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People have varied opinions about who Jesus is. This is nothing new—they always 

have. Jesus once asked His disciples, “Who do the crowds say that I am?” (Luke 9:18). 

They replied that some thought He was John the Baptist, others thought He was Elijah 

or some other ancient prophet. While each of those answers reflected a high opinion 

about Jesus, they all fell short of Jesus’ true identity and mission.

Because it’s not enough to know what others are saying about Him, Jesus asked His 

disciples: “But you … who do you say that I am?” (Luke 9:20). After affirming Peter’s 

reply that Jesus was “God’s Messiah,” He taught them His mission would involve 

suffering—a cross. Jesus’ death on the cross, however, wouldn’t be an accident nor 

a tragedy; it would be the fulfillment of God’s eternal plan for our salvation. Jesus 

added that the cross would not be the final word, but He would be raised on the 

third day.

Who do you say Jesus is, and what will you do with Him? He said, “I am the way, the 

truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). Right 

now, He is waiting for you. 

• Admit to God that you are a sinner. Repent, turning away from your sin.

•  By faith receive Jesus Christ as God’s Son and accept Jesus’ gift of 

forgiveness from sin. He took the penalty for your sin by dying on the cross.

•  Confess your faith in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. You may pray a prayer 

similar to this as you call on God to save you: “Dear God, I know that You love 

me. I confess my sin and need of salvation. I turn away from my sin and place 

my faith in Jesus as my Savior and Lord.  

In Jesus’ name I pray, amen.”

After you have received Jesus Christ into your life, tell a pastor or another Christian 

about your decision. Show others your faith in Christ by asking for baptism by 

immersion in your local church as a public expression of your faith.

WHO IS JESUS?
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Coaches talk about setting the tone early. They preach about the importance of warming up 
with purpose, tucking in your jersey, and taking the field with enthusiasm. They know of 
the importance of that first play, first pitch, and first shot. Teams only win at the conclusion 
of the game, but they can lose it at the beginning. Beginnings matter. 

In Luke’s Gospel, we discover a great deal about the beginning of Jesus’ life. We find out 
about a priest named Zechariah who saw an angel but couldn’t tell anyone about the visit. 
We are told about Zechariah’s wife, Elizabeth, who was pregnant when she was visited 
by Mary, her relative who had also encountered an angel. At the birth of Jesus, we are 
introduced to shepherds, Simeon, and Anna. We are also told about a conversation between 
a twelve-year-old and teachers in the temple. 

These beginnings set the tone for what was to come. Zechariah was told that his son would 
prepare the way for the Messiah. Mary was told that she would supernaturally conceive a 
child who would be called the Son of God. Shepherds sought and found the Savior. Simeon 
pointed to a day when Mary’s soul would be pierced. Jesus would have more conversations 
with those teachers in the temple. Beginnings matter.

During our study of the first nine chapters of Luke, we will discover the importance of 
these beginnings and how they move us toward the conclusion: the death, burial, and 
resurrection of Jesus. Our prayer is that we will be reminded of God’s redemptive plan, 
knowing that God invites each of us to be included in that redemption. 

In His service, 

G. Dwayne McCrary

Dwayne.McCrary@lifeway.com

A WORD FROM THE TEAM LEADER
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Asher [ASH uhr]—the eighth son of Jacob and one of the twelve tribes of Israel; the name 
means “happiness.” Anna, the widowed prophetess who bore witness to the baby Jesus was 
of the tribe of Asher (Luke 2:36).

Denarii [dih NEHR igh]—plural form of denarius; one denarius coin was a typical day’s 
wage for a common laborer. 

Most High—translation of the Hebrew word Elyon; name for God that emphasizes His 
power and might 

Phanuel [fuh NYOO uhl]—alternate form of the personal name “Penuel;” means “face of 
God”; father of the prophetess Anna (Luke 2:36)

Pharisees—the largest and most important religious group in New Testament times; the 
term means “separated ones.” They strictly observed the oral traditions of the scribes and 
opposed Jesus because He refused to accept their interpretations of the law. 

Sanctuary—the part of the temple also known as the holy place; access was limited to 
priests. It stood between the holy of holies, into which only the high priest could enter, and 
the court of Israel, which was reserved for Jewish men.

Scribes—men who studied, copied, and interpreted the Scriptures; most scribes in New 
Testament times were Pharisees. 

Sidon [SIGH duhn]—A city located on the coastal plain between the mountains of 
Lebanon and the Mediterranean Sea (Gen. 10:19). Often mentioned with Tyre, Sidon and 
Tyre were ancient cities, founded before the Israelites entered Canaan. Jesus spent time in 
Tyre and Sidon and used them as examples of faith (Matt. 11:20-22). 

Son of Man—Jesus’ favorite way of referring to Himself; it implied both His messianic 
mission and His humanity; the term is used in the Old Testament as a synonym for man or 
human (Ps. 8:4; Ezek. 2:1) and as a reference to the Messiah (Dan. 7:13). 

Zarephath [ZAR ih fath]—A town on the Mediterranean coast just south of Sidon where 
Elijah fled after prophesying a drought in Israel (1 Kings 17:2-9). While there the prophet 
was hosted by a widow and her son. The name Zarephath possibly means “smelting, 
refining.” 

Terms listed here are identified in the Bible commentary with a dot (•).

