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One of our best loved Christmas songs got its start in 1847, when a 
parish priest in France asked a local poet to write a new poem for the 
Christmas Mass that year. The poet, Placide Cappeau, was a little 
surprised by the request. For one thing, he didn’t have great 
handwriting. As a child, he lost his right hand in a shooting accident and 
had to learn to write with his left hand. For another thing, he wasn’t a 
very frequent church attendee. But maybe worst of all, Cappeau was the 
Commisioner of Wines and Spirits for the village. In other words, he ran 
the local ABC store. 

Nevertheless, Cappeau got to work on the priest’s request. Using the 
gospel of Like as his guide, he tried to imagine what it would have been 
like to witness the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem. The poem he composed, 
was called, in French, Cantique de Noel. 

Cappeau was so moved by his own work that he decided it was’t just a 
poem. It was a song. But not being a musician himself, he enlisted the 
help of one of his friends, Adolph Adams, to set ”Cantique de Noel” to 
music. 

Adams was an accomplished musician, but he wasn’t a Christian. 
Adolphe Adams was Jewish, and so the words to Cantique de Noel 
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represented a day he didn’t celebrate to honor a Messiah he didn’t 
believe in. Still, he was moved by Cappeau’s beautiful words and got to 
work. 

Three weeks later, on Christmas Eve, Cantique De Noel,  a collaboration 
between a one handed liquor store owner and a Jewish musician was 
sung for the first time in a Catholic church. And we have been singing it 
ever since. We know it as Oh Holy Night.
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. 
This unlikely pair gave us words like this… 
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The Christmas story begins with two other people we would consider 
unlikely to do something unbelievable. Now, they didn’t start off that 
way. When they first got married, Elizabeth and Zechariah were exactly 
the kind of people you would expect God to use. 

As a Levite, Zechariah came from a long line of priests, and he married 
the daughter of a priest. Verse 6 says that they were both righteous 
before God, walking blamelessly in all the commandments and statutes 
of the Lord. It was a match made in heaven. Imagine their wedding day! 
They would have received the traditional blessing from their rabbi that 
was common back in the day: May God be pleased to give you many 
children. And may He send Messiah through you to set the people free. 

That was the dream of every newlywed in Israel. Every Jewish bride was 
taught early that a large family was the sign of God’s blessing. And in the 
first century, when Israel was occupied by an oppressive foreign power, 
Every Jewish husband was taught to pray that his son might be the 
Messiah, the deliverer promised by the prophet Isaiah centuries before. 

So if there was ever a couple that had all the right ingredients to be 
chosen as the instrument through whom God would send the Messiah, it 
was Zechariah and Elizabeth. Verse 6 says that both of them were 
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righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the commandments and 
statutes of the Lord. 
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Which is why verse 7 is so painful. There are so many prayers, so many 
tears, and so many unanswered questions in between those lines. With 
the incredible cultural and familial pressure to have children, childless 
parents felt deficient, passed over by God. 

At first, family and friends would joke abut it– “What are you waiting for? 
When are you going to make me a grandmother?” 

Then the jokes turned to expressions of concern. “We’re praying for you.”

Then the concern turned to pity. “You poor thing.” 

If you've ever longed for something with all your heart, then you know 
the kind of self-examination and surrender that Zechariah and Elizabeth 
made. You know how disappointment turned into sorrow, and sorrow to 
despair, and despair into resolve. Now, with the passing of the years, 
they had long-since packed away their hopes.
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So by the time we get to verse 8, Zechariah is a card carrying member of 
the AARP and drawing social security. And he gets chosen for the most 
important duty of his life. Understand that at this point in history there 
are more priests in Israel than there are days of the year, so a priest could 
go years without his division being on duty. And to be chosen by lot to 
enter the temple and burn incense was literally a once in a lifetime 
privilege. 

When a priest offered incense, he was just outside the Veil, behind which 
was the Holy of Holies where the Shekinah Glory of God's presence was 
manifest. Only the high priest got closer to the revealed presence of God, 
and that was only once a year. Jewish tradition described a priest who 
gets to offer the incense as "rich and holy" for the rest of his life.
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So here’s Zechariah, carefully going through all the steps of the ritual he’s 
been training for all his life, when he gets interrupted by the angel of the 
Lord, Gabriel. Can you imagine this old man, standing there with his 
incense bowl in his hand, trembling in fear, mouth hanging open, while 
Gabriel says, “Don’t be afraid, Z, for your prayer has been heard, and 
your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son.”

Camp out for a minute on what Gabriel says: Your prayer has been heard. 
Let me ask you something: Do you think Zechariah was at that moment 
praying for a child? Of course not. That wasn’t a part of the ritual for 
burning incense. The only thing he is thinking about at that moment is 
fulfilling this once in a lifetime honor. But let’s take it one step further:  
Do you think after all these years, Zechariah and Elizabeth were still 
praying for children? Don’t you imagine they had kind of given up hope 
by then? Be encouraged by this: God has not forgotten a single prayer 
you have ever prayed, even if you have! Gabriel promises Zechariah that 
Elizabeth is going to have a son. And not just any son. 
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This child, according to verse 17, would be the forerunner to the long 
expected Messiah. He wouldn’t just be the answer to Zechariah and 
Elizabeth’s prayers. He would be the answer to the prayers of the entire 
nation! 

And how does this godly, righteous, blameless old man respond? Well, in 
a nutshell, “Yeah, right.”
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Zechariah refuses to believe the angel. Just like liquor store owners and 
Jews don’t team up to write Christmas songs, senior adults don’t have 
babies. 

