











ICY, August 19, 2006
God’s Plan for His Children and Ours

Life involves many decisions, and a few of them are more important than the rest.  I have been thinking about one of the big ones during my Bible study this past week.  My study led me to think about the decision everyone makes about what to do with their lives.  For children it is: What will I do when I grow up?  For young people it is: How shall I prepare for what I want to do?  For some older people it becomes: Do I want to keep doing what I am doing, or do I want to change professions?  At every stage what we do with our lives is one of our biggest decisions.


For a few people one outstanding event crystallizes their decision.  Imagine how it must feel on those rare occasions when a great leader calls someone to accept a place in his organization and help him achieve his goals.  Imagine how you would feel if President Levin called you into his office and told you that he needed you to do a job for him in Yale.  Would you not feel honored?  Such an unusual opportunity came to one of our people when the head of Xiangyang’s department left to take over the department at the Baylor Medical Center in Houston and asked Xiang and Grace to move with him and work with him there.  
That was the kind of rare experience that happens to only a few people.  For most people many factors go into their decision of what to do with their lives.  I want to read a story with you about one of those rare occasions for a person who lived about two thousand years ago.  This person was destined to play a critical role in history.  He came to be known as John the Baptist.  His role was to introduce the world’s Messiah.  It was even more unusual because it was announced before he was even born.  

As I began a study of the Gospel of Luke, I was impressed with Zachariah.  He was a priest in Israel shortly before the birth of Jesus.  He had lived a godly life and been faithful to his duties as a priest.  Luke begins his book with a story of a remarkable experience Zachariah had one day while he was doing his service in the Temple in Jerusalem.  On that day a high angel appeared to him with a message from God.  The story is in Luke 1: 5-25.


5In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron. 6Both of them were upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord's commandments and regulations blamelessly. 7But they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren; and they were both well along in years. 


8Once when Zechariah's division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, 9he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense. 10And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside.  11Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. 12When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear. 13But the angel said to him: "Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. 14He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, 15for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit still from his mother’s womb. 16Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God. 17And he will go before him, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared for the Lord." 


18Zechariah asked the angel, "How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years."  19The angel answered, "I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news. 20And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled at their proper time." 


21Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah and wondering why he stayed so long in the temple. 22When he came out, he could not speak to them. They realized he had seen a vision in the temple, for he kept making signs to them but remained unable to speak.  23When his time of service was completed, he returned home. 24After this his wife Elizabeth became pregnant and for five months remained in seclusion. 25"The Lord has done this for me," she said. "In these days he has shown his favor and taken away my disgrace among the people."

I want to show you what I learned about Zachariah that intrigued me.  The angel told him that God was going to give him and his wife Elizabeth a son.  They had no children, and they were too old to have children naturally, so this required a miracle.  Zachariah lacked faith at first and asked for a confirmation of the promise.  With a rebuke, he got his confirmation; and after nine months and more of being unable to speak, he came forth as a man of faith.  I want to show you what he did then to cooperate with the plan of God for his son.


First a little more background.  The same angel was then sent to a young virgin in Israel named Mary to tell her that she too would have a son.  This birth would be an even greater miracle, for Mary was to not have sexual relations with a man before the child was born.  Moreover, her son was to be the promised Messiah.  Mary believed the promise and did not ask for confirmation, but the angel gave her a sign anyway.  Mary was told that her relative Elizabeth was six months pregnant.  This is the Elizabeth we just read about who was the wife of Zachariah.  When Mary heard this, she hurried to visit Elizabeth.  The text tells us that Elizabeth and Zachariah lived in a city (Luke 1: 39-40: 39At that time Mary got ready and hurried to a city in the hill country of Judea, 40where she entered Zechariah's home and greeted Elizabeth.  Later when John was born, the relatives and neighbors came to congratulate Zachariah and Elizabeth (Luke 1: 57-66).  After John’s birth we are told that: the child grew and became strong in spirit; and he lived in the desert until he appeared publicly to Israel (Luke 1: 80).  Do you see what that means?  It means that Zachariah and Elizabeth moved with their son from the city into the desert.  The Greek work means a desolate, isolated place.  It can be translated either as “desert” or “wilderness.”


To move from a city where they lived near relatives at their age to the desert was probably a very difficult decision.  To understand why they did it, we need to read one more Scripture.  Zachariah knew his Hebrew Bible, so he understood what the angel meant when he was told this about his son: He will go before him, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.  Zachariah knew that this meant his son would be the one to introduce the Messiah, so he would have thought of the most explicit prophecy of the Messiah’s forerunner, Isaiah 40: 3: A voice of one calling: "In the desert prepare the way for the LORD; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God.  The Hebrew word translated “desert” here corresponds to the Greek word used in Luke 1: 80, and that Greek word is the same in Luke and in the Greek translation of Isaiah 40: 3.  Zachariah and Elizabeth recognized that their son was destined to bring God’s message about the Messiah from the desert.  They moved there in cooperation with God’s revealed plan, and they stayed there, or at least John did if they had already died, until God told him to begin his ministry.  About thirty years later Luke 3: 2-4 tells us: 2during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the desert. 3He went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 4As is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet: "A voice of one calling in the desert, 'Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.  


