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A FOUR-WEEK ADVENT SERMON PREP KIT

Designed to accompany the Al Video Vignette Series
Promise ¢ Miracle ¢ Incarnation ¢ Invitation

A practical preaching resource with biblical context, sermon outlines, theological notes, study references, calls to
action, FAQs, and guided preparation prompts for each week.
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THE MYSTERIES OF CHRISTMAS

General Series Introduction

Christmas is familiar enough to become invisible. We know the stable, the angel, the shepherds, the star, and the Magi so
well that it is possible to move through Advent without feeling the theological shock of any of them. “The Mysteries of
Christmas” is designed to recover that shock. Each week takes one familiar element and asks the congregation to look
again - not for novelty, but for depth.

The series follows a deliberate progression. Week 1 begins before Bethlehem with the mystery of promise: God speaks
into history long before fulfillment is visible. Week 2 turns to divine initiative in the virgin conception. Week 3 reaches the
center of the Christian claim: the eternal Son enters human life in humility. Week 4 widens the lens to the people God
draws toward Jesus, from ordinary local workers to foreign seekers from the East.

The four films are not intended to replace biblical exposition. They function as narrative doorways. Each vignette gives the
preacher an emotional image, a question, and a memorable line that can be carried into the sermon. The preparation kit
keeps the biblical text primary and treats the video as an imaginative bridge into that text.

Series Arc

WEEK THEME VIGNETTE SERMON MOVEMENT
The Mystery of a Prophetic PROMISE - God can be trusted

& Announcement The Letter fo the Future before fulfillment is visible.
2 The Mystery of a Virgin Birth The Impossible Yes Z?Lﬁé?ﬁﬁ;ti\slzlvaﬂon begins with
INCARNATION - Divine
3 The Mystery of God in a Manger No Palace greatness is revealed in self-
giving humility.
4 The Mystery of Who Was Invited ~ Two Roads Lht;\tﬂtﬁgijorg:r;aw:raotsh%egﬁsﬁvﬁ
How to Use This Kit

e Begin with the primary text, not the video. Read the passage several times before selecting illustrations or applications.

® Use the vignette connection to identify the emotional doorway into the week's theme. The sermon may begin with the film, refer
back to it later, or simply borrow its central image.

* Treat the suggested outline as scaffolding. Choose the points that best serve your congregation; do not feel obligated to
preach every subpoint.

® Use the “Sermon Prep Prompts” as a writing guide. Answer them in plain language before drafting the sermon. Those answers
will usually reveal the sermon's central burden.

e Use the FAQ material to anticipate common questions and avoid oversimplifications that can distract from the message.

e End with a concrete Advent practice. Each call to action is designed to move the congregation from observation to response.

SERMON PREP PROMPTS

» What is the one sentence you want a listener to remember from the entire four-week series?
» What emotional journey should the congregation experience from Week 1 to Week 47?
» Which recurring visual or verbal motif will tie the series together - promise, light, mystery, invitation, or another image?

» Where does your congregation need comfort, where does it need correction, and where does it need renewed wonder
this Advent?
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WEEK 1
THE MYSTERY OF A

PROPHETIC ANNOUNCEMENT

‘.._J.

»

WEEK 1: THE MYSTERY OF A PROPHETIC The promise came long before e
ANNOUNCEMENT

Vignette Connection: “The Letter to the Future”

In the accompanying film, an elderly scribe named Elias writes words he does not fully understand: a virgin will conceive and
bear a son. His apprentice, Noam, presses him for explanations. Elias can only say that prophecy is not ours to control - it is
ours to remember. Centuries pass, and the preserved promise finally leads the viewer toward Bethlehem.

1. Introduction

Advent begins with a startling premise: Christmas was not an improvisation. Long before Bethlehem, Israel had been
taught to live forward - to remember promises whose fulfillment lay beyond the horizon. The mystery is not merely that
prophets made predictions; it is that a coherent hope developed across centuries: a ruler from David's line, a child
associated with God's presence, a ruler connected with Bethlehem, and a kingdom marked by justice and peace.

This week invites the congregation to recover the patience of biblical hope. Prophecy should not be handled like a
codebook for speculation. Its pastoral purpose is to teach God's people that history is not random and that divine promises
may mature slowly. Advent faith learns to trust the Promise-Giver when the timeline remains hidden.

