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ORDER OF SERVICE 


The theme of our service is: Good news of great joy. 
CALL TO WORSHIP: 
The angel said: I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people, for to you is born a Saviour who is Christ the Lord. 

HYMN: HP 104   Good Christians all, rejoice   or

         
    StF 330   Joy to the World  or   StF 196  Come and join the celebration

EITHER BENEDICTUS: 
Let us praise God together in the words of the Benedictus, numbered 825 in Hymns & Psalms  or 792 in Singing the Faith. 

OR  LET US PRAY: 
Lord, with joy in our hearts we worship you because you have come amongst us at this time. You have come with all the frailty of a baby, but with all the strength of a saviour. You have come with all the humility of a servant, but with all the authority of a master and lord. You have come in the poverty of a manger; but bringing with you untold riches. 
We thank you for all the happiness that the celebration of your coming brings: 
for the joys of home and the reunion of families and friends; 
for the greetings and gifts we have received and which have reminded us of the love of others for us; for the fun and the food; and the games and the carol services and the nativity plays and the parties. For all these things, we praise and thank you. 
Forgive us if, in the midst of all our feasting, we have forgotten him in whose honour the feast is held. 
Forgive us if we have gone to our carol service but not gone in spirit to Bethlehem. 
Forgive us if we have sung with our lips but not from our hearts. 
Forgive us if in our family reunions, we have forgotten the one who is Father of all; and if, in catching up with old friends, we have forgotten the one who, above all others, deserves the name of Friend. 

In a time of silence let us make our own confession to God. 


[Silence] 

Hear this good news of great joy: your sins are forgiven. Amen. Thanks be to God 

OLD TESTAMENT LESSON: Isaiah 61:1-7 

HYMN: HP 113 or StF 213  O little town of Bethlehem   

NEW TESTAMENT LESSON: Luke 2:8-20 or 21-30 

HYMN: HP 120 or StF 221       While shepherds watched their flocks by night 
OR           HP 108  or StF 205      It came upon the midnight clear 
SERMON (see attached sheets)
HYMN: HP 98  or StF 197        Cradled in a manger, meanly 
LET US PRAY: 
We thank you, Lord, for the good news of the gift of a Say/our. We thank you that the gift meets our need, is available, accessible and true. 
We pray for those who have become embittered and cynical because of wars fought in the name of religion; and we pray especially for those who are victims of those wars, whether through injury, deprivation or bereavement. 
We pray for those who are aware of their problems and needs, but who are trying, without success, to solve them with their own resources. 
We pray for those who have heard that help is available in Christ, but who can’t really believe that it is for them. Those who, in a world of bewildering immensity, cannot believe that they are of any importance to anyone. 
We pray for those who know that there is help available to them in Christ, but who don’t know how to reach it. We pray that some person or some event may be used to bring Christ and them together. 
And we pray for those who simply cannot believe that news of a divine Saviour can be true. For those who want proof before they make commitment. For those who are trying to make, through reason, a pathway that can only be made through faith. 
We offer you these our prayers and join together in the prayer that Jesus himself taught us: 
Our Father ….

NOTICES AND OFFERING
 
Prayer of dedication: 
Lord, as we thank you today for your gift of  Jesus, so we ask you to receive these our gifts in his name and for his sake. Amen. 

HYMN: HP 109 or StF 208      Let earth and heaven combine 

BLESSING: 
Now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with us all, evermore. Amen. 

SERMON
 
Our text is taken from the tenth verse of the second chapter of St Luke’s gospel: ‘I am bringing you good news of great joy.’ 
It is a sad fact that for many people the story of the birth of Jesus is neither ‘good nor news’. There are, for instance, those who have heard so much about the so-called ‘religious’ wars of these days, that to them religion of any sort means pain and war and death. As far as they are concerned, it is bad news. And there are those who have heard the Christmas message so often that it has long since ceased to be news. Indeed, there are many who are fed up with what they see as the whole hypocrisy of Christmas. 

So we need to ask ourselves, what is good about the news given by the angel that ‘to you is born this day in the city of David, a Saviour’? 
In the first place, if news is to be good, it must meet a need of some sort. Otherwise, it is simply irrelevant. Take Christmas presents as an analogy. Broadly speaking, they can be divided into three groups: those we need, those we want, and those we neither want nor need! We all know the problems we have when we do our Christmas shopping to buy presents that will be acceptable to those who are to receive them. And we all know the pleasure - or disappointment - we have when we receive presents we do - or do not - want. 
So, does the coming of Jesus meet a need? The angel’s message says ‘Yes’. He is a Saviour. But do we really need a Saviour? Are we not able to save ourselves? It is true that, in spite of the mess the world is in today, many people think we can save ourselves. 

