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WELCOME
I’d like to begin today by welcoming our Sawmill Campus, our Lane Avenue Campus, our East Campus, and La Vina (our Spanish-speaking campus).  We’re glad to have you with us!

MESSAGE
Right now, we’re in the season on the church calendar called Advent.  For those of you not familiar with Advent, it marks the four weeks leading up to Christmas.  Advent means arrival.  

During the season of Advent, we wait for the arrival of Jesus Christ at Christmas.  Advent is a season of waiting.  I mentioned a couple of weeks ago that the whole world rushes past Advent to get to Christmas.  But Advent is a season that teaches us to wait.  We Americans hate to wait.  Look at all the advertisements and books with the word “instant” in the title.  You really see this with our two national obsessions, weight loss and making money.

No one in America wants to lose weight the old-fashioned way by eating right, by moving more, a few ounces a day, step by step – left foot, right foot.  No, we want to lose weight and we want to do it now!  Have you seen the titles of weight loss books?  These are real titles:

Slide
Instant Weight Loss:  Open Box and Lose 9 inches off your Waist!

Slide
Dear God, Let me lose Fat now, Amen

Slide
8 Minutes in the Morning for easy weight loss:  Guaranteed to Shed 2 Pounds a Week (no equipment required, no calorie counting, no deprivation)

Sure, Grandma told us to stop watching so much television and to cook at home rather than eating a lot of fast food.  But we say that we want to lose 20 pounds and we want to do it by the latest detox super colon cleanse this week.

The same thing is true regarding making money.  Type in “Get rich quick” and Amazon will give you 8,000 titles, including:

Slide
Go to Sleep and Wake up Rich

That happens to me every morning.  I wake up Rich every morning.  Here are some of the titles from Amazon:

Slide
How to Get 1 Million people to give you $1:  Step-by-Step Process to Instant Wealth

Here’s another one:

Slide
Infinite Wealth through the Law of Attraction in Hypnosis

I’m not sure if that means self-hypnosis or hypnotizing a bank teller.  I love reading these “instant” book titles.  Here’s one:

Slide
Instant Peace:  2 Minute Meditations to Create a Lifetime of Happy

Rather than do the hard work of forgiving people who have hurt you and filling your mind with truth or doing the really hard work of breaking habits that are robbing you of peace, I can get peace on the cheap in 2 minutes!

The season of Advent is so helpful for us in every area of our lives.  Whether we’re talking about our emotional health or our financial health or weight loss or our relationships or justice to be worked out in this world, Advent is the season that teaches us how to wait well.

Today, as we continue in this Advent series, my message is titled “Learning to Wait with Zechariah.”  Let’s pray.

Slide	Luke 1:5-20
5 In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron. 6 Both of them were righteous in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commands and decrees blamelessly. 7 But they were childless because Elizabeth was not able to conceive, and they were both very old. 
8 Once when Zechariah’s division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, 9 he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense. 10 And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside. 
11 Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. 12 When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear. 13 But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to call him John. 14 He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, 15 for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even before he is born. 16 He will bring back many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. 17 And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the parents to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” 
18 Zechariah asked the angel, “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.” 
19 The angel said to him, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news. 20 And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their appointed time.”

Now, in a certain sense, my title “Learning to Wait with Zechariah” is a little misleading because the story that we just read in the gospel of Luke is only secondarily a story about Zechariah.  The story is primarily a story of God.  As Rick Warren put it in the opening line of his best-selling book The Purpose Driven Life, 

Slide
It is not about you!

Life is not about you and it’s not about me.  The more we get that, the more we’ll begin to discover the secret of happiness.  Life is not about you.  It’s not about me.  Life is not about our self-discovery, becoming all that we wish to be.  Life is not all about achieving our goals and our dreams, becoming our best selves ever because we are not the center of the universe.  Brothers and sisters, if we could just grasp that and if our children could just grasp that – that we are not the center of the universe, God is, then we would discover real life and real happiness.

Zechariah is not the center of the story.  God is.  Zechariah and Elizabeth are waiting.  They waited for years for a child that never came.  More importantly, they are waiting for God to fulfill his promises to the nation of Israel to deliver Israel from the hands of their enemies.  This whole series is titled “What are you Waiting For?” Some of us are waiting for a loved one to turn to the Lord, maybe to get freed from an addiction, to finally say yes to Jesus.  There are those of us who are waiting for a physical healing for ourselves or a loved one.  Some of us are waiting for a companion to do life with or to get into a school or to find a job we really love.  To heal a marriage.  To get out from under debt.  What are you waiting for?

