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Call to Worship  - URC Prayer Handbook p8 
 
Hymn   The First Noel (red folder 89) v3-6 
 
And by the light of that same star 
Three Wise men came from country far 
To seek for a King was their intent 
And to follow the star wherever it went 
Noel, Noel, Noel, Noel 
Born is the King of Israel! 
 
This star drew nigh to the northwest 
O'er Bethlehem it took its rest 
And there it did both stop and stay 
Right o'er the place where Jesus lay 
Noel, Noel, Noel, Noel 
Born is the King of Israel! 
 

Then entered in those Wise men three 
Fell reverently upon their knee 
And offered there in His presence 
Their gold and myrrh and frankincense 
Noel, Noel, Noel, Noel 
Born is the kind of Israel! 
 
Then let us all with one accord 
Sing praises to our heavenly Lord 
That hath made heaven and earth of nought 
And with his blood mankind has bought 
Noel, Noel, Noel, Noel 
Born is the King of Israel! 

Children’s time   
 
Offering   
Loving God, we offer you our gold:  
The glow on the faces of children at play. The shining moments that brighten our lives. 
We offer you our frankincense:  
The quiet reassurance of familiar things. The grace of care and friendship  
The blessing of bread and our heart’s yearning in prayer. 
We offer you our myrrh:  
The ashes of our dreams. The bitter taste of our failures  
The shadows through which we stumble. 
Transform our inadequate gifts, that they may be an acceptable sacrifice of praise,  
and transform our lives to reflect more deeply your justice and joy in the life of the world.  Amen 
 
Hymn As with gladness men of old  R&S 184 
 
As with gladness men of old  
did the guiding star behold;  
as with joy they hailed its light,  
leading onward, beaming bright,  
so, most gracious Lord, may we  
ever more be led to thee.  

2. As with joyful steps they sped,  
Saviour, to thy lowly bed,  
there to bend the knee before  
Thee whom Heav’n & Earth adore,  
so may we with willing feet  
ever seek thy mercy seat. 

 
3. As they offered gifts most rare at thy cradle rude and bare, 

so may we with holy joy, pure and free from sin’s alloy, 
all our costliest treasures bring, Christ, to thee, our heavenly King. 

 
4. Holy Jesus, every day  
keep us in the narrow way,  
and when earthly things are past,  
bring our ransomed souls at last  
where they need no star to guide,  
where no clouds thy glory hide.  

5. In the heavenly country bright,  
need they no created light;  
Thou its light, its joy, its crown,  
Thou its sun, which goes not down;  
there forever may we sing  
Alleluias to our King.

W.C. Dix 
Children leave for Sunday Club 
 
Opening Prayers 
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We come to worship You, O God, with obedience and humility,  
as we adore Your most holy name.  
We lay our burdens at Your feet, not just for our own good,  
but to allow space for You to guide our steps; that we may relieve the world’s pain.  
As we come and see the beauty of Your holiness, we become conscious of the ugliness of our sin;  
we love the gloom more than the light, the sorrow more than the joy, lies more than truth. 
We are conscious of our slender wealth against the riches of Your grace.  
Give us time, O God, to appreciate Your tender love, to live Your beautiful truth,  
and make our lives temples to Your glory.  
Give us the grace to forgive others when they hurt us,  
the beauty to forgive ourselves and leave our guilt behind,  
and the faith to trust in Your forgiveness which changes and challenges us. Amen. 
 
Hymn  Wise men seeking Jesus  R&S 185  omit v 4 & 5 
 
Wise men seeking Jesus  
travelled from afar, 
guided in their journey  
by a beauteous star. 
 
But if we desire him,  
he is close at hand, 
for our native country  
is our holy land. 
 
Prayerful souls may find him  
by our quiet lakes, 
meet Him on our hillsides  
when the dawning breaks. 

 
 
 
 
Every town and village  
in our land might be 
made by Jesus’ presence 
like sweet Bethany. 
 
He is more near us  
if we love him well, 
for he seeks us, ever  
in our hearts to dwell. 

J. T East 
 
Bible Readings: Isaiah 60:1-6 
   Matthew 2:1-12 
 

With some minor changes, this is the sermon written by the Rev’d Andy Braunston for the 

United Reformed Daily Devotions worship for Epiphany, which though technically tomorrow, 

6th January, we celebrate today. 

Imagine a people without a land, a nation whose capital lay in ruins and a people deported 

to a faraway country which didn’t understand their language, faith, rituals or identity. 

