ADVENT 2013 WOMEN LESSONS

WEEK 1
Prepare the Way: He is Near
Preparing to Interact: Ice Breaker
Give each woman two slips of paper. Instruct each person to write only her first name on one slip and the meaning of her name on the other slip. If they don’t know the meaning of their names, have them make up something. Collect both strips of paper. Mix them up. Have someone record the names and meanings on a white board. Work as a group to attempt to put the right name with the right meaning. After a certain amount of time, have each woman say what the right match for her name should have been. 

Questions: Preparing to Share
1. Do you know why your parents named you what they did? Did you pick names with certain or significant meanings for your kids?

2. Were there certain things you knew about your child(ren) before they were born? Things God revealed to you about their identity or future? Or things your parents knew about you before you were born? Or hopes you had regarding your kids’ personalities, character, or futures?

 Scripture Focus:  Luke 1:1-25 (NLT)

Most honorable Theophilus: Many people have written accounts about the events that took place among us. 2 They used as their source material the reports circulating among us from the early disciples and other eyewitnesses of what God has done in fulfillment of his promises. 3 Having carefully investigated all of these accounts from the beginning, I have decided to write a careful summary for you, 4 to reassure you of the truth of all you were taught. 
5 It all begins with a Jewish priest, Zechariah, who lived when Herod was king of Judea. Zechariah was a member of the priestly order of Abijah. His wife, Elizabeth, was also from the priestly line of Aaron. 6 Zechariah and Elizabeth were righteous in God's eyes, careful to obey all of the Lord's commandments and regulations. 7 They had no children because Elizabeth was barren, and now they were both very old.
 8 One day Zechariah was serving God in the Temple, for his order was on duty that week. 9 As was the custom of the priests, he was chosen by lot to enter the sanctuary and burn incense in the Lord's presence. 10 While the incense was being burned, a great crowd stood outside, praying. 11 Zechariah was in the sanctuary when an angel of the Lord appeared, standing to the right of the incense altar. 
12 Zechariah was overwhelmed with fear. 13 But the angel said, "Don't be afraid, Zechariah! For God has heard your prayer, and your wife, Elizabeth, will bear you a son! And you are to name him John. 14 You will have great joy and gladness, and many will rejoice with you at his birth, 15 for he will be great in the eyes of the Lord. He must never touch wine or hard liquor, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even before his birth. 16 And he will persuade many Israelites to turn to the Lord their God. 17 He will be a man with the spirit and power of Elijah, the prophet of old. He will precede the coming of the Lord, preparing the people for his arrival. He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and he will change disobedient minds to accept godly wisdom." 18 Zechariah said to the angel, "How can I know this will happen? I'm an old man now, and my wife is also well along in years." 19 Then the angel said, "I am Gabriel! I stand in the very presence of God. It was he who sent me to bring you this good news! 20 And now, since you didn't believe what I said, you won't be able to speak until the child is born. For my words will certainly come true at the proper time." 21 

Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah to come out, wondering why he was taking so long. 22 When he finally did come out, he couldn't speak to them. Then they realized from his gestures that he must have seen a vision in the Temple sanctuary. 23 He stayed at the Temple until his term of service was over, and then he returned home. 24 Soon afterward his wife, Elizabeth, became pregnant and went into seclusion for five months. 25 "How kind the Lord is!" she exclaimed. "He has taken away my disgrace of having no children!"

Lesson: Preparing to Grow

Have you ever placed an online or over-the-phone order for an item, and immediately you started praying and biting your fingernails in hopes that the shipping will work out in your favor? If it arrives just inside the later date of that estimated arrival range, it will get to you just before you leave for that big trip or just before the big event. You practically memorize that tracking number as you follow your parcel along each stage of its journey. You know when it’s left the warehouse, you see when it arrives at the first sorting facility, and you count the number of miles it must travel from there to the next hub. It infuriates you when you notice it sat in one location for more than 12 hours. You know when it is a state away and you’re certain it will show up with the next day’s deliveries. But alas, the delivery time period for the chosen shipping courier comes and goes on that “deadline” day, and there is no parcel with your name on it. You whip out that tracking number once more and to your dismay find that it was scanned in at a not-too-distant center, but for reasons no one outside of the shipping business can fathom, at that center it still sits – so relatively near, but still so far away. 

