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Today we’ll start actually going through the Harmony of the Gospels. Hopefully you’ve taken a look at it and gone through the first few pages. Our plan is to go through it page by page, with occasional background sermons or sermonettes or Bible studies on particular portions such as John 1. John 1 is a huge topic by itself that we couldn’t cover in one class, so I plan to cover that in a separate sermon as a separate topic.

There will be some days when we will take more time with certain areas. If you do have questions I hope that you’ll feel free to ask them when we get to that part or subject. Hopefully we’ll be able to take care of most of those as they come up, and if I or no one else has the answer, we’ll research it and come back with an answer.

These classes are supposed to be interactive, but the level of interactivity will be somewhat dependent on two things—first, your level of participation (because we don’t have interactivity if people don’t interact), and second, some parts of the material lend themselves to interactive discussion and some parts don’t. Obviously the interactive parts apply mostly in those parts of the Gospels where we’re talking about personal application or lessons to be learned from the material we cover. Any questions? 

Okay, let’s go to the first page of the text, page 2 as it’s numbered in the Harmony. Again, the way this is laid out, where we have parallel accounts I’ve put it in order, from left to right, of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. Where there’s material that’s found in only one Gospel, it goes all the way across the page as we see here at the beginning. 

Feel free to write in this if you’d like to. I gave it pretty large margins so you could do that. However, I’ll warn you ahead of time that there will be times, and today is one of them, when there will be far more notes and background material than you’ll have space for in the margins. I’d suggest that you might want to keep a separate notebook for your notes, and you might want to copy over only those notes that you think are most relevant and important to you. The most important thing is that you use this. That’s what it’s here for—to use, not just to put on a shelf and occasionally look at. 

So let’s get started with Luke 1:1. Some of this we’ve already covered in the background to the four Gospel writers, but I’d like to highlight a few things here. 

1:1 Inasmuch as many have taken in hand to set in order a narrative of those things which have been fulfilled among us,

I’ll just point out once again that Luke says there were several records of individuals about the life of Christ. Probably a lot of this material started out as memorized oral accounts from the 12 apostles, and now, around 60 A.D., this material is starting to be put down in written form by Luke, a very detail-oriented historian. 

Notice that Luke says he’s going to write about “those things which have been fulfilled among us”—by “fulfilled,” he’s saying he’s going to talk about how the prophecies of the Messiah, the Christ, were fulfilled by Jesus of Nazareth. He’s not just writing a biography; he’s writing a biography about how Jesus of Nazareth fulfilled what was foretold earlier about the coming of the Messiah.
2 just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses . . .

So Luke says here that this is his source material—“those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses.” 
From the beginning of what? Apparently from the beginning of Jesus Christ’s ministry, although he’s actually going to start his story with the circumstances of the birth of John the Baptizer and Jesus.

We also talked last time about the importance of eyewitnesses and how God’s legal system required multiple witnesses to establish the truthfulness of a fact. You had to have a minimum of two or three witnesses to establish a fact as truth. Let’s look at a few verses to back up this claim by Luke that there were eyewitness accounts to these events:

2 Peter 1:16 For we did not follow cunningly devised fables when we made known to you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but were eyewitnesses of His majesty. 

So Peter here tells us that he, along with others (because he uses the plural pronoun “we”), were witnesses of Jesus Christ—specifically, as he’s talking about here, of the transfiguration of Jesus on the mountaintop.

1 John 1:1 That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have handled, the Word of life—

2 the life was manifested, and we have seen, and bear witness, and declare to you that eternal life which was with the Father and was manifested to us— 

So the apostle John, both in his Gospel and in this letter, begins with the fact that Jesus Christ came in the flesh. And John was an eyewitness, and there were others who were eyewitnesses, who saw Him, who touched Him, who spent time with Him, who were with Him day in and day out over the course of several years. Like Peter, John uses the plural pronoun “we,” meaning there were other eyewitnesses to these things who could verify what he said.

Acts 1:1-3—The former account I made, O Theophilus, of all that Jesus began both to do and teach,

2 until the day in which He was taken up, after He through the Holy Spirit had given commandments to the apostles whom He had chosen,

3 to whom He also presented Himself alive after His suffering by many infallible proofs, being seen by them during forty days and speaking of the things pertaining to the kingdom of God. 

So again, Luke emphasized the fact that there were eyewitnesses to Jesus and His life and His appearances to the apostles after He had been raised from the dead. He says the fact that there were so many witnesses constitutes “infallible proofs” that He had been raised to life again after being crucified.

So back to Luke 1:2, where we were:

2 just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word delivered them to us,

So Luke says here that his sources were both “eyewitnesses and ministers of the word.” So this would indicate that Luke talked to at least several of the 12 apostles other than Matthew and John in preparing his Gospel.

3 it seemed good to me also, having had perfect understanding of all things from the very first, to write to you an orderly account, most excellent Theophilus,

And Luke was a man for historical detail. As I mentioned last time, Luke included a lot of detail, including individuals holding a particular office in a particular place at a particular time, and archaeologists have verified a lot of this information. 

I mentioned last time that a lot of Bible critics want to redate the Gospels to the early or middle 100s A.D. to say that these couldn’t be eyewitness accounts, that these are legends made up decades later, and that Jesus could not have been a prophet when He foretold the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 A.D. But Luke’s many little details shoot huge holes in that idea. After all, who is going to make up a story a hundred years later and get all of those little details right about so many names and places? 

If you were going to make up a story about someone who lived a hundred years ago, how would you go about getting every little detail right when you had no historical records to go on? It’s just impossible—unless, as Luke says, you interviewed the people who were personal eyewitnesses to these events and that was your source of information.

