1. Getting ready
We’re starting Advent early and will be thinking about the Christmas story all
through this term. Share any Christmas traditions in your home that you look
forward to. In our family we hang a little bulldozer on the Christmas tree. I
hope you’ll see why after today’s reading!

Isaiah 40: 1-5

Matthew 3: 1-5

Comfort, comfort my people,
says your God.
Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,
and proclaim to her
that her hard service has been completed,
that her sin has been paid for,
that she has received from the Lord’s hand
double for all her sins.

In those days John the Baptist came,
preaching in the wilderness of Judea
and saying, ‘Repent, for the kingdom
of heaven has come near.’ This is he
who was spoken of through the
prophet Isaiah:

A voice of one calling:
‘In the wilderness prepare
the way for the Lord;
make straight in the desert
a highway for our God.
Every valley shall be raised up,
every mountain and hill made low;
the rough ground shall become level,
the rugged places a plain,
And the glory of the Lord will be revealed
and all people will see it together.
For the mouth of the Lord has spoken.’

‘A voice of one calling in the
wilderness,
“Prepare the way for the Lord,
make straight paths for him.”’
John’s clothes were made of camel’s
hair, and he had a leather belt round
his waist. His food was locusts and
wild honey. People went out to him
from Jerusalem and all Judea and the
whole region of the Jordan.
Confessing their sins, they were
baptised by him in the River Jordan.

Note: Isaiah lived about 700 years before Jesus. He spent many years warning his
nation that they would be punished if they didn’t turn back to God. They didn’t
listen and were going to be invaded and taken away as captives, but this prophecy
was given to encourage them that captivity wouldn’t last forever. They would be
forgiven and rescued. Like many of Isaiah’s prophecies, it also looks forward to an
even greater rescue mission when God himself would come to his people.

Questions
• Why should the people be comforted? (Is.40:1-2)
• Who is coming? What will happen first? (Is.40:3-5)
• How does John the Baptist fulfil the prophecy?

Think about it
Advent is a time to get ready. In Isaiah 40 God calls his people to get ready to meet him. Matthew, Mark and Luke all quote this passage to
describe John the Baptist getting the people ready for Jesus.
John and Isaiah are both showing that it is an awesome thing (in the old sense of the word!) for God to come to us. We need to be ready.
Repent means to turn round, to turn away from self to God. But the message is not depressing. It is to comfort (v.1). God’s words are tender
because sin has been dealt with. A later chapter in Isaiah looks forward to the death of Jesus and tells us that ‘he will bear the punishment of
many’ (Is.53:11GNB) and John’s message about Jesus was ‘Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (Jn1:29). We need to
turn away from sin, but we don’t need to be burdened by guilt because the debt has been paid. The ‘double’ may be about matching off the
penalty (‘the double’) for each sin ( like ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth’). Everything you owe has been paid by Jesus and won’t be
held against you.
Today we think of Advent in terms of chocolate and parties, which can leave Christmas a bit of an anticlimax. In the past it was a time for
reflection and preparation, anticipating the real thing. Isaiah 40 shows that this kind of spiritual soul-searching is hard work. It is bulldozer
territory, moving mountains and raising valleys. Often we don’t meet with God because our time and minds are too full of other stuff. Let’s clear
away those distractions this Advent and invite God into our lives. It will be well worth it!

• Sometimes people think that talking about sin will make people feel burdened and guilty. Why should this not be the case for Christians?
• What do you need to take a bulldozer to this Advent? (What is distracting you from God?)
• Pray for each other, that you would see God’s glory in Jesus this Christmas.

Prayer
God of comfort, thank you that from all eternity you were preparing the way for your Son to enter our world. Thank you that you made a way for our
sins to be paid for so that we could be your friends . Please forgive us that our hearts are often far from you and more excited by the material things of
Christmas than the chance to know you. Help us to do whatever spiritual excavation is needed to clear the way so we can see your glory revealed in
Jesus this Christmas. Amen.

Advent challenge
Read the rest of Isaiah 40. It is one of the most beautiful chapters in the Bible and is strongly associated with Advent, not least because of
Handel’s Messiah.

