Christ Church, 8 Dec. 2024

Call to Worship (Luke 3:4-6)
As streets fill with shoppers
Bright lights and tempting offers

Christmas songs and children’s laughter

You lead us along a different path to a desert river and a Prophetic voice

A call to repentance A call to service

A call to immerse ourselves in living water that will never run dry
A call to prepare a way in our own lives for the Saviour of the world to enter in
To know the touch of tender mercy and rest in your forgiving love

Prepare the way of the Lord and make his paths straight!

Hymn On Jordan’s bank R&S 134
On Jordan’s bank the Baptist's cry
announces that the Lord is nigh;

come, then, and hearken, for He brings
glad tidings from the King of kings.

Then cleansed be every breast from sin,
make straight the way for God within;
and in each heart prepare a home
where such a might guest may come.

For Thou art our salvation, Lord,
our refuge, and our great reward;

Children’s time

without thy grace we waste away
like flowers that wither and decay.

To heal the sick stretch out thy hand,
and bid the fallen sinner stand;

shine forth, and let they light restore
earth’s own true loveliness once more.

All praise, eternal Son to thee
whose advent sets thy people free,
whom, with the Father, we adore,
and Spirit blest for evermore.

Charles Coffin

On a large sheet of paper make a “to do before Christmas” list - cover everything.

On a separate sheet of paper make a “to do in preparation of Christ's coming” list.

Compare the two lists

Conclusion: When we prepare for Christmas we should be preparing for the coming of Christ.
Today’s Bible readings suggest different ways we can do this including making ourselves right with
each other and God, prayer, bringing hope to places where there is despair and suffering, and
challenging cruelty and injustice. Ideally, we should be trying to do most of these things in our
preparation for Christmas, but to make things easier, what might we focus on this year?

Light the 2" Advent Candle

God of the poor in spirit, we thank you for John the Baptist and for his call to us to turn round so that
we can walk in your way. Make us faithful in waiting and ready for your coming so that we may
make ready the way for Jesus to come into our lives. Amen

Sing — Light the Advent candle Red folder 61 v1 & 2 (Tune at R&S 157)

Light the Advent candle one
now the waiting has begun
we have started on our way
time to think of Christmas day.

Candle, candle burning bright,
shining in cold winter night

Offering

Candle, candle burning bright,
fill our hearts with Christmas light.

Light the Advent candle two
think of humble shepherds who
filled with wonder at the sight
of the child on Christmas night.
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Aware of God’s power - God’s ability to change hearts and minds

we prepare to make our offering to God.

Refining God, you can take all that we offer and turn it into something better.

Though what we bring might feel limited, not worthy of your greatness,

as we prepare the world and ourselves for your coming, make these offerings mighty
proclaiming your glory for all through Jesus Christ. Amen

Hymn Great praises shout to God on high (Tune at R&S 153)

Great praises shout to God on high To Abraham, God promised true

for he has brought salvation nigh! the things he’s now begun to do.

For young and old, for rich and poor, His covenant is now fulfilled

God’s great salvation’s at the door! the rescue that he’d always willed.

Dawn of salvation shining bright, And you, my son, prepare the way

flood our lives with your glorious light! for he who brings this wondrous day.
Through him God makes a way to heav'n;

This help God promised long ago, through him are all our sins forgiv’'n.

through prophets seeking truth to know,

explaining then how he had come So shine, great dawn of hope and joy,

to kindle hope for ev’ryone. and death’s dark shadow now destroy.

Through Jesus, bring us our release
and guide us in the paths of peace

John Campbell © 2016 Kevin Mayhew Ltd
Children leave for Sunday Club

Opening Prayers

With all of creation, mighty God,

we praise and thank you for the good news that is ours through Jesus Christ.

Thank you that through your grace and the work of the Holy Spirit within us

we can know your love more deeply and be inspired to share it with others.

However, we know are hearts are not always pure,

that at times we are far from our best selves and often our actions do not match our words.
Forgive us as we sing with Zechariah (Luke 1:68-79) of your promise to us and pray for our
deliverance:

Blessed by the Lord, the God of Israel, who has come to his people and set them free.
The Lord has raised up for us a mighty Saviour, born of the house of his servant David.
Through the holy prophets God promised of old to save us from our enemies,

from the hands of all who hate us,

to show mercy to our forebears, and to remember his holy covenant.

This was the oath God swore to our father Abraham:

to set us free from the hands of our enemies, free to worship him without fear,

holy and righteous before him, all the days of our life.

And you child shall be called the prophet of the Most High,

for you will go before the Lord to prepare his way,

to give his people knowledge of salvation by the forgiveness of their sins.

In the tender compassion of our God the dawn from on high shall break upon us,

to shine on those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of death,

and to guide our feet into the way of peace.

