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Rejoicing: Praise for His Birth

(Luke 1:46-55)

There are times when our hearts are so full of praise and gratitude to God that we think they will burst.  Unable to contain ourselves praise and worship burst from us to the One to whom we owe everything.  These are precious and glorious times as Mary found.  

Pure Praise (46,47)  Mary is overcome by the God initiated messages and events she has experienced culminating in the Spirit inspired blessing through Elisabeth.  She responds the only way she can in words of surpassing spiritual beauty and depth.  All her previous confusion and fear is gone as she pours out her heart to her beloved Lord.  This is whole person praise of heart and spirit. Her adoration is based on the awesome wonder of who God is, and the joyous amazement that He has loved, saved and indwelt her.  We are on holy ground here and our only appropriate reaction as we read and ponder this psalm of praise is to copy Mary and offer everything that we are to our loving Father in an extravagant outburst of spirit to Spirit worship and praise.  We must continually read and reread Mary’s words and lose ourselves in awe and joy as we meditate on them and our God.  

Thankful Praise (48,49)   The core of these verses is God’s greatness and Mary’s ordinariness.  As in the case of Mary, the whole history of Christianity is the story of very ordinary, inadequate and fallible people through whom the almighty, holy and loving God has chosen to accomplish His plans for the world.  God is more interested in our availability than our ability.  God has all the power and ability He needs.  The only limit on what he can accomplish through us is set by our willingness to be used by Him.  To deny or belittle our ability to serve and achieve for God is to insult His power and deny His love.  As we reflect on these words of praise from a simple, country girl who was totally available to Her God, perhaps we will be moved to offer ourselves to Him in unrestricted, active, whole person worship.  

Descriptive Praise (50,51)  Mary reminds us that there are no limits on God’s love and grace.  It transcends time, race, culture, ability, age and all other artificial barriers that we have invented through our fallen attitudes.  We do well to imitate Him in this.  The one thing that He will not accept is the self-centred attitude of proud independence.  This is the base of all evil that results in delusions and destructive beliefs such as, ‘I have rights’, ‘I can make it on my own’, ‘I am a pretty good person’, ‘I deserve to have my needs met’ or ‘ God owes me’.  We do matter incredibly to God and His love for us is infinite but this is not because of anything good in us.  It is because of who God is.  We deserve nothing but He gives us everything.  His infinite love is backed by infinite strength and the only reasonable response is thankful, love saturated respect and worship shown in obedience.

Remembered Praise (52,53)  In a few simple phrases Mary demolishes all our misguided ways of determining importance and value.  Power, riches and all other material measures of significance and worth are broken toys that distract deluded children from reality.  Their only possible value is as a means of serving God and others.  The only genuine gauge is our heart.  A heart that is directed upward to God and outward to others, rather than inward to self characterizes people of real substance.  This touches every aspect of our being.  It will be evident in our attitudes words and actions.

Specific Praise (54,55)   God keeps His promises.  Mary believed Him, do we?  How real are these in our lives, ‘I am with you’, ‘I will not abandon you, or fail to help you’, ‘Nothing can separate us from His love’, ‘God will supply all your need from His glorious riches in Christ Jesus’, ‘We can completely count on God’s promises, for it is impossible for Him to lie to us’.  There is no other way to live.  All else is third rate.  He has helped us, He does help us and He will help us.  Mary knew this, trusted it and the world has never been the same again. Will we trust and live it?

1.  What is most likely to move you to praise to God?  How do you most easily express your praise?

2.  The notes mention 5 forms of praise.  How well can we distinguish these?  How meaningful are these distinctions?  

3. Praise is a response to God’s initiatives.  How else do we respond to God?  What response is most common in your life?

4.  What really stands out to you about Mary’s response to God’s message?  How would you have responded?  Why?

5.    How does, ‘Mary demolish all our misguided ways of determining importance and value’?  How can our approach become closer to Mary’s?  What would have to change?

6.   How real are God’s promises in our lives?  What prevents complete trust in God?  How do we change this?
Reaction: People hear the Good News

(Matt. 2:1-23)

People react in different ways to the news that Jesus has come.  It was the same after the first Christmas.  We must learn from them.

The Wise Men

Search It mattered so much that they travelled to a foreign country, risked an interview with an evil despot to find a baby.  They allowed no risk, barrier or opposition to keep them from God’s Son.  We know nothing of them except their faith, perseverance and courage.  There is no better epitaph.  How will we be remembered?

Worship    They are led by God into the presence of His Holy Son.  Their reaction is pure, joyous worship. It is whole person worship as their minds, hearts and actions express joy, awe and reverence for the baby who is the centre of all creation and history.   They fall on their knees before the coming King and Saviour of the world.  Our depth of understanding is also incomplete but we equally know enough to joyously worship with all our being.  Will we?

Protect  Their courage and love led them to defy Herod, the king, to protect the divine child.  God may not have needed their defense of His Son but they gave it gladly.  He was infinitely more valuable than any retaliation they might receive.  Is the defense of our Lord and His Name so vitally important in our lives?  Does it show? 

