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Unit 19, Session 2

John, the 
Herald, Is Born
Summary and Goal 
In this session we get a tiny peek into the great purpose and incredible planning of 
God. Through a barren couple, God brought forth John, who would spend his life 
preparing for and proclaiming the arrival of the Messiah. The story of John displays 
truths found in Psalm 139:13-14 and Ephesians 2:10, namely, that we are fearfully 
and wonderfully made for a great purpose that God prepared for us long ago. God 
has hand-woven each of us in the womb so that our individual lives and work would 
point to the truth and the glory of the gospel. 

Session Outline
1. Trusting God’s Word leads to praise (Luke 1:59-66). 
2. Trusting God’s Word leads to salvation (Luke 1:67-73a). 
3. Trusting God’s Word leads to serving others (Luke 1:76-79). 
Background Passages: Luke 1:5-24,57-80

Session in a Sentence
God appointed John to be the herald of the Most High and to prepare the people for 
Jesus’ arrival. 

Christ Connection
When Zechariah trusted God’s word concerning his son, his tongue was free to 
speak words of praise. Zechariah spoke of how his son, John, would be the herald 
pointing God’s people to the Savior who had been promised throughout the Old 
Testament. Jesus is the Word of God, the Savior to whom John’s ministry pointed. 

Missional Application
Because we have experienced the goodness of Christ and new life through Him, we 
seek to tell others about Jesus so they too might find salvation in Him. 
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GROUP MEMBER CONTENT

Group Time

Introduction

EXPLAIN: Use the paragraph on page 19 in the Daily Discipleship Guide (DDG) to raise the concept of trust 
and how it factors into making major purchases. 

Trust is an important part of making big purchases. When looking for a home, a car, 
or even a computer, the hurdle is high for people and products to gain our trust. Our 
ability to trust correlates directly with our view of a person or product. If we hold 
them in high esteem (or we know of several others who do), we are more likely to trust 
them with our money. However, if people have a negative view of a particular brand or 
specific product, then it’s going to take a steal of a deal for us to give them a chance, if 
we give them one at all. 

INTERACT: Ask group members the following question. 

How have you had your trust in a product or brand affirmed or 
eroded? (be prepared to give an answer of your own to jump-start 
the conversation)

EXPLAIN: Show how our trust of God and His Word correlates directly with our view of Him. 
•  Our ability to trust in the goodness of God and what He says to us in His Word correlates directly with 

our view of who He is. God has revealed Himself to us through the majesty and design of our universe 
and especially through the words on the pages of Scripture. He is consistent, faithful, and trustworthy; 
He has never nor will He ever let His people down. We may not understand His plans and actions, but 
we can trust them. And when we trust God, life takes on ever deepening levels of joy. 

SUMMARIZE: In this session we get a tiny peek into the great purpose and incredible planning of God. 
Through a barren couple, God brought forth John, who would spend his life preparing for and proclaiming the 
arrival of the Messiah. Like John the Baptist, God has hand-woven each of us in the womb so that our individual 
lives and work would point to the truth and the glory of the gospel. 

The additional commentary for this session is included on page 148 in this Leader Guide. 
For session-by-session training videos, please visit MinistryGrid.com/gospelproject.  
For additional teaching options and other resources, please visit GospelProject.com/additional-resources. 
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18 Leader Guide 

Point 1:   Trusting God’s Word leads to praise 
(Luke 1:59-66).

EXPLAIN: Use the first paragraph in the DDG (p. 20) to recount the backstory for the focal passages for 
this session. 

The priest Zechariah and his wife, Elizabeth, were righteous people, known by their 
faithful obedience to the law of God; they were also old and sadly without children 
(Luke 1:6-7). One day, the angel Gabriel appeared to Zechariah with incredible news: 
Elizabeth, in her old age, would have a child—a great servant of the Lord (vv. 8-17)!

