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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
What’s your favorite Christmas tradition? We all have activities we engage in year after year—activities that instill a Christmas spirit during the days and weeks leading up to December 25, activities that allow us to spend time with family and friends, activities that we’re looking forward to even more this year after an unplanned hiatus last year. Christmas shopping, baking cookies, holiday parties, Advent by Candlelight programs…the list goes on.

For many of us, the songs of Christmas are one of our favorite and most time-honored Christmas traditions. It might be turning the dial to the very first radio station that switches over to playing Christmas music. It might be singing favorite carols on a walk through the neighborhood or at a local senior living facility. Or it might be reveling in much-loved hymns at the Christmas Eve Lessons and Carols service. Whether it’s secular or sacred songs, Christmas music has a way of setting the mood for the upcoming Christmas season.

We’re used to hearing the Gloria in Excelsis—the inspired song of the angels—recorded in the Christmas story from Luke 2. But did you know that Luke recorded three other Christmas songs in the first two chapters of his gospel? Actually, that’s not quite accurate. Mary’s Magnificat, Zechariah’s Benedictus, and Simeon’s Nunc Dimittis—these are all songs that we sing today with some regularity in our worship services. There’s no indication, however, that Mary, Zechariah, or Simeon actually sang these words. More than likely, they spoke these words as one would recite a poem: different from everyday conversation, certainly, but not necessarily set to music.

Whether or not these words were sung, they must have been surprising to those who heard them. Each song contains something unexpected, something remarkable, something that would have caught the attention of the first listeners and given them pause. Our narrators today are those first listeners—fictionalized people with fictionalized thoughts, but people who could have lived and thoughts that may well have occurred. 

As you listen to those thoughts today, let yourself be transported back to the events surrounding that very first Christmas. Put yourself in the places of the people who heard these words for the very first time. Experience the wonder and awe that would have accompanied both these messages and the birth of the Messiah. And then delight in the words of one more song—a song that we will also join in singing someday. Let’s open with prayer.
Opening Prayer
Dearest Lord, be with us today as we reflect on these ancient songs of Scripture. Show us the wonder and majesty they convey: wonder and majesty that surrounded your Son’s coming to this earth. As we hear these words anew today, let us go through life with these songs on our lips and in our hearts—this time of the year and always. Amen.
Opening hymn

Scene 1: The Magnificat
Sing the Song of Mary from Evening Prayer (CW).

It sounded like an unlikely sentiment coming from an even more unlikely source. How could Mary’s soul glorify the Lord and her spirit rejoice in God her Savior? Was God even still her Savior? How could any generation call her blessed once they learned of her circumstances? An unwed mother, a man who planned to divorce her, a denial of guilt, and a far-fetched story of a child conceived by the Holy Spirit—none of these seemed like reasons for Mary’s words. And so you can’t blame me for hearing her words with skepticism at first.

The rest of her words didn’t seem all that likely either. A God who performed mighty deeds with his arm, who brought down rulers from their thrones and lifted up the humble, who helped his servant Israel and remembered to be faithful to Abraham’s descendants forever—that wasn’t the God I knew. Yes, Mary’s words brought to mind the ancient song of Hannah, another Israelite mother moved to poetry by the unexpected blessing of a child. And yes, the God of Hannah’s time raised up the poor and lifted up the needy. But the God of my time, the God I knew, the God who allowed us to be oppressed by the Romans? I had a hard time envisioning the mercy of God that Mary spoke of with such conviction.

As I crossed paths with Mary—and, more importantly, with her son—over the course of their lifetimes, I came to better appreciate Mary’s words. Mary’s son, the one whom she certainly must have been thinking of when speaking these words, exemplified the sentiment Mary expressed before his birth. Jesus was an extremely influential person, and he could have associated with anyone he wanted. He showed such understanding and wisdom early in life as he sat among the teachers in the temple, and he certainly could have become one of those influential teachers. He could have trained the next generation in the truths of the Law and the Prophets and preserved our Jewish heritage through his study and intellect.

Don’t get me wrong: Jesus did indeed teach, but his teaching didn’t fit the standard model. He didn’t choose the best and brightest disciples to mentor and instruct. No, he chose ordinary men, men who almost certainly would not have been comfortable in the presence of the teachers of the law. His primary classroom wasn’t the temple courts like the rest of the rabbis. No, he taught his disciples on mountainsides and in boats, in gardens and in the homes of tax collectors and sinners. And he didn’t repeat the same lessons that had been taught by Jewish rabbis for centuries. No, he gave his disciples a new command and turned the words of the Law and the Prophets on their head by claiming that those words were being fulfilled in and by him.