I am deeply impressed with Zachariah and Elizabeth.  They were so dedicated to the Lord that they gave up their own comforts and familiar surroundings in order to help their son fulfill God’s plan.  In a radical way they fulfilled Proverbs 22: 6: Dedicate a child according to his or her way.  They made a radical commitment to the Lord’s plan for their child.  Now most parents may not be called on to make such a radical change because God also has a plan that he calls them to fulfill, but all parents can do their best to learn all they can about God’s plan for their child.  How has God made this child?  What are his or her gifts?  What desires are emerging?  If God should even reveal what he wants their child to do, as he did with John’s parents, then they have a chance to cooperate even more to help their child prepare for God’s plan.

John also did his part to prepare himself for plan.  The angel had said that he would move in the spirit and power of Elijah.  His ministry was to be like that of the great prophet Elijah.  John had an unusually close relationship with the Lord even before he was born.  I translated Luke 1: 15 literally above.  It says; he will be filled with the Holy Spirit still from his mother’s womb.  This is awkward English, but it is literally what the original says, and to smooth it out is to lose some of its meaning.  It says that John was filled with the Spirit before he was born and that he continued to be filled with the Spirit after his birth.  When Mary greeted Elizabeth, John leaped up in his mother’s womb; and the Holy Spirit revealed to Elizabeth what that meant.  Luke 1: 41-45: 41When Elizabeth heard Mary's greeting, the baby leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit. 42In a loud voice she exclaimed: "Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the child you will bear! 43But why am I so favored, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? 44As soon as the sound of your greeting reached my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy. 45Blessed is she who has believed that what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished!"  Because John was filled with the Holy Spirit, even as an unborn child, he leapt for joy at the sound of Mary’s greeting.  As he grew up, John became strong in his spirit; and he chose to keep living in the desert until God told him to begin his ministry (Luke 1: 80).  He gave up the ordinary comforts of life (Matthew 3: 4: John's clothes were made of camel's hair, and he had a leather belt around his waist).  When he began his ministry, he wanted everyone to give their attention to the Messiah instead of to him (John 3: 30 he said: He must become greater; I must become less).  Jesus said that there had not been a greater person in the kingdom of God than John the Baptist (Matthew 11:11).  Even with that, John was not perfect.  When he was in prison facing execution, his faith wavered.  He sent messengers to Jesus asking if he was really the Messiah (Matthew 11: 2-3).  Yet John finished well.  He fulfilled God’s plan for his life.  James tells us that the same was true of the great prophet Elijah, whose anointing John was to bear (James 5: 17: Elijah was a man with desires like ours).  These great people had the same weaknesses we have, yet they reached high levels of faith.  All of us can too.  

If you remember I said early in this talk that the experience of having a great leader summon someone to help them accomplish their goals comes to only a few people.  I was speaking on the natural events of life where this is rare.  But I have something to tell you today that I hope will thrill you as much as it has me ever since I first heard it.  This thrilling experience is not rare in God’s family.  It belongs to every one of his children.  It belongs to you.  The greatest leader in the universe has called you to help him accomplish his goals.  He has a plan for you.  Ephesians 2: 10: For we are his creative workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God has prepared in advance in order for us to walk in them.  If you hesitate and think that maybe this is only for some other Christians, let me assure you that it is for you.  2 Corinthians 5: 17: Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, that one is a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, new things have come.  You are a new creation if you have already opened your heart to Jesus.  If you have not yet done so, you will become a new creation the moment you do.  All who have are summoned by the King to help him accomplish his goals in the world.  God has a plan for the life of each of his children.  The Creator and Lord of the universe has some things he wants each of us to do for him.  Can you imagine any greater honor?


One more amazing thing Ephesians 2: 10 teaches us is that the Lord has already prepared the things he wants us to do.  That means that the will of God is always possible.  But I want to read another verse that I like to put together with Ephesians 2: 10.  It is 2 Timothy 2: 21: If, therefore, anyone cleanses himself or herself from these things, he or she shall be a vessel for honor, sanctified, useful to the Master, prepared for every good work.  The good works God has called each of us to do are already prepared, but we must prepare ourselves to do them.  This involves, according to this verse, cleansing, dedication, and training.  All of that can be an intense joy if we remember why we are doing it.  It is because the King of the Universe has summoned us individually to join him in accomplishing his goals.  There can be no greater honor and no greater plan for each of our lives. 

