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When President Reagan ran for a second term in 1984, his age, 73, became a growing issue. His opponent in the election 

was former Vice President, Walter Mondale. In their first debate, President Reagan hadn’t done well. Questions began to 

circulate that perhaps at his age, the job demands were beyond him. He’d appeared confused, even forgetful. Previously, 

he’d always been clever and witty. Was Reagan still up to the job at his age?   

  Some of you’ll recall that second Presidential debate. In the second debate with Mondale, Reagan found himself being 

grilled about his age by Baltimore Sun reporter, Henry Trewhitt. Trewhitt began his question to Reagan with, “You 

already are the oldest President in history, and some of your staff say you were tired after your most recent encounter 

with Mr. Mondale. I recall…that President Kennedy…had to go for days on end with very little sleep during the Cuba 

missile crisis. Is there any doubt in your mind that you would be able to function in such circumstances?"  

  And Ronald Reagan gave a classic reply, “Not at all, Mr. Trewhitt and I want you to know that also I will not make age 

an issue of this campaign. I am not going to exploit for political purposes my opponent's youth and inexperience.” It’s 

such a classic, let me show the short clip.  
  When you think of older people, how do you see them? Taking on new territory? Full of juice…excitement? Or, instead 

a bit of a curmudgeon, passive, cranky, opinionated…set in their ways? Don’t you love it when older people still have a 

fire burning in their belly.  

  Remember the TV series, Little House on the Prairie? The author of the books that series was based on, Laura Ingalls 

Wilder, (picture) didn't publish her first book until she was 64. Benjamin Franklin (picture) is known for many things – 

founding the first public library at age 25, establishing the first official fire department at 29. He’s also known for a 

much later achievement, signing the Declaration of Independence. He was 70 when he signed that historic document and 

was the oldest signer. Known for his struggle against apartheid, a system of racial segregation in South Africa, Nelson 

Mandela (picture) was imprisoned for sabotage in 1962 and sentenced to life in prison. Later he was freed and apartheid 

was dismantled. When he was nearly 76, Mandela was elected president of South Africa in the first election that was 

open to all races in that country's history.  

  At age 80, God called Moses to deliver His people, and he led out of Israel out of slavery in Egypt and brought them to 

the Promised Land. At 85 years young, Caleb, claimed his mountain and drove out the Anakims.  

  God doesn’t want us to rust out or drop out. He wants us to keep growing even in our twilight years, moving forward, 

claiming new Kingdom territory. This morning we’re re-meeting a senior saint. Zechariah grew more during the last lap 

of life than any other. He and his wife, Elizabeth are models for all of us of Graying with Growing Grace, Luke 1:57-

66 (p. 856).  

  Previously in Luke 1, Zechariah the priest dropped the ball in doubt and skepticism. God had sent His angel, Gabriel, to 

tell Zechariah that Elizabeth, though past menopause and childbearing years, was going to have a miracle baby, John the 

Baptist, the prophesied forerunner of the Messiah. And standing there before a mighty angel in all of his heavenly glory, 

Zechariah doubted and asked for a sign. He was given one. In a rebuke, God struck him dumb, totally silent and probably 

deaf as well until John the Baptist’s birth.  

  Accounts of the events surrounding the birth of a great person can be both fascinating and enlightening. That’s certainly 

the case with John the Baptist. In ancient Israel the birth of a child was an occasion of great joy, especially if the child 

was a boy. When the time of the birth was near, friends and local musicians would gather near the house. A boy, 

particularly a son born to a couple that was in their twilight years, was an occasion of great celebration. Tradition was 

that on the 8th day, the boy would be circumcised and then be given his name.  

  Four unusual events happen here: An elderly couple have a son. This son receives a strange name. His father’s voice is 

miraculously restored. And Zechariah responds with praise to God, singing one of the first Christmas carols, a hymn we 

know as the Benedictus.  

