
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Fourth Sunday of Advent

Year B

RCL

2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16
Canticle 15 
Luke 1: 26-38

Purify our conscience, Almighty God, by your daily visita-

tion, that your Son Jesus Christ, at his coming, may find in us

a mansion prepared for himself; who lives and reigns with 

you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for 

ever. Amen.
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2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16

Now when the king was settled in his house, and the LORD

had given him rest from all his enemies around him, the king 

said to the prophet Nathan, “See now, I am living in a house 

of cedar, but the ark of God stays in a tent.” Nathan said to 

the king, “Go, do all that you have in mind; for the LORD is 

with you.”

But that same night the word of the LORD came to Nathan:

Go and tell my servant David: Thus says the LORD: Are you 

the one to build me a house to live in? I have not lived in a 

house since the day I brought up the people of Israel from 

Egypt to this day, but I have been moving about in a tent and 

a tabernacle. Wherever I have moved about among all the 

people of Israel, did I ever speak a word with any of the tribal

leaders of Israel, whom I commanded to shepherd my people 

Israel, saying, “Why have you not built me a house of 

cedar?” Now therefore thus you shall say to my servant 

David: Thus says the LORD of hosts: I took you from the 
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pasture, from following the sheep to be prince over my peo-

ple Israel; and I have been with you wherever you went, and 

have cut off all your enemies from before you; and I will 

make for you a great name, like the name of the great ones of

the earth. And I will appoint a place for my people Israel and 

will plant them, so that they may live in their own place, and 

be disturbed no more; and evildoers shall afflict them no 

more, as formerly, from the time that I appointed judges over 

my people Israel; and I will give you rest from all your ene-

mies. Moreover the LORD declares to you that the LORD 

will make you a house. Your house and your kingdom shall 

be made sure forever before me; your throne shall be estab-

lished forever.
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Canticle 15

The Song of Mary Magni ficat
Luke 1:46-55

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord,
my spirit rejoices in God my Savior; 
    for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant.
From this day all generations will call me blessed: 
    the Almighty has done great things for me, and holy is his Name.
He has mercy on those who fear him 
    in every generation.
He has shown the strength of his arm, 
    he has scattered the proud in their conceit.
He has cast down the mighty from their thrones, 
    and has lifted up the lowly.
He has filled the hungry with good things, 
    and the rich he has sent away empty.
He has come to the help of his servant Israel, 
    for he has remembered his promise of mercy,
The promise he made to our fathers, 
    to Abraham and his children for ever.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit: 
    as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be for ever. Amen.
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Luke 1:26-38

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a 

town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man

whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s 

name was Mary. And he came to her and said, “Greetings, fa-

vored one! The Lord is with you.” But she was much per-

plexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this 

might be. The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for 

you have found favor with God. And now, you will conceive 

in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. 

He 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. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of 

his kingdom there will be no end.” Mary said to the angel, 

“How can this be, since I am a virgin?” The angel said to her,

“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. And now, 
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your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a 

son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be 

barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.” Then Mary

said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me ac-

cording to your word.” Then the angel departed from her.
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SERMON

Elie Wiesel said, “Whenever an angel says ‘Be not

afraid!’ you'd better start worrying. A big assignment is on

the way.” Mary is about to have her hands full.

Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor 
with God. And now, you will conceive in your 
womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus.
He 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. He will reign over the 
house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there 
will be no end.

I’ve always been struck by the contrast between the

equivalence we construct between God and church, on the

one hand, and the stubborn insistence God displays to act

anywhere BUT in church, on the other. Gabriel doesn’t find

Mary at her prayers in church. Nathan is at work. David is at

home. That’s where God seeks them out – where they live,

not in a house dedicated to the purpose. Strange, don’t you

think? It’s like a tug-of-war in which we are trying to pull

God into the church house where He won't be so in the way
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while we get on with whatever we’re up to, while God insists

on leaving the church walls to meet us where we are.

I have not lived in a house since the day I brought 
up the people of Israel from Egypt to this day, but I 
have been moving about in a tent and a tabernacle.

What do you suppose is behind this need of ours to nail

God in one place? It seems clear from Nathan’s prophesy that

God is not at all warm on the idea.

Wherever I have moved about among all the people
of Israel, did I ever speak a word with any of the 
tribal leaders of Israel, whom I commanded to 
shepherd my people Israel, saying, “Why have you 
not built me a house of cedar?”

Having God going about whither He wills is a most in-

convenient state of affairs. What if I want some tchotchke in

the mall that I need like I need a headache and I have to

choose between buying it and making a regular donation to

my charities? Buying that toy for myself is going to be easier

if I have the power to lock God up in the church house than if

He is standing beside me reminding me of my obligations.

2



The argument on the death penalty that finally carried the day

for me was trying to imagine where Jesus would place Him-

self as I tried to convince a jury to order the deaths of two

broken people. I decided that Jesus would be at defense table

offering comfort. 

