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HOW SHALL I KNOW THIS? 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

(With much indebtedness to Walter Wangerin Jr.’s book, Preparing for Jesus, pp. 41-45)  

 

Luke 1:5-22 

Birth of John the Baptist Foretold 

5 In the days of Herod, king of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah,[a] of the 

division of Abijah. And he had a wife from the daughters of Aaron, and her name was 

Elizabeth. 6 And they were both righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the 

commandments and statutes of the Lord. 7 But they had no child, because Elizabeth 

was barren, and both were advanced in years.  8 Now while he was serving as priest 

before God when his division was on duty, 9 according to the custom of the 

priesthood, he was chosen by lot to enter the temple of the Lord and burn incense. 

10 And the whole multitude of the people were praying outside at the hour of incense. 

11 And there appeared to him an angel of the Lord standing on the right side of the 

altar of incense. 12 And Zechariah was troubled when he saw him, and fear fell upon 

him. 13 But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has 

been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name 

John. 14 And you will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, 15 for 

he will be great before the Lord. And he must not drink wine or strong drink, and he will 

be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother's womb. 16 And 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 the fathers to the children, and the 

disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a people prepared.” 

18 And Zechariah said to the angel, “How shall I know this? For I am an old man, and 

my wife is advanced in years.” 19 And the angel answered him, “I am Gabriel. I stand 

in the presence of God, and I was sent to speak to you and to bring you this good 

news. 20 And behold, you will be silent and unable to speak until the day that these 

things take place, because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their 
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time.” 21 And the people were waiting for Zechariah, and they were wondering at his 

delay in the temple. 22 And when he came out, he was unable to speak to them, and 

they realized that he had seen a vision in the temple. And he kept making signs to 

them and remained mute. 

 

 

Paul McCartney of the Beatles remarried last year without a prenuptial agreement. His 

divorce from Heather Mills had cost him almost $50 million. So, when he married Nancy 

Shevell, people were a little surprised that once again he did not get a prenup, just a 

little surprised. Nancy Shevell is quite wealthy in her own right. But people were more 

than a little surprised to hear that Prince William and Kate Middleton did not sign a 

prenuptial agreement. No legally binding document was signed to safeguard 

William’s wealth despite the fact that when Prince Charles divorced Princess Diana, it 

cost him $17 million. Kate signed no prenup that would ensure she would be 

maintained in royal style in the case of a divorce. This despite the fact that Kate 

Middleton does not come from a wealthy family.  

 

We say, “Good for them.” They needed no cold, hard, binding contract. A promise 

was enough.  

 

God made a promise to Zechariah through His messenger, the angel Gabriel. “Your 

wife Elizabeth will bear you a son.” Was that promise enough for Zechariah? He asked, 

“How can I be sure of this?” How can I know that this will happen? Zechariah wanted 

some proof, some cold, hard proof of God’s intention to make good on the promise. 

Zechariah wanted something more than a promise… and he got it.  He received a 

cold, hard, binding contract. The 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. And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, 

because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their proper time.” 

Zechariah did not believe the promise. He distrusted. He doubted. So, what should 

have brought forth from his mouth words of joy, blessing, thanksgiving, hope, and 

encouragement instead left him silent.  
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If only our distrust and doubt of God’s promises would leave us speechless. But words 

of hopelessness, cynical words, words that discourage others sometimes come out of 

our mouths, words that are spoken out of anxiety and fear, words that are spoken out 

of a desire for some proof, some cold, hard proof, to ensure that everything is going to 

turn out all right. Is that trust in the Lord?   

 

Trust requires no proof. Promises require no sign. But if I make a promise, I may give a 

keepsake, a token, a memento of such a sweet promise. I may give a wedding ring. 

The Lord has been known to give such keepsakes, tokens, and mementoes of the 

sweet promises He has made: a rainbow in the sky, a pillar of fire by night and a pillar 

of cloud by day, the appearance of an angel, water poured onto one’s head from a 

baptismal shell, a wafer and a cup of wine. All of them keepsakes, tokens, and 

mementoes of promises God has made.  

 

Promises that build for us a foundation in an unstable world. Every time a man and 

woman promise to each other their faithfulness, they build in an unstable world a 

foundation, they build stability into which children may be brought and raised and 

provided stability in a constantly shifting, changing world. The Lord, the bridegroom, 

our crucified and risen Savior, has made promises to His bride, the Church. Particularly 

the promise to remain faithful to us that even death shall not part us. This promise is our 

foundation against a changing, shifting world. A promise that gives us words of joy and 

defiant hope, a promise that with its sweet tokens enables us to say today, “His 

promise is enough.” 

 

AMEN 


