[image: image1.png])

csmesrds
MINISTRY

WELS.NET/WOMEN




[image: image1.png]


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

How’s your vocabulary? Are you one of those people who is always looking up and learning new words? Does your daily routine include filling in the New York Times crossword puzzle or tearing a page off your “word of the day” calendar? Would you say you have a broad and well-versed vocabulary? Do you like using big words that you sometimes have to explain to people? Before the SAT format changed in 2016, vocabulary was a key component of the test. How would you have scored? Does your vocabulary mark you as a well-educated person?

Vocabulary is unique to every subject area, and theology is no different. From confirmation classes at our church to pastoral training classes at Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary, vocabulary is an important part of studying and understanding theology. Some theological words are commonly known: baptism and communion, law and gospel, sin and grace. Others are a bit more complicated: justification and sanctification, election and free will, the natural and revealed knowledge of God. And then there are some theological terms that are far more esoteric: homiletics and dogmatics, hypostasis and ousia, soteriology and eschatology. (Talk to me after today’s program if you want to know the definition of any of these words!)

Today’s program focuses on words that are anything but esoteric. The words we’ll meditate on today are words that you’ve heard many times before. These words are in the vocabulary of any grade school student. In a sense, they are “little words” because none of them are more than seven letters long. And yet when we think about their meaning, these words are far from little. They are full of substance and rich with significance.

If you have an Advent wreath in your home as part of your Christmas decorations, you likely know that each of the four candles around the outside of the wreath has a specific designation: prophecy, Bethlehem, shepherds, angels. But there is another set of words associated with these candles, the set of words that we’ll focus on today: hope, love, joy, peace. These words represent more than positive thoughts or desirable virtues. They remind us of the expectation of Old Testament believers as they anxiously awaited the long-promised Messiah. They tell us how God sent his Son on that very first Christmas night to redeem a fallen world. They show us how we are to reflect this grace in our lives today. In short, they encompass the story of salvation. This afternoon, we marvel once again at that great story of salvation by looking at five little words. Let’s open with prayer.

Dearest Lord, bless our time together today as we reflect on little words that convey so much meaning. Show us the importance of these words for your chosen people as they lived in eager expectation of your Son—the Messiah, the One who would set right what man did wrong in the Garden of Eden at the very beginning of creation. Remind us that these words have significance for our own lives as we also live in eager expectation of your Son’s second coming and of a perfect life forever with him in heaven. Amen.

Opening hymn

Christian Worship 14: Arise, O Christian People

Christian Worship 19: O Lord, How Shall I Meet You

Christian Worship 21 stanzas 1-3: Hosanna to the Coming Lord

Part 1 – The Prophecy Candle: Hope

Ever since the fall into sin, Old Testament believers lived in hope. They hoped for the Messiah as promised to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. They hoped to be a great nation as promised to Abraham before he fathered even a single son. They hoped to enjoy a special status as God’s chosen people by obeying the covenant given through Moses. They hoped to live in a land flowing with milk and honey, a hope realized during the glorious reigns of David and Solomon. The Old Testament Scriptures are alive with hope—hope that almost leaps off the page during the high points of Israel’s history.

But there are the low points too, the times when all hope seemed to be lost. The promise of the Messiah paled in comparison to the everyday challenges and struggles of living in a world cursed and ravaged by sin. Abraham’s descendants languished in slavery and suffered at the hands of the Egyptians. God’s chosen people disobeyed him again and again, forsaking their commitment to worship the Lord and serve him only. The kings of Israel turned their backs on the God-fearing monarchies of David and Solomon, resulting in a divided and weakened kingdom. The Assyrian and Babylonian captivities and the return of only a remnant to a decimated land left God’s people with very little to be hopeful about.

But as is so often the case, a small and seemingly insignificant event sparked a new hope. The angel Gabriel appeared to the priest Zechariah and promised that he would have a son who would prepare the way for the Messiah. To us, this event often gets lost in the rest of the Christmas story. To the people of Israel, Gabriel’s announcement marked the end of 400 years of silence. God had not forgotten or deserted his people. His plan of salvation moved forward once again. Hope sprung anew—hope that this same angel also announced to a young virgin, hope fulfilled with the birth of a baby boy on a quiet night in Bethlehem.

In one sense, New Testament believers no longer live in hope. We can see the whole picture—not just the coming of the Messiah as a baby in Bethlehem, but the entirety of his work and ministry, sufferings and death, resurrection and ascension. We can speak with confidence of our Savior coming to this earth. We can tell of the perfect life he lived in our place. We can proclaim with certainty that because he rose, we too will rise to live with him in heaven someday. And so in another sense, we do still live in hope: hope of our own resurrection and a life forever with our Lord and Savior.

