
 

 

 



WELCOME 

To another Advent Journey, organised and overseen by Bulwell United 
Reformed Church. Each day during December we will move closer to the 
stable.  

The daily pattern is:  

 A Bible reading or words from a carol. 
 Study, using the discovery approach, based on the theme. 
 Words of a hymn, usually a carol, to consider seriously. Often, when 

singing them, there is never really time to absorb what is said. This is a 
chance to do that.  

 No set prayers or meditations are provided this year. This devotional 
daily finale is yours to organise.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



INTRODUCTION 

For Christians, the Christmas festival is precious because it honours the birth of 
Jesus. It is also the time when many fringe - or non-believers enjoy singing 
carols and looking at a familiar tableau scene.  

At its centre are two people looking down at their newly born son. The woman 
will be seated and the man standing at her side, proud and lovingly protective. 

Flanking them on one side will be three important looking men, each holding a 
gift for the baby. They seem wealthy, even royal, and yet they show reverence 
to him. On the other side of the parents are weather-beaten peasants. Perhaps 
one of them holds a crook or a lamb to show that they are shepherds.  

Somewhere, centrally placed in the background is the Archangel Gabriel. 
Perhaps he is flanked by less important angels. Our tableau is slightly different 
from the norm because there is someone else in the group, a person not easy 
to define at the moment. 

The focus for everyone is a tiny human being, oblivious to everything except 
the warming comfort of his mother’s arms or the cosiness of what passes for 
his cradle. This is Jesus, who millions called Saviour and Lord. For them he is 
the driving force of their lives.  

Why are you committing to this advent journey? Could it be that you are one 
of those Christians described in the last paragraph? Probably you know that 
tableau scene so well. Perhaps you were once part of it at church or in school 
drama. What a moment for thoughts to swirl around your memory box!  

Aspects of the story of baby Jesus may not be historically factual, but what that 
nativity scene symbolises goes to the heart of our faith. At that level everything 
is profoundly accurate!  

There will be much to think about and discover. The hope is that when 
Christmas Day arrives it will again be a time of joy and deepened conviction.  

 

 

 

 

 



DAY ONE  

‘Love came down at Christmas,  
Love all lovely, love divine, 
Love was born at Christmas,  
Stars and Angels gave the sign.’ 
 
We open ourselves up to the full reality of Jesus by an Advent focus on his 
birth. Recall words from the introduction: ‘Aspects of the story of baby Jesus 
may not be historically factual, but what that nativity scene symbolises lies at 
the heart of our faith. At that level everything is profoundly accurate!’ 
Remember this during our Advent study.   
 
Comments made may, initially, seem to deny well known features of the 
Christmas story. There will be references to improbabilities and lack of 
historical evidence. Is that to say our annual faith celebrations delude us, that 
what is presented is riddled with untruths? Certainly not! Every idea, query or 
theory has a Christian source. Whatever is written, however, should make us 
think, reflect, search harder and progress in faith.  
 
Since Victorian times, the search BEYOND and BENEATH written scripture has 
intensified, as Christians seek greater understanding of what the Bible and, in 
this case, the Gospels say. Their message is enriched.  
 
Our tableau scene must continue to be presented in its traditional form, but its 
content needs to be thought about, as we are doing this year. The result of 
merging the discovery approach with our well-loved nativity story should be 
joyous and exciting.  
 
The tableau scene is about the birth of a unique human being. His millions of 
followers know for themselves that Love did indeed come down at Christmas. 
Everyone making this year’s Advent journey is your companion on the way. 
 
Christians asked to write down the Christmas Story are not likely to find it too 
difficult a task, but we are now able to focus on details. Matthew and Luke 
thought carefully about what they wrote. Their words had purpose. Their 
scripts deserve serious consideration. A few sentences ago were the words, 



‘SEARCH BEYOND and BENEATH.’ This is an apt description of what we will be 
doing during Advent.  
 
‘The Lord has yet more light and truth to break forth from his word’, wrote 
hymnwriter George Rawson (1807-1889). May we be caught up in the light 
that flows from The Light of the World and find an expanding and evermore 
challenging TRUTH as this happens.  
 
Song:  
Who would think that what was needed,  
To transform and save the earth, 
Might not be a plan or army,  
Proud in purpose, proved in worth?  
Who would think, despite derision, 
That a child should lead the way?  
God surprises earth with heaven, 
coming here on Christmas Day. 

John Bell/ Graham Moule 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY TWO  
‘Truly he taught to love one another, 
His Law is Love and his gospel is peace.’     (from ‘O Holy Night’) 
 
Our nativity tableau reflects Jesus's birth stories, found in the gospels of 
Matthew and Luke. The characters alongside the baby are significant and well-
chosen. As we consider each of them, we must remember that there is nothing 
haphazard about what each gospel writer tells us. Every detail makes a point. 
 
Naturally, scholars, especially those whose passion is to find out more about 
‘The Jesus of History’, carefully discuss and explore those birth stories’ 
contents. Some of what they tell us will be helpful as well as interesting. It is no 
bad thing to be stimulated and challenged, but we need to remember that our 
primary objective is still to enjoy and value what Christmas is all about. That 
never changes.   
 
A unique new-born is the focus of that tableau. Through faith we recognise in 
him the God ‘in whom we live and move and have our being.’ We can reflect 
on his life and on who he really was. We can also rejoice in our personal 
relationship with him, activated by the Holy Spirit. What we define as our 
spirituality and inspirational driving force is bound up with our Christmas baby 
in a way that words can never adequately express or explain. Initially he was 
just a Jewish baby. Then his life and love came to show people an incredible 
expansive humanity. Those who met him in his lifetime sensed he was their 
touching place with Divinity. They still do.  
 
Progressively, we will focus on each person in the tableau, bringing out his or 
her significance. Prepare to think more deeply about a father, and mother, 
shepherds, a chief Angel, and a heavenly host, 3 grand present-givers and one 
or two other Christmas characters who are near but not actually in the tableau. 
In addition, let us not forget the so far unnamed figure hovering alongside the 
others. It promises to be a merger of familiar traditions and new insights. Once 
again, this annual festival of love, joy and hope will not disappoint.  
 
Song: (continued): 
‘O Holy night the stars are brightly shining. 
It is the time of our dear Saviour’s birth.  



Long lay the world in sin and error pining,  
‘Til he appeared, and the soul found its worth.  
A thrill of hope, the weary world rejoices,  
For yonder breaks a new and glorious morn.  
Fall on your knees….  
Behold your King, 
Before him lowly bend.’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY THREE 
‘O little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie, 
Above thy deep and dreamless sleep, the silent stars go by. 
Yet in thy dark streets shineth the everlasting light, 
The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.’  
 
Four geographical locations appear within the Christmas Story, the lesser ones, 
by emphasis, being Jerusalem and Egypt. Nazareth has more significance, but 
way out in front is the place that defines Christmas - BETHLEHEM - revered 
worldwide as the birthplace of Jesus. It is situated a few miles south of 
Jerusalem and continues to be a centre of Christian pilgrimage. It was 
sometimes called Ephrath or Ephrathah. The prophet Micah (c730 BCE) 
declared that from Bethlehem – Ephrathah would come ‘one who will be ruler 
over Israel’ adding, ‘He will stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of the 
Lord…. and he will be their peace.’ (ch. 5 v 2, 4a, 5) The gospel birth narratives 
are influenced by prophecies such as these.  
 
Nevertheless, all four gospel writers make it clear that Jesus grew up in 
Nazareth. It was from there that he began his ministry, and he was recognised 
as someone from the northern province of Galilee. 
 
In John’s gospel (1 v 46) disciple Philip tells his friend that he has found a 
teacher from Nazareth, whom he believes is the Messiah. The reply is sharp. 
‘Can anything good come from there?’  
 
Later, in John 7 v 40 – 43 we read of a fierce argument about Jesus’ 
Messiahship. Doubters insist that Messiah could never have a connexion with 
Nazareth. The last sentence in the chapter is emphatic. ‘You will find that a 
prophet does not come out of Galilee.’ 
 
Although Bethlehem's significance is central to the Christmas narrative, neither 
Matthew nor Luke ignore the Nazareth connection. Both acknowledge that 
that was where Jesus and his family lived, although they weave this 
information into their stories differently. In Matthew’s account Mary and 
Joseph live in Bethlehem and their baby is born in their established home they 
flee to Egypt when our Lord’s life is in danger and they finally seek safety by 
relocating permanently to Nazareth in Galilee.   



