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Unexpected Journey: An Unexpected Visitor    
          December 16, 2018 
Scripture:  
Luke 1:5-17, 23-25 (NRSV) 
 In the days of King Herod of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, 
who belonged to the priestly order of Abijah. His wife was a descendant of 
Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth. Both of them were righteous before 
God, living blamelessly according to all the commandments and 
regulations of the Lord. But they had no children, because Elizabeth was 
barren, and both were getting on in years. 
 Once when he was serving as priest before God and his section was on 
duty, he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to 
enter the sanctuary of the Lord and offer incense. Now at the time of the 
incense offering, the whole assembly of the people was praying outside. 
Then there appeared to him an angel of the Lord, standing at the right side 
of the altar of incense. When Zechariah saw him, he was terrified; and fear 
overwhelmed him. But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, 
for your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, 
and you will name him John. You will have joy and gladness, and many will 
rejoice at his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He must 
never drink wine or strong drink; even before his birth he will be filled with 
the Holy Spirit. He will turn many of the people of Israel to the Lord their 
God. With the spirit and power of Elijah he will go before him, to turn the 
hearts of parents to their children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the 
righteous, to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” 
 When his time of service was ended, he went to his home. After those 
days his wife Elizabeth conceived, and for five months she remained in 
seclusion. She said, “This is what the Lord has done for me when he 
looked favorably on me and took away the disgrace I have endured among 
my people.” 
Luke 1:39-45, 56  (NRSV) 
 In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in 
the hill country, where she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted 1 



Elizabeth. When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leaped in her 
womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit and exclaimed with a 
loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your 
womb. And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord 
comes to me? For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the child 
in my womb leaped for joy. And blessed is she who believed that there 
would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.” 
 And Mary remained with her about three months and then returned to 
her home. 

Introduction to the Study 
This week, the third Sunday in Advent, we turn to Mary’s relatives, 
Elizabeth and Zechariah, who help us understand that we all have a role to 
play when it comes to the tasks God wants us to do. Elizabeth was called 
to be a mentor to Mary, while at the same time, relying upon Mary for help 
as she prepared to give birth at an advanced age. And Zechariah was 
called to be a support system to his own son, who would be known as John 
the Baptizer and would pave the way for Jesus and his ministry. So this 
week, let us be mindful of our own roles as mentors to each other and 
supporters of the ministry. 

Daily Study Guides 

MONDAY 12/17/18 “Fear Not”  Read Luke 1:5-25 
Zechariah was one of perhaps 18,000 priests and Levites. To be chosen by 
lot to burn incense in the Temple was a privilege that might come only once 
in his lifetime. Like Abraham and Sarah, he and Elizabeth were elderly and 
childless. Then God’s messenger, brought astounding, unexpected news 
that would change their lives. 
• In Luke 1:30, God’s messenger said, “Do not be afraid, Mary.” Today we 
see that months before, he said, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah” (verse 13). 
In fact, “do not be afraid” is the most common command in the entire 
Bible. What scares you most right now? This Advent, in what part of life do 
you most need God’s message “Do not be afraid”? 

• Luke’s story was no “once upon a time” tale. It was about real people and 
places. So he began “In the time of Herod king of Judea.” Does it help you 
to trust Luke’s story that he gave many names and dates that people in 
his day could easily have verified? Why or why not? 

Prayer: Loving God, we don’t expect to receive news from an angel, much 
less news that is bound to change our lives. Help us be open to the 
messages we receive from you, even when they interrupt our own plans. 
And most of all, take away our fear, so we can live into the angel’s 
greeting: “do not be afraid.” Amen.  2 



TUESDAY 12/18/18  “Eyewitnesses from the First ”   Read Luke 1:1-4 
Like other ancient history writers, Luke began his narrative about Jesus with a 
formal Greek prologue. In it, he told us several important things. He said his 
writing was the result of careful personal investigation, and he let us know what 
his primary sources of information were—“those who from the first were 
eyewitnesses.” 
• Ancient historians highly valued eyewitness testimony (see Bauckham, Jesus 
and the Eyewitnesses). Only one or two people saw many parts of Luke’s 
Christmas story. Who could have told Luke about Gabriel’s visit to Zechariah 
or Mary? Christian tradition says Mary lived in Ephesus, where Luke went 
with Paul. Have you ever thought that Luke might have learned the Christmas 
story directly from Mary, who lived it? 

• Luke addressed his two historical books (Luke and Acts) to “Theophilus.” The 
title “Most Excellent” usually meant he was highly placed in Roman society. 
What would you write if you were asked to provide an “eyewitness account” of 
Jesus’ impact on your life. Consider who you could share it with.  

Prayer: God of grace, we are grateful for the eyewitnesses that have given us 
their interpretation of the events that happened so long ago. May we always 
listen to your Holy Spirit as we interpret these stories as well. Amen. 

WEDNESDAY 12/19/18 “My Soul Magnifies the Lord” 
Read Luke 1:39-56 
When Gabriel told Mary she would bear the Messiah, he vouched for the truth 
of his words by saying that Elizabeth was also pregnant. Much remains 
unspoken in this passage. It seems likely that Mary, facing distrust and 
disapproval in Nazareth, yearned to be with a woman who could understand 
her experience. So she went to Judea (several days’ journey), to be with 
Elizabeth. 
• Mary’s Magnificat (in Latin, the first word of her song in verse 46) was not 
bland “church talk.” In verses 52-54, this peasant girl in an occupied land 
praised a God who scatters the proud, brings down rulers and feeds the 
hungry. How does Mary’s song offer you hope and challenge (whether you 
feel rich or poor, powerful or powerless)? 