Its relative proximity does you no good. If it’s not near enough to touch, it’s just simply not near enough. 

But unlike packages arriving by UPS or FedEx, our God only has to come near for it to count. As we look at the account in Luke chapter1, we can pick out a few instances of God’s being near and it makes all the difference in the world. God himself didn’t speak to Zechariah as he was burning incense.  Instead, it was Gabriel, an angel who stands in the very presence of God. God sent a representative to inform Zechariah of coming events. Zechariah didn’t need to have a face to face encounter with the living God for it to count – he came away from his brief conversation with the angel, literally speechless! 
The nearness of God, or nearness of a being who stands in the presence of God didn’t leave Zechariah’s heart unaltered either. Imagine the boost to his faith when one who has been beside God comes and makes known to him that the Lord of Hosts knows his name, his precise location, his exact situation in life including the heartbreaks and unrealized dreams. Imagine the healing of that broken heart when the promise of a child is spoken. It is a child who will prepare the way for the Messiah. Zechariah has spent his adult life in service to God and the temple. Even if the news was at first hard to believe, Zechariah must have felt great joy at the promise of a son who would serve the Lord in even greater ways. 

Zechariah wasn’t the only one to benefit from God’s choosing to come near. His wife, Elizabeth, was at home – away from the temple, away from the place where the angel stood. If physical proximity were paramount to receiving the blessing that came because of God’s drawing near, she would have been disqualified. But the effects of His coming near are far-reaching and change everything! 
Elizabeth was old and barren. The one thing that could bring status to women in her day, childbirth, had eluded her. Therefore, she was disgraced in her community. She suffered shame and a sense of failure. Others likely questioned her standing before God, as a closed womb in this time and setting was always a sign of disobedience in observing God’s commandments. But we know from verse 6 that she was righteous and blameless in relation to the Law. While living in a time that so firmly tied the blessing of children to righteous living, imagine her heartache and dismay at living rightly but appearing and feeling cursed. But then God came near! Elizabeth and Zechariah conceived! And in God’s great mercy, her status, honor, and joy were restored. Gabriel appeared to Zechariah, but the blessing of the nearness of the Holy One extended to and even amplified for Elizabeth. He came near and it changed everything!

Nest Steps: Preparing to Change
1. Has the fact that you cannot see and speak with God face-to-face ever hindered your faith?

2. Can you think of other occasions in Scripture where the Lord effected a change simply by being near? Read Luke 7:1-10; Mark 5:25-34.
3. Have you experienced a time in your life when God came near and it changed everything? What did this look like? What changed?

4. James 4:8 says, “Draw close to God, and God will draw close to you” (NLT). What practices in your life leave you feeling the nearness of God?

WEEK 2
Preparing the Way: He is Among Us
Preparing to Interact: Ice Breaker
Have a woman volunteer to be blindfolded. Take turns having several women talk to her one at a time. See if the volunteer can identify who is near her by hearing their voices only. If possible, for an added layer of difficulty, bring in someone who was not in the room before she was blindfolded. Or have a handful of women talk to her at the same time and see if she can identify who is in the group. You can have several women try to identify people while blindfolded if you desire and time allows. 

Questions: Preparing to Share
1. Have you ever had someone come up behind you and put their hands over your eyes, making you guess who has invaded your space? Have you had someone launch into conversation with you on the phone without identifying herself, leaving you to look for context clues to guess who it is? What is your reaction to these types of occasions? 

2. If you could sit among any 2-4 people of your choice for a day, whether currently living or dead, with whom would you choose to spend your time? (Encourage people to leave out the obvious answer of “Jesus.” As true as it may be, encourage them to name some others.)

