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Opening Liturgy:
Gift-giving Lord,
May this Advent be for us a time of giving and receiving.
Heavenly Lord, you speak through messengers, words and deeds, the rhythm, the beat of your gift
never ceases, never stops or falters or fails.
Your gift is for life, not limited by time or space.

Gift giving Lord,

May this Advent be for us a time of giving and receiving.

Heavenly Lord, you challenge us to be the heartbeat of love to our community.
You challenge and call us to be a constant power for good.

You inspire us to be the bringers of Good news.

Gift giving Lord,

May Advent for us be a time of giving and receiving.

Heavenly Lord, may we be up to the challenges you set before us.

Let us give you the time in our busy days, in making list and our shopping, so that we are buzzing
with your Spirit as your gift to all we meet.

Gift-giving Lord,
May Advent be for us a time of giving and receiving.
Amen

Hymn: 16 in Singing the Faith

Be still, for the presence, the Holy One is
here;

Come bow before Him now, with reverence
and fear:

In Him no sin is found — we stand on holy
ground.

Be still, for the presence of the Lord, the Holy
One is here.

Prayers of Adoration, Praise and Thanksgiving:

Thank you Lord for life, and for living;

Thank you Lord for love, and for giving;

Be still, for the glory of Lord is shining all
around

He burns with holy fire, with splendour He is
crowned:

How awesome is the sight — our radiant King
of light!

Be still, for the glory of the Lord is shining all
around.

Be still, for power of the Lord, is moving in
this place;

He comes to cleanse and heal, to minster His
grace:

No work too hard for Him — in faith receive
from Him.

Be still, for the power Lord is moving in this
place

Thank you Lord, for death: an ending and a beginning.

Thank you Lord for lips, for speaking

Thank you Lord for hearts, and for seeking

Thank you Lord for weakness, a stumbling and an up surging.



Thank you Lord for eyes and for seeing,
Thank you Lord for the soul, and for being,
Thank you Lord for His absence; for a longing and an unfolding.

Who can tell the glory of your face?

The wonder of creation comes from you;

the majesty and awesome grandeur of earth and sky.
Oh that my tongue could tell the paradise of praise.

You are worthy of all honour, gracious God.

My eyes can see your greatness writ on high:

The stars, the sun and moon,;

Words defy me as | try to speak what my heart says.

If all the tongues of earth should praise you, joining as one in adoration, then we should hear the
music of angels;
And truly feel the power of your ways! Amen

New Testament Reading: Matthew 11:2-11

When John the Baptist heard in prison about the things that Christ was doing, he sent some of his
disciples to Him. “Tell us” they asked Jesus, “Are you the one that John said was going to come or
should we expect someone else?”

Jesus answered, “Go back and tell John what you are seeing and hearing: the blind can see, the
lame can walk and the lepers are made clean, the deaf hear, the dead brought back to life and the
Good News is preached to the  poor. How happy are those who have no doubt about me!”

While John’s disciples were leaving, Jesus spoke about him to the crowds: “When you went out to
John in the desert, what did you expect to see? A blade of grass bending in the wind? What did
you go out to see? A man dressed up in fancy clothes? People who dress like that live in palaces!
Tell me, what did you go out to see?”

A prophet? Yes indeed, but you saw so much more than a prophet. For John is the one of whom
the scripture says: ‘God says, | will send a messenger ahead of you to open the way for you.’

| assure you that John the Baptist is greater than any man who has ever lived. But he who is least
of in the Kingdom of heaven is greater than John.”

Old Testament Reading: Isaiah 35:1-10

The desert will rejoice,

and the flowers will bloom in the wastelands.
The desert will sing and shout for joy;

It will be as beautiful as the Lebanon Mountains
And as fertile as the fields of Carmel and Sharon.
Everyone will see the Lord’s Splendour,
And see His greatness and power.

Give strength to hands that are tired
And to knees that tremble with weakness.
Tell everyone who is discouraged,
“Be strong and don’t be afraid!
God is coming to your rescue,
coming to punish your enemies.”
The blind will be able to see,
And the deaf will hear.
The lame will leap and dance,
And those who cannot speak will shout for joy.



Streams of water will flow through the burning desert;
The burning sand will become a lake,

And dry land will be filled with springs.
Where jackals used to live,

Marsh grass and reeds will grow.

There will be a highway there, called the “Road of Holiness.”
No sinner will ever travel that road:
No fools will mislead those who follow it.
No lions will be there;
No fierce animals will ever pass that way.
Those whom the Lord has rescued,
Will travel home by that road.
They will reach Jerusalem with gladness,
Singing and shout in for joy.
They will be happy forever, forever free from sorrow and grief.

Sermon Part One:

The career of John had ended in disaster. It was not John’s habit to soften the truth for any man;
and he was incapable of seeing evil without rebuking it; and then he saw it in others he had
spoken out fearlessly and too definitely for his own safety.