2. Family Tree
What are the good and bad things about waiting and looking forward to
something?

Matthew 1: 1–7; 11-12; 16-17
This is the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah the son of David, the son of Abraham:
Abraham was the father of Isaac,
Isaac the father of Jacob,
Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers,
Judah the father of Perez and Zerah, whose mother was Tamar,
Perez the father of Hezron,
Hezron the father of Ram,
Ram the father of Amminadab,
Amminadab the father of Nahshon,
Nahshon the father of Salmon,
Salmon the father of Boaz, whose mother was Rahab,
Boaz the father of Obed, whose mother was Ruth,
Obed the father of Jesse,
and Jesse the father of King David.
David was the father of Solomon, whose mother had been Uriah’s wife,
Solomon the father of Rehoboam…
After the exile to Babylon:
Jeconiah was the father of Shealtiel,
Shealtiel the father of Zerubbabel…
Matthan the father of Jacob,
and Jacob the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary, and Mary was the mother of Jesus who
is called the Messiah.
Thus there were fourteen generations in all from Abraham to David, fourteen from David
to the exile to Babylon, and fourteen from the exile to the Messiah.

Don’t worry about how to pronounce the names. I bet
even your vicar doesn’t really know. They just say it
confidently!

Questions
• Looking over the names, who do you recognise?
What do you remember about their stories?
• Why do you think Matthew begins Jesus’s story with
this family tree?
If we did a survey of what people associate with
Christmas, I think family would come high up the list.
For some people it would be positive, and for others
negative. Matthew begins his account of Jesus with a
family tree. In part this is because family heritage was
important in Jewish culture, but he doesn’t include
every last person starting from Abraham, so he is
making a point in the things he chooses to highlight:

Think about it
Jesus had good pedigree. Matthew believed Jesus was the promised Messiah he and other Jews had been waiting for. By beginning with David
and Abraham, he is referencing the promises God had made to those figures in Jewish history and saying that Jesus is from the right family line
to fulfil them. As an aside, there should be no place for anti-Semitism in Christianity: Jesus’s heritage was Jewish.
But there were skeletons in the closet. By including four women (not counting Mary), Matthew is drawing attention to them. We don’t have
space to tell their stories now, but although they were women of faith, three were not Jewish, and three had dubious sexual morality. From the
outset, Matthew is showing that the Messiah is for everyone: male, female, Jew, non-Jew, moral and immoral. Isn’t it totally amazing and humbling
that God was born into a normal, damaged family? Let’s rejoice in his generous, inclusive grace!
Jesus came at just the right time. Matthew breaks Jesus’s family tree into three sections, highlighting different stages in Jewish history. He is
making that point that Jesus’s arrival was planned. Does 6 weeks seem like a long time to wait for Christmas? Imagine waiting thousands of years.
Time and history were building up to the moment God would enter his creation. The birth, life, and death of Jesus really are the axis of history.
• Why was the wait for the promised Messiah so long, do you think? What can we learn from it?
• Are there situations in your life (or family) that make you think that you can’t be part of God’s good plan? How does this strange opening
to Jesus’s story encourage you?
• Spend some time praying God would show his amazing, inclusive grace in your lives and families.

Prayer
Lord God, thank you that all of history centres on Jesus, whose coming we remember. Your people long ago looked forward to his coming. Thank you
that you kept your promises and that the ascended Lord Jesus has sent the Holy Spirit to go on pointing us to him. Make us sensitive to him. Amen.

Advent challenge
Christians have two family trees: a biological one and a spiritual one. Write a non-Christmas card to someone who means a lot to you in one of
your family trees. Perhaps there is a youth group leader or Sunday School teacher you can thank God for and who would be encouraged by a
message from you.