Righteous God, wake us with the dawn free from fear and doubt of the sins that holds us back from
living our best lives for you. Unseal our lips and fill us with the Holy Spirit

so that we might praise you with our whole beings and share that eternal hope

you have given us through Jesus Christ who lives and reigns with you

as Saviour of all. Amen
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Bible Readings: Luke 1:67-79
Luke 3:1-6

Today we hear about John the Baptist, the one who came to prepare the way for Jesus.
Firstly, we heard the words Zechariah, his father, said after the birth of John. Earlier in
chapter one of Luke we have the announcement of John'’s birth, which is very similar to the
announcement of the birth of Jesus. The angel Gabriel visited Zechariah and said ‘Do not
be afraid, for your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear a son, and you will
name him John.” Zechariah was not only ‘terrified’ and overwhelmed with fear, he was also
pretty incredulous as his wife was barren and they were both ‘getting on in years.’ For his
unbelief, he was made mute and unable to speak until after John was born.

We get similar words when the angel Gabriel visits Mary — ‘Do not be afraid... you will bear
a son and you will name him Jesus.” Mary is told not to be afraid, but actually she wasn’t
terrified like Zechariah, but only ‘perplexed’ and though confused, far from not believing,
she says, ‘Here am |, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.’ |
could preach a sermon on the different responses to God’s call from an old, powerful man
(Zechariah was a priest of the Temple) compared to a poor young girl, soon to be socially
outcast for being pregnant before she was married, but I'm not going to — you can reflect on
that one yourselves if you want!

After John is born, Zechariah’s speech is restored and he is filled with the Holy Spirit and
gives the prophecy we heard, which tells how God looks favourably on his people and will
send a saviour to redeem them, and John will be a prophet who prepares the way for this
saviour, and because of the mercy of God dawn will break and there will be light for those
who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death.

We could do with some light in the darkness ourselves, couldn’t we? Not only is it now
getting dark around 4pm, but the news is full of sad and depressing stories from around the
world — war, starvation and now winter coming in Gaza, a shaky truce in Lebanon, war
again in Syria — all places close to the birth place of Jesus. Not to mention the almost
unheard of war and famine in Sudan and the ongoing war in Ukraine. The irony of having
the word peace up in our window should not be lost on us, even if the back of the letters do
show scenes of war to reflect on and pray about.

So what does preparing a way for the Lord involve? Getting all your Christmas shopping
done? Buying a turkey and getting the sprouts on early? Maybe making Christmas
puddings, cakes, mince pies, or homemade festive cookies? For the prophet Isaiah it meant
filling every valley, flattening every hill, making the crooked straight and the rough smooth —

| assume he was talking metaphorically, since John the Baptist was a prophet not an
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engineer. But John had a pretty big job to do, even if he didn’t have to fill the valleys and
flatten the hills, and he eventually ended up imprisoned and then beheaded. Next week the
lectionary passage tells how he chastises and berates the people coming for baptism for
not repenting enough of their bad ways, for not being generous enough — John is the
original fire and brimstone preacher - but if you want to know more about that, you will have
to read the rest of chapter 3 for yourself, as next week will be our Nativity service. For now,
let’s turn back to the words of John’s father Zechariah. His prophecy is in song form, like
Mary’s Magnificat, and it previews several of the claims made in Luke’s gospel:

o God remains faithful to God’s promises

o God’s way is salvation

o God’s path is peace.
Zechariah’s song begins with words of praise from the psalms - “Blessed be the Lord,” and
points backward, to God’s long-established covenant with God'’s people. God’s promises
have come “from of old” through the prophets. Whatever else might be happening that day
at the Temple, or later, through the life of his son John, it is in line with God’s holy covenant.
This is no distant God, content to set the world in motion and then to leave it alone. This is
the God who comes “to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death”,
the God who has raised up a saviour for us. The promise given long ago through the birth
and naming of John is the same as the promise given today: God is active among God’s
people, here and now. Luke shows us this is true by referring back to the promises and
actions of God in the past — God’s covenant with the people when they came out of the
wilderness into the promised land.
God’s way is salvation - Zechariah blesses the God who has raised up a mighty saviour for
us. Before long, the day will come when his own son John, will prepare the way for God’s
son, participating in God’s mission of salvation by calling people to repentance for the
forgiveness of sins. It is a mighty task to be a prophet of the Most High and the rulers of the
age did not go easy on him. Zechariah is filled with the hope that accompanies new life. It is
the hope of salvation for all people: Jews and Gentiles, insiders and outsiders, rich and
poor, tax collectors and sinners, women and men, old and young, Samaritans and soldiers,
and many others. Zechariah waits, as we all wait, for the unfolding of God’s purposes
through John, looking ahead to the one who is more powerful than he is, the one who is still
to come.
God’s path is peace - Zechariah sings a declaration of God’s purpose as a message of
hope to a world in danger of losing hope: “By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from

