Home Service Sheet Sunday 6 December 2020
Call to Worship:            Psalm 85:1-7
 
Loving God, we come to you today with praise and thanksgiving on our lips. We praise you for setting your plan of salvation into action 2000 years ago, to rescue sinful people from their just deserts. We thank you for the offer of forgiveness you place before us through the death of your Son, Jesus. We praise you for your grace by which we may be saved through faith in Christ alone. God of faithfulness and truth, you sent your servant John the Baptist to preach in the desert and summon the people to repentance. As we confess our sins to you now, we ask that you would forgive us and restore us. Make us and all things new, that in the wilderness of our world and in our lives, we also may prepare a way for Jesus. Prepare us through this time of worship, and inspire us by your Holy Spirit we pray, amen!
Sing or Read the hymn On Jordan’s Bank the Baptist’s Cry by Charles Coffin, translated by John Chandler - https://youtu.be/pIr21lLgFpg
	1 On Jordan's bank the Baptist's cry 
announces that the Lord is nigh. 
Come then and harken, for he brings 
glad tidings of the King of kings!

	2 Then cleansed be every Christian breast,
and furnished for so great a guest!
Yea, let us each our hearts prepare
for Christ to come and enter there.

	3 For thou art our salvation, Lord, 
our refuge and our great reward. 
Without thy grace our souls must fade, 
and wither like a flower decayed. 

	4 Stretch forth thy hand, to heal our sore,
and make us rise to fall no more;
once more upon thy people shine
and fill the world with love divine.

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

	


Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy Name. Thy Kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth, as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those that trespass against us. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory, for ever and ever. Amen.
Bible Reading          Mark 1:1-8
Usually important events have lots of preparation and advertising go into making them a success. So much can be achieved by careful planning, thinking through every detail and making sure that the right things are emphasised in any publicity. In a sense we could say that our Bible Reading today tells us about a significant part of God’s preparations for the ministry of his Son, Jesus. God sent his Son into the world at exactly the right time, being heralded by the right prophet, John.
At the very beginning of Mark’s Gospel, we are introduced to “the beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God”. There are at least two things we should note here. Firstly this is just the beginning of the gospel, or good news, of Jesus. In other words, what we find in the Gospels is not the complete story - there’s still more to come! Last week our focus was on Jesus’ return, and the Gospel story will not be complete until this happens. Secondly, Mark identifies Jesus as God’s Son straight away; there is no doubt who Jesus is, and so neither should we doubt who Jesus is.
God’s preparations go back a long, long way, and he has been revealing his plan through the centuries prior to him sending his Son. The prophet Isaiah publicised what was to happen back in the 7th or 8th Century BC, when he shared God’s Word, “I send my messenger… who will prepare your way, the voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight’”. This, of course, refers to John the baptiser, who preached a message of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. He was not the promised solution to the sin problem, but he prepared the way, signposting others to the ultimate and perfect answer, Jesus. 
When we consider John and his ministry we need to focus on his message of repentance, because it’s very important. Repenting means to turn away from one thing to another, typically from what is wrong or evil to what is right and good. As far as Christian repentance is concerned, it’s about turning away from our sin towards God in Christ and his perfect and righteous ways. We must also note the reason given for repentance, which is ‘for the forgiveness of sins’. People can try to do the right thing, or look good, but unless there is a good reason for it there is little to be gained. However, as it is our sin that separates us from God, forgiveness is crucial if we want to spend eternity with God.
John’s baptism only went so far, though. He illustrates this by what he says in verses 7 and 8, “After me comes he who is mightier than I, the strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I have baptised you with water, but he will baptise you with the Holy Spirit.” John was a faithful prophet of God, with an important ministry and message, but compared to Jesus he was almost nothing. His purpose was to point people to Jesus, and actually that is our purpose as Christians too – to point others towards the Son of God, the Saviour of the world, Jesus Christ. As the Bible says elsewhere, “There is no other name under heaven… by which we must be saved.” (Acts 4:12) John points his hearers to salvation in Jesus Christ alone.
Then we come on to a verse that has been much debated over the past two or three centuries. What does John mean by saying that Jesus will baptise people with the Holy Spirit? Let’s begin with the word ‘baptise’. Literally the English word ‘baptise’ is based on the Greek word ‘baptizo’, which means ‘to immerse’. It’s not a technical term, but rather something quite everyday that would be used to describe washing clothes and other mundane activities. So literally John was immersing people in the water of the river Jordan, as a symbolic act, so that their sins may be forgiven. The act of being baptised does not earn salvation for the one being immersed; rather it illustrates the death of the old self and the rising of the new, repentant self.
Jesus, John tells us, will ‘baptise you with the Holy Spirit’. Some have taken this to mean a particular experience where the Holy Spirit spectacularly transforms someone, and perhaps gives them certain gifts of the Spirit, as described elsewhere in the New Testament. Personally, I am not convinced by this explanation as I see no evidence for it here, or later in the Scriptures. Did some people have a spectacular experience following baptism? Yes, but I think they are the exception, rather than the rule (see Acts 8:14-17, for example). Instead, I think we should focus on the connection here between baptism and repentance.
Throughout the New Testament we have several passages that tell us how the Holy Spirit convicts us of our sin. He is described as the Counsellor, by John (John 14:16), who comes alongside us and helps us to change (repent). Perhaps what John means by Jesus baptising people with the Holy Spirit is that rather than the public act of baptism encouraging or prompting repentance, it will be the Spirit who does that. Personally I think this view makes a lot more sense, but others would disagree. Regardless of that, our Bible reading points us to the Gospel being about repentance and having our sins forgiven (by God). Let me leave you with Mark’s recording of Jesus’ message. “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.” (Mark 1:15). As Christians we are called to repent of our sins and believe in Jesus Christ, and in turn we are called to tell this same good news to others, pointing them to Jesus Christ. Amen!
Prayers of Intercession
Heavenly Father, we thank you again for sending your Son into this world, having sent John to prepare the way for him. Hear our prayers for that same world as we pray today:
· We pray for your Church. May we be a hopeful people, persistent in faithfulness and graciousness, and marked by a willingness to work in kindness. As the world darkens and the days grow short, may the light of Christ in your Church shine with a steady flame, bringing light, bringing healing, and bringing hope.
· We pray for Governments and rulers. We thank you for the peace and stability that we have known. We pray for wisdom for all those in authority as they make hard decisions about spending, trade deals and who should get Covid vaccines first. 
· We pray for those in need. In this season of Advent, where many watch and wait, be with those who at this time wait by a hospital bedside or anxiously at home waiting for news. We pray for those who live in fear of the coronavirus epidemic and its effects on the world. We pray for those who are ill, and those who care for them. May all who wait with anxiety continue in hope, and all who watch with fearfulness continue with a steady heart.
· We pray for ourselves. Help us to separate our needs from our wants, hat we may know what our priorities should be in a world where consumerism still rules and many have become accustomed to plenty, remind us of gracious provision, and help us not to take your generosity for granted.
Father, we ask that you would hear all our prayers, for we ask them in the precious name of your Son, our Saviour, Jesus Christ, amen!
Blessing (Based on Isaiah 40)
Lord God, we ask that you would fill us with love and care for one another in the name of Christ. May the power of the Holy Spirit make the rough places in our lives smooth, may the dark valleys of our hearts be filled and the rugged mountains levelled and the way of the Lord be made ready in us. May the Lord dwell in us, and bless us and shine forth from us both now and forevermore. In the name of Christ, amen!