FILL IN THE BLANKS: Provide group members with the answers for the call-out in their DDG (p. 20). 

Angels: In the original languages of the Bible, the word angel carries the 

meaning of a messenger, which indicates one of their primary reasons 

for existence. 

Essential Doctrine “Angels”: Besides the creation of humanity and animals, the Bible also speaks of other 
beings that God created—angels, who are also referred to in Scripture as “sons of God,” “holy ones,” “spirits,” 
“principalities,” and “powers.” In the original languages of the Bible, the word angel carries the meaning of a 
messenger, which indicates one of their primary reasons for existence. Angels carry out a number of other 
functions throughout Scripture: bringing God glory, carrying out God’s plans and purpose, and reminding 
humanity that the unseen world is real.

EXPLAIN: Use the second paragraph in the DDG (p. 20) to discuss Zechariah’s response of doubt to 
Gabriel’s news. 

Gabriel directed the frightened priest to name his forthcoming son John. However, 
Zechariah responded not in praise but in doubt. Instead of receiving this glorious news 
with faith, forgetting the power of the God of Abraham, Zechariah questioned the 
ability of God to do this miracle. Because of his faithless response, Zechariah lost his 
ability to speak until all of Gabriel’s words came true (vv. 18-20). 

•  Abraham and Sarah were old and unable to have children, yet God promised Abraham that he would 
have a son through Sarah. After twenty-five years of waiting, Isaac was born to Sarah in her old age. Sarah 
was 90, and Abraham was 100 (Gen. 12–21). As the Lord said to Abraham, “Is anything impossible for 
the Lord?” (Gen. 18:14), and of course, the answer is no!
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INTERACT: Ask group members the following question. 

Why do people often give into the thought that God can do miracles in 
other people’s lives but not their own? (we think miracles go to those 
who deserve them, and that isn’t us; we simply don’t expect miracles to 
happen; miracles are things that happened in the Bible but don’t happen 
today; we have a small, human-centered view of God)

READ: Ask a volunteer to read Luke 1:59-66 (DDG p. 20). 

59 When they came to circumcise the child on the eighth day, they were going to name 
him Zechariah, after his father. 60 But his mother responded, “No. He will be called John.”

61 Then they said to her, “None of your relatives has that name.” 62 So they 
motioned to his father to find out what he wanted him to be called. 63 He asked 
for a writing tablet and wrote: “His name is John.” And they were all amazed. 
64 Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue set free, and he began to speak, 
praising God. 65 Fear came on all those who lived around them, and all these things 
were being talked about throughout the hill country of Judea. 66 All who heard about 
him took it to heart, saying, “What then will this child become? ” For, indeed, the 
Lord’s hand was with him. 

EXPLAIN: Use the third paragraph in the DDG (p. 20) to emphasize how Zechariah praised the Lord after 
trusting the word of the Lord from Gabriel to name his son John. 

Zechariah learned his lesson. The prophecy was fulfilled, just as the angel Gabriel had 
promised, and Zechariah’s response was as it should have been all along: a declaration 
of trust and praise to God. Once we have seen and known the goodness and depth of 
God’s grace, the natural next step is always praise. 
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Point 2:   Trusting God’s Word leads to salvation 
(Luke 1:67-73a).

SAY: Six months into her pregnancy, Elizabeth and Zechariah received a visit from a relative: Mary. The 
soon-to-be mother of the Messiah stayed with them for three months. Both Elizabeth and Mary had received 
impossible conceptions and a powerful prophetic word about their respective, unborn children. Zechariah 
observed these miracles in silence, but once he could speak, He proclaimed God’s purpose of salvation.

READ Luke 1:67-73a (DDG p. 21). 

67 Then his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied: 
 68 Blessed is the Lord, the God of Israel, because he has visited and provided 
redemption for his people. 69 He has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the 
house of his servant David, 70 just as he spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets 
in ancient times; 71 salvation from our enemies and from the hand of those who 
hate us. 72 He has dealt mercifully with our fathers and remembered his holy 
covenant— 73a the oath that he swore to our father Abraham. 