SERMON PREP PROMPTS

Where does your congregation currently feel that God is “late”?
Which prophetic text will function as the sermon'’s anchor rather than trying to cover every Christmas prophecy?

2. Biblical History & Character Description

* The Prophetic Horizon: Isaiah ministered in a period of military threat and political instability. Isaiah 7:14 belongs first to that
historical crisis, while the book's larger movement expands the hope toward a coming Davidic ruler whose reign brings justice
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and peace (Isaiah 9:1-7; 11:1-10). Christian interpretation reads these texts in light of Jesus while still respecting their original
setting.

e Bethlehem and Davidic Hope: Micah 5:2 locates the coming ruler in Bethlehem, David's town. The verse is later cited in
Matthew 2:5-6. The theological point is not the prestige of Bethlehem, but God's habit of bringing decisive salvation from
seemingly small places.

* Promise and Fulfillment in the Gospels: Matthew repeatedly uses fulfillment formulas to connect Jesus to Israel's Scriptures
(for example Matthew 1:22-23; 2:5-6). Luke likewise presents Jesus as the heir to David's throne (Luke 1:32-33). The New
Testament does not treat prophecy as detached fortune-telling; it presents Jesus as the climax of Israel's long story.

* A Responsible Word on Isaiah 7:14: The Hebrew word almah refers to a young woman of marriageable age; the Septuagint
translated it with parthenos, a Greek term normally meaning virgin. Matthew 1:23 follows the Greek wording. A careful sermon
can acknowledge the original historical context while explaining why the early church saw a fuller fulfillment in the virginal
conception of Jesus.

SERMON PREP PROMPTS

» Which historical detail is essential to understanding the passage, and which details are merely interesting?
» What common Christmas assumption should you clarify carefully this week?

3. Suggested Sermon Outline

Proposed Sermon Title: The Promise Before the Manger

Primary Text: Isaiah 7:14; Isaiah 9:1-7; Micah 5:2; Matthew 1:18-23
I. God Speaks Into Real History (Isaiah 7:1-14)

* Exegesis: Biblical prophecy emerges inside fear, war, political pressure, and uncertain futures. God's promise is spoken not to
people living in ideal conditions but to people who need a reason to trust.

* Practical /| Theological Implication: Preach prophecy as pastoral truth before treating it as prediction. What crisis makes your
congregation wonder whether God is still present?

II. God's Promise Is Larger Than One Moment (Isaiah 9:1-7; 11:1-10)

e Exegesis: The prophetic vision expands beyond immediate circumstances toward a Davidic ruler whose reign embodies
justice, peace, and God's presence. Biblical promises can have an immediate horizon and a fuller horizon.

* Practical | Theological Implication: Invite listeners to distinguish between what God has promised and the timetable they
have demanded.

ITI. God Often Works Through the Small and Overlooked (Micah 5:2)

* Exegesis: Bethlehem is small, yet it becomes the signpost for the promised ruler. God's redemptive pattern repeatedly
overturns human assumptions about where importance is located.

¢ Practical | Theological Implication: Ask where the congregation may be overlooking quiet beginnings because they are
waiting for something spectacular.

IV. Fulfillment Produces Trust, Not Trivia (Matthew 1:22-23)

* Exegesis: Matthew presents Jesus as "God with us." The point of fulfilled prophecy is not to make believers clever; it is to
deepen confidence in God's faithfulness.

* Practical /| Theological Implication: Move from information to worship: if God keeps promises across centuries, what promise
are we being asked to trust today?

SERMON PREP PROMPTS
» How will you explain fulfillment without reducing prophecy to prediction trivia?

» What contemporary example illustrates a promise whose meaning becomes clear only over time?
» What final sentence will move the congregation from “God predicted this” to “God can be trusted”?

4. Comprehensive External Study References

e Commentary: John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah, Chapters 1-39 (NICOT) - especially helpful on Isaiah's historical setting
and messianic trajectories.
e Commentary: Bruce K. Waltke, A Commentary on Micah - detailed treatment of Micah 5 and its Davidic context.
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e Gospel Study: R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew (NICNT) - strong on Matthew's fulfillment formulas and use of Israel's
Scriptures.

e Biblical Theology: Graeme Goldsworthy, According to Plan - a clear framework for tracing promise, kingdom, and fulfillment
through the whole Bible.

