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Introduction

The season of Advent  
Advent is the season in the Christian year leading up to Christmas. 
It begins on the fourth Sunday before Christmas day. The Christian 
community, and predominately the Western church, experiences 
Advent as a time of expectant waiting and preparation for the 
birth of Jesus, his coming to us, and the return of Christ. The 
church recalls its hope and expectation in the coming of Jesus 
Christ, past, present and future. It is the first season of the 
Christian liturgical year. The word ‘Advent’ was adopted from the 
Latin adventus meaning “coming or arrival”. The term ‘Advent’ is 
also used in Eastern Orthodox Churches for the forty-day Nativity 
Fast which is practiced differently from those in the West. Just as 
Easter over time developed a period of preparation for the season, 
namely Lent, Christmas followed suit, which became Advent. 

The season of Advent anticipates the ‘coming of Christ’ from 
three different perspectives: the birth of Jesus at Bethlehem, 
the reception of Christ in the heart of the believer, and the 
eschatological or final coming of Jesus Christ at the end. In 
services of the Lord’s Supper, also known as Holy Communion 
and the Eucharist, the following affirmation is sometimes used: 
“Christ has died. Christ is risen. Christ will come again.” Jesus 
lived and died at a specific time in history. As the risen Lord, 
Christ comes to us and is with us by his Spirit. Christian belief 
holds that Christ will come again to conclude history. The Nicene 
Creed states, “He will come again in glory to judge the living and 
the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.” Jesus proclaimed the 
kingdom of God and ushered it in during his earthly ministry. We 
can experience something of the reign of God in this life and are to 
seek greater expression of it. Its full realisation will be at the end 
when Christ returns. 
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Jesus lived and died in the first century. He was probably born 
about 6-4 BCE (Before the Common Era) and died in 30 or 33 CE 
(Common Era) according to scholars who have considered the 
historical events at the time of his life. In Christian Europe the 
Gregorian calendar which revised the Julian calendar, and is our 
Common Era calendar today, had Jesus’ birth as the crossover 
from the time before Christ (BC) and after Christ (AD Anno Domini 
“in the year of our Lord”). The winter solstice was held on 25 
December, and this was given as the date of Jesus’ birth in the 
early fourth century. 

Theologically, Christmas focuses on the incarnation, namely God 
taking on flesh in Jesus. This stems especially from John’s gospel 
which says, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word as with 
God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1). It goes on to say, “And the 
Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his 
glory, the glory of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth” (John 
1:14). God’s Word became flesh in Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 
Jesus’ name means “God saves” or “God will save.” God came in 
Jesus to redeem the world.

The early Christians had a lively hope for the ‘parousia,’ the coming 
of Jesus Christ at the end. Mainstream theology has given this little 
attention while some conservative Christians have emphasised it. 
When Christianity became bound up with the Roman Empire in the 
fourth century, hope for the return of Christ faded as Christianity 
supported the state and its ongoing rule. Hope for the final coming 
of Jesus Christ is related to the full realisation of the kingdom of 
God which transforms and renews everything. It completes what 
Jesus began. The Christian expectation of the final coming of 
Christ, is that it brings the end of time and the beginning of the 
new eternal creation. Jesus Christ will come in judgment to bring 
the righteousness of God to prevail and establish God’s kingdom 
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of peace which will have no end. Christ comes from heaven to 
bring about the eternal kingdom. 

We need to recognise that we are speaking in metaphors when we 
speak of these matters, for we are not able to know exactly what 
they involve. ‘End time’ language should not be taken literally. 
‘Rapture’ theology mistakenly does so. Nevertheless, we are 
given the confident hope that injustice, exploitation and violence 
on earth will not prevail when Jesus returns in judgment and fully 
establishes God’s heavenly reign in the new creation. 

Time on earth is related to its spinning movement around the sun. 
This gives us our days and annual seasons. When we speak of life 
after death and the end of history we are speaking of matters 
beyond our experience and comprehension. Nevertheless, Jesus’ 
resurrection gives us hope for resurrection into “the life of the 
world to come” as the Nicene Creed puts it, We can look forward 
in hope to being raised after our death into the new creation, the 
fulfilled kingdom of heaven.