• Imagine the day-to-day support and understanding these two women gave 
each other during their three months. Who has blessed you with 
understanding and love when you really needed it? Is there someone who 
needs your support this Advent season? 

Prayer: O God, like Mary, we hope for a better world, and we look to you for 
guidance on what we can do to make that happen. Inspire us to sing with Mary, 
“My soul magnifies the Lord.” Amen. 
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THURSDAY 12/20/18 “My Heart Exults the Lord”  
Read 1 Samuel 2:1-11 
Long before Elizabeth and Mary, a childless Hebrew woman named 
Hannah prayed for a child. When God heard her prayer and gave her a 
son, she dedicated him to God’s service. He was the great Israelite leader 
and prophet Samuel. Then she offered a psalm in honor of God, a poetic 
prayer much like Mary’s expression of praise when she met Elizabeth. 
• Hannah’s song said “those who stumbled are armed with strength… those 
who were hungry are hungry no more….The Lord…raises the poor from 
the dust.” God came to earth, and was born, not in a palace, but in an 
animal shelter. How can you, as a Christ-follower, more fully live into 
God’s attitude toward material wealth and poverty?  

• 1 Samuel 1 says Hannah’s husband had another wife, Peninah (common 
in that day). She had children, and taunted Hannah, causing her great 
pain. Do some parts of Hannah’s song carry a tone of triumph over her 
rival that wasn’t in Mary’s? How do you see the difference between 
healthy joy in God’s goodness and hurtful gloating? 

Prayer: Lord, we are blessed to live in what has been called the richest 
nation in the world, and yet we have many among us who are homeless, 
hungry, and living in poverty. We know you created us to do something in 
your name. Inspire us to do the things we can to honor Hannah’s Song. 
Amen.  

FRIDAY 12/21/18 Lord, Bless the Children  Read Luke 1:57-66 
When Elizabeth’s son was born, her neighbors and relatives shared her joy. 
Her joy was even greater because so many believed childlessness was a 
sign of God’s disapproval. Now she felt God had finally lifted the cloud she 
had lived under. When they named the baby John as the angel had said 
(Luke 1:13), Zechariah was able to speak again. 
• Last week we saw that Joseph gave up the privilege of siring his first-born 
son to obey God. Zechariah gave up the privilege of naming his son after 
himself. John was called, not to follow his father as a priest but to 
challenge them. How did his father’s submission to God point the way for 
John’s life mission? 

• “All the neighbors were filled with awe…throughout the hill country of 
Judea people were talking about all these things….asking, ‘What then is 
this child going to be?’” We’d say there was “a lot of buzz” about John’s 
birth. How did God use human curiosity (even our urge to gossip!) to add 
impact to John’s later ministry? 

Prayer: Holy God, we are grateful for all children and what you call 
them to be. Help us nurture them so they will become the adults you 
intend them to be, Amen. 
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SATURDAY 12/22/18 “Prophet of the Most High”  
Read Luke 1:67-80 
Zechariah’s joyous words about his new son pointing to the Messiah were 
more than just fatherly pride. God’s messenger had said John would “turn 
many people in Israel back to their God…herald God’s arrival in the style 
and strength of Elijah …kindle devout understanding among hardened 
skeptics…get the people ready for God.” (Luke 1:17, The Message) Now 
the aged priest sang with hope of “the path of peace” God was opening for 
all. 
• Once, John the Baptist’s followers said Jesus’ crowds were bigger than 
his. John humbly said, “You can testify that I said, ‘I am not the Messiah 
but am sent ahead of him’….He must become greater; I must become 
less.” (John 3:28, 30) Zechariah praised the “rising sun”—not his own 
son, but the coming King his son would go before. Has your ego or desire 
for praise ever gotten in the way of God’s ability to use you? How can 
you, using “sober judgment” (Romans 12:3), be more like Zechariah and 
John? 

Prayer: Lord God, help me to be humble. Help me to proclaim your glory, 
not my own. Help me be like Jesus’ cousin, John by declaring the one who 
is greater than all of us: Jesus the Christ. Amen.  

SOMETHING EXTRA: A Family Activity  
Mary and Elizabeth supported and encouraged each other through a very 
important and challenging time in each of their lives. As a family, discuss 
who has been supportive and encouraging to you during challenging times 
in your life. This Advent season, how could you thank those people for 
sharing God’s love with you? You might bake treats, call them or write/draw 
a personal note. Consider inviting them for a family meal or a fun outing to 
express your appreciation. Examine yourselves and ask how you can 
support and encourage others during this season and always. Thank God 
for the gift of people who have shared His love with you. Ask God to help 
you share God’s love with others all year long. 

Prayer: Lord God, with great care and creativity you prepared Elizabeth to 
give Mary support and companionship. You prepared Elizabeth’s son John 
to go before Jesus and prepare the way for him. What do you need me to 
do? Whether it’s a big mission, or a humble task to prepare the way for 
someone else, give me the faith and the faithfulness to do the work you call 
me to do. Amen. 
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