  Graying with Growing Grace results in praise. Unlike the first time he faced God’s plan for his life, there’s been a 

wonderful work of growing grace in Zechariah’s heart. At the moment of truth, there’s no hesitation on his part as he 

expresses his trust and praise for God’s work. Unlike so many who hit middle age and choose to coast spiritually, 

Zechariah and Elizabeth keep growing all the way into glory. Their faith deepens. Because they keep growing, God 

saves His best for them until the last. They challenge us as we age. It’s tempting to coast spiritually, but when we do we 

miss God’s best. There are powerful challenges in this story for us. If you’re taking notes… 

 

1. Growing in grace means trusting God’s plan enough to withstand peer pressure. “Now the time came for 

Elizabeth to give birth, and she bore a son. And her neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown great mercy 

to her, and they rejoiced with her. And on the eighth day they came to circumcise the child. And they would have called 



him Zechariah after his father, but his mother answered, ‘No; he shall be called John.’ And they said to her, ‘None of 

your relatives is called by this name’.”  

  Put on your sanctified imagination for a moment. Elizabeth is holding her baby in all her gray glory. It’s the 8th day, 

time for his circumcision and time to name this baby boy. Everyone is assuming it’s going to be Baby Zach.  

  Many of you just returned from time with family at Thanksgiving. It seems like every family has that “inappropriate” 

family member. Can you picture some nosy aunt or maybe Elizabeth’s sister asking, “What’s his name?” anticipating 

Zechariah. Elizabeth says, “No, he’s going to be called ‘John’.” Can’t you see that sour face, like she just took a sip of 

curdled milk? “None of your relatives are called John.” She’s lucky Elizabeth is a godly woman and doesn’t slap her.   

  The reason the baby’s name is non-negotiable is that God Himself, as He had done at other times in biblical history, had 

already chosen the name. But there’s no wavering or being mealy mouth on the part of Elizabeth. She has an immediate, 

forceful reaction. It’s emphatic, “No indeed! He shall be called John!” His name reflects God’s gracious plan of 

salvation and means, “God is gracious.” His name points to God’s gracious salvation, in which John will figure 

prominently as the Messiah’s forerunner. “The greatest forces in the world are not the earthquakes and the 

thunderbolts,” said Dr. E. T. Sullivan. “The greatest forces in the world are babies.” That’s certainly the case with John 

the Baptist.  

  It’s difficult for us to appreciate what a jolt this was for the family. In that culture children were named after someone 

in the family. Naming him John was completely inappropriate culturally and a family faux pas.   

  Most peer pressure is about silly stuff. Can you imagine this conversation? Everyone knows you’re supposed to eat 

turkey, dressing and pumpkin pie at Thanksgiving. I think it’s in the Constitution. How would you respond to a friend 

who said his family was having lobster, clam chowder and Baked Alaska? Would your first response be, “Eww”? You 

might even stick your nose in and try to talk them out of it.  

  Do you drive the car you drive? Work where you work? Dress the way you dress? Go to events you go to…because you 

want to, because you believe it’s the right thing? Or, is some of it, maybe all of it, because of peer pressure? 

  One example of caving to peer pressure that’s far too common in our dumpster diving world is laughing at that which 

isn’t funny. It could be an off color joke or a racist one. It could even be a profane one. We laugh because everyone else 

is laughing…we feel the peer pressure. 

  Some of you have family or friends who won’t even visit our church, because we’re evangelicals. You may feel peer 

pressure because you left the “family” church to come here. That’s also why it is critical that we’re a “family,” because 

some have given up biological family to follow Jesus.  

  Why was the naming of the child so important and so emotional? Why was naming the child John such a bone of 

contention? Because the naming of the son after his father implied that this child would “walk in the steps of his father,” 

that he’d carry on the father’s name, and thus his work as well. Had John been named “Little Zach,” he’d have been 

expected to grow up and be a priest, just like his Dad. He’d thus have gone about with his father as he carried out his 

priestly duties, learning how to do things, just like his daddy did them. To be named by any other name implied just the 

opposite.  

  God had a different plan for John. He wouldn’t follow in Zechariah’s steps. He wouldn’t be a priest. It’s not the 

meaning of the name “John” that’s so important. It’s the message implied by having any name other than Zechariah. 

That’s why it’s such an emotional issue. If many of those gathered at the circumcision ceremony were relatives, 

Elizabeth’s insistence that her son be named John was to renounce the family, its work, and its perpetuation through the 

next generation. It was a really big deal and there was tremendous pressure on Elizabeth.  

 

2. Growing in grace means knowing that sin is not fatal. Recently, I read about the first live nationwide television 

broadcast. Because it was the very first, a number of famous and prominent people were asked to address the nation. 