Herod Antipas of Galilee had paid a visit to his brother in Rome. During that visit he had seduced
his brother’s wife. He came home again and dismissed his own wife and married his sister-in-law.
Publicly and sternly John rebuked Herod. It was never safe to rebuke an eastern despot and
Herod took his revenge; John was thrown into the dungeons of a fortress near the Dead Sea.

For any man that would have been a terrible fate; but for John the Baptist it was worse than most.
He was a child of the desert; all his life he had lived in wide open spaces, with the clean air on his
face and the spacious vault of the sky for his roof. Now he was confined within four narrow walls of
an underground dungeon. For a man like John, who had perhaps, hadn’t lived in a house since he
was very young, it was nothing short of agony!

In Carlisle castle there is a little cell. Once long ago they put a border chieftain in the cell and left
him there. In the cell there was a little window, which was placed much too high for the chieftain to
look out. On the ledge of the window there are two depressions worn away in the stone. They are
marks of the hands f the border chieftain day after day after day; he lifted himself up by his hands
to look out on the green dales across which he would never ride again.

John the Baptist must have been like that; questions began formulating in his mind as he
continued to mull over what he had heard of Jesus — since His baptism, the day when he had
been so sure that he had the right man for the job. He had been so sure that Jesus had been the
One who was to come. A dying man cannot have any doubts; he must be sure. So he sent his
disciples to ask a simple question: “Are you the One who is coming, or are we to look for someone
else?”

There are many possible things behind those questions.

1. Some people think the question was asked not for John’s sake but for the sake of his
disciples. It may be that when John and his disciples talked in prison, the disciples
questioned whether Jesus was really the one who was to come: John’s answer was: “If you
have any doubts, go and see what Jesus is doing and your doubts will be at an end.”

If anyone begins to argue with us about Jesus, and to question His supremacy, it's best not
to answer but to say, “Give your life to Him and see what He can do with it.” The supreme
argument is not intellectual debate, but experience of His changing power.



2. It may well be that John’s question was showing that he was impatient with Jesus. John’s
message had been a message of doom (see Matthew 3:7-12). The axe was at the root of
the tree; the winnowing process had begun; the divine fire of cleansing judgment had begun
to burn. It may well be that John was thinking “When is Jesus going to start taking action?
When was He going to blast His enemies? When is the day of God’s holy destruction to
begin? Could he be impatient to begin and Jesus was not what he expected him to be.
Hence the question. The person who expects Jesus to unleash savage wrath will always be
disappointed in Jesus, but the person the man who looks for love will never find his hopes
defeated.

3. A few people have thought that this question was nothing more than a dawning of faith and
hope. He had seen Jesus at the Baptism; in prison he had thought more and more about
Him; and the more he thought the more certain he became that Jesus was who He claimed
to be. Now he hopes to the test in this one question. It was not a question of an impatient
man or a despairing man, but the was the one whose eyes the light of hope shone and one
who asked for nothing more but a confirmation of that hope.

Then came Jesus’ answer: and in His answer we find the accent of confidence. “Go back,
and don’t tell John not what | am saying; but tell him what | am doing — not what | am
claiming but tell him what is happening.” The challenge of Jesus is still the same as it
always was. He does not say “Listen to what | tell you as, "Look what | can do for you; see
what | have done for others.”

The things that Jesus did in Galilee He still does today. In Him those who are blind to the truth
about themselves, about their fellow’s and about God, have their eyes opened: in the person
whose feet were never strong enough to remain in the right way, they are strengthened; in the
person who were tainted by the disease of sin are cleansed; in the person who was deaf to the
voice of conscience they begin to listen; in the person who was dead and powerless by sin are
raised to newness and the loveliness of life; in the person who is the poorest finds that they
inherits the riches and the love of God.

Finally comes the warning, and this was meant especially for John, “Blessed is he who takes no
offence at me.” John had only just grasped part of the truth. It was spoken to John. He preached
divine holiness with divine destruction; Jesus says to John, “Maybe | am not doing the things you
expected me to do. But the powers of evil are being defeated not by irresistible power but by
unanswerable love. "Sometimes a person can be offended at Jesus because He cuts across his
ideas of what religion should be.”

Hymn: 182 in Singing the Faith
1. On Jordan’s bank the Baptist’s cry announces that the Lord is nigh:
Awake and hearken, for he brings glad tidings from the King of kings!

2. Then cleansed be every life from sin, make straight the way for God within;
And let us all our hearts prepare for Christ to come and enterthere.

3. For you are our salvation Lord, our refuge and our great reward;
Without your grace we waste away, like flowers that wither and decay.

4. To heal the sick and stretch out your hand, and bid the fallen sinner to stand;
Shine forth and let your light restore earth’s own true loveliness once more.

5. To God’s own Son all glory be whose advent sets the people free;
Whom, with the Father, we adore and the Holy Spirit, ever more.



