
Revd Ro's Reflection on

Fourth Sunday of Advent

2 Samuel 7.1-11,16

Luke 1. 26-38

We have arrived at the last Sunday in Advent. Next Friday is Christmas Day. The candle on the

Advent crown is a rose colour as we remember the Virgin Mary our Lord’s mother. This Sunday is the

Sunday of joy and is known as ‘Gaudete Sunday’, the word ‘Gaudete’ means to rejoice.

We have been following readings from Isaiah, the great prophet, for our Old Testament readings so

far in Advent. They have been famous extracts and have been beautiful, purple passages. Why

suddenly then has our reading gone to the book of Samuel which deals with what happened more

than five centuries before? One theme or sub plot that runs throughout Isaiah is the theme of the

return of a great King who will set his people free, who will unite and save them, this theme is seen

in Davidic terms. Things will be, says Isaiah, as they were in the days of David when Israel was great.

He foresees the coming of a great king, but this king will rule the world.

David always was and still is, hailed as the greatest of the Jewish Kings. His story is told in Samuel I

and 2, and parts of Kings and Chronicles. Strangely very little evidence for David appears outside the

bible. David was born in Bethlehem, the youngest son of Jessie and he was a shepherd boy. The

prophet Samuel anointed David as a king quite unbeknown to King Saul. David served Saul as a

musician; he was able to calm the king’s awful rages with his music. Appointed the king’s armour

bearer, while he was still a youth he famously killed Goliath the Philistine with his sling. David

became a courtier and a leader of Saul’s army.

He and the king’s son Johnathan became devoted friends. Saul having been overcome with jealousy

tried on several occasions to kill David or have him killed. After the death of Saul and Johnathan in

battle, David by alliances and war rose to power, he eventually took the Judean crown. So he

became king. He put down opposition and won territory. The Northern Territory of Israel submitted

to him and he ruled over a united kingdom. He entered Jerusalem bringing the Ark of the Covenant

with him and named Jerusalem, the ‘City of David’. He reigned there for some thirty three years.



David was a war Lord, human and fallible, as we see in the episode with Bathsheba and poor Uriah

the Hittite. Yet one constant with David is his love of God and his desire to serve him. He is credited

with writing some of the psalms.

Having placed the Ark in Jerusalem and built himself a fine house it was only natural that, out of

love for God, David would want to build a house for the presence of the Lord.

Our reading begins when David is discussing this idea with Nathan the prophet. Incidentally this is

the first time that Nathan appears in the scriptures. At first this very natural desire seems fine.

Nathan’s job, as with any prophet, is to advise, to warn, to rebuke as indeed he does, albeit with a

parable over the Bathsheba episode.

But a prophet’s job was most importantly to act as a spokesperson for God, ‘that same night the

word of the Lord came to Nathan.’ God had been present with them in all their wanderings,

‘Wherever I have moved about among all the people of Israel…did I ever speak a word with any of

the tribal leaders …. saying, ’Why have you not built me a house of cedar?.’

No, to build a temple for God will not be for David but instead for his son Solomon. David during his

reign gathered materials together for the house of the Lord but Solomon would build it.

Instead God gives a promise to David, ‘I will make you a great name,….Moreover , I the Lord

declares to you that the Lord will make you a house.

God’s promise to David is that he will found a dynasty for him, ‘Your throne shall be established

forever.’

The Davidic line will indeed last for over five hundred years. Not in the centralised way of King David

though. Indeed it will lose the alliance of the Northern Kingdom on the death of Solomon. There will

never be another time in Jewish history to rival that of David who, through battles and alliances built

a large kingdom.

The kings, who followed David often, ‘did evil in the sight of the Lord.’ Ahaz the last of his line,

turned from God and the kingdom was conquered by the Assyrians. Zedekiah was a puppet King left

by Nebuchadnezzar to govern the Jews. He ignored the prophets and the Babylonians overran the

city again and this time destroyed the Temple in 586 BC.

The Davidic Covenant, the promise of God to establish the Kingly dynasty of David, is vital. There will

come a King, a Saviour of the people directly from David’s line,  of ‘ the stock of Jessie’ to set God’s

people free and build a new dynasty, to establish God’s rule on earth. This is the long awaited

Messiah, Son of David. We have seen this theme throughout Isaiah.

This is why we have this reading about David, because it is Jesus, a descendent of David, who is to

fulfil the prophecies. He is the Messiah who has come to establish God’s kingdom and to rule the

earth.