EXPLAIN: Use the first paragraph in the DDG (p. 21) to establish that God had proven His faithfulness in 
Jesus’ coming as the promised King from the house of David. 

Centuries had passed since God made an everlasting covenant with the forefather of the 
Hebrew people: Abraham. The prophets of old had proclaimed the coming of a King 
in the line of David who would rescue His people from bondage and make them into a 
great nation once again. Zechariah, now a prophet himself, declared by the Holy Spirit 
that this King had come. The waiting was over—God had not forgotten His promises. 

•  God promised Abraham land, descendants, and blessing in Genesis 12:1-3. Furthermore, He promised 
that kings would come from him and Sarah (Gen. 17:15-16). Paul understood in Galatians 3:16 that these 
promises ultimately pointed to Jesus and were to be fulfilled in Him. Zechariah’s prophetic word declared 
this point as well. 

•  God promised David that from his descendants would come the promised King who would reign for 
eternity over God’s land and all of creation (2 Sam. 7:12-13). This King would put His enemies in their 
place and show grace to all who come to Him with honor and faith (Ps. 2).

•  Yet God did not send the long-awaited Messiah in the way His people expected. Instead of a commanding 
king who would lord over his allies and steamroll his enemies, Jesus came as a helpless baby to a humble 
family. The Messiah was not separated from the rest of the world by guards and pretenses. He lived 
among the common folk. He fished with them, ate with them, laughed with them, and cried with them. 
Jesus, the divine baby in Mary’s womb, would experience life like all of humanity (Heb. 4:14-16). 
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INTERACT: Ask group members the following question. 

How would Jesus’ experience of humanity have changed if He had 
been born into a palace instead of Mary’s family? (Jesus would not 
have experienced the breadth of life that most people experience; 
Jesus would have been waited on hand and foot instead of working to 
serve others, which He was sent to do; Jesus would not have known the 
experience of lacking in needs and wants and living with contentment in 
all circumstances by faith in His Father)

EXPLAIN: Use the second paragraph in the DDG (p. 21) to note the certainty and confidence behind the 
language that Zechariah employed in speaking of the redemption that Jesus would provide. Clarify with the 
commentary below that salvation “from our enemies” also includes salvation from sin.

Notice the tense Zechariah used in his proclamation: God has visited and has raised 
up a horn of salvation. Zechariah understood that the long-awaited Messiah had 
already come. Through the Holy Spirit, Zechariah proclaimed that the prophecies 
he and generations of Jews had waited to be fulfilled were indeed coming to pass in 
Mary’s unborn child. The tiny life in Mary’s womb was the Christ. Rescue had come. 
Redemption was within reach. Right around the corner was victory and salvation. 

Commentary: “God calls, liberates, and saves. At the ceremony for the birth of John, the Holy Spirit filled 
Zechariah’s mouth with a prophecy about what God was doing for his people. God’s people would be 
liberated and rescued from their enemies (Luke 1:71,74). That was to be John’s message (Luke 1:76-77), that a 
Saviour was coming from King David’s family (Luke 1:69). The Saviour would bring freedom not only from 
enemies but also from sin. Jesus came to give us salvation through the forgiveness of our sins (Luke 1:77). 
There are many who need this Good News today. Like John the Baptist, Christians should tell other people 
that God wants to rescue them. When we do this, the prophecies of Zechariah will be fulfilled.” 1 

INTERACT: Ask group members the following question. 

How would you summarize your salvation story (or part of it) in a few 
sentences? (be prepared to give an answer of your own to jump-start 
the conversation) 
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Point 3:   Trusting God’s Word leads to serving others 
(Luke 1:76-79).

READ Luke 1:76-79 (DDG p. 22). 