Sermon Part two

There are few men to whom Jesus paid so tremendous a tribute as He did to John the Baptist.
He begins by asking what they went out to see — whatever else, the people literally streamed out

to see John

1. Did they go to see a reed shaken by the wind? Down by the banks of the Jordan the long
cane grass grew; and it was thought to be fairly common — the commonest of sights. When
the flocked out to see John, were they going out to see something as ordinary as reeds
swaying in the wind? Or perhaps they meant that they went out to see someone who is
vacillator — who could no more stand up to the wind that blew along the Forshaw.
Whatever it meant the people flocked out to see John in the desert. They certainly went out
to see a most extraordinary man. The commonest of men wouldn’t cross the street to see
such a man, let alone a man that they would go out into the desert to see. They wouldn’t go
to see a weak vacillator. Certainly Mr Pliable would not find themselves in a prison.

2. They certainly did not go out to see a man clothed in soft and luxurious garments. Such a
man be could not be courtier. He knew nothing of the courtier’s art of flattery of kings; he
followed the dangerous occupation of telling the truth to kings. John was an ambassador for

God, not a courtier of Herod.

3. Did they go out to see a prophet? A prophet is a forth teller of the truth of God — someone

who is in the confidence of God

4. But John was more than a prophet. They believed that when Messiah comes, Elijah would
herald his coming . John was nothing more than a divine herald whose duty and privilege it

was to announce the coming of the Messiah.

5. Such was the tremendous tribute of Jesus to John, spoken with admiration. There had
never been such a figure in all of history greater than he is. Then comes the startling
phrase, “But he who is least in the Kingdom of Heaven is greater than he.”

What was John lacking? It was simply because he had never seen the Cross. Therefore the
one thing that John could never know, the full revelation of the love of God on the Cross.
He might know of the holiness of God; or the justice of God but never know of the love of

God.

Listen to the message of Jesus compared with the message of John. No one could call the
message of John the Good News, whereas the message of Jesus is full of the good news

because it is full of love.

Hymn: 238 in Singing the Faith

Lead us heavenly Father,

lead us o’er the world’s tempestuous sea;
Guard us, guide us, keep us, feed us,

for we have no help but thee

yet possessing every blessing

if our God our Father be.

Saviour, breathe forgiveness o’er us,
all weakness thou dost know.

Thou didst tread this earth before us,
thou didst feel its keenest woe;
Tempted, taunted, yet undaunted
through the desert thou didst go.

Spirit of our God descending,

fill our heart with heavenly joy;
Love with every passion blending,
pleasure that can never cloy;
Thus provided, pardoned, guided,
nothing can our peace destoy.



Prayers of Confession:
Lord we confess the times we have denied the power of your love, and like John the Baptist we
have sought to bring the message of doom and gloom.
Forgive us Lord — and fill us with your love
We confess the times we have not withessed to your love and truth, but have followed blindly the
powerful of the world, though they have led us into the ways of injustice, fear and conflict.
Forgive us Lord — and fill us with your love
We confess that times we have despised the weak and powerless: the times we have exploited or
just ignored them.
Forgive us Lord — and fill us with your love
Dear Lord, enable us to know your forgiveness, and understand your grace, and to be filled with
your love and power.

Prayers of Intercession:
We remember Lord all who are held hostage, by armed men, by history, by politics based on a
balance of terror, by their own fears and prejudices. We remember families who are separated and
people who are exiled from the land of their birth, by frontiers, by barbed wire, by divisions in the
minds of men and women.
(Let us pray for all refugees, all and who have left their homes to flee the gun and the bomb)

May your will be known on earth as it is in heaven.

We remember the places long held as holy by people of different faiths.
(We pray for the people of Gaza)
May your will be known on earth as it is in heaven.

We remember our own churches.
(We pray for the vision of our own churches — not forgetting those people who are lonely,
disabled, and suffering from ill health).

May your will be known on earth as it is in heaven.

Hymn: 185 in Singing the Faith

Sing we the King who is coming to reign, Come let us sing: ...

Glory to Jesus, the Lamb that was slain,

Life and salvation his empire shall bring Souls shall be saved from the burden of sin,

Joy to the nations when Jesus is King. Doubt shall not darken his witness within,
Hell hath no terrors, and death hath no sting;

Come let us sing: Praise to our King, Love is victorious when Jesus is King.

Jesus our King, Jesus our King Come let us sing: ...

This is our song, who to Jesus belong:

Glory to Jesus, to Jesus our King Kingdom of Christ, for thy coming we pray,
Hasten, O Father, the dawn of the day

All shall be well in his Kingdom of peace, When this new song thy creation shall sing,

Freedom shall flourish and wisdom increase, Satan is vanquished and Jesus is King.

Justice and truth from his sceptre shall spring Come let us sing: ...

Wrong shall be ended when Jesus is king.

Final prayers: said together:
Give us Lord that holy fire, to renew us day by day;
May we have that warmth in us, to proclaim your love and power.



