
 



ADVENTADVENTADVENTADVENT    
History & Meaning 

The word “Advent” is derived from the Latin word adventus, meaning “coming,” which is a 

translation of the Greek word parousia. Scholars believe that during the 4th and 5th centuries in 

Spain and Gaul, Advent was a season of preparation for the baptism of new Christians at the 

January feast of Epiphany, the celebration of God’s incarnation represented by the visit of the 

Magi to the baby Jesus (Matthew 2:1), his baptism in the Jordan River by John the Baptist (John 

1:29), and his first miracle at Cana (John 2:1). During this season of preparation, Christians 

would spend 40 days in penance, prayer, and fasting to prepare for this celebration; originally, 

there was little connection between Advent and Christmas. It was not until the Middle Ages that 

the Advent season was explicitly linked to Christ’s first coming at Christmas. 

The first two Sundays in Advent look forward to Christ’s second coming, and the last two 

Sundays look backward to remember Christ’s first coming. Over the course of the four weeks, 

Scripture readings move from passages about Christ’s return in judgment to Old Testament 

passages about the expectation of the coming Messiah to New Testament passages about the 

announcements of Christ’s arrival by John the Baptist and the Angels. 

Advent and Christian Life 

While Advent is certainly a time of celebration and anticipation of Christ’s birth, it is more than 

that. It is only in the shadow of Advent that the miracle of Christmas can be fully understood 

and appreciated, and it is only in the light of Christmas that the Christian life makes any sense. 

It is between the fulfilled promise of Christ’s first coming and the yet-to-be-fulfilled promise of 

his second coming that Karl Barth penned these words: 

 “Unfulfilled and fulfilled promise are related to each other, as are dawn and sunrise. 

Both promise and in fact the same promise. If anywhere at all, then it is precisely in the 

light of the coming of Christ that faith has become Advent faith, the expectation of 

future revelation. But faith knows for whom and for what it is waiting. It is fulfilled 

faith because it lays hold on the fulfilled promise.” 

The promise for Israel and the promise for the church is Jesus Christ; he has come, and he will 

come again. This is the essence of Advent. 

 