 
Luke has the couple as residents of Nazareth who have to travel about 80 miles 
because Joseph is required to register in his ancestral hometown when the 
Romans conduct a census. That place is Bethlehem because Joseph is a 
descendant of David. His pregnant wife travels with him and it is there that 
Mary gives birth to Jesus. Scholars continue to argue about the reality of such a 
census at that time. Most claim that there is no record of such an edict. Luke is 
not troubled by such doubt. Jesus being born in Bethlehem is at the heart of 
his nativity story, as it is with Matthew. Christians, too, sing ‘O Little Town of 
Bethlehem’ with equal conviction. Bethlehem given as the birthplace of Jesus 
has significance far beyond geography. However, the question remains 
intriguing. Why was it so important to have Jesus of Nazareth born in 
Bethlehem? More tomorrow.  
 
Song: 
O morning stars, together  
Proclaim the holy birth  
And praises sing, to God the King, 
Goodwill and peace on earth.  
For Christ is born of Mary….. 
We hear the Christmas angels 
The great glad tidings tell,  
O come to us, abide with us, 
Our Lord, Emmanuel. 

Philips Brooks  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY FOUR 
Look at Matthew 1 v 1 – 17; Luke 3 v 23 – 37 
 
In their ancestral lists both Matthew and Luke include Abraham, the founding 
father patriarch of the Jews as well as David, regarded as the one in whom God 
delighted. Matthew’s list is said to be (v 1) a record of the genealogy of Jesus 
Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham. 
 
Significantly, David was born in Bethlehem. He lived there with his father, Jesse 
and seven quite impressive older brothers. (1 Samuel 16 v 1 to 13.) Samuel, the 
prophet-priest Israelite leader, anointed him as the future king. Scripture adds 
that from that day on ‘the Spirit of the Lord came upon him in power.’ David 
did indeed become a towering figure in Israelite history - the builder of the 
nation, who established Jerusalem as the secular and religious centre of 
Judaism, and under whose leadership the nation was most powerful and 
significant. Nathan the prophet forecast that David’s Kingdom would never 
end.  
 
But end it did, almost 600 years before Jesus was born, when the Last King of 
Judah and his heirs were destroyed by the Babylonians. Those faithful to the 
covenant just could not believe that David’s line would disappear. They 
became convinced that if their great King could not literally return, then one 
associated with David would be sent to them by God as their deliverer. He 
became known as God's ‘Anointed One, in Hebrew, the Messiah. For this 
person, the Kingdom would certainly never end.  
 
The followers of Jesus grew evermore convinced that he was the promised 
Messiah. His title, in Greek, was Christ and the Jews and Gentiles who felt like 
this about our Lord became known as Christians. The festival celebrating his 
birth was called, quite logically, Christmas. In Old Testament prophecy there 
were references to the hoped-for Messiah and Jesus's followers reflected how 
often what they said matched the person and purpose of their Lord. Matthew, 
in particular, delighted in cross-referencing Jewish scripture and Jesus - 
activity.  
 
Thus, for both Luke and Matthew the Davidic-link with Bethlehem was central 
to what they wrote. Jesus the Christ was, and would always be, bound up with 



Bethlehem. For them it reflected the meaning of Jesus, not a geographical 
location. 
 
One further point. Look back at those ancestral lists. Matthew traced our 
Lord’s descent from Abraham, but Luke went right back to Adam. Bible 
commentator, William Barclay writes: ‘Matthew stops at Abraham. Luke goes 
right back to Adam. For Matthew, Jesus was the possession of the Jews. To 
Luke he was the possession of everyone, because the line is traced back not to 
the founder of the Jewish nation, but to the founder of the human race.’ 
What do you think?  
 
Song:                                To us a child of hope is born, 

To us a son is given.  
Him shall the tribes of earth obey, 

Him all the hosts of heaven 
 

His name shall be the Prince of Peace 
Forever more adored. 

The Wonderful, the Counsellor, 
                                              The great and mighty Lord           J. Morrison (alt’d) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY FIVE 
Read Matthew 1 v 18 – 25             JOSEPH (1) 
 
We focus on Joseph, the husband of Mary, who in both ancestral lists of Jesus, 
is shown as our Lord’s father and a descendant of David. Yet information about 
him is sparse. Mark tells us nothing. There are two references in John’s gospel. 
In each case the fact that Jesus was the son of a peasant artisan who lived, of 
all places, in Nazareth, is used by doubters as proof that our Lord could not be 
the Messiah. (John 1 v 45, 46 and John 6 v 41, 42.) Such a descent was 
unthinkable. In Luke's birth story, Joseph is basically just what he was in his 
lifetime - the one known to be the husband of Mary, who fulfilled the duties of 
husband and father in the manner expected of him. Matthew gives him greater 
prominence, as the one who is aware of God speaking to him and who 
responds well to what God wants him to do. (See today's reading and Matthew 
2 v 14,15 and 19 to 23) 
 
Each experience recorded by Matthew is within a dream sequence which 
shows Joseph what he must do. ‘Take Mary,’ ‘take the child and his mother…’ 
Everything is very precise. Something positive needs to be done and Joseph 
does it. 
 
In today's reading he learns that Mary is pregnant, not by him. The couple are 
in the prequel stage to their marriage proper. This was a 12-month period 
which was as binding as marriage itself, but during which the couple did not 
live together as man and wife. This time allowed the woman to change her 
mind but, if she did so, only the man could officially end the betrothal - by 
divorce. These background details help us to understand how Joseph must 
have felt. He could simply go ahead and divorce Mary, but that was not the 
sort of man he was. He would never humiliate her. One senses his respect for 
her and a desire to do the right thing. For him that means wedding her quietly 
and standing by her, especially if those she knows act uncharitably towards 
her. Then the angel’s message makes clear the situation. 
 
Joseph must marry Mary properly and care, as a father, for the baby. The latter 
must be called Jesus, a name meaning ‘God is Salvation.’ Thus, at the outset of 
his Christmas story Matthew presents our Lord as Saviour. People need no 
longer be paralysed with fear because of what they have done or keep on 



doing, things that they fear imprisons them in permanent condemnation by 
their God. Through allegiance to Jesus, and genuine repentance, will come the 
chance to make a fresh start. The Christmas baby is Saviour – Fact! His 
followers will be saved FROM and saved FOR - saved from the destructive force 
of the missing the mark (sin) and saved for a life of service to others.   
 
A link is also made to a prophecy in Isaiah (7 v 14) where an expected child is 
named Emmanuel – ‘God with us.’ For those first Christians, who were steeped 
in their Jewish scriptures, that name leapt out as the perfect prophetic name 
for Jesus. Christians continue to find the title inspiring and appropriate. 
 
Tomorrow we willl further assess the character of Joseph - not easy when 
we've got less than 30 verses of scripture to help us. 
 
Song:  
Jesus, name above all names, 
Beautiful Saviour, Glorious Lord,  
Emmanuel, God is with us, 
Blessed Redeemer, Living Word. 
                                              Naida Hearn  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY SIX 
Read Luke 2 v 1 – 7; 41 – 52            JOSEPH (2) 
 
As the part played by different people is emphasised, we will need to move to 
and fro in the Christmas stories. It will be a bit like assembling different pieces 
for a jigsaw puzzle. Eventually there should be a lovely completed picture.  
 
Simple gospel details tell us a great deal. Luke 2 v 1-7 shows us that Joseph was 
a well-organised and determined man of faith. To plan a journey of 80 miles 
accompanied by his very pregnant wife must have been quite a challenge, but 
the couple arrive safely, and their baby is born in Bethlehem. Later we learn 
that Joseph oversees all the ceremonial rituals linked to the birth of a son, after 
which they make a safe return to Nazareth. Matthew is the gospel writer who 
tells us that the couple have to get out of Judea because King Herod has 
ordered that their baby be found and killed. Again, it is Joseph who must 
ensure a quick escape and they settle in Egypt. When Herod’s son proves to be 
as dangerous as his father, Joseph takes them north to Nazareth in Galilee. In 
both Christmas stories Joseph is shown to be a contributor to the local 
community, and tradition has it that both father and son are carpenters. 
 
Our second chosen reading refers to the 12-year-old Jesus. On the way home 
from a group visit to Jerusalem to celebrate Passover, Mary and Joseph 
discover their son is missing. In Jerusalem they find him engaged in animated 
conversation with the Temple priests and teachers. The latter marvel at the 
boy from Nazareth; he is happily at ease with them.  
 