Scripture Focus: Luke 1:26-38 (NLT)

In the sixth month of Elizabeth's pregnancy, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a village in Galilee, 27 to a virgin named Mary. She was engaged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of King David. 28 Gabriel appeared to her and said, "Greetings, favored woman! The Lord is with you! " 

29 Confused and disturbed, Mary tried to think what the angel could mean. 30 "Don't be frightened, Mary," the angel told her, "for God has decided to bless you! 31 You will become pregnant and have a son, and you are to name him Jesus. 32 He will be very great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the Lord God will give him the throne of his ancestor David. 33 And he will reign over Israel forever; his Kingdom will never end!" 34 

Mary asked the angel, "But how can I have a baby? I am a virgin." 35 The angel replied, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the baby born to you will be holy, and he will be called the Son of God. 36 What's more, your relative Elizabeth has become pregnant in her old age! People used to say she was barren, but she's already in her sixth month. 37 For nothing is impossible with God." 38 Mary responded, "I am the Lord's servant, and I am willing to accept whatever he wants. May everything you have said come true." And then the angel left.


Lesson: Preparing to Grow

Imagine for a moment what it must have been like to be Mary. She was a young girl, maybe only 12 or 13 years old. She was looking forward to – perhaps slightly terrified of – her upcoming wedding. She lived in an unimportant town with an unimportant family. But one day an angel suddenly appeared, calling her by name. The angel declared events that are tremendous, seemingly impossible, and radically holy. She questioned how they would play out, how they would come to be, but she never questioned God’s choice of her as a participant. And yet she knew the culture she lived in. She knew that “being unmarried and pregnant would pose a very disgraceful, critical problem. [She knew that] if an unmarried woman became pregnant, the only conclusion would be that she was immoral and should be stoned to death as prescribed by Jewish law. If she were to claim her innocence by saying she was a virgin whose pregnancy was caused by the Holy Spirit, the charges of lying, insanity and heresy could be added” (Ken Heer, Luke: A Commentary for Bible Students [Indianapolis: Wesleyan Publishing House, 2007], 36-37).
But her servitude to the Lord (v. 38) won out against the possible consequences of shame and scandal. And her willing acceptance placed her in the position of first to experience God among us. She would bear the Messiah, the long awaited one! God’s promises and all the prophecies she’d heard since she was a child were being fulfilled and she would carry the fulfillment. Emmanuel – God with Us – intended to dwell within her womb! God’s flesh would stretch and bulge her own, her body would encase the skin-and-bones creation of the one through whom all things were created (John 1). For nine months, Almighty God would not only be among her, He would be within her! As their two fleshes separated, Mary’s body became the vessel from which God-With-Us spilled out to be shared with the rest of humanity. Pretty incredible occurrences for a girl whom the world would have viewed as a nobody from nowhere. 
What ultimately made Mary’s life take this grand, sweeping direction change? It wasn’t just that God chose her and she was carried along. She also chose God. She purposefully committed and surrendered to God’s plan, regardless of the personal cost to herself. She allowed the Holy Spirit to alter her form and her future, knowing at the outset that pain – pain of pregnancy, pain of childbirth, pain of a community viewing her with distrust and skepticism – would be part of the picture. But she still chose God and His way. And in return, she received the greatest present – His presence. She was the first to know the fullness of our God among us.

Next Steps: Preparing to Change
1. The Almighty is among us! Are you experiencing the realities of this in your daily life? In what areas of your life do you need to invite God to be present? 
2. Following God does not isolate you from difficulty and hurt. Is there a path you feel the Lord has asked you to take but you hesitate because of perceived challenges along the way? Ask the Lord to help you overcome your hesitation and rely on the promise of His presence.

Relate an experience of surrender to God’s plan in your life, the challenges that came as you followed, and the signs and evidences of His blessing and presence.