3. Mary
Luke 1:26-38; 46-55
God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be
married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. The
angel went to her and said, ‘Greetings, you who are highly favoured! The Lord is with you.’
Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might
be. But the angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favour with God. You
will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to call him Jesus. He will be great and will
be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father
David, and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants for ever; his kingdom will never end.’
‘How will this be,’ Mary asked the angel, ‘since I am a virgin?’
The angel answered, ‘The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the power of the Most High
will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God. Even
Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be
unable to conceive is in her sixth month. for no word from God will ever fail.’
‘I am the Lord’s servant,’ Mary answered. ‘May your word to me be fulfilled.’ Then the angel
left her…
And Mary said:
‘My soul glorifies the Lord
and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour,
for he has been mindful
of the humble state of his servant.
From now on all generations will call me blessed,
for the Mighty One has done great things for me –
holy is his name.
His mercy extends to those who fear him,
from generation to generation.
He has performed mighty deeds with his arm;
he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts.
He has brought down rulers from their thrones
but has lifted up the humble.
He has filled the hungry with good things
but has sent the rich away empty.
He has helped his servant Israel,
remembering to be merciful
to Abraham and his descendants for ever,
just as he promised our ancestors.’

Questions
• What do we learn about Mary’s child?
• What do we learn about Mary from how she
responds to the angel’s message?
• Why does Mary praise God?

Prayer
Dear Lord and God, help us to believe these beautiful
and familiar words and to respond, like Mary, with awe
and wonder.

Think about it
Mary’s child. Luke’s emphasises the greatness of Mary’s child. We already thought about how Jesus fulfils the promise of a king greater than
David. But this is no ordinary king. He is not king just because of his family line. He is King because he is uniquely the Son of God. God
emphasises this by his unusual conception. Jesus is fathered by God, not a human father. He has God’s nature. A human father has human babies,
a dog father has puppies; and so on. God fathers God. Do you struggle with the idea of the virgin birth? It’s certainly different, but let me ask
another question. What is harder to imagine: that once in the history of the world, Almighty God would enable a virgin birth, or that the
Almighty God should live in our world as a human being? If we worship an infinite God, our religion will contain mysteries - and that’s good, not
bad! So how does Mary respond to this astonishing announcement?
Mary. If Mary’s child was to be the most remarkable ruler ever, Mary was remarkable for being unremarkable. She was probably a teenager. She
lived in obscurity. God chose her because he delights to exalt the humble. Her response to the angel exemplifies this: she recognises that this is
God’s doing; she believes God’s word; and she submits. She could have been overwhelmed with responsibility or fear of what people would say
(her parents, Joseph…) but she trusts God. She could have been puffed up that she was going to be the mother of the Messiah. Instead, she is
awe of God’s goodness to her, as she expresses in her song, the Magnificat. The only people who can truly magnify God are the humble - those
who recognise their own lowliness and wonder at the mercy and grace of God to them.
• What mysteries of the Christian faith do you struggle with? How can you learn from Mary’s example?
• Think about the difference between false humility, low self-esteem, and the true humility shown by Mary. How can we go about
developing the right kind of humility?

Advent challenge
Luke’s Gospel emphasises God’s special interest in those who are poor and needy or marginalised. How can you copy God in
showing love and compassion to someone more vulnerable than you this Christmas?

4. Joseph
Do you have a favourite character in the Christmas story? Mary tends to get
the limelight, but today we will focus on the quieter Joseph.

Matthew 1:18-25
This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about: his mother Mary was pledged to
be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be pregnant
through the Holy Spirit. Because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, and yet did
not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly.
But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and
said, ‘Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because
what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are
to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.’
All this took place to fulfil what the Lord had said through the prophet: ‘The virgin will
conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel’ (which means ‘God
with us’).
When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took
Mary home as his wife. But he did not consummate their marriage until she gave birth
to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.

Questions
• How do you think Joseph would have felt at different
points in the story? What do we learn about his
character?
• Can you spot two prophecies to be fulfilled in Mary’s
son, one mentioned directly, the other indirectly?
• This passage follows on from the list of names we read
in Matthew 1. What does it add to our understanding
of the coming Messiah?

