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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 

In the secular world today, Advent is largely an unknown season. The entire month of December is all about Christmas. Shopping, decorating, baking, cleaning, Christmas music on the radio—all of these send the same message. Christmas is coming!

Even in the church, where we dedicate four Sundays and additional midweek services to the season of Advent, it is easy to look past Advent and focus primarily on Christmas. We discuss our Christmas plans with our friends and neighbors. But with the possible exception of mentioning Advent by Candlelight, how many of us talk about Advent with those around us?

Today’s program emphasizes the importance of the Advent season. Our framework for this afternoon is a series of medieval chants called the “O Antiphons.” An antiphon is a selection of Scripture and prayer chanted responsively by the minister and the congregation. These antiphons originated in the 8th century and were originally written in Latin. The antiphons are still known today by their Latin translations—you will see each of the Latin phrases on the slides and in the program.

The antiphons, designed to highlight the coming of Christ, were sung during Vespers (an evening prayer service)—one on each of the seven days leading up to Christmas. They also form the basis for the hymn “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.” Before each antiphon, the assembly is invited to join in singing the corresponding hymn verse. 

Each antiphon highlights a Scriptural title for Christ as found in Old Testament prophecy. The antiphon then petitions Christ to come and fulfill the promise made through that title and prophecy. As we revisit these ancient words today, we will hear of the One who framed the universe and gave the law. We will hear of the One who promised through David’s line to set free the captives of sin. We will hear of the One who promised to bring the light of salvation to dawn—not only to his chosen people, but to all nations. And we will hear of the One who promised to dwell with us, as one of us, eternally. Let’s open with prayer.

Dearest Lord, speak to us today through words from your Church of generations past. Use each of these ancient titles to remind us of your divine person and attributes. Show us that these petitions are still relevant for our lives today. And renew our desire and commitment to make the Advent season a time of preparation for your coming—not only as a baby at Bethlehem but again when you will come in triumph on the Last Day. Amen. 

Opening hymn – Christian Worship Supplement 707: Peace Came to Earth

Scene 1 – O Wisdom

The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him—the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of power, the spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord—and he will delight in the fear of the Lord. (Isaiah 11:2,3a)

(sung) 
O come, O Wisdom from on high, who ordered all things mightily;

To us the path of knowledge show and teach us in its ways to go.

Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel.

Our first antiphon takes us back to the creation of the world. This antiphon is alternately translated as “O Word,” which calls to mind the opening words of the Gospel of John. Jesus is the Word of God incarnate, the One through whom all things were made. He is eternal and without beginning or end. He is all-powerful and all-knowing. Through Christ—the Word present at the beginning, God imparted the reflection of his power and goodness to his creation. For a time, creation enjoyed a perfect understanding of its Creator.

But then this perfect image and knowledge of God was lost. The fall into sin changed creation’s relationship with its Creator. Our fallen race was no longer at peace with God. We needed a Savior—someone to restore us to a right relationship with God and satisfy his wrath over sin. The Word, the Creator of the world, willingly became the Redeemer of the world. He came and dwelt among his creatures so that they might dwell with him eternally.

In this antiphon, we pray for Christ, the Wisdom from on high, to come and teach us the way of truth. A full and complete knowledge of our Creator’s wisdom and will cannot be ours on this side of eternity. But for now, we continually pursue a deeper, although imperfect, understanding of our Savior’s plan for his creation. Through regular study of the Word, we hear of God’s love for his fallen creatures. And we strive to live lives worthy of this love.

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God…Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made…The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. (John 1:1, 3, 14)

Musical Selection – Across the Lands

Scene 2 – O Lord

With righteousness he will judge the needy, with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth. He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth; with the breath of his lips he will slay the wicked. Righteousness will be his belt and faithfulness the sash around his waist. (Isaiah 11:4-5)

(sung) 
O come, O come, great Lord of might, who to your tribes on Sinai’s height

In ancient times did give the law in cloud and majesty and awe.

Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel.