WEEK 3 
Preparing the Way: He Finds Favor in Us
Preparing to Interact: Ice Breaker
Have everyone partner with one other person. Give them a minute or two to come up with a song they can both sing. These don’t have to be beautiful songs. Simple children’s songs will be best, such as “Happy Birthday” or “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.” Once all have made a plan, give them to the count of three and have them burst into song all at the same time. When the singing is over, see if anyone can name all the different songs that were sung.

Questions: Preparing to Share
1. Do you ever feel like spontaneously bursting into song? How often do you give into these impulses? What kinds of songs generally spill out in these impulsive times?
2. How do other people’s random song tendencies strike you? Funny? Annoying? Inappropriate? Give examples.
Scripture Focus: Luke 1:39-59 (NLT)

39 A few days later Mary hurried to the hill country of Judea, to the town 40 where Zechariah lived. She entered the house and greeted Elizabeth. 41 At the sound of Mary's greeting, Elizabeth's child leaped within her, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit. 42 

Elizabeth gave a glad cry and exclaimed to Mary, "You are blessed by God above all other women, and your child is blessed. 43 What an honor this is, that the mother of my Lord should visit me! 44 When you came in and greeted me, my baby jumped for joy the instant I heard your voice! 45 You are blessed, because you believed that the Lord would do what he said." 

46 Mary responded, "Oh, how I praise the Lord. 47 How I rejoice in God my Savior! 48 For he took notice of his lowly servant girl, and now generation after generation will call me blessed. 49 For he, the Mighty One, is holy, and he has done great things for me. 50 His mercy goes on from generation to generation, to all who fear him. 51 His mighty arm does tremendous things! How he scatters the proud and haughty ones! 52 He has taken princes from their thrones and exalted the lowly. 53 He has satisfied the hungry with good things and sent the rich away with empty hands. 54 And how he has helped his servant Israel! He has not forgotten his promise to be merciful. 55 For he promised our ancestors-- Abraham and his children-- to be merciful to them forever." 

56 Mary stayed with Elizabeth about three months and then went back to her own home. 57 Now it was time for Elizabeth's baby to be born, and it was a boy. 58 The word spread quickly to her neighbors and relatives that the Lord had been very kind to her, and everyone rejoiced with her. 59 When the baby was eight days old, all the relatives and friends came for the circumcision ceremony. They wanted to name him Zechariah, after his father.

Lesson: Preparing to Grow

Doesn’t it feel good to be chosen? Early on in life we learn the emotional satisfaction of being chosen, whether as the line leader or as the flag holder for the preschool Pledge of Allegiance. The pleasure continues with each successive act of being chosen – as a member of the recess kickball team, as a date for the school dance, an officer on the student council, the successful applicant of a first job, an accepted college freshman, the freshly-ringed fiancée of the guy who captured your heart. If you are a mom, it feels good to be chosen by the toddler who likes other people but prefers you best of all; it feels good to be the friend of someone who wants to have lunch with you; or the listener for someone needs a confidante. It feels good when far-way friends choose to spend limited vacation time and money visiting you. It feels good when college kids choose to come back to your nest for the summer versus staying in the college town. It feels good when grandkids clamor to spend the weekend with you. It just feels good to be chosen! Age and experience don’t alter the fact.

Elizabeth and Mary were both chosen to take the stage in God’s divine drama. The script of human history was coming to a new act and they were pivotal players. When Mary, the leading lady, entered Elizabeth’s home, even Elizabeth’s babe leaped within her, recognizing the powerful act the Holy Spirit had already accomplished. Mary and Elizabeth saw with clarity that God was the playwright scripting His redemption story and marveled at the distinction of being cast in supporting roles. They broke into song; Elizabeth’s song declared Mary as blessed “because [she] believed that the Lord would do what he said” (v. 45). Mary’s song declared God to be praised. She depicted God’s mercy and goodness to her and delighted in His kindness to her specifically (v. 48). She also rejoiced in His faithfulness to Israel, mentioning His mercy extends to all who fear him (v. 50). 