WORD WISE
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 ❏ 6. Luke 8:1-8
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BIBLE READING PLAN



E x pl or e t h e Bi bl e |  L e a der Gu i de8

USING THIS GUIDE TO LEAD

BEFORE THE GROUP TIME

1. Study the core passage. 
Start preparing early. Read the passage, 
listing people, places, key words, key 
phrases, and actions taken. Use the 
commentary included in the Explore the 
Bible Leader Guide, the Explore the Bible 
Adult Commentary, and Biblical Illustrator to 
discover information about the items you 
listed. Write a summary of the main idea 
you discovered using the statement printed 
under the session title of each session as a 
starting place. 

2. Create a group time plan. 
Craft a group plan that helps the group 
discover and respond to the main idea. 
Consult the Group Plans in the Explore the 
Bible Leader Guide (includes ideas for using 
the Personal Study Guide). Identify ways to 
focus the group’s attention, explore the 
text, summarize the lesson, and challenge 
the group.

For additional ideas or questions, consult 
QuickSource and Explore the Bible Extra 
(identifies a current event to introduce 
and conclude the lesson, found at 
goExploreTheBible.com/LeaderExtras). 
Review the Explore the Bible Leader Pack 
items. Look at the LifeWay’s Director of 
Sunday School blog (KenBraddy.com) 
for helps on leading an ongoing Bible 
study group.

3. Gather and review. 
Use the list under Gather on the first 
page of each session. Make sure you have 
additional copies of the Explore the Bible 
Personal Study Guide for anticipated guests.   

DURING THE GROUP TIME

4. Arrive early. 
Make sure you are the first person to 
arrive. Pray as you set up the area. Greet 
everyone as participants arrive and focus 
their attention on the Bible study. 

5.  Lead the group in a time  
of Bible study. 

Use the plan you created, recording notes 
of how the group responded. Remember, 
every group experience takes a few 
unexpected twists and turns; be flexible.

AFTER THE GROUP TIME

6. Evaluate and Record. 
Review the Reinforce idea to encourage 
the group to put into practice the truths 
discovered. Record prayer requests and 
other insights you gained about the group 
and specific participants. Use these notes to 
help you be a better teacher in the future.

7.  Start preparing to lead  
the next group time.
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Commentary
Provides additional insight into 
the passages studied. 

QuickSource
Resource for leaders, providing 
additional discussion questions, 
an object lesson, and dig deeper 
feature. Also provides a tool for 
an individual called on to step in to 
lead the group on short notice. 

Leader Pack
Resource filled with posters, 
masters for informative handouts, 
and access to a digital leader pack 
(includes DOC files of the Leader 
Guide commentary, group plans, 
the pack items in PDF format, and 
other helps for the leader).

Biblical Illustrator
Resource providing biblical 
backgrounds related to the 
session using articles, photos, 
and illustrations.

Daily Discipleship Guide
Resource for both the group 
members and the group leader. 
An alternative to the Personal 
Study Guide/Leader Guide model. 
Includes key words, commentary 
and questions for the group, daily 
Bible readings for personal study 
after the group time, and ideas 
for smaller groups to discuss the 
study. Leader helps with targeted 
teaching plans included in back. 

Personal Study Guide
Resource for the group members 
to help them prepare for and 
study during the group time.

Leader Guide
Resource for leaders of groups 
using the Personal Study Guide. 
Includes commentary and 
teaching plans.

CORE RESOURCES
Use the Daily Discipleship Guide or Personal 
Study Guide & Leader Guide as the core resource 
for your group.

Find out more or order at goExploreTheBible.com

MEETING THE EXPLORE THE BIBLE  
FAMILY OF ADULT RESOURCES

Additional Leader Helps
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INTRODUCTION TO LUKE 1–9

Few Bible books are more loved than the 
Gospel accounts of the life of Jesus. Matthew, 
Mark, Luke, and John open up the world of 
our Savior. Through their eyes we watch as 
angels deliver the divine announcements of 
Jesus’ incarnation and birth. Through their 
ears we listen as Jesus taught the multitudes. 
Through their hands we feel the roughhewn 
cross Jesus bore. Through their hearts we 
experience the horror of crucifixion and the 
joy of resurrection.

Luke’s Gospel came along after other 
accounts had been shared (Luke 1:1). It offers 
precepts and principles, stories of miracles 
and compassion. Ultimately, the Gospel of 
Luke is a testimony about God the Son as He 
took on human flesh and became the Son of 
Man. As the Son of Man, He walked among 
humanity, experienced their love and their 
hate, suffered rejection and death, and rose 
victoriously to offer salvation to whomever 
would repent, believe, and receive.

WRITER

Although Luke never identified himself 
as the writer, the internal evidence of this 
Gospel, combined with Acts, strongly argues 
for Luke as the writer. The writings of the 
post-apostolic church fathers also refer to 
Luke as the writer.  

Luke was unique among the Gospel 
writers. He was not one of the Twelve who 
followed Jesus. He was a Gentile. As such, 
Luke’s gospel is written in such a way that 
appealed to the Hellenistic people (non-
Jews who were strongly influenced by Greek 
language and culture). He may have become 
a believer through Paul’s ministry in Troas. 

Luke often traveled with Paul on his 
missionary journeys. In Acts, we can 
identify events shared by Paul and Luke as 
pronouns change back and forth between 
references to “he” and “we” (Acts 16:6-10).  

