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Answer our prayer 

People often pray for God to do something – to help individuals or nations, to sort the world out and 
generally make life better.  

We want God to act, to do things. But if that’s what we want – we need to be careful – because God 
may well take us seriously and answer our prayer. 
 
Today we think about the birth of John the Baptist - an answer to prayer. 

Zechariah the priest was married to Elizabeth but they had no child which meant his family name 
and line would die out without a son and, although we have no evidence of it, no doubt he and 
Elizabeth must have prayed about it. 

To be a barren woman in the Eastern world was not only a personal regret, but very often a 
reproach from her husband which could easily lead him to divorce her. We know through medical-
science that sometimes men are impotent but back then - it was mostly the woman who were 
frowned up. 

In Jewish religion and culture back then, the gift of children was seen in concrete terms: a blessing 
from God, or barrenness as a curse from God. They saw life in terms of first causality .... 
everything a blessing for being righteous or a curse for sin! 

In 1 Chronicles 24 the Old Testament tells us about the divisions of priests: from the time of King 
David, the descendants of Aaron were divided into 24 clans of priests: each group came up to 
Jerusalem on rotation to serve as priests for pilgrimages and, in ordinary liturgical time, twice a 
year for each clan. 

For the special honour of lighting the golden Altar of Incense which stood in front of the Holy of 
Hollies - this was chosen by casting lots and for the winning priest it would probably be a once-in-
a-lifetime experience: some never get to do it at all. 

There were some eighteen thousand priests available, 460 synagogues in Jerusalem but only one 
Temple, so Zechariah probably only got into the Temple, once in his lifetime. 

Incense was a symbol of the prayers of God’s people:      the priest would enter twice a day around 
the time of the morning and evening sacrifices. He would put incense on the coals and then lay 
prostrate himself in prayer – and it was then that Zechariah had his vision of an angel, which 
terrified him. 

The angel said to him: ‘Your prayer has been heard’. At one level it’s the unnamed but implied 
prayer for a child - a son, which is granted. Meanwhile, there’s also the prayers of the people too, 
praying outside while Zechariah offers incense inside; praying for the nation and its future, and for 
the coming of the Messiah, the saviour of the nation. 

And so the angel tells Zechariah what his son is going to do – and he’s overwhelmed and doesn’t 
see how it can happen, so is struck dumb. The Greek word for dumb in this story can mean deaf 
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and dumb. So Zechariah has to keep quiet for nine months – although he must have communicated 
the baby’s name to Elizabeth, because she knew it when the time came for the naming. 

But the word of a woman carried little weight in the Eastern world, especially when the name she 
gave was, John - it wasn’t a family name and wasn’t expected but "John" in Hebrew meant, 
"Yahweh is gracious". 

So that’s the story of the birth of John the Baptist and apart from saying he was born on the 24th 
June in the year  3 or 2BC - depending on whether it was counted as a civil year or a liturgical - 
there is not much more to say about his birth.  

Saint Augustine of Hippo (354-430AD) when he preached on the birth of John the Baptist added in 
that christians only ever celebrate two birthdays - John the Baptist and Jesus Christ six months later, 
all other liturgical celebrations are about the death of someone! 

What’s it got to do with us? Well; 

• we could talk about God who is gracious - many sermons! 

• speculate about John's life in the wilderness - maybe one, or 

John being the end of the OT and the beginning of the NT (used to be said the OT was the NT 
concealed and the NT is the OT revealed) 

I want to talk about three things to do with the nature of prayer - as the Angel Gabriel said to 
Zechariah, "your prayer has been answered". 

1. Prayer is a corporate experience. In mainstream Christian churches, Morning and Evening 
prayers are modeled on Temple worship. As Jesus said, when two or three gathered together, he is 
there. 

Zechariah was praying as representative of the prayers of all the people, of which incense was a 
visual symbol, as it can still be today. (Parramatta funeral cf St Marys). 

Yes, Zechariah had an individual experience, a vision: but that was in a context of corporate prayer, 
even though not together with others. 
 
We need to pray linked into others; being at worship and prayer in groups - this is good for our 
individual spiritual life as well as aiding the corporate prayer of the church. 
 

2. Being in touch with God may give us a sense that we feel we lose something rather than gain it. 
Zechariah became powerless as the result of his encounter with God's angel. He lost the ability to 
speak and hear and to be part of the world of others. It must have been rather more devastating 
than the slow loss of hearing as age approaches us: it was a sudden and dramatic loss and he had to 
remain silent for a long time.  

More than that – as a powerful male priest he now can only communicate through a woman who 
were generally not taken much notice of in the Eastern world - ever noted that Jesus had a big 
following by women! 

Zechariah has to learn to see things from another perspective, the perspective of weakness and 
vulnerability rather than always being strong and capable. So when we pray: we may have to let go 
of our strength and even our hope, in order to find God in our lives and the lives of others in 
different ways.   
 
As we pray for Gary Sadler and have done so for quite awhile now, he is slipping away.  Fr Cliff 
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sent an email on Friday (22.06.2012) and said,  "I spent time with him today and he received the 
"last rites" of the church with Narelle, Muriel and a friend, Ray. This involved laying on of hands, 
anointing, prayers, blessing and communion. He was in amazing spirits."  
 
This is an answer to our prayer. Not the answer we wanted but God's answer to our prayers and 
Gary's. 

 
3. God’s work isn’t on our timescale. God works through people: and that so often means it takes 
time for God to grow the answers to our prayers. So Zechariah had to wait nine months for the 
fulfilment of his prayer, and to regain his voice and hearing.  

It would take a further thirty years to answer the prayer fully – thirty years in which people might 
think that God had forgotten about it all. We need to have a long-term view of God’s work. God 
answers prayers: but it may not be by what we want or expect, and it may take a very long time to 
bear fruit – but that doesn’t mean God isn’t at work or has forgotten us. 
 
And so, prayer is corporate, disempowering, long-term – and prayer changes us as it changed 
Zechariah and the course of history 2000 years ago. 

In God’s good time – God answered Elizabeth and Zechariah's prayer and gave them more than 
they asked for and far, far more than they ever expected.  

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen 
_____________________________ 


