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Sermon Starter

Teaching Text

In the days of Herod, king of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, of the division of Abijah. And he had a wife from the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth. And they were both righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the commandments and statutes of the Lord. But they had no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were advanced in years.
Now while he was serving as priest before God when his division was on duty, according to the custom of the priesthood, he was chosen by lot to enter the temple of the Lord and burn incense. And the whole multitude of the people were praying outside at the hour of incense. And there appeared to him an angel of the Lord standing on the right side of the altar of incense. And Zechariah was troubled when he saw him, and fear fell upon him. 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. And you will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, 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. And he will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God, 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.’
And Zechariah said to the angel, ‘How shall I know this? For I am an old man, and my wife is advanced in years.’ 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. 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 time.’ And the people were waiting for Zechariah, and they were wondering at his delay in the temple. And when he came out, he was unable to speak to them, and they realised that he had seen a vision in the temple. And he kept making signs to them and remained mute. And when his time of service was ended, he went to his home.
After these days his wife Elizabeth conceived, and for five months she kept herself hidden, saying, ‘Thus the Lord has done for me in the days when he looked on me, to take away my reproach among people.’ (Luke 1:5-25 ESV)
Sermon Summary

First Sunday of Advent – Hope in Silence (Waiting with Elizabeth and Zechariah)
Hope finds Elizabeth and Zechariah in a season of disappointment, silence and unanswered questions. As they wait, they carry both personal longing and the wider hopes of a people who have spent generations seeking God’s promised salvation. Yet even when God seems silent, he is still at work. Their story reminds us that hope does not mean ignoring hardship – it means trusting God’s faithfulness within it. And as we turn to him in our silent waiting, we encounter the source of all hope.

Preaching Goals

Inner transformation of people’s hearts: growing in trust in God’s faithfulness, recognising that he never forgets us and that periods of silence, longing and hopeful waiting can strengthen and shape us.
Outward practice that the sermon could lead to: cultivating a habit of turning to Scripture in times of silence, finding renewed confidence in God’s faithfulness through the experiences of those who trusted him before us.

Introduction

We live in a world of instant messages, next-day delivery and on-demand entertainment. Yet some of life’s important questions cannot be hurried and often that involves periods of silence.
We wait for healing, for reconciliation, for answers to prayer, for direction, and sometimes simply for God to speak.
The couple we join today had prayed for a child for many years. They had remained faithful, yet their prayers appeared unanswered. More than that, they lived in a time when Israel had experienced centuries without a prophetic word from God.
There was silence both in their hearts and in their nation. Advent begins in that silence.
Here you might suggest one of the following activities to enter this silence:
· Have a period of silence (maybe two to three minutes) before progressing with the sermon.
· Use the lyrics of Paul Simon’s song ‘The sound of silence’. While it is written about the inability of people to communicate, it captures the emotions, feelings and deep longing involved in unrealised hope and the pain of silence. Zechariah and Elizabeth knew this kind of waiting and silence.
· If you have capable musicians, perhaps they could source music and sing ‘The sound of silence’.
Faithful Christians are often bored and tired with what seems like the unchangeability of our lives and circumstances. The text before us is a reminder that everyday faithfulness matters.
In what could seemingly be the dull routine of the ordinary, God shows up and lives are changed – for ever.

Section One – God Sees Us Even When We Feel Forgotten

This section focuses on Luke 1:6-7. Note there is need in this story for pastoral sensitivity regarding the subject of infertility. Anyone who knows first or second-hand the experience of infertility and its accompanying lost dreams (and unanswered prayers) should never speak of Zechariah and Elizabeth’s darkness glibly. It is better to acknowledge this before, if not at the start of, the sermon and be guided by the Spirit in how to address this – there are no easy answers.
Luke describes Elizabeth and Zechariah as righteous before God, faithfully living within his covenant. Yet they carried the long sorrow of childlessness. In their culture, this pain could also bring misunderstanding and shame.
Their story reminds us that genuine faith does not shield us from grief. Devotion to God and deep disappointment can exist in the same heart.
This challenges the assumption that faithfulness guarantees immediate blessing. Scripture does not present faith as a transaction in which obedience equals the outcome we want.
Faith trusts God’s character even when his purposes remain hidden and prayer appears unanswered. A delayed answer is not evidence of weak faith, divine displeasure or God’s absence.
The remarkable thing is that Elizabeth and Zechariah continued serving God despite their disappointment.
Waiting faithfully does not mean pretending that disappointment does not hurt. Biblical hope makes room for lament, honest prayer and the support of God’s people.
Elizabeth and Zechariah’s story does not ask us to minimise grief; it invites us to carry grief in the presence of the God who sees, remembers and remains faithful.
You could invite people to consider how this applies to their own lives:
· Hope begins by remaining open to God when answers do not come, choosing to trust his character while honestly naming our sorrow.
· We can continue to worship, serve and obey God without fully understanding his timing, not to earn an answer but because he remains worthy of our trust.
· Our circumstances are not a reliable measure of God’s love or faithfulness. When life feels silent, we anchor ourselves in what God has revealed of his character rather than interpreting him only through what we can presently see.
You could then ask the following reflective question, taking some moments in the sermon to get answers back:
How can I combat today’s on-demand culture?