Our second antiphon takes us to the time of Moses, when the Lord was a constant presence among his people. He revealed himself and his name to Moses in a burning bush. He led his chosen people out of slavery in Egypt and set them on the path to the promised land. During the Israelites’ travels through the desert, the Lord gave the law to Moses on Mt. Sinai. It was a law given by a holy God who demanded that it be kept perfectly. And yet it was a law that an unholy nation could not hope to keep.

The solution? A substitute, a sacrificial lamb, one who would keep the law perfectly for his people. The same Lord who gave the law willingly put himself under the curse of the law. The same Lord who demanded absolute perfection and adherence to the law came to completely fulfill the law in our place. The same Lord who detailed and prescribed the daily Old Testament sacrifices became our once-for-all sacrifice for sin.

In this antiphon, we pray for Christ, the Lord of the law, to come and redeem us with outstretched arm. Our slavery is not as obvious as the Israelites’ slavery in Egypt. But without Jesus as our sacrifice, we are still slaves to sin, death, and Satan. Through Jesus’ perfect life and innocent death, we have been redeemed, bought back, freed from the demands of the law. The law is no longer a set of rules that we cannot hope to satisfy. Rather, obedience to the law is a way to offer our grateful thanks to our Redeemer as we strive to live lives according to his will.

All who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law.”…Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us…He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit. (Galatians 3:10, 13-14)

Musical Selection – Christian Worship 161 or Christian Worship Supplement 720: Christ Jesus Lay in Death’s Strong Bands

Scene 3 – O Root of Jesse

A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit…In that day the Root of Jesse will stand as a banner for the peoples; the nations will rally to him, and his place of rest will be glorious. (Isaiah 11:1,10)

(sung) 
O come, O Root of Jesse, free your own from Satan’s tyranny;

From depths of hell your people save, and give them vict’ry o’er the grave.

Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel.

Our third antiphon focuses on the promise of the Messiah, the Anointed One and the Savior of his people. Beginning with the first promise in the Garden of Eden, God through his prophets continued to shed light on who this promised Messiah would be. This antiphon calls the Messiah a descendant of David—specifically, a descendant of David’s father Jesse. More than that, the Messiah is the legitimate heir to the throne of David. Although the reign of David’s royal line ended with the exile of the Israelites and the Babylonian captivity, the promise of the Messiah still remained.

Through Luke’s genealogy recorded in the second chapter of his gospel, we know that Jesus did indeed descend from the line of David. He was not the type of king that the Jews of his day were seeking. They desired a king who would free them from the tyranny of the hated Roman government. But Jesus had come to free them from a much deeper and more serious tyranny—the tyranny of Satan and sin. Through Jesus’ perfect life, innocent death, and victorious resurrection, he did just that. By his triumphant ascension to heaven, he continues to reign until he will come again in glory.

In this antiphon, we pray for Christ, the Root of Jesse, to come quickly and deliver us. There are many times when it seems as though this deliverance—which we anticipate as we look forward to his second coming—will never take place. And yet the most important part of this deliverance has already taken place. We are delivered from the curse of sin. We are delivered from the sting of death. We are delivered to live under Christ our King. His reign is different, darkened, muted in this world of sin. But even as we chafe under our current burdens, we look forward to his perfect reign in eternity and we strive to live lives as worthy servants of our King.

But the angel said to [Mary]…“You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus…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 1:30-33)

Musical Selection – Christian Worship 47: Behold, a Branch is Growing

Scene 4 – O Key of David

In that day…I will place on his shoulder the key to the house of David; what he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open. (Isaiah 22:22)

(sung) 
O come, O Key of David, come, and open wide our heav’nly home.

Make safe the way that leads on high, and close the path to misery.

Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel.

At this point, you may have noticed that the themes of the antiphons are beginning to overlap. Our fourth antiphon sounds much like the one before it. Jesus is the Key of David, the one who has come to set free the captives of sin. But a key is only useful if it fits into the lock to be opened. How can we be sure that Jesus is truly able to unlock the doors to our heavenly home? Part of our assurance comes from the dual nature of our Savior. We know that Jesus is true God, the Creator and Author of the universe, and is also true man, born of the virgin Mary.