* Pastoral Advent Resource: Fleming Rutledge, Advent: The Once and Future Coming of Jesus Christ - especially useful for
preaching hope, waiting, judgment, and promise without sentimentality.

5. Suggested Call to Action

Invite the congregation to name one promise of God they find difficult to trust because they cannot see the timetable.
Encourage them to write the promise down, place it somewhere visible during Advent, and pray each day: “God of the
promise, teach me to trust Your faithfulness even when | cannot see the fulfillment.” The goal is not passive waiting; it is
faithful living while the promise is still becoming visible.

SERMON PREP PROMPTS

« Can this application be practiced this week, not merely admired?
« Is the call to action rooted in grace rather than guilt?
» What single sentence of prayer could the congregation carry home?

6. Frequently Asked Questions

Q: Did Isaiah know he was predicting Jesus by name?
A: The text does not say that Isaiah possessed a complete picture of Jesus' life. Biblical prophets often spoke more truly than
they could fully see. Christian interpretation understands the Spirit-guided text as having a fullness that becomes clear in Christ.

Q: How many years before Jesus were these prophecies written?
A: Isaiah and Micah ministered in the eighth century BC, roughly seven centuries before Jesus. Exact dates for individual
passages are debated, but they clearly arise long before the first century.

Q: Does Isaiah 7:14 really say “virgin”?
A: The Hebrew word almah means a young woman of marriageable age and does not by itself make virginity the lexical focus.

The ancient Greek translation used parthenos, commonly meaning virgin, and Matthew follows that wording. A responsible
sermon can explain both levels rather than pretending the linguistic discussion does not exist.

Q: Should prophecy be used to calculate dates for future events?

A: That is not the emphasis of these Advent texts. Their purpose is to call God's people to trust, repentance, hope, and
recognition of God's saving work. The sermon should direct attention toward God's faithfulness rather than speculative
timelines.

The promise came long before the Child.
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WEEK 2: THE MYSTERY OF A VIRGIN BIRTH When the impossible became flesh.

Vignette Connection: “The Impossible Yes”

The film centers on Mary and Joseph after Mary has disclosed the impossible news. Joseph struggles to believe her, prays in
confusion, then receives the angelic assurance in a dream. At sunrise he returns to Mary and says, “I'm still afraid. But | believe
you.” The story ends with the two of them walking together into a mystery neither can explain.

1. Introduction

The virgin birth is often approached as a test of whether a listener can accept a miracle. Scripture, however, presents it as
much more than a biological curiosity. The conception of Jesus announces divine initiative: salvation is not something
humanity manufactures. God enters the story in a way no human plan, lineage, or achievement can produce.

The pastoral power of this week lies in the responses of Mary and Joseph. Both are asked to trust God before they
possess control, social protection, or complete explanation. The mystery therefore asks two questions at once: Who is this
child? And what does faithful obedience look like when God's work disrupts every expectation?

SERMON PREP PROMPTS

What fear does Joseph carry that your congregation can recognize immediately?
How will you honor honest questions without allowing the sermon to become an apologetics lecture?

2. Biblical History & Character Description

e Mary and the Annunciation (Luke 1:26-38): Gabriel announces that Mary will conceive, that the child will be called Son of
the Most High, and that He will receive David's throne. Mary's question - “How will this be, since | am a virgin?” - is answered
by reference to the Holy Spirit and the power of the Most High.

¢ Joseph and the Dream (Matthew 1:18-25): Matthew tells the story from Joseph's vantage point. Joseph intends to end the
betrothal quietly until an angel explains that the child is conceived “from the Holy Spirit.” Joseph's obedience protects Mary and
publicly receives Jesus into David's legal line.
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* Theological Significance: The virgin conception underscores divine initiative and supports the New Testament's presentation
of Jesus as truly human and uniquely the Son of God. It should be connected to the Incarnation rather than treated as an
isolated marvel.

e What the Text Does Not Say: The Gospels do not describe a pagan-style divine-human sexual union. Conception “by the
Holy Spirit” is presented as an act of God's creative power. Christian teaching also distinguishes the virginal conception of
Jesus from later doctrines about Mary that are not stated in these passages.

SERMON PREP PROMPTS

» Which historical detail is essential to understanding the passage, and which details are merely interesting?
» What common Christmas assumption should you clarify carefully this week?

