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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 

With the advent of cell phones, GPS apps, and Siri always ready to give directions, signposts don’t hold the same place in our world that they once did. However, I’m guessing there are many people here today who remember long drives in the car with only maps and signs along the side of the road to serve as your guides.

Excitement built when a destination got close enough to see it appear on the highway mile markers: Podunk, USA, 102 miles. That’s when the countdown could really begin. 74 miles. 56 miles. 27 miles. Sometimes the signs came in quick succession, and it felt like the destination would be right around the next bend in the road. Sometimes the signs seemed impossibly far apart, and it felt like the destination would never be reached. Sometimes there was just enough doubt in reading the map for the driver to question whether he was still on the correct route. But then the next sign would appear and provide reassurance that the car was indeed still traveling towards its destination.

This afternoon, we will look at a different type of signposts: spiritual signposts that point to the Savior. For the children of Israel, these signposts—these Old Testament prophecies—served much the same purpose as highway signs on a long drive: to point them to their journey’s end. Sometimes these signposts came in quick succession and included very specific details about the coming Messiah. Sometimes these signposts were spread out over years, decades, or even centuries and were more general in nature. But every signpost reassured the children of Israel that the long-awaited Messiah would one day come into the world.

As New Testament believers, we view these spiritual signposts with different eyes. We have the benefit of seeing both the signpost and its destination in the person of Jesus Christ. In our program this afternoon, we will merge these two perspectives as we look at Old Testament prophecies and their New Testament fulfillments; promises made and promises kept. Through these ancient signposts to the Savior, we will see how Jesus is indeed the promised Messiah, the Savior foretold since the very dawn of time, the One who perfectly fulfilled everything written about him. Let’s open with prayer.

Dearest Lord, be with us today as we follow the signposts to the promised Messiah. Help us view these prophecies not as dead words from long ago that no longer have relevance for our lives, but rather as living words that point us to our Savior. Speak to us through these prophecies and give us a new perspective during this Advent season: a perspective that sees all of Scripture clearly pointing to your Son. Amen.

Opening hymn – Christian Worship 12: Hark, the Glad Sound!

Scene 1: Look for the One who would crush the serpent’s head

I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel. (Genesis 3:15)

In the opening chapter of Genesis, the world was perfect. Created by God in his image, man and woman enjoyed life in the Garden of Eden and grew in an intimate relationship with their Creator. We don’t know how long this perfection lasted, but we do know that some time later sin ruined God’s perfect world. Adam and Eve succumbed to the serpent’s temptations. Man’s relationship with God was forever changed. Life on this earth would no longer be the way God intended it. Death would now come to all people.

God’s mercy and love for his fallen creatures clearly shines through in this very first signpost to the Savior. Before dealing with the physical consequences of sin, God dealt with its spiritual consequences. The serpent—the devil, Satan—may have thought that he had won, that he was in control. God, however, wasted no time in setting the record straight. Yes, sin had entered the world. Yes, this sin would have lasting effects. Yes, the victory over sin would come at great personal cost. But there would be a victory over sin. There would be One sent to crush the serpent’s head. There would be a Savior, an offspring of the woman, a willing sacrificial Lamb who would reverse the curse of sin and undo what Satan had done. God made it very clear that the serpent’s victory would be short-lived.

Throughout the centuries, more details of this offspring of the woman were revealed. He would be born of a virgin, born in Bethlehem, born when the time had fully come. In one sense, these details were important to Old Testament believers, and they are important to us today. And yet in another sense, the words of this first Messianic promise contained everything Adam and Eve needed to know about the coming Savior. He would crush the serpent’s head and emerge triumphant over the devil.

Old Testament believers may have wondered if the promised Messiah would ever arrive. They waited in hope and watched in anticipation as God’s plan of salvation unfolded. God knew every bend in the road that his people would travel and perfectly placed every signpost to the Savior at just the right location. The journey that began in the Garden of Eden culminated at the cross of Calvary. The very first signpost to the Savior led to a marvelous destination: a restored relationship between God and man and the free and full forgiveness of sins. As we come to other signposts this afternoon, view them all in light of this very first signpost to the Savior: as markers to the ultimate sacrifice and victory.