Section Two – The Silence and Waiting Are Not Empty

This section focuses on Luke 1:11-17.
For centuries Israel had lived without a fresh prophetic word. Empires rose and fell, prayers were repeated, and generations passed. Heaven may have seemed silent, but God’s purposes had not stalled.
At the appointed moment, during Zechariah’s priestly service, Gabriel appeared with good news. God had heard, remembered and was about to act.
Luke 1:11–17 shows that apparent inactivity was actually preparation. God was readying an elderly couple for an unexpected gift, a priest for renewed trust, a nation for repentance, and John the Baptist to prepare the way for Jesus ‘in the spirit and power of Elijah’.
The silence was not empty. It was full of promise.
Advent reminds us that God’s silence is not his absence. His timing is not neglect, nor is delay indifference. We live between promise and fulfilment:
· remembering what God has done
· watching for what he is doing
· trusting what he will do.
Biblical waiting is therefore active, not passive. Like a waiter who attends and serves, we remain attentive to God – praying when answers are delayed, obeying what we know, serving faithfully, and staying ready for his direction.
Zechariah’s experience shows that waiting exposes faith. He had prayed, yet struggled to believe when the answer came.
His silence was not rejection but gracious discipline in a season of listening and preparation. Eventually his silence gave way to praise and prophecy.
Waiting can deepen character, loosen false securities, enlarge hope and prepare us to recognise Christ. The question is not only, ‘What am I waiting for?’ but ‘What is God forming in me while I wait?’
You might like to use the following illustration to underline this:
A seed underground appears lifeless, yet unseen growth is taking place. The silence beneath the soil is actually a place of preparation.
You could end this section with the following prompt:
Where am I currently waiting for something? How can I actively keep asking God for what I should do in the circumstances, and listen out for his answer?

Section Three – What God Promises, God Performs

This section focuses on Luke 1:18-25.
Zechariah’s question reveals a struggle familiar to many believers; he judged God’s promise by the limits he could see. Age, disappointment and long years of unanswered prayer had narrowed his expectations.
Yet Gabriel redirected his attention from human probability to divine authority. The promise did not rest on Zechariah’s strength, confidence or understanding, but on the word of God.
Zechariah’s silence became both a consequence and a sign. During those months he could not explain, defend or control what God was doing. He could only wait and watch.
Sometimes faith grows in precisely such seasons, when our usual certainties are removed and we learn that God is still at work beyond our sight. His temporary unbelief did not cancel God’s purpose.
Elizabeth’s response is equally striking. She receives her pregnancy not merely as the answer to a private longing, but as gracious evidence that God has seen her and acted with compassion.
Her words remind us that God’s promises are personal without ever being merely private. The child given to Elizabeth would become John, the one who prepared the way for Jesus.
God was answering one household’s prayer while advancing his saving purpose for the world.
This is the heart of Advent hope.
Hope is not vague optimism that circumstances will improve; it is deep confidence in the character of the God who remembers, speaks and acts.
The same God who fulfilled his word to Zechariah and Elizabeth fulfilled his greater promise by sending Christ.
Therefore, when fulfilment seems delayed, we can wait without despair. God’s timing may stretch our faith, but his apparent silence is never absence, and his promises never expire.
You could sum up this section with these three points:
· Christian hope is confidence in God’s character.
· What seems impossible to us is possible with God.
· The birth of Christ proves that God fulfils what he promises.
The following questions could be good ways to bring this section to a close:
Where is God asking me to keep trusting, keep praying, and keep serving, because his silence is not the end of the story?
What practical step can I take that demonstrates trust in God’s promise?
· A conversation?
· An act of service?
· A renewed commitment to prayer?
· A move towards reconciliation?
· A step of faith I’ve been postponing?

Response

Elizabeth and Zechariah teach us that hope is not pretending everything is fine.
Hope is trusting God amid disappointment, silence and unanswered questions.
As Advent begins, we acknowledge our own waiting:
· for healing
· for justice
· for peace
· for prayers to be answered
· for Christ’s Kingdom to come in fullness
The God who came to Elizabeth and Zechariah is the same God who comes to us. Advent reminds us that silence is never the final word.
God’s promise is.
Where in life am I experiencing silence?
This Advent, bring that place of waiting to God and remember:
· Remain faithful in the waiting.
· Trust God in the silence.
· Hold on to his promises with hope.

Closing Prayer

Faithful God,
We come before you remembering Zechariah and Elizabeth, faithful servants who trusted you through long years of waiting and unanswered prayer.
Lord, we too experience seasons of silence. We pray, hope and wait, yet cannot always see what you are doing.
Teach us to trust you when answers are delayed. Give us strength to remain faithful and remind us that your silence is not your absence. When disappointment weighs heavily on us, help us rest in the certainty that you keep your promises.
We pray for all who are waiting today – for healing, reconciliation, guidance or renewed hope. Surround them with your presence and peace.
God of impossible beginnings, help us trust that even in the longest silence, your faithful love remains. We place our hopes, our fears and our future in your hands.
In the name of Jesus Christ,
Amen.
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