He even accompanied Paul on that fateful 
voyage to Rome (Acts 27:1). Luke alone was 
present when Paul wrote his final letter to 
Timothy (2 Tim. 4:11). 

Luke was a doctor (Col. 4:14). Scholars 
identify various places in his writings that 
appear to use medical terminology. Having 
the mindset of a physician caused Luke 
to look at events in an orderly fashion. He 
wanted to lay out for Theophilus a methodical 
narrative to confirm what Theophilus had 
been taught about Jesus. Although he did 
not try to produce a comprehensive history 
of Jesus’ life, Luke traced those aspects of 
Christ’s biography that were most important 
to his purpose.

Luke likely interviewed numerous 
people who were part of the gospel story. 
The narrative includes significant details 
of Jesus’ birth from Mary’s perspective. 
Therefore, Luke may have spent time with 
Jesus’ mother, a concept consistent with his 
reference to eyewitnesses (Luke 1:2). Luke 
was also acquainted with many leaders of 
the apostolic church and gained invaluable 
information from them. Ultimately, however, 
Luke was inspired by the Holy Spirit, making 
his Gospel authentic and trustworthy. 

RECIPIENTS

Strictly speaking, the Gospel of Luke is 
an epistle. Luke wrote it to one person, 
Theophilus (Luke 1:3), although it later 
circulated throughout the Christian church. 
We don’t know who Theophilus was or even 
if this was his real name. Theophilus is a 
compound word meaning “Friend of God.” 
This reference could relate to “God-fearers,” 
Gentiles who believed in the Hebrew God. 
Scholars have conjectured that the recipient 
was a prominent Gentile since Luke called 
him “honorable.” 
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DATE

Luke’s Gospel was written prior to Acts 
(Acts 1:1). Since most scholars date Acts 
at around AD 64, the Gospel of Luke may 
have been written around AD 62 or 63. 
However, if Theophilus was a Roman official 
whom Luke encountered during Paul’s 
imprisonment, the two works could have 
been written more closely in time. Since 
Acts concludes before Paul’s execution, Acts 
(and thus Luke) was written prior to AD 67. 

PURPOSE

Theophilus had been instructed about Jesus, 
but Luke wanted his reader to understand 
the certainty of what he had been taught 
(Luke 1:4). Luke’s intention was not merely 
to add to the Gospel accounts that had 
already been circulated. He specifically 
wanted this one man to know the facts of 
Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. Luke’s 
Gospel concludes in the same way that Acts 
begins—with Jesus’ ascension. 

If Theophilus was not a believer, Luke 
shared this narrative in order to lead him to 
faith in Christ. Some scholars argue that the 
content of Luke’s Gospel portrays an effort 
to confirm the beliefs of a man who had 
already become a Christian. The Holy Spirit 
had a larger purpose as this Gospel became 
part of the canon of Scripture cherished by 
the church throughout the ages.

KEY THEMES

• Son of God and Son of Man—Jesus’ birth 
was the result of God’s supernatural 
miracle through a virgin called Mary. 
Throughout Luke’s Gospel, Jesus’ words 
and deeds attest to His oneness with 
God. At the same time, Luke frequently 
quotes Jesus’ self-reference as the Son 
of Man (5:24; 6:5; 9:22; 12:8). This title 

was a direct claim to be the Messiah, 
but it also demonstrated Jesus’ identity 
with humanity.

• Proof of the Messiah—Miracles abound 
in Luke. Jesus fed multitudes, healed 
the sick, cast out demons, and raised 
the dead. These miracles attest to Jesus’ 
compassion, but also give testimony to 
His divine nature and lordship (7:22). 
Jesus’ lordship included reign over the 
Sabbath, sickness, satanic attacks, and 
even death (6:1-10; 7:11-17; 8:26-39).

• Preparation for the future—From the 
early chapters to the end of the book, 
Luke described how Jesus chose and 
prepared men to lead the church in the 
future (5:10-11; 5:27; 9:1-6). 

• The kingdom of God—While Luke did not 
include as many kingdom parables as 
Matthew, he described Jesus’ preaching 
about the kingdom of God (4:43; 8:1). 
Jesus sent the disciples forth to preach 
about the kingdom (9:11). In His 
presence was found the nearness of the 
kingdom (10:9-11).

• The availability of the kingdom for believers 
from all peoples—Luke emphasized Jesus’ 
statements and deeds that demonstrate 
the kingdom of God is not for Jews alone 
but is available to all who will repent and 
believe (9:52; 10:33; 17:16).

• The future judgment and the urgency of 
commitment—Because God’s judgment 
is inevitable, commitment to Jesus is 
imperative. People who are not willing 
to make an irrevocable decision to 
follow Him are not worthy of God’s 
kingdom (9:62).
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OUTLINE OF LUKE

ON THE COVER

Denarius coin depicting Tiberius;  
c. AD 14-37; silver

 I.  Preparation for the Ministry of Jesus (1:1–4:13)

  A. Formal prologue (1:1-4) 
  B. Births of John the Baptist and Jesus (1:5–2:20) 
  C. Childhood and early adulthood of Jesus (2:21-52) 
  D. Ministry of John the Baptist (3:1-22) 
  E. Genealogy of Jesus (3:23-38) 
  F. Testing of Jesus by the devil (4:1-13)

 II.  Jesus’ Ministry in Galilee (4:14–9:50)

  A. Early preaching (4:14-44) 
  B. Calling of disciples, then apostles (5:1–6:16) 
  C. The Sermon on the Plain (6:17-49) 
  D. Faith issues; the sending out of the Twelve (7:1–9:17) 
  E. Peter’s confession and the transfiguration (9:18-50)

 III.  Jesus’ Ministry in Judea and Perea (9:51–19:44)

 IV.  Climax of Jesus’ Ministry in Jerusalem (19:28–24:53)
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1
Planned
God’s promises point to His redemptive plan for His creation.