Think about it
Isn’t Joseph such a nice man? Betrothal was a formal, legal agreement between the two families. Although the couple hadn’t got married yet,
breaking the engagement was tantamount to divorce. Joseph must have felt hurt and betrayed, but he is not vindictive. He can’t go ahead with
the wedding: people would assume the baby was his and he would share in the shame; and how could he trust Mary if she had betrayed him
before they were even married? We feel for his dilemma. It’s interesting his words are not recorded. Maybe he was the strong, silent type. But
actions speak louder than words. Just like his new wife, his faith is seen in obedience. He might as well have said, like her, ‘I am the Lord’s servant.’
Why was Joseph’s obedience so important? At a human level, it must have been a great support for Mary to have such a godly, kind man by her
side. We know that soon they will be running for their lives and living as refugees. But there is another reason. Did you catch how the angel
addressed Joseph (v.20)? This humble carpenter had royal blood. By taking Mary as his wife and naming her baby, Joseph was adopting him as his
son and heir. He was legally placing him in the family line of David, as God had promised. So often God’s purposes are worked out, not in great
military victories (although there are some of those) or in miraculous events (although they happen too), but in ‘ordinary’ people being
obedient, doing the right thing, going the extra mile. Through obedience, kindness, and godly character developed through many ordinary days
and acts of faithfulness over the years, Joseph ended up playing an extraordinary part in God’s plan for humanity.
Through the faithfulness of two very ordinary people, the unbelievable happens: ‘Immanual, God with us’. Pause a moment to think that ‘God
with us’ meant the divine nature in a fragile, dependent bundle born into the world in the same way as you and me. God with us, living life as we
live it with all its mess and inconvenience. It wasn’t enough for God to come into the world in all his glory. We also needed a human Saviour to
live life as we should have lived it, to face the same temptations and not to give in. And, of course, one of the really wonderful consequences is
that we know that God has walked in our shoes – ‘we do not have a high priest who is unable to feel sympathy for our weaknesses, but we
have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet he did not sin.’ (Hebrews 4:15)
• Why was it so important that Jesus was fully human as well as fully God?
• What amazes you most when you think about God becoming human?
• Divide your prayer time between praising God for the miracle of Immanuel, God with us, and praying for one another to be faithful
this week in whatever small ways present themselves. You never know when one of those small things could become extraordinary in
God’s plan.

Prayer
Son of God, Son of Man. It is such a mystery and so utterly amazing that you should come into the world to save us. But somehow so much more
amazing that you should make your entry in such a humble, ordinary way and live among us. Thank you.

Advent challenge
As you go about life this week, consciously remind yourself that God has lived in our world as a human being. When you are hungry
or tired, remember that Jesus knows what that feels like; he has had headaches and grazed knees; he knows what it is like to be
disappointed or let down by friends. But he never let you down by giving in to sin.

5. Shepherds
Luke 2:1-20
In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire
Roman world. (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.)
And everyone went to their own town to register.
So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town
of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. He went there to register with
Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. While they were there,
the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped
him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no guest room available for them.
And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at
night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them,
and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news
that will cause great joy for all the people. Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born
to you; he is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in
cloths and lying in a manger.”
Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and
saying,
“Glory to God in the highest heaven,
and on earth peace to those on whom his favour rests.”
When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let’s
go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.”
So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger.
When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this
child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. But Mary
treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. The shepherds returned,
glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they
had been told.

Questions
• Why was it important that Mary and Joseph
went to Bethlehem?
• Why do you think God made the
announcement to shepherds?
• What does the angel tell them about the
new baby?
• How are the shepherds changed by their late
night adventures?

Prayer
Lord, we praise you with the angels that your
intervention in real history remains real good
news for us! Thank you that through Jesus we
have peace with you and there is hope for all
people. Amen.

