
Gospel    Luke 1: 57–66, 80 
 

The time came for Elizabeth to have her child 
Earlier in the Gospel, Luke set the scene for the arrival of John the 
Baptist, and this is continued in today’s reading. It takes place in the 
reign of King Herod of Judaea; Zechariah was a priest of the section of 
Abia, and his wife Elizabeth was also a direct descendant of Aaron.  
They were good people, both getting on in years. Elizabeth was unable 
to have children. An angel appeared to Zechariah while he was in the 
Temple and told him that his prayers had been answered: his wife 
would have a baby boy who would be great in the eyes of God. They 
were to call him John. The angel told Zachariah he would be struck 
dumb until all this had taken place (Luke 1: 13).  
    John is a shortened form of Jehohanan, which means ‘Yahweh’s gift’, 
or ‘God is gracious’. The chosen name describes the parents’ gratitude 
for an unexpected joy. In Palestine children’s names often described 
the parents’ joy at the birth, as was the case not only with John, but 
also with Saul and Samuel (both names mean ‘asked for’); while Laban 
(e.g. Genesis 30. 31) meant a child who was white or blonde.   The 
child’s name could even be a declaration of the parent’s faith: Elijah, 
for instance, means ‘Yahweh is my God’, enabling Elijah’s parents to 
declare their faith in the true God at a time of Baal-worship.  
Now on the eighth day they came to circumcise the child 
On the eighth day when the baby was to be given his name, Elizabeth’s 
neighbours were surprised to be told that he would be called John. 
This was not a family name and therefore not in keeping with tradition.   
What will this child turn out to be? 
When the people appealed to Zechariah to call the child after himself, 
he wrote on a tablet that his son would indeed be called John, 
whereafter he immediately regained his speech and prophesied (see 
the ‘Benedictus’, Luke 1: 67–79). This dramatic situation caused 
everyone to wonder what the future held for John. 
The child grew up and his spirit matured 
The last verse of today’s text takes us thirty years on. The time has 
come for Zechariah’s prophecy, given on the day of circumcision, to be 
fulfilled. 
‘...and you, little child, ...you will go before the Lord to prepare the way 
for him’ (Benedictus, Luke 1: 76). 

Psalm 138 (139) 
 
Scholars cannot decide whether this well-known psalm is a hymn or an 
individual lament. At all events, all agree that it uses outstanding poetic 
language. The psalmist does not note down abstract theological 
definitions, but speaks from the heart. He addresses the Lord directly. 
He does not write about God, but to him. 
 
Resting and rising – walking or lying down 
These pairs of opposites are typical of Semitic prose and indicate 
completeness. In other words, God is with the psalmist at all times. 
 
It was you who created my being 
It is because God was the creator that he knows everything about each 
person. In the same way, as he created us, he knows everything about 
us. 
 
You moulded me in the depths of the earth 
In using this image, which implies the womb, the author may also be 
referring to the first creation of Man in Genesis (2:7 ): ‘the Lord God 
fashioned man of dust from the soil.’ 
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Nativity of John the Baptist 