LUKE 1:13-25
MEMORY VERSE: LUKE 1:17

S E S S I O N  1

STUDY Luke 1:13-25, paying attention to how 

the angel’s words to Zechariah describe the 

unfolding of God’s redemptive plan. Use Explore 

the Text on pages 15–19 to gain insight into 

each command.

CREATE a teaching plan for your group 

using the ideas on pages 20–22. Focus on 

helping the group connect God’s promises 

to His redemptive plan that includes all of 

us. Consider ways of using the Dramatic 

Presentation Idea (p. 22) during the group time.

GATHER the following items:

   Personal Study Guides (PSGs) for each 

group member

Prepare to display:

   PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Luke)

   PACK ITEM 3 (Themes in Luke)

Make copies of:

   PACK ITEM 8 (Handout: Memory 

Verses Bookmark)

CONSULT the weekly Explore the Bible adult 

podcast to gain insights on the go about this 

week’s study on Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, 

Stitcher, Spotify, LifeWay’s Digital Pass, or at 

goExploreTheBible.com/adults-training.

REINFORCE the session by contacting any 

group members who have been absent, letting 

them know a new study is starting and inviting 

them to join the group time.
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Several current television shows highlight the secondhand retail industry. 
The stars of the show shop for bargains in barns, flea markets, and pawn 
stores. They are looking for treasures among items that most people would 
deem used up or worthless. Most of the shows save one final purchase for 
the end of the program, when the star of the show stumbles upon an item 
of great price, purchases it, and repurposes it to highlight its value to the 
new owner. These shows highlight the concept of redemption.

(In PSG, p . 10) What items have you repurposed that were once viewed as 
used up or useless?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
LUKE 1:1-25

God never acts haphazardly. His purpose directs His perfect plan 
throughout eternity. The Father’s intention for salvation began long before 
the first man and woman sinned. Jesus was the Lamb of God slain “from 
the foundation of the world” (Rev. 13:8). God did not thrust Jesus into 
human history but carefully prepared the way for His Messiah.

As Luke wrote his Gospel in a letter to Theophilus, he emphasized 
the orderliness of God’s plan. Consequently, he constructed his narrative 
with a particular sequence so Theophilus would recognize the truth of this 
amazing story. Luke began not with the birth announcement of Jesus but 
with the prophet who would prepare the way for the Christ. 

Luke’s story was not couched in fairy tale language of “once upon a 
time.” This account occurred within recorded history when Herod was king 
of Judea. Herod, an Idumean, was appointed to his position by the Roman 
Senate around 40 BC. We do not know the exact identity of Theophilus, 
whose name means “God-friend.” The manner of Luke’s address indicates he 
was a high-ranking official who would have been familiar with Herod’s reign. 

Luke’s Gospel was not only historical, it also was personal. He began 
with a priest named Zechariah and his wife, Elizabeth. The priest faithfully 
served at the temple, although God apparently had not answered his prayers 
for a child. The priest and his wife were well past the normal age of child-
bearing. Likely, they had resigned themselves to being childless. 

Thirdly, the narrative was dramatic. Zechariah ministered in the 
presence of God yet was surprised by the supernatural appearance of an 
angel. While the congregation worshiped outside, Zechariah prepared 
the incense inside the temple. Incense represented the prayers of God’s 

KEY DOCTRINE

Stewardship
God is the source of all blessings, 
temporal and spiritual; all that 
we have and are we owe to Him 
(Deut. 8:18).

BIBLE SKILL

Compare similar Bible stories.

Compare Zechariah and Elizabeth 
in Luke 1 to Elkanah and Hannah 
in 1 Samuel 1. What similarities 
and differences can you identify 
between these two stories? 
Reflect on these narratives 
personally. What prayers have 
you been asking that seem to go 
unanswered? In what way do you 
see God’s plan in the way He has 
responded to your prayers?
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people (Rev. 5:8). Gabriel’s announcement that Zechariah and Elizabeth 
would have a child was not only a divine answer to their prayers but was 
part of God’s plan. 

John the Baptist’s birth announcement, coming before his conception, 
was not only surprising, it was specific. The angel told Zechariah he would 
have a son. The heavenly visitor even named the boy; he would be called 
John. Zechariah’s astonishment misled him to question this amazing news, 
resulting in his becoming mute until the day the child was born. However, 
when Elizabeth conceived, she recognized the loving plan and favor of God. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT
PRAYER ANSWERED (LUKE 1:13-17)

Verses 13-15
Zechariah and his wife may have thought of giving up many times. Like 
many childless couples, they longed to have a baby. Yet, their prayers had 
not been answered. Zechariah and his wife came from the priestly lineage 
of Aaron. He knew God’s history of faithfulness to Abraham and continued 
to offer his prayer even though, like Abraham, he had grown old.