on high will break upon us, to give light to those who sit in darkness and the shadow of
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death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.” By the time Luke was writing his Gospel, the
Romans had destroyed the Jerusalem Temple, and news about Jesus had begun to spread
beyond Palestine to other parts of the Roman Empire. In that context, the message of
God’s peace comes to a world more practiced at the art of warfare than it is at the craft of
reconciliation, much like our own 215t century world. God’s peace stands in striking contrast
to the Roman Caesars, during whose reign both John and Jesus were born and executed.
Luke uses the word “peace” more often than the other three Gospels combined. Indeed,
God’s peace is a message that frames the beginning and end of his Gospel. Here, near the
beginning, Zechariah sings that God will “guide our feet into the way of peace.” His
prophecy is fulfilled near the conclusion of Luke’s Gospel when the risen Christ stands
among his followers and announces, “Peace be with you”. In between, God’s peace is the
gift granted to those who kneel in faith before Jesus and to those who receive the message
that God’s kingdom is near. In the end, Zechariah’s song is not simply a way to announce
the birth of John the Baptist, but rather to proclaim God’s faithfulness, God’s salvation, and
God’s peace.

Next we hear from Luke chapter 3, where the word of God comes to John in the wilderness.
John comes from priestly ancestry on both sides of his family. His father, Zechariah, is a
priest who served in the Jerusalem Temple, and Elizabeth, his mother, descends from the
line of priests originating with Aaron. If John were following the family business, he would
be engaged in work associated with the Temple, the holy place in Jerusalem where God is
said to dwell, not stuck out in the wilderness. But the wilderness has a special place in the
minds of God'’s people — it was important in the Exodus story, and we know that Jesus was
tempted in the wilderness at the start of his ministry. The wilderness in biblical writings often
represents vulnerability and uncertainty. In Luke it is a place of testing and of hunger and
sometimes of danger or destruction, or of being lost and then found. It is precisely in that
wilderness place of vulnerability and danger that God appears. God guided the Israelites in
the wilderness and provided manna for their daily food. So, the wilderness is where, and
how, God'’s people learn to depend on God.

A voice calls out in the wilderness to prepare the way of the Lord. Not only do raised-up
valleys and flattened mountains lead to smooth passages, but they also represent radical
transformation. The language of reversal, common in Luke, evokes words from Mary’s
song, “He has brought down the powerful from their thrones and lifted up the lowly”.
Nothing looks the same; everything is changed by the coming of God’s Messiah, by the
coming of God himself in human form. This is a world set right by being turned on its head -

not by the top-down power that is so often prized by humans, but by the upside-down
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power of God. John the Baptist makes way for a leader very different from those listed at
the beginning of chapter three. He calls us to divest of our resources and act justly, to
redirect our allegiance to a “Lord” totally different from those in power. John’s ministry
exemplifies the stark contrast that Jesus’ life, message, and ministry will have with the
powers of their day. This invites us to imagine the cultural norms and objects of devotion
from which John would call us to repent today: overconsumption, accumulating more stuff,
indifference to inequities, ungenerosity and selfishness, and superficial spirituality. What
would John’s prophetic voice focus on today?

Very little is certain in the world we live in, except for the promise represented by John’s
proclamation in the wilderness: God enters this time and this space in this period of history,
so that “all flesh shall see the salvation of God”. This is what we look forward to at
Christmas. This is what we remember year in and year out — that God is here with us. Our

God come to live among us to experience our joys and comfort us in our sorrows.

Hymn | have a dream (Church Hymnary 710)

‘I have a dream’, a man once said, through struggles and through sacrifice
‘where all is perfect peace; of standing for the right.
where men and women, black and white,
stand hand in hand, and all unite So dream the dreams and sing the songs,
in freedom and in love.’ but never be content:

for thoughts and words don’t ease the pain:
But in this world of bitter strife unless there’s action, all is vain;
the dream can often fade; faith proves itself in deeds.
reality seems dark as night,
we catch but glimpses of the light Lord, give us vision, make us strong,
Christ sheds on humankind. help us to do your will;

don't let us rest until we see
Fierce persecution, war, and hate your love throughout humanity
are raging everywhere; uniting us in peace.

God calls us now to pay the price
Pamela J. Pettitt

Lord’s Supper

We remember, as we do at every communion service, the gift of the life and death of God’s Son, our
Lord Jesus Christ. Come to this table, you who are beloved in Christ. Come, not because you must,
but because you may.

The Lord be with you. And also with you.
Lift up your hearts. We lift them to the Lord.
Let us give thanks to the Lord our God. It is right to give our thanks and praise.

