Parish of Finchampstead and California

THOUGHT FOR THE DAY
27 APRIL - 2 MAY 2020
INTRODUCTION
This week's Bible passages are taken from the NT readings set for Morning Prayer each
day. It seems strange so soon after Easter to return to Luke's pre-Christmas accounts, but
this is the beginning of a series reading through the whole Gospel which lasts until August.
The Thoughts that follow the day's reading are based on the verses in bold.

MONDAY - Luke 1:1-25
Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that have been
fulfilled among us, 2 just as they were handed on to us by those who from the beginning
were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, 3 I too decided, after investigating everything
carefully from the very first, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus,
4
so that you may know the truth concerning the things about which you have been
instructed.
1

In the days of King Herod of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to
the priestly order of Abijah. His wife was a descendant of Aaron, and her name was
Elizabeth. 6 Both of them were righteous before God, living blamelessly according to all the
commandments and regulations of the Lord. 7 But they had no children, because Elizabeth
was barren, and both were getting on in years.
5

Once when he was serving as priest before God and his section was on duty, 9 he was
chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to enter the sanctuary of the Lord
and offer incense. 10 Now at the time of the incense-offering, the whole assembly of the
people was praying outside. 11 Then there appeared to him an angel of the Lord, standing
at the right side of the altar of incense. 12 When Zechariah saw him, he was terrified; and
fear overwhelmed him. 13 But the angel said to him, ‘Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your
prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will name him
John. 14 You will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, 15 for he
will be great in the sight of the Lord. He must never drink wine or strong drink;
even before his birth he will be filled with the Holy Spirit. 16 He will turn many of
the people of Israel to the Lord their God. 17 With the spirit and power of Elijah he
will go before him, to turn the hearts of parents to their children, and the
disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous, to make ready a people prepared for
the Lord.’ 18 Zechariah said to the angel, ‘How will I know that this is so? For I am an old
man, and my wife is getting on in years.’ 19 The angel replied, ‘I am Gabriel. I stand in the
presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to bring you this good news.
20
But now, because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their time, you
will become mute, unable to speak, until the day these things occur.’
8

Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah, and wondered at his delay in the
sanctuary. 22 When he did come out, he could not speak to them, and they realized that he
had seen a vision in the sanctuary. He kept motioning to them and remained unable to
speak. 23 When his time of service was ended, he went to his home.
21

After those days his wife Elizabeth conceived, and for five months she remained in
seclusion. She said, 25 ‘This is what the Lord has done for me when he looked favourably on
me and took away the disgrace I have endured among my people.’
24

Thought for the day
Luke's is the only Gospel to start with an explanation of why it was written and how it had
been researched (v1-4). Then he takes us back deep into the OT with Zechariah and
Elizabeth, both through lineage and by reminding us of Abraham and Sarah, and the child
of their old age. Angels as God's messengers make their appearance, emphasising events
of significance (as at the end of the Gospel at Resurrection and Ascension) and Zechariah
receives the message that he is to be the father of a latter-day Elijah (v13-17). While we
perhaps think of Elijah as one of the great host of OT prophets, Zechariah would have
known him as the prophet, the one who was carried into heaven in a chariot of fire, not
dying in the normal way, the one who would return in God's own time. And this was to be
his son John who, just like Elisha in the OT, would receive the spirit and power of Elijah
(see 2 Kings 2:1-18). In what ways are we, as followers of Jesus, called to be prophets in
the world?

TUESDAY - Luke 1:26-38
In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called
Nazareth, 27 to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David.
The virgin’s name was Mary. 28 And he came to her and said, ‘Greetings, favoured one; The
Lord is with you.’ 29 But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of
greeting this might be. 30 The angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found
favour with God. 31 And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will
name him Jesus. 32 He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and
the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. 33 He will reign
over the house of Jacob for ever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.’ 34 Mary
said to the angel, ‘How can this be, since I am a virgin?’ 35 The angel said to her, ‘The Holy
Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore
the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God. 36 And now, your relative
Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who
was said to be barren. 37 For nothing will be impossible with God.’ 38 Then Mary said, ‘Here
am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.’ Then the angel
departed from her.
26