When the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons. (Galatians 4:4,5)

Musical Selection – O Savior of Our Fallen Race

Scene 2: Look for the One who would be the Passover Lamb

“Tell the whole community of Israel that on the tenth day of this month each man is to take a lamb for his family, one for each household…the animals you choose must be year-old males without defect…take care of them until the fourteenth day of the month, when all the people of the community of Israel must slaughter them at twilight.” (Exodus 12:3, 5,6)

Adam and Eve and the Garden of Eden were in the rearview mirror. Although man’s wickedness was great and only Noah and his family were saved from God’s judgment in the flood, God remained faithful to his promises. God called Abraham and promised to make him into a great nation, a nation through which all peoples on earth would be blessed, a nation from which the promised Messiah would descend. 500 years after this promise, Abraham’s seed was indeed a great nation, but they were a nation languishing in captivity in Egypt. God was ready to fulfill the next part of his promise to Abraham—the promise that Abraham’s descendants would take possession of the Promised Land.

When the Lord delivered his people from slavery in Egypt, he instituted the festival of Passover. This festival marked a new era for the people of Israel: an ongoing worship life of sacrifice and incomplete atonement for sin. Imagine the sound of the bleating of sheep and goats, the smell of blood and burning flesh, the sight of smoke continually rising from the altar. The death of lambs and goats could never fully satisfy God’s wrath over sin. But these sacrifices served as reminders to the Israelites, reminders of the seriousness of sin and the need for atonement.

This atonement could only be purchased by a perfect sacrifice, the true Passover lamb without blemish or defect. Countless sacrifices over thousands of years pointed toward Jesus, the Lamb of God who would take away the sin of the world. A perfect life and an innocent death led to a proclamation of “Tetelestai” (pronounced teh TELL i sty)—“It is finished”—“Paid in full.” God’s holy and just wrath over sin, mercifully not punished as deserved over thousands of years, was satisfied on a hill outside Jerusalem and declared acceptable by an empty garden tomb.

Animal sacrifices and Passover lambs are not signposts that are pleasing to the eye. They offend our modern sensitivities. Without these signposts, however, John’s cry of “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” loses its true meaning. And so we dare not turn away. We must see the animals sacrificed for sins. We must see that our sins separate us from God and that this separation can only be reversed through death. And we joy to see our Savior dying in our place and crediting his victory to us—a victory made all the more meaningful by the signposts of animal sacrifices and Passover lambs. 

You know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed…but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect. (1 Peter 1:18,19)

Musical Selection – Christian Worship 27: O Jesus, Lamb of God, You Are

Scene 3: Look for the One who would be a prophet greater than Moses

“I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers; I will put my words in his mouth, and he will tell them everything I command him.” (Deuteronomy 18:18)

The Israelites’ wanderings in the desert were almost over. They were on the brink of beginning their conquest of the Promised Land. Moses, their leader, was not permitted to enter the Promised Land with them. He knew this nation’s tendencies, their propensity for being a stiff-necked people who turned away from God. In the book of Deuteronomy, Moses gave his farewell address. He reminded the people of God’s deliverance and encouraged them to be faithful to God’s commands. In order to help the Israelites walk this road of faithfulness and obedience, Moses promised the people a new leader, a new prophet, one who would be filled with the word of the Lord.

Like many of the other signposts to the Savior, this prophecy of Moses has fulfillment both in the present and also in the distant future. This prophecy found its immediate fulfillment in the person of Joshua and in the other prophets God raised up to bring his word to his chosen people: men like Samuel and Nathan, Elijah and Elisha, Isaiah and Jeremiah. These prophets played a key role in the history of God’s chosen people. They proclaimed God’s tidings and chastised Israel for their sins. They were ignored, mocked, persecuted, and even killed, but they continued to preach and call the Israelites to repentance.

All of these prophets were certainly God’s messengers, but they were only human messengers. Each one of them eventually saw their time of prophecy come to an end. Another prophet was needed, a prophet who would perfectly proclaim God’s Word and whose time of prophecy would last forever. These words of Moses found their ultimate fulfillment in the person of Jesus Christ. The people of Jesus’ day recognized him as a teacher and a prophet. Some even believed he was the fulfillment of these very words of Moses. And yet the people of his day did not listen to his words. They rejected his message of full and free salvation because he was not the prophet they envisioned. He had not come to proclaim the earthly peace they desired.
We might not want to admit it, but we have the same tendency to try to shape Jesus into whatever we want him to be. It’s easy to be offended by some of his teachings. It’s easy to view his words as foolishness and a stumbling block. It’s easy to soften his hard sayings to make it easier to witness to people around us. But we dare not do this, because the teachings of our perfect prophet are exactly what we need for this life and the next. His words are the very power and wisdom of God. When we follow this signpost to the Savior, we must follow it carefully and not veer onto our own path. When we do so, we will be blessed by the very words of God.

