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ORDER OF SERVICE

CALL TO WORSHIP: 

God is here as we his people 
Meet to offer praise and prayer 

HYMN: 6 HP / 9 StF Hail! Holy, holy, holy Lord! 

CANTICLE:
Please turn to 833 in Hymns & Psalms (799 in Singing the Faith), an ancient hymn of the church called the ‘Te Deum’. We will share in the first 13 verses, with us all saying the parts in the bold type. 

LET US PRAY: 
We praise you, Lord God, for the Christian Church, with whom we share the life in Christ.

 Praise be to you for the first disciples - Peter, James and John, Martha and Mary, with whom we share now.
Praise be to you for the first martyrs - for Stephen and Justin, with whom we share now. 
Praise be to you for the great thinkers -for Ambrose and Augustine, with whom we share now. 
We thank you for those who founded the great monasteries - for Benedict and Francis
 for the Reformers - for Martin Luther and John Calvin and George Fox 
for those who spearheaded the evangelical revival - George Whitfield and the Wesleys
 for the pioneer missionaries - Francis Xavier, William Carey, Thomas Coke 
for the great evangelists from Moody and Sankey to Billy Graham 
and we praise you for the martyrs of our own times - for Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Martin Luther King, Oscar Romero 
for you join us in faith with them all 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
THE LORD’S PRAYER 

HYMN: 467 HP / 153 StF Break thou the bread of life 
        OR 468 HP /  154 StF Come, divine Interpreter 
FIRST LESSON: Exodus 19:1-6 and 16-25 
The first lesson tells how God’s people came to a crucial stage in their journey. It was time for God to speak directly to them through Moses. This meant going up to Mount Sinai, which was an awe- inspiring prospect. Only Moses could do it on behalf of all. 

SECOND LESSON: Hebrews 12:1-4, 18-25 and 28-29 
The second lesson reflects much of the first. Christians are told that when they come to worship it is not to encounter a fierce God, however, but to meet along with all the saints who have gone before, and to look to Jesus the pioneer. 

LET US PRAY: 
A confession.  Forgive us, Lord, if we have come to worship in the wrong spirit, behaving as if this were an ordinary gathering, as if we know it all before we come. Forgive us if we trivialise the event, never expect to hear your truth and make little offering of ourselves. Cleanse us thoroughly here and now. May we worship in spirit and in truth, as Jesus bids us. Amen. 

HYMN: 453 HP We come unto our fathers’ God 
        OR 452 HP / 91 StF The God of Abraham praise 
[Note: In either case it may be wise to omit some of the verses.] 


SERMON (see attached sheets) 

PRAYERS OF INTERCESSION: 
[At any point indicated with a * it may be appropriate for the leader to introduce specific names and places in order to be as relevant as possible.] 

At the close of each prayer I shall say as a bidding ‘Lord, have mercy’ and we will share the response ‘Christ, have mercy’. 

Let us pray for the church universal: 

Lord God, bless your church, especially where she is rich and safe and popular. May she practise immense generosity, may she challenge all the self-satisfaction of the affluent, work everywhere for justice and mercy and never grow hard of heart. 
So we pray for the church in … *

 
Lord, have mercy. Christ, have mercy. 
Lord God, bless your church, especially where she is being persecuted. There may she be patient, courageous and wise. May she know herself one with the great church triumphant. 

 So we pray/or the church in … *

 
Lord, have mercy. Christ, have mercy. 

Lord God, bless your church where she is small and frail.  May she know herself part of the vast church across the ages, and be encouraged. 
So we pray for the church in … *

 
Lord, have mercy. Christ, have mercy. 

Lord God, bless your church in this place and circuit. Give us big visions, wide intentions and sympathies, so that we are preserved from all narrow-mindedness. Inspire our leaders, especially … * 

Lord, have mercy. Christ, have mercy. 

Let us pray for those known to us who are lonely or down-hearted or isolated, especially * and * and *. May they know themselves joined with all your people everywhere and grasped by Christ.

 Lord, have mercy. Christ, have mercy. 

Let us in the quiet offer personal prayers. 
[Silence for 1 minute.] 

Lord, have mercy. Christ, have mercy. 

For we offer our prayers through the Name that is above every other, even Jesus our Saviour. Amen. 

NOTICES AND COLLECTION 
When the collection is presented, this prayer is offered: 
Lord God, King of the Universe and Lord of the Church. Take and use these gifts of ours far and wide, to strengthen the Church and to do good in the world, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

HYMN: 817 HP / 748 StF Glorious things of thee are spoken 

BLESSING:

 
Now may grace, mercy and peace 
from God the Father 
God the Son 
God the Holy Spirit 
go with us now and ever 
Amen. 

[Note: Because there is specific reference to Hymn 6 HP / 9 StF you may wish the congregation to look at this at the appropriate time, in which case it may be preferable for them to have that hymn ready at the beginning of the sermon, and for them to be told of this.] 

SERMON

Text: Hebrews 12:22-24 
‘But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God... and to the assembly of the firstborn ... and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant.’  