Imagine the pain, dislocation, grief and stress. This was the situation of the Jewish people 

as the final chapters of the book we call Isaiah were written. The political and religious elite  

had been deported to Babylon and their homeland, temple, houses, fields,  

and trades were left in ruin. Of course, these ancient tragedies have a contemporary ring  

as Palestinians exist without their own land, with their heritage, faiths, and very existence 

threatened by an expansionist Israeli state. History repeats itself as few listen. The writer of 

those prophecies from Isaiah, though, does not offer comfort for the bad times but hope in a 
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different future. A future where the poverty of defeat and deportation would be replaced with 

other nations bringing their riches – all that gold and frankincense – to Israel. Kings  

would, instead of laughing, pay homage. The nations that once dominated Israel would now 

pay homage to it. The sea to the west and the lands to the east will pour in their wealth. No 

wonder the writer told the readers to arise for their light had come.  

The light, however, wasn’t for Israel alone. This isn’t a passage where Israel can laugh at 

the poor benighted pagans as they come to bring homage. Instead, Israel’s light has a 

purpose – all nations would come to the light. Throughout the Old Testament God uses the 

most unlikely people – often those not of the Jewish faith – to achieve God’s purposes. 

There’s Ruth the Moabite woman in Jesus’ lineage, there’s Rehab the sex worker who 

sided with God’s people – also in Jesus’ genealogy. Then there’s Cyrus the pagan ruler  

who freed the Jewish people. It took some time for the biblical writers to understand but 

God was God of all the nations not just of Israel. There’s a growing awareness of it in 

various Old Testament texts – after all, humanity was to be blessed through God’s covenant 

with Abraham and Israel saw itself as a light to the gentiles. For Christians it’s when this text 

is paired with our passage from St Matthew’s Gospel that we can see these themes  

more clearly.  

In our Gospel passage we see priests from other faiths, and lands far away come to 

worship the new-born Jewish king. We know very little about the Magi – the name itself 

might mean “Persian priest or sorcerer”. But by the time the Gospel was written, magi was 

used to denote a Zoroastrian priest or earlier Iranian religions. They were thought to 

practice magic – by which was meant astronomy, astrology and alchemy.  Now we might 

think of them as astrologers, but they were more than that; they not only discerned meaning 

in the stars, they were also seekers after wisdom – even wisdom beyond their own faith. 

We are used to the term “kings” yet the term “king” isn’t in the passage in Matthew. “Wise  

Men” is a rather sanctified version of magi – which should probably be translated as 

sorcerer or magician, though maybe that’s a bit too Harry Potter-like – probably best to 

simply stick to Magi. Yet these non-Jewish priests came to acknowledge the Light of the 

World. Herod’s people, who should have known what was going on, hadn’t got a clue. The 

pagan outsiders did. Matthew, instead of having nations coming to pay tribute to Israel, has 

pagan priests worshipping the Jewish Messiah. Instead of the riches of east and west  

pouring into Israel, the Magi bring valuable gifts full of meaning: gold for a king, 

frankincense for a priest, myrrh for a sacrifice.  

Even in his infancy, Jesus was for all people – Jew and gentile. Jesus draws all people to 

him – sorcerers from the East, the Syrophoenician woman from the north, Egyptians from 
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the South met him in exile, Romans from the West listened to him and, of course, Jews 

from all around followed him. This is the moment when the Light of the World is revealed to 

humanity. In Jesus Matthew sees fulfilment of the ancient destiny of the Jewish  

people to be a light to all the nations. Through Jesus God invites all to bathe  

in the light, to change the world, and to feast together.  

So, what might we do with these readings now? We live in a world which isn’t always 

bathed in light. In these gloomy days of winter, it’s easy to think of situations of gloom and 

evil in our world: the war in Ukraine drags on and we’ve no idea how Trump will seek to 

change things. Israel still pummels Gaza, makes delivery of aid nearly impossible, and 

some members of the Israeli Cabinet are determined to annexe at least part of Gaza for 

colonization; again Trump’s intentions are not clear but he’s appointed people to high office 

who seem to uncritically support Israel’s ambitions. In Europe we’re faced with populist 

leaders seeking to emulate dictators and undermine the rule of law - just as the EU, and 

ourselves, seek to make life for refugees more and more difficult and demeaning.  

God’s light might be exposing the evil rather than helping us avoid it. God’s light might be 

seen more in the bedraggled folk trying to cross the Channel than in the churches quietly 

singing their hymns and avoiding the realities of the world. Like Herod’s priests many of our 

religious leaders go along with the status quo hoping to deflect attention from the Church’s 

manifold failures. 

And yet the light shines from the vulnerable baby. Strength is seen in weakness. Truth is 

seen on the edge. The light, strength, and truth of Jesus is there, of course to comfort, but 

not to offer cheap grace. The light, strength and truth that Jesus shows the world is there to 

change it. So, this Epiphany as we think of the Holy Family fleeing to Egypt we must also 

think of those on the move seeking safety and security and learn to help them. As we recoil 

from Herod’s murderous rage we think of contemporary tyrants who don’t care for their 

people and murder and maim more than Herod ever did and learn to oppose them. As we 

think of the light coming into the world, we realise the light is there not just for us in our cosy  

religiosity but for all to be led into truth. The light shines in our gloomy places to expose 

corruption and injustice. The light reminds us to shine too. God’s grace not only reaches out 

with love, not only serves as light to lead and expose, but also demands that we act, we 

lead, we expose so that the light of the world is, again, embodied in us. 