Advent is a time of preparation for Christmas, for the coming of 
Jesus as a human baby, celebrated on 25 December. When Advent 
was first was practiced in the fifth century, it involved fasting and 
was somewhat similar in spirit to Lent. It has become a season 
with its own qualities’ emphasising expectation and hope.  The 
colour for the season has been violet or purple, though some 
churches now use blue. This is indicative of the change from a 
more sombre mood to a more hopeful one, which Advent now 
represents.

As we prepare for Christmas during this Advent season, let us do 
so thoughtfully and hopefully. We anticipate the birth of the most 
significant baby of all history, Jesus of Nazareth. All children who 
are born represent hope and joy. New life brings these qualities 
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and feelings. God sent his Son Jesus that we might know the 
extent of God’s love and care for us. This is expressed in the songs 
and carols we sing such as the following.

O come, O come, Emmanuel …. O come, O dayspring, come 
and cheer our spirits by your advent here (TIS 265)

Joy to the world! The Lord is come; let earth receive its 
king; let every heart prepare him room (TIS 268)

Come, thou long-expected Jesus, born to set thy people 
free, from our fears and sins release us (TIS 272)

O holy child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we pray; cast out 
our sin and enter in, be born in us today (TIS 316)

Love came down at Christmas …. Love incarnate, love 
divine (TIS 317)

The Three-fold nature of Advent
These studies will make use of the threefold aspect of Advent, 
namely: 1) getting ready for the coming of Jesus, the birth of the 
Christ child, 2) preparing ourselves for the coming of Christ into 
our lives, and 3) looking expectantly to the coming of Christ at the 
end, the return of Jesus Christ.

We will consider what each of these aspects mean in Christian 
understanding and what they mean for us during this Advent 
season.

For those who have accepted Jesus as their Lord and Saviour, we 
still need to prepare ourselves for the coming of Christ into our 
lives. The Christian life is not static but constantly changing. We 
need to invite Jesus into our lives and to guide our lives by his Spirit 
repeatedly, lest we drift away from him and let other influences 
take control. Discipleship is a daily calling on Jesus and following 
his way. Advent and Christmas remind us of this need.



 past, present and future    |    9

It is helpful to have this threefold outlook for the following 
reasons. As Christians we are called to follow the way of Jesus, 
to recommend him to others and seek to bring about more of the 
kingdom of God on earth as we look to the future. So, we revisit 
the past, remembering the earthly ministry of Jesus, giving 
thanks for what he achieved, and use it as a clear indication for 
our discipleship. We endeavour to live the way of Jesus guided 
by the Spirit in the present as we witness and serve him as our 
risen Lord. We recognise the disparity between the kingdom of 
God and the way the world is, and look to the future for greater 
realisation of the kingdom knowing this will always be partial and 
provisional until the reign of God comes in its fullness at the end. 
Looking back to Jesus and forward to the ultimate future of the 
rule of God as Jesus portrayed it, we live in the present as Jesus’ 
disciples.

There is a story about a traveller through a rugged country who 
asked his native guide, “How are you able to pick your way over 
these jagged peaks, by treacherous trails, without ever losing 
your direction?” The guide answered, “I have the near look and the 
far vision. With the one I see what is directly ahead of me, with the 
other I guide my course by the stars.”

Our guiding star is Jesus and the kingdom of God he proclaimed. 
We live in the present following the way of Jesus praying and 
working for the kingdom, “Your kingdom come, your will be done, 
on earth as in heaven.” 

My approach
I write as a person who is a theologian, that is someone who is 
educated in and familiar with the theological tradition of the 
church. Theology seeks to understand the Christian faith and 
express it for our time and situation. It is an ongoing enterprise. 
The Bible is the primary source but tradition, reason and 
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experience are also drawn upon. I have made use of these sources 
in this study.

In preparing this Advent Bible Study, I have focussed on the 
biblical texts given for us in the Lectionary for Year B. Out of these 
readings I have drawn some aspect of hope for each week. People 
are invited to consider what the biblical texts have to say to us in 
our context. 

I have given some quotes from well-respected theologians related 
to the theme for the particular study and invite people to reflect 
on them.  