It’s taken me a lifetime to understand Mary’s words, and now I see they weren’t meant for her alone. Just as God’s mercy extended to Mary, so it also extends to me through the sending of his Son to save me from my sins. Just as God had done great things for Mary, so too has he done great things for me by bringing me to faith in his Son. Just as God was mindful of Mary’s humble state, so too is he mindful of my humble state—a state that will one day be changed to heavenly glory. Generations to come would indeed call Mary blessed, but not because of what she did. They would call her blessed because of what God worked in her and through her holy child: the Messiah, the Savior, the One who fulfilled the promises made to Abraham and to his descendants.

And Mary said:

“My soul glorifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,


for he has been mindful of the humble state of his servant.

From now on all generations will call me blessed,


for the Mighty One has done great things for me—holy is his name.

His mercy extends to those who fear him, from generation to generation.

He has performed mighty deeds with his arm;


he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts.

He has brought down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up the humble.

He has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty.

He has helped his servant Israel,


remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his descendants forever,


 just as he promised our ancestors” (Luke 1:46-55).

Musical Selection
Scene 2: The Benedictus
Sing Blest Be the God of Israel (CW 275).

It sounded an unlikely sentiment coming from an even more unlikely source. How could Zechariah offer praise to the God of Israel? How could he say that he was able to serve God without fear in holiness and righteousness in light of everything he had gone through the past nine months? An elderly priest who had only just regained his voice, a new father who adamantly insisted on a most unexpected name for his son—neither of these seemed to fit with Zechariah’s words. His words had everyone talking, and I too wondered just exactly what they meant.

Like Mary, Zechariah was so confident in God’s salvation—salvation from our enemies and from the hand of all who hated us. He spoke of this salvation from the hands of our enemies as if it were a sure and certain thing, as if it had already happened. Although Zechariah and I lived in the same land and at the same time, I felt as though we were miles and centuries apart. Our land, our people, our Jewish heritage—all of these were under Roman control and oppression. Yes, our ancestors during the time of David and Solomon enjoyed salvation from the hand of their enemies. But now? Our enemies were in control of every aspect of our lives, and salvation didn’t seem to be coming anytime soon.

Over the course of time, however, I came to better understand Zechariah’s words—words that continued as he spoke about his son, words that made more sense in the light of this son’s ministry. Prophets in Israel were nothing new, and so it would be easy to view John as one simply following in a long line of prophets calling for repentance and preaching judgement on Israel. John did indeed convict his hearers, calling them a brood of vipers and exhorting them to leave their sins behind. And John had no love for the governing authorities either, ending up imprisoned and ultimately beheaded by King Herod. But that wasn’t what Zechariah spoke about, and that wasn’t John’s main message or mission either.

Both father and son clearly identified John’s prophetic purpose: to prepare the way of the Lord. And God did indeed bring salvation through the coming Lamb of God John pointed to. This wasn’t a salvation from worldly powers. It wasn’t a salvation that would last for a while but would then be taken away by the next empire to emerge on the world scene. No, this salvation went much deeper than that. It was a salvation from the sin that keeps people in perpetual darkness, a salvation from the eternal death that overshadows our lives, a salvation that makes us right with God and brings us into the light of his presence. 

It’s taken me a lifetime to understand Zechariah’s words, and now I see they weren’t meant for him alone. Just as God redeemed Zechariah, so also he has redeemed me through the One whose way John prepared. Just as God allowed Zechariah to serve him without fear, so too he enables me to serve him without fear by covering me with the robe of his righteousness and making me acceptable in his sight. Just as God assured Zechariah of the light that was to come, so too he shines that light on my path—a light that I strive to reflect to others still living in the darkness of sin. Generations to come would remember Zechariah’s words, but not because of his eloquent speech or fervent sentiments. They would remember his words because of the One his son John pointed to: the Messiah, the Savior, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.

His father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied:

“Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, because he has come to his people and redeemed them.

He has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David


(as he said through his holy prophets of long ago),


salvation from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us—


to show mercy to our ancestors and to remember his holy covenant,


the oath he swore to our father Abraham: to rescue us from the hand of our enemies, 


and to enable us to serve him without fear in holiness and righteousness before him all our days.

And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High;


for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him,


to give his people the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins,


because of the tender mercy of our God, by which the rising sun will come to us from heaven


to shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death,


to guide our feet into the path of peace” (Luke 1:67-79).

Musical Selection
Scene 3: The Gloria in Excelsis
Sing stanzas 1 & 4 of the Gloria from Divine Service II (CWS). 

It sounded like an unlikely sentiment coming from an even more unlikely source. How could God’s favor rest upon anyone in this fallen and corrupt sinful world? How could peace come to earth—true and lasting peace, peace that went deeper than the external tranquility of the Pax Romana currently being experienced by the pagan world? By their very nature, angels were certainly capable of giving glory to God. But their glory seemed elusive and distant from the everyday struggles of life here on earth. As amazed and fearful as I was at the sight of these heavenly creatures, it was also hard for me to relate to their message.