Isn’t it kind of good to know that godly, saintly people deal with doubt 
sometimes too? You might be sitting here this morning, and if you’re 
being completely honest, you’re not sure you really believe this stuff. But 
you wouldn’t dare say that out loud. Because church is a place for people 
who have figured everything out, right? But here’s Zechariah. A priest, A 
righteous, godly man. Standing in the middle of the most sacred place on 
the planet, looking at God’s Number Two angel, and saying, “Yeah. Prove 
It.”

Church is an ok place to express doubt.  Of course, you do run the risk 
that God will strike you dumb for nine months. That’s what happened to 
Zechariah:
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From that moment forward through the next 9 months of Elizabeth's 
pregnancy, Zechariah didn't speak another word. How would you like 
that ladies? A pastor was preaching this text once Christmas, and an old 
man came up to him after the service and said, “Preacher, my wife must 
be pregnant. She hasn’t listened to a word I’ve said for years. 

The next time Zechariah spoke, it was to name his son John as the angel 
instructed. In that joyous moment, as he held his son in his arms, 
Zechariah broke forth in a song of praise to God.  Let’s jump to verse 67, 
and see the song Zechariah sang. Let’s stand in honor of the reading of 
God’s Word:

Luke 1:68-79
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“Blessed be the Lord God of Israel,
for he has visited and redeemed his people

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 from of old,
71 that we should be saved from our enemies

and from the hand of all who hate us;
72 to show the mercy promised to our fathers

and to remember his holy covenant,
73 the oath that he swore to our father Abraham, to grant us
74 that we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies,
might serve him without fear,
75 in holiness and righteousness before him all our days.

Before I get into anything else, I want you to notice something pretty 
remarkable about this song. Here’s Zechariah, holding his newborn son, 
who would grow up to be John the Baptist…

And at first, the song isn’t about John the Baptist! Can you imagine 
holding your brand new baby, and talking to him about his cousin? That’s 
what Zechariah is doing. He is singing to John… about Jesus. 
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And as we wrap up, I want us to look at five things Zechariah’s song 
teaches us about why he sent Jesus into the world.  
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Why Did God Send Jesus?
1. To Redeem His Possession (v. 68)

"Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has visited and redeemed his 
people (Luke 1:68)

Do you know what it means to redeem something? Redemption is when 
you pay a price to get something that belongs to you out of hock. Say 
you’ve taken out a loan, and you’ve put your most prized possession up 
for collateral. And if you couldn’t pay the debt, what you possess might 
get repossessed until you paid to get it back in your possession. And the 
Bible says that we are God’s possession. 

Notice the Before and After... 
BEFORE: 
"Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, 
you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth 
is mine; and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’ 
(Exodus 19:5-6)
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AFTER:
"But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for 
his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who 
called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. Once you were not a 
people, but now you are God's people; once you had not received mercy, 
but now you have received mercy." (1 Peter 2:9-10)
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Why Did God Send Jesus?
2. To Rescue His People (v. 69-71, 74)

...and has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant 
David, as he spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets from of old, that we 
should be saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us; 
(Luke 1:69-71)

that we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies, might serve him 
without fear, (Luke 1:74)

Who are our enemies?

The World: For many, of whom I have often told you and now tell you 
even with tears, walk as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their end is 
destruction, their god is their belly, and they glory in their shame, with 
minds set on earthly things. But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it 
we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, (Philippians 3:18-20)
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God Himself: Since, therefore, we have now been justified by his blood, 
much more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God. For if while 
we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, 
much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life 
(Romans 5:9-10)

Sin and Death: For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under 
his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death.... When the perishable 
puts on the imperishable, and the mortal puts on immortality, then shall 
come to pass the saying that is written: “Death is swallowed up in 
victory.”
“O death, where is your victory?
O death, where is your sting?”

The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to 
God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 
15: 25-26; 54-57)
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Why Did God Send Jesus? 
3. To Remember His Promise (v. 72-73)

to show the mercy promised to our fathers and to remember his holy 
covenant, the oath that he swore to our father Abraham, to grant us 
(Luke 1:72-73)

And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your 
name great, so that you will be a blessing (Genesis 12:2)
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4. To Enable Our Righteousness (v. 74-75)

that we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies, might serve him 
without fear, in holiness and righteousness before him all our days (Luke 
1:74-75)

Hold up... how do we get this righteousness? 

The fool says in his heart, “There is no God.”
They are corrupt, they do abominable deeds;
there is none who does good.
The Lord looks down from heaven on the children of man,
to see if there are any who understand,
who seek after God.
They have all turned aside; together they have become corrupt;
there is none who does good,
not even one. (Psalm 14:1-3)

But we are all as an unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are as 
filthy rags; and we all do fade as a leaf; and our iniquities, like the wind, 
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have taken us away (Isaiah 64:6)

For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we 
might become the righteousness of God. (2 Cor. 5:21)
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5. To Reset our Path (vv. 77-79)

to give knowledge of salvation to his people in the forgiveness of their 
sins, because of the tender mercy of our God, whereby the sunrise shall 
visit us from on high 79 to give light to those who sit in darkness and in 
the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace."

Jesus came into the world to guide our feet into the way of peace. We 
live in a conflicted world. There are people who are in conflict with one 
another, in conflict with God, in conflict with their past. People still in 
bondage to hate, fear, pain, sorrow. 
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A decade after Oh Holy Night made its debut in that French church, an 
American writer named John Sullivan Dwight translated it into English for 
the first time. 

As an ardent abolitionist, Dwight strongly identified with the lines of the 
third verse: "Truly he taught us to love one another; his law is love and 
his gospel is peace. Chains shall he break, for the slave is our brother; 
and in his name all oppression shall cease." 

The text supported Dwight's own view of slavery in the South. Published 
in his magazine, Dwight's English translation of "O Holy Night" quickly 
found found favor in America, especially in the North during the Civil 
War.

People are still in bondage today. There is still oppression. 
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