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Sermon for the Third Sunday of Advent, December 17, 2017 
Solemn Evensong & Benediction 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year 2: Isaiah 13:6–13; 2 Thessalonians 2:1–3, 13–17; Micah 5:2, 4 

 
The preface to the first, the 1549, Book of Common 
Prayer, begins—famously—with these words, “There 
was never any thing by the wit of man so well devised, 
or so sure established, which in continuance of time 
hath not been corrupted.”1 These words were the 
work, of course, of archbishop and reformation martyr 
Thomas Cranmer. We know that the seventh-century 
practice of the monks of St. Peter’s in Rome to read 
the Bible all the way through in a year had by the ninth 
century spread through the Christian West. But by the 
time of the Reformation, these readings had been 
greatly shortened by the addition of many weekday 
commemorations—feasts of saints—and other 
devotions.2 There was also the major problem that if 
you did not read and speak Latin well, you could not 
understand the words you heard in worship. 
 
Cranmer’s first purpose in reforming the liturgy of the 
Church of England was to provide for the reading of 

                            
1 See The Book of Common Prayer [1979], 866–67. 
2 Massey H. Shepherd, Jr., The Oxford American Prayer Book Commentary (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1950), x–xlv. 
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all of the Old Testament and the Apocrypha once 
through the year, and the New Testament, three times 
through the year. Cranmer’s scheme has continued to 
be modified through the centuries for many reasons—
some practical, some theological, and some didactic. 
Evangelical Anglicans—we Anglo-Catholic Anglicans 
hardly know them—object to readings from the 
Apocrypha (the books of the Old Testament written 
in Greek or known only through texts available in 
Greek). A couple famous exceptions are the first 
lesson on All Saints’ Day, “Let us now praise famous 
men, and our fathers in their generations” and “But 
the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God, and 
no torment will ever touch them.”3 
 
I’m starting this homily with these remarks because a 
couple of weeks ago, while reviewing the lessons for 
weekday Eucharists between Epiphany and Lent, I 
realized that the weekday Mass lectionary edits the 
lessons about David, Solomon, and their descendants 
in such a way, if a person attend daily Mass as a 
Roman Catholic or an Anglican, he or she would hear 
words that conveyed that the transition between 
David and Solomon was a straightforward and 

                            
3 Ecclesiasticus, 44:1–14; Wisdom 3:1–9. 



3 

peaceful one.4 Actually, Solomon’s first act as king was 
to have his older brother5 and a couple of others 
executed.6 After all of these years, too often I’m 
almost more curious about what I’m not hearing than 
about what I am hearing at Mass and at the Daily 
Offices. 
 
Last night’s first reading at Evening Prayer, like 
tonight’s, is from the book of Isaiah—traditionally 
read, back to the seventh century, with the beginning 
of Advent. As I was listening to the first part of the 
eighth chapter of Isaiah, I wondered what followed, as 
I knew I would be preaching tonight. 
 
There was a surprise: we have gone from chapter 8, 
verse 15, all the way to chapter 13—from hearing 
about the judgment that will come upon the kingdom 
of Judah to the announcement that Assyria and 
Babylon will fall, something that happens a time long 
after the judgment on Judah. But tomorrow we will 
hear the rest of chapter 8 and the first verse of chapter 
9. Let’s call that a skip and return, a flash forward and 
flashback? Why are we hearing about Assyria and 

                            
4 2 Kings 2:10–11. 
5 2 Kings 10:11–25. 
6 2 Kings 2:28–46. 
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Babylon before the fall of the kingdom of Judah? 
(Parenthetically, on Tuesday night this week, the first 
lesson at Evening Prayer will be from Isaiah 9, the first 
lesson we hear at Christmas Eve Mass: “The people 
who walked in darkness have seen a great light.”7) 
 
Another skip is planned for Evening Prayer on the 
Fourth Sunday of Advent, but as next Sunday is 
Christmas Eve, we won’t notice—no Evening Prayer 
for the Fourth Sunday in Advent in this year of grace. 
But we hear that lesson every year at the Eucharist on 
the Baptism of Christ and on Monday in Holy Week.8 
It begins, “Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my 
chosen in whom my soul delights.” 
 
Now, I think I appreciate the difficulties of deciding 
what the church should hear when it gathers to listen 
to worship. Count me among those who would have 
liked to try to preach tonight on these words of 
warning to Judah, “And when they say to you, 
‘Consult the mediums and the wizards who chirp and 
mutter,’ should not a people consult their God?  
  

                            
7 Isaiah 9:2. 
8 Isaiah 42:1–9. 
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Should they consult the dead on behalf of the living? 
 . . . Surely for this word which they speak there is no 
dawn.”9 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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