Again, we see here that Theophilus was the man to whom both Acts and the Gospel of Luke were addressed. Theophilus, again, means “lover of God” or “God lover,” or, as some sources say, “loved by God.” Obviously people back in the New Testament knew of this man—Luke certainly did—but we don’t know anything more about him than the fact that two books of the Bible were written to him and for him.  

As for the title “most excellent,” you might write down three verses from the book of Acts where this exact same title is used in addressing the Roman governors Felix and Festus. Those are Acts 23:26, 24:3 and 26:25. In two of these places it reads “most noble” in the New King James Version, but the same word is used that is here translated “most excellent.” This is why we think Theophilus, whoever he was, was likely some kind of government official or nobleman or wealthy person of considerable social status. 

Concluding here in Luke 1:4, Luke explains that he’s written this so 

4 that you may know the certainty of those things in which you were instructed.

So here again is the purpose of Luke’s Gospel—“that you may know the certainty of those things in which you were instructed.”
Now we come to the two genealogies in Matthew and Luke. As noted in the Harmony, the genealogy which Matthew gives is the legal genealogy through Joseph. Luke’s is the physical genealogy through Mary.

Luke 3:23-38
23 Now Jesus Himself began His ministry at about thirty years of age, . . .

You might write down Numbers 4:46-47, where 30 is the age at which a Levite began his priestly service. So here Jesus is being consistent with the instruction He Himself had given regarding the Levites in the Pentateuch.

. . . being (as was supposed) the son of Joseph, . . .
Of course we know that Jesus’ Father was God the Father and His stepfather would have been Joseph. In other words, Joseph was not His father as far as the one who conceived Jesus with Mary. And it also says here:

the son of Heli,

Technically speaking, Joseph would be the son-in-law of Heli.

24 the son of Matthat, the son of Levi, the son of Melchi, the son of Janna, the son of Joseph,

25 the son of Mattathiah, the son of Amos, the son of Nahum, the son of Esli, the son of Naggai,

26 the son of Maath, the son of Mattathiah, the son of Semei, the son of Joseph, the son of Judah,

27 the son of Joannas, the son of Rhesa, the son of Zerubbabel, the son of Shealtiel, the son of Neri,

28 the son of Melchi, the son of Addi, the son of Cosam, the son of Elmodam, the son of Er,

29 the son of Jose, the son of Eliezer, the son of Jorim, the son of Matthat, the son of Levi,

30 the son of Simeon, the son of Judah, the son of Joseph, the son of Jonan, the son of Eliakim,

31 the son of Melea, the son of Menan, the son of Mattathah, the son of Nathan, the son of David,

And here we see a divergence between Luke’s genealogy and Matthew’s. Mary is a descendant of David through Nathan, while Joseph is a descendant of David through Solomon.

32 the son of Jesse, the son of Obed, the son of Boaz, the son of Salmon, the son of Nahshon,

33 the son of Amminadab, the son of Ram, the son of Hezron, the son of Perez, the son of Judah,

34 the son of Jacob, the son of Isaac, the son of Abraham, the son of Terah, the son of Nahor,

35 the son of Serug, the son of Reu, the son of Peleg, the son of Eber, the son of Shelah,

36 the son of Cainan, the son of Arphaxad, the son of Shem, the son of Noah, the son of Lamech,

37 the son of Methuselah, the son of Enoch, the son of Jared, the son of Mahalalel, the son of Cainan,

38 the son of Enos, the son of Seth, the son of Adam, the son of God.

Adam is called the son of God because he was created directly by God.

So why do we have this genealogy?

To prove the fulfillment of prophecy, that Jesus the Messiah was a descendant of Abraham as well as a descendant of David. 

Now let’s take a look at Matthew’s genealogy. It has several interesting things that are easy to gloss over unless we’re really paying attention.

Matthew 1:1-17
1 The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the Son of David, the Son of Abraham:

So Matthew, who is writing primarily to a Jewish audience to prove that Jesus is the prophesied Messiah, states up front that Jesus is a descendant of both David and Abraham. And then he proves it from genealogical records. Incidentally, historical sources state that the Jews kept very detailed genealogical records, both in public and in private, and that they were stored in Jerusalem. So possibly Matthew and Luke both accessed these records for their Gospels, or perhaps they got the information from family records and anyone who doubted it could go to the public records in Jerusalem and verify it for themselves.

Again, notice how Matthew introduces the subject of his Gospel, saying this is the genealogy of Jesus Christ. This is why I gave an earlier sermon on the meaning of the words “Jesus Christ”—Jesus meaning “God saves” and Christ meaning the anointed one, the Messiah, and what the different types of anointing meant as they relate to Jesus Christ. We won’t go through that again now, but you may want to review that and keep it in mind every time we come across these words in the Gospels.

2 Abraham begot Isaac, Isaac begot Jacob, and Jacob begot Judah and his brothers.

3 Judah begot Perez and Zerah by Tamar, Perez begot Hezron, and Hezron begot Ram.

4 Ram begot Amminadab, Amminadab begot Nahshon, and Nahshon begot Salmon.

5 Salmon begot Boaz by Rahab, Boaz begot Obed by Ruth, Obed begot Jesse,

6 and Jesse begot David the king. David the king begot Solomon by her who had been the wife of Uriah.

