The Fourth Sunday of Advent
December 18, 2011
Text:  The O Antiphons
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

I think we all know that beautiful Advent hymn, O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.  The English version that we sing was written in the middle of the 19th century, translated from the Latin by an Anglican clergyman, John Mason Neale.

The original Latin version, however, is extremely old, dating back certainly to the 9th century at the very least, and very possibly all the way back to the 6th century.  They were called the O Antiphons.  An antiphon is a piece of music sung by two choirs sitting opposite each other, singing alternate lines back and forth to each other.

There were seven of these O Antiphons, one for each day of the week before Christmas Eve…so the first one would be sung on Dec. 17, the second one on December 18, and finally the seventh and last one on December 23.
Each of the O Antiphons began with that exclamation, O, followed by a specific title for Jesus, a messianic title…taken from the Old Testament…. expressing the hope that the people of Israel had for this coming Messiah.  
Look on the front cover of our bulletin this morning and you will see the 7 different Latin titles of these O Antiphons, starting from the top:
· Sapientia…or wisdom.

· Adonai….the Hebrew word for Lord.

· Radix Jesse….Root of Jesse 

· Clavis David…Key of David

· Oriens….it means “east,” but is often translated, Dayspring or Rising Sun
· Rex Gentium…King of the Nations

· Emmanuel…the Hebrew word meaning, God with us.

These O Antiphons stressed the hope of the Savior’s coming.  And they are in historical order:  starting with Sapientia or Wisdom, which the Old Testament speaks of as being a partner with God in the creation of the world….all the way through to Emmanuel, God with us, the birth of the baby Jesus born in the manger in the City of Bethlehem.
Now take a look at the _____-colored insert sheet in your bulletin.  You will see the same seven titles, now listed backwards.  The first letter of each of these Latin titles, taken backwards, forms an acrostic in Latin:  ero cras….Tomorrow I will come.  Doesn’t that really sum up our hopes in this Advent season?  Jesus telling us, Tomorrow I will come!

And exactly what does Jesus’ statement, Tomorrow I will come! – exactly what does it refer to?  To the fact that by the time the Church finishes up with these O Antiphons on December 23, tomorrow will be December 24, the midnight celebration of Christmas?  Yes, certainly!  But the tomorrow also means that future day, the last day – maybe tomorrow? – when Jesus Christ will come ushering in his kingdom.
You and I will are going to take a journey through each of these seven O Antiphons, also each time singing the appropriate verse.
The first O Antiphon…Sapientia…Wisdom:  O Wisdom, issuing from the mouth of the Most High, announced by the prophets:  Come to teach us the knowledge of salvation.
The Book of Proverbs in the Old Testament describes Wisdom as God’s partner in the creation of the world.  Listen to this from Proverbs 8:
When God established the heavens, I – Wisdom – was there; when God marked out the foundations of the earth, then I was beside him, like a master workman.

All of the church fathers, when they read this passage from Proverbs chapter 8, they all interpreted this Wisdom as Jesus Christ, present with his Father in the creation of the world.

Which is the very same thing that John does at the beginning of his Gospel, right?

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made.

And, oh, how much we need this Wisdom of Christ!  How disorderly and out of whack everything is!  Even the natural world does not work as it should:  natural disasters, too much rain, not enough rain, tsunamis, earthquakes.

And then there’s the lack of wisdom in how people live.  Foolish and downright stupid:  living on credit, living for pleasure, living in sin, substance abuse, filling our minds with trash.

We need this Jesus to come as Wisdom to show us how to live.  And He not only shows us, he does it for us:  he walks the way of the cross for us, bearing all our sins and folly upon himself.   Tomorrow, Jesus says, I will come!
Using the ____-colored insert sheet, we will now sing the first verse of our O Antiphons:  O come, thou Wisdom from on high.

______________________

The Second O Antiphon:  O Adonai, shepherd of the house of Israel, who guide your people:  Come to redeem us by the strength of your arm.
With this second antiphon we move from the Old Testament story of creation to God giving his Law to the People of Israel on Mt. Sinai.
That word Adonai is Hebrew for Lord.  Do you remember that Old Testament story where God reveals himself to Moses in the burning bush?  And when Moses asks for the name of this God, God says, “I am who I am.”  That Old Testament name of God – “I am who I am,” or Yahweh, in the Hebrew – that name was so sacred to the Israelites that they refused to pronounce it, and whenever they came across it in their scriptures they would substitute the word adonai, meaning “Lord.”
And then along comes Jesus in the New Testament, and what he is called?  Lord!  In fact, that was the very earliest Christian creed:  Jesus Christ is Lord!  It was a way of proclaiming to the world that Jesus Christ is true God from true God, begotten not made, of one being with the Father.  Tomorrow, Jesus says, I will come!