N.B. the conversation in v 48,49 
Mary: (worried and a little cross) Son, why have you treated us like this? Your    
            father and I have been anxiously searching for you. 
Jesus: Why are you searching for me? Didn’t you know I have to be in my  
            Father’s house? 
 
Which Father did he mean? The transition from earthly father to Heavenly one 
is developing in our Lord’s awareness. He is coming to realise more fully the 
Presence of the One whose spirit indwells and empowers him. When speaking 
of God, Jesus always refers to him as Father, reflecting that very close 
relationship of parent-child. 



 
The comment is sometimes made that whenever he used the word Father, he 
was paying his earthly parent the greatest of compliments. Does the New 
Testament say that Joseph deserved that compliment?   
 
N.B. v 52  ‘Jesus grew in both wisdom and stature and in favour with God and 
men.’   People liked him. Bad parenting rarely results in a son like that. Joseph 
well deserves the tribute Jesus paid him.  
 
Song  
Silent night, holy night,  
Sleeps the world, hid from sight. 
Mary and Joseph in stable bare  
Watch o’er child beloved and fair,  
Sleeping in heavenly rest.  
 
Silent night, holy night, 
Son of God, O how bright  
Love is smiling from your face, 
With the dawn of redeeming grace,  
Jesus, Lord, at your birth. 

Joseph Mohr 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY SEVEN 
Read Luke 1 v 26 – 38                  THE VIRGIN MARY 
 
We focus on Mary. Much of the first chapter of Luke is about another baby’s 
conception and birth. He was the one who grew up to be the Prophet, John the 
Baptist, the accepted forerunner of Jesus, the Christ. At this point v26 Luke 
begins his birth story of Jesus, effectively bringing together two uniquely 
significant men before they were born. 
 
He dramatically describes the Angel Gabriel visiting Mary. Because this 
matches what Matthew says about our Lord having no earthly father the 
doctrine of the Virgin birth took root. This doctrine is not a mandatory article 
of faith within all sections of the church, but it is at the centre of many 
arguments. Was Mary a virgin when she gave birth to Jesus? 
 
Many say ‘yes’, claiming that scripture is literally true. Others completely 
disagree. A third group, having extensively studied the relevant gospel texts 
and investigated the historical context in which they were written, are 
convinced that Jesus was both human and divine. All we are asked to do as we 
journey to Bethlehem is each to make up our own mind and move on to other 
things that the accounts of the nativity bring to our notice. 
 
At the time Jesus was born virgin birth meant that a god had impregnated a 
female virgin. Thus, the resulting baby had no human father and would always 
be exceptional. How else could one explain extraordinary men of power like 
Alexander the Great or Caesar Augustus? They definitely seemed god-infused. 
 
For the most part when scripture declares Jesus to be Son of God there is no 
linked comment about him being born of a virgin. The issue does not appear in 
Mark or John's gospel and writing some years earlier to Christians in Asia 
Minor (Galatians 4 v 4) Paul says that Jesus was ‘born of a woman, born under 
the law.’ That could have been said of any Jewish baby. Even Luke and 
Matthew, in their ancestral lists of Jesus name Joseph as his earthly father. 
 
However, there are two interesting references in the birth stories themselves, 
one in Matthew 1 v 13b. Mary ‘was found to be with child through the Holy 
Spirit’ and Luke 1 v 35 Gabriel tells Mary, ‘the Holy Spirit will come upon you.’ 



The Jews always linked God’s Spirit with creative power and believed that 
there were three partners involved in the conception of a child - father, 
mother, and Holy Spirit. To believe that Jesus had a human father in no way 
denies that he was also in perfect unity with God, his heavenly Father. His 
spirituality certainly seems to have been unique. It impacted on those he met 
in his lifetime so that in and through him God became ever more real. Human 
or Divine? So much can be lost through pursuing this argument. Forget ‘either-
or.’ Focus on both. Surely that is an interesting thought for you on Day Seven.  
 
Verse 38 is a great conclusion for today's study. Mary’s understanding deepens 
and she responds, ‘I am the Lords servant. May it be to me as you have said.’ 
Put another way it becomes, ‘Your will be done.’ This is not weak submission. It 
is a strong answer, shot through with trust and courage  
 
Song: 
See him lying on a bed of straw, 
Draughty stable with an open door.  
Mary cradling the child she bore, 
The Prince of Glory is his name. 
 
Oh, now carry me to Bethlehem.  
To see the Lord of love again, 
Just as poor as was the stable then, 
The Prince of glory when he came. 

Michael Perry  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY EIGHT            
Read Luke 1 v 39 - 45               MARY VISITS ELIZABETH. 
 
This is a very happy occasion. Mary, herself pregnant, visits her older 
kinswoman Elizabeth, who is also expecting a baby. She had thought she was 
destined to be childless, a fact which would have caused her sadness and 
shame. Now her baby is close to being born. Luke's two birth stories converge. 
 
Mary joyfully greets Elizabeth, but it is the latter's response that predominates. 
The older woman's response has been described as a lyrical song of joy.  
 
As Mary speaks, Elizabeth's unborn baby moves dramatically inside her. She is 
filled with the Holy Spirit and her ecstatic outburst is amazing. Bible 
commentator, Carl Jakobsen, writes that, ‘in a loud voice’ could justifiably be 
translated, ‘as though one is using a megaphone.’ 
 
Although Elizabeth's reaction seems extraordinary, we surely feel that she 
means what she says. She rejoices that Mary is the most blessed of all women 
because God has chosen her to be the mother of his Son. He, too, is blessed.  
 
Elizabeth goes on to say that Mary's unborn child is her Lord, which effectively 
presents her to us as the first Christian disciple, committing to him even before 
he was born. Again, Mary is called blessed and Elizabeth’s joy is restated. 
 
This is an incident with which we can connect because, fundamentally, our 
Christian discipleship is at one with Elizabeth's. Every believer can recall that 
special moment when he or she recognised Jesus as a personal Lord. Let your 
own joy well up today as you think about the babe of Bethlehem. It doesn't 
matter whether or not you react megaphonically(!!) or in silence. Just mean it 
and savour the moment. 
 
Song:                       Jesus is Lord. Creation’s voice proclaims it. 

For by his power each tree and flower 
Was planned and made. 

Jesus is Lord, the Universe declares it. 
Sun, moon, and stars in heaven 

Cry, ‘Jesus is Lord!’ 



 
Jesus is Lord!  
Jesus is Lord! 
Praise him with hallelujahs, 
For Jesus is Lord! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY NINE 
Read: As shown below. Luke 1 v 46 – 55 

MARY’S SONG – THE MAGNIFICAT (Youth Bible translation) 
My soul praises the Lord, 
My heart rejoices in God my Saviour  
because he has shown his concern for his humble servant girl.  
From now on all people will say that I am blessed, 
Because the Powerful One has done great things for me. 
His name is holy.  
God will show his mercy for ever and ever  
To those who worship and serve him.  
He has done mighty deeds by his power. 
He has scattered the people who are proud  
and think great things about themselves. 
He has brought down rulers from their thrones 
and raised up the humble.  
He has filled the hungry with good things 
and sent the rich away with nothing.  
He has helped his servant, the people of Israel, 
remembering to show them mercy, 
as he has promised to our ancestors, 
to Abraham and his children forever.  
 
At this point Luke gives us one of his memorable songs within the Christmas 
story. It is known as the Magnificat, a title that comes from ‘magnificare’, the 
Latin meaning ‘to praise’.  
 
By the time Luke's gospel circulated, the Christian Church had separated from 
Judaism, but its Jewish roots held firm, giving continuity with Old Testament 
prophecy and a Messianic hope that was never to be lost, as the name ‘Christ’ 
endured. Mary’s song beautifully fuses Old Testament scripture with the 
challenge of Christian discipleship.  
 
It is a joyful outburst and clearly shows what Christian living means. Jesus's 
arrival will inaugurate a complete reversal of what is usually accepted as the 
norm, both for the individual and the group. Fundamentally, this is 
REVOLUTION. 



 
First there will be MORAL change. The impact of Jesus will scatter ‘the people 
who are proud and think great things about themselves’. Conceit and pride will 
die as Christian commitment takes over. No longer will a person’s self-
righteousness work to the detriment of others because every human being will 
be valued and treated accordingly.  
 