Thought for the day
The conception accounts of John and Jesus run in parallel, sometimes converging,
sometimes contrasting. Elizabeth was past normal child-bearing age, Mary had barely
reached it. The description of her child's destiny (v32-33) was even more remarkable than
John's. But Mary's initial reaction, like Zechariah's, ignored that and focused on the
practicalities - 'How can this be?' So the angel explained how God's power would do what
was necessary and Mary consented - 'Let it be with me according to your word.' Probably
most of us will never have an angel's visit, but God often has messages for individual
Christians. It's up to us whether we listen, and up to us whether, like Mary, we respond.

WEDNESDAY - Luke 1:57-80
In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country,
where she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. 41 When Elizabeth
heard Mary’s greeting, the child leapt in her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy
Spirit 42 and exclaimed with a loud cry, ‘Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the
fruit of your womb. 43 And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes
to me? 44 For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leapt for
39
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joy. 45 And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfilment of what was spoken
to her by the Lord.’
46

And Mary said,

‘My soul magnifies the Lord,
47
and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour,
48
for he has looked with favour on the lowliness of his servant.
Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed;
49
for the Mighty One has done great things for me,
and holy is his name.
50
His mercy is for those who fear him
from generation to generation.
51
He has shown strength with his arm;
he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.
52
He has brought down the powerful from their thrones,
and lifted up the lowly;
53
he has filled the hungry with good things,
and sent the rich away empty.
54
He has helped his servant Israel,
in remembrance of his mercy,
55
according to the promise he made to our ancestors,
to Abraham and to his descendants for ever.’
56
And Mary remained with her for about three months and then returned to her home.

Thought for the day
The two accounts converge here with the older woman Elizabeth being submissive towards
the younger one Mary, prefiguring the relationship between John and Jesus. Then Mary
declares her great song of praise, the Magnificat, with more than an echo of Hannah's song
when she handed over her son Samuel to God's service (1 Samuel 2:1-10). In verses 5153, the Magnificat becomes counter-cultural, if not subversive: the proud, the powerful, the
rich are all brought down, the lowly and the hungry lifted up. Jesus made the same point
often enough (for example in the blessings and woes - Luke 6:20-26) and Paul also (see 1
Corinthians 1:26-29). It would be good to think that our experience with coronavirus might
make us less tolerant of injustices and inequality in our world.

THURSDAY - Luke 1:57-80
Now the time came for Elizabeth to give birth, and she bore a son. 58 Her neighbours and
relatives heard that the Lord had shown his great mercy to her, and they rejoiced with her.
57

On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to name him
Zechariah after his father. 60 But his mother said, ‘No; he is to be called John.’ 61 They said
to her, ‘None of your relatives has this name.’ 62 Then they began motioning to his father to
find out what name he wanted to give him. 63 He asked for a writing-tablet and wrote, ‘His
name is John.’ And all of them were amazed. 64 Immediately his mouth was opened
and his tongue freed, and he began to speak, praising God. 65 Fear came over all
their neighbours, and all these things were talked about throughout the entire hill country
of Judea. 66 All who heard them pondered them and said, ‘What then will this child
become?’ For, indeed, the hand of the Lord was with him.
59

67

Then his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke this prophecy:

‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel,
for he has looked favourably on his people and redeemed them.
69
He has raised up a mighty saviour for us
in the house of his servant David,
70
as he spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets from of old,
68

that we would be saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us.
Thus he has shown the mercy promised to our ancestors,
and has remembered his holy covenant,
73
the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham,
to grant us 74 that we, being rescued from the hands of our enemies,
might serve him without fear, 75 in holiness and righteousness
before him all our days.
76
And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High;
for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways,
77
to give knowledge of salvation to his people
by the forgiveness of their sins.
78
By the tender mercy of our God,
the dawn from on high will break upon us,
79
to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death,
to guide our feet into the way of peace.’
80
The child grew and became strong in spirit, and he was in the wilderness until the day he
appeared publicly to Israel.
71
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Thought for the day
Just like Mary's, Zechariah's song of praise is full of OT quotes and allusions. In the later
verses (76-79) he addresses his new-born son, describing the way in which he will witness
to the people and prepare the way for the Lord. I wonder how I would react to regaining
my ability to speak after nine months. I'm full of admiration for Zechariah who moved
directly from silence to praising God. Presumably he then reverted to a more normal mode
of conversation. Are we too reticent about praising God and thanking him for all the good
things he has done for us?

