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Four Studies for Advent
(Based on the carol Veni Emmanuel)

“O come, O come, Emmanuel” must be one of the oldest carols we regularly sing during the 
Advent and Christmas periods.  It is based on the theme of national restoration central to the 
life of the nation of Israel following their harrowing experience of exile in Babylon and their 
subsequent subjection to the powerful empires that swept through the Middle East during the 
six centuries Before Christ.  

The sequence of verses in the carol relate to Israel’s growing hope of a Messiah who would 
fulfil their OT prophecies of a glorious future for that nation and for the world.  The Jews of 
Jesus’ day looked back with nostalgia to the ‘good old days’ when David and Solomon were 
kings who ruled a powerful, united Israel which stood head and shoulders above their 
surrounding nations and principalities.  They looked for this coming Messiah to liberate them 
from Roman oppression and to restore the dignity and standing of the nation.

Our unknown 12th century AD writer of the carol is clearly interpreting those Jewish 
prophecies as they might apply to the spiritual ‘New Israel’, the Church.  I thought it would be 
interesting to explore some of the themes in the carol as they might relate to us today, 800 
years after it was written!  

For us, Advent is a time, also, for looking backwards and forwards.  It is a time for reflection 
and personal preparation for our Christmas celebration of that most extra-ordinary event – the 
Incarnation!  We look forward, as well, to those as yet unfulfilled prophecies of Jesus and the 
New Testament writers that point to a return of Christ to take up his rightful position as King 
of kings and Lord of lords over all creation.

The four Advent studies follow the progress of the carol from the desolation of Exile, through 
the battles against the ‘tyranny of Satan’s power’, to the beginnings of hope as the ‘Day-
spring’ (perhaps the morning-star with its promise of dawn soon to follow?) to the climax as 
the King arrives in triumph.

In pursuing these studies I hope we too sense that rising anticipation and excitement as we 
approach our Christmas celebrations, and as we look forward with increasing hope to the 
fulfilment of all things in the One who is yet to come in all his glory ‘to claim his earthly 
heritage’.

Whether you choose to use theses studies individually or as a group, I hope they will prove 
helpful as we travel through Advent preparing once more to celebrate the birth of Jesus.

Roger Cheale
Bergerac

November 2008
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Study 1: Christus Redemptor:  Christ the Redeemer of the World.

O come, O come, Immanuel
And ransom captive Israel,
That mourns on lonely exile here
Until the Son of God appear.

For Israel, that most difficult time in their history was the period of exile and captivity in 
Babylon.  It seemed that God had forsaken them and that all the promises to Abraham, Moses 
and other prophets had fallen to dust.  Such thoughts as they had were perhaps best expressed 
in the poignant words of Psalm 137 verses 1 – 6 ‘By the waters of Babylon we sat down and 
wept…’

The theme of this first stanza is that of ‘ransom’ or ‘redemption’.  What do you understand by 
these terms?

The time of the exile for Israel was a time of mourning, of confession for past sins and of 
preparation for a return to the land that contemporary prophets like Jeremiah and Ezekiel were 
already promising.

How do we view our contemporary Christian experience?  When we look at the church world-
wide with its many problems and divisions do we feel ‘in exile’?  Do we, as the church, need 
redeeming?

In these early days of Advent how should we be examining ourselves and our church, 
confessing our sins and preparing ourselves for the coming of the Redeemer?
Jesus says that he has come to give us life in all its fullness. (John 10:10)  Is there a place, 
however, for us to mourn our weaknesses and confess our shortcomings, both individually 
and as congregations or fellowship groups?

For further discussion:

In many parts of the world the church continues to be bitterly persecuted.  There are modern 
martyrs every day.  What should we be doing about our persecuted brothers and sisters?  How 
may we help them in their time of exile?  

Many Jews still await their Messiah.  Others hope desperately for national security and 
freedom.  What should be the church’s relationship to the nation of Israel, its own hopes and 
fears?  Some Christians feel we must support Israel wholeheartedly in their fight against 
Muslim / Arab opposition.  What is our attitude?
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Study 2: Christus Victor: Christ the Victor over sin and death and the devil.

O come, Thou Rod of Jesse, free
Thine own from Satan’s tyranny;
From depths of hell thy people save,
And give them victory o’er the grave.

An early understanding of the Atonement was that of ‘Christus Victor’ Christ the Victorious 
One.  Through his death he overcame the devil and all his forces – see Hebrews 2: 14 – 15 
‘……… through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death…’ or as St Paul 
says ‘Thanks be to God who in Christ always leads us in triumphal procession………’  2Cor 
2:14

The notion that we are somehow ‘under Satan’s tyranny’ isn’t a particularly popular 
contemporary theme!  Is this a dimension of our faith that we tend to play down these days? 
Are we right to do so? In what sense are we subject to the power of the evil one?  Does Satan 
even exist?  The notion of ‘hell’ is equally difficult for many Christians to accept.  Is this 
concept a proper part of our Christian belief in the 21st century?

The 12th century in which this carol was written was a pretty brutal time: life was short and 
uncomfortable to say the least.  The belief in ‘victory over the grave ‘ would have given 
solace to many.  St Paul ends his monumental passage on resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15 
with the triumphant words ‘O death, where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory?’ 
What is our view of death?  How do we approach such a difficult and sensitive subject which 
is one of the great taboos of our times?