SOCIAL revolution is also highlighted. Societies have been characterised 
throughout history by the way they have categorised people into superior and 
inferior groups, for reasons such as race, gender, wealth, intelligence, skills, 
appearance, sexuality and any trait that makes someone different. Mary’s song 
says, ‘He has brought down rulers from their thrones and raised up the 
humble’. Allegiance to the babe of Bethlehem will bring a changed outlook. 
Social justice, as truly delivered by Christians, will emphasise the value of every 
human being. 
 
‘He has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away with nothing’ 
- an ECONOMIC reversal. In a Christian society no one concentrates on 
increasing his own possessions and wealth while others are deprived of 
essentials needed for a decent and satisfying life. Giving will predominate over 
getting.  
 
It's the ideal. It's the necessary vision. It's an amazing challenge. Let everything 
get its grip on you, pray, reflect, and make your personal response.  
 
Song: based on the Magnificat 
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.  
 
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. 

Timothy Dudley Smith  
 



DAY TEN 
Read Matthew 1 v 22-25, Luke 2 v 1-7 (again)   JESUS 
 
Jesus is born safely. ‘She gave birth to a son’ (Matthew 1 v25b) and ‘She gave 
birth to her first born a son’ (Luke 2v7). We have already noticed, and will 
continue to notice, differences in the two birth stories, noting how these often 
show a message the writer thinks needs emphasising. There are also significant 
similarities  

 Jesus's parents were called Joseph and Mary  
 He grew up with them in Nazareth, in Galilee. 
 Yet he was born 80 miles away in Bethlehem. 
 Bethlehem links Jesus with his named ancestor, King David, who was 

also born there. 
 Both gospel writers show Jesus's descent from the great founding 

Fathers of the Jews - Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 
 Mary was a Virgin when she conceived, and the Holy Spirit was involved 

in that conception. 
 
There is one other similarity to notice. Both Mary and Joseph recognise that 
they are being called by God to an unusual destiny. For each of them, it's an 
overwhelming and frightening unknown. Joseph's initial worry is for Mary and 
the probable public reaction to her pregnancy. He recognises that his 
responsibility will be huge. Mary is puzzled and scared. ‘I can't’, ‘I daren't,’ 
seem to be her prominent reactions. 
Then, for each, their faith enables them to calm down and reflect. God's 
message is conveyed in four keywords ‘DO NOT BE AFRAID’. (Matthew 1v20, 
Luke 1v30). Confidence grows and from each there is a positive commitment 
to God and each other. They move forward to live out their destiny and the 
rest, as the saying goes, is history, or His Story. 
We can probably all relate to this human reaction. Christians often feel called 
to a special faith action and because every challenge is personal, the range of 
experiences that constitute a call is limitless. Sometimes our response may be 
joyous enthusiasm, but often our initial feelings mirror those of Mary and 
Joseph. ‘I don't want to’. ‘I can't’. ‘I daren’t’. ‘Why me?’ 
 
Then, it's time to calm down and listen for the still small voice that is often 
described as the Holy Spirit. DO NOT BE AFRAID. In scripture four other words 



are often said to follow them, ‘I AM WITH YOU’. From Genesis to Revelation 
that is God's promise to the Faithful. Or put another way: ‘Walk on. You'll 
never walk alone!’ Believe it. 
  
Song: 
Wherever he may guide me,  
No want shall turn me back, 
My Shepherd is beside me,  
And nothing can I lack. 
His wisdom ever waketh, 
His sight is never dim, 
He knows the way he taketh,  
And I will walk with him 
 
My hope I cannot measure, 
My path to life is free, 
My Saviour has my treasure, 
And he will walk with me. 

Anna L. Waring 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY ELEVEN 
Read Luke 2 v8-20                         THE ANGELS 
 
Focus on the angels. Luke has already introduced us to one of them, the all-
important Gabriel. Soon we will meet an angelic choir, who will sing for us one 
of the greatest songs in the Bible. 
 
Is a smile playing around your lips as you think about this? What nativity play 
images come to mind as the tableau angels take their place? Little girls dressed 
in flowing white gowns, possibly with artificial wings and certainly with tinsel in 
their hair? Visually they are the happiest members of the tableau and we love 
them because they are so – er - so angelic. 
 
The Bible portrays angels differently. All are male. Some singled out by name 
are the leaders, the archangels. (e.g. Gabriel, Raphael, Michael.) Gabriel is a 
typical messenger, which is what the Greek word ‘angellos’ means. He brings 
God's message to human beings, in this case Mary, Joseph and the shepherds 
Angels challenge, comfort, direct and give support. They are not a superior 
section of humanity but a separate order of heavenly beings. 
 
Scripture tells us quite a bit about them. They have an unusual level of 
spirituality not possessed by mortals and are sometimes referred to as 
cherubim (cherubs) and seraphim (seraphs) They act as God’s courtiers, 
guarding the way into his presence. They tend to his needs and work as his 
agents for the benefit of humankind. They bring his support at critical times 
and in the birth narratives, play their part superbly, either in direct contact or 
via dreams. 
 
The nativity is a story of its time, 2000 years ago and it reflects Jewish beliefs 
about God exercising his power via unusual angelic experiences or within 
dreams.  
 
In Jesus day God's dwelling place Heaven, was believed to exist above the 
visible sky. That was where the angels dwelt with the Creator, but, because 
their work was carried out on earth, they had to be capable of flight. Yet, apart 
from the experience Isaiah the prophet had in the temple (Isaiah 6 v 14) when 
God called him to work for him, little mention is made of wings. Basically, the 



appearance of angels is NOT important, it is what they DO on God's behalf that 
matters. 
 
In the Christmas story everyone spoken to by angels reacts positively. They 
absorb the message and act in accordance with its directives. They always 
benefit from the experience.  
 
Tomorrow we will absorb an angelic message. 
 
 
Song: 
It came upon the midnight clear, 
That glorious song of old, 
From angels bending near the earth  
to touch their harps of gold. 
‘Glory to God. On earth be peace,  
From Heaven’s all gracious King.’ 
The world in solemn stillness lay 
 to hear the angels sing. 
 
Yet with the woes of sin and strife, 
The world has suffered long, 
Beneath the Angel strain have rolled  
Two thousand years of wrong. 
And we, at bitter war, hear not  
the love song which they bring.  
Oh, hush the noise and end the strife, 
To hear the angels sing. 

E.H.Sears (alt’d) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY TWELVE 
Read Luke 2 v 8-14                THE ANGELS’ SONG 
 
What an opening from the lead angel! He brings ‘good news of great joy’ which 
is for EVERYONE. The baby has been born in Bethlehem who is Saviour, Christ 
(Messiah) and Lord. Even one of these titles for a new-born would be amazing. 
Luke goes into overdrive and gives us three. 
 
Jesus is the bringer of Salvation, the Saviour, and also the fulfilment of Jewish 
Messianic hopes. Above all, he is Lord, a name which sums up his exalted 
status, his universality, and the devotion he will receive from his followers. 
 
The angel is then joined by a singing throng of fellow-messengers, as the 
experience reaches its climax. The shepherds are first terrified and then 
reassured, as were Mary and Joseph, by the words, DO NOT BE AFRAID. They 
are about to hear ‘good news of great joy’ and the mighty chorus swells into 
‘Glory to God in the highest, peace to those on whom his favour rests.’  
 
God’s glory often seemed far distant from the Jews, even those who highly 
valued their nation’s Covenant status and were faithful to its high ideals. 
Permanent separation of the Human from the Divine was felt to be inevitable. 
The otherness of God, whilst always a source of wonder and awe, was also felt 
to be a barrier between the Creator and his created ones. 
 
The angels’ message must have seemed unbelievable. It claimed that change 
was imminent. Commitment to the Bethlehem baby would bring the long-
desired Spiritual fulfilment. True, Divine otherness would never disappear, but 
it would no longer block an individual’s access to God's presence. 
 
Those who followed the new-born about whom the angels were singing, would 
also experience a deep, enriching peace, not in the sense of an absence of 
conflict, but through the experience of personal wholeness -  wholeness of 
body, mind and spirit. 
 
This promise remains. Through our faith in Jesus and our commitment to him 
we know that the description of him as our touching place with God is a 
proven truth. This experience, often described as feeling immersed in his love, 



is personal, indescribable, and yet so very real to the believer. Our goodwill 
towards others expands and deepens. 
 
For the shepherds, the experience ends but its impact holds firm. They go in 
search of the baby. They find him. They worship him and their place in the 
tableau is assured.  
 
