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Advent by Candlelight is an opportunity for women of all ages 
to set aside the tasks of holiday preparation and focus on the birth of Christ.

This service was written by Dr. Kristi Meyer, a member of St. John’s, Wauwatosa.
It has been reviewed and approved by Prof. Steven Pagels.
Permission granted to download free of charge and duplicate.

Donations accepted at Donate Online - WELS: select Women's Ministry from the drop-down menu.

Please purchase or obtain permission to use music that is not in the public domain.
Welcome, introduction, and opening prayer

We are inundated by messages on a daily basis: e-mails, texts, tweets, phone calls, face-to-face conversations. Many of these messages are unimportant or irrelevant, and we forget them almost immediately. Other messages require more time and attention. They tend to stick with us longer, but it is still easy to dismiss them once the message has been dealt with.

And then, very rarely, we receive messages of the utmost importance. “Will you marry me?” “There’s been an accident.” “We’re pregnant.” “God called him home.” In the minutes and hours after hearing such a message, we can’t think of anything else. In the ensuing days and weeks, we begin to slip back into our daily routines but still often think of the message and its consequences. As the months and years go by, our lives return to normal, but not the same normal as before. We are living in a new normal, a changed normal. But as transforming as these messages are, they have a somewhat small circle of influence. They affect our lives and the lives of those around us. However, it would be a stretch to say that these messages change the world.

In contrast, each of our narrators today received a message that did change the world. These messages are presented as short sound bites, but they are so much more than that. They are messages of hope realized and promises fulfilled. They are messages of difficult work ahead and perfect work completed. They are messages that transcend time and space, nationality and culture. They are messages that truly transformed the world.

Our narrators today will tell you how their world was changed by the message they heard. But I also invite you to think about how your world was—and is—changed by that message. Like our narrators, listen to these messages as if you are hearing them for the first time. Listen across the continents and the centuries to messages that are as relevant today as they were 2000 years ago. Listen for the power of God at work in the lives of his created beings. Listen to messages that transformed the world—messages that changed everything. Let’s open with prayer.

Dearest Lord, be with us today as we listen to your witnesses from the past. Although we are far removed from them in time and space, help us to see that the messages they received still have the power to change our world today. Speak to us as we hear these familiar messages anew. Give us encouragement to share these messages with those around us. And grant us the wisdom and the courage to live lives changed by these messages. Amen.

Opening hymn – Christian Worship 283: Speak, O Savior; I Am Listening stanzas 1, 3, 4

Scene 1 – Zechariah: The time has come

I wasn’t expecting a message that day. As one chosen by lot to burn incense in the temple, I expected that I would fulfill my priestly duties and then return to my division. Instead, the angel Gabriel appeared to me with an incredible message. My wife Elizabeth would become pregnant and give birth to a son to be named John. He would be a prophet in the spirit and power of Elijah, one of the truly great prophets of old. He would bring back many of the people of Israel and prepare the way for the Lord.

I was an old man, and Elizabeth was well along in years. People our age didn’t have children. It simply didn’t happen. Gabriel assured me, however, that he had been sent to me to tell me this good news. But because I did not believe his words, I would not be able to speak until the day our son was born. Not being able to speak was inconvenient, because I needed to share Gabriel’s words. But Elizabeth and I muddled through, and nine months later she gave birth to John. When he was born, all our neighbors were filled with awe. News spread quickly throughout Judea, and everyone was anxious to see what kind of child John was going to be.

John certainly lived up to his miraculous conception and divine calling. He lived in the desert like the prophets of old, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. He taught the crowds and proclaimed the Word of the Lord, attracting many followers and making many enemies. He even had the courage to rebuke Herod, an action which ultimately resulted in his imprisonment and death. But his most important work was preparing the way for his cousin Jesus and baptizing him—a miraculous baptism where heaven was torn open and the voice of God was heard. John prepared the way for the Messiah and declared that the time had come.

I wasn’t expecting a message from an angel that day in the temple. I was just a priest, one who served the Lord and observed his commandments. I was an old man who was well past the time of having a child. But in his grace God chose me to be the father of the one who would prepare the way of the Lord. He used me to prophesy about the coming Messiah and proclaim his tender mercy. He entrusted me with the message that the time had come—a message that changed everything.

The angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord…he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth” (Luke 1:13-15).

Musical Selection – Christian Worship 13: There’s a Voice in the Wilderness Crying

Scene 2 – Mary: The promise is fulfilled

I wasn’t expecting a message that day. As a young woman pledged to be married, I expected that I would help with my family’s daily work and prepare for my wedding to Joseph. Instead, the angel Gabriel appeared to me with an incredible message. The Lord was with me, and I had found favor with God. I would be with child and give birth to a son. Joseph and I were to give him the name Jesus because he was the Messiah, the Son of the Most High.

I was a virgin, and virgins did not have children. But Gabriel assured me that the Holy Spirit would come upon me and the power of the Most High would overshadow me. Even though I didn’t understand how all of this could happen, I believed Gabriel’s message and pledged myself to be the Lord’s servant. I worried about Joseph’s reaction, but an angel also appeared to him in a dream and commanded him to take me home as his wife. And so my son was born in a stable in Bethlehem, in the city of his ancestor King David. He was visited by shepherds and wise men who were guided to his side by their own divine messages.

I saw many things during my son’s short life that confirmed he was the Messiah. The blind received sight, the lame walked, those who had leprosy were cured, the deaf heard, the dead were raised, and the good news was preached to the poor. All of God’s promises were fulfilled in my son. I wouldn’t have chosen for Jesus to suffer the way he did, but it was necessary to complete God’s plan of salvation. Even though my heart ached for Jesus, I also thanked God for making me his own through the perfect work of my son—his Son.

I wasn’t expecting a message from an angel that ordinary day. I was just a young Jewish woman, a virgin who was pledged to be married. I wasn’t someone special who deserved to be shown favor by God. But in his grace God chose me to be the mother of the Messiah. He used me to give birth to the One who would redeem his people from their sin. He entrusted me with the message that the promise was fulfilled—a message that changed everything.

In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married…The virgin’s name was Mary. The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you…You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus” (Luke 1:26-28, 31).

Musical Selection – Christian Worship 361: Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence

Scene 3 – James: The end is near

I wasn’t expecting a message that day. As part of Jesus’ inner circle, I expected that Peter, John, and I would pray with him on the mountain and then return to the rest of the disciples. Instead, God spoke from heaven with an incredible message. Jesus was his Son, whom he loved. We were to listen to him. This message was made even more monumental by the appearance of Moses and Elijah—two larger-than-life figures from Israel’s history.

While Jesus talked with Moses and Elijah, the three of us didn’t know what to do. Peter suggested putting up shelters so that we could stay on the mountain. After what Jesus had taught us over the past few days, Peter’s recommendation seemed completely reasonable. Jesus told us that he would suffer many things, that he would be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and teachers of the law, and that he would be killed and then rise again after three days. This wasn’t what we wanted to hear from our teacher, our rabbi, our friend. And so when Jesus was transfigured on the mountain, we wanted to prolong that moment as long as we possibly could.

It wasn’t to be, however. Jesus spoke with Moses and Elijah about his departure. And then suddenly, we were left alone again with Jesus. As we came down from the mountain, Jesus warned us not to tell anyone what we had seen until he had risen from the dead. We didn’t quite understand what he meant. He was the Messiah. The Messiah was not supposed to suffer and die, so how could he rise from the dead? Although we didn’t fully understand his message at the time, we remembered his transfiguration during the difficult days ahead. The end was near, but the glory we had seen on the mountain carried us through the awfulness and hell of Jesus’ trial and crucifixion.

I wasn’t expecting a heavenly message that day on the mountain. I was just a follower of Jesus, a disciple of the one who claimed to be the Messiah. I wasn’t called by Jesus because of any special skills I possessed. But in his grace God chose me to see his Son’s glory on the mountaintop. He used me to bear witness to Jesus’ divine glory before the darkness of his suffering and death. He entrusted me with the message that the end was near—a message that changed everything.

[Jesus] took Peter, John and James with him and went up onto a mountain to pray. As he was praying, the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became as bright as a flash of lightning. Two men, Moses and Elijah, appeared in glorious splendor, talking with Jesus. They spoke about his departure, which he was about to bring to fulfillment at Jerusalem (Luke 9:28-31).