7 Solomon begot Rehoboam, Rehoboam begot Abijah, and Abijah begot Asa.

8 Asa begot Jehoshaphat, Jehoshaphat begot Joram, and Joram begot Uzziah.

9 Uzziah begot Jotham, Jotham begot Ahaz, and Ahaz begot Hezekiah.

10 Hezekiah begot Manasseh, Manasseh begot Amon, and Amon begot Josiah.

11 Josiah begot Jeconiah and his brothers about the time they were carried away to Babylon.

12 And after they were brought to Babylon, Jeconiah begot Shealtiel, and Shealtiel begot Zerubbabel.

13 Zerubbabel begot Abiud, Abiud begot Eliakim, and Eliakim begot Azor.

14 Azor begot Zadok, Zadok begot Achim, and Achim begot Eliud.

15 Eliud begot Eleazar, Eleazar begot Matthan, and Matthan begot Jacob.

16 And Jacob begot Joseph the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus who is called Christ.

17 So all the generations from Abraham to David are fourteen generations, from David until the captivity in Babylon are fourteen generations, and from the captivity in Babylon until the Christ are fourteen generations.

I asked the question in my update last night as to whether, considering the culture of the time, you noticed anything unusual in this list of names. Did you notice anything?

How were women regarded at that time? Not very highly at all. They were basically supposed to be seen and not heard, and often not even seen at all. But Matthew’s genealogy contains five different woman—Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, Bathsheba and Mary, or Miriam as she would’ve been called in Hebrew, named after the sister of Moses and Aaron. And the first four of these women are gentiles, which is all the more unusual. And not only that, but one of these women is a harlot, and two are adulteresses.

So what’s the point of them being included? The main lesson here is that of Galatians 3:28—There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.

This shows that even God Himself could make exceptions and use both gentiles and women in His plan to bring the Messiah to earth. And that even a figure as great as king David was the grandson of a gentile woman, a Moabitess by the name of Ruth. The point is that God is willing to accept all, and forgive all and to use all, so we are not to turn any away based on their gender or background. Jesus will ultimately be the Savior of people of all backgrounds.

A few other points to pick up on here:

16 And Jacob begot Joseph the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus who is called Christ.

Notice here that the wording changes from So-and-So begot So-and So to “Jacob begot Joseph the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus who is called Christ.” This signals that Jesus was not conceived as the others were, but it separates it out and says that Jesus was born to Mary or Miriam. And of course, this is because she became pregnant by the Holy Spirit, as we’ll cover when we get to that point in the story.

Let me point out something else, too, that’s easy to overlook. And that is that the Messiah was not just to be the descendant of Abraham and David. He was foretold to be the descendant of several other individuals, too. I’ll just read them off for you:

Genesis 22:18 says the Messiah was to be a descendant of Abraham. God tells Abraham: “In your seed all the nations of the earth shall be blessed . . .”

Numbers 24:17 says the Messiah was to be a descendant of Jacob. This is Balaam’s prophecy: “A Star shall come out of Jacob; A Scepter shall rise out of Israel . . .”

Genesis 49:10 says the Messiah was to be a descendant of Judah: “The scepter shall not depart from Judah, Nor a lawgiver from between his feet, Until Shiloh comes . . .”
Isaiah 11:1 says the Messiah was to be a descendant of Jesse: “There shall come forth a Rod from the stem of Jesse, And a Branch shall grow out of his roots.”
2 Samuel 7:13 says the Messiah was to be a descendant of David. Through the prophet Nathan God tells David, “I will establish the throne of his [David’s] kingdom forever.”
Haggai 2:22-23 says the Messiah was to be a descendant of Zerubbabel: “I will overthrow the throne of kingdoms; I will destroy the strength of the Gentile kingdoms. I will overthrow the chariots And those who ride in them; The horses and their riders shall come down, Every one by the sword of his brother.

23 ‘In that day,’ says the LORD of hosts, ‘I will take you, Zerubbabel My servant, the son of Shealtiel,’ says the LORD, ‘and will make you like a signet ring; for I have chosen you,’ says the LORD of hosts.”

This is written as though it’s speaking of Zerubbabel himself, but obviously he didn’t do all this, so it’s speaking of his offspring. 

And in Matthew’s genealogy, we see all of these individuals listed, fulfilling these prophecies:

Abraham in verse 2,

Jacob in verse 2,

Judah in verse 2,

Jesse in verse 5 and 6,

David in verse 6,

And Zerubbabel in verses 12 and 13.

So the Messiah wasn’t to be just a descendant of Abraham and David, the Messiah had to be a descendant of all these other individuals as well. And Matthew documents that Jesus of Nazareth did fulfill all of these prophecies.

Okay, one final point and question. Matthew 1:17 ends this genealogy with this:

“So all the generations from Abraham to David are fourteen generations, from David until the captivity in Babylon are fourteen generations, and from the captivity in Babylon until the Christ are fourteen generations.”

That’s an interesting set of statements about the number of generations, but what’s the point? Why throw this in there? Any ideas? What would the number 14 mean?

Have any of you ever heard the term gematria? Do you know what it means?

A short definition would be that gematria is a term for assigning a symbolic value to numbers. We’re familiar with some of that. For example, we know that in the Bible the numbers 7 and 12 represents completeness and perfection. In contrast, the number 6 represents man or Satan. 

In our writing system we have numerals that are separate from our alphabet. But ancient languages didn’t have that. They used letters of the alphabet for numbers also. That sounds strange, but we probably all learned that in school when we learned Roman numerals. And what are they? I= 1, V = 5, X = 10, L = 50, C = 100, D = 500, M = 1,000.

The Hebrews used a similar system. They assigned 1 to the equivalent of their letter A, 2 to the equivalent of their letter B, 3 to the equivalent of their letter C, and so on. In their system, their equivalent of the letter D was the fourth letter of their alphabet, so it had a numerical value of 4. Their equivalent of the letter V was the sixth letter of their alphabet, so it had a numerical value of 6. 

Matthew is actually using this numerical system to plant a deeper meaning in verse 17. And this isn’t the only place where this happens in the Gospels. It happens at least four times that I know of where the Gospels writers use gematria to insert a deeper or hidden message in their text. A good Jewish reader would’ve known to look for things like this because it happens in the Old Testament. But because we don’t know about these things, it goes right over our heads. So what is that hidden meaning here in verse 17?