Song: 
Hark the herald angels sing, 
Glory to the new-born King! 
Peace on earth and mercy mild,  
God and sinners reconciled. 
Joyful all ye nations rise, 
Join the triumph of the skies, 
With the angelic host proclaim,  
Christ is born in Bethlehem.  
 
Christ, by highest heaven adored, 
Christ the everlasting Lord….. 
Pleased as man with us to dwell,  
Jesus, our Emmanuel. 
 
Hark the herald angels sing, 
Glory to the new-born King!  

C. Wesley 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY THIRTEEN 
Read Luke 2 v 15-20                    SHEPHERDS 
 
Christians tend to feel good about shepherds, even those of us in urban 
communities, who may seldom meet up with one. The closest many of us get 
to sheep is viewing them through a car or bus window as we travel along a 
country lane. Yet shepherd is a precious word, probably because, for 
Christians, it is a faith word, weaving its way through scripture from Genesis to 
Revelation. 
 
Moses, the lawgiver, and David, Israel's never-to-be-forgotten King, were both 
tending sheep when they were called to their God-directed destinies. In the 
Psalms nothing will ever surpass the faith assertion, ‘The Lord is my Shepherd’. 
Christ’s statements in Johns gospel (Ch 11 v 11+) are similarly revered by 
Christians. ‘I am the Good Shepherd. The Good Shepherd lays down his life for 
the sheep….I know my sheep and my sheep know me.’ Comfort, inspiration, a 
sense of belonging and an assurance that each of us is valued…..the Shepherd 
is certainly a marvellous representation for a believer who, through faith, is 
identified as a beloved sheep. 
 
When Luke wrote his gospel, however, Jewish society usually felt rather 
differently about shepherds. As a social group they were often despised by 
Orthodox ‘good’ people (their opinion) amongst whom they lived. The worthy 
Jew knew the Covenant laws and claimed to keep them. Sometimes public 
worship was required. Or there were strong guidelines for necessary private 
devotions, as well as daily ritual cleansings, especially hand washings. 
 
How could any Shepherd follow the required daily routine when his working 
life required him to be on duty at unsocial hours, ever ready to respond to 
danger, the quirks of the weather and the needs of the flock? 
 
Critics categorised shepherds as outcasts, peasants beyond hope, beyond 
acceptance. They were not just working-class unfortunates. They were 
underclass outsiders. 
 



Yet Luke, whose gospel message is that God loves EVERYONE and that those 
whom society is quick to relegate are equally valued human beings, challenges 
us about this in the midst of our Christmas joy. 
 
Baby Jesus will become the man for others and for all. The angels bring news of 
great joy for everyone. By finding Jesus these pastoral outsiders became 
insiders. For Luke inclusion began the moment Jesus was born.  
 
Song:  

While shepherds watched their flocks by night, 
all seated on the ground, 

the angel of the Lord came down, 
and glory shone around…. 

 
a shining throng of angels….. 
addressed their joyful song. 

 
ALL THE GLORY BE TO GOD ON HIGH 

AND TO THE WORLD BE PEACE, 
GOODWILL, HENCEFORTH, FROM HEAVEN TO EARTH 

BEGIN, AND NEVER CEASE! 
 

N.Tate (alt’d) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY FOURTEEN 
Read Matthew 12 v 1-12             WISE MEN 
 
Today we look at Matthew’s story of some grand, slightly mysterious visitors to 
the stable. At the time Jesus was born wise men (magi) came to Jerusalem, 
searching for a new-born King. They apparently studied the stars and the 
arrival of a new one ‘in the East’ meant that a royal baby had been born. As the 
story opens, they have reached Jerusalem. They enquire at the palace, and the 
royal incumbent, the ageing King Herod, does not know exactly what they are 
talking about, but immediately feels threatened. He is aghast at the thought of 
a rival who could cause his downfall. He asks Jewish religious leaders about the 
relevant prophecies and their replies confirm his fears. The Jewish prophet, 
Micah, had indeed forecast that a unique ruler would come from Bethlehem. 
Herod’s aware how close that place is to Jerusalem. 
 
He asks the Magi to let him know when they find the new-born. Apparently, he 
too, wishes to pay his respects - a grotesque lie. The star stops over a house in 
Bethlehem and there they find Jesus. They bow before him and present gifts. 
In a dream they learn that Herod is a threat to the baby and go straight home 
by another route. 
 
Thus, three more figures have entered the nativity tableau. The group is almost 
complete. Just one more figure to identify. When Matthew’s account 
circulated in his community, probably a short while before Luke's did in his, the 
Christian church was separating slowly from its Jewish roots. Christianity was 
becoming an expanding GENTILE faith. Matthew is a Jewish Christian steeped 
in his scriptures. He knows that the Jesus whom he worships as Lord and 
Saviour, reflects in many ways the Messiah of Jewish prophecy. No gospel 
writer keeps that Jewishness alive as much as he does. 
 
That fact, of course, is what makes the wise men part of the story such a 
surprise. Which Jewish region had they travelled from? None. Their origins 
were not within the Jewish community. That must mean that they were 
Gentiles. They, too, worship the new-born within the tableau. We too, are 
Gentiles and we should, at this moment rejoice that our representatives are 
present, even if we feel a little remote from Magi-like characters. 
 
Jewish Shepherds, Gentile Wise Men…..that great truth keeps surfacing as we 
journey to Bethlehem. Jesus is the Lord and Saviour of humanity, not just a 
select group. Race, gender, sexuality, social status, intelligence, any aspect of 



Being that we care to mention, it just does not matter. There are no 
differences to create barriers or ferment hostility. Remember our keywords 
from Day One, ‘Love came down at Christmas.’ He certainly did. That LOVE, 
which reaches out to care and help and expects nothing in return, is the active 
heartbeat of our Faith. It breathes a sense of value, purpose and abundant 
living into everyone and everything. That is worth remembering at Christmas 
and it's certainly worth celebrating. 
 
Song:  
As with gladness men of old,  
did the guiding star behold, 
as with joy, they hailed its light, 
leading onward, beaming bright, 
So, most gracious Lord, may we 
evermore be led to Thee. 
 
As with joyful steps they sped 
Saviour, to your lowly bed. 
There to bend the knee before 
You whom heaven and earth adore, 
So, may we, with willing feet,  
Ever seek your mercy seat.  

W.C.Dix (alt’d) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY FIFTEEN 
Read this carol: 
 

We three Kings of Orient are, 
Bearing gifts, we traverse afar. 

Field and fountain, moor and mountain, 
Following yonder star 

 
CHORUS 

O star of wonder, star of night, 
Star with royal beauty bright, 

Westward leading, still proceeding 
Guide us to the perfect light. 

 
KING 1                              Born a King on Bethlehem plain,  

Gold I bring to crown him again. 
King forever, ceasing never  

Over us all to reign. CHORUS 
 
KING 2                                   Frankincense to offer have I, 

Incense owns a deity nigh, 
Prayer and praising, all men raising, 

Worship him, God most high. CHORUS. 
 
KING 3                               Myrrh is mine, its bitter perfume, 

Breathes a life of gathering gloom. 
Sorrowing, sighing, bleeding, dying, 

Sealed in the stone-cold tomb. CHORUS. 
 
ALL                                    Glorious, now behold him arise, 

King and God and sacrifice. 
Heaven sings alleluia, 

Alleluia the Earth replies. CHORUS. 
 

This is an appropriate carol because it stays close to the main details in 
Matthew 2 v 1-12. It also gives meaning to each gift. Words and music were 
both written in 1857 by the Reverend John Henry Hopkins, possibly for a New 
York pageant. It was the first internationally popular carol to originate in the 
USA. Even this clergyman assumes two things that Matthew never says. He 
speaks of three visitors of royal status.  



 
Over centuries, legend and imagination have combined with scholarship and 
storytelling to give us extra details, all of which lack historical accreditation, but 
are interesting. 
 
In Eastern Christianity, a story of 12 Magi circulated. Ancient paintings, 
circulating in Rome, showed four Wise Men and then two. Three became the 
accepted number, probably because three gifts were given. 
The Wise Men were said to be named Melchior, an old man with a flowing 
white robe, who gave Jesus gold, Casper who presented frankincense and 
Balthazar, dark skinned and heavily bearded, who brought myrrh. The details 
vary but the church did honour them with special days. January 1st – Melchior, 
January 6th - Balthazar and January 11th – Casper. Balthazar was also made a 
saint.  
 