The priest was preparing to minister the incense offering when an 
angel appeared beside the altar of incense. The priest was startled (v. 12). 
Any of us would be scared if confronted by a supernatural being. The angel 
immediately encouraged him not to be afraid. To calm Zechariah’s fear, the 
angel related a prayer and a promise. Zechariah’s prayer had been heard. In 
this case, to hear meant to respond. After all these years of apparent silence 
from heaven, Zechariah was about to receive God’s answer in the form of 
a four-fold promise. 

First, Zechariah’s wife, Elizabeth, would give birth to a son. Normally, 
couples gave children names associated with their family. Instead, the 
angel instructed Zechariah to name the child John, a name reflecting 
God’s favor.

The second aspect of the angel’s promise was that Zechariah would 
experience joy and delight. The angel’s promise went beyond the normal 
emotions at the birth of a child. The term translated delight conveys the 
idea of exultant exhilaration. It offers a word picture of jumping up and 
down for joy. 

Not only would Zechariah and Elizabeth be joyous when this child 
was born, but many would rejoice at his birth. This statement took the 
promise to a new level—one of prophecy. The word many involved more 
than Zechariah’s family and friends. The multitudes who flocked to hear 
John preach by the Jordan River would rejoice at his message of repentance, 
forgiveness, and hope. 

The nature of the child’s stature with God was a third aspect of the angel’s 
promise. This child would be great in the sight of the Lord. The phrase the 
Lord may have referred to God the Father. However, given verse 17 (that 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Luke: The Man and His Gospel” 
in the Winter 2020-21 issue of 
Biblical Illustrator. Available at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSES 13-15

13 But the angel said to 
him: “Do not be afraid, 
Zechariah, because your 
prayer has been heard. 
Your wife Elizabeth 
will bear you a son, 
and you will name him 
John. 14 There will be 
joy and delight for you, 
and many will rejoice at 
his birth. 15 For he will 
be great in the sight of 
the Lord and will never 
drink wine or beer. He 
will be filled with the 
Holy Spirit while still in 
his mother’s womb.
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John would go before “him”), both the pronoun “him” in verse 17 and the 
phrase “the Lord” in verse 15 could have meant Jesus. Christ later described 
John as being the greatest of those born to women (Matt. 11:11). 

Another quality of the child’s stature involved a characteristic of people 
who took a Nazarite vow (Num. 6:1-4). By abstaining from wine or beer, 
John demonstrated his commitment to holy consecration to the Lord. 
Since the angel did not mention other aspects of the Nazarite (such as not 
cutting hair), not using strong drink could have been one aspect of John’s 
consecrated behavior.

John’s anointing from God did not start with his preaching ministry. 
This child would be filled with the Holy Spirit while still in his mother’s 
womb. Only the power of the Holy Spirit could suffice for the task before 
this prophet. Like Jeremiah, the Lord knew John before he was born and 
sovereignly filled him with the Spirit of God (Jer. 1:5-10). 

Verses 16-17
A fourth aspect of the angel’s promise related to the success of John’s 
future ministry. John preached a message of repentance. His ministry led 
the children of Israel to turn from their sins and turn to the Lord their 
God. Repentance involved a change of mind and heart that led to different 
action characterized by love for the Lord.

Some prophets spoke to the nations, declaring the judgment of the One 
True God and calling them to repentance. John, however, would concentrate 
on the children of Israel. This focus did not mean God was uninterested in 
the Gentiles but that salvation was for the Jews first and then also to the 
Gentile nations (Rom. 1:16; Matt. 15:21-28).

John’s ministry was the fulfillment of Messianic prophecies that Elijah 
would prepare the way for the Christ. Malachi foretold that God would send 
His messenger in advance of the Messiah’s appearance (Mal. 3:1). Isaiah also 
predicted that one would come to prepare the way of the Lord (Isa. 40:3-5). 
These prophecies did not mean John would be the reincarnated Elijah who 
never died but was taken up to heaven (2 Kings 2:1-12). Instead, John came in 
the spirit and power of Elijah. His preaching was powerful, like that of Elijah, 
even rebuking a king because of his sin (1 Kings 21:19-29; Mark 6:18). 

Another aspect of John’s ministry involved turning the hearts of the 
fathers to their children. This phrase is a quotation from Malachi’s prophecy 
that described Elijah’s preparation prior to the Day of the Lord (Mal. 4:5-6). 
While the term “Day of the Lord” often refers to Christ’s second coming or to 
the ultimate judgment of God, in this case it describes His earthly ministry. 

This turning included moving the disobedient to the understanding 
of the righteous. In salvation, the minds and hearts of sinful people are 
converted so they might have the wisdom of people who trust and obey the 
Lord. This ministry of repentance was part of God’s plan to make ready for 
the Lord a prepared people. Some scholars see the various “turnings” to 
encompass reconciliation between individuals and between people and God.  

God is working to bring about His redemptive plan. Just as God 
prepared Zechariah for this event, He used John to prepare the way for an 
even greater part of His plan—the birth of His Son, the promised Messiah.

VERSES 16-17

16 He will turn many of 
the children of Israel 
to the Lord their God. 
17 And he will go before 
him in the spirit and 
power of Elijah, to turn 
the hearts of fathers 
to their children, and 
the disobedient to the 
understanding of the 
righteous, to make 
ready for the Lord a 
prepared people.”
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How have you observed the way God works out His plan through answers to 
your prayers? How can we cooperate with God to see His plan come to fruition?

