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Teaching Text

‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it. 
‘There was a man sent from God whose name was John. He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all might believe. He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. 
‘The true light that gives light to everyone was coming into the world. He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognise him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who did receive him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God – children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God. 
‘The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.’ (John 1:1-14 NIV)

Sermon Summary

Love shows up in the neighbourhood. When the ‘Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us’ (John 1:14), it was unexpected. It wasn’t in the spotlight, yet it brought light to a dark world. And it’s in the deepest darkness that light shines brightest. In the final week of Advent, we receive the light of Jesus showing up for us – love incarnate, love divine. Where are the unexpected places where love might show up this Christmas?

Preaching Goal

God does not always show up where we expect him. Where are we longing for his light to break through – perhaps in surprising ways – this Christmas?

Introduction

Start by suggesting how, if we were tasked with preparing the arrival of the Son of God to earth, we would probably want a cast that was believable and trustworthy. But when we read the biblical accounts of the birth of Jesus, there are twists and turns that would suggest it could never work:
· A lot of the story hinges on a teenage girl without much education becoming divinely pregnant and having to explain to her fiancé that God was responsible. In a day when such a pregnancy deserved being killed by stoning, the chances of that working well were limited.
· It depends on this carpenter fiancé believing it and still being willing to support her, despite his original thought to divorce her and with a guarantee that going through with the marriage would result in gossip.
· It depends on an older married couple who were childless suddenly expecting a son of their own.
· It depends on a group of illiterate shepherds believing an apparent illusion in the sky and then telling people about it, knowing that their evidence at any other time was not even permissible in a court of law.
· It depends on some travellers following a star, untrained in the ways of God and muddying the waters by going to the actual king upon arrival in a foreign land and telling him a new king had been born.
· It depends on a baby born in a little place called Bethlehem, making the difference to the Roman Empire with all its power and authority.
· And on top of everything, it all seems so ordinary.
How hard could God make the delivery of a message he had prepared for the world?

Development

But in a room prepared for animals, to a couple who that night were homeless on the authority of Emperor Caesar Augustus, love shows up.
And this baby was going to bring light to a dark world.
He was going to show humankind what life should be. And that life would be an end to the darkness.
Here, assuming you are delivering this sermon on 21 December, you might like to draw out the fact that today is the darkest day of the year.
He was also going to show that he is interested in the ordinary things of our lives. And that he cares about the darkness that we experience:
· In this past year, there has been much darkness internationally
· For those struggling with poverty, broken relationships and unspeakable abuse, there is much darkness
· For those whose circumstances have changed through no fault of their own, the darkness can seem all-consuming
· You might like to add your own examples
In Jesus, the message was – and still is – ‘In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind’ (John 1:4).

Life

Here, you could ask people what they would expect to hear if they asked someone on the street what Christmas is all about. The list might include:
· Eating too much
· Drinking too much
· Spending too much
· Getting exhausted with all the things to do
· Giving and receiving gifts that are often not appreciated
How does that seem like the good life?
Because Christmas, despite all the adverts, is not about that.
It’s about the chance for the world to learn what God is like and to know life as he intended.
What if, this Christmas, we don’t over-indulge? What if we find a space and time in a quiet place and ask God, ‘Show me what life should be like’?
And if we did that, the answer would be it’s like the life Jesus talked about. It’s about the life he lived out. It’s about God joining with us in the ordinary things of our lives.
It’s about true life. And true love, that shows up in unexpected places.

Humility

But, as in the original story, our lives seem to be impossible:
· We surely don’t deserve a chance to start over again
· We have done things that seem unforgivable
· We have messed up spectacularly
· We don’t have the power to live differently
· We don’t believe things could ever be different
· We don’t believe that love could really show up for us
However messy it seems right now, the love of God can show up in our lives and change everything. And churches are made up of broken people who have experienced that happening and know it is true.
At the entrance to the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem is the door of humility. Visitors must bend to enter it. That’s how it is when we come to Jesus. We bow.
We recognise the need for a new start, and our powerlessness to do anything about it. And we ask Jesus to make the difference.
In that moment, love shows up. Because he shows up.

Challenge

Listen to these words:
‘There are moments on our journey following the Lord
Where God illumines every step we take.
There are times when circumstances make perfect sense to us,
As we try to understand each move he makes.
When the path grows dim and our questions have no answers, turn to him.
Bow the knee;
Trust the heart of your Father when the 
answer goes beyond what you can see.
Bow the knee;
Lift your eyes toward Heaven 
and believe the One who holds eternity.
And when you don’t understand the purpose of his plan,
In the presence of the King, bow the knee.’
(‘Bow the knee’ by Chris Machen and Mike Harland)
Bow the knee. 
When you do, and you take your impossible life to God, his love shows up where it’s least expected.
When you do, and bring those areas of darkness to God, his light breaks through in surprising ways.
Here you might like to invite people to think of an area of life where God’s love feels impossible, or where the darkness feels overwhelming. This could lead into a time of prayer, entrusting these areas to the God whose love and light show up when we’re least expecting them.
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