Think about it
Isn’t it amazing how Mary and Joseph ended up in Bethlehem? They had to – that is what had been prophesied. But how funny
that that the whole Roman Empire was turned upside down to make it happen! God is completely sovereign over emperors and
world events and will use them to achieve his purposes. This event would also have made the story verifiable for Luke’s original
readers. They could have checked the official records to see if Joseph and Mary really were in Bethlehem at the time.
The unbelievable has finally happened. God has been born as a helpless baby and the Father sends a choir of angels to make the
announcement. To a motley crew of shepherds out in the fields. The sheep-shepherd metaphor is so important throughout the
Bible. God will also send an international delegation to honour the new-born king, but is it not also appropriate that the Lamb of
God who will be the sacrifice for his people’s sins is welcomed by shepherds? And how wonderful that when the shepherds come
to worship, they don’t feel out of place or judged for their working clothes or poverty because they find the Son of God in a manger
– this truly is good news for the poor.
What an experience for these shepherds. On one level nothing changes. They go back to the field. The sheep still need to be cared
for. At another level everything has changed. They have met with God. The message the angels brought was one of peace. The
word signifies reconciliation or being at one. The new-born king has come to make them God’s friends. They are full of joy and
praise, and they can’t stop telling people. They want to share the good news the angels shared with them. Let’s pray that we
would encounter God in the manger that way this Christmas and that we would be so overwhelmed with joy that it will bubble out
to the people around us.
• Where do you feel the need of peace in your life? Pray about that situation now.
• Why don’t we have the sense of wonder the shepherds had when we think about the Christmas story?
• Who would you like to share this story with?

Advent challenge
Have you met with the baby at Bethlehem and seen in him the Lord of all who brings good news for all people? If you have, do
what the shepherds did: tell someone!

6. Wise men
Matthew 2:1-2
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the
east came to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the one who has been born king of the
Jews? We saw his star when it rose and have come to worship him.”
When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. When he had
called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where
the Messiah was to be born. “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the
prophet has written:
“‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of
Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel.’”
Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had
appeared. He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and search carefully for the child. As
soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.”
After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen when it
rose went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they
saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming to the house, they saw the child with his
mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their
treasures and presented him with gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. And having been
warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another
route.

Questions
There are three main groups of characters in this part
of the story:
•
•
•

the magi (wise men or astrologers)
Herod and his court
the religious leaders

What do we learn about each group and how does
each group respond to the news that the Messiah has
been born?

Think about it
The magi. These foreign wise men with their expensive gifts must have caused a bit of a stir in Jerusalem. We know very little about them. If
they came from Persia, they may have studied ancient prophecies about the Messiah: after all Daniel had been ‘chief of the magi’ in Babylon at
one point, but whatever they knew, when they received a sign that the King of the Jews has been born, they took it seriously. We know that
because they put everything else on hold to make an arduous journey and give extravagant gifts. They had expected (not unreasonably) to find
God’s King in a palace, but when they discover that he is has instead been born in poverty, their faith is undaunted: they bow in worship and
are filled with joy.
Herod. Herod takes the news of the birth of the Messiah seriously too, but whereas the magi put their own lives on hold to find the promised
king, Herod is determined to hold on to life on his terms at any cost. He begins immediate investigations which will ultimately lead to a horrific
massacre. He cannot bear the thought that anyone might challenge his authority or right to rule. Then, as now, Jesus’s claims result in hostility
from some.
The religious leaders. The religious leaders know all about the promise of the Messiah. We expect them to be overjoyed, but instead they greet
the magi’s announcement with indifference and return to their books. Maybe they were scared of the king; maybe they couldn’t believe God
would have told foreigners instead of them of the birth of the Messiah, or maybe the old prophecies had become a mere matter of academic
interest. While the magi had travelled for weeks or months to worship, these religious leaders couldn’t be bothered to hop on a donkey and
head over to the next village. They are certainly not getting the bulldozers out (you remember that, don’t you?)!
A choice. Everyone responds to the news that God’s king has been born. You are responding as you read this passage today. Are you
responding in faith and worship, with hostility, or with indifference?
•
•

How do we see the two negative responses to Jesus worked out in our day? Or even in ourselves?
What does it mean practically for us to follow the example of the wise men? No, you don’t need to buy a camel…

Prayer
Lord of the nations, thank you that the coming of Jesus is good news for people of all races and backgrounds who receive him with faith and
thanksgiving. Help us to follow the example of the wise men and bow before your Saviour in sacrificial worship this Christmas.

Advent challenge
As you go on Christmas holidays from school and might not be able to meet in person, plan some practical ideas for how you can
encourage each other to keep the worship of Jesus at the heart of Christmas.