Musical Selection – Christian Worship Supplement 712: Jesus, Take Us to the Mountain

Scene 4 – Mary the mother of James: The work is done

I wasn’t expecting a message that day. As a Jewish woman and a friend of Jesus’ mother, I expected that I would anoint his body with spices and return it to its final resting place. Instead, an angel appeared with an incredible message. Why were we looking for the living among the dead? Jesus had been crucified, but now he had risen, just as he said. He was going ahead of us into Galilee, and we were to tell his disciples that they would see him there.

I had followed and supported Jesus throughout much of his ministry by caring for his needs. Along the way, I heard his teaching and saw his works. He taught as one who had authority and amazed everyone who heard him. He performed miracles and even raised people from the dead. But as inspiring as his preaching was, as impressive as his deeds were, they didn’t quite capture everything about Jesus. There was something else in the background—an overarching purpose deeper than preaching sermons and healing diseases.

I didn’t know what that purpose was until I saw his crucifixion and heard him declare that it was finished. And that morning at the tomb, I knew that his work was indeed done. He truly was the Son of God, the one who would redeem his people from their sin. He was the One promised to another woman at the dawn of time, the One who would crush the serpent’s head. He was the Messiah, the one who lived a perfect life and bore the wrath of God in my place. In short, he was everything.

I wasn’t expecting a message from an angel that day at the tomb. I was just a woman, one who provided for Jesus and tried to obey his teachings. I didn’t do any special work or perform any out-of-the-ordinary tasks. But in his grace God chose me to be among the first to hear of his Son’s resurrection from the dead. He used me to spread this joyful news to the disciples and in turn to the whole world. He entrusted me with the message that his work was done—a message that changed everything.

As they entered the tomb, they saw a young man dressed in a white robe sitting on the right side, and they were alarmed. “Don’t be alarmed,” he said. “You are looking for Jesus the Nazarene, who was crucified. He has risen! He is not here…But go, tell his disciples and Peter, ‘He is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you will see him, just as he told you’” (Mark 16:5-7).

Musical Selection – Christian Worship 341: Crown Him with Many Crowns

Scene 5 – Peter: The work is just beginning

I wasn’t expecting a message that day. As one of Jesus’ followers who had seen his suffering, death, and resurrection, I expected that I would go with the rest of the disciples to the Mount of Olives and continue to discuss the events of the past 40 days. Instead, Jesus gave us final instructions before he ascended into heaven, and two angels appeared with an incredible message. Why were we still standing there looking into the sky? Although Jesus had been taken from us, one day he would come back again in the same way.

I had followed Jesus for three years, ever since my brother Andrew introduced me to him on the shore of the Sea of Galilee. I wasn’t always the smartest or the most understanding of our group of 12, but I certainly was the most outspoken and impulsive. I didn’t hesitate to tell Jesus what I thought of his proclamations about the fate that awaited him. Even though I vowed that I was ready to die with Jesus, I still lacked courage and disowned him three times on the night of his trial. I didn’t know what to expect when I heard that he had risen. Would our relationship be the same? Could he forgive me for what I had done?

After a miraculous catch of fish and a breakfast on the shore, Jesus again inquired about my devotion to him. He asked if I loved him and then commanded me to feed his lambs and sheep. It was then that I knew I was forgiven and reinstated as one of Jesus’ apostles. And that made Jesus’ words before his ascension all the more meaningful. We were to go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation. We would be clothed with power from on high and filled with the gift of the Holy Spirit to prepare us for this work. We would face opposition and persecution and even death as we spread the message of salvation. Jesus’ work on this earth was done, but our work was just beginning.

I wasn’t expecting a message from an angel that day on the mountain. I was just a fisherman, someone who had walked and talked and studied with the Messiah. I didn’t have any special skills to preach about the things I had heard and seen. But in his grace God chose me to be a follower of his Son. He used me to make disciples of all nations and teach them to obey everything Jesus had commanded. He entrusted me with the message that the work was just beginning—a message that changed everything.

[the words of Jesus] “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight (Acts 1:8-9).