Philosophers, astronomers, astrologers, doctors, soothsayers, interpreters of 
dreams...so many descriptions of the Magi flourished. Their reputation as 
astrologers, of course, was strengthened by Matthew’s inclusion of a guiding 
star in his narrative. Stars, planets, comets - changes in any of them was felt to 
have deep significance. 
 
For two thousand years scholars, both scientific and religious, have debated 
about the Christmas star. Many profess to know exactly what Matthew was 
referring to, but, usually, after theories are given, a sentence appears saying 
something like, ‘but no one has conclusive evidence.’ 
 
For those of us who annually celebrate the birth of Jesus, does it matter? We 
know that the star over the Bethlehem tableau, means what it is always 
meant. Jesus is born. Hallelujah! 
 
Revisit the chorus: 
 
Star of wonder, star of night, 
Star with royal beauty bright. 
Westward leading, still proceeding,  
Guide us to the perfect light. 

 
 
 
 



DAY SIXTEEN 
Read Isaiah 60 v 1-6, 17b-19 
 
Isn't this a great selection of verses from Isaiah 60? Some of the words remind 
us of the Magi visiting Jesus. Again, we sense how Matthew loved his 
scriptures and how what he knew so well often pointed him to the person and 
purpose of our Lord. The babe of Bethlehem was, for him, the one who made 
life worth living, his King of Kings, Lord of Lords, Saviour. 
 
The scene against which these words are set, is the image of the Israelites 
returning from exile in Babylon to their own God-given land and especially, to 
Jerusalem. This would be a long and difficult journey, even though they longed 
to be there. Isaiah brings a message of encouragement and an assurance that 
the Lord’s blessing is with them and a wonderful future is imminent. This 
section of the prophecy is given such headings as ‘the Glory of Zion’ (NIV) and 
‘Jerusalem will be great’ (Youth Bible). Gigantic camel caravans are envisaged 
crossing the desert and converging on Jerusalem, bringing their finest produce 
and quality livestock. Even more joyous is the image of so many travellers from 
other places also making for Jerusalem. It is certainly encouragement to help 
those who are leaving exile behind. It is also a prophetic vision of the nations 
of the World being drawn to the Lord whose glory is now so magnetic.  
 
Verse 6 shows this clearly - in a modern translation given as ‘People will come 
from Sheba, bringing gold and incense, and they will sing praises to the Lord.’ 
(YB). This was quite a promise. Sheba was the area we now call Saudi Arabia 
and the length of the journey was immense. We can imagine however, why 
this prophecy came to the fore, as Matthew gave his account of the visit of the 
Magi. The gifts of gold and incense are an obvious link. Myrrh would surely be 
there within the healing balms and spices for which Sheba was famous, and, 
for Matthew, its uses for embalming the dead or stifling pain would be a 
meaningful third gift. 
 
Those gifts given to the new-born baby are there for their symbolism rather 
than their relevance to a tiny human being only a few days old. Gold is showing 
us that Jesus was indeed the one born to be King. Frankincense is a reminder 
of the worship we give him and his priestly role. In Latin, the word for high 
priest is pontifex. This also literally means the bridge-builder. Jesus, our route 
to God, the bridge who, by faith, takes us closer to our Creator. Quite a 
thought! Myrrh, with its link to pain and suffering, ensures that even at his 



birth we are faced with a Saviour who endured the agony of crucifixion to bring 
himself and his followers into the experience of resurrection life. 
 
The verses chosen for today thus have their obvious link with the Wise Men's 
visit to Jesus, but they also have so much more to commend them. Look again 
at v 17-19. Peace, righteousness, praise, salvation, brightness, light, glory - the 
words cascade down in an atmosphere of joy and thanksgiving. They are like a 
myriad of jewels bathing us in the Christmas spirit. Enjoy the moment! 
 
Song: 

Thou didst leave thy throne and thy kingly crown, 
When thou camest to earth for me, 

But in Bethlehem's home there was found no room 
for thy holy nativity. 

Oh, come to my heart, Lord Jesus, 
There is room in my heart for thee.  

 
 
 

Heavens arches rang when the angels sang, 
to proclaim thy royal degree; 

but of lowly birth camest thou, Lord, to earth, 
and in great humility. 

Oh, come to my heart, Lord Jesus. 
There is room in my heart for thee. 

Emily Elliott (alt’d) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY SEVENTEEN 
Read Matthew 2 v 13-23      HEROD THE GREAT 
 
We will spend 2 days looking at these verses, on each occasion focusing on a 
different aspect. In Matthew’s story we are now moving on from a scene of 
gift-giving to one of murder and flight. The mood has changed. Jesus is a baby 
who poses such a threat to the most powerful man around that he kills all the 
boys under two in Bethlehem to get rid of him. 
 
Without doubt how Matthew refers to Herod has shaped what Christians think 
about him. There are historical sources beyond scripture and they normally call 
him HEROD THE GREAT. His 32-year reign as King of Judea was judged to be 
successful, especially in the early years. 
 
The Romans trusted him to maintain order in an unpredictable part of their 
empire. Twice Emperor Augustus extended Herod’s territory, once further into 
Palestine and then into the area we now call Jordan. Judea prospered under 
his leadership. He built fortresses, aqueducts, theatres, stadia for horse and 
chariot racing and other public buildings. He ensured that his palace was 
magnificent, but in times of economic hardship he supplied free grain and 
remitted taxes. He even funded projects to beautify the temple, thus gaining 
himself a group of supporters called the Herodians. Even so the Jews, and 
certainly the religious leaders called the Pharisees detested and resented his 
authority. It was not helpful that the Romans gave him the title, ‘The King of 
the Jews’.  
 
As his power grew, Herod's mental stability deteriorated. He was obsessed 
with maintaining his royal position and reacted ruthlessly to anyone he 
thought was planning to dethrone him. A wife, a mother-in-law and three sons 
were all put to death. He instructed that when he died a group of pre-selected 
men would also be put to death. This would ensure mourning in Judea even if 
it was not for him. The order was never obeyed.  
 
Matthew’s story of his violent reaction to the Wise Men's visit is credible. The 
Herod of history would know exactly what to do with the new-born King. Kill 
him! Historians do not record such a massacre, but Bethlehem was a small 
town, and his edict would only apply to a few children. As news it could have 
had a low level of circulation. It may or may not be true.  
 



What is undeniable of course, is that the hostility towards Jesus was very real 
in his lifetime and, for his followers, has been a constant ever since. For 
individual Christians and groups, staying true to their faith still means a life of 
suffering and requires extraordinary courage. It is appropriate to remember 
this today, and to resolve to keep our faith and commitment strong. 
 
Song.  
Beauty for brokenness, 
Hope for despair, 
Lord, in your suffering world  
This is our prayer. 
Bread for the children, 
Justice, joy, peace, 
Sunrise to sunset 
Your Kingdom increase. 
 
Shelter for fragile lives, 
Cures for their ills, 
Work for the craftsman, 
Trade for their skills, 
Land for the dispossessed,  
Rights for the weak, 
Voices to plead the cause, 
Of those who can't speak. 
 
God of the poor,  
Friend of the weak, 
Give us compassion we pray,  
Melt our cold hearts, 
Let tears full like rain, 
Come, change our lives  
From a spark to a flame.  

Graham Kendrick  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY EIGHTEEN 
Re-read Matthew 2 v 13-23      PROPHECY 
 
Today's incidents are all linked to the fact that Jesus was seen as a threat from 
the day he was born, namely, the flight into Egypt v 13-15, the slaughter of the 
infants v 16-18 and Joseph relocating his family in Nazareth v 19-23. Matthew 
believes each event is a fulfilment of prophecy. 
 
William Barclay echoes the opinion of other scholars when he suggests that 
the gospel writer is ‘prepared to use as a prophecy about Jesus any text which 
can be made verbally to fit, even if originally it had nothing to do with the 
question in hand and was never meant to have anything to do with it’. 
Remember that Matthew’s strengths were his love and knowledge of Jewish 
scriptures and his total allegiance to Jesus, the Christ. He just could not 
separate them. Here was the Jews’ long-awaited Messiah. Here was the 
universal Saviour, fulfilling so much that the prophets had said. Matthew’s 
enthusiasm for Christ knew no bounds. 
 
About 740 BCE, Hosea delivered God's message to the Israelites. No Old 
Testament prophet so sympathetically portrayed the love of God for his 
Covenant people. He would never abandon them and was always ready to 
forgive. In Hosea 11 v 1 this relationship is seen as the father (God) who loves 
his child (Israel). ‘When Israel was a child, I loved him and out of Egypt I called 
my son.’ This referred to the exodus of the Israelites from their enslavement in 
Egypt, the journey which would take them to the freedom of their Promised 
Land. 
 