I have also used some stories from famous people of the 20th 
century. They can inspire us by how they lived and what they did in 
situations that led to their extraordinary responses that benefitted 
the lives of many people. We also need to recognise that Jesus 
calls all of us to live as his disciples. We are to be contemporary 
saints, neighbourhood saints, for the people around us. 

I like the story of a monk who lived in the early centuries of the 
Christian church. He practiced self-mortification as a hermit but 
then heard of the monastic community life initiated by Pachomius 
of Egypt. His great ambition, was also the ambition of many 
committed Christians, to ‘bear witness’, that is to become a martyr. 
To the early church, this was a second baptism, the baptism of 
blood, and a sure entry into Paradise. The blood of the martyrs 
was the seed of the church. It was a vital motif in the Christian 
community as it emerged from under the period of insecurity 
and sporadic, but often dreadful, persecution before Constantine 
became the Roman Emperor in 312 CE. It was during this new 
period, after (as an early text puts it) “the blessed Constantine …. 
had put on Christ”, that this brother was received into Pachomius’ 
monastery. He kept pestering his senior to pray for him that he 
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might become a martyr. But opportunities were not what they 
were, and Pachomius evidently became a trifle impatient. He 
admonished him: “Brother, if you can put up with the quarrelling 
of the monks in a firm and blameless manner, and live your life 
straightly in accordance with what will please Christ, you will have 
the companionship of the martyrs in heaven.”

The Studies
The following themes will be covered throughout the four weeks 
of Advent:

1. Looking to the future - the end of the age, waiting in hope.  
We will consider the set Bible readings, a quote from Jürgen 
Moltmann, a story from Nelson Mandela, and a song “How 
Long” by Robin Mann. 

2. Words of assurance - signs of hope, assured hope.  
We will examine the set Bible readings, a quote from Hans 
Küng, recall the life of Gladys Aylward, and a hymn “Blessed 
Assurance” by Frances Jane van Alstyne. 

3. Preparing for the Messiah – getting ready, joyful hope.  
We will consider the set readings, a quote from Wolfhart 
Pannenberg, remember some of the life of Mother Teresa, 
and a song “Create in me a clean heart” by Keith Green. 

4. God’s covenant and promises - on the way, confident hope.  
We will examine the set Bible readings, a quote from Gustavo 
Gutierrez, hear about how Lifeline was started by Alan 
Walker, and a hymn “God of grace and God of glory” by Harry 
Emerson Fosdick.
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Guidelines for group leaders
These studies are best shared in a group setting with opportunities 
for group discussion, but can also be read by individuals. 
Fellowship and sharing in group settings can be enriching but if 
read individually, time should be taken to reflect on the questions. 

Leading a group to use these studies requires no special 
knowledge or skills other than facilitating a group. The material 
can simply be worked though in the order it appears. The leader 
might like to invite different people to read aloud the biblical 
passages, quotes, and stories. When there are questions, there 
should be adequate time given for discussion. Having said this, 
not every question needs to be responded to. Focus on what 
interests the group.

Those present can be divided into groups of three or four to 
respond to the questions, following the different Bible readings 
in order to allow people to contribute to the discussion. Everyone 
can be encouraged to participate without being required to do so. 
Two or three significant insights that were particularly helpful or 
challenging could be shared with the total group in relation to the 
Bible reading before moving on. Other questions can be answered 
as a total group.

Each member of the group will need a copy of the Bible as well as 
a copy of this study book. The New Revised Standard Version is 
recommended as it is a scholarly inclusive language translation, 
although other standard versions of the Bible are fine also. 
Participants can be asked to read and reflect on each biblical 
passage for the week. People might like to jot down some of their 
thoughts.

Each study should take about 90 minutes to 2 hours depending 
on the amount of discussion that occurs. When finishing with a 
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prayer or blessing, the group may want to add their own prayers. 
The studies are not just about learning, but assisting one another 
to live as followers of Jesus and members of the community of 
faith.

My prayer is that people will find these studies stimulating, 
encouraging and helpful as they seek to live as disciples of Jesus 
in their everyday lives.
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