FRIDAY - St Philip and St James - James 1:1-12
James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes in the
Dispersion: Greetings.
My brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials of any kind, consider it nothing but joy,
because you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance; 4 and let endurance
have its full effect, so that you may be mature and complete, lacking in nothing.
2
3

If any of you is lacking in wisdom, ask God, who gives to all generously and
ungrudgingly, and it will be given you. 6 But ask in faith, never doubting, for the
one who doubts is like a wave of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind; 7, 8 for the
doubter, being double-minded and unstable in every way, must not expect to receive
anything from the Lord.
5

Let the believer who is lowly boast in being raised up, 10 and the rich in being brought low,
because the rich will disappear like a flower in the field. 11 For the sun rises with its
scorching heat and withers the field; its flower falls, and its beauty perishes. It is the same
with the rich; in the midst of a busy life, they will wither away.
9

Blessed is anyone who endures temptation. Such a one has stood the test and will
receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love him.
12

Thought for the day
Do you remember the occasion right at the beginning of his reign when Solomon had a
dream in which God invited him to ask for whatever he wanted? Solomon asked for the
wisdom of a discerning heart. God was so pleased with his request that he gave him also
the riches and honour he might have asked for but didn't. Wisdom is still under-rated in
our world and yet I suspect we all appreciate it when we come across it. But right at the

beginning of his letter James writes that it's something that followers of Jesus ought to
aspire to. Not only that, but those who ask in faith will receive it from God, as Solomon did.

SATURDAY - Luke 2:21-40
After eight days had passed, it was time to circumcise the child; and he was called Jesus,
the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb.
21

When the time came for their purification according to the law of Moses, they brought
him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord 23 (as it is written in the law of the Lord,
‘Every firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the Lord’), 24 and they offered a
sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the Lord, ‘a pair of turtle-doves or two
young pigeons.’
22

Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon; this man was righteous
and devout, looking forward to the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit rested on him.
26
It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had
seen the Lord’s Messiah. 27 Guided by the Spirit, Simeon came into the temple; and when
the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him what was customary under the law,
28
Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying,
29
‘Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace,
according to your word;
30
for my eyes have seen your salvation,
31
which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples,
32
a light for revelation to the Gentiles
and for glory to your people Israel.’
25

And the child’s father and mother were amazed at what was being said about
him. 34 Then Simeon blessed them and said to his mother Mary, ‘This child is
destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will
be opposed 35 so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed—and a sword
will pierce your own soul too.’
33

There was also a prophet, Anna the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was
of a great age, having lived with her husband for seven years after her marriage, 37 then as
a widow to the age of eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshipped there with
fasting and prayer night and day. 38 At that moment she came, and began to praise God
and to speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem.
36

When they had finished everything required by the law of the Lord, they returned to
Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth. 40 The child grew and became strong, filled with
wisdom; and the favour of God was upon him.
39

Thought for the day
When this passage is read as the Gospel for the Presentation of Jesus at the Temple
(Candlemas), it always comes as something of a surprise to discover that Mary and Joseph
were amazed at what was being said about Jesus' future. It's as if all that had gone before in
Luke's Gospel, let alone in Matthew's, has already been forgotten. But surely that can't really
be the case. Perhaps it was the extension of the salvation message to the Gentiles that struck
them so forcibly. Or maybe it anticipates the bitter-sweet words that Simeon utters in verses
33-35. In many countries, Christians know what it is to be 'opposed' by persecution and for
their souls and bodies to be as if pierced by a sword.
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