Matthew now sees Jesus as God’s new rescue agent, who will offer access to a 
new Promised Land, the Kingdom of God. By giving this link, Matthew first 
reminded people of the greatest event in Jewish history and then led them to 
recognise Jesus as God’s agent in restoration and renewal.  
 
Jeremiah 31 v 15-20 is a prophetic poem for which the background is the 
misery of the Israelites who were exiled in Babylon in the 6th century BCE. 
Rachel, the wife of the patriarch Jacob, was buried in Ramah. She is said to be 
weeping for her children i.e. for her descendants who are exiled in Babylon. 
This reminds Matthew of the anguish of the mothers of Bethlehem as they 
watched Herod’s soldiers murder their little boys. 
 



What he does not go on to mention is that the next verse of the poem predicts 
happier times and the end of exile. It seems as if he is completely 
overwhelmed by the sheer horror of the slaughter and the anguish of the 
mothers.  
 
Joseph's resettlement of his family in Nazareth leads Matthew to give us 
another Old Testament quote: ‘He will be called a Nazarene.’ There is a 
problem. There is no such quote. Neither words - Nazareth nor Nazarene - 
appear in Jewish scripture as we have it. Down the centuries for many scholars 
the reason has been simple. Matthew made a mistake. Others have realised 
that there is one bit of prophecy in the Old Testament which, in the original 
language does have a word a bit like Nazarene. It is to be found in Isaiah 11 v 1 
where the prophet says: ‘A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse, from 
the roots a Branch will bear fruit.’ The stump of Jesse means the royal house of 
King David, so, in effect, the prophecy is that a Branch, meaning a special 
person, will one day arrive from David’s ancestral line - the Messiah figure that 
we hear so much about as Advent leads to Christmas. Jesus becomes that 
Branch. The word used for Branch is ‘Nazir’. Is this what Matthew is thinking 
about as he gives us the last word of his Christmas story? Some think this is 
very much a possibility, others prefer the ‘mistake’ theory.  
 
Probably the best thing for us to do is to remember that this part of Matthew’s 
story is so positive. The family find a new home and it is there that Jesus lives 
and thrives physically, morally, and spiritually, until he leaves home to begin 
the mission for which he was born.  
 
Song: 
Make way, make way, for Christ the King 
In splendour arrives. 
Fling wide the gates and welcome him  
Into your lives. 
 
We call you now to worship him 
As Lord of all. 
Make way for the King of Kings 
And let his Kingdom in. 

Extract - Graham Kendrick  
 

 
 



DAY NINETEEN 
Read Luke 2 v 31-35                  SIMEON MEETS JESUS 
 
This section of Luke's nativity narrative shows us normality, a time when 
Jewish rituals followed a baby’s birth. Mary and Joseph did what was expected 
of them. 
 
Jesus was officially named, then circumcised. 40 days after giving birth, Mary 
underwent the ceremony of purification that would show her ritual cleansing 
was complete. (Leviticus 12 v1-8). They were then able to present their new-
born for a priestly blessing before they returned home to Galilee. Mary and 
Joseph were not high-class privileged Jews, so their offering would be that of 
less wealthy people - 2 doves or two young pigeons (Leviticus 12 v 7-8). Then 
came the significant moment when they presented their baby to Simeon the 
priest, for a blessing.  
 
For some time, he had been convinced that he would physically see the 
Messiah before he died. As a faith-filled, devout Jew, he was thankful to belong 
to God’s Covenant people. For him that did not mean that he was superior to 
other Jews, any more than his race was of a higher status than other nations. 
His focus was to wait patiently for a spiritual breakthrough that would enable 
individual Jews to draw closer to their Covenant God in a life enhancing 
relationship. Such people were often called ‘the quiet in the land’. Now, with 
the baby Jesus in his arms he feels hope. Surely in this baby boy, Messiah has 
arrived. More tomorrow. 
 
Today, let us stay with the joy at the heart of the extract. Luke has taken us 
beyond the tableau into a lovely part of the Christmas story. Most of us can 
relate to this, because of our own experience linked to children- the hope and 
joy associated with them, be they part of our biological family, our church 
family, or any other relationship. 
 
The safe arrival of a new-born is usually intertwined with celebration and 
thanksgiving. Immediate happiness fans out into thoughts about the child's 
future and the part we can play in ensuring that it is fulfilling and worthwhile.  
 
Remember those little ones who cross your path. Pray about them, think about 
them, resolve to be there for them. Christmas is often called the Children's 
Festival. Here is an opportunity to remember special little people, as precious 
to God as they are to you. 



 
Song: 
Once in Royal David’s City 
Stood a lowly, cattle shed, 
Where a mother laid her baby 
In a manger for his bed.  
Marry was that mother mild.  
Jesus Christ her little child. 
 
And he is our childhood’s pattern, 
Day by day, like us, he grew. 
He was little, weak, and helpless  
Tears and smiles like us he knew.  
And he feeleth for our sadness, 
And he shareth in our gladness. 

Mrs C.F. Alexander  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY TWENTY 
Read Luke 2 v 28-35                  SIMEON’S SONG 
 
The priest’s song is often called by its Latin name, the Nunc Dimittis. Simeon’s 
reaction to the baby is joyous. He is convinced that this is the special child for 
whom he has been waiting. He recognises that the name ‘Jesus’ means ‘God's 
Salvation’ and goes on to call the new-born ‘a light for revelation to the 
Gentiles and Israel's glory’. Again, our Christmas story tells us that Jesus is the 
Saviour of the World. 
 
This is a song of conviction. No ‘ifs’ or ‘buts’ dilute what it says. Simeon is 
certain that our Lord’s mission and message will draw people closer to God in 
an unprecedented, personal way.  
 
Then suddenly the mood changes. The priest gives Mary a stark warning. Being 
the mother of Jesus was will result in deep suffering. ‘A sword will pierce your 
own soul’ are frightening words to hear as her baby is being blessed.  
 
There is a clear statement that not everyone will respond positively to what 
Jesus offers and the hostility will be constant. We may well find ourselves 
thinking of Calvary. 
 
The Jewish religious leaders certainly felt threatened by the positive impact 
made by Jesus on so many individuals, as well as crowds. His teaching was 
popular, his personality was powerful, and he presented Covenant life as more 
about loving than about rigid adherence to the Law. As the months went on 
those leaders turned irritation and then dislike, into serious plotting to be rid 
of him. When he was crucified, they believed that the victory was theirs. We 
know differently.  
 
We also know that opposition to those who follow Jesus has never gone away. 
Throughout history Christians have been vilified, ill-treated, imprisoned, and 
put to death because of their faith. A determination to be loyal to that faith, a 
refusal to deny the Lordship of Christ still results in unbelievable evil and 
suffering. It is appropriate that we, who are free to celebrate the birth of Jesus 
in the most joyous way we choose, remember those whose faith brings pain 
and fear, because others still want to destroy all that Christ stands for, in a far 
from perfect world. 
 
 



Song: 
What child is this, who laid to rest 
On Mary's lap is sleeping? 
 
This, this is Christ the King,  
Whom shepherds worship and angels sing, 
Haste, haste to bring him praise,  
The Babe, the son of Mary. 
 
Nails, spear shall pierce him through, 
The cross be borne, for me, for you. 
Hail, hail the Saviour comes, 
The Babe, the son of Mary. 
 
So, bring him incense, gold, and myrrh, 
All tongues and peoples own him. 
The King of Kings salvation brings, 
Let every heart enthrone him. 
Raise, raise your song on high,  
While Mary sings a lullaby. 
Joy, joy for Christ is born, 
The Babe, the son of Mary.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY TWENTY ONE 
Read Luke 2 v 36-38             ANNA 
 
Don't miss the little old lady, whatever you do! She is beyond the tableau, but 
within the temple precincts - a prophetess tucked almost out of sight. She is 84 
years old and became a widow after seven years of marriage. She has lived 
alone for many years and been a consistently faithful Temple worshipper. She 
is well known to regular visitors but is not somebody people bother about very 
much. Perhaps ‘one of the fixtures’ is an apt description. A bit quaint, frail, and 
near to the end of her life, she will soon be forgotten. 
 