 76 And you, child, will be called a prophet of the Most High, for you will go before 
the Lord to prepare his ways, 77 to give his people knowledge of salvation through 
the forgiveness of their sins. 78 Because of our God’s merciful compassion, the 
dawn from on high will visit us 79 to shine on those who live in darkness and the 
shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace. 

SAY: Some pieces of news require a bit of preparation in order to be shared. This could be a simple “Are you 
sitting down?” Or some pertinent information might be required, leading to this introduction: “Now, before I say 
this, I need you to know…” When we have life-changing news to share with loved ones, most of us understand 
the need for laying a foundation that will help people best receive information that is challenging to process. 

PACK ITEM 3: JOHN THE BAPTIST’S LIFE: Pass out copies of this handout detailing the biblical 
information on John the Baptist’s life. Reference this handout as you emphasize John’s preparatory role below: 
he called people to repent, he baptized people who confessed their sins, and he pointed people to Jesus.

EXPLAIN: Use the first paragraph in the DDG (p. 22) to show how Zechariah spoke about his son John’s role 
in preparing the Jewish people for the arrival of their Messiah—Jesus. 

We see through this passage that God sent 
John for a very specific and special purpose. 
He was ordained to prepare God’s people 
for some really big news: the Messiah has 
come! After four hundred years of silence, 
God’s people needed some prep work for 
reality to sink in. Some Jews may have given 
up on the idea that God would speak again. 
Many probably carried doubts that the 
promised Deliverer would ever come. God 
knew this, so He raised up John to go be 
great before Jesus came on the scene and to 
prepare the way for Jesus to become greater than he was.

•  God recognizes our propensity toward disbelief and forgetfulness, and He is constantly at work to help 
us receive and remember the good news He has for us. He has given us His Word; He has gathered His 
church together; He has sent us witnesses; and He has sent His Holy Spirit to open our eyes, minds, and 
hearts to the truth of the gospel.

 Voices from  
the Church
“ Greatness comes from 
serving the Lord, not 
from serving ourselves. 
Greatness comes when 
we, like John, say, ‘We 
must decrease; Jesus must 
increase’ … The prophet of 
salvation never replaces the 
bringer of salvation.” 2 

–Thabiti Anyabwile
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INTERACT: Ask group members the following question. 

By what means did the Lord prepare you to receive the gospel in 
faith? (be prepared to give an answer of your own to jump-start 
the conversation)

EXPLAIN: Use the second paragraph in the DDG (p. 22) to point out that John was called as a prophet to 
announce not only the fact that Jesus was coming but also why He was coming. Then apply the call upon John’s 
life to God’s call on the lives of your group members.

Not only was John called to prepare the way for the Lord, he was also called to proclaim 
the good news of why the Messiah had come. As Zechariah rightly announced, the 
tender mercies of God had arrived in the Most High, who brought salvation through 
the forgiveness of sins. John was but a servant to the Savior of the world.

Application: Each of us is called to serve the Lord as John did. We may not be ordained to cry out in the 
wilderness, as John was, but God has given each of us a specific work to do (Eph. 2:10). And though the 
details of the work God has for each of us might look different, all of our service contributes to the same 
purpose as John’s: to prepare the way for others to know Christ. Whatever our specific calling, we should 
proclaim the name of Jesus every opportunity we get. 

INSTRUCT: Ask group members to spend a couple of minutes responding to the questions in the table in their 
DDG (p. 22). 

WHAT ARE SOME WAYS YOU CAN PREPARE 
THE WAY FOR THE LORD IN THE LIFE OF 
AN UNBELIEVER?

WHO DO YOU KNOW WHO 
LIVES IN DARKNESS AND 
THE SHADOW OF DEATH?