After the people saw the miraculous sign that Jesus did, they began to say, “Surely this is the prophet who is to come into the world.” (John 6:14)

Musical Selection – Long Ago, Prophets Knew

Scene 4: Look for the One who would sit on the throne of David

For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders…He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and forever. (Isaiah 9:6,7)

The golden age of God’s chosen people was long past. King David’s descendants still sat on the throne, but they reigned over only the southern kingdom of Judah. Once a mighty force in the Mediterranean world, God’s people were being oppressed and harassed by the nations around them. In addition to facing opposition from outside their borders, the king of the northern kingdom of Israel had recently marched to fight against Jerusalem. Brother had turned against brother. But even worse than this military and political decline was the nation’s spiritual decline. Instead of following David’s example, instead of serving as spiritual shepherds, many of the kings of Judah rejected the Lord and turned to idol worship. King Ahaz, the ruler of Judah during this time, embodied some of the worst of these traits. He went as far as to set up an Assyrian altar in the temple of the Lord in Jerusalem.

In this midst of this political and spiritual turmoil, the prophet Isaiah set up a beautiful signpost to the Savior. He prophesied that a child would be born, a son would be given, a descendant of David who would sit on David’s throne forever and reign over a nation at peace. Throughout their captivity in Babylon, the people of Judah must have clung to this promise and waited in eager anticipation for the king who would bring them back home. 

It seems so clear to us now that Isaiah was talking about spiritual peace, but the people of Jesus’ day were looking for peace on earth. They wanted a king who would restore Israel to its former glory. They wanted a king who would drive out the hated Romans. Although Gabriel’s message to Mary could not have been clearer—the son she would bear was the promised One who would sit on the throne of David—most were not willing to accept the authority of this unlikely king. And so rather than bowing down to him, they rejected his rule and crucified him.

We also have a tendency to reject Jesus’ rule in our lives. When our ways seem better than God’s ways, when we think we know just how our lives should unfold, when we ignore God’s commands and rely on our own wisdom, we dethrone this king promised so long ago. But instead, when we believe that God has met our greatest need—the forgiveness of sins—and trust that he will meet all of our other needs as well, we are traveling along the road marked by this signpost. We look forward to a time of peace and justice and righteousness—a perfect life under our heavenly King that will never end.

“You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.” (Luke 1:31-33)

Musical Selection – One Small Child

Scene 5: Look for the One who would be a suffering servant

Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. (Isaiah 53:4,5)

These familiar words of Isaiah make up part of the last of his four “servant songs.” Beginning in chapter 42 and continuing in chapters 49 and 50, Isaiah sets up signposts pointing to the Lord’s servant, his chosen One, the One who would be a light for the Gentiles and bring salvation to the ends of the earth. The servant song in chapters 52 and 53 is the longest of the four. It is the high point of the second half of the book of Isaiah and is quoted more frequently in the New Testament than any other Old Testament passage. This signpost to the Savior is undeniably clear—and yet it is a signpost that does not bring us joy. 

Every detail given by Isaiah in this servant song was fulfilled in the perfect life and innocent death of Jesus. During his trials before Herod and Pilate, many were appalled at his appearance. On his path to the cross, he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, but he did not open his mouth. Hanging on the cursed tree, his life was poured out like a guilt offering. After his death, he was assigned a grave with the wicked and the rich though he had done no violence.

Luke tells us that during his ministry, Jesus read from the scroll of the prophet Isaiah. We aren’t told that he read Isaiah’s description of the suffering servant, but he surely knew those words well. He knew the suffering that lay before him. He knew the price that he would pay for our sins. Despite knowing the hell that he would endure, Jesus willingly walked the road marked by Isaiah’s signpost so that we would not have to. He gave his life and took our sin upon himself so that we might stand righteous before God.