How wrong can we be? 2000 years on she still remembered, including by us on 
our Advent journey. Her faith was amazingly powerful. For many years she had 
believed that the Lord’s anointed, the Christ, was about to arrive. Her faith was 
expressed in her daily devotional lifestyle. For her, meditating quietly in the 
temple was essential. ‘The quiet in the land’. How well that describes her! 
 
Yet, there was nothing passive in what she was doing. It is possible for silence 
to be powerful, especially as an aspect of deep faith. This was a consistent 
witness, irrespective of what those around her were doing. Luke chose to 
mention her in his Christmas story. So, we remember her as we celebrate. 
 
She is a good example of the fact that you do not have to be young, attractive, 
physically strong, popular with the crowds or clever to let Christpower take 
you forward. You just have to have faith and be you. 
 
Remember this saying: ‘Guidance means I can count on God; Commitment 
means God can count on me.’ Those words could well have come from Anna or 
maybe from you! 
 
Song;  
What can I give him, 
poor as I am?  
If I were a shepherd 
I would bring a lamb. 
If I were a wise man 
I would do my part. 
Yet, what I can I give him,  
Give my heart. 

C. Rosetti  



 
DAY TWENTY TWO 
Read John 1 v1-14        THE WORD BECAME FLESH 
 
Spending a day with the opening words of John’s gospel is justified. Why? 
 
Virtually every ‘Lessons and Carols’ service concludes with these verses as its 
final reading. It is regarded as the climax reading of Christmas worship. The 
nativity stories of Luke and Matthew find their mountain top in John 1 v 1-14. 
It is one of the most magnificent sections of the Bible. 
 
The passage is about the Word who was with God from the dawn of time and 
actually was God. Christians readily identify the Word as Jesus, God's channel 
of communication to us. To quote William Barclay,’ Jesus, in him alone there is 
perfectly revealed what God is like, and all that God always was and always will 
be.’ 
 
John's words merge with Matthew and Luke stories in verse 14, ‘THE WORD 
BECAME FLESH AND MADE HIS DWELLING AMONG US. WE HAVE SEEN HIS 
GLORY, THE GLORY OF THE ONE AND ONLY WHO CAME FROM THE FATHER, 
FULL OF GRACE AND TRUTH.’  
 
The Greek for ‘made his dwelling’ means ‘pitched his tent’ among us. Jesus is 
fully part of the humanity with which we identify. He is among people in their 
ordinariness, their times of need and vulnerability, as well as in moments of joy 
and celebration. He himself, certainly took the rough with the smooth, 
becoming one of us so that we, through our faith-filled allegiance to him, could 
more truly become children of God. 
 
In the humanity of Jesus, we see the glorious wonder of God’s love, gifted to 
us, freely bestowed and certainly undeserved. We call it his GRACE. Our Lord, 
dying on the cross, has been described as evidence of God's grace. God's 
Riches At Christ's Expense. Our Christmas baby, the Word made Flesh, is also 
the human evidence of that great love. No wonder he is described as ‘full of 
grace’. 
 
He is also ‘full of truth’ - the authentic presence and power of God among us. 
The new-born Jesus, just as much as the suffering, dying Saviour and the risen 
Lord, is the great Communication, the Word, challenging us to recommit 
ourselves to him as Christmas approaches. 



 
There is almost too much to think about today. It's not only a seasonal 
celebration of our Lord’s birth, it is also another one of those times that we 
might well regard as a re-birth, another fresh start as we focus on a new-born 
baby and recognise in him, as did Simeon and Anna, our living Lord.  
 
Song: 
Before the world began, 
one Word was there 
grounded in God was he, 
rooted in care.  
By him, all things were made,  
in him was love displayed, 
through him God spoke and said, 
I am for you.  
 
Life found in him its source, 
Death found its end. 
Light found in him its course, 
Darkness its friend. 
For neither death nor doubt,  
Nor darkness, can put out, 
the glow of God, the shout. 
I am for you 
 
All who received the word, 
By God were blessed, 
Sisters and brothers, they 
Of earth's fond guest. 
So did the Word of Grace, 
Proclaim in time and space, 
and with a human face, 
I am for you           
 
J. Bell and G. Maule 

 
 
 
 
 



 
DAY TWENTY THREE 
Read Psalm 100                     A SONG WORTH SINGING 
 
Traditional, joyous, and special, today the words of Psalm 100 are appropriate. 
As the introduction reminded us, this is the Christian festival that draws in the 
widest range of people, including those who say, ‘I'm not really a believer, but I 
do love singing carols.’ 
  
In the church sanctuary there may be seasonal reminders, a Christmas tree, 
evergreens, poinsettias, or a nativity tableau scene and, centrally placed, a 
circular base for 4 candles with space for a fifth one in the centre. This is the 
Advent Ring, for which a candle is lit on each of the four Advent Sundays, with 
the central one, representing Jesus, being set aglow on Christmas Day. The 
joyous build-up during Advent reaches its climax on December 25th. It is an 
annual thrill. 
 
There may be meaningful extras such as a Toy Service, which enables 
worshippers to donate gifts to underprivileged children or a special offering to 
help others. Essentially these witness to Christian love, that which gives but 
expect nothing in return. They are all fitting activities to celebrate Jesus’ birth. 
 
Familiar scriptures seem as fresh as ever, with parts of the story cherished 
since childhood. For many, however, the most loved part of Christmas worship 
is the carol singing. These songs remind us of what Christmas really means and 
the human reaction to that message. We may most like the tune or the words 
or both. It matters not. Carols signify celebration and worshippers come 
together to do just that - celebrate. 
 
Annually, the radio station Classic FM invites its listeners each to vote for their 
favourite carol. Because some are not regular churchgoers the preferred song 
may not be one sung in church services. In 2019 the 10 most liked were in 
ascending order: Away in a Manger, Joy to the World, O Little Town of 
Bethlehem, Once in Royal David's City, Carol of the Bells, In the Bleak 
Midwinter, Oh Come All Ye Faithful, Hark the Herald Angels Sing , Silent Night 
and, maintaining its top position, O Holy Night. 
 
The best in this kind of poll is not the judgement of musical or poetic experts. 
Voting figures simply reflect the number of people who most favour a 
particular carol. The favourite is usually chosen for a personal reason, normally 



tune, words or memories. Technical brilliance rarely matters. In the busyness 
of today why not hum, whistle, play or sing your choice? Could be fun as you 
prepare for the big day.  
 
Song: 
Joy to the world, the Lord is come, 
Let earth receive her King. 
Let every heart prepare him room,  
And heaven and nature sing. 
 
Joy to the world, the Saviour reigns. 
Let all their songs employ. 
While fields and floods, rocks, hills, and plains, 
Repeat the sounding joy. 

Isaac Watts  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY TWENTY FOUR 
‘O Come all ye faithful, joyful and triumphant, 
O Come ye, O come ye to Bethlehem….. 
O Come let us adore him, Christ the Lord.’ 
 
That final place in the tableau still needs someone to fill it. Perhaps one of the 
other characters in the nativity story would be an appropriate choice. 
 
Herod, for instance? Hardly. If the nativity became a pantomime he would 
certainly be cast as the demon king, but, for the tableau group, no one is lower 
than him in the pecking order. Simeon? Anna? Luke makes it clear that both 
were worthy people of faith, who recognised Jesus as the long-awaited Christ. 
Yet there was a significant difference between them and the Magi and the 
shepherds. Jesus was brought to them. They waited in faith, but they did not 
actively seek him. 
 
Ultimately, of course, there is only one ideal person to fill the space. Look in a 
mirror. There is the Christian disciple who needs to slip in beside the Wise Men 
and the shepherds. 
 
It is possible to be totally caught up in the faith and joy of Christmas and still 
fail to realise what every believer must do at the entrance to the birthplace of 
Jesus. Each disciple has personally to cross the tableau threshold. There is 
always a place awaiting that person. 
 
Many times, we speak of Jesus coming to us, but Christmas morning is when 
we go to him. A step in that direction is needed, but as we get inside the 
tableau, we find ourselves in the company of vast numbers of other Christians 
acting in the same way. What is more, the space surrounding the baby Jesus is 
huge. There's room for everyone. That is not surprising, is it? He is such a 
special baby. 
 
Song: 

Yea, Lord, we greet thee, 
Born this happy morning. 

Jesus to thee be glory given. 
Word of the Father, 

Now in flesh appearing. 
 

OH, COME LET US ADORE HIM, CHRIST THE LORD! 



(Latin 18th century) 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