In addition, we know that Jesus has been given authority over all things. By virtue of this authority, our Key of David holds the power to open wide the gates of heaven. Perhaps one of the clearest ways this authority can be seen is in the circumstances surrounding his first coming. Prophecy upon prophecy was given in the Old Testament regarding the Messiah. And with Jesus’ birth and life, every one of these prophecies was fulfilled. He was born in Bethlehem, in the city of David. He was born of a virgin. He was rejected by his friends. He was crucified with criminals. He rose from the dead and ascended to the right hand of his Father.

In this antiphon, we pray for Christ, the Key of David, to come and break down the prison walls of death and set his captive people free. Because of the authority given to Jesus, we know we will receive this perfect freedom when he comes again in glory. Until that day, we rejoice in the fact that death has been defeated and is merely a gateway to life eternal. We look forward to the hope of heaven and a reunion there of all the faithful. And we strive to live lives worthy of those who have been set free from the curse of sin.

 [the words of Jesus] “Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive forever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades.” (Revelation 1:18) 

Musical Selection – Christian Worship 11: Comfort, Comfort All My People

Scene 5 – O Dayspring

The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned. (Isaiah 9:2)

(sung) 
O come, O Dayspring from on high, and cheer us by your drawing nigh;

Disperse the gloomy clouds of night and death’s dark shadows put to flight.

Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel.

Our fifth antiphon builds on the theme of the previous two. The Latin phrase for this antiphon can be translated “Dayspring” or “Morning Star” or “Sunrise.” References to the Messiah as the light of the world are scattered throughout the pages of Scripture. Christ, the true heir to David’s throne and the one who holds all power and authority, came to bring light and life to his creation. His gift of salvation is like the dawn of a new day after a long dark night.

Literally and figuratively, light surrounded Jesus during his time on this earth. The Wise Men were led by the light of a star to worship their newborn Savior and King. When Jesus was tempted by Satan in the wilderness, he used the light of Scripture to defeat the darkness of the devil’s lies. In Jesus’ transfiguration, he shone with the light of his Father’s glory. And when it seemed as though the light had been snuffed out by Jesus’ crucifixion and death, the women at the tomb were greeted by the light of their resurrected Lord and Savior that first Easter morning.

In this antiphon, we pray for Christ, the Dayspring from on high, to come and enlighten those who are sitting in the shadow of death. Just as the light created on the first day did not come into existence on its own—it was created by the Word—so we cannot come into the light of faith on our own. We need Christ, the light of the world, to lead us out of the darkness of sin. One day, he will lead us to our heavenly home where his light will never dim or fade. Until that day, we strive to live lives in the light, worthy of our bright Morning Star.

I did not see a temple in the city, because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple. The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and the Lamb is its lamp. The nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the earth will bring their splendor into it. (Revelation 21:22-24)

Musical Selection – Christian Worship Supplement 771: I Want to Walk as a Child of the Light

Scene 6 – O King of the Nations

In that day the Lord will reach out his hand a second time to reclaim the remnant that is left of his people…He will raise a banner for the nations and gather the exiles of Israel; he will assemble the scattered people of Judah from the four quarters of the earth. (Isaiah 11:11,12)

(sung) 
O come, O King of nations, bind in one the hearts of all mankind.

Bid all our sad divisions cease and be yourself our King of peace.

Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel.

Our sixth antiphon again picks up the theme of Christ as King, but in a slightly different way. Here we see that Christ rules over all of his creation. He rules over all nations, both Jews and Gentiles. Although the initial prophecies concerning the Messiah were given to the Israelites, and although the Messiah came from the line of David, the promise of the Messiah is for all people of all time. Just as all people fell in Adam’s fall, so all people were redeemed through Christ.