Musical Selection – The Master Hath Come

Scene 6 – Paul: The gospel is for all

I wasn’t expecting a message that day. As a faithful Pharisee who opposed the false prophet Jesus, I expected that I would go to Damascus and continue to take his followers as prisoners to Jerusalem. Instead, Jesus himself appeared to me with an incredible message. Why was I persecuting him? I was to go into Damascus and wait there for further instructions. After three days of fasting and praying, the Lord’s message came from the disciple Ananias. I was to carry the name of Jesus to the Gentiles. I would suffer much for his name and would ultimately pay with my life.

I didn’t expect such a drastic change in my life or my beliefs. Before Jesus appeared to me, I intensely persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it. I believed what my fathers had taught: Israel was God’s chosen nation, the Messiah would one day come to overthrow the hated Roman government and restore the kingdom to Israel, and until then the Jews needed to be extremely careful to keep all of God’s commands and laws. But Jesus didn’t fit that mold of the Messiah. He went out of his way to interact with Gentiles and sinners. He didn’t advocate rebellion against Rome. And he didn’t appear to value any of the rules and regulations devised by the Pharisees to keep the people from sinning.

When Jesus appeared to me on the road, he transformed my way of thinking. Through careful instruction and divine revelation, he showed me that he was indeed the Messiah, the one foretold by the prophets. He did not come to bring material gain or political power, but to provide forgiveness of sins and eternal life. By choosing me to spread this message, he demonstrated his great love for me and all people. Even though I was still a sinner—the worst of sinners—he died for me, and he called me to preach this gospel of full and free salvation to all.

I wasn’t expecting a message from Jesus that day on the road. I was a Pharisee, one who was doing everything in my power to oppose and destroy his followers. I had done much damage to the newly formed church and should have been the last person chosen to spread the gospel. But in his grace God chose me to be his apostle to the Gentiles. He used me to spread his Word to distant lands and demonstrate the depths of his power and love. He entrusted me with the message that the gospel is for all—a message that changed everything.

As [Saul] neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?...I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting…[you are] my chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel” (Acts 9:4, 5, 15).

Musical Selection – Hear the Call of the Kingdom

Scene 7 – John: The victory is won

I wasn’t expecting a message that day. As one who answered Jesus’ call to preach the Word of God, I had been exiled to the island of Patmos. I expected that I would spend that Sunday in the same way I spent the rest of my days in exile: praying and meditating on Jesus’ teachings and doing what I still could to spread his testimony. Instead, Jesus himself appeared to me with an incredible message. Through a series of visions, he gave me a glimpse of heaven and what would take place at the end of time.

The visions Jesus showed me didn’t all make sense. I didn’t fully understand the symbolism, and I wasn’t certain how all these events would play out. But I knew one thing for sure: these visions were not tidings of gloom or doom. They were not revealed to me to make me anxious or afraid of what was to come. The central message was one of comfort and victory. I saw Jesus the Lamb of God sitting on his throne in triumph. I heard every creature in heaven and on earth singing praises to this Lamb who had been slain and who was now worthy to reign. I experienced the perfect joy of heaven and the everlasting city that one day every believer would call home.

Every message spoken by our narrators today is a message that many of you know well. You know that when the time had fully come, God sent his Son and fulfilled his promise. You know that Jesus lived perfectly, died innocently, and rose again triumphantly to complete his work. You know that with this work completed, your work begins to spread the gospel to all nations. You firmly believe these messages and do your best to live your life in a way that proclaims them.

In contrast, the message Jesus gave to me is likely much more difficult for you to trust. While you are living on this side of eternity, it often doesn’t feel as though the victory is won. Life is hard, and the certainty of Jesus’ victory and your home in heaven is overshadowed by the trials and tribulations of this world. But in a sense, this is the most important message for you to remember. Regardless of what is going on in your life, the victory is won. One day, heaven will be yours. And until that day, remember that God has entrusted each one of you with his message of salvation—a message that changes everything.

When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. Then he placed his right hand on me and said: “Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades” (Revelation 1:17b-18).

Closing hymn – Christian Worship Supplement 727: There is a Higher Throne

Closing Prayer

Heavenly Father, we thank you for allowing us to gather today to hear your message of salvation. Remind us that although Jesus’ work of redemption is done, our work of spreading this life-saving message remains. Help us to eagerly anticipate the time when our work will be completed and we will stand before your throne praising you for all eternity. And until that day comes, imprint these messages on our hearts and shape our lives according to their promise and power. Amen.
This Changes Everything: Messages that Transformed the World