3. Suggested Sermon Outline

Proposed Sermon Title: When God Does the Impossible

Primary Text: Luke 1:26-38; Matthew 1:18-25

I. God Interrupts Ordinary Plans (Luke 1:26-29; Matthew 1:18-19)

e Exegesis: Mary and Joseph are not waiting for a theological adventure. They are preparing for marriage when God's call
radically alters their expected future.

* Practical | Theological Implication: Name the fear beneath disrupted plans. Faithfulness does not require pretending
disruption is painless.

II. The Miracle Begins With Divine Initiative (Luke 1:34-35)

* Exegesis: Mary asks an honest “How?” The answer does not give a mechanism; it points to God's Spirit and power. Salvation
begins with what God does, not what people achieve.

¢ Practical | Theological Implication: Contrast control with trust. Where do listeners assume that if they cannot explain the
process, God cannot be at work?

II1. Faith Can Coexist With Fear (Matthew 1:20-24)

* Exegesis: Joseph is told, “Do not be afraid.” The command acknowledges fear rather than shaming it. He obeys without
receiving a guarantee that others will understand.

* Practical | Theological Implication: Show that courageous faith is not the absence of fear; it is obedience that refuses to let
fear make the final decision.

IV. The Impossible Serves the Identity of Jesus (Luke 1:31-35; Matthew 1:21-23)

* Exegesis: The miracle directs attention toward the child: Jesus, Savior, Son of the Most High, Immanuel. The sign is
meaningful because of who enters the world through it.

* Practical /| Theological Implication: Do not let the sermon end with “miracles can happen.” End with “God has come near in
Jesus.”

SERMON PREP PROMPTS
» Which phrase - “Do not be afraid,” “nothing will be impossible with God,” or “Immanuel” - will be the sermon's repeated
refrain?

» What is the difference between faith and certainty in this text?
» What specific act of obedience can listeners practice this week before they have every answer?

4. Comprehensive External Study References

* Major Study: Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah - an extensive critical study of the infancy narratives in Matthew

° gr(])dml_rlrjllfjl.tary: Joel B. Green, The Gospel of Luke (NICNT) - valuable on Mary, the annunciation, and Luke's theological

° gsrr;ﬁiséntary: R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew (NICNT) - clear treatment of Joseph, Matthew 1, and the fulfillment

. ﬂ:gftltt))rr;;:al Theology: J. Gresham Machen, The Virgin Birth of Christ - a classic defense of the historic Christian teaching,
useful when engaging historical objections.
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e Christology: Donald Macleod, The Person of Christ - helpful for connecting the virgin conception with the larger doctrine of the
Incarnation.

5. Suggested Call to Action

Invite the congregation to identify one situation in which obedience to God feels costly because they cannot see the entire
path. Ask them to pray Mary's posture - “Let it be to me according to your word” - and Joseph's posture - “| will act on what
God has shown me.” Encourage one concrete act of obedience this week that does not depend on having every question

answered first.

SERMON PREP PROMPTS

» Can this application be practiced this week, not merely admired?
* Is the call to action rooted in grace rather than guilt?
» What single sentence of prayer could the congregation carry home?

6. Frequently Asked Questions

Q: Are the virgin birth and the immaculate conception the same thing?
A: No. The virgin birth refers to Jesus being conceived in Mary without a human father. The Immaculate Conception is a later
Roman Catholic doctrine concerning Mary's own conception. They are distinct teachings.

Q: Was Joseph Jesus' biological father?
A: According to Matthew and Luke, no. Joseph functions as Jesus' legal and social father and brings Him into the Davidic
household, while the conception is attributed to the Holy Spirit.

Q: Does the Bible explain how the virgin conception worked biologically?
A: No. The narratives make a theological claim about divine action; they do not provide a biological mechanism. A sermon
should resist pretending Scripture answers questions it does not address.

Q: Why does this doctrine matter?
A: It points to divine initiative, the unique identity of Jesus, and the union of genuine humanity with divine sonship in the
incarnation. The doctrine matters because of what it says about who Jesus is and how salvation comes to us.

When the impossible became flesh.
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WEEK 3: THE MYSTERY OF GOD IN A The Infinite became an infant.