During times of waiting, those of us who think about God begin to believe lies about God.  As I said, life is not about you or about me.  It’s about God.  One of the keys to waiting well, which is what Advent is all about, is having your heart filled with truth about God.  But during times of waiting , we begin to believe lies.  What are some of the lies we begin to believe?  Let me tick off three lies.  Here’s the first one:

Slide
God is not doing anything vs. God is on the move

When we first meet Zechariah, he’s in the temple.  There, God makes Zechariah a wonderful promise:  he and his wife, Elizabeth, who have been unable to have a child, will miraculously conceive in their old age.  Zechariah hears the promise of the angel, his reaction is one of unbelief.  

Slide	Luke 1:18-20
18 Zechariah asked the angel, “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.” 
19 The angel said to him, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news. 20 And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their appointed time.” 

Have you ever wondered why Zechariah experienced this particular judgment?  Why did his unbelief result in him not being able to speak?  And, why when his son on the eighth day after birth was presented by his father and mother to the family for John to be circumcised (as all Jewish boys are presented publicly on the eighth day) – why was it then, and then only, that Zechariah was able to speak?  The judgment on Zechariah of silence is sign to the people of Israel.  In fact, Zechariah himself was the sign.  

After the Old Testament prophets Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi, the prophetic voice of God was silent in Israel.  For four centuries, people were waiting for a word from God.  And when people are waiting, they begin to believe that God is doing nothing.  Have you ever felt this way, friend?  God is not doing anything in my life as I wait.  God is not saying anything.  I pray and I pray, but nothing is happening.

What Zechariah didn’t know and what the people of Israel didn’t know was that at the very time they thought God was doing nothing, God was on the move.  You see, God was preparing the world to receive his Son, Jesus Christ.  Have you ever wondered why God sent Jesus at that particular moment in history?  Why then and not 100 years before or 1,000 years later?  Why did God choose that particular moment to send his one and only Son into the world?

Let me tick off five specific reasons why Jesus came at exactly the right moment in history.  Why it was the perfect time for the gospel to spread throughout the world.  People thought, “God is doing nothing.”  But at that very time, God was setting things up so that the world could be saved through the proclamation of the gospel about his Son, Jesus.

You see, a century before Jesus was born, the world was torn by war.  Civil wars raged across the Roman Empire.  But just a few decades before Jesus was born peace was finally achieved.  It’s called the Roman Peace – Pax Romana.

Slide
Roman Peace

And this peace, this Pax Romana, lasted for the next century and a half.  Because of the peace there was enough stability in society for the gospel message to spread easily.  

There was a second thing.  There were the:

Slide
Roman Roads

There was never a time a history until the 1800’s when it was easier to travel through the entire Mediterranean world than it was at the time Jesus was born.  An amazing road system connected the entire Mediterranean world – all of north Africa and all the way through the Middle East and Europe, from Turkey to Spain.  So Christian missionaries could easily travel from place to place.  Here’s the third thing:

Slide
A Common language

You know, one of the things that missionaries face when they go to another country is having to learn a whole new language.  It takes years for missionaries to learn enough of the new language to be able to interact well and years more to be able to actually preach the gospel in their new native language.  But this was a time in history where the entire Mediterranean world knew Greek as their second language.  People may have spoken Aramaic in the Promised Land or Latin in the Western Mediterranean, but virtually every educated person also knew Greek.

The Old Testament had been translated into Greek and when the first apostles went out preaching, they didn’t need to spend years learning new languages.  They could just go and speak Greek and they were understood by everyone with an education.  Here’s the fourth thing:

Slide
Spiritual hunger

At the time Jesus came, people had lost faith in the old Greek and Roman gods.  Religion had failed them, philosophy had failed them.  The whole world was looking for spiritual answers.  And fifth and finally, 

Slide
Jews were scattered throughout the Roman Empire

People with a knowledge of the Old Testament were everywhere in the Roman Empire.  So, there was a foothold in virtually every city where the gospel went of people who knew the one true God.  Jews knew the story of Creation.  They understood God’s ways and knew the prophecies concerning the Messiah.  And now they could hear about the fulfillment of those prophecies in Jesus.  

Friend, during your season of waiting do you believe God is doing nothing?  You need to believe this:  God is on the move.  Turn to your neighbor and say, “God is on the move.”  God is on the move in your life, in your family and in this world.

We believe lies about God during times of waiting.  What’s the second lie about God that we believe during times of waiting?  We believe that God has forgotten us and he’s forgotten our prayers.

Slide
God has forgotten us vs. God always remembers us

Slide	Luke 1:13, 25 
13 But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to call him John.
25 “The Lord has done this for me,” she said. “In these days he has shown his favor and taken away my disgrace among the people.” 

Back in Bible times, people didn’t just pick names for their children that sounded cute to them or were the names of popular entertainers.  They didn’t just say, “If I have a girl, I’m going to name her Beyonce or Rihanna.  If I have a boy, I’m naming him Bruno or Drake or LeBron.”  People in Bible times picked names for their children to communicate something of the hope that they had for their kids.  They were trying to express something of their dreams for their destiny.  