Let me ask you some questions: Who was Israel’s most famous king? David. He was kind of our George Washington, Abe Lincoln and George Patton all rolled into one. 

Whose name is mentioned twice here in verse 17? David. 

How is David’s name spelled in Hebrew, since they didn’t use vowels? D-V-D.

What is the numerical value of D-V-D? D = 4, V=6, and D=4. 

What is 4 + 6 + 4? 14. Fourteen is a symbolic way of writing David’s name. 

So when Matthew mentions 14 generations from Abraham to David, and 14 generations from David to the captivity in Babylon, and 14 generations from the captivity until Jesus Christ, what he’s doing is stamping DAVID, DAVID, DAVID across this verse. A non-Jewish reader would completely miss that. But a Jewish reader would pick up on that. 

What Matthew is saying here, in code you might say, is that Jesus is the prophesied son of David who would sit on David’s throne as King over Israel. How does Matthew introduce Jesus in verse 1? As the Son of David. How does Matthew refer to David in verse 6? As “David the king”—twice. He’s emphasizing the connection between Jesus and David, that Jesus is the fulfillment of the prophecies and promises to David. Now you may be saying that’s just a fluke. But it’s not. In future classes I’ll show you where the writer uses this same technique at least three other times.

Any questions?

Class dismissed, and we’ll pick it up here next time.

Luke 1:5 

5 There was in the days of Herod, the king of Judea, 

This is Herod the Great. This is the Herod the Great that we talked about the other day.

a certain priest . . .

And a priest had to be a descendant of Aaron. Technically speaking this is true for this particular priest named Zacharias.

named Zacharias, of the division of Abijah. . . .

I’ll give you a scripture here for this course.  1 Chronicles 24 you will find the 24 courses given to you. What happens is this: there were 24 courses. You as a priest served two weeks out of the year in your course. For all the annual holy days, all the priests came. One estimate of the number of priests at the time of Christ is in the neighborhood of 20,000. That’s possible. But there were a lot of priests. And the point is going to be understood a little bit more clearly when we get down here.

Zacharias' priestly assignment or "division" helps us to know and understand the general time frame of Christ's birth. His was "the course of Abijah." But what does this mean?

About a thousand years earlier, King David had organized the Levitical priesthood into 24 "courses" or "divisions." As explained in 1 Chronicles 24 and more specifically in verses 3, 10 and 19, there was an abundance of priests to serve in the various temple functions.

Not wanting any to be left out of serving, David's solution was to divide the priests into 24 courses. Each priest would then serve for a specified week-long term twice during the year, plus the three festival seasons (Deuteronomy:16:16) when all the priests would serve.

The question is: Do we know at what times of the year the course of Abijah served at the temple? Yes, we do. The determination can be made by combining the information in 1 Chronicles 24 with a study into the traditions of Judaism regarding when the temple courses were carried out during the year.

The evidence points to Zacharias' week of service described by Luke being around Pentecost, which generally falls in late May to mid-June on our calendar. Although they fall at specific times on God's sacred calendar, the dates of His annual Holy Days and festivals vary up to several weeks on the Roman calendar we use today.

So it seems we can ascertain when Zacharias was serving in the temple. One resource, The Companion Bible, calculates it to the week of June 13-19 in the determined year (1974, Appendix 179, p. 200).

Luke's account continues: "So it was, that while he was serving as priest before God in the order of his division, according to the custom of the priesthood, his lot fell to burn incense when he went into the temple of the Lord" (Luke:1:8-9
[8]And it came to pass, that while he executed the priest's office before God in the order of his course,[9]According to the custom of the priest's office, his lot was to burn incense when he went into the temple of the Lord.

).

What happened next would have been rather frightening to anyone. "Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him . . . And when Zacharias saw him, he was troubled, and fear fell upon him. But the angel said to him, 'Do not be afraid, Zacharias, for your prayer is heard; and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John'" (verses 11-13).

Then the angel explained the mission of Zacharias' son-to-be, John the Baptist: "He will also be filled with the Holy Spirit from his mother's womb . . . He will also go before Him [Jesus Christ, the coming Messiah] in the spirit and power of Elijah . . . to make ready a people prepared for the Lord" (verses 15-17).

Although a righteous man, in this instance Zacharias was all too human and displayed a lack of faith in the angel Gabriel's message. Because of his unbelief, he would not be able to speak again until his son John was born (verses 18-20).

Timing of Elizabeth's and Mary's conceptions

"So it was, as soon as the days of his service were completed, that he departed to his own house. Now after those days his wife Elizabeth conceived; and she hid herself five months" (Luke:1:23-24). Since Zacharias' temple course was in mid-June, assuming she became pregnant within a couple of weeks, five months would put this into mid- to late November.

The scene then shifts to the Messiah's birth: "Now in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a city of Galilee named Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph . . . The angel said to her, 'Rejoice, highly favored one, the Lord is with you; blessed are you among women" (verses 26-28).

This account clearly shows that Mary was a remarkable young woman of faith. Gabriel said to her, "And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bring forth a Son, and shall call His name Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Highest . . . And He will reign over the house of Jacob [Israel] forever" (verses 31-33).

Mary, since she was a virgin, then asked the obvious question. The answer came back: "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Highest will overshadow you" (verse 35).

Gabriel emphasized God's miracle-working power: "Now indeed, Elizabeth, your relative [ cousin, KJV] has also conceived a son in her old age; and this is now the sixth month for her who was called barren. For with God nothing will be impossible" (verses 36-37).