MANGER

Vignette Connection: “No Palace”

A Roman soldier encounters a breathless shepherd in Bethlehem. The shepherd claims that a child has been born and that
heaven called Him Savior, Messiah, and Lord. The skeptical soldier follows him to a humble animal space. When he sees the
infant, he whispers, “That’s your king?” The shepherd answers, “That’s the mystery.” The final visual contrasts the soldier’s
armored hand with the tiny hand of the child.

1. Introduction

This week reaches the theological center of the series. The deepest Christmas mystery is not the manger itself but the
identity of the One lying in it. John says the eternal Word “became flesh.” Paul says the One who existed in the form of God
took the form of a servant. Luke places the sign of this cosmic event in swaddling cloths and a feeding trough.

The sermon should preserve the paradox rather than resolving it into sentimentality: the Christian claim is that the eternal
Son did not merely appear human, and He did not cease to be divine. He truly entered human life. Christmas therefore
redefines power. God's glory is not diminished by humility; in Jesus, humility becomes one of the ways divine glory is
revealed.

SERMON PREP PROMPTS

What image of worldly power will you place beside the manger for contrast?
How can you slow down long enough for John 1:14 to feel astonishing again?
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2. Biblical History & Character Description

* The Manger Sign (Luke 2:1-20): Luke anchors the birth under Caesar Augustus and contrasts imperial scale with an infant in

Bethlehem. The angel gives the shepherds a sign: a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger. The surprising setting is
part of the message.

* The Word Became Flesh (John 1:1-18): John begins not with Bethlehem but “in the beginning.” The Word is with God and is

God, then “became flesh and dwelt among us.” The language of dwelling echoes God's presence with Israel and frames Jesus
as the definitive self-revelation of God.

* The Descent of Christ (Philippians 2:5-11): Paul portrays Christ's movement from divine status to servant form, human

likeness, obedience, and death. The passage does not teach that Jesus stopped being divine; it celebrates self-giving humility
rather than self-exaltation.

¢ The Doctrine of the Incarnation: Historic Christian teaching confesses Jesus as fully divine and fully human. The two natures
are neither confused nor separated. For preaching purposes, avoid technical detail unless it serves the congregation; preserve
the central wonder that the One Christians worship truly entered creaturely, embodied human life.

SERMON PREP PROMPTS

» Which historical detail is essential to understanding the passage, and which details are merely interesting?
* What common Christmas assumption should you clarify carefully this week?

3. Suggested Sermon Outline

Proposed Sermon Title: No Palace: The King Who Came Down
Primary Text: Luke 2:1-20; John 1:1-14; Philippians 2:5-11

I. We Recognize Power by the Wrong Symbols (Luke 2:1-7)

e Exegesis: Luke begins with Caesar, decrees, empire, travel, and registration - all the machinery of visible power. Yet the
story's true center is a newborn child placed in a manger.

¢ Practical | Theological Implication: Identify the modern symbols we instinctively associate with importance: platform, wealth,
influence, control, visibility.

II. The Sign Is Small Enough to Miss (Luke 2:10-12)

* Exegesis: The angel does not direct the shepherds to a throne but to a baby. God's decisive act arrives in vulnerability,
dependence, and ordinary human flesh.

* Practical | Theological Implication: Ask what forms of quiet grace we disregard because they do not look impressive
enough.

ITI. The Infinite Enters the Finite (John 1:1-14)

* Exegesis: The One through whom all things came into being becomes flesh. John does not say the Word merely visited
humanity; He became flesh and dwelt among us.

* Practical | Theological Implication: Slow the sermon here. Let the congregation feel the theological weight instead of racing
to application.

IV. Divine Greatness Looks Like Self-Giving Love (Philippians 2:5-8)

* Exegesis: Christ does not exploit status for self-advantage. His movement is downward - toward service, obedience, and
ultimately the cross. The manger points toward the pattern of the whole Gospel.

e Practical | Theological Implication: Connect worship to imitation: the church cannot adore the self-emptying Christ while
making self-promotion its governing instinct.

SERMON PREP PROMPTS

* Where is your congregation tempted to equate blessing with visibility or status?
* What does Philippians 2 add that Luke 2 alone does not make explicit?
» What hidden act of service could become the sermon's concrete Advent practice?

4. Comprehensive External Study References

e Commentary: Joel B. Green, The Gospel of Luke (NICNT) - useful for the narrative and social texture of Luke 2.
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e Commentary: D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (Pillar) - strong treatment of the prologue and “the Word became
flesh.”