This song of the angels wasn’t the only thing I heard on that Bethlehem night. A single heavenly being appeared prior to the song of the angels, a single heavenly being with an all-important message. As a shepherd, I was used to dealing with dangerous and potentially deadly situations. But that one heavenly being—and the glory of the Lord that accompanied it—was enough to cause a type of terror I’d never felt before. Although it helped a bit that the angel told us not to be afraid, I still had difficulty overcoming that natural feeling of fear in the presence of a holy being. 

That night, I tried to set my fear aside long enough to listen to the angel’s message. I didn’t understand everything the angel was saying. How could the Savior, the Messiah, the One we had anticipated for so long, be lying in a manger? How could this good news be for all the people? I understood enough, however, to know that I needed to investigate what the angel was talking about. I needed to see for myself this fulfillment of prophecy, this message that my people had been anticipating for so long. But before going to Bethlehem, I heard one more angelic message: “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.”

I’ve pondered that message every day since hearing it. As a shepherd, I wondered how God’s favor could rest on me—one who lived on the outskirts of society, one who worked on the Sabbath and disobeyed countless other laws of Moses, one who didn’t always make it to the temple to offer the required sacrifices. I wondered whether the child I saw that night in Bethlehem could truly bring peace to earth. This wondering grew even stronger as I saw the ongoing conflict between Jesus and the Jewish leaders, a conflict that culminated in his death. And I wondered how this death could possibly give glory to God—glory that seemed to be gone when this supposed Messiah gave up his spirit on the cross.

It’s taken me a lifetime to understand the angels’ words, and now I see they weren’t talking about the type of peace that first came to mind. Just as my very first ancestors walked in peace with God in the Garden of Eden, so too I will experience that peace one day in heaven because of his Son’s sacrifice. Just as God’s favor rested upon his Son, the One with whom he was well-pleased, so too his favor rests on me because of the faith he worked in my heart. Just as the angels gave glory to God, so too will I join their unending song one day. Generations to come would continue to sing the song of the angels, but not because these words promised a peace from earthly troubles. They would sing these words because of the true and lasting peace the One I met that night would bring: the Messiah, the Savior, the descendant of David who rules on his throne forever. 

Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying,

“Glory to God in the highest heaven, 

and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests” (Luke 2:13-14)

Musical Selection
Scene 4: The Nunc Dimittis
Sing stanza 1 of the Nunc Dimittis from Divine Service II (CWS).

It sounded like an unlikely sentiment coming from an even more unlikely source. As a Gentile, I wasn’t allowed into the inner courts of the temple, so I have to admit that I didn’t see the young Jewish couple with their infant nor the enigmatic man who spoke these words to them. I don’t know whether Simeon was young or old. I don’t know whether this revelation from the Holy Spirit had just come upon him or whether he had been waiting for its fulfillment for years. It’s ironic—Simeon saw the Lord’s salvation with his own eyes, a salvation that was for all people. But the temple rules and regulations prevented me from seeing that same light with my own eyes and hearing these words of Simeon with my own ears.

His words still reached me, though. News of Simeon’s pronouncement spread quickly throughout the city of Jerusalem. How could it not? Simeon’s words brought to mind ancient words that anyone familiar with the prophetic writings knew: the servant songs of the great prophet Isaiah. These four songs beautifully looked forward to the coming of the servant of the Lord: the chosen one, the one who would be oppressed and afflicted, the Messiah. Not only would this servant be despised and rejected by men and be led like a lamb to the slaughter, he would also be a light to the Gentiles and bring the Lord’s salvation to the ends of the earth. 

For Gentiles like me, Simeon’s words—Isaiah’s words—brought hope. To the Jews, I was a second-class citizen. I didn’t follow all the legal regulations as closely as the chief priests and the Pharisees required. I could bring a burnt offering to the temple, but that was the only type of offering I was permitted to bring—and even then I had to remain in the outer courts rather than enter into the temple itself. Even though I believed in the promised Messiah, I didn’t always feel that his coming was meant for me. But these words of Simeon reassured me that the Messiah had indeed come to bring light to all people.

Through the people he interacted with during his short lifetime, Jesus himself gave ample evidence of his divine mission of being a light for the Gentiles. He certainly demonstrated his mission of being sent first to the Jews, often teaching in the synagogues or engaging in debate with the chief priests and the teachers of the law. He sent his disciples first to the towns of Israel and told them not to go among the Gentiles or the Samaritans. He even told a woman who came to him asking for her daughter’s healing that he had been sent only to the lost sheep of Israel. Yet so many of those whose lives he touched, whose illnesses and diseases he healed and cured, whose faith he commended, were just like that woman and just like me: Gentiles born outside of God’s chosen people but now adopted into his family.