So a little more time has elapsed. It is now Elizabeth's sixth month, perhaps late December or a little beyond. "Now Mary arose in those days [the same basic time frame] and went into the hill country with haste, to a city of Judah, and entered the house of Zacharias and greeted Elizabeth. And it happened, when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, that the babe leaped in her womb" (verses 39-41).

Elizabeth at this time was in her sixth month of pregnancy with John the Baptist. It would not be a stretch to understand from the previous passage that Mary was now also pregnant with Jesus. Elizabeth even speaks of Mary as though she knows Mary is an expectant mother: "But why is this granted to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? For indeed, as soon as the voice of your greeting sounded in my ears, the babe leaped in my womb for joy" (verses 43-44).

Verse 56 says, "And Mary remained with her about three months, and returned to her house." Timewise it was now late March. Mary stayed with Elizabeth right to the birth of John the Baptist. "Now Elizabeth 's full time came for her to be delivered, and she brought forth a son" (verse 57).

We see, then, that Mary was probably three months pregnant when John was born. John was probably born in late March or early April. So when was Jesus Christ born? Six months later would be late September or early October—in the autumn of the year, not in the dead of winter, as so many today mistakenly assume.

In King David's time the priests had been organized to serve at various times—a week at a time from Sabbath to Sabbath starting with the first week in the month Nisan. They would all serve together during the feast seasons. Abijah was the eighth course (1 Chronicles:24:10).

It is a matter of doing the math to realize he was serving around early June, so when he was able to go home to his wife, Elizabeth, so she could conceive, it would have been around mid-June. That means John the Baptist was born nine months later, probably in late March.

Then in Luke:1:26) we're told the angel appeared to Mary telling her she would conceive her Son in Elizabeth's sixth month. So Jesus Christ was six months younger than John the Baptist—meaning He probably would have been born in late September when Jerusalem was crowded with people coming to observe the autumn feasts. This would explain why there was no room for Joseph and Mary at the normal hotels or "inns" near Jerusalem (Luke:2:7).

Since Elizabeth (John's mother) was in her sixth month of pregnancy when Jesus was conceived (Luke:1:24-36), we can determine the approximate time of year Jesus was born if we know when John was born. John's father, Zacharias, was a priest serving in the Jerusalem temple during the course of Abijah (Luke:1:5). Historical calculations indicate this course of service corresponded to June 13-19 in that year (The Companion Bible, 1974, Appendix 179, p. 200).

It was during this time of temple service that Zacharias learned that he and his wife, Elizabeth, would have a child (Luke:1:8-13). After he completed his service and traveled home, Elizabeth conceived (verses 23-24). Assuming John's conception took place near the end of June, adding nine months brings us to the end of March as the most likely time for John's birth. Adding another six months (the difference in ages between John and Jesus) brings us to the end of September as the likely time of Jesus' birth.

His wife was of the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth.

So here you have an individual who, according to what God did through Moses, Moses said the priesthood has to be a descendant of Aaron your brother. So there were sons and daughters born to the descendants of Aaron. So here Elizabeth was an offspring and she traced her lineage back to Aaron so he actually married not only within Levi but actually within the family of Aaron.

6 And they were both righteous before God, walking in all the commandments and ordinances of the Lord blameless.

Blameless means without reproach; it does not mean perfect. I give you an example here: the same word is used in 1. Timothy 3:2 where there is a description of one who would be an elder in the church, one who was blameless. That means that one is not perfect; there would be no ministry and there would have been no priesthood either if you had to be absolutely perfect. Let me ask you a question: Do you have a High Priest today? And who is He? It is Christ. 

7 But they had no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and they were both well advanced in years.

Zacharias and Elizabeth both were older people. 

8 So it was, that while he was serving as priest before God in the order of his division,

9 according to the custom of the priesthood, his lot fell to burn incense when he went into the temple of the Lord.

The course of Abijah, which was the eighth course, was in the month of June, basically in our month of June. Somewhere let’s say the middle of June, primarily; this is where the course of Abijah would have been. And when your course served its two weeks at Jerusalem, at the temple, there were daily sacrifices. There was a morning and evening sacrifice. Well for the morning sacrifice, and this is what Zacharais is involved in here, a priest was chosen by lot to burn incense. You could go an entire lifetime and because of the way that this was done you might never have the opportunity to burn incense just because the lot might have not come to you. So when you had the opportunity to burn incense for the morning sacrifice, it was something very, very special. It was something to which the priesthood really looked and hoped they would be accorded the opportunity to do so. And so it was an exciting moment for Zacharias. It was one of the highlights of his priestly life. 

10 And the whole multitude of the people was praying outside at the hour of incense.

And so the time came for the incense, and he went into the area there where the altar of incense was. The altar of incense, and this is just to give you a brief sketch here. You had the vale, and here was the Holy of Holies and out here you had also the holy place, and the altar of incense was in this area before the vale, in front of it. And so you would go in here – now who could go into here, the Holy of Holies? Yes? The High Priest, once a year, Day of Atonement. So what Zacharias was doing, he was going into this area to take the incense and offer incense onto God. Incense was offered to God as a type of prayers that would be a sweet savor to God and it would waft up to God to the presence of God. So this is what he was doing. He went in there; the people were outside in this area waiting. He went in and he just wouldn’t come out. Let’s notice this.

11 Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing on the right side of the altar of incense.

Somebody else was in there. And of course it sort of concerned Zacharais, because he was supposed to be the only one in there and here was this other thing there and he didn’t know what it was.

12 And when Zacharias saw him, he was troubled, and fear fell upon him.

He thought, ‘Only one of us is supposed to be in here.’ So he was concerned, and he was also obviously concerned, who are you? He didn’t know who this was.

13 But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zacharias, for your prayer is heard; and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John.