The visiting preacher had not been before to the small country chapel, but was impressed with the way the six elderly people sang the hymns and seemed so receptive and encouraging. To his surprise, he enjoyed the occasion more than he had ever expected. He said farewell to five of the members as they left, then turned to the lady who was the steward and who was still clearing up. He commented to her that although it was a small congregation it was a lively one, and the singing had been splendid. She nodded, then remarked that he would think her funny but to her the chapel was full - full of the members of her family, who had died long since, and full of people she could remember from childhood. 

Was she funny? Sentimental? Absurd? The preacher wondered about that as he journeyed home, and then remembered the passage from the Letter to the Hebrews that was read just now. It suddenly struck him with immense force. Of course she wasn’t necessarily being a stupid old dreamer. She was expressing straightforward Christian belief.  Our worship is always linked to that of the church in heaven, which is also formally said to be faith in ‘the communion of saints’. 

It is a profound, and often neglected, part of long-standing Christian faith. We go to church and there’s more to it than the presence of the congregation, whether it be big or tiny, because there is also the presence of the mighty Christian history of faith, the innumerable host of those who have gone before us, and the dynamism of Christ present and powerful. It is a potent affair, this gathering of Christ’s people for worship. There is much more to it than meets the eye - unless it be the eye of faith. 

For, as our text reminds us, we have come to Mount Zion and the city of the living God. We have not come to some interesting little idea that a few of our predecessors dreamed up in this place. The faith in which we are living is not some recent invention which is indebted to some lively preachers a hundred years back, or even to John Wesley or, further back, to the Reformers. It is not a set of bright ideas which came to some religious people and made them form some societies which might interest even us today. No, definitely no. It is a faith which the Holy Spirit gives to us, and which carries the past along with it, with constant new refreshings. 

Some here might sometime or other have been to Jerusalem on pilgrimage or holiday. If so you may well have seen the main sights, and the Holy Places - the Temple Mount, the Via Dolorosa along which Jesus walked to his crucifixion, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the site of Calvary - but not some of the fascinating little churches and places tucked round the corners, away from popular tours. In the heart of the Old City there is, for example, a church known as the Latin Patriarchate - in other words, a small Roman Catholic cathedral. Small it is, seating perhaps a hundred at the most. Imagine that you visit it. There will be nobody else around. It is a little pool of peace and serenity. Although small, it is high and has pictures and statues galore all round the upper levels of the walls. Look up, and it fascinates you. They are all of the great saints, from Noah to Paul. And then it suddenly strikes you - this church is designed not just for a few people to worship in, but for them to be reminded of the vast company that worship with them, unseen normally and usually not acknowledged, the great procession of saints stretching down through the church’s long and glorious history of faith. 

Aha, but that is not a particularly Roman Catholic idea. It is a clear element in the New Testament, part and parcel of our deepest insights. In the Methodist Church, believe it or not, we sing about it, for we are good at singing the faith. Take a look again at our opening hymn – ‘Hail! Holy, holy, holy Lord.’ In the first verse we sang that God is adored by ‘all thy heavenly host’ as well as the ‘church below’. In the fourth we sang that both the choirs ere long shall join’ to sing above. What choirs does the writer mean? Why, the choir of those in heaven (the really big choir) and those who are singing here (the small choir). Both of them are involved here and now, and one day they will become one. 

And we have come to the assembly of the first-born, the gathering together of all that company, including the latest saints to join it. It is not a morbid thought, but a triumphant one. It was not necessarily morbid of that steward to sense that there in the chapel were all her forebears worshipping with her. It was the ultimate sort of encouragement. 

In Jesus’ day, and the days of the early church, there were huge sports arenas in the cities, even bigger than modern football grounds or sports stadia. In the centre of Rome there was one - the Circus Maximus - which is preserved to this day and is about half a mile long. It was designed for chariot races and long distance running, and at least 200,000 people could watch. What a size! When a bit of the seating collapsed it killed 20,000 people! The early Christians were reminded that their lives were like the runners in such an arena, surrounded by such a cloud of witnesses and running the great race of life, with eyes fixed on Jesus who is at the finishing post awaiting us. That’s not a morbid thought, but a huge thrill. Life is great! It’s watched by such a crowd, who cheer us on all the time, and most especially when we meet to praise. 

But supremely it is when we worship together that we know Christ to be there too, the One who matters more than anyone else ever could. We are given life so as to serve him. To him we go at the end. To him we answer. By him we find ourselves always being healed and refashioned. 

By common consent the greatest Christian thinker of the 20th century has been a Swiss theologian, Karl Barth. He wrote books on a vast scale, had a massive influence far and wide. Finally aged 82 in 1968 he became very frail. But before he slept each night he wrote in his diary. Then one morning someone went in to wake him and found him peacefully dead. Beside him was the last entry in that famous diary, written as perhaps the last thing he ever did. It said in a shaky hand: ‘The last word I have to say is a name, Jesus Christ. He is grace and he is the last, beyond the church. What I have been concerned to do in my long life has been to emphasise his name ... everything that I have tested in my life, in weakness and in foolishness, is there.’ He is grace - that is, he is always with us and we are never, never alone, least of all when we worship. 

So the worship of the Christian people is a very strange business indeed. There is far, far more to it than meets the eye. It links us with the whole great history of God’s people, with the mighty cloud of witnesses, the heavenly choir, but most of all with the Name Supreme - Jesus our Lord. Nobody can possibly count that community!

 
‘Let us then lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.’ 
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