This hope is not just wishful thinking, not something that may or may not come to pass. It is a sure and certain hope, a hope promised before the beginning of time, a hope that will continue for eternity. It is a hope that gives our lives meaning and purpose. It is a hope that a lost and despairing world desperately needs. It is a hope that is too marvelous to keep to ourselves—a hope that we are compelled to share with others.

O Israel, put your hope in the LORD, for with the LORD is unfailing love and with him is full redemption. He himself will redeem Israel from all their sins (Psalm 130:7,8).

Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have (1 Peter 3:15).

Musical Selection

Christian Worship 28 stanzas 1-4: Let the Earth Now Praise the Lord

Christian Worship Supplement 702: Prepare the Royal Highway (could be bells) By Faith: https://store.gettymusic.com/us/song/by-faith/
Part 2 – The Bethlehem Candle: Love

Love filled the city of Bethlehem that night. Just imagine the love that Mary and Joseph had for their newborn son—a son who came to them in a most unusual way. Everything about his birth was unusual: conceived by the Holy Spirit, announced by the angel Gabriel, born of a virgin, delivered far from home, wrapped in swaddling clothes, visited by shepherds. None of this changed the love Mary and Joseph had for their son. If anything, the unusual circumstances made their love all the more meaningful.

But as sinful human beings, Mary and Joseph’s love was the kind of love common to all parents: imperfect love. As deep and rich and wide and full as their love was, it was also a finite love, a flawed love, a love with limitations. As much as they strove to be the perfect parents, we can rightly imagine that their human nature prevented them from always loving their divine son in an appropriate way. Their son was perfect, but they were not. At times, this imperfection showed itself in their love—or lack thereof.

Another love that shone forth that night in Bethlehem, a perfect and eternal love. God’s unimaginable love for the people he created displayed itself fully in the birth of his Son. This love is all the more remarkable when we consider the reaction it elicited from sinful human beings. Instead of loving him with their whole hearts, God’s people turned to idols of wood and stone. Instead of listening to this message of love proclaimed by the prophets, God’s people persecuted his messengers and rejected their warnings. Instead of sitting at the Savior’s feet and obeying his teachings, God’s people arrested and crucified his Son. The perfect love shown by God the Father that first Christmas night in Bethlehem culminated in another perfect act of love by God the Son on Good Friday.

We weren’t there on Calvary’s hill, but we know ourselves well enough to admit that we also have not loved God perfectly. We create idols we love more than God. We reject his message when it proclaims truths that are difficult for us to hear. We daily commit sins that rightly deserve eternal punishment in hell. We too need God’s perfect love—and by his grace, he lavishes that love upon us every day. Our feeble and imperfect attempts to love God are covered by his unconditional love for us.

God’s love is not just a warm and fuzzy feeling that will eventually fade away. It is a love that covers over a multitude of wrongs, a love that is completely undeserved, a love that continues for eternity. It is a love that brings us comfort and peace as members of God’s family. It is a love that a lost and despairing world around us desperately needs. It is a love that is too marvelous to keep to ourselves—a love that we are compelled to share with others.

I will sing of the LORD’s great love forever; with my mouth I will make your faithfulness known through all generations. I will declare that your love stands firm forever, that you established your faithfulness in heaven itself (Psalm 89:1,2).

This is how God showed his love among us: he sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins (1 John 4:9,10).

Musical Selection

Christian Worship 50: Once in Royal David’s City

Christian Worship 65 or 66: O Little Town of Bethlehem

Part 3 – The Shepherds’ Candle: Joy

Joy was likely the furthest thing from the shepherds’ minds that first Christmas night. What reason did they possibly have to be joyful? They cared for stupid sheep who often ended up in precarious situations because of their tendency to wander. They had no permanent roofs over their heads and experienced the very worst of the Judean weather. They took all of the blame for sheep killed by wild animals and received none of the credit for sheep kept safe. In short, they lived lonely lives as nomads on the fringes of society. Their life was not a joyful existence.

But on that first Christmas night, the shepherds were filled with joy! The sky around them lit up. The dark Judean night shone brighter than they had ever seen. The shepherds gazed in wonder at these angelic creatures and basked in the glow of their holy light. And the message? The message the shepherds heard was one of inexpressible joy delivered by creatures who surrounded the very throne of God. Today in the town of David, a Savior had been born. The promised Messiah had finally come to earth! The words of the prophets had finally been fulfilled! The redemption of Israel had finally begun!

The angels departed, but the shepherds’ joy remained. They knew they needed to go Bethlehem to see this thing that had happened. In that instant they forgot their sheep, animals that were such an integral part of their daily existence and so crucial to their livelihood. Their only thoughts were to find this newborn baby announced by the angels. The gospel writer Luke doesn’t tell us what happened when the shepherds found this new family of three, but he does tell us what happened afterwards. The shepherds spread the word, and all who heard it were amazed. They glorified and praised God for all the things they had heard and seen. They shared their joy with everyone they met.

