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ADVENT LESSONS FROM HANDEL
DOES GOD CARE?

Job 19:23-27 & 1 Corinthians 15:12-22

I have a couple of confessions I want to disclose to you this morning.  Here’s the 
first.  Do you listen to fm 96.1 in your car or at home?  They are playing Christmas music 
exclusively throughout the Holiday season.  As you know, I love Christmas and especially the 
music of Christmas, but here’s my confession: Every time “The Little Drummer Boy” comes on 
(and they play it often) I switch the station to something else.  I can’t stand that song (sorry David,
and any other drummers in the sanctuary this morning).  “Schmaltz” ... that’s the word I would 
use to describe it.  I’ll take Dominick the Italian Christmas Donkey over The Little Drummer Boy
anytime!  To those of you who like the song, I won’t hold it against you ... after all, it is 
Christmas.  And in fact, it’s the fourth Sunday of Advent ... can you believe it?


Speaking of that, it’s kind of hard for us to wrap our minds around the notion that the 

church year actually ends with Thanksgiving and starts with Advent.  No, it does not 
correspond with the calendar year.  I guess for the majority of my 50 + years I’ve always 
viewed Christmas as the end of the calendar year and the end of the church year, and what 
we’re doing is simply singing joyous songs in affirmation of the birth of the Messiah.  However, 
the reality of Christ’s birth and the incarnation did not usher in the END of history ... only the 
BEGINNING of the end.


Now I’m going to make a very irreverent jump from Dominick the Italian Christmas 

Donkey and The Little Drummer Boy to Handel’s Messiah.  Have you noticed in the Times Union 
how many places, churches, Universities, counties have already or will be performing this 
wonderful music during the Christmas season?  Nooooo, not Dominick the Italian Christmas 
Donkey or The Little Drummer Boy ... Handel’s Messiah! We’ve been treated to several of the 
excerpts in the last few weeks.  However I highly recommend you experience the entirety of 
the masterpiece ... it will enhance the joy of your Christmas season.  What a great way to re-live
the greatest story ever told!

With that said, this is where I want to make my SECOND CONFESSION this 
morning.  I realize that you may think I’ve always been musically adept ... I do love music, play
music, sing music, listen to all kinds of music, try to talk about music with a bit of authority at 
times in sermons, etc., but that doesn’t make one “adept”.  

And so, here’s my SECOND CONFESSION: I grew up being rather naïve regarding 
music (with the exception of maybe the Beatles) and in my younger years I would have argued 
that the Halleluiah Chorus was the END of Handel’s Messiah.  I tend to believe that this might 
be a general misconception among those of us with limited musical history.  Anybody else out 
there willing to make that confession?  Can I see hands?  

Well, guess what?  We’re not the only ones.  As I was doing a bit of research for my 
Advent sermon series, I was amused to read that when the “Halleluiah Chorus” was first 
performed in London in 1742, history tells us that King George arose and stood in amazement.  
Audiences have honored his respectful tribute every since and it is a very celebrative act on 
the part of the audience to stand when the “Halleluiah Chorus” is sung.  However ... however, 
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some skeptics suggest that King Gorge stood less out of respect than out of the mistaken
assumption that Handel’s Messiah had reached its conclusion with the Halleluiah Chorus.  

In the article I also read this quote:
In many places in Europe Messiah is performed as an Easter tradition. In 

the United States, Messiah is performed at Christmas time.

The article went on to say that:
“From a liturgical point of view, some may take issue, but one of the 

things that makes Messiah so long lasting is the approach of the coming of the 
Messiah.”

Again, I hope you’ll have the opportunity to listen to the Messiah in its entirety and 
celebrate the Halleluiah Chorus which triumphantly confirms the birth of the Messiah in our 
midst.  But again, let me remind you that although we are at the end of the calendar year ... 
the incarnation through the birth of Jesus Christ is just the beginning of the church year.


Let me get back to my SECOND CONFESSION for a moment.
When I went to hear the “Messiah” at a younger time in my life, like King George, I too 

assumed that it ended with the “Halleluiah Chorus”.  I can remember thinking to myself, “Why 
do we have to have this “Part III?” “Why is it we have to go into this downer kind of music with all 
the suffering?”  

Well, it took me a while to figure it out, but life experience often is the best 
teacher.  
 I know now that “Part III” is the journey God in Christ takes with us.  
 It’s in “Part III” that we know God in Christ cares for us.  
 It’s in “Part III” that we are aware that the Messiah came to show us the face of 

God and WHEN we see the face of God we realize it is tear stained.  

So, in “Part III” throughout we hear these words from scripture:
For I know that my Redeemer liveth...  
Since by man came death, by man came also the resurrection 

of the dead...
Behold I tell you a mystery, for O death, where is thy sting...
Thanks be to God who giveth us the victory...
If God be for us, who can be against us?
Worthy is the lamb that was slain.

And then the “Amen” chorus.

So, life is lived BETWEEN the “Halleluiah Chorus” and the response of God’s 
people who say, “Amen.”  Amen means, “Let it be so.”  “Yes, we will follow.”  “So be it.”  
“Your will be done.”  “Amen.”