It’s taken me a lifetime to understand Simeon’s words, and now I see they weren’t meant for him alone. Just as God’s salvation was for Mary and Joseph and Simeon, so too it is for me. Just as Simeon was now released from his watching and waiting and freed to be dismissed in peace—whether that dismissal came in death as he met his Lord face-to-face or in life as he embraced his new mission of spreading the news of the Messiah—so too am I released from my perceived inferiority as a Gentile and freed to spread the good news of the Messiah. Generations to come would rejoice along with Simeon, but not because they could trace their lineage back to Abraham. They would rejoice because Simeon held in his arms the One who came for all people: the Messiah, the Savior, the light for revelation to the Gentiles.

Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying:

“Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, you may now dismiss your servant in peace.

 For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of all nations:


a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of your people Israel” (Luke 2:28-32).

Musical Selection
Scene 5: The Unending New Song

At the beginning of today’s program, we said that Luke recorded four songs in his gospel. So why are we talking about a fifth song? Because the story we’ve heard today of the Messiah—a Messiah descended from a young virgin blessed by the Lord, a Messiah foretold by John the Baptizer, a Messiah who came to bring peace between God and mankind, a Messiah who lived and died for the salvation of all people—isn’t complete unless we also hear of one more song. Unlike the four songs from Luke, this song isn’t sung to imperfect humans. It isn’t a song that will last for a while and then fade away. And it isn’t a song that we only get to hear when we listen to the ancient words of Scripture. 

During the apostle John’s exile on the island of Patmos, God gave him a glimpse of the events that will happen at the end of time. This glimpse includes a peek into the throne room of heaven, the setting for today’s final song. One would expect a great and mighty king to be reigning on the throne: a powerful king who commanded vast armies and won impressive military victories. The king to whom this song is sung—a king who is worthy to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise—this king must have slain many enemies.

But just the opposite is true. While he lived on earth, this king had no home to call his own and no place to lay his head. Instead of holding sway over the rich and powerful of his day, his closest companions were a ragtag group of ordinary men. And as for winning impressive military victories? Anyone observing the last days of this king’s life would tell you it seemed as though he paid the ultimate price as his life was taken from him in a most horrific way on a cross outside the city of Jerusalem. Why was such a king worthy to reign? Why would every living creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth sing praises to a king who had been slain?

Precisely because of that very fact: because he had been slain. Because in his death, he fulfilled the first gospel promise made in Genesis 3:15 as he crushed the head of the devil. He became the perfect once-for-all sacrifice, a sacrifice that satisfied God’s wrath in a way that countless animal sacrifices could not. He purchased us with his blood, a purchase sealed and confirmed by his resurrection on Easter morning. The shepherds heard the song of the angels and left their fields for this perfect Lamb. Simeon held this perfect Lamb in his arms even as imperfect lambs were being sacrificed in the temple around him. John the Baptizer pointed to this perfect Lamb of God as the one who takes away the sins of the world. And Mary watched as this perfect Lamb was crucified and slain. But this Lamb, the One who sacrificed his very life, refused to stay dead!

Our perfect Lamb rose again and ascended into heaven, where he is now reigning. One day, I pray that you too will be part of the multitude gathered around the throne singing this glorious song. Until that day, add this song to your list of favorite Christmas carols. Sing it to tell the news of this perfect Lamb: of his birth that very first Christmas, of his righteous and holy life, of his innocent suffering and death, and of his glorious and triumphant resurrection. Sing it to those who don’t yet know or believe the story of this perfect Lamb so that they too might be part of the multitude. Sing it to yourself and to fellow believers as we eagerly await the day when we will see our Savior face-to-face. And most importantly, sing it to the Lamb himself: the One who claimed you as his own and who loves you more than his own life. 

Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders. In a loud voice they were saying:

“Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, 


to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!”

Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, saying:

“To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb 


be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!” (Revelation 5:11-13).

Sing This Is the Feast of Victory (CW 265).
Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we thank you for the promises revealed and confirmed in the Scriptures. Thank you especially for the songs we’ve considered today: songs that link your Old Testament promises with their fulfillment in Christ, songs that show us the universal nature of the gospel, songs that we can look forward to singing in heaven one day with the great multitude that no one can count. During these Advent and Christmas seasons, give us opportunities to share these songs with those around us. Help us to sing your praises and proclaim your Word in all aspects of our lives, and bless us as we seek to share the light of your songs with a sin-darkened world. Amen.

Closing Hymn
Songs of the Season