Joy is often the furthest thing from our minds during the struggles of everyday life. How often do our lives consist of simply surviving rather than thriving? How often is burden upon burden piled on us, robbing us of any joy we might have? How often are our days filled with challenges that threaten to overwhelm us rather than opportunities that inspire us to be joyful? Unlike the shepherds, angels haven’t announced our Savior’s birth to us. But like the shepherds, we too are recipients of a message that brings incredible joy.

This joy is not just a surface happiness that evaporates at the first sign of trouble or hardship. It is a joy that resounds across the centuries, a joy that is as meaningful today as it was 2000 years ago, a joy that will continue for eternity. It is a joy that permeates our lives and reminds us that we are God’s children. It is a joy that a lost and despairing world around us desperately needs. It is a joy that is too marvelous to keep to ourselves—a joy that we are compelled to share with others.

Come, let us sing for joy to the LORD; let us shout aloud to the Rock of our salvation. Let us come before him with thanksgiving and extol him with music and song (Psalm 95:1,2).

Though you have not seen [Jesus Christ], you love him, and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls (1 Peter 1:8,9).

Musical Selection

Christian Worship 53: To Shepherds as They Watched by Night

Christian Worship 58: See in Yonder Manger Low Shepherd Song: https://www.jwpepper.com/Shepherd-Song/10882204.item#/submit (needs a choir)
Run, Shepherds, Run: https://www.jwpepper.com/Run%2C-Shepherds%2C-Run/10551910.item#/submit (choir)

Part 4 – The Angels’ Candle: Peace

Angels appear several times in Luke’s account of the Christmas story, and each time they are greeted by the opposite of peace. Zechariah was startled and gripped with fear, Mary was greatly troubled, and the shepherds were terrified—or “sore afraid” if you prefer the King James Version. These emotions are completely understandable. Angels are holy messengers of a holy God. Sinful human beings have no right to stand in the presence of these heavenly beings or hear the tidings they have come to proclaim.

But the first words of assurance spoken by the angels powerfully convey the emotion they sought to instill in Zechariah and Mary and the shepherds: “Do not be afraid.” The message the angels brought that first Christmas was a message of peace, not fear. On the surface, the circumstances surrounding that first Christmas night were anything but peaceful. Mary gave birth to her baby far from home and in unfamiliar surroundings. The Roman government controlled Israel and was not always supportive of Jewish customs and practices. In the near future, Herod would murder the baby boys of Bethlehem to eliminate a perceived challenger to his throne. According to the world’s definition, these were not peaceful times.

Although the world did not recognize it, the birth of this child did bring peace. Ever since the fall into sin, God’s creatures had rebelled against him. By their thoughts, words, actions, and their very existence, they stood in opposition to a just and holy God. The animal sacrifices prescribed by the law could not restore the broken relationship between God and his people. A perfect sacrifice was needed, and that perfect sacrifice was born that night in Bethlehem. Through his death on the cross—the ultimate act of violence—he brought peace and reconciled God and man once more.

Our world today is full of conflict and devoid of peace. From quarrels with those we love to large-scale acts of violence, from worry and strife about the small everyday things to illness and disease that turn our lives upside down, peace is sometimes the farthest thing from our minds. We don’t have an angel telling us “don’t be afraid,” but we do have a peace that comes from the Spirit-worked faith in our hearts. We are no longer enemies of God but are his dearly loved children. No matter what struggle and turmoil we encounter on this earth, we know that the day is coming when we will be at peace forever in heaven. And until that day, we can take comfort in God’s promise that he will work everything for our good—a promise that brings peace even in the midst of conflict and strife.

This peace is not just the absence of trouble and anxiety. It is a way of life, a peace that permeates every fiber of our being, a peace that passes all understanding. It is a peace that reminds us God is in control of every aspect of our lives, even during the most difficult circumstances. It is a peace that a lost and despairing world around us desperately needs. It is a peace too marvelous to keep to ourselves—a peace we are compelled to share with others.

“Though the mountains be shaken and the hills be removed, yet my unfailing love for you will not be shaken nor my covenant of peace be removed,” says the LORD, who has compassion on you (Isaiah 54:10).

[the words of Jesus] “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid” (John 14:27).

Musical Selection

Christian Worship 52: On Christmas Night All Christians Sing

Christian Worship 61: Hark! The Herald Angels Sing

Christian Worship Supplement 707: Peace Came to Earth

Scene 5 – The Christ Candle: Messiah

If you’ve been keeping track, you know there’s a candle on the Advent wreath that we haven’t mentioned yet. It’s the center candle, the one that is a different color, the one that you feel like you have to wait forever to light. It is the Christ candle, and we first light it on Christmas Eve in anticipation of our Savior’s birth. “Christ” is a title for the Savior meaning “the Anointed One” and is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew title “Messiah.” Matthew opens his Gospel with the genealogy from Abraham to the Christ.

