path of peace.

The path of peace is the roadway through this life that is
characterized by peace with God. What price can you attach to peace
with God? What does it take to buy it? If anyone actually understands
the benefit of having peace with our creator, they would pay any price
required. But that peace cannot be bought. It is given freely through
faith in Christ’s finished work.

All people are born living in spiritual darkness and the shadow
of death. They live with all of the discomfort of darkness and in fear
of death thinking that this is the norm, this is all there is. But God in
His mercy sends His prophets with the message of hope. As the
prophet declares the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ, God the
eternal Son bursts into the darkness and offers hope. Through His
immeasurable grace and mercy, God draws the sinner out of that
darkness and leads us into the path of peace with Him. How foolish
then it is for us to long for the realm of spiritual darkness when the
Light of the world leads us into paths of peace. 
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