Zechariah is one of the most common names in the Bible.  It means, 

Slide
Zechariah = “remembered by the Lord”

His wife Elizabeth’s name means 

Slide
Elizabeth = “God keeps his promises”

God providentially brings two people together.  One whose name means remembered by the Lord and the other whose name means God keeps his promises.  They have a son named John.  John means

Slide
John = “the Lord has been gracious” or “the Lord has shown favor”

God brings these folks together to communicate a simple message that God never forgets.  God always remembers his promises.  He’s always completely reliable.  He always keeps his word.  And he will be gracious to you!  He will show you favor!  

What does it mean to have God remember you?  It’s not that God goes through a mental process in which he forgot something and now he calls it to mind.  To have God remember you is to have God pay attention to you, to have God notice you, to have God act on your behalf and to answer your prayers.  To have God remember you is to have God come to your aid, to intervene in your life.

When the psalmist says over and over again in the book of Psalms, “Lord, remember us.”  He’s saying, “Lord, pay attention to us.”  You know, there is only one thing, praise the Lord, that God forgets.  God forgets sin that is confessed to him.  The promise of the new covenant purchased for us by the blood of Jesus is this:

Slide	Hebrews 8:12
12 For I will forgive their wickedness 
and will remember their sins no more.”  

Thank God that there is one thing that God forgets, our sins.  The enemy always wants to throw our confessed sins back in our faces, saying “Remember this.  Remember this.”  God says, “I’ve forgotten that.  I’ve forgiven that.”  But what God never forgets is our prayers.  We read this:

Slide	Luke 1:13
13 But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to call him John.

When the angel says to Zechariah, “Your prayer has been heard” which prayer?  What was Zechariah praying?  In the immediate context, Zechariah was in the temple and he would have been praying for the nation of Israel.  He would have been praying that Israel would be saved and that God would go to work on Israel’s behalf.  But I think more is meant here by the phrase “your prayers have been heard” than the salvation of Israel.  I believe the angel is also referring to old prayers that Zechariah and Elizabeth had prayed years before that were now long forgotten by them.  Prayers in which they cried out alone and together with each other in tears, “God, give us a child!”  At the right moment, when Zechariah was in the temple having been chosen by lot to offer the incense before God, the smoke is rising, and God says, “Zechariah, I remember your prayers.  The prayers that you prayed years ago and your wife prayed years ago.  You thought this would never happen.  I haven’t forgotten those prayers.  I haven’t forgotten the prayers you’re praying right now for the salvation of the nation of Israel.”  God remembers!

You know, when we pray for a certain thing to happen, a healing to take place, a loved one to be saved, a marriage partner to come along for us, a child to be born, a door for ministry to open, often it doesn’t appear that God is doing anything.  He’s not answering our prayers so we move on.  Sometimes we need to move on.  Moving on is a healthy thing.  You can’t always obsess, or pound yourself into the ground over the things you don’t have.  Sometimes we just need to be content with what God has given us.  Sometimes we need to say, “This is something God has chosen in his wisdom to withhold from me.  I don’t know why.  But I’m still called to love God anyway and be kind to other people and find a meaningful place of service.”

But friends, more times than I can count, God comes along and surprises us and says, “I’m going to answer a prayer that you prayed that you may have forgotten about.  A prayer that you prayed 20 or 30 years ago.  Zechariah, I’m going to fulfill your name, “the Lord remembers”.  Elizabeth, I’m going to fulfill your name, “God keeps his promises”.  I’m going to give you a son, John, which means God has shown his favor.”

Friend, has it ever occurred to you that God never forgets any of your prayers?  You may have forgotten, but God doesn’t.  Has it struck you at any time that a blessing that you have in your life has come to you simply because you prayed years ago for it?  Let me make this more personal.  I believe that virtually every one of us who is a follower of Jesus right now are in the kingdom of God because someone prayed us in – a mother or father or grandparents.  Maybe, in your case, it was a friend or teammate or roommate or a spouse, a sibling, a pastor, a coworker.  Sometimes, maybe years before, you made a decision to actually give your life to Jesus, someone was praying for you.  God doesn’t ever forget those prayers.

One of the pastors on our staff had a mom who from the time he was little struggled with severe mental illness.  She was in and out of institutions, often almost completely nonfunctional. On one of the very few periods of her life when she was lucid in her old age, she was staying for a period of time with this pastor and his wife.  It was Christmas Eve and this woman who had showed almost no spiritual interest said to her son, “I’d like to go to church tonight.  It’s Christmas Eve.”  The family was shocked, but they took her.  That evening at our Christmas Eve service, she stood and gave her life to Jesus Christ.  She enjoyed clarity of mind for the next six months until she died.  She really got saved.  The family had prayed for years and their prayers were not forgotten.