But did you know that there are only a few mentions of “the Christ” in the four Gospels? Instead, the Gospel writers often refer to the Savior as “Jesus” or “Jesus Christ.” The name Jesus is also Greek; its Hebrew equivalent is Joshua, meaning “The LORD saves.” This is the more personal name for the Savior. It is the name the angel told Mary to give to her son. Together, these two names demonstrate that the Gospel writers understood that Jesus—the Son of Man—was the promised Messiah. He was the one foretold by the Old Testament Scriptures. He was the one who would liberate his people. He was the one who would sit on David’s throne and reign forever. The Jewish leaders mistakenly thought this referred to liberation from the Romans and an earthly reign; we rightly understand it as a liberation from sin and a heavenly reign.

God accomplished this liberation in a most remarkable way. Jesus Christ—true God—became true man. This dual nature manifested itself throughout his life. He grew and ate and drank and became tired. He performed miracles and controlled the forces of nature. He established human friendships and experienced human emotions. He existed as the second person of the Trinity from eternity. He lived under the law and shared in every aspect of our humanity. He kept every command of the law and satisfied God’s demand for perfection in our place. As true man, he suffered the punishment that our sin deserves. As true God, he died as our substitute to pay for our sins and for the sins of the world. And he remains both true man and true God even as he sits at the right hand of God and intercedes on our behalf.

It’s easy to view the dual nature of Christ as an abstract teaching, as merely a theological vocabulary phrase, as something that is true but has little relevance for our lives today. On the contrary, Christ’s dual nature brings us great comfort in the darkest times. No matter how hopeless our circumstances seem, no matter how unloved we feel, no matter how hard it is to be joyful even in the midst of the Christmas season, no matter how hard peace is to find among all the commercialism, Christ is there. As true man, he sympathizes with our weaknesses and was tempted in every way, just as we are. As true God, he encourages us in our times of weakness and strengthens us in our times of temptation. True man and true God came together perfectly in the person of Jesus Christ so that we might meet our Savior—the Messiah—face-to-face one day in heaven.

We love to hear the Luke 2 Christmas story read in church every year. It takes many of us back to our childhood and reminds us of the marvel and wonder of our Savior coming to earth. This year, consider broadening your horizons and looking ahead during the reading of the Gospel. Think about your Savior’s birth, but also think about the rest of his time on earth. Think about the perfect life he lived in your place. Think about the innocent death he suffered on your behalf. This about the glorious resurrection that showed God’s approval of this ultimate sacrifice. And then think about how his time on this earth changes your time on this earth. Christ’s time on this earth brings you the ultimate hope, love, joy, and peace—blessings that you are compelled to share with others.

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).

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!...God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God (2 Corinthians 5:17,21).

Musical Selection

Christian Worship 84: Jesus Shall Reign Where’er the Sun

Christian Worship 344: At the Name of Jesus 
Across the Lands: https://store.gettymusic.com/us/song/across-the-lands/
Conclusion

How’s your vocabulary? Your answer to that question likely hasn’t changed during the past hour. You didn’t learn any new vocabulary words over the course of today’s program. But hopefully you have a new appreciation for the words associated with the candles of the Advent wreath. Hope, love, joy, peace—these words are more than mere emotions. They are little words filled with big meaning and significance.

By faith, we have a sure and certain hope that we are now acceptable in God’s sight. We see God display a love unlike any other for his fallen creation. Even in the midst of trial and tribulation, the birth of the Savior on a quiet night in Bethlehem fills us with an inexpressible joy. Amidst the conflict of this world, we can be at peace because we know God is in control and will never leave us or forsake us. The last little word is the most important of all: Christ—the Messiah. In him we have been adopted as God’s children. In him we live and move and have our being. In him we find rest for our souls.

As you light the candles on your Advent wreath this year, consider looking up some of the Scripture passages that contain these little words. When you do, look for other little words that carry just as much weight and meaning as the five words we’ve talked about today. Your vocabulary might not grow, but your faith will—and with it, your ability to share your little vocabulary words with others.

Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.

You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us (Romans 5:1-8).

Let’s close with prayer.

Heavenly Father, we thank you for little Spirit-inspired words that are so rich with meaning. Thank you for filling us with hope, love, joy, and peace and for sending your Son—the Christ—to earth that first Christmas. Give us opportunities to share your Word with those around us, and bless our witness that this vocabulary might also change the lives of those who so desperately need to hear of you—this Christmas and always. Amen.

Closing Hymn

Christian Worship 41: Let All Together Praise Our God

Christian Worship Supplement 752: In Christ Alone 
Joy Has Dawned: https://www.gettymusic.com/joy-has-dawned
Five Little Words