Loving God, the world you made is beautiful and full of wonder.

You made us, with all your creatures, and you love all that you have made.

You gave us the words of your prophets, the stories of your people throughout the generations,
and the gathered wisdom of many years.

You gave us Jesus, your Son, to be born and to grow up
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in difficult times where there was little peace.

He embraced people with your love and told stories to change us all.
He healed those in pain and brought to life those who had lost hope.
He made friends with anyone who would listen and loved even his enemies.
For these things, he suffered. For these things, he died.

And he was raised from death and lives with you forever.

You give us your Holy Spirit, to teach and to strengthen us,

to remind us of Jesus Christ and to make us one in him.

For all these gifts we thank you, and join with all your people

on earth and in heaven, in joyful praise, saying:

Holy, holy, holy Lord, God of power and might,

heaven and earth are full of your glory.

Hosanna in the highest.

Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.
Hosanna in the highest.

In these days of Advent, Eternal One, we wait in joyful hope,

for the world to change, the Kingdom to come, justice to be established, and Jesus to return.
We look back to Bethlehem’s cradle and forward to the final consummation of all things
when all creation will be made whole, the poor lifted up, the hungry fed,

the oppressed run free, and where, in Your presence, we will dance with joy.

Until then we wait and work for the coming Kingdom,

gaining strength and inspiration at Your table, where, in obedience to Jesus’ command,

we show forth His sacrifice on the Cross with bread broken and wine poured for us to eat and drink.
As we remember that night, long ago, when Jesus, gathered with his friends around a table,

and shared in the simplicity of a meal.

Lord God, send your Holy Spirit upon this bread and wine,

and upon your people, that Christ may be with us,

and we may be ready to live for you

and do what you ask of us, today and every day to come. Amen

On the night when he was betrayed, Jesus took bread and when he had given thanks, he broke it
and said, this is my body which is broken for you. Do this is remembrance of me. In the same way
he took the cup after supper saying, this cup is the new covenant in my blood, Do this as often as
you drink it, in remembrance of me. For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you
proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.

Sharing of bread and wine

Prayer after communion

God of peace, whose Son Jesus Christ proclaimed the kingdom
and restored the broken to wholeness of life:

look with compassion on the anguish of the world,

and by your healing power make whole both people and nations;
through our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. Amen.

Prayers of Intercession

In the lonely places - The wilderness

Where we stand forlorn, windswept and alone
Your voice calls out Prepare a way for the Lord
In the dark places - The shadows

Where we hide our fears, embrace our tears
Your voice calls out Prepare a way for the Lord
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As we come to prepare a way for the Lord, let us pray for our world, for those lost in the wilderness,
for those without hope:

Gracious God, as your Church strives to be better,

as it endeavours to be the true example, Jesus commissioned it to be,

we pray that you will shine on those who find themselves in darkness

and in that land of shadows between life and death.

We pray for the many conflicts of this world, for the innocent lives that are being destroyed
because of corruption, a hunger for power, in justification of a position whether true or false.

You call your church to be that voice in the wilderness of life,

to tell of your mercy and love, speak up for justice, making your way in the world clear.
We pray for all those with political and financial power in the world;

our nation’s governments, local councils and assembilies.

May a heart for change use knowledge wisely to bring about equity and understanding.

We pray for all those who are ill, close to death, grieving,
or who find themselves in one of life’s deep valleys unable to see the way through.

As we prepare to celebrate your coming, Lord, pour your Holy Spirit upon us

to refine our view of the world and guide our feet on your path

leading others to a life with you and in you.

God in this season suspended between hope and fulfiiment,

let us never forget what you have done for us. May we be overwhelmed by your mercy.

May we be honest about the darkness within us, and perceptive of the light around us.

May we make straight the path for the Lord, that together we may see God'’s glory revealed. Amen
Lord’s Prayer

Hymn Hark, the glad sound! R&S 137

Hark, the glad sound! the Saviour comes, And on the darkness of the blind

The Savior promised long! To pour celestial light.

Let every heart prepare a throne

And every voice a song. He comes the broken heart to bind,
The wounded soul to cure,

He comes the prisoners to release, And with the treasures of his grace,

In Satan's bondage held; to enrich the humble poor.

The gates of brass before him burst,

The iron fetters yield. Our glad hosannas, Prince of Peace,
thy welcome shall proclaim,

He comes from ignorance and doubt And Heaven’s eternal arches ring

To clear the inward sight; With thy beloved name.

Philip Doddridge

Blessing

Follow where the Spirit of Hope leads us

Listen as the Child of Peace cries for us

Rejoice as the Love of God embraces us

And let us go with Hope, Peace and Love in our hearts,

And the blessing of Creator, Child and Spirit for ever within us. Amen
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