The problem of overemphasising the role of Satan is that we quickly move to a ‘dualistic’ 
theology of two competing gods, one good, the other evil.  How can we maintain the balance 
of a ‘healthy’ regard for the work of Satan while acknowledging that, through his incarnation 
and death, Jesus has truly overcome the evil one?  

In his first letter St John says: ‘The Son of God was revealed for this purpose, to destroy the  
works of the devil.  Those who have been born of God do not sin, because God’s seed abides  
in them; they cannot sin because they have been born of God.’ 
( 1 John 3: 8 – 9 ) 

Is that our experience?  During these weeks of Advent, how should we confront evil in our 
own lives and in the world at large (and that without wallowing in a morbid sense of all-
pervasive sin!) and then move on to a right and positive sense of the victory of Christ over 
evil?

For further discussion:

John Wesley and a number of his close colleagues were constantly grappling with the concept 
of attaining in this life complete freedom from sin.  Is that possible?
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Study 3: Christus Lux: Christ the Light of the World.

O come, Thou Day-spring, come and cheer
Our spirits by thine advent here;
Disperse the gloomy clouds of night,
And death’s dark shadows put to flight.

The third stanza of our carol seems to enter upon a rather more positive phase.  Christ is seen 
as the harbinger of dawn.  After that darkest part of night a glimmer of light appears on the 
eastern horizon – day is coming!  For us ‘Christ is coming’!  St Peter looks back to the 
transfiguration to affirm the truth about Jesus in his first coming. (See 2 Peter 1: 16 – 19).  He 
concludes by saying (v19): ‘You will do well to be attentive to this as to a lamp shining in a  
dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts.’  

One of the well-known sayings of Jesus himself in St John’s Gospel is ‘I am the light of the  
world.  Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life. ’ (St  
John 8:12).  What do you think he meant by that statement?  Is our experience of the 
Christian life one of ‘never walking in darkness’?  ‘The dark night of the soul’ doesn’t seem 
to be an experience that is compatible with Jesus’ statement!

Also in St John’s Gospel is the well-known Christmas reading which includes the words: ‘In 
him was life and the life was the light of all people.  The light shines in the darkness, and the  
darkness did not overcome it.’ (John 1:4 – 5)

How is Jesus the light of the world?  Is he still so today?  As Christians, we are also described 
as lights in the world.  (See Matthew 5: 14 – 16 and Philippians 2:14 – 15)  How can we be 
lights to the world?  Are we being as effective as we should be in ‘shining for Jesus – you in  
your small corner and I in mine!’  What do we need to do to declare more clearly the 
Christian hope, the ‘good news’, which Jesus commands us to take into all the world?  Can 
we do so with greater confidence this Christmas?

For further discussion:  

What right do we have as Christians to declare our faith publicly and in particular to 
demonstrate and try to put political pressure on secular authorities to conform to Christian 
moral standards? (Say, over abortion, gay marriage, euthanasia, etc?)  Are there limits to what 
we should do?
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Study 4: Christus Rex: Christ the King

O come, Thou Key of David, come,
And open wide our heavenly home;
Make safe the way that leads on high,
And close the path to misery.

The writer sees Christ as the successor, in spiritual terms, to the Davidic kingship of the Old 
Testament.  The writer of the book of Revelation puts these words into the mouth of Jesus: ‘It  
is I, Jesus….I am the root and off-spring of David, the bright morning star.’ (Rev. 22: 16) and 
also in Revelation Jesus is given the title ‘King of kings and Lord of lords.’ (Rev 19:16) a title 
that Paul also uses in 1 Timothy 6:15

The life of Jesus in the Gospels is framed by the question of the Magi: ‘Where is he that is  
born King of the Jews?’ (Matthew 2:2) and the mocking statement of the soldiers at the cross: 
‘Hail, King of the Jews!’ ( Matthew 27:29)   Pilate, too, had the inscription placed on the 
cross: ‘Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews’.  (John 19:19)  Was this a result of his 
interview with Jesus recorded in John 18: 33 – 38?  

What can we learn of the nature of Jesus’ kingship and the nature of the kingdom of God from 
this crucial last encounter with Pilate?  I think it is interesting that in the synoptic Gospels 
Jesus speaks much more about the kingdom of God or of Heaven than he does about his role 
as king.  Does that in itself say something about the nature of his kingdom?

Even after the resurrection the disciples could still ask Jesus the question: ‘Lord, is this the  
time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?’ (Acts 1:6)

How can we prepare for the coming of the King and his Kingdom?  Is the writer of the carol 
right to see our destiny up there in heaven out of the clutches of all that is evil and painful? 
Does that smack of escapism?  Or ‘pie in the sky’?  Or is the kingdom of Jesus really here on 
earth?  Certainly Israel saw their hope in an earthly kingdom and, to quote the Revelation yet 
again, the writer sees a new heaven AND a new earth.

What is our Christian hope?  Is it in the redeeming, restoring work of Christ here and now?  A 
future in a renewed earth where the ‘lion will eat straw like the ox’, etc?  Or a distant bliss in 
some ethereal, spiritual hereafter ‘way up there beyond the blue’?

If Christ is truly our King, what effect does that have on our lives day by day?

For further reflection:

As you reflect on the process of preparation that you have gone through during this Advent 
season, what fresh understandings have you gleaned?  What new targets or resolutions might 
you set yourself as Christmas and New Year approach as a result of your reflections?

A happy Christmas to you!!
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