© 2019 LifeWay Christian Resources



24 Leader Guide 

My Mission

EXPLAIN: Doubting God’s Word when it feels like He is distant comes natural for us as sinners. But when we 
focus more on God’s past faithfulness instead of His seeming silence, our response to God’s Word will change. 
Unlike Zechariah, we have the full counsel of God before us in the Bible we hold in our hands. We stand on 
the side of history that can see and understand a much greater portion of God’s story with His plan and purpose 
revealed to us. We don’t need angels to proclaim His plan; we only need to treasure God’s Word in our hearts to 
know who He is and what He has done. As we hold fast to what the Bible tells us about God’s good character, 
glorious grace, and perfect plan, trusting Him will become our default response to any surprising news. 

READ the following missional application statement in the DDG (p. 23), and encourage group members 
to choose at least one of the options below as a way to respond to the truth of God’s Word. 

Because we have experienced the goodness 
of Christ and new life through Him, we 
seek to tell others about Jesus so they too 
might find salvation in Him. 

•  What will you do to grow in your 
trust of God and His Word? 

•  How can your group work 
together to bless the Lord and 
His image bearers in light of the 
coming of the Christ? 

•  What will you do to actively proclaim the truth about who Jesus is to 
the lost world around you? 

CLOSE IN PRAYER: Father, You have kept Your promises and provided redemption for Your people in and 
through Jesus, Your Son. Thank You for sending prophets from ancient times and onward through John the 
Baptist to describe the Messiah’s mission in order to prepare Your people for Him. Help us by Your Spirit to lead 
sinners out of darkness and death by announcing the good news that light and life have come near to humanity 
in Christ. Amen. 

PACK ITEM 4: OUR TONGUE: Cut out these cards and pass them out to group members to remind them 
that their tongues should be use for praise of God and proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

INSTRUCT: As your group departs, encourage group members to read and respond to the Daily Study 
devotions in their DDG (pp. 24-26), which build and expand upon the group study. Also advocate for small 
groups or families to use Encourage One Another (p. 26) for mutual accountability and fellowship grounded 
upon the foundation of God’s Word.

 Voices from  
the Church
“ God’s will for your life is 
that you be faithful as he 
is faithful. Faithful to him. 
Faithful to others. Faithful in 
this moment. Faithful to the 
end. That which he wills, he 
also enables.” 3 

–Jen Wilkin
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Daily Discipleship 
Throughout the week following the session, use the ideas below to remind and encourage 
your group members to live as disciples of Jesus Christ. The Daily Study devotions in 
the DDG (pp. 24-26) will help group members get into God’s Word and study it for 
themselves. Encourage One Another (p. 26) will help group members and families 
fellowship with one another with purpose. 

Daily Study

Brief daily devotions in the DDG (pp. 24-26) will help group members take initiative in 
their own discipleship. 

•  Make sure all group members have access to a Bible to read. Have some Bibles 
available to give to guests who may need one, or offer to get one and arrange a time 
to meet to give it and show how to navigate it for the devotions.

•  Share the following idea from the devotion for Day 4 as a part of point 3 in the 
session: May we be a people who seek to increase the name of Christ and follow 
Him in obedience to the furthest extent possible, even if that means physical 
harm or bodily death.

Consider leading by example and reading the daily devotions yourself with your own DDG. 
Based on your study, use brief messages throughout the week (group text, email, social 
media) to encourage your group to keep up with their daily time in God’s Word and to live 
it out. Here are a couple of examples you can use: 

•  Day 3: “There is no mistake so big the power of God’s forgiveness—obtained 
through Christ’s sacrifice—cannot overcome.” 

•  Day 5: “God’s purpose is always good, His grace is always sufficient, and His 
plan is always on time, whether things seem that way or not.” 

Visit www.GospelProject.com/Blog for additional content and resources you can use to 
help group members gain more insight into their daily studies. Send group members a link 
or a portion of a blog post or other content that you believe will be helpful and encouraging 
for their time in God’s Word.