God is still writing the pages of this dramatic redemption narrative. And God in His faithfulness and consistency is still using people to let it play out. He wouldn’t have to do so. He could certainly accomplish His will and purposes on His own. But He finds favor in us! He likes us! In spite of our sinful selves, just as He did with Mary so long ago, He uses us to be the conveyors of His promise, the ones to carry forth His plans. God’s favor was not limited to Mary and His mercy was not limited to Israel. He still prefers those who love him and follow Him to be the vessels that carry the Holy Spirit to a world that still needs the mercy and redemption originally promised to Abraham and his descendants (v. 55). As God entrusted Mary with a great task, He is calling you and entrusting you with the same mission. Carry Jesus to the world. Let Him use you as a player in the continuing pages of His redemptive drama.

Next Steps: Preparing to Change
1. Look up these biblical examples of God using imperfect people to accomplish his work. What do these stories mean to you? Moses – Exodus 3–4:17; Gideon – Judges 6 & 7; 
Peter – Matthew 16:13-20, 26:69-75
2. Share a story of how you’ve seen God use someone you know to bring an encounter with Jesus to someone else.
3. Now share a story from your own life – how God has used you to show Jesus to someone.
4. Elizabeth definitely had the less dramatic role in this story. Yet she celebrated the part Mary was to play without a hint of jealousy. If you feel the Lord has gifted, called, and equipped you for more of an “Elizabeth” role, does it hinder the way you feel about others who have more of a “Mary” role?
5. Is there a specific task or mission to which you feel called by the Lord?
WEEK 4 
Preparing the Way: He is Glorified
Preparing to Interact: Ice Breaker
**Note to group leader: If you suspect this will be emotionally painful to members of your group, please begin your session in a different manner.**

Take advantage of the fact that this is a group of all women. Have them break into groups of four or five and spend some time relating pieces of their childbirth stories. Even if it was long ago, women seem to enjoy sharing about these significant times in life with each other. Encourage women who are not mothers to share any details they know regarding their own birth. 

Questions: Preparing to Share
1. If you’ve given birth, who were some of the first people you told about the baby’s arrival?

2. Have you ever been the first to receive the news regarding someone’s birth?

3. Have you ever used trinkets or favors to announce a birth? What were they?

Scripture Focus: Luke 2:1-20 (NLT)

At that time the Roman emperor, Augustus, decreed that a census should be taken throughout the Roman Empire. 2 (This was the first census taken when Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 3 All returned to their own towns to register for this census. 4 And because Joseph was a descendant of King David, he had to go to Bethlehem in Judea, David's ancient home. He traveled there from the village of Nazareth in Galilee. 5 He took with him Mary, his fiancée, who was obviously pregnant by this time. 

6 And while they were there, the time came for her baby to be born. 7 She gave birth to her first child, a son. She wrapped him snugly in strips of cloth and laid him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the village inn. 

8 That night some shepherds were in the fields outside the village, guarding their flocks of sheep. 9 Suddenly, an angel of the Lord appeared among them, and the radiance of the Lord's glory surrounded them. They were terribly frightened, 10 but the angel reassured them. "Don't be afraid!" he said. "I bring you good news of great joy for everyone! 11 The Savior-- yes, the Messiah, the Lord-- has been born tonight in Bethlehem, the city of David! 12 And this is how you will recognize him: You will find a baby lying in a manger, wrapped snugly in strips of cloth!" 13 Suddenly, the angel was joined by a vast host of others-- the armies of heaven-- praising God: 14 "Glory to God in the highest heaven, and peace on earth to all whom God favors." 

15 When the angels had returned to heaven, the shepherds said to each other, "Come on, let's go to Bethlehem! Let's see this wonderful thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about." 16 They ran to the village and found Mary and Joseph. And there was the baby, lying in the manger. 