They were well past the age of bearing, but Zacharias still wanted to have offspring. It was something that he and his wife enjoyed, but as far as their hope for it is concerned, they were too old. So this is where once again a miracle happened.

14 “And you will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth.

15 “For he will be great in the sight of the Lord, and shall drink neither wine nor strong drink. . . .

He would be a Nazarite. If you read specifically about the Nazarite vow, it was not necessarily for your entire life. You could have a Nazarite vow for a certain length of time and then you could go through certain rituals and you would not have to continue to be a Nazarite. As you know, a Nazarite would let his hair grow, he would drink no wine and various other things. You remember Sampson, as far as that’s concerned. So John the Baptist would take a Nazarite vow, and from what we understand it must have been for his life. But it did not have to be; this is the point I want to make to you. A Nazarite vow did not have to be for one’s entire life. It could be for a period of time. But in John the Baptist’s case, he was to be a Nazarite.

. . . He will also be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s womb.

So he had God’s Holy Spirit, but he certainly was not conceived in the same way as Jesus. Zacharias and Elizabeth conceived, and John was going to be born, but he would have God’s Holy Spirit, as it says here, from his mother’s womb.

16 “And he will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God.

He was going to be a witness for Jesus Christ.

Luke 1:17 And he shall go before His face in the spirit and power of Elijah, […]

Couple of other scriptures here in this regard:

Matthew 17:11-13 And Jesus answered and said unto them, “Elijah truly shall first come and restore all things, [12] But I say unto you that Elijah is come already, and they knew him not but have done unto him whatever they listed. Likewise shall also the Son of Man suffer of them." [13] Then the disciples understood that He spoke unto them of John the Baptist. 

Mark 9:11 And they asked Him, saying, "Why do the scribes say that Elijah must come first?" 

So John the Baptist was the one who came …

17 “He will also go before Him in the spirit and power of Elijah, ‘to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children,’ and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”

He was to prepare a way for Christ by witness. He was the one who was going to tell people that One greater than he was going to come.

18 And Zacharias said to the angel, “How shall I know this? For I am an old man, and my wife is well advanced in years.”

19 And the angel answered and said to him, “I am Gabriel, . . .

And that probably got Zacharias’ attention. They obviously knew who was Gabriel. Gabriel is the archangel who is the message bringer. He is the one who reveals God’s word. In other words he comes and he gives the message of God to people. Who are the other two archangels? One we’ve already talked about is Lucifer; he was the rebel, he became the adversary. And the third is Michael, and what is Michael’s responsibility as archangel? He watches over Israel. And we understand that to be physical and spiritual. The time will come when Michael will stand up, back in Daniel, Michael is going to stand up; that’s Daniel 12, I think. It says:

Daniel 12:1 "At that time shall Michael stand up, The great prince which stands for the children of your people; […]

And we are God’s people. We have to have angelic help. We have God’s Holy Spirit, but folks if you read in the Bible, we’ve got to have angelic help too. There are wars that are going on in the dimension you and I do not see. But there are real star wars that happen. They’ve happened before, and there’s going to be a whopper coming up one of these days too, where the angels in heaven are going to get at it again. Gabriel is the messenger. He is the one who brings the message from God to someone. This is how whenever you see Gabriel he is one who is talking to someone about what God wants done or what God is going to do through them. 

. . . who stands in the presence of God, and was sent to speak to you and bring you these glad tidings.

20 “But behold, you will be mute and not able to speak until the day these things take place, because you did not believe my words which will be fulfilled in their own time.”

Zechariah essentially said, “I’m an old geezer and she’s rather old. And we just can’t have children anymore. I think that’s a natural response. But, he made a mistake and so he could not, as it said, could not speak. 

21 And the people waited for Zacharias, and marveled that he lingered so long in the temple.

They were wondering, Why in the world is this man still in there? The burning of incense is something that shouldn’t take this long. 

22 But when he came out, he could not speak to them; and they perceived that he had seen a vision in the temple, for he beckoned to them and remained speechless.

So he was unable to speak but he was trying to convey to them what had happened.

23 And so it was, as soon as the days of his service were completed, that he departed to his own house.

So after the course of Abijah had been completed he went back home.

24 Now after those days his wife Elizabeth conceived; and she hid herself five months, saying,

25 “Thus the Lord has dealt with me, in the days when He looked on me, to take away my reproach among people.”

There have been speculations: why did she go away for five months. And it could be she said. ‘If I am to carry this child full term,’ she might have been looking at it from a human stand point, ‘I’m older, I don’t want to loose this baby.’ So maybe she went, not necessarily to hide, per say, she might have done that too, but maybe to make sure that she did not do anything that would cause her to loose this child. So there’s a human aspect as well as perhaps she went, as it said, to hide herself. Whatever, she went away for five months. 

Then we come to when Gabriel in the sixth month: 

26 Now in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a city of Galilee named Nazareth,

We know which sixth month this is; if you’ll note Luke 1:36, it is not the sixth month of the year, it is the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy. 

27 to a virgin betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary.

A betrothal lasted about one year. If something happened during that one year, you would actually get a divorce from the person even though you had not been technically married. Betrothal was a very strong decision as far as that culture was concerned. When you were betrothed, it was a “important and as strong, almost, as the marriage itself.” And if you broke off a betrothal, you would “get a divorce.” That’s the reason why, in some cases, you will hear a virgin widow. A virgin widow could be someone who was betrothed to a man and maybe this man died and they never had conceived they had never consummated the marriage because they weren’t married, they were just betrothed. But there is that term that you sometimes will hear that here is a widow who is a virgin. Well how could that possibly be? It was because of the way they looked at betrothal. Betrothal was as good as you were married. You had to really abide by and be faithful to each other. You planned for the time when you would be married, but there was the possibility that if something didn’t work out quite right, then you “would get a divorce” even thought it was called technically a betrothal. 