This antiphon is especially meaningful for us as Gentile Christians. What good are the petitions, the proclamations, and the promises of the previous antiphons if they are only for the people of Israel? What good is the message of salvation if that message is not for everyone? What good is the light of dawn if that light does not shine on us? Through this antiphon, and through many Scripture passages—both Old and New Testament—we are assured that these promises are indeed meant for us. Gentiles at the cross confessed Jesus as their Lord and Savior, and so do we.

In this antiphon, we pray for Christ, the King of the nations, to come and save man whom he has formed out of the dust of the earth. This salvation is real. It is true. And it is for you and me. Because of our faith in Christ our King, we are now adopted members of his family. One day, we will live together with him in our heavenly home and share in the inheritance he has promised us. And until that day, we strive to live lives worthy of those who are loyal subjects of the King.

You are all children of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise. (Galatians 3:26-29)

Musical Selection – Mary, Did You Know

Scene 7 – O Emmanuel

Therefore the LORD himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel. (Isaiah 7:14)

(sung) 
O come, O come, Emmanuel, and ransom captive Israel

That mourns in lowly exile here until the Son of God appear.

Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel.

Our final antiphon uses perhaps the most familiar Old Testament title for Christ: Emmanuel, which means “God with us.” The six previous antiphons focus on symbolic attributes of the Messiah: Root of Jesse, Key of David, Morning Star. In contrast, the last antiphon emphasizes the physical manifestation of the Messiah in human form. He became human—just as we are human—but wholly perfect, without sin. Through his conception by the Holy Spirit and his birth in Bethlehem, Jesus dwelt with us. But because of the imperfection of our fallen world, this dwelling was only a shadow of the things to come.

In the beginning, God walked with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Nothing came between God and his creation. On the last day, we will again be restored to this relationship with our Creator. We will be able to truly experience the joy of Emmanuel—God with us—and us with God. We will live perfectly in the presence of God, and he will dwell with us eternally.

In this final antiphon, we pray for Christ, Emmanuel, our Lord and God, to come and save us. In the medieval church, this antiphon was chanted on Christmas Eve. We still have a few weeks to go before Christmas. During these weeks, let us focus our thoughts not just on Christmas, but instead on the whole Advent season. Let us prepare for Christ’s coming—not only as a baby in the manger, but also as the Lord of all, the Ruler of the universe, God with us. And until that day when we experience the perfect joy of God with us, let us live lives worthy of being called the children of God.

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away…I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God…There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” (Revelation 21:1, 3-4)

Musical Selection – A Child Is Born

Conclusion & closing prayer

As mentioned at the beginning of the program, the antiphons were originally written in Latin. If you read the Latin titles for Christ from beginning to end (that is, reverse the order of the titles) and take the first letter of each, a two-word Latin phrase is formed: “Ero Cras,” which means “I will be with you tomorrow” or “I will come tomorrow.” This phrase makes more sense when you remember that in medieval times, the antiphons were recited on the seven days leading up to Christmas. And so for them, “tomorrow” was Christmas Day—the day on which we celebrate our Savior’s coming.

What a fitting reminder for us as we close our program today. Christ has already answered all the petitions presented in the O Antiphons. He came to be with us long ago as a baby in Bethlehem. He comes to be with us daily through our study of his Word. He will come again on the last day and take us to be with him eternally. May we look forward to the coming of that day with eager anticipation—and until its coming, may we live lives worthy of the calling we have received. Let’s close with prayer.

Heavenly Father, we thank you for revealing so many attributes of your Son through our reflection on his titles today. Continue to deepen our understanding of your love for us, your fallen yet redeemed creatures. Teach us to appreciate your rule in our lives and to look forward to your perfect rule in eternity. Come and save us, O Lord. Amen.

Closing hymn: O Come, O Come, Emmanuel

O come, O come, Anointed One, true God incarnate, Mary’s son.

Our gladsome praise to you we bring for our redemption, Savior-King!

Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel.

O come, Messiah long foretold! May we, like prophets from of old,

Your Advent with great joy proclaim and magnify your holy name.
Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to you, O Israel.

O Come, O Come Emmanuel














