Home Service Sheet Sunday 13 December 2020
Call to Worship:          Psalm 126
 
Holy God of Joy, we rejoice in the reality of who you are. We live within the joy of your love for us, which you have demonstrated by sending your Son, Jesus. Our contentment comes and goes, our happiness has its highs and lows, and our feelings often depend upon our circumstances, our physical health, and our brain chemistry. However, Lord, our joy is deeply rooted in the fact that we are your children, and we give you praise and thanks for that. May this time now truly be one where we know we have met with you, listened to your Word and responded with faithful obedience as our act of worship. This we ask in Jesus’ name, amen!
Sing or Read the hymn Tell out my soul by Timothy Dudley Smith
https://youtu.be/n9c-efcFTJU
	1 Tell out, my soul, the greatness of the Lord!
Unnumbered blessings give my spirit voice;
tender to me the promise of his Word;
in God my Saviour shall my heart rejoice.
	2 Tell out, my soul, the greatness of his name!
Make known his might, the deeds his arm has done;
his mercy sure, from age to age the same;
his holy name, the Lord, the Mighty One.


	3 Tell out, my soul, the greatness of his might!
Powers and dominions lay their glory by.
Proud hearts and stubborn wills are put to flight,
the hungry fed, the humble lifted high.

	4 Tell out, my soul, the glories of his Word!
Firm is his promise, and his mercy sure.
Tell out, my soul, the greatness of the Lord
to children's children and forevermore!


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          Luke 1:39-56
These days expectant mothers receive lots of advice from medical professionals, family members, work colleagues and pretty much everybody else. One of the most common suggestions is to take it easier than you normally would. No heavy lifting for sure, and as the birth gets near, definitely no alcohol or travelling by aeroplane! Seemingly, Mary didn’t get this kind of advice, or, if she did, she ignored it! Today’s Bible tells us that she travelled to stay with her relatives, Zechariah and Elizabeth, who was herself pregnant with John. Of course, just before Jesus was born, Mary took a long, perilous journey by donkey to Bethlehem, which is hardly what midwives today would recommend!
The question we might want to ask is why does Mary go and stay with her relative Elizabeth for three months? Most mothers-to-be stay home, surrounded by close family, preparing a ‘nest’ for their youngster. One thought is that she went away to hide the fact that she was pregnant. In the First Century the idea of an unmarried woman having a baby was scandalous, and would have brought shame on her family. Mary’s pregnancy would have prompted people to think, and probably say out loud, that she must have committed adultery. We see from elsewhere in the Gospels that the punishment for this was stoning to death! It wouldn’t have occurred to anyone that the child in Mary was from God, and was in fact, God’s Son.
What are we to make of Mary’s pregnancy today? Today we have an even better medical understanding of how children are made, and yet the conception of Jesus doesn’t fit. If we were to back up to earlier in Luke chapter 1, we would find the angel speaking with Mary. He says, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy - the Son of God.” (v.35) For the first time, a baby was to be born to a virgin. God had announced that this would happen through his prophet many years before (Isaiah 7:14).
 
When Mary greets Elizabeth a very strange thing happens – Elizabeth’s baby jumps in her womb and she is given insight by God as to the significance of Mary’s baby. Elizabeth says, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb! And why is this granted to me that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” Elizabeth would give birth to John the baptiser, a very important prophet, and yet he would be as nothing compared with Jesus. Elizabeth recognises Jesus to be the Lord, although quite what she understood by that we don’t really know. This is also the place from which the Roman Catholic Church gets its idea of calling Mary the ‘mother of God’. Personally I think this title is a little bit misleading and unhelpful, but perhaps instead we should give Mary the kind of respect that Elizabeth did. Mary truly was a blessed girl!
In response to Elizabeth’s words, Mary expresses a wonderful poem of praise to God, that has come to be known as the ‘Magnificat’, from the first word of the piece in Latin. There is so much we could say about these verses, but in many ways we might be better taking an overview today, and re-reading the words of Mary again later. We could perhaps begin by recognising that Mary’s focus in not on herself, but rather on God, her Saviour. Many Christians could learn a lot from Mary in this respect. The Christian faith is about God, revealing himself to us in three persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and what he has done. Christianity is not about us ‘living our best life now’ (Joel Osteen – other false teachers are available), being happy, healthy and/or wealthy or learning to ‘hear the voice of God’. We hear the voice of God by reading the Word of God, the Bible! Scripture teaches us to expect persecution and suffering in this world, and encourages us to hold on fast to God, the one firm foundation on whom we can rely.
Mary focuses on the wonderful and mighty deeds that God has done for his people Israel, echoing the words of Old Testament hymns of praise from the Psalms and elsewhere. Perhaps we could learn a lot from Mary’s thankfulness to, and praise for, God? Especially this year, when we have not been able to meet together and sing hymns and songs of praise to God, how else have we been giving to God the worship that he deserves? We can certainly pray, using the examples given to us in Scripture, and thank God through that. We could also take time to remember all that God has done for us, as Mary did, and list those things, thanking God for each one. More than all that, though, we could have the same attitude towards God that Mary had, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.” (Luke 1:37) It is by obedience to God’s Word that we can best worship God with our whole lives, worshipping him with our whole heart, mind, soul and strength. Amen!
Prayers of Intercession
My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour! Father, we pray that you would hear our prayers for the world today:
· We pray for the Church. Lord, at this strange time, we pray for Christians throughout the world trying to find new ways to worship you and meet together this Advent. May you strengthen and encourage all who follow you with the never changing Gospel message.
· We pray for all in positions of power and authority. May you grant to them wisdom and compassion in their decision making. We think too of those adversely affected by policies and sanctions – Lord grant them your peace.
· We pray for those in need. Father, be with medical professionals and all other carers at this busy time. Grant them rest and peace from their jobs and stresses. Be also with those who are ill or injured, and May your healing hand be upon them. We think too of those living in poverty or homeless. May they get the love and support they need.
· Finally, O Lord, we pray for ourselves. Help us to follow you more closely each day. May you help us to listen to your Word attentively, and respond to it obediently, that we might glorify you through the lives that we live.
Loving God, hear us as we pray, for the sake of your Son, our Saviour, Jesus Christ, amen!
Blessing
My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour! Heavenly Father, may grace, mercy and peace, from you, our Creator, through Jesus our Saviour, in the fellowship of the Holy Spirit our Nurturer, be with us this day and for evermore. Amen!