Think of this carol, ‘To you in David’s town this day is born of David’s line, a saviour who is Christ the

Lord.’

Jesus was born in Bethlehem as was David. In the New Testament there are numerous references to

Jesus’ Davidic descent quite apart from the lineage given in Matthew and Luke.



Think of verses like Matthew 21. 9. 9The crowds that went ahead of him and that followed were

shouting, “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!

Hosanna in the highest heaven!” and Romans 1. 3.

There is a link too between the themes we have looked at so far this Advent and our readings today.

Firstly the prophets who brought the word of God and stood up to rulers and people alike. We have

read about Nathan the prophet in our Old Testament reading. The gospel of Luke begins with the

angel coming to Zechariah the priest to announce the future birth of his son John, the last of the

great prophets and our focus last week.

Our gospel reading is the annunciation. The angel Gabriel brings the wonderful message of the

incarnation from God to Mary.

It is such a familiar story, a reading always used in carol services. I remember a few years ago now, I

designed a carol service at St. Leonard’s. This one was different in that members of our congregation

took the part of the various characters. There was no dialogue and little movement. The effect was

really achieved by the use of lights on the figures in a semi darkened church.

The annunciation scene was quite powerful, Mary kneeling under the chancel arch in the twilight

while Gabriel stood silently in the pulpit, the use of lights at specific moments in the reading I found

quite profound and many people said how moved they were. As Mary knelt silently the choir sang,

‘The Angel Gabriel from heaven came.’

It is available to listen to on ‘YouTube’ and the nicest version I think, is by the choir of St. John’s

College Cambridge. I listened to it again before writing this Reflection.

Luke does not begin his gospel with the annunciation however. Our reading begins at verse 26. Prior

to this the focus is on Zechariah, a priest in the Temple and his wife Elizabeth. At the opening we are

told it is his turn to do duty in the Temple, 9 ‘he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the

priesthood, to enter the sanctuary of the Lord and offer incense.’

While he is ministering to the Lord an angel appears to him and tells him that Elizabeth will have a

child.

‘Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will name him John. 14You will have joy and

gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, 15for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He must

never drink wine or strong drink; even before his birth he will be filled with the Holy Spirit. 16He will

turn many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. 17With the spirit and power of Elijah he will

go before him, to turn the hearts of parents to their children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of

the righteous, to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.’

The life of the child is explained exactly; he will be exceptional. Notice that the prophet Elijah is

mentioned. It would not have escaped Zechariah’s notice that the angel refers to John embodying,

‘the spirit and power of Elijah.’ The tradition was that Elijah would appear to herald the coming of

the Messiah.

So then this child is to be the one foretold by Isaiah, ‘The voice of one crying aloud,  ‘In the

wilderness prepare the way of the Lord.’



Often in the bible opposites are juxtaposed. Later we will focus on the Angel Gabriel’s appearance to

Mary, here it is to Zechariah. Now as a priest he of all people should be open to God’s messenger.

Instead what do we get? I am too old so is my wife!!!

This is so different from Mary’s humble acceptance of her news. Of course Elizabeth was thought to

be barren, she was old now. Well past child bearing. Both Zechariah and Elizabeth would have felt

the shame of being unable to have children throughout their married life. It would of course have

been much worse for Elizabeth, for poor Elizabeth life must have been awful. She would have been a

subject of derision and have felt shame.

Instead of unquestioning acceptance not only does Zechariah not believe, he asks for a sign, the

angel, who now identifies himself as none other than Gabriel, gives him one alright!  He won’t be

able to speak until the prophecy of the birth is fulfilled.

Imagine how Zechariah must have felt as he went outside to greet the waiting crowd being quite

unable to utter a word.

Of course the words of Gabriel were fulfilled, 24 ‘After those days his wife Elizabeth conceived, and

for five months she remained in seclusion. She said, 25 ‘This is what the Lord has done for me when

he looked favourably on me and took away the disgrace I have endured among my people.’

Elizabeth is the cousin of Mary.  So now the stage is set for the annunciation. We know because of

the previous passage, even before the angel speaks to Mary, just who this child will be, the Messiah.

We are so familiar with the story that maybe we don’t always think of the implications as we hear it.

It is good to look more deeply at the passage.