 
 
Hymn  Worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness  R&S 187 omit v 5 
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O worship the Lord  
in the beauty of holiness;  
bow down before him,  
his glory proclaim;  
with gold of obedience,  
and incense of lowliness,  
kneel and adore him:  
the Lord is his name.  
 
Low at his feet lay  
thy burden of carefulness:  
high on his heart  
he will bear it for thee,  
comfort thy sorrows,  
and answer thy prayerfulness,  
guiding thy steps  
as may best for thee be.  

Fear not to enter  
his courts in the slenderness  
of the poor wealth  
thou wouldst reckon as thine:  
truth in its beauty,  
and love in its tenderness,  
these are the offerings  
to lay on his shrine.  
 
O worship the Lord  
in the beauty of holiness;  
bow down before him,  
his glory proclaim;  
with gold of obedience,  
and incense of lowliness,  
kneel and adore him:  
the Lord is his name. 

J.S. B Monsell 

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 
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. 

This is the mystery of faith:  
Christ has died  
Christ is risen  
Christ will come again. 

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  
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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 
We thank You for all your gifts, Eternal God, golden gifts that enrich us,  
mysterious gifts which draw us near to You,  
and even bitter gifts that are unwanted and unbidden. 
Give us the grace to use all Your gifts, that Your light will shine in the gloom,  
and the world be made whole. Amen 
 
Prayers of Intercession  
Light of the World we bring You our prayers for our world dwelling in gloom and despondency. 
Lighten our darkness, Lord we pray. 
We pray for the world at war, or if not at war busy preparing for it. 
We pray for the people of Ukraine wondering what the New Year brings, 
for the people of Gaza living ever in fear, 
for the people of Israel dreaming of security, 
for the people of Lebanon living on a knife edge, 
for the people of Syria looking forward to a new future, 
and for all who live under tyrants or with insecurity and crushing poverty. 
Lighten our darkness, Lord we pray. 
 
We pray for the world in turmoil, Creation itself overheating due to human excess; 
we pray for nations plagued by plastic, for the rich who won’t change their ways, 
for the poor who can’t change theirs. 
We pray for those who lead our world that your light will transform their hearts and minds, 
that we may flourish and not perish. 
Lighten our darkness, Lord we pray. 
 
We pray for the nations, for people looking to blame the poor for the problems of the rich, 
for those who idolise despots and dictators, for those who defend democracy and our institutions, 
and for all who seek to make the world kinder and gentler. 
Lighten our darkness, Lord we pray. 
 
We pray for the Church, a place where light is supposed to shine, 
where people are supposed to be safe, and where the Gospel is supposed to be shared with all. 
Forgive us where we have failed, Lord, give us the energy to reform, 
to choose leaders who work with, not, over others, and who will call us back to Your light. 
Lighten our darkness, Lord we pray. 
 
We pray for those we know and love who are in any kind of need…. 
And we pray for those we don’t know and those we find it hard to love…. 
Lighten our darkness, Lord we pray. 
As we wait for Your light to shine, Your Kingdom to come, we join with Jesus as we pray… 
Our Father… 
 
 
Hymn  Angels from the realms of glory  R&S  163
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1 Angels from the realms of glory, 
wing your flight through all the earth; 
heralds of creation's story 
now proclaim Messiah's birth! 
    Come and worship 
    Christ, the new-born king; 
    come and worship, 
    worship Christ the new-born king. 
 
2 Shepherds in the fields abiding, 
watching by your flocks at night, 
God with us is now residing: 
see, there shines the infant light: 

 
 
3 Wise men, leave your contemplations; 
brighter visions shine afar; 
seek the great Desire of nations, 
you have seen his natal star: 
 
4 All creation, join in praising 
God the Father, Spirit, Son, 
evermore your voices raising 
to the eternal Three in One: 

James Montgomery
 
 
Blessing   
Star child, wanted and welcomed by the humble, 
hated and hounded by power-seekers: refuge and refugee, we love you! 
 
Apple of God’s eye, cherished and chosen by Kingdom-travellers, 
rejected and ridiculed by the earth bound: sacred and scarred, we honour you! 
 
Light of the world, tended and treasured by the pure in heart, 
shadowed and shunned by the deceitful: peerless and pierced, we exalt you! 
And the blessing of God, Creator, Son and Holy Spirit, be with us all evermore. Amen 
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