Nailing God to a specific time and place, the church at 

10:45 am on Sunday for instance, is our way of moving in-

convenient God out of the way as we get about the things that

we think will benefit ourselves, or our families, or our 

church, or our country – whatever idol it is to which we pay 

allegiance. Then, just when we think we’ve got God well and

truly nailed in place, what happens? Gabriel comes into our 

lives and says, “Be not afraid”.

Elie Wiesel said something else that’s more well-known

than the first quote. He said, “The opposite of love isn’t hate.

The opposite of love is indifference.” Is it possible, do you

think, for us to pour out so much love on our church that we

become indifferent to God and the tasks He has set before us?
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THERE'S a scary thought if ever there was one! It's not diffi-

cult to see that the terribly broken people who are fighting to

establish a Caliphate in Syria are brutalizing the faith of Is-

lam, but what if we're doing a similar thing, albeit less vio-

lently? What if we're so in love with our church that we have

become indifferent to God? Worse yet, do you think it is pos-

sible to fall so in love with our church and our worship forms

and our traditions that we become convinced that our church,

and only our church, is righteous and its members and only

its members are beloved of God? Billy Graham's son

Franklin posted this, on Facebook:

A peaceful religion? Another follower of Islam 
caught in acts of terrorism today. An Iranian 
man living in Australia brutally attacked inno-
cent people and murdered two of the hostages he 
held for more than 16 hours before being killed 
by police. Some are calling this a “lone wolf” at-
tack, but it is part of a growing pattern of vio-
lence committed in the name of Allah all over the 
world. 

Broken, corrupt people do ungodly things in the name of
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God, so their church or faith or understanding must be un-

godly compared to our church or faith or understanding. By

the same reasoning the lynching of black people in the South

by the Ku Klux Klan must be laid at the foot of the Christian

cross. There will always be broken people who can find in

the words of Scripture permission to do ungodly things.

When we set out to put God in the service of a man-made in-

stitution, we have set our foot on the road to our own damna-

tion. That is the road David proposed to take by providing a

house for God. 

Nathan was a court prophet in the time of king David.

None of us has worked as a court prophet, but we've all

worked for somebody. My experience is that if you are work-

ing for somebody and they have what they determine to be a

great idea, it's not a wonderful career move to disagree with

them. Not so strangely, that's probably why I've been fired

from every job I have ever held, except this one. So far.

… the king said to the prophet Nathan, “See now, I 
am living in a house of cedar, but the ark of God 
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stays in a tent.” 
Nathan said to the king, “Go, do all that you have in
mind; for the LORD is with you.”

David is offended that he has a better house than God has. 

David, the king of Israel, proposes to right this inequity by 

his mighty hand. What could be nicer than that? Nathan 

agreed, but apparently, Nathan hadn't thought his answer 

through.

But that same night the word of the LORD came to 
Nathan: Go and tell my servant David: Thus says 
the LORD: Are you the one to build me a house to 
live in? 

There's the entire Megillah in one question, “Are YOU the 

one to build ME a house to live in? Where did YOU get the 

idea that you could tell ME where to live? All of creation is 

mine, and I shall go about in it as I will.” The relationship be-

tween God and His children isn't one in which the children 

hold the power and God receives gifts. The relationship be-

tween God and His children is that expressed in the Magnifi-

cat which we read today as our call to worship.
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My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord,
my spirit rejoices in God my Savior; 
    for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant.
From this day all generations will call me blessed: 
    the Almighty has done great things for me, and 
holy is his Name.

I’m convinced that Gabriel has a message for each of us. 

Some of those messages are horrifying, like asking fourteen 

year old Mary to suffer through her pregnancy with every one

in Nazareth gossiping about who the father is. Some of those 

messages are almost trivial, asking us to smile at someone 

who needs a smile just then, to offer comfort to one who suf-

fers. It doesn’t matter how we evaluate the message for if 

God has spoken, He is no longer nailed to the church house 

and is moving in your life. 

I can never know what message Gabriel brings you. It is not

something that can be communicated to another person. Do 

you think anyone in Nazareth could have understood if Mary 

had answered the gossip by saying that Gabriel told her:

The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power
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of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore 
the child to be born will be holy; he will be called 
Son of God. 

I’m convinced  that whatever God asks of you, it won’t be 

something like “Just keep up regular attendance at Communi-

ty Presbyterian Church of Bellefonte, Kentucky and keep 

your tithe. I’m good with that.” God asks hard things of us. 

God asks that we endure the bad opinion of our neighbors, 

just as Mary did, when we stand in opposition to the systemic

problems in America which keep people poor when they 

might be fed; that keep the racial divide still in place; that 

teach us that might makes right. God asks that we eschew the

company of the rich and powerful and instead find ourselves 

among the outcasts, just as Jesus did, offering them comfort 

and restoring their self-esteem. Whatever God asks of you, 

may your answer be the same as Mary’s.

Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the 
Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”
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AMEN

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Return to The Lectionary Page.
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