Conrad Hilton (picture), founder of the Hilton Hotels, was among those asked to speak. Everyone waited to see what 

this famous business tycoon would say to such a tremendous audience. So while the entire nation waited, Conrad Hilton 

said, “A number of you have stayed at Hilton Hotels. Let me ask you to do something for me. When you take a shower, 

make sure the shower curtain is on the inside of the tub.” Huh? Can you believe that? What a great opportunity…and he 

talks about shower curtains!  

  So here’s Zechariah. He hasn’t said a peep in nine months. What would you have said after nine months of God ordered 

silence? “And they made signs to his father, inquiring what he wanted him to be called. And he asked for a writing tablet 

and wrote, ‘His name is John.’ And they all wondered. And immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue loosed, 

and he spoke, blessing God” (vss. 62-64). “he spoke, blessing God” Here’s a guy who’d grown. No complaint about 

nine months of silent correction. He overflows instead praising God because Zechariah got a second chance to get it 

right! 



  Please get this! Our God is the God of the second, third, fourth….whatever number you’re on – chance! J. Oswald 

Sanders observed this and wrote, “Most Bible characters met with failure and survived. Even when the failure was 

immense, those who [rebounded] refused to lie in the dust and bemoan their tragedy. In fact, their failure and 

repentance led to a greater conception of God’s grace. They came to know the God of the second, chance, and 

sometimes the third and fourth.”  

  Zechariah takes a writing tablet. It was a small wooden pad covered with wax with some type of writing tool (picture). 

That’s been his only means of communication for nine months. He takes his pad and writes, “His name is John.” God 

gave Zechariah nine months to reflect on his lack of faith and on what God was doing.  

  Many of us can’t hear God speak because we’re talking so much, we can’t hear Him. Do you do this? I do. I’ll be 

reading my Bible or praying, and realize my mind is on another planet. Too many of us have spiritual ADHD.  

  Zechariah wisely used this time correction to cultivate his soul and grow. He was ashamed of his doubt and unbelief, 

and had repented. Unbelief had closed his lips; faith opened them. Unbelief made him dumb; faith enabled him to speak 

and praise God.  

  My friend, I don’t know where you’re at. I don’t know what sin or failure is weighing on your soul. But failure is never 

final with God. “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). God draws us with His love and He draws us with suffering. In Zechariah’s case, God 

used the hard experience of suffering to teach Zechariah to trust Him. God may be doing that in your life. God loves you 

so much He’ll even hurt you to get you to come back to Him.  

  Think about some of the familiar stories we heard as children, like Cinderella or Pinnochio. What do they have in 

common? They’re stories of transformation. But when you turn to God and repent, it’s not a fairy tale. Satan loves to tell 

us, “it’s too late.” Or convince us to believe, “This is just who I am. I can’t change at this stage in life. People just have 

to accept me this way.” You can’t expect your life to work when you think that you can love God and do as you please. 

The Bible says, “What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? By no means! We died to 

sin; how can we live in it any longer?” (Romans 6:1-2).  

  These growing seniors are both willing to go against the wishes of family and friends to obey and do the will of God. 

And a miracle happens! Zechariah gets his speech back immediately. Unlike, many of the so called miracles of today’s 

faith healers, New Testament healings were instantaneous and observable by everyone around.  

  His name is John. Ever notice how a name can influence how others regard us? A test was done in which a number of 

girls in a beauty contest were given fictitious names. Though equally attractive, girls named Gertrude or Agnes, for the 

purpose of the test, invariably lost out to those with names that were more popular, for example, Debbie or Cathy.  

  As we listen to the names in this story, we begin to sense that God is up to something awesome. Zechariah’s name 

means God remembers. Elizabeth means God is faithful. John’s name, God is gracious, is a reminder of God’s grace and 

blessing, as well as the potential, prophecy and power that was coming. Then, there’s the sweetest name of all, Jesus, 

which means that God saves. Luke is telling the story of salvation and all these people are part of the story. The faithful 

God who shows mercy to sinners, who gives second chances, has remembered His promise to save.  

  One of the greatest spiritual frustrations today is that there seems to be a huge disconnect in our culture between our 

Christian beliefs and our moral behavior. People want to be Christians yet want to do what they want to do. When it 

comes to being a Christian or giving up something they want, they often let their Christian life go out the window. A 

second chance will not mean much if you’re going to continue in some sinful behavior. Zechariah grew and changed. 