Several years ago, I did the funeral of a long-time member of our church.  Her name was Jeanie.  Jeanie’s parents died when she was young and as an 18-year old, she took on the responsibility of raising her siblings.  She prayed for her sister for years to come to know Jesus.  But she never saw her prayers answered.  She may have believed that God had forgotten.  When I was doing the funeral, I got together with her sister and said to her, “There was one thing that Jeanie wanted in life more than anything and that was for you to come to know Jesus as your Lord and Savior.”  Right there, she said, “I’d like to do that.”  I had the privilege of praying with her and leading her to Christ.  Jeannie’s sister has continued to walk with God who always remembers.

When I was first starting out in ministry, everyone in the church at the time was really young.  We were all in our 20’s and early 30’s.  There were a handful of people who were over 50.  One elderly couple – in their 70’s or 80’s – the old man had degeneration of his spine and he couldn’t sit on the hard wooden pews at our little church building.  He brought in a lawn chair.  He and his wife would sit in the back, behind all the pews, in lawn chairs.  He was the most godly and encouraging older man.  After I would get done preaching, he would come up to me and grab me and said, “Young man, I love the way you preach the word of God.”

He was such an encouragement.  Well, this old man prayed for his daughter to come to know Jesus for four or five decades.  He never saw his prayers answered.  He may have believed that God had forgotten.  At the funeral, as we were about to lower his coffin into the grave, his daughter threw herself on the coffin and said, “Daddy, I’ve accepted Jesus as my Savior.  I will follow him for the rest of my life!”  God always remembers.

As I said, during times of waiting, it’s easy to believe lies about God.

Slide
· We believe God isn’t doing anything when God is on the move
· We believe God has forgotten us when God always remembers us

Here’s the third lie we believe about God during times of waiting:

Slide
God measures greatness the way we do vs. God has his own measure of greatness

Here’s what we read:

Slide	Luke 1:13-15
13 But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to call him John. 14 He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, 15 for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even before he is born. 

This passage tells us that God measures people differently than we do.  What is great in God’s sight is often overlooked by the media and by us.  What we talk about all the time and what grabs all the headlines and consumes all the oxygen in the room is hardly noticed by God.  It’s nothing in the sight of God.

Herod, whose name is found at the beginning of this passage was called “the great” by the people of his day.  But the Bible never refers to Herod as “the great”.  All of his achievements were nothing in the sight of God.  And yet John the Baptist, this baby boy born to Zechariah and Elizabeth in their old age, John the Baptist was said to be great in the sight of God.

There’s a wonderful book written by two Stanford University professors titled Some Do Care.

Slide
Book cover

[bookmark: _GoBack]The book is all about people who virtually none of us have ever heard of who are great in the sight of God.  

There’s a couple named Kathy Fletcher and David Simpson with a son named Santi.  He goes to public school in Washington, D.C.  Santi had a friend named James who sometimes went to bed hungry so Santi occasionally invited James over to his house.  James had a friend and that kid had a friend and they had a friend.  Now, if you go to Kathy and David’s house on any Thursday night, there will be about 26 kids sitting around a dinner table.  Four or five of them are now living with Kathy and David or some neighbors that live near them.  Every summer, Kathy and David and a bunch of their friends round up about 40 kids and they take these 40 kids out of the city on a vacation to Cape Cod.  

Slide
Photo of people in a van

All these folks, they sit around the table and talk every Thursday night.  Cell phones are banned.  They celebrate each other.  Someone passed the GED exam.  Someone else got a job.  Someone graduated from barber school.

They talk about more complicated things.  A 17-year old girl is pregnant.  Someone has a failing kidney.  A young man says he’s depressed.  A young woman says she’s 21 and hasn’t sat down around a table for a meal with other people since she was 11.

I believe Kathy Fletcher and David Simpson and the people sitting around their simple supper are great in the sight of the Lord.  During times of waiting it’s easy to begin to believe that because people don’t notice us, God doesn’t notice us either, that we are overlooked and neglected by God.  But God sees you!  God notices you!  And there are many of you that the Lord looks at and says:  you are great in my sight!

CLOSING
Please stand.  [Ministry Time]

I want to invite your Campus Pastor back up to continue this time of prayer and worship.  Bless you all, and have a great week!  

POST-SERMON ANNOUNCEMENTS
GUEST CENTRAL: Remember, if you're a guest today please come to Guest Central after the service. I'll be there along with other pastors and leaders, and we would love to meet you!
CHRISTMAS EVE INVITES: When you came in you should have got a Christmas Eve invite in your bulletin. (HOLD INVITE UP) This is going to be a great time to invite family and neighbors to visit. Please don't put those in your purse or leave them on the floor of your car... invite someone out to experience Christmas with us!
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