Encourage One Another

This brief plan for fellowship and accountability in the group member’s DDG (p. 26) will 
help groups of 2-4 people to meet sometime during the week to reflect on the session and 
to share how God is working and they are responding. It could also be used for family 
discipleship with students and children who are using The Gospel Project in their groups.

•  Encourage group members to share some ways that Jesus’ fulfilling God’s 
promises recorded in the Old Testament increases their trust in Him. 

•  See yourself as a member of the group who also needs encouragement in the faith, 
and participate in such a group this week.
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Additional Commentary
Unit 19, Session 2: John, the Herald, Is Born

Point 1:   Trusting God’s Word leads to praise 
(Luke 1:59-66).

“There was much rejoicing that God had shown great mercy to the barren Elizabeth 
(1:57-58). The neighbours naturally expected that the child would be named after his 
father, Zechariah, for that was the custom. But Elizabeth and Zechariah surprised them 
with their untraditional decision to name the child John, which means ‘Yahweh is gracious’ 
(1:59-63). When Zechariah obeyed God’s instruction regarding the naming of his son 
(1:13), he regained his speech and started to praise God (1:64). The events surrounding the 
birth and naming of this child were a powerful indication that God was at work and that 
the child was destined to be a great prophet in the service of God (1:65-66).” 4 

Point 2:   Trusting God’s Word leads to salvation 
(Luke 1:67-73a).

“The past tenses (aorists) witness to the fact that the promised time of salvation has 
already come. God has already in the events recorded in 1:5-67 visited his people, and 
although the ‘redemption’ awaits the future work of the Son of God, its certainty is such 
that a past tense corresponding to a prophetic perfect can be used to describe this future 
event (cf. 1:50). In this hymn Luke understood the work of John the Baptist and Jesus 
as two parts of the same divine visitation. The term ‘came’ or ‘visited’ appears in 1:78; 
7:16; Acts 15:14 (cf. Gen. 21:1; Ex. 4:31; Ruth 1:6; Jer. 15:15), and ‘redeemed’ is found in 
Luke 2:38; 21:28; 24:21 and is a synonym for ‘salvation’ found in 1:69,77.” 5  

Point 3:   Trusting God’s Word leads to serving others 
(Luke 1:76-79).

“Zechariah now prophesies about John. John will be great. He will be called a prophet 
of God. He will be unique among the prophets because he will be the forerunner … He 
will not be the Savior, but John will make things ready for the Savior by teaching people 
how they are to be saved. John will be a giant index finger pointing the way to God’s 
salvation from sin. Zechariah’s prophecy defines John’s life in relationship to Jesus’s life 
and mission. Beloved, all lasting meaning is found when we define our lives this way 
… Greatness comes when we, like John, say, ‘We must decrease; Jesus must increase’ 
(see John 3:30). The prophet of salvation never replaces the bringer of salvation.” 6  

References
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With this volume of The Gospel Project, the storyline of the 
Bible shifts from the Old Testament to the New, and we 
enter the era in which God begins to fulfill His promise 
of salvation through the person and work of Jesus Christ. 
In the sessions that follow, you’ll take a closer look at the 
context surrounding the birth of Jesus, the theological 
parallels between Adam and Jesus (the last Adam), as well 
as the early ministry of Jesus. 

Some of these stories will be familiar to you and the rest of 
your group—the Christmas story, for example, or the story 
of Jesus’ temptation. In the familiar stories, we want to help 
you see aspects of the Gospel accounts that you may have 
overlooked. In the less familiar stories, we want to help you 
see the beauty of Jesus’ interaction with all kinds of people 
with all kinds of needs and all kinds of backgrounds. 

Our hope as you study the Scriptures is that you will be 
drawn to worship Jesus as the Savior and Lord who fulfills 
God’s original intention for us as His people. Here we see 
a Jesus withstanding temptation, calling disciples, loving 
the unlovable, and battling the evil one. May your worship 
of this Savior lead you to faithful obedience to His call in 
extending grace and mercy and the message of salvation to 
those around you. 
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