A member of my church and a friend in Oklahoma was diagnosed with cancer while I 

was there.  Surgery was necessary not only once, but three times.  In the process of preparing 
for his third surgery, Larry asked the elders to come and pray with the laying on of hands.  
Only a few of elders responded.  Their assumption was that it was a healing service and they 
wanted no part of that.  

After we had our time of prayer, Larry thought he should explain to the elders, and to 
the church, that his request for prayer was not for healing.  In a note he put in our weekly 
newsletter he wrote these words:

To the Church Family I love,
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My request was not one that I should offend any. If healing might happen
as a result, praise be to God! My request for prayer was that I might be faithful, 
that I might trust the tear-stained face of my God, as God the Holy Spirit walks
with me. If healing is the outcome, alleluia!  If death becomes my reality, the 
prayer was for me a way that I might say, surrounded by those I love, “Amen. 
Your will be done.”

With much love,
Larry Bower

We celebrated Larry’s life, death and new life three months later.


November 30, 2004 on Larry King Live, Tammie Faye Bakker announced that her doctor 
declared her cancer free.  Several months earlier she was diagnosed with colon and lung 
cancer.  She said, “I praise God for all the intercessory prayer offered on my behalf and God’s 
healing powers.”  

Now, don’t get me wrong here, I think that was great.  But I’ve got to tell you that
sometimes I am concerned that the impression to non-believers, or even to some fellow 
Christians, is that the more people we can get to pray for someone, the more influence we will 
have on changing God’s mind.  This is a theological misconception.

Therefore, I suggest to MYSELF and to YOU, when we pray it be for 
FAITHFULNESS; that it be for the PRESENCE of the Holy Spirit; that it be for HEALING ... if 
that be God’s will.  But in any case, we celebrate the fact that no matter what, the One 
we know as Messiah has introduced us to a God with a tear-stained face, who will walk
with us ... no matter what! This God will walk through death to life.  This God will walk 
with us into the valley of the shadow ... and this God will dwell with us in the house of 
the Lord forever.

Listen to what Jesus (our ultimate example) experienced and how He learned as 
recorded in just two verses of Scripture from the book of Hebrews (5:7 & 8):

“During the days of Jesus’ life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions 
with loud cries and tears to the One who could save him from death. And he was 
heard because of his reverent submission. Although he was a son, he learned 
obedience from what he suffered...”


Do you remember the stories in the news a few of years ago about the Bubble Boy ... 

the child who was raised in an isolation chamber because he didn’t have a functioning 
immune system?  About a month ago I saw a brief segment on the Today Show about him.  
Two years ago he came out of the bubble and the Today Show was updating his progress 
since he was given the freedom to live outside that prison his frail body had forced him to 
exist in for much of his young life.  

Now experiencing the life of a child within the context of his family and community he 
has been susceptible to germs; he’s had to face the orneriness of his classmates; he’s had to 
deal with the reality of the limited Swine Flu vaccine.  About a year ago, he fell out of a tree in 
his backyard and broke his arm.  You should have seen the joy on his face as he talked about that 
experience! You see, he is finally able to celebrate his life with all its ups and downs just like 
the rest of us who are privileged to live.  The Bubble Boy is now vulnerable, open to great joy ... 
and great sorrow.  

   All of US have come through the birth canal into a life of unfairness and great 
sorrow.  But also, we celebrate a life of abundant JOY and POSSIBILITIES.  
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The Rev. Dr. Carol Bechtel Reynolds, ordained in The Reformed Church of America is 

the Associate Professor of Old Testament at Western Theological Seminary in Holland, 
Michigan.  She writes devotions based on the texts of music.  Of Handel’s closing of the 
“Messiah” the “Amen” chorus she wrote:

The “Amen” chorus has never been matched in its contour, its sweep or 
its cumulative power. (Mendelssohn attempted such a climax in the finale of 
Elijah, but it comes up far short!). Counterpoint is at its highest level of 
development. Imitative passages and strettos are rampant, punctuated by 
trumpet and timpani; all thrusting toward an A seventh chord followed by a Grand 
Pause. The tension of the silence created in this Grand Pause is awesome, for it 
would seem that the entire world stands still. Then the final two “Amens,”
underscored by the timpani, lift the spirit of the singers as well as their voices to 
the loftiest heights of spirituality and affirmation.”

This morning, on the Fourth Sunday of Advent, the next to last week before we 
begin a new church year, and as we prepare to celebrate the birth of the Messiah, we 
come to thank God for being One who cares for us in this JOURNEY of life between the 
“Halleluiah Chorus” and the final exultant “Amen” ...

A journey of faithfulness with Jesus Christ ... growing in discipleship and growing 
in an ever-increasing awareness of the presence of Christ in our lives.  

And finally, through the Holy Spirit may you experience the very essence of the 
JOYS and the SORROWS of living.  

And may all of us live our lives saying, “Amen.”  “So be it.”  “Yes, I will follow.  
Dear God, your will be done.”  

Halleluiah and Amen!