DOUBT EXPRESSED (LUKE 1:18-20)

Verses 18-20
One might naturally assume Zechariah would be excited about seeing an 
angel, especially one who brought such good news of answered prayer. Yet, 
like many of us today, Zechariah had difficulty understanding how this 
matter would be accomplished. Zechariah’s question goes further than the 
mere mechanics of a miracle. The question How can I know this? seems 
to relate more to trust than the “how-to’s” of having a child. Zechariah’s 
inquiry demanded some sort of evidence to validate the promise. 

The God who created the universe is not limited by His creation. 
Zechariah understood basic biology. He and Elizabeth were both well 
past the normal age of child-bearing. The prophet’s argument questioned 
God’s abilities, which was the same as challenging God Himself. Instead of 
understanding that we are dealing with an all-powerful God, we often view 
possibilities through the lens of human limitations. 

The angel Gabriel held a special place in the heavenly hierarchy. He 
was one who stands in the presence of God. To stand in God’s presence 
means to have ongoing access to God. Angels are mentioned many times 
throughout Scripture but are seldom mentioned by name. Only Gabriel and 
Michael the archangel are identified specifically.

Gabriel did not come to Zechariah of his own initiative but was sent by 
God. His mission was to speak and to tell Zechariah about God’s answer 
to his prayers. Each time Gabriel is mentioned in Scripture, he is delivering 
a message from God. In the Old Testament, Gabriel appeared to Daniel 
to explain a vision (Dan. 8:16; 9:21). In addition to the announcement to 
Zechariah, Gabriel was sent to Mary with God’s message about how she 
would be the mother of the Messiah even though she was a virgin. (Luke 1:26)

Gabriel’s message was good news. Although the term translated as 
good news is the same as that for sharing the gospel, the use here is more 
general. The announcement about John was welcome news to Zechariah, 
but it would also be part of the larger good news of Jesus. 

Using the phrase now listen, the angel wanted Zechariah to pay 
attention and understand what was about to happen. Zechariah had 
demanded some kind of proof to validate what he had been told. Amazingly, 
the word of an angel was not enough. Therefore, a sign was given, but it was 
not the kind that Zechariah wanted. His doubt had penalties. The difficulty 
he was about to experience was a direct result of the fact that he did not 
believe Gabriel’s words. Gabriel used a term for believe that means “to 
entrust.” Zechariah heard an amazing announcement from a supernatural 
source, but he could not bring himself to rely on it. 

VERSES 18-20

18 “How can I know 
this?” Zechariah asked 
the angel. “For I am an 
old man, and my wife 
is well along in years.” 
19 The angel answered 
him, “I am Gabriel, who 
stands in the presence 
of God, and I was sent 
to speak to you and tell 
you this good news. 
20 Now listen. You will 
become silent and unable 
to speak until the day 
these things take place, 
because you did not 
believe my words, which 
will be fulfilled in their 
proper time.”
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Like many of the prophets of the Old Testament, Zechariah became a 
living object lesson. He would become silent or mute. He would be unable 
to speak, even to explain to Elizabeth what had happened. His condition 
would last until the day these things take place. Every day for nine months 
or more, Zechariah was reminded of his doubt. Yet, even his silence testified 
to the truth of God’s promise. He could only look forward quietly to the 
angel’s words being fulfilled in their proper time. 

God has the power to do what He says He will do. We should be careful 
not to doubt His word but entrust ourselves to the perfect plan of our 
heavenly Father. He loves us and wants what is best for us in keeping with 
His eternal plan. As we accept His will and set aside any lack of faith, we 
will experience His powerful hand in our lives.

What kinds of circumstances tempt you to doubt God’s promises?  How does 
immersion in Scripture help us to trust God with our lives?

REALITY SEEN (LUKE 1:21-25)

Verses 21-23
While Zechariah interacted with the angel inside the temple, the people 
who had gathered for worship had been waiting. Normally, the priest 
would offer the incense and come out to them. They were amazed that 
he remained in the sanctuary so long. The term sanctuary referred to the 
holy place. Access to this part of the temple was limited to priests. It stood 
between the holy of holies, into which only the high priest could enter, and 
the court of Israel, which was reserved for Jewish men. 

After the angel departed, Zechariah was left speechless—literally! 
Stunned by his experience, his countenance was different as he emerged 
from the holy place. As he was unable to speak, the people surmised that 
he had seen a vision. Unable to go inside, the average worshiper could only 
imagine the mysterious presence of God and the worship conducted by 
priests in the holy place. Yet, they did not understand what had happened 
since Zechariah could only make signs to them. 

The wonder that Zechariah remained speechless was not limited to this 
encounter. He continued with his temple service for the rest of the week 
until he completed his tour of duty on the following Sabbath. Throughout 
this time, his silent witness testified to his supernatural encounter.

Most people look forward to going home after work so they can relax 
and spend time with the family. Especially after this amazing experience, 
you might expect Zechariah immediately to go home to Elizabeth. However, 
in tribute to his faithfulness, he waited until the days of his ministry were 
completed. Priests served in the temple on a rotating basis. They were 
divided into twenty-four groups, each named after a particular head of 
their clan among the descendants of Aaron (1 Chron. 24:7-18). Zechariah 

VERSES 21-23

21 Meanwhile, the 
people were waiting for 
Zechariah, amazed that 
he stayed so long in the 
sanctuary. 22 When he 
did come out, he could 
not speak to them. 
Then they realized that 
he had seen a vision 
in the sanctuary. He 
was making signs to 
them and remained 
speechless. 23 When the 
days of his ministry 
were completed, he went 
back home.
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was in the division associated with Abijah (Luke 1:5). Each priest served 
from Sabbath to Sabbath.