We will now sing the second verse of our O Antiphons:  O come, o come, thou Lord of might.

________________________

The third O Antiphon: O Root of Jesse, standard of people and of kings, you whom the world implores:  Come to deliver us, Lord, do not delay.
And just who is this Jesse?  Jesse was the father of David, the great king of Israel.  And after David all the kings of Israel came from that family of Jesse.  Until….

Until Israel was sent off into exile in Babylon, and then that line of kings coming from the family of Jesse was ended.  It was like a tree being cut down.  What was left looked like just a dead stump.  Another king coming from that dead stump?  You’ve got to be kidding!

No, I am not kidding, says the prophet Isaiah:  There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch from his roots shall bear fruit.
And 600 years later, in the town of Bethlehem, the city of David, Jesus was born, whose great-great-great-great ancestor was Jesse!  And notice:  the prophecy says “the shoot and the root of Jesse” – Jesse, not David!  This new king will not just be another descendant of David; rather, he will be a whole new David – a new and eternal king, better, much better, than David!  This Jesus will be the king who gives his people victory over the grave!  Tomorrow, Jesus says, I will come!

We will now sing the third verse:  O come, strong Branch of Jesse:

____________________

The fourth antiphon:  O Key of David and scepter of the house of Israel, you who open so no one can close, you who close so no one can open:  Come to free those who wait in the darkness.
A key, of course, is used for opening up doors.  If you’ve been given the key to something, that means you’ve been entrusted with a certain amount of authority.  It’s the prophet Isaiah who speaks about that Key of David that will be given to some future descendant:  I will place on his shoulder the key of the house of David; he shall open, and no one shall shut; he shall shut, and no one shall open.
And, of course, Jesus is that Son of David who receives the key.  Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, who has opened the kingdom of heaven to all believers.  He opens our prison doors and sets us free.  The path of misery we were on has been closed, and now we have been set to walk on a new road, the path of life.  Tomorrow, Jesus says, I will come!
We will sing now the fourth verse, Oh, come, O Key of David, come.
______________________________

The Fifth Antiphon:  O Rising Sun, splendor of eternal light and sun of justice:  Come to give light to those who are seated in the shadow of death.

That word Dayspring simply means sunrise or the rising sun.  It was the prophet Malachi who foretold that the Sun of righteousness shall rise, with healing in its wings.  We know that line, don’t we?, from Charles Wesley’s hymn, Hark the Herald Angels Sing:  

Hail the heaven-born Prince of Peace, 

Hail the Sun – S-U-N – of righteousness.

Light and life to all he brings,

Ris’n with healing in his wings.

This Fifth Antiphon is prayed on December 21, the winter solstice, that day when once again there is more light than darkness, more sun than night.
Isn’t that the good news for us?  No longer do we sit, swallowed up in darkness, paralyzed, unable to move, cowering in fear.  No!  Now the Dayspring, the Sun, Jesus Christ himself has risen.  And he sheds his light on us, on our path, and he guides our feet into the way of peace.  Tomorrow, Jesus says, I will come!
We will now sing the fifth verse of our hymn:  Oh, come blest Dayspring, come and cheer.
___________________
The Sixth Antiphon:  O King of nations, expectation of peoples and cornerstone of the Church:  Come to deliver those whom you have created.
Once again, of course, Jesus is the King whom we honor with this antiphon.  And yet what a different king he is!  It was Pontius Pilate who asked of Jesus, Are you a king?  Yes, Jesus certainly is king, but my kingdom is not from this world.  
And Jesus’ throne?  It was the cross, over which Pilate had erected the sign, Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.  The good news is that he is King for us, too, and one day we shall be gathered together in his kingdom.  Tomorrow, Jesus says, I will come!

We will now sing the sixth verse of our hymn:  Oh, come, Desire of nations, bind.
______________________

The Seventh and final Antiphon:  O Emmanuel, King and hope of nations and Savior of all people:  Come to free us, Lord, do not delay.

Emmanuel – we know that title best from the prophet Isaiah:  Therefore the Lord himself will give you this sign: the virgin shall be with child, and bear a son, and shall name him Emmanuel
Emmanuel means God with us.  And the fulfillment of that hope is the birth of the Baby Jesus in the Bethlehem manger.  God with us….the Word made flesh….Jesus living among us, living where we live.  God with us in order to save us.  Or as Charles Wesley wrote in his hymn:
Pleased as man with us to dwell, 

Jesus our Emmanuel.
And this is the antiphon for December 23, when in the evening on the very next day, December 24, we will celebrate the birth of God’s Son….the One who says to us, Tomorrow I will come.
We will now sing the seventh verse of our hymn, even though it’s the one we know better as the first verse:  Oh, come, oh, come, Emmanuel.  Please stand.