On the other hand, many of us know, deep down, that things could be better with us and for us. And we know too that our attempts to put them right ourselves have not been very successful. Most of us know exactly what Paul meant when he wrote, ‘for I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate ….. When I want to do good, evil lies close at hand.’ [Romans 7:15,21]. 
It is when we become aware of this problem and want to do something about it, that we realise how much we need someone outside ourselves to help us. It is then that the news of the coming of a Saviour is, for us, good news. 
We need to ask next, is this help really available for us? It may be there, but is it there for us? 
In verse ten, it is reported that the angels said that the good news was for ‘all people’. Well, that sounds encouraging because ‘all people’ must include us. But ‘all people’ can also suggest something vast and vague. All people!  There are millions of us - all over the place! One of the great challenges to our faith is to believe that God really is big enough to care for all people. That is, for every person. 

But reading on in the passage in Luke, it looks almost as if the angel had to reassure the shepherds on this very point. As if they said ‘but surely so wonderful an event can’t be for us. We are just humble shepherds.’ So the angel makes it quite clear that it is for them. The word ‘you’ comes three times in the next few words: ‘ …there is born to you in the city of David... and this will be the sign for you: you will find a child...’

The Saviour is for everyone: for us, for me, for you. 

And we need to know too when this offer of a Saviour becomes available. Christmas is hardly over these days before the so-called ‘January’ sales begin. You have probably seen them advertised. You have been told that on such and such a date, unbelievable bargains will be available to you. But it has been said that the two most crucial words in advertising are ‘new’ and ‘now’. The really effective advertisement says, in effect, ‘You’ve never seen anything as good as this before: so don’t waste time thinking about it: get it now!’. 
And in a sense that is what the angel is saying to the shepherds: ‘Jesus is new and Jesus is for now.’ The Good News translation of verse eleven puts this quite strikingly by saying, there is born for you ‘this very day’ a Saviour. This very day. Jesus is for now. 

So Jesus is good news because he meets our need, he is available and he is available now. But that is not quite all we need to know. We also need to know whether we can get to him. Is he accessible? A store may be holding a sale of tempting bargain offers, but if that store is out of town, and we haven’t got a car and there is no public transport, its offers may be available, but they are no use to us because they are not accessible. 
Well, we read in this story that the shepherds to whom the angel spoke were ‘in the same country’. The New Century Bible translates, ‘in the fields nearby’ [Luke 2:8]. And this, after all, is the meaning of the incarnation.  In John’s words, ‘…‘... the Word became flesh and dwelt among us ….’ [John 1:14]. He is accessible because he has come in our flesh: he is accessible because he is nearby. 
Which is not to say that we do not have to do anything to meet up with him. The shepherds had to get up and go to Bethlehem. The angel did not arrange for the manger to be brought to where the shepherds were. The important thing to remember is that Jesus will not be further away from us than we can manage to travel, provided we have a mind and a will to make the journey, whatever the distance. 

The wise men travelled a long way to find Jesus. But they had the time and the resources to make the journey. The shepherds could not leave their sheep for long. For them, Jesus had to be nearby -  and he was. 
And the last, and most important thing we need to know about this good news is ‘Is it true?’ There is a great deal of fantasy and romance that has grown up about the Christmas story that is frankly not true. That is to say, there is no historical evidence for it. We need to be able to separate in our minds fact from fiction, reality from romance, truth from fantasy. 
Basically, what Christian theology affirms about the Christmas event is that once, in the history of humankind, a unique ‘Son’ of God came to live on this earth in human form. 
And can that be proved? Well, not really. As well as the Christian documents, there are ancient and secular documents which refer to the life of Jesus, and taking them together it is a fact that the evidence for the existence of Jesus is better documented than the evidence for believing in Julius Caesar. 
But to show that a person whom we call Jesus once lived on this earth, does not prove that he was in a special way sent from God, or that he was the one we know of as the Christ. For the Christian, the only ‘proof’ of this is not in documents, however ancient and reliable, but in a commitment of trust within which a certainty develops that is real and convincing to the believer. 
And this relationship is in itself a work of God through his Holy Spirit. Paul wrote ‘No one can say “Jesus is Lord” except by the Holy Spirit’ [I Corinthians 12:3]. To be able to believe that the baby of Bethlehem is the Lord is a conviction which comes not from documents, or history, or philosophy, or theology, but from the indwelling of the Spirit of God. 
So when we hear the announcement of the angels that there is good news for us, our response should be that of the shepherds. We should go to the place where Jesus is to be found and committing our lives to him, allow the Holy Spirit to apply the work of Jesus as Saviour and the status of Jesus as Lord. 
Amen. 
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