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Advent – John Holwell 

Advent 
Advent is the 4 Sundays before Christmas 
 

Advent means something or someone important is coming. During Advent we are looking forward to 
celebrating the birth of Jesus, but Advent is also about expecting the second coming of Jesus too. A lot of 
churches have lost this aspect of Advent. 
 

Why do we celebrate the birth of Jesus on 25th December? Well, it’s because it is 9 months after 25th March 
which was thought to be the date of the Annunciation. The Bible does not give any detail of what time of 
year Jesus was born though. 
 
What was happening in the western world at the 
time of the very first Christmas? 
The Romans ~ their Empire spread across a lot of the 
Western world as you can see on the map. 
 

The Romans wanted Pax Romana ~ peace 
throughout their Empire. To achieve this, they had an 
army made up of 25 Legions of 5,000 men. They kept 
the peace (mainly) and deterred any agro.  
 

They charged taxes on Travel, Sales, Customs, 
Temples, Occupations 
 

The money raised went to pay for their building 
projects such as roads, public baths etc. as we can 
see in the remains of their settlements across Europe 
and just along the road along Hadrian’s Wall. 
 

They used local people to keep power e.g. King 
Herod. 
 

Their Government was under Caesar. Caesar Augustus was in charge from 31 BC to AD 
14. He was the great nephew of Julius Caesar. Julius Caesar was ‘deified’ after his murder 
and as a result Augustus was called ‘the son of god’. Augustus’s acts were spoken of as 
‘good news’ or ‘gospel’. 
 

As well as Caesar being a god, there were also many local and household gods. 
 

UN-NOTICED by most people fundamental CHANGE was about to happen. 
 
What changes were unfolding? 
 
Zechariah 
Luke 1: 5-25 ~ In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the 
priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron. Both of them were righteous in 
the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commands and decrees blamelessly. But they were childless 
because Elizabeth was not able to conceive, and they were both very old. 
 

Once when Zechariah’s division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, he was chosen by 
lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense. And when 
the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshippers were praying outside. Then an 
angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. When Zechariah saw 
him, he was startled and was gripped with fear. But the angel said to him: ‘Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your 
prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to call him John. He will be a 
joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. 
He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even before he is 
born. He will bring back many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. And he will go on before the 
Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the parents to their children and the disobedient to 
the wisdom of the righteous – to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.’ Zechariah asked the angel, 
‘How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well on in years.’ The angel said to him, ‘I am 
Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good 
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news. And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not 
believe my words, which will come true at their appointed time.’ 
 

Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah and 
wondering why he stayed so long in the temple. When he 
came out, he could not speak to them. They realised he 
had seen a vision in the temple, for he kept making signs 
to them but remained unable to speak. 
 

When his time of service was completed, he returned 
home. After this his wife Elizabeth became pregnant and 
for five months remained in seclusion. ‘The Lord has done 
this for me,’ she said. ‘In these days he has shown his 
favour and taken away my disgrace among the people.’ 
 

Zechariah means “The Lord has remembered”. It was a very special duty to offer incense on the altar in the 
temple. Possibly a once in a lifetime act. There were 24 groups of priests and they took in turn to serve at 
the temple. They chose lots to see who the priest would be to offer the prayers on behalf of the people. 
Zechariah was chosen. 
 

Luke’s detail ‘the angel appeared on the right-hand side of the altar’ and the declaration of “your prayer ahs 
been answered”. God had heard Zechariahs’ specific prayer and yet he questioned it! Doubt pounced in his 
mind and he was struck dumb! 
 

We all make mistakes. Doubt is one of them. As a result of Zechariah’s doubt, the man whose job involved 
speaking to people and God was struck dumb. 
 
Mary.  
Mary was a teenage girl but full of faith and bravery: 
 

Luke 1 v 26-38 ~ In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a 
town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The 
virgin’s name was Mary. The angel went to her and said, ‘Greetings, you who are highly favoured! The Lord 
is with you.’ 
 

Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. But the angel said 
to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favour with God. You will conceive and give birth to a son, 
and you are to call him Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God 
will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants for ever; his kingdom 
will never end.’ ‘ 
 

How will this be,’ Mary asked the angel, ‘since I am a virgin?’ The angel answered, ‘The Holy Spirit will come 
on you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called[a] the 
Son of God. Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be 
unable to conceive is in her sixth month. For no word from God will ever fail.’ 
 

‘I am the Lord’s servant,’ Mary answered. ‘May your word to me be fulfilled.’ Then the angel left her. 
 

She declared “may your word to me be fulfilled” ~ she was willing to serve God. She would be honoured 
throughout the world and we still remember her. 
 
The Shepherds.  
Ordinary working people ‘He has brought down princes from their thrones and exalted the humble’ sang 
Mary in Luke 1:52. Angels appeared to them and they did what they were told to do and saw the baby in the 
manger.  
 
Simeon and Anna 
Luke 2 v 22-38 ~ When the time came for the purification rites required by the Law of Moses, Joseph and 
Mary took him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the Law of the Lord, ‘Every firstborn 
male is to be consecrated to the Lord’), and to offer a sacrifice in keeping with what is said in the Law of the 
Lord: ‘a pair of doves or two young pigeons’.  
 

Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who was righteous and devout. He was waiting for the 
consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was on him. It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he 
would not die before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. Moved by the Spirit, he went into the temple courts. 
When the parents brought in the child Jesus to do for him what the custom of the Law required, Simeon took 
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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.’ The child’s father and mother 
marvelled at what was said about him. Then Simeon blessed them and said to Mary, his mother: ‘This child 
is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, so 
that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your own soul too.’ 
 