Finally, Zechariah went back home. He and Elizabeth did not live 
in Jerusalem where the temple was located. Their home was in the hill 
country of Judea (Luke 1:39-40). Imagine Elizabeth’s confusion when her 
mute husband finally returned and tried to explain what he had heard and 
what she was about to experience!

Verses 24-25
Luke does not specify the time period represented by the phrase after 
these days. Doubtless, when Zechariah returned home, Elizabeth was 
confused by her husband’s inability to speak. As he did when he later 
confirmed his son’s name (Luke 1:63), Zechariah likely wrote his incredible 
story as his amazed wife looked on. They resumed marital relations and 
Elizabeth conceived. She must have been overwhelmed with the joy of 
knowing she would be a mother. Still, she remained in seclusion for five 
months. Perhaps she didn’t want to tell people before her condition became 
apparent in order to avoid doubtful remarks by neighbors who had pitied 
her previous childless situation. 

The she said at the end of verse 24 does not indicate to whom Elizabeth 
was speaking. She might have been talking to her husband or just to herself. 
In any case, she acknowledged that her pregnancy was no normal event. 
The Lord had answered her prayers. He was the one who had done this. 
Notice the intensely personal way she responded. God had done this for 
me. She understood she was the recipient of God’s favor. Being childless 
bore a sense of disgrace or social stigma among the people. It also carried a 
connotation of lack of favor from God. Now, both aspects of dishonor had 
been removed under the tender grace of the Lord.

Like Elizabeth, believers can live with the confidence that God keeps 
His promises. We do not have to wait for an angelic announcement to hear 
from God. The Bible contains hundreds of promises to God’s people. His 
word is not “pie-in-the-sky-by-and-by” but represents reality that we can 
trust and receive.

What is your typical reaction to the promises of God’s Word? What does it 
take to turn our doubts into acceptance of God’s reality?

VERSES 24-25

24 After these days his 
wife Elizabeth conceived 
and kept herself in 
seclusion for five 
months. She said, 25 “The 
Lord has done this for 
me. He has looked with 
favor in these days to 
take away my disgrace 
among the people.”
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
BEGIN: As the group arrives, invite a show 
of hands from those who like shopping at 
yard sales, flea markets, or thrift stores. 
Call for volunteers to name their best 
second-hand “find.”

RESPOND: Read the first paragraph on  
page 10 of the Personal Study Guide (PSG), 
and ask the following question: What items 
have you repurposed that were once viewed 
as used up or useless? Note that while we 
may not have thought of it that way, when 
we buy a used or seemingly worthless 
item and repurpose it for use again, we are 
demonstrating the idea of redemption.

TRANSITION: Explain that while shopping 
a yard sale may help us understand 
something of the concept of redemption, 
it’s through looking at God’s plan that  
we most fully understand redemption.  
In today’s study, we’ll examine how God sent 
an angel to tell a man named Zechariah the 
good news of God’s redemptive plan.

EXPLORE THE TEXT 
INTRODUCE: Explain that the group is 
beginning a study of Luke. Summarize the 
Introduction to Luke 1–9 on pages 10–11 of 
this leader guide. Direct attention to Pack 
Item 3 (Poster: Themes in Luke), encouraging 
the group to look for these themes 
throughout the study. Direct the group’s 
attention to Pack Item 2 (Outline of Luke) 
displayed on the wall. (The full outline is 
on page 9 of the PSG.) Note the first outline 
point as you transition into today’s study.

SUMMARIZE: Highlight the information in 
Understand the Context (PSG, p. 11). Note 
that Luke’s Gospel begins with the account 
of two unique births, each a part of the 
unfolding of God’s redemption story.

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Luke 1:13-17, while the group listens 
for the details of the angel’s message to 
Zechariah. Use the information from 
Explore the Text (pp. 15–16 of this book) 
to help explain how Zechariah had been 
chosen to serve in the holy place of the 
temple on that particular day.

IDENTIFY: Focus on verses 13-14. Based on 
the angel’s words, lead the group to identify 
Zechariah’s prayer. Note that the Bible 
tells us that his wife, Elizabeth, couldn’t 
conceive, and that they were older than 
childbearing years. Zechariah may have 
been praying this prayer for many years.

ASK: How does the announcement to 
Zechariah compare to how God might 
answer our prayers today? 

IDENTIFY: Focus on verses 15-17. Call for 
the group to name the details revealed 
about this promised child. Invite them to 
point out the Old Testament prophecies 
found in these verses, using the Personal 
Study Guide (PSG, pp. 13–14), for 
assistance. 

DISCUSS: How did connecting the birth 
of John to Old Testament prophecy 
communicate the importance of this 
child? How does connecting our prayers 
to Scripture help us understand how 
God’s answers relate to His redemptive 
purposes? (PSG, p. 14)

HIGHLIGHT: Note that verse 17 is this 
week’s memory verse. Distribute copies 
of Pack Item 8 (Handout: Memory Verses 
Bookmark), encouraging the group to 
memorize the verse. 

