[image: image1.jpg]
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A service for Advent

Preparing for the Lord through the crooked

and over the rough

by

The Revd John Homer

Number: ADV3H

This is the third of four services for Advent on the theme 'Preparing the way of the Lord' based on Luke 3:3-6.
ORDER OF SERVICE

The theme of our service is ‘Preparing a way for the Lord through the crooked and over the rough.’
CALL TO WORSHIP
The voice of one crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord. The crooked shall be made straight and the rough ways made smooth.

Hymn: H&P 82: 

Hark the glad sound! The Saviour comes
LET US PRAY

Lord God, we praise and thank you that we have come again to that time of year when we can prepare to celebrate the coming of Jesus.

We thank you that through the prophets you promised him to us, and that when the time was right,

you gave him to us at Bethlehem.

We thank you because the gift of Jesus is a gift of love. In love you sent him. For love of us he came. Through love we may come to him.

We thank you that his coming still brings a renewal of love: in our families, amongst our friend, throughout our communities.

We ask you to forgive us that so often we have taken the love of Jesus for granted.
Forgive us those times when we should have turned to him for it and failed to do so.

Forgive us those times when we should have shown it in ourselves and did not.

We thank you that if we confess our sins, you are faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

In a time of silence, let us make our own confession to God.
(Silence)
We thank you Lord, that among the gifts Jesus gives us is the gift of forgiveness. We receive that gift  from him now. Thanks be to God. 
Amen 
OLD TESTAMENT LESSON: Malachi 3:1-12
Hymn: H&P 85: O come, O come, Immanuel


ymnHYHHYmnNEW TESTAMENT LESSON: Luke 3:1-14


Hymn: H&P 84: On Jordan’s bank the Baptist’s cry


SERMON (see attached sheets)

Hymn: H&P 245: The Lord will come, and not be slow
 LET US PRAY
Lord, we praise and thank you that however crooked the way or rough the road, it will not prevent your coming to us. But we ask you to help us to straighten the devious and twisted things in our lives: and repair the things that we have neglected, so that there may be as little hindrance as possible in our coming to you.

We pray for those who are victims of their own lies and deceit. For those who have lost their freedom and self-respect because of a falsehood which has bred suspicion and mistrust. We ask that ways may be found whereby they do not need any more to tell lies and, whatever it costs, may come into the truth that sets us free.

And what we pray for others, we pray also for ourselves.

We pray for those who are putting off saying and doing things which they know should now be said and done. May they see that to take action, however difficult, will make things better all round.

And what we pray for others, we pray also for ourselves.

We pray for those who have lost touch with you because they have neglected the path on which the relationship is made. For those who have stopped praying; those who no longer read the Bible; those whose only service is to serve themselves. May they repair these rough paths.

And what we pray for others, we pray also for ourselves.

In a time of silence, let us make this our prayer to God

(Silence)
And now let us say together the Lord’s Prayer.
NOTICES AND OFFERING

Prayer of dedication

Lord, as you have freely given, so help us freely to give, through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Amen. 

Hymn: H&P 223: I will sing the wondrous story
BLESSING


The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with

      us all, forever more.


Amen.

                          SERMON
Our text is taken from the fourth and fifth verses of the third chapter Saint Luke's Gospel - Prepare the way of the Lord. The crooked shall be made straight and the rough ways made smooth.
In these words, John the Baptist is quoting from the prophet Isaiah and is applying them to the preparation we must make for the coming of Jesus. It is important to understand that he is talking about something we must do for Jesus and not something he will do for us. In order for Jesus to come into our lives, we need to fill valleys, lower the hills, straighten the crooked and smooth out the rough.

To be crooked is to be devious and to be devious has come to mean to be dishonest; to fail to be straight. So we talk about a dishonest deal as a crooked deal, and a dishonest person as a crook.

In verse eight of this chapter, John tells the people that as part of their preparation for the coming of Jesus they are to “bear fruits worthy of repentance”.

Now repentance means changing our attitude in such a way as it will make a change in what we do. Sometimes repentance is thought of as a feeling. Feeling sorry for sin. Feeling sorry for something we have done or not done; said or not said. But that sort of feeling has more to do with remorse than with what the Bible calls repentance.

So John tells the people that they are to show by their deeds that they have truly repented. He is not concerned about their feelings, but about their lifestyle. The advice he gives them is, in fact, very practical. They are to share clothing and food with the naked and hungry. The tax collectors, who in Jesus' day were a notoriously crooked bunch, are told to be honest. The soldiers are told not to intimidate people or accuse them falsely. And they are to stop grumbling about their wages.

It is all very down to earth. And that is precisely what Christmas is all about: God coming down to earth. If we are to be prepared for God's coming in Christ, we must get the crooked things straightened out. Jesus, who is light and truth, cannot be expected to share a life in which there is deliberate deviousness and deceit.

So sometimes, then, crookedness may stand for dishonesty. And sometimes it may stand for the long way round. One version of the Bible uses the word 'detour' for 'crooked' in this verse. Certainly, the best route between Jesus and ourselves is the direct route. It is very easy to waste time on detours. Or, as we say, to get sidetracked. We can be sidetracked into spending time asking questions to which we don't really need the answers; or busying ourselves doing things that don't really need doing. And all the time we are avoiding the questions we really need to ask; and doing the things that we really need to be doing.
There is something very direct about the approach to Jesus in the birth story in Luke. Jesus is laid in a manger. At once the angels tell the shepherds. The shepherds go at once to see the baby, and having seen him return at once to their flocks.

So prepare a direct route for Jesus to come to you. No detours. No putting things off.
And John says too that the rough places are to be made smooth. To be sure, Jesus is able to come to us over the rough patches of life. They cannot and do not keep him away. And we give thanks for this. If Jesus only came to us when the way was smooth, some of us might never have got to know him, or to know the strength and comfort which his coming brings.

But that is no excuse for our failing to keep the road in good repair. These days, if we were thinking about rough places in a road, we would probably think about potholes. Some potholes are formed as a result of storms and we are not responsible for their appearance - though we may be responsible for their repair. And some potholes are simply the result of neglect.

In preparing a way for the Lord, we need to be sure that we do not fail to keep in good repair those paths by which he comes to us.

One of the great dangers of this time of year is that we can prepare for the coming of Christmas and assume that by doing so, we have prepared for the coming of Christ. We can go to services about Jesus without offering Jesus our service. We can sing carols without thinking for one moment about the meaning of what we are singing. We can send out our messages of goodwill on a hundred Christmas cards without actually sending out any real goodwill into the community. We can give presents to each other without actually presenting Jesus with anything. We can enjoy each other's company without ever being conscious of his.

What are the paths on which we come to Jesus and on which he comes to us?
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