That’s normal Christianity.  

  During the great Welsh Revivals of the 19th century, there was real revival. The Holy Spirit came upon people in a 

powerful way. They became so aware of their sin and the need to turn from it, that the whole culture was transformed. 

Conviction was so strong that many people felt a need to make restitution. But it created an unexpected problem for the 

shipyards along the coast of Wales. Over the years workers had stolen everything from wheelbarrows to ropes to 

hammers. As people got right with God, they began to return what they’d stolen. The result was that the shipyards were 

soon overwhelmed with returned property. There were such huge stockpiles of returned tools that several of yards put up 

signs that read, “If you have been led by God to return what you have stolen, please know that the management forgives 

you and wishes you to keep what you have taken.” That’s revival!  

  Can you imagine if that kind of conviction and resulting obedience happened in our church? Our second chance would 

lead to transformed lives. As believers, we’d impact this culture and change our world. 

   

3. Growing in grace produces a sense of fear and wonder in those around us. Matthew West wrote a powerful song 

called “The Motions.” Let me share the lyrics with you:  

This might hurt, it's not safe 

But I know that I've gotta make a change 



I don't care if I break 

At least I'll be feeling something 

‘Cause just okay is not enough 

Help me fight through the nothingness of life 

I don't wanna go through the motions 

I don't wanna go one more day 

Without Your all consuming passion inside of me 

I don't wanna spend my whole life asking 

What if I had given everything 

Instead of going through the motions? 

 

  Zechariah and Elizabeth weren’t going “through the motions” and it rocked their world. “And they all wondered…And 

fear came on all their neighbors. And all these things were talked about through all the hill country of Judea, and all 

who heard them laid them up in their hearts, saying, ‘What then will this child be?’ For the hand of the Lord was with 

him” (vss. 63-66). Their neighbors sensed that God was at work. It resulted in excitement and ongoing spiritual 

conversations. It got their attention.  

  Does your life…does my life get the attention of unbelievers around us? Spiritual reflection is rare in our unthinking 

age of sound bytes, limited attention spans and a frenetic pace. The flashing stoplights, elevator music, the shifting 

images, popup ads, vacuous conversations about where we’re going, what we’re buying, what Hollywood is doing, 

what’s the latest sports story – all keeps our minds too busy to reflect on more important matters.  

  Years ago C. S. Lewis captured this idea when in his famous book, Screwtape Letters, he described one of the charges 

of the junior demon, Screwtape, as he sat reading in the British Museum and began to reflect on spiritual matters. But 

before the man could ponder too long. Screwtape got him out onto the museum steps and back to “real life” – the passing 

buses, shouts of newsboys selling papers.  

  My friend, let the Holy Spirit set you on fire and like Zechariah and Elizabeth, your neighbors will come to see you 

burn. Then, they’ll begin to ask the right questions about who we are and more importantly, who God is!  

  Back then, the big question was, ‘What then will this child be?’ That question, mulled over and considered further in 

the years to come, would open up many to God’s grace because John the Baptist would become the greatest witness this 

world had ever known. Those questions also set the stage for Zechariah’s song, the Benedictus.  

  All of us have been watching this tragedy in Ferguson, Missouri unfold. Do you want to know the biggest problem in 

Ferguson? Too much Churchianity of going through the motions. It’s not racism or crime, or poverty. It’s spiritual 

poverty.  

  A good friend pastors just down the road from Ferguson. He told me that there is hardly any evangelical witness in that 

town of 20,000 souls. We may have more Bible-believing churches in Burlington than Ferguson. The Gospel is what 

transforms lives. It’s why God gave Zechariah a second chance and why He gives you one. When Christians let God 

work in their lives and through them, lost people notice. It causes a sense of fear and wonder. It’s the Gospel that turns 

Fergusons and Burlingtons upside down.  