17 Then the shepherds told everyone what had happened and what the angel had said to them about this child. 18 All who heard the shepherds' story were astonished, 19 but Mary quietly treasured these things in her heart and thought about them often. 20 The shepherds went back to their fields and flocks, glorifying and praising God for what the angels had told them, and because they had seen the child, just as the angel had said.

Lesson: Preparing to Grow

Displays of glory aren’t too difficult to find. We love autumn for the glorious displays of color in which deciduous trees are adorned. Babies, after a bath, are known to scamper through the house in all their glory. Sunrises and sunsets paint the sky in glorious hues. In the animal world, peacocks fan out their glossy, glorious feathers to attract a peahen. And on the human level, opportunities for the pursuit of glory abound in places like the football field, the soccer pitch, and the running track. The world of academia, the business realm, the hard-to-break-into music industry are other places where glory abounds. And when someone makes it to the top in these different worlds, glory is surely theirs. The winners of the Super Bowl glory in the title of World Champions. An Olympic gold medalist in the 100-meter race gains the glory of “World’s Fastest Human.” At the upper echelon of academia are well-paid university positions and funded research. At the top of the business ladder, a CEO’s glory comes in financial prosperity and positional influence. A music star revels in chart-topping songs and the adulation of his fans. 

But you don’t have to be among the elites to get caught up in going for the glory. How many of us have seen our dads or husbands or brothers nearly compromise their character for the glory of the City League Basketball Championship? How many of us live in towns where the glory of high school sports is way off-kilter? And what about us? What are our subtle attempts to gain glory? Do we want the glory of best homeroom mom? Maybe we bask in the fact that our pie raised the most money at the pie action. Maybe we just want to live in the glory of “coolest mom,” the one with whom our kids’ friends don’t mind hanging out. Maybe we look for the glory of best Bible study teacher or most committed church volunteer. Maybe gaining glory or recognition in our job is a significant motivator of our work ethic. Maybe we want the glory of a spot on the Community Garden Walk for our unique, well-manicured lawn and garden. Nearly anything we do or pursue holds the potential to bring us glory in a certain realm, if done up to a certain standard.

But on the night that Jesus was born, God received all the glory! The manifested glory of God shone as a radiant light around the angels. The angels praised Him, giving God the glory, letting it be known to the shepherds that what they would witness was a result of God’s great work. As they arrived in Bethlehem, the shepherds told others what they had seen and heard, not as a way of proclaiming their importance at being the first to receive the announcement, but as a way of making known the marvelous movement of God on this night. After they had seen the baby, seen the fulfillment of what had been proclaimed to them, they left, glorifying and praising God, and filled with desire to make him known.

God stamped that great night with His glory, and He has stamped our lives with His glory as well. Interestingly enough, one of the reasons the Jewish people ascribed so much importance to the temple was because it was where the glory of God dwelt. It was the place for God and man to meet. And yet, on the night Jesus was born, the glory of God was manifested to shepherds on a farm. And it ushered in the beginning of a whole new method of experiencing the Holy One. Now our lives can be conveyors of His glory. He has put talents and skills, passions and personality types within us. These things working out of us possess the potential to bring ourselves some, or much, glory and recognition. But our mission should be to return that glory to Him. He is the one who should be recognized. He is the one who needs to be known. Just as the glory of the Lord lit up that pasture near Bethlehem on a dark night so long ago, our dark world needs the light of God’s glory to come spilling out of us. We must take the things that could make us great and turn them around to make Him great!

Next Steps: Preparing to Change
1. How is the glory of God revealed in these Old Testament passages? Exodus 16:10 (cloud); Exodus 24:15-18 (cloud, consuming fire); Exodus 40:34-35 (filled the tabernacle); II Chronicles 7:1-2 (filled the temple); Numbers 14:21 (fills the whole earth).

2. What are some ways you see the glory of God revealed in the world around you?

3. How do you see God’s glory revealed in the lives of others? In you?

4. Are there areas in your life you need to give to God for His glory rather than keeping the glory for yourself?
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