There was also a prophet, Anna, the daughter of Penuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was very old; she had 
lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, and then was a widow until she was eighty-four. She 
never left the temple but worshipped night and day, fasting and praying. Coming up to them at that very 
moment, she gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to the 
redemption of Jerusalem. 
 

Jesus’ parents took him for the purification ceremony 48 days after the birth. There they were greeted by the 
old (and perhaps written off by people) ~ Simeon, who had been told by God he would see the Messiah 
before he died ~ did he believe it? ~ and Anna the prophetess. God organized this. These two people 
recognized the Messiah, yet the Romans were oblivious to His birth. 
 
Meanwhile the Roman world cranked on 
The true Son of God had arrived. The real Good News…the everlasting gospel was now to be proclaimed ~  
 

Revelation 14:6 ~ Then I saw another angel flying in mid-air, and he had the eternal gospel to proclaim to 
those who live on the earth – to every nation, tribe, language and people. 
 

The Prince of Peace, upon whom the government rests and whose rule will have no end…had arrived 
 

Isaiah 9:7 ~ Of the greatness of his government and peace there will be no end. He will reign on David’s 
throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on 
and for ever. The zeal of the LORD Almighty will accomplish this. 
 

Here is the fulfillment of the prophecy of Daniel to King Nebuchadnezzar ‘a rock cut without hands will … fill 
the whole earth’ 
 

Daniel 2: 24-27 ~ Then Daniel went to Arioch, whom the king had appointed to execute the wise men of 
Babylon, and said to him, ‘Do not execute the wise men of Babylon. Take me to the king, and I will interpret 
his dream for him.’ Arioch took Daniel to the king at once and said, ‘I have found a man among the exiles 
from Judah who can tell the king what his dream means.’ 
The king asked Daniel (also called Belteshazzar), ‘Are you able to tell me what I saw in my dream and 
interpret it?’ Daniel replied, ‘No wise man, enchanter, magician or diviner can explain to the king the mystery 
he has asked about but there is a God in heaven who reveals mysteries. He has shown King 
Nebuchadnezzar what will happen in days to come. Your dream and the visions that passed through your 
mind as you were lying in bed are these: 
 

 ‘As Your Majesty was lying there, your mind turned to things to come, and the revealer of mysteries showed 
you what is going to happen. As for me, this mystery has 
been revealed to me, not because I have greater wisdom 
than anyone else alive, but so that Your Majesty may know 
the interpretation and that you may understand what went 
through your mind. 
 

 ‘Your Majesty looked, and there before you stood a large 
statue – an enormous, dazzling statue, awesome in 
appearance. The head of the statue was made of pure 
gold, its chest and arms of silver, its belly and thighs of 
bronze, its legs of iron, its feet partly of iron and partly of 
baked clay. While you were watching, a rock was cut out, 
but not by human hands. It struck the statue on its feet of 
iron and clay and smashed them. Then the iron, the clay, 
the bronze, the silver and the gold were all broken to 
pieces and became like chaff on a threshing-floor in the summer. The wind swept them away without leaving 
a trace. But the rock that struck the statue became a huge mountain and filled the whole earth. 
 

‘This was the dream, and now we will interpret it to the king. Your Majesty, you are the king of kings. The 
God of heaven has given you dominion and power and might and glory; in your hands he has placed all 
mankind and the beasts of the field and the birds in the sky. Wherever they live, he has made you ruler over 
them all. You are that head of gold. ‘After you, another kingdom will arise, inferior to yours. Next, a third 



kingdom, one of bronze, will rule over the whole earth. Finally, there will be a fourth kingdom, strong as 
iron – for iron breaks and smashes everything – and as iron breaks things to pieces, so it will crush and 
break all the others. Just as you saw that the feet and toes were partly of baked clay and partly of iron, so 
this will be a divided kingdom; yet it will have some of the strength of iron in it, even as you saw iron mixed 
with clay. As the toes were partly iron and partly clay, so this kingdom will be partly strong and partly 
brittle. And just as you saw the iron mixed with baked clay, so the people will be a mixture and will not 
remain united, any more than iron mixes with clay. ‘In the time of those kings, the God of heaven will set up 
a kingdom that will never be destroyed, nor will it be left to another people. It will crush all those kingdoms 
and bring them to an end, but it will itself endure for ever. This is the meaning of the vision of the rock cut 
out of a mountain, but not by human hands – a rock that broke the iron, the bronze, the clay, the silver and 
the gold to pieces. 
 

‘The great God has shown the king what will take place in the future. The dream is true, and its 
interpretation is trustworthy.’ 
 

The Kingdoms spoken of in the dream interpretation are thought to be the Babylonians (ruled by 
Nebuchadnezzar) followed by the Persians, then the Greeks and then the Romans. The rock to crush the 
feet is Jesus.  
 

All Empires collapse. Earthly empires have come and 
gone but God’s is continuous. We must remember to 
pray for our government and remember that the 
greatest government is that of God. 
 

And so, it came that time itself changed. The Roman 
year ‘from the founding of the city’ (of Rome 753 BC) 
became 1 AD (The year of our Lord) 
 

More importantly lives changed and they still 
change when this same Jesus is allowed to enter 
 

His Kingdom is coming and will go on to fill the 
whole earth as more and more people give their 
lives to Jesus! 
 
Questions to think about: 

➢ What struck you the most during the talk on Sunday? 
 

➢ Advent means something or someone important is coming. What are you anticipating this Advent? 
 

➢ Are you desperately expecting breakthrough in anything? 
 

➢ Un-noticed by most people fundamental change happened when Jesus was born. How can we help  
people see that fundamental change today? 

 

➢ How do prophecies, like the one in Daniel, make you feel? 
 

➢ Do you pray for our government? 
 

➢ Who are you praying for now? Who is God putting on your heart to pray for to be saved? 
 
 
 
Pray 