Betrothal was much more weighted towards the man’s advantage in that culture. If he decided that maybe he just didn’t like her anymore. There were some who went to the point where, I just don’t really like her anymore and so I just don’t want to marry her. So they would “divorce” or whatever the case might be. And then of course there could be infidelity, which was the accusation or concern here, was that there might have been infidelity on the part of Mary, eventually. Because when she told Joseph, look, I’m pregnant, and he said, wait a minute, what are we going to do here? He decided: I need to put her away, which means to divorce. Even though they were just betrothed. 

28 And having come in, the angel said to her, “Rejoice, highly favored one, the Lord is with you; blessed are you among women!”

29 But when she saw him, she was troubled at his saying, and considered what manner of greeting this was.

30 Then the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God.

31 “And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bring forth a Son, and shall call His name JESUS.

And by the way, Jesus means “Savior.” Christ, or Christos, means “Anointed One,” “Messiah,” the “One who’s the expected,” “anointed One of the Jews.” But Jesus means “Savior.” The parallel name for Jesus is Joshua. Joshua in other words is another way of saying or spelling Jesus. It means “salvation” or “savior.” 

32 “He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Highest; and the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David.

He was a legal descendant as we already have mentioned. On both sides, on both Mary and Joseph, David was in the genealogy. 

33 “And He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of His kingdom there will be no end.”

Couple of scriptures here for you as far as “of His kingdom there shall be no end.” The first one that comes to my mind is:

Isaiah 9:7 Of the increase of His government and peace There will be no end, Upon the throne of David and over His kingdom, To order it and establish it with judgment and justice From that time forward, even forever. The zeal of the Lord of hosts will perform this.

This is not something that is temporary; it is something that is going to be carried out. 

Daniel 2:44 And in the days of these kings the God of heaven will set up a kingdom which shall never be destroyed; and the kingdom shall not be left to other people; it shall break in pieces and consume all these kingdoms, and it shall stand forever. 

Rev. 11:15 Then the seventh angel sounded: And there were loud voices in heaven, saying, "The kingdoms of this world have become the kingdoms of our Lord and of His Christ, and He shall reign forever and ever!" 

34 Then Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I do not know a man?”

35 And the angel answered and said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Highest will overshadow you; therefore, also, that Holy One who is to be born will be called the Son of God.

36 “Now indeed, Elizabeth your relative has also conceived a son in her old age; and this is now the sixth month for her who was called barren.

So there’s the tie in there, the six months, and Mary understood that she would become impregnated.

37 “For with God nothing will be impossible.”

Meaning if God said it, it’s going to be done. And you are going to be conceived of God’s Holy Spirit, and you will bring forth a son, you’ll name Him Jesus.

38 Then Mary said, “Behold the maidservant of the Lord! Let it be to me according to your word.” And the angel departed from her.

So when Gabriel came to Mary and she says, ‘How can it be that I am going to become pregnant? I know no man; I have never had sexual relations.’ And then of course he said, ‘You’re going to be conceived of God’s Holy Spirit.’

39 Now Mary arose in those days and went into the hill country with haste, to a city of Judah,

40 and entered the house of Zacharias and greeted Elizabeth.

41 And it happened, when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, that the babe leaped in her womb; and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit.

42 Then she spoke out with a loud voice and said, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb!

43 “But why is this granted to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?

44 “For indeed, as soon as the voice of your greeting sounded in my ears, the babe leaped in my womb for joy.

When a lady is carrying a child that there is a life that is there. There is a response that can happen in the womb. A child also can hear the voice of the mom and the dad. Life begins at conception. If life doesn’t begin at conception, what does? 

Luke 1:42-44 She lifted up her voice with a loud cry and said, "Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb! [43] And whence is this to me, that the mother of my Lord should come unto me? [44] For behold, when the voice of your salutation came into my ears, the babe leaped in my womb for joy. 

So there was this response; this child understood that someone important was coming. 

45 “Blessed is she who believed, for there will be a fulfillment of those things which were told her from the Lord.”

Mary, is not and was not divine. There is the effort in the Catholic Church to promote Mary to a member basically of the Godhead. Worship of Mary is a very strong movement within the Catholic Church. She was not divine. She was not God, but she was the one who carried the Son of God. She was his mother. And she demands the utmost respect, but she is not worthy of worship because she is not a part of the Godhead. 

Luke 1:46-56 is what is called the Magnificat of Mary; in some circles it is a prayer, we would say, that Mary offered up. And you can see through what it is that she says here that she was pretty well versed in the scriptures of the Old Testament. These were thoughts that were in her mind; and you might ask how did Luke, and once again was Luke present? Was Luke one of the original apostles? And the answer to that is no, he was not. How did he know what Mary said? I think that the commentators who say that he likely had a conversation and talk with Mary; I think that’s a valid point. Because he goes here and he gives this long statement here of what Mary said once she really came into Elizabeth’s presence, etc.

46 And Mary said: “My soul magnifies the Lord,

47 And my spirit has rejoiced in God my Savior.

1 Samuel 2:1-10. You might turn there and compare what it was Mary said with the section of scripture in the Old Testament. 

48 For He has regarded the lowly state of His maidservant; For behold, henceforth all generations will call me blessed.

49 For He who is mighty has done great things for me, And holy is His name.

You can also put another scripture there beside 1. Samuel 2.

Psalm 111:9 […] Holy and reverent is His name.

50 And His mercy is on those who fear Him From generation to generation.

And all of these scriptures you might look up some time. You know that this lady knew scripture. She knew what her “Old Testament” or at the time Bible, she knew it well. 

