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A Biblical Study  

 
 
Luke 1:68-79: God Crosses the Widest Breach 

The first two chapters of the Gospel of Luke are almost like a musical: there is a little action, and 
then a song, some more action, and another song. Three of the most significant canticles in our 
services of Morning and Evening Prayer are from the opening chapters of Luke: Mary’s Song, 
also called the Magnificat (“My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my 
savior…”); the song of Zechariah, printed below; and the Song of Simeon (“Lord, you now have 
set your servant free…”). 

These songs are not lightweight entertainment. They introduce the major themes of the Gospel 
in an unforgettable way. They are well worth memorizing, as many people have found. We 
have chosen to introduce our study of the parables of the Gospel of Luke by talking about the 
Song of Zechariah, because in it there is an important clue to the rest of Jesus’ teaching in Luke. 
 
Luke 1:67-79, the Song of Zechariah 
Note: this translation is the New Revised Standard Version. You may be more familiar with the 
translation in the Book of Common Prayer, p.92 
 
John’s father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke this prophecy: 
 
 “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 
  for he has looked favorably on his people and redeemed them.  
  He has raised up a mighty savior for us 
  in the house of his servant David,  
  as he spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets from of old,  
   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,  
  the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham, 
  to grant us that we, being rescued 

from the hands of our enemies, 
 might serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness 
  before him all our days.  
 And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; 
  for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways,  
  to give knowledge of salvation to his people 
  by the forgiveness of their sins.  
  By the tender mercy of our God, 
  the dawn from on high will break upon us,  
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  to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 
  to guide our feet into the way of peace.”   
 
Commentary 

In the weeks to come, we will be focusing mainly on three aspects of the parables, in order 
to enter into them imaginatively: the setting, plot, and characters. In particular, in future 
weeks we will be attending to the characters as our entry-points. Here in the introduction, 
we will be paying attention to a theme, rather than character, plot, or setting. 
 
The word parable is related to the geometrical form of a parabola, an arc that traces the path 
of an object that is thrown. Jesus sort of “throws” the parables at his hearers, challenging us 
to move our minds in order to catch their meaning for us, now, in this moment. Parables act 
specifically on the person listening to them, so they do not so much possess a stable 
meaning as they require a relationship in the here and now. What a parable means depends on 
who is listening, and every listener is challenged toward deeper and deeper faithfulness. 
We are never done with the parables, and they are never done with us.  

 
Who is Zechariah? 

Zechariah is the father of John the Baptist, whose story is told in tandem with the story of 
the annunciation and birth of Jesus in the first chapters of Luke. The lives of John and Jesus 
will be intertwined from beginning to end, as each lives courageously into God’s call. 
 
Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth are described as deeply faithful Jews, whose families are 
part of the hereditary lineage of priests in the Temple. You can read more about Zechariah 
in all of the first chapter of Luke. The main thing to notice in Zechariah’s song is his deep 
knowledge of the scriptures, and his reliability in speaking about what God is now doing in 
the birth of Jesus. 

 
What is most important in this passage? 

We have set off the important last lines of Zechariah’s song in italics. Like the other songs 
in the opening chapters of Luke, this one quotes extensively from the Jewish scriptures, 
such as Isaiah and the Psalms. But one phrase in particular becomes a repeated thread in 
the weaving of all of Luke: by the tender mercy of our God…. 
 
The Greek phrase for tender mercy is “splanchna eleous,” which was variously translated in 
the King James Bible as “bowels of mercy.” That phrase sounds funny to us, but it is very 
close to the original meaning of splanchna, which means entrails or innards. We like to 
translate it: gut-wrenching compassion. God has gut-wrenching compassion. 
 
God has looked upon the suffering, wrongheadedness, and struggles of humanity, and has 
made the decision to come toward us with the light of Christ, banishing the shadow of 
death, and guiding our feet into pathways of peace and well-being (what would be in 
Hebrew shalom). God crosses the great gulf between heaven and earth through the power of 
the Holy Spirit active in and through Jesus. God’s gut-wrenching compassion lies behind 
all of Jesus’ ministry: his teaching and feeding, his forgiving and healing, his freeing and 
challenging, his dying and rising. In Christ, God comes toward us in gut-wrenching mercy. 
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In many of the parables, in particular, there is a situation that calls for gut-wrenching 
compassion. The question for the characters is: will they have the courage to move 
toward the situation of suffering, or will they move away from it? 
 
The drama of the parables often hinges not on the dialogue, but on the way the characters 
move within the setting of the story that Jesus tells. As you read the parables in the weeks 
to come, imagine them taking place in your mind. Who shows compassion? Who is willing 
to move toward the suffering or need of others? Who shies away from other people’s 
neediness? Can you imagine yourself being shaped as a person who fearlessly shows God’s 
gut-wrenching compassion? 

 
 
For Reflection 

Think about the places where you live and work and shop. Who is near you? Who is far 
away? How is your city planned for people to be together and to be apart? What sorts of 
places draw all kinds of people together? What sorts of places tend to divide people by race 
or economic level or belief? Not every division is necessarily bad; people make many 
choices based on personal interests and passions. But if you were God, how would you see 
the layout of your city? Where would you have gut-wrenching compassion? 
 
What breaks your heart about the world? In other words, where does God’s compassion 
find a channel in your own heart? Might this situation be a kind of calling for you? 
 
Sometimes physical nearness masks other kinds of very difficult divisions. The parables to 
follow may help you to think in new ways about crossing the divide between yourself and 
others. For today, simply write a prayer about a situation that you know of where you feel 
divided from someone else, even if the other person is physically close to you. 
 
In the week ahead, watch for situations that call for mercy and compassion. Do you see 
someone going toward the suffering? Fred Rogers, who was beloved by children for 
decades on account of his popular television show “Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood,” was once 
asked how parents should speak to their children about a violent or chaotic national event 
that is in the news. He said, “Look for the helpers.” There are always people who are 
willing to risk themselves to care for their neighbors. Children can feel comforted and 
strengthened by noticing the helpers rather than the chaos. This week, look for the helpers. 

 
 
 