Like Jesus, we know these words of Isaiah well. We listen to them on Good Friday. We are reminded of them throughout the Lenten season. We set them to music in some of our most beloved hymns. But don’t make the mistake of relegating this signpost to a single season of the church year. Turn to these words often to be reminded of the high price of your sin. Turn to them to be reminded of the sacrifice necessary to pay that price. Turn to them to be reminded of the suffering Jesus endured in your place. And then sing your Savior’s praises for taking that suffering upon himself and paying the debt of sin in full.

“For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:45)

Musical Selection – The Power of the Cross

Scene 6: Look for the One who would be preceded by a messenger

“See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come,” says the LORD Almighty. (Malachi 3:1)

The people of Judah had returned from captivity in Babylon. They rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem and finished work on the temple. However, these reconstructed buildings paled in comparison to the past glory of Israel and the future promised by previous generations of prophets. The people’s commitment to the Lord was short-lived, and they once again fell into the sins of their past: intermarrying with foreigners, disregarding the Sabbath, and failing to faithfully bring their tithes and offerings to the Lord. 

Enter Malachi, the last of the Old Testament prophets. Malachi chastised the people and their leaders for their unfaithfulness. He proclaimed the coming Day of the Lord and called the people to repentance. And he provided the final Old Testament signpost to the Savior, prophesying that the One to come would be preceded by a messenger. Malachi repeated a theme first established centuries earlier by Isaiah. This messenger would be a voice calling in the desert. He would make a straight highway in the wilderness. Through his preparation, the glory of the LORD would be revealed and seen by all mankind.

This signpost clearly points to the New Testament ministry of John the Baptist. Like Malachi, John called the people of his day to repentance and proclaimed that the kingdom of heaven was near. But unlike Malachi, John saw the end of the road marked by his signpost. He saw the Savior and pointed the people to Jesus, the Lamb of God who would take away the sin of the world. He baptized Jesus and witnessed the beginning of his public ministry. And when he was in prison at the end of his life, John sent his disciples to Jesus to confirm that Jesus was indeed the promised Messiah. 

The ministries of Malachi and John were separated by 400 years of silence. Imagine how eager the Israelites were to hear John’s message when he finally arrived – and then how quick they were to reject Jesus because he wasn’t the one they were expecting. In our lives, there are times when we also seem to experience silence from God. And when the silence finally ends, it doesn’t end with the message we were expecting. But we know that God’s Word does not return to him empty and always achieves the purpose for which he sent it. Even though Jesus didn’t look like the one the ancient signposts were pointing to, he was exactly the one the world needed. Even though our lives may not go according to our plans, we are traveling along God’s road – a road which leads us exactly to the place we need to go.

In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea and saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.” (Matthew 3:1)

Musical Selection – On Jordan’s Bank the Baptist’s Cry

Conclusion – Look for the One who will come again

There are so many more Old Testament signposts that we don’t have time to mention this afternoon. All of these signposts line a well-marked path that clearly finds its final destination in Jesus Christ, the promised Messiah. These signposts are wonderful reminders that all of Scripture points to the Savior. But as New Testament believers, we might be tempted to overlook these signposts because Jesus has already come. What value do they serve for us today?

The fact is that we are on a road of our own. We live in the time between Jesus’ comings: between his first coming 2000 years ago and his second coming on the Last Day. There are signposts that mark this road as well. Sometimes these signposts seem to come in quick succession, and it feels like the final destination is right around the corner. Sometimes the signposts seem impossibly far apart, and it feels like we will never reach our goal. But we know that as we follow the signposts, by God’s grace we are on his road.

Because every signpost leading to Jesus’ first coming perfectly pointed to him, we can be confident that every signpost leading to his second coming will also perfectly lead us to the end of our road. Because of the fulfillment of all of these Old Testament prophecies, we can be confident that every other promise of Scripture will be fulfilled. And this includes the promise that one day, our road will end in the glory of heaven along with all who believe. What a wonderful destination marked by the signposts! Let’s close with prayer.

Closing Prayer

Heavenly Father, we thank you for allowing us to gather today to view your signposts to the Savior. During this Advent season, help us to see these signposts as prophecies made and prophecies fulfilled, as markers to the coming Messiah. Show us the signposts marking our own road as well, and one day, bring us safely to the end of our journey and to our heavenly home. Amen.

Closing Hymn – Jesus, Joy of the Highest Heaven
Signposts to the Savior