51 He has shown strength with His arm; He has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts.

52 He has put down the mighty from their thrones, And exalted the lowly.

Daniel 5:21 Then he was driven from the sons of men, his heart was made like the beasts, and his dwelling was with the wild donkeys. They fed him with grass like oxen, and his body was wet with the dew of heaven, till he knew that the Most High God rules in the kingdom of men, and appoints over it whomever He chooses.

53 He has filled the hungry with good things, And the rich He has sent away empty.

54 He has helped His servant Israel, In remembrance of His mercy,

55 As He spoke to our fathers, To Abraham and to his seed forever.”

56 And Mary remained with her about three months, and returned to her house.

So she visited Elizabeth, they were related, and both were carrying children who were going to have a very special role as far as God’s purpose is concerned. 

57 Now Elizabeth’s full time came for her to be delivered, and she brought forth a son.

58 When her neighbors and relatives heard how the Lord had shown great mercy to her, they rejoiced with her.

Here was this older lady; she finally had a firstborn in her old age.

59 So it was, on the eighth day, that they came to circumcise the child; and they would have called him by the name of his father, Zacharias.

60 His mother answered and said, “No; he shall be called John.”

That’s the name Gabriel said he should be called. So this is his name. 

61 But they said to her, “There is no one among your relatives who is called by this name.”

62 So they made signs to his father—what he would have him called.

Once again, Zacharias could not speak. He still was mute. He might have also been deaf, because it says they “made signs” to him.

63 And he asked for a writing tablet, and wrote, saying, “His name is John.” So they all marveled.

64 Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue loosed, and he spoke, praising God.

So as Gabriel promised, the time would come when he would be able to speak again.

65 Then fear came on all who dwelt around them; and all these sayings were discussed throughout all the hill country of Judea.

66 And all those who heard them kept them in their hearts, saying, “What kind of child will this be?” . . . 

This is indeed a special child; a miracle has occurred; this old couple has had a firstborn; the man was made dumb by an angel of God and now he’s able to speak. What is really happening here?

. . . And the hand of the Lord was with him.

67 Now his father Zacharias was filled with the Holy Spirit, and prophesied, saying:

68 “Blessed is the Lord God of Israel, For He has visited and redeemed His people,

Redemption comes through Jesus Christ. There is a price to pay for sin. God in His order and His plan has said that for a sin, Roman 6:23, etc. and other places, if you sin you will die. And so there is a price. And what is death? For how long does death as a result of sin if you are punished for sin, unrepented of, how long is that death going to last? Forever. It’s an eternal death. So it required an eternal life to pay an eternal death penalty. This is the nature of things as far as God is concerned. And so Jesus was eternal; He came as human being and He died. And so He was, remember in 1 John what it said, that He was life. He was life. He is life. And He is the One who redeems us. Ok.

69 And has raised up a horn of salvation for us In the house of His servant David,

70 As He spoke by the mouth of His holy prophets, Who have been since the world began,

God speaks through men and angles and He speaks through human beings. You might ask yourself, how did God want to speak with the house of Israel? Remember when they were in the wilderness, Mount Sinai? How did God want to speak with them? One-to-one. Did they want it? No, they didn’t want it. So God gave them their way; so then God spoke to them through prophets. That’s one reason you have prophets. 

God would have preferred to have spoken and dealt with people one-on-one. But they just didn’t want it. They were afraid of Him. They weren’t afraid of Moses. Of course Moses couldn’t talk very well so Aaron did most of the talking. 

71 That we should be saved from our enemies And from the hand of all who hate us,

72 To perform the mercy promised to our fathers And to remember His holy covenant,

73 The oath which He swore to our father Abraham:

Zacharias knew that the coming of Jesus Christ and the coming of his son, John the Baptist as he was called, and also eventually the one who would become Christ – that all of this tied into the promises made to Abraham back in Genesis 12 and Genesis 17 that Abraham would be a great blessing to all nations. And he would become a blessing to all nations as a result of the Messiah, the Savior, the Redeemer, coming through the line of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Judah, eventually to the world. 

74 To grant us that we, Being delivered from the hand of our enemies, Might serve Him without fear,

75 In holiness and righteousness before Him all the days of our life.

76 “And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Highest; For you will go before the face of the Lord to prepare His ways,

So Zacharias understood that Malachi 3:1 was a prophecy relating specifically to his son John. He understood that. God gave him, he was filled with the Holy Spirit, and these tie-ins with what he knew the scripture said, the Holy Spirit helped him to be able to understand what it was the scriptures meant in this specific case. And so he knew that his son was the one that Malachi talked about. Continuing, 

77 To give knowledge of salvation to His people By the remission of their sins,

John came preaching repentance. Jesus came and He offered them salvation and a way of peace and life. But John came and he preached repentance. He told them what were their sins, but he did not offer from himself salvation. What did it get John to go around and tell people that they were wrong and breaking God’s law? What specific sin did he say to somebody that was bad for John the Baptist? Do you remember what it was? Divorce – that you are living in adultery and that you shouldn’t be doing that. In other words the preaching of ‘you ought to repent of your sins of breaking of God’s law’ eventually cost the man his life. 

78 Through the tender mercy of our God, With which the Dayspring from on high has visited us;

Christ as the Dayspring: this is once again metaphorically speaking. Christ is the ultimate light. There is darkness in the world and He is the ultimate light-bringer. He is the one who is going to cause others to be able to see what is right and what is wrong and offer them salvation, putting all these scriptures together.

79 To give light to those who sit in darkness and the shadow of death, To guide our feet into the way of peace.”

And once again, Luke is not so much, remember this: when you read “darkness” in John remember that darkness is not just the absence of light, it is a force opposed to that which is light. 

80 So the child grew and became strong in spirit, and was in the deserts till the day of his manifestation to Israel.
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