To begin with, who was Mary? Just an ordinary girl from Nazareth, young, probably no more than

fourteen and engaged to Joseph, a good man older than herself. Nazareth was not the most

auspicious place, think of Nathaniel’s reaction to Philip John 1. 45Philip found Nathanael and said to

him, “We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son of

Joseph from Nazareth.” 46Nathanael said to him, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” Philip

said to him, “Come and see.”

Mary, just an ordinary girl, seems on the surface an unlikely candidate for God to choose. But God

does not look with human eyes.

When Gabriel does speak Mary must have been amazed at his words 30 ’The angel said to her, ‘Do

not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favour with God. 31And now, you will conceive in your womb

and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. 32He will be great, and will be called the Son of the

Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. 33He will reign over

the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.’

The Davidic descent is stressed. The child will be the promised King, foretold by the prophets but

not just as David was. This child will rule the whole created order; this child is God’s son.

What thoughts must have rushed through this young girl’s mind in an instant?  Her response though,

unlike Zechariah’s, is not one of unbelief or even questioning. Her response is NOT a denial; it is

simply an enquiry and an understandable one. 34’Mary said to the angel, ‘How can this be, since I am

a virgin?’ Gabriel’s answer is as beautiful as it is staggering,



‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore

the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God. ‘

I wonder how many books treaties et al have been written about the virgin birth. It is for many

people a stumbling block. BUT hold on a bit, we are not dealing with human abilities here or human

powers at all. We are talking about the power of God.

We read words like this, at the start of John’s gospel

1 ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2He was in

the beginning with God. 3All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing

came into being. What has come into being 4in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.
5The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.’

This is a huge statement, of the God who creates everything, Jesus who was at the beginning, was

the founder of the universe, the second person of the Trinity. All this is accepted as the foundation

of our faith. It follows then that it is power like this that is referred to in the angel’s message to

Mary, ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you;

therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God.’ For me this an extension of

the power referred to in John 1. This is God’s creative power in a human being. This time God

himself will be born as a human, Emmanuel, God with us.

Mary by now must have digested just what the angel is saying to her. ‘It is you whom God has

chosen to be the God bearer, you who are to carry the Messiah in your womb.’

The conception of John by Elizabeth might have sounded miraculous by human standards but this is

quite something else. This child will have no earthly father. This is God’s son.

38Then Mary said, ‘Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.’

That answer, that humble acceptance, turns the course of human history. This is exactly how

humanity should react to God. But when the angel had gone away just what did Mary face?’

She was in love with Joseph, he was engaged to her. How on earth would he react? Years ago I

watched a play called ‘The Nativity’ in Birmingham. It really was superb in the way that it portrayed

Joseph’s initial fury and feeling of hurt and betrayal. I saw another production, this time on the

television which was even more moving, where Mary’s mother tries to protect her.

It is not just Joseph’s loss that Mary risks but actually her life. She could have been stoned.

All this she accepts because she puts her trust absolutely in God. She knows in her heart that God

has chosen her to be the bearer of his son and she says, in a way, ‘Into thy hands O Lord I commend

my spirit.’ She knows God is in charge and all will be well.

Mary gives the example of absolute trust in God. The canticle set for this week is, ‘The Magnificat,’

the song of Mary. Mary goes to see her cousin Elizabeth and Elizabeth says, 2.44 ’For as soon as I

heard the sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leapt for joy. 45And blessed is she who

believed that there would be fulfilment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.’

Mary’s response is the ‘Magnificat,’ this echoes the song of Hannah in 1 Samuel 2. If you look at the

words of Magnificat so much of it actually encapsulates what will be the work of Jesus.



Mary’s’ Yes,’ to God is one of the most profound sentences in the whole of scripture. In Jesus, God

came to earth and walked with humanity. He is with us now, he walks alongside us now, as close as

our own breathing. I am reminded of the lovely poem, ‘Christmas’ by John Betjeman.

‘And is it true,

This most tremendous tale of all,

Seen in a stained-glass window's hue,

A Baby in an ox's stall ?

The Maker of the stars and sea

Become a Child on earth for me?

For if it is…
No love that in a family dwells,

No carolling in frosty air,

Nor all the steeple-shaking bells

Can with this single Truth compare -

That God was man in Palestine

And lives today in Bread and Wine.’

We thank God for the faith of Mary and for the wonder of Jesus, God incarnate. I finish with a

quotation from the lovely song I referred to at the beginning.

‘ Of her, Emmanuel - the Christ - was born

in Bethlehem, upon that Christmas morn.

And Christian folk throughout the world will ever say,

'Most highly favoured lady!

Gloria!'

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