STUDY: Place the group into pairs. Call 
attention to the Bible Skill (PSG, p. 14), and 
direct the pairs to work together comparing 
the story of Zechariah and Elizabeth with 
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the Old Testament story of Elkanah and 
Hannah. Invite volunteers to share their 
findings. Then ask: What prayers have you 
been asking that seem to go unanswered? 
In what way do you see God’s plan in the 
way He has responded to your prayers? 
(PSG, p. 14)

TRANSITION: God’s ultimate plan for John 
was to announce the coming of Jesus.

READ: Direct a volunteer to read Luke 
1:18-20 aloud, while the group focuses 
on Zechariah’s doubts and the angel’s 
response to those doubts.

COMPARE: Direct the group to skim the 
first paragraph under Verse 18 (PSG, p. 15) 
and circle the names of others in the Bible, 
besides Zechariah, who also expressed 
doubt. Call for volunteers to read aloud 
those names. Stress that Zechariah was a 
righteous man who was focused on doing 
God’s work in the temple, yet he still 
struggled with doubt. 

DISCUSS: How can doubt get in the way of 
a person enjoying God’s promises? What 
kinds of things cause us to struggle with 
doubt in our faith? 

EXPLORE: Focus on verses 19-20. Using 
the PSG (pp. 15–16), explore the meanings 
of the words “sent” and “good news” in 
verse 19. Stress that the good news the 
angel brought to Zechariah was the gospel 
message that God has a redemptive plan 
for His creation.

DISCUSS: Can a person be devoted to the 
Lord and still express doubt? How can 
doubt sometimes result in greater faith? 
(PSG, p. 16)

TRANSITION: God’s promises are not “wish 
for” or “hope for” ideas; God has the power to 
do what He promises to do.

READ: Direct the group to read 
Luke 1:21-25 silently, considering the 
consequences of Zechariah’s doubt. 

GUIDE: Invite the group to name aloud the 
things that had happened since Zechariah 
entered the holy place in the temple to burn 
the incense. Note that Zechariah’s time of 
service in the temple lasted one week. 

ASK: Why was it important for Zechariah 
to complete his time of service? How might 
this have helped him process what Gabriel 
had revealed to him?

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REVIEW: Direct the group to review Luke 
1:13-25, thinking about the ways we see 
God’s promises pointing to His redemptive 
plan in Zechariah’s story. 

DISCUSS: What are some of the promises 
of God that you are still awaiting? How 
does patience and time only enhance the 
anticipation of the fulfillment of that 
promise? (PSG, p. 17)

RESPOND: Before the group time, choose 
one of the question sets under Apply 
the Text (PSG, p. 18). Lead the group 
to respond to the selected questions by 
jotting down a response in the margin of 
their Personal Study Guides. Encourage 
volunteers to share a response.

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for His plan of 
providing a way of salvation for every one 
of us who chooses to put our faith in Him.
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OPTIONS
Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  
on the previous pages.

MUSIC 

Secure a copy of “Come Thou Long Expected 
Jesus,” by Charles Wesley. As you lead 
the group to sing the hymn, reflect that 
God’s redemptive plan included the “long-
expected” Jesus from the very beginning.

DRAMATIC PRESENTATION

Recruit two volunteers to play the roles of 
Zechariah and the angel, reading today’s 
passage as a dialogue between the two. You 
may want to read as the narrator for the 
parts of Scripture that are not the dialogue 
between Zechariah and the angel.

RESEARCH

Collect Bible concordances or study Bibles 
with a concordance.

Direct the group to work in pairs or threes 
to find other places in the Bible, besides 
today’s Scripture, where the command “Do 
not be afraid” is given. Call for volunteers 
to share their findings. Discuss what the 
different “do not be afraid” events have in 
common with each other. 

REFLECTIVE

Prior to the group time, develop a case 
study that portrays a believer who struggles 
with doubts because of some circumstances 
in his or her life. Provide copies of the 
case study and direct the group to discuss 
how they can encourage  someone toward 
stronger faith when he or she is struggling 
with doubt. You could take this further, 
by calling for volunteers to role play the 
situation, with a stronger believer speaking 
words of encouragement to a fellow believer 
who is struggling with doubt.

MONOLOGUE

Pre-enlist a volunteer to develop a 
monologue describing the doubts and 
questions Zechariah might have felt when 
the angel shared the news that a son 
named John would be born. Call for the 
monologue to be presented just before  
Luke 1:18-20 is read.

CHART

Gather a large sheet of paper 
and a marker.

Create a chart of Bible characters who 
struggled with doubt. Put two headings at 
the top of the chart: “Who doubted?” and 
“Why did they doubt?” Call for the group 
to find the following Scriptures, and name 
who and why they doubted: Abraham 
(Gen. 15:8), Sarah (Gen. 18:10-15), Moses 
(Ex. 4:1-17), Gideon (Judg. 6:36-40), and 
Hezekiah (2 Kings 20:8-9). Discuss how it 
helps us as believers today to see how these 
Bible characters struggled with doubt too.

ILLUSTRATION

Gather colored pencils or pencils 
and paper. 

Provide paper for each person. Guide them 
to fold the paper into thirds, folding the 
paper as if they were preparing it to be 
mailed. In the first third, instruct the group 
to write: “God is working to bring about 
His redemptive plan.” In the second, write 
“God has the power to do what He says He 
will do.” In the last third, write: “Believers 
can live with the confidence that God keeps 
His promises.” Instruct the group to sketch 
a symbol alongside each statement, to 
represent the main idea of the statement. 
Allow volunteers to share their illustrations.