 

4. Growing in grace always results in praise to God. Look at verses 67-79. This hymn of praise is called Benedictus. 

That simply means blessing. Zechariah’s hymn is more comprehensive than Mary’s, as hers was more personally 

focused. It’s a typical Jewish hymn of praise. Michael Milton calls it “the song of a soul revived.” When God opened the 

old priest’s mouth, he sang a hymn that gives us four beautiful pictures of what the coming of Jesus Christ to earth really 

means.  

  a. It will open prison doors. The word redeem means “to set free by paying a price.” It can refer to the releasing of a 

prisoner or setting a slave free. Jesus Christ came to earth to bring “deliverance to the captives” (Luke 4:18), salvation to 

people in bondage to sin and death. We are unable to set ourselves free; only Christ could pay the price necessary for our 

redemption. 

  b. It will win the battle. In Scripture, a horn symbolizes power and victory. The picture is of an army about to be 

captured but then help arrives, and the enemy is defeated. In the previous picture, the captives were set free. In this 

picture, the enemy is defeated so that he can’t capture more prisoners. It means total victory for the people of God.  

  The word salvation carries the meaning of “health and soundness.” No matter what the condition of the captives, the 

Redeemer brings healing. When you trust Christ as your Savior, you’re delivered from Satan’s power, moved into God’s 

kingdom, redeemed and forgiven.  

  c. It will bring forgiveness. Forgiveness is like the dismissing of a debt. Most of us know what it is to be in debt. What 

we often don’t realize is that because of our sin, we’re in debt to a holy God. We’ve broken His law and committed 



crimes against Him. We’re spiritually bankrupt with no hope. But Jesus came and completely paid the debt for us so we 

can be forgiven. Forgiveness always means the restoration of relationships. Our estrangement from God is turned into a 

relationship and He becomes our Father.  

  d. It will bring the dawning of a new day. After a dark night, relief and joy comes when the sun rises again. The people 

are sitting in darkness and death. Distress gripped them. Then Jesus came. He brought light, life and peace. It’s the dawn 

of a new day because of the love and tender mercies of God.  

  The old priest hadn’t said anything for nine months. He certainly compensated for his silence when he sings this song 

of praise to God!  

 

Conclusion: So where are you today? Do you feel hopeless? Maybe you’re a young person and life seems empty, futile? 

Maybe you’re an addict? You’ve tried to kick your addiction but always fall back in? Maybe you’re like Zechariah? 

You’re nearing the sunset of life? You’ve blown it with your marriage, your children, maybe even your grandchildren? 

It’s not too late. God is the God of hope. It’s not game over. Zechariah demonstrates that. He reminds us that even in the 

last quarter, it’s not too late. If we’re in the first part, middle or twilight of our lives, we can grow and change. Don’t 

coast out in spiritual mediocrity. Be a Zechariah, Graying with Growing Grace. 

  Zechariah’s song directs us to the true meaning of Christmas. God sent us a Savior in the person of Jesus Christ. I’m 

inadequate to explain this to you; God Himself must break through if you would grasp it and respond. 

  During the Christmas season of 1879, an agnostic reporter in Boston saw three little girls standing in front of a store 

window full of toys. One of them was blind. Coming closer, he heard the other two trying to describe the playthings to 

their friend. He said he had never thought of how difficult it would be to explain what something looks like to someone 

who has never been able to see. That incident became the basis for a newspaper story.  

  Two weeks later this same agnostic attended a meeting conducted by famous evangelist, D. L. Moody. His purpose was 

to catch Moody in some inconsistency, but he was greatly surprised to hear Moody use his newspaper account of the 

three children to illustrate a spiritual truth. Moody said, “Just as the blind girl couldn’t visualize the toys, so a lost person 

can’t see Christ in all His glory.” He said that God must open the eyes of those without Christ so that the person will 

acknowledge his sin and trust the Savior in humble faith. God opened that newsman’s eyes. He saw his own need and 

discovered for himself the truth of Moody’s words. 

  If you’ve never trusted in Christ as your Savior, you sit in darkness and the shadow of death. But through my words 

today, God is visiting you with the good news that He is merciful to sinners. Please ask Him to shine into your heart to 

guide you into the way of peace. Repent of your sins and trust in Jesus Christ as your Savior.  

  If you turn to Christ you will know His tender mercy that forgives all your sins. You will know the real meaning of 

Christmas – that God sent us a Savior in the person of Jesus Christ. 

  We have a man in our church who is a wonderful example of Graying with Growing Grace. He is one of the most 

gracious men that I know. As we conclude this morning, I’ve asked Rich Benson to share his testimony.   

 


