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Advent 4 – “Preparing the Way: The Angels Prepare”
Lessons & Carols
Delivered Sunday, December 18, 2011

By Rev. Agnes W. Norfleet, pastor

Shandon Presbyterian Church, Columbia, SC

Luke 1:26-35, Luke 2:1-20 and Hebrews 1:1-4
Of all those who help us prepare to receive Christ into our hearts anew each Christmas – among the prophets, John the Baptist, the shepherds – surely the angels have the most special role of all. They arrive as messengers from heaven, carrying the word of God with joy and singing; they fill our hearts with wonder, and their song becomes our own song of praise. While their Christmas message comes on the wings of astonishing good news, they also enter into this season with profound familiarity. 
For of all the Christmas characters who prepare us to greet the Holy Family, the only ones found in scripture from beginning to end – from the opening chapters of Genesis to the end of Revelation – are the angels. They have a long and distinguished biblical career. Angels visited Abraham and Sarah with the news that in their old age they would have a child. An angel saved Isaac from being sacrificed. Angels accompanied Jacob, when filled with fear, he returned to ask forgiveness of his twin brother Esau. An angel of the Lord appeared to Moses in the burning bush, and then went before the Hebrews as they escaped from Egypt through the wilderness. Angels were prominent in Isaiah’s call to ministry, and protected Daniel when he was thrown into the lion’s den. It is an angel who sits on the tomb stone that is rolled away, and says, “He is not here,” and sends the disciples into the world where they will see the Risen Christ.” 
So it should be no surprise to us that angels whisper a miracle in Mary’s ear, and fill the skies at Jesus’ birth. The interesting thing is that while angels fly all through the pages of scripture at different times, and they appear to such different people, they pretty much always say the same thing: “Do not be afraid.” Do not be afraid. 
Probably none was more afraid than Mary. There she was – a peasant girl from Nazareth – probably only a teenager when the angel went to her. She was unmarried and pregnant and in those days that could have meant death, at the very least it meant disgrace. Joseph could have taken her into court, ended their relationship and left her an outcast. But an angel appeared to him as well and said, “Do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife.” 
If – like Mary and Joseph – we pay attention to the angel’s “Fear not,” then we might be more able to live our days in joy and in praise. Our theological forebear, John Calvin, wrote: “Scripture insists on teaching us…. that angels are dispensers of God’s beneficence toward us. They keep vigil for our safety, take upon themselves our defense, direct our ways, and take care that harm may not befall us… When we are beset with perils, we would be filled with trepidation or despair if God did not make us realize God’s presence. For this reason God promises not only to take care of us, but also sends angels to look after our safety.” (1) 
The angels in our Christmas story, with whom we sing today, have one job – they point us to God. Just as they appeared to the shepherds and pointed them toward Bethlehem, so they direct us to Jesus. “Do not be afraid; you see I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people; to you is born this day in the city of David, a Savior, who is the Messiah the Lord.” Let us prepare to go and receive this thing that has taken place; that the Lord – by his angels – has made know to us. 

AMEN. 

NOTES 

1) I am grateful to Edna Banes’ sermon “Angels,” 12/24/00, Old Presbyterian Meeting House, Alexandria, VA, for pointing to angels throughout scripture, and for the John Calvin quote. 
