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The Gospel of Luke presents the birth of John the Baptist as the direct fulfillment of
the angelic announcement made in Luke 1:5-25, where the angel Gabriel declares
both the coming birth of John the Baptist and the divinely appointed instruction for
his name.

What begins with a promise to Zechariah in the temple, met with his doubt and
resulting silence, now reaches its appointed fulfillment in the actual birth of John the
Baptist, his naming, and Zechariah’s restored speech.

In this article | explore Luke 1:57-66, focusing on the birth of John the Baptist, the
events surrounding his naming in accordance with God’s instruction, and the
restoration of Zechariah's speech as confirmation that the earlier word has been
fulfilled.
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The Background of Zechariah and Elizabeth

This account is set within the priestly background of Zechariah and Elizabeth.
Zechariah is described as a priest of the division of Abijah, one of the priestly
divisions established in 1 Chronicles 24:1-31. Elizabeth is described as one of the
daughters of Aaron, placing both within priestly lineage.

Luke also notes that they are advanced in years and that Elizabeth is barren (Luke
1:7). The angel had already stated that her “reproach” would be taken away (Luke
1:25), highlighting God’s intervention and setting the stage for divine action in their
situation.

The Birth and Naming of John the Baptist

The narrative begins in verses 57-58 where Luke states that the time came for
Elizabeth to give birth, and she bore a son. Her neighbours and relatives heard how
the Lord had shown great mercy to her, and they rejoiced with her.

The Hebrew name John, “Yochanan”, or in Greek “loannes”, means “God has been
gracious”, fitting the emphasis on divine mercy in this moment.

On the eighth day, the child is circumcised in accordance with the Abrahamic
covenant found in Genesis 17:12-14 and Leviticus 12:3. This act functions as the
covenant sign of belonging to the people of Israel, as established in God’s covenant
with Abraham.

At the time of the circumcision, those present assume the child will be named
Zechariah after his father. However, Elizabeth states, “No; he shall be called John,”
in obedience to the angel’s prior instruction (Luke 1:13).

Those present object, noting that none of their relatives bear this name and then
communicate with Zechariah regarding the naming. Zechariah, still mute, requests
a writing tablet and writes, “His name is John.” In doing this, Zechariah confirms the
name already given by God through the angel.

Some have suggested that the people’s use of signs may imply Zechariah was also
unable to hear during this period, though the text does not state this explicitly.
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Zechariah’s Restoration and the People’s
Response

Immediately his mouth is opened and his tongue is loosed, and he speaks, giving
praise to God. Luke presents this as the end of the imposed muteness and the
confirmation of what had been spoken in the angelic announcement.

The people respond with fear, and news of these events spreads throughout the hill
country of Judea (Luke 1:65), and they respond with awe at what has occurred
surrounding the birth and naming of John.

All who hear these events lay them up in their hearts and ask, “What then will this
child be?” (Luke 1:66). The question reflects their sense that something significant
and unfamiliar is unfolding before them. The phrase “the hand of the Lord was with
him” indicates divine involvement in John’s life.

This ties back to the angel Gabriel’s earlier announcement in Luke 1:13-17, where
John is foretold to be the forerunner of the Lord, going “in the spirit and power of
Elijah,” calling Israel to repentance and turning them back to the Lord their God,
and preparing a people made ready for the arrival of the Messiah.

What follows is Zechariah’s prophetic response in Luke 1:67-80, where he speaks
under the Holy Spirit and interprets these events in light of God’s covenant
faithfulness to Israel. His song shifts from the immediate circumstances of John's
birth to the wider unfolding of God’s promises, particularly the coming of the
Davidic Messiah, Jesus.

Luke presents John’s birth as the introduction of the forerunner who prepares the
way for the Messiah, marking the beginning of God’s renewed work among His
people in preparation for Christ’s arrival.