* Pauline Study: Gordon D. Fee, Paul's Letter to the Philippians (NICNT) - detailed work on Philippians 2:5-11 and the Christ
hymn.

e Christology: Donald Macleod, The Person of Christ - clear theological synthesis on the incarnation and person of Jesus.

® Classic Theology: Athanasius, On the Incarnation - a foundational early Christian reflection on why the Word became human.

5. Suggested Call to Action

Ask the congregation to identify one area where they are pursuing “palace power” - recognition, control, status, or the need

to appear impressive. Invite them to choose one concrete act of hidden service during the week. The practice should be

deliberately unpublicized. Close by praying: “Jesus, who came down to us, teach us to follow You downward into love.”
SERMON PREP PROMPTS

« Can this application be practiced this week, not merely admired?
* Is the call to action rooted in grace rather than guilt?
» What single sentence of prayer could the congregation carry home?

6. Frequently Asked Questions

Q: Was Jesus definitely born in a wooden stable?
A: Luke says Jesus was laid in a manger because suitable guest space was unavailable; it does not describe a freestanding
wooden stable. The birth may have taken place in the animal area of a home or a cave-like space used for animals. The feeding
trough is the firmest detail.

Q: Did Jesus stop being God when He became human?
A: Historic Christian doctrine says no. The Son truly assumed human nature without ceasing to be divine. Philippians 2
describes self-humbling and servant form, not the abandonment of deity.

Q: What does “the Word became flesh” mean?
A: It means the eternal Word truly entered human existence. “Flesh” emphasizes real embodied humanity, not an appearance
or disguise. John's claim is radical precisely because the eternal One fully enters the conditions of human life.

Q: Why would God choose such a humble entrance?
A: The New Testament repeatedly connects God's saving work with humility, accessibility, and self-giving love. The lowliness of
the birth is consistent with the character of Jesus' ministry and ultimately the cross.

The Infinite became an infant.
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Vignette Connection: “Two Roads”

The final film tells two parallel stories without collapsing their chronology. A poor shepherd is summoned from the fields on the
night of Jesus’ birth. Much later, an elderly Magus follows the star from another nation. One says, “| had nothing to bring.” The
other carries treasure. Both finally ask why heaven would call someone like them. The answer is the same: both were
welcomed.

1. Introduction

Christmas widens the circle. Luke places shepherds near the beginning of the story; Matthew brings foreign Magi into the
presence of Jesus. They are not the same kind of people, they do not arrive at the same time, and they do not bring the
same resources. Yet both groups are drawn toward the same Messiah.

The mystery of the invitation is therefore not that God prefers one social category over another. It is that the kingdom
begins to gather people across boundaries - local and foreign, materially poor and materially wealthy, religiously near and
culturally distant. Advent ends by asking the congregation not merely whether they have been invited, but whether the
breadth of God's welcome is reshaping whom they are prepared to welcome.

SERMON PREP PROMPTS

Who would be the modern equivalent of “ordinary” in your congregation's context - without caricaturing or patronizing
them?
Who feels culturally or spiritually “far away,” and how can you speak of them with dignity?
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2. Biblical History & Character Description

* The Shepherds (Luke 2:8-20): Luke places working shepherds in nearby fields when the angel announces “good news of
great joy for all the people.” They go to Bethlehem, find the child, and then spread what they have heard. Their importance
comes from God's choice to make ordinary workers witnesses.

* A Note on Shepherd Status: Sermons often say shepherds were universally despised social outcasts. The historical
evidence is more complex. Their work was low-status and demanding, and later Jewish texts sometimes criticize shepherds,
but it is safer to emphasize their ordinariness and lack of elite social standing rather than make sweeping claims the text itself
does not make.

e The Magi (Matthew 2:1-12): The Magi are eastern learned figures associated with courtly, astronomical, or priestly wisdom.
Matthew does not call them kings and does not say there were three. They arrive after Jesus' birth, enter a house, worship the
child, and present costly gifts.

* The Nations Drawn to Israel's Messiah: Matthew's Gospel begins with Gentile seekers and eventually ends with a
commission to “all nations.” The Magi anticipate the widening scope of the Gospel. Luke similarly emphasizes good news for
all people and later traces the mission outward in Acts.

SERMON PREP PROMPTS

» Which historical detail is essential to understanding the passage, and which details are merely interesting?
» What common Christmas assumption should you clarify carefully this week?

