
The Lessons Appointed for Use

on

Fourth Sunday of Advent

Year B

RCL

2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16
Luke 1:46-55

Purify our conscience, Almighty God, by your daily 

visitation, 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

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 Is-
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rael, whom I commanded to shepherd my people Israel, 

saying, "Why have you not built me a house of cedar?" 
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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 en-

gaged 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, favored one! The Lord is with 

you.” But she was much perplexed 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 Ja-

cob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.” 

Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a 
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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, your rela-

tive 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 according to your word.” Then the angel de-

parted from her.
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SERMON 

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

afraid!’ you'd better start worrying.” 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’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 fa-

ther is. Some of those messages are almost trivial, ask-

ing us to smile at someone who needs a smile just then, 

or to offer comfort to one who suffers. Whatever the 
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message, it is our task to carry it out, no matter the cost.

The relationship between God and His children isn't one

in which the children make petitions and God hurries to

carry them out. Quite the contrary. We are His. 

Accepting the reality of this truth, right down to your 

soul is the most inconvenient thing you can imagine, 

the more so if Gabriel begins by saying, “Be not 

afraid”. It’s no wonder that we spend so much effort in 

finding ways around the inconvenient things God would

have us do. One of those ways, surprisingly, is our 

churches. Boy! Do we love our churches.

We think of our churches as holy places – the place 

you go to find God – but, in our story today God insists 

that he can’t be confined to the walls of the church. 

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.
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God isn’t confined to the church house because God’s

children don’t live in the church house. 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.

It’s like a tug-of-war in which we are trying to confine 

God in the church house where He won't be so in the 

way while we get on with whatever we’re up to, while 

God insists on leaving the church walls to meet us 

where we are.

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 shep-
herd my people Israel, saying, “Why have you not 
built me a house of cedar?”

A free-roaming God is awfully inconvenient. What if 
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I want some tchotchke in the mall that I need like I need

a headache and I have to choose between buying it and 

my obligations to the poor? Buying that toy for myself 

is going to be easier if I have the power to confine God 

in the church house than if He is standing beside me re-

minding me of my obligations. Confining God to a spe-

cific time and place is our way of moving inconvenient 

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 confined, what happens? Gabriel 

comes into our lives and says, “Be not afraid”.

Elie Wiesel once said that the opposite of love is in-

difference. Is it possible, do you think, for us to pour 

out so much love on our church that we become indif-

ferent to God and the tasks He has set before us? 
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THERE'S a scary thought if ever there was one!  Worse 

yet, do you think it is possible 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 mem-

bers are beloved of God? Billy Graham's son Franklin 

posted this, on Facebook:

A peaceful religion? Another follower of Is-
lam caught in acts of terrorism today. An 
Iranian man living in Australia brutally at-
tacked innocent people and murdered two of
the hostages he held for more than 16 hours 
before being killed by police. Some are call-
ing this a “lone wolf” attack, but it is part of 
a growing pattern of violence committed in 
the name of Allah all over the world. 

Who told him to stand in judgment of His brother? 

Broken, corrupt people do ungodly things in the name 

of God, so their church or faith or understanding must 

5



be ungodly compared to our church or faith or under-

standing. Before you too easily accept that judgment, 

remember that 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 for it was done in 

the light of a burning cross. There will always be bro-

ken people who can find in the words of Scripture per-

mission to do ungodly things. When we set out to put 

God in the service of a man-made institution, we have 

set our foot on the road to our own damnation. That is 

the road David proposed to take by providing a house 

for God. 

Nathan is not without blame, either. Though a prophet

of God, he worked for King David. All of us have 

worked for somebody. My experience is that if you are 

working for somebody and they have what they deter-

mine to be a great idea, it's not a wonderful career move
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to disagree with them. Not so strangely, that's probably 

why I've been fired from every job I have ever held, ex-

cept this one. So far.

David told Nathan his great idea, and Nathan caved.

… 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.”

David is offended that he has a better house than God 

has. David, the king of Israel, proposes to right this in-

equity by his mighty hand. 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
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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.” 

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 
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 atten-

dance at Community 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 

8



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 com-

pany of the rich and powerful and place 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.”

AMEN
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Apostle’s Creed

I believe in God the Father, Almighty, Maker of heaven 
and earth;
And in Jesus Christ, his only begotten Son, our 
Lord,

Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, 
born of the Virgin Mary,
Suffered under Pontius Pilate,
was crucified, dead, and buried.

He descended into hell;
The third day he rose again from the dead;
He ascended into heaven, and sits at the right hand
of God the Father Almighty;
From thence he shall come to judge the quick and 
the dead.

I believe in the Holy Ghost;
I believe in the holy catholic church, the commu-
nion of saints;
The forgiveness of sin;
The resurrection of the body:

And the life everlasting. Amen.
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BENEDICTION

God referred to David as “my servant”. That’s an im-

portant thing to notice. I have mentioned to you repeat-

edly that you were created for a purpose and that your 

task is to understand that purpose and get to it. It will 

not be an easy task, for you are beloved of God. Put 

your hand to the plow!

The Lord bless you and keep you; 
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gra-
cious to you; 
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you
peace. 

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 Revised Standard Ver-
sion 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.
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The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book 
of Common Prayer, 1979.
Sermon Copyright 2020 J. Stewart Schneider
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