3. Suggested Sermon Outline

Proposed Sermon Title: Two Roads, One Invitation

Primary Text: Luke 2:8-20; Matthew 2:1-12

I. God Calls the Ordinary (Luke 2:8-12)

* Exegesis: The shepherds are doing ordinary work when heaven interrupts their night. The announcement is not reserved for
religious officials or social elites.
¢ Practical | Theological Implication: Help listeners recognize that ordinary vocation is not a barrier to encounter or witness.

I1. God Calls the Distant (Matthew 2:1-2)

* Exegesis: The Magi begin outside Israel and travel because of a sign they only partially understand. God's grace is already
drawing people who are culturally and geographically far away.

* Practical | Theological Implication: Ask whom the church unconsciously assumes is “too far away” to be drawn toward
Christ.

III. Different People Bring Different Things (Luke 2:15-17; Matthew 2:11)

* Exegesis: The shepherds bring testimony; the Magi bring gifts. Their value before God is not measured by whether they arrive
with the same resources. Both respond to revelation with movement and worship.

* Practical | Theological Implication: Challenge comparison. Some listeners have treasure; others have only testimony,
attention, or presence. The invitation is not purchased.

IV. The Welcome Becomes Our Mission (Luke 2:17-20; Matthew 28:18-20)

e Exegesis: Those who encounter Jesus do not remain static. The shepherds tell; Matthew's Gospel eventually sends disciples
to all nations. Christmas welcome becomes Gospel mission.
* Practical | Theological Implication: End by asking not only “Have | come?” but “Whom am | helping to find the way?”

SERMON PREP PROMPTS

» How will you keep the shepherds and Magi chronologically distinct while using them as a theological pair?
» What boundary does the Gospel challenge your church to cross?
» What specific act of welcome can listeners practice before Christmas Day?

4. Comprehensive External Study References

e Commentary: Joel B. Green, The Gospel of Luke (NICNT) - helpful on the shepherd narrative and Luke's emphasis on
salvation reaching ordinary people.
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e Commentary: R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew (NICNT) - excellent on the Magi, Herod, Old Testament echoes, and
Matthew's Gentile themes.

* Historical-Cultural Study: Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament - concise historical
context for shepherds, Magi, travel, gifts, and first-century social settings.

e Biblical Theology: Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God - broad theological perspective on God's purpose to bless
the nations.

e Pastoral Theology: Lesslie Newbigin, The Open Secret - useful for thinking about the church as a community formed by and
sent with the Gospel.

5. Suggested Call to Action

Give the congregation a two-part Advent practice. First, receive the invitation personally: spend time naming what makes
you feel either “too ordinary” or “too far away” for God. Second, extend the invitation concretely: identify one person or
group you rarely imagine as part of your circle and take one hospitable step toward them - a meal, conversation, invitation,
act of service, or simple welcome. Make the application relational rather than abstract.

SERMON PREP PROMPTS

« Can this application be practiced this week, not merely admired?
« Is the call to action rooted in grace rather than guilt?
» What single sentence of prayer could the congregation carry home?

6. Frequently Asked Questions

Q: Were the Magi present at the manger on the night Jesus was born?
A: Matthew describes them arriving later and entering a house. The exact interval is not stated, but the Gospel narratives should
not be compressed into a single evening simply because traditional nativity scenes do so.

Q: Were there three kings?
A: Matthew calls them Magi, not kings, and gives no number. The tradition of three probably developed because three kinds of
gifts are named: gold, frankincense, and myrrh.

Q: Were shepherds really the lowest social class?
A: They were ordinary laborers and not members of the social or religious elite, but claims that all first-century shepherds were
universally despised or legally disqualified go beyond what can be securely established. Preach the text's clear contrast without
overstating the evidence.

Q: Do gold, frankincense, and myrrh each have a fixed symbolic meaning?
A: Christian tradition has often associated them with kingship, worship or priesthood, and death or burial. Those connections
can be suggestive, but Matthew emphasizes the costly act of worship more directly than he explains a symbolic code for each
gift.

Q: What holds the shepherds and Magi together if they are so different?
A: Both receive revelation, respond by moving toward Jesus, and become examples of worship. Their differences help show
that the Messiah cannot be confined to one social location or cultural boundary.

The invitation was bigger than anyone imagined.
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