Herod

Hears  Herod heard but he didn’t listen.  He is told by the wise men and the priests of the coming of the Son of God to bring hope, freedom and meaning to all people.  All he hears is a threat to his  power and his paltry kingdom.  He misses the awe and glory of the world changing events that he is witnessing.  He could have been the first to lay his crown at the feet of the King of Kings and find true greatness in service.   In his self-centred smallness of mind and heart he missed the greatest of opportunities that any ruler would ever have.  What opportunities for true greatness in service to our Lord and Saviour do we miss?  Sieze the day!

Rejects  Where there should have been joy, peace and worship there was trouble and anger.  The status quo was threatened and positions of privilege were in danger.  This rejection burned so hot in the hearts of some that 30 years later it put this baby on the cross.  Jesus still upsets and transforms people and culture.  People still react in angry rejection or total abandonment to Him.  There is no middle ground.  There never has been.  It’s all or nothing.  It still is for us.

Retaliates  When pure goodness is rejected and evil rules pain and tragedy always follow.  It was because of the suffering that followed the first rejection of goodness in Eden that the baby had come.  Evil, knowing who this baby is and seeing its eventual defeat, lashes out - children die, parents suffer and demons smile.  The battle has begun.  The end is sure as it always has been but what suffering can still be averted if people will accept the joy, love and hope the baby brings and then share it with others. Will we?

Joseph

Listens  There must have been so much happening that Joseph didn’t understand but he did not doubt or question the angels who brought God’s messages to him.  Joseph not only hears God’s words but listens to the meaning of the message and makes it part of himself.  He is a simple and straightforward man with a quiet but sturdy faith.  He knows and trusts his God and will accept whatever God says.  It is an attitude we all do well to imitate in our lives.

Obeys  God’s instructions to Joseph always resulted in an upheaval to his life.   Marry the pregnant Mary, bring up the Son of God and now go to Egypt for an unknown time.  Can we grasp what this meant for a village carpenter.  There was only ever one response for Joseph.  When God spoke he obeyed.  How do we respond? 

Still Obeys  Now God says, ‘return to Israel’, and so Joseph ends up back in Nazareth to face the questions and gossip of his old neighbours.  Here he served his God and prepared the Son of God to transform the world.  The world changed because ordinary people like Joseph and Mary trusted and obeyed an extraordinary God.  It still happens.  Does it happen through us?  It can if we will let it.

1.  Compare the reactions of the wise men, Herod and Joseph to Jesus’ birth.  What are the similarities and differences?

2.  How do the reactions of people today compare to the reactions of people at the time?  What can we learn from this?

3.  Which of the reactions outlined in the notes do you find most:  a) Surprising  b) Interesting  c) Inspiring?    

4.  With which of the three reactions can you most identify?  Why?  Which would you most like to be able to develop?

5.  What does it mean to say, ‘There is no middle ground. It’s all or nothing’?  How does Jesus upset and transform today?

6.  Joseph obeyed though he didn’t understand.  In what ways is this still true for us?  How important is understanding?

Rejection: Jesus is Killed

(Matt.27:35-54)

‘Did Jesus look forward to Easter as much as we do?’  I was once asked this question by a fellow teacher.  As I thought about it I realized that it raised a number of major questions.  What does Easter mean to us?  How do we feel about it?  How did Jesus feel about it?  How do the events of the first Easter impact our lives, here and now, 2 000 years later?

When did Jesus realize that he was to die on the cross?  Before time began, before creation, He knew that we would fail and that he would have to become human and die in our place to pay the price for our failure.  Knowing this He still created us.  What incredible selfless and costly love.  

Beginning in Genesis and continuing throughout the OT there are numerous clear references to Jesus’ sacrificial death for us.  He lived his whole life knowing that he had come for this one reason.  His love for us was so great that he willingly faced the prospect of a horrible death throughout his life and untold ages beforehand, entirely for our benefit.
Whose idea was it?

God, knowing that we would fail and rebel against Him, took the initiative to provide a way to re-establish our relationship with Him.  Although he was the innocent party whom we had wronged he took the first step to reach out to rescue us through Jesus who willingly and eagerly co-operated. The pure and innocent Son of God became human and died so that we, the guilty rebels, might go free and be reconciled to God our Father, and enjoy again all the privileges and joy of being part of His family that we had rejected through our sin.

Why did it happen?

God is completely loving, gracious and merciful but He is also completely holy and pure.  He created a perfect and pure world but it became contaminated by evil and rebellion.  As a holy and just God He cannot be true to himself unless all evil is punished, and the only fitting punishment for evil that contaminates purity, is to remove it through death.  As we are all guilty of rebellion and evil then we all, without exception, stand justly condemned.  The punishment must be enforced or God’s holiness and justice becomes a mockery.  Someone must pay for all the pain, suffering and horror.  Only God’s own Son was fit to take the place of all sinners.  He did!

Did he look forward to it?

Yes and no.  He knew that in accepting the horror of all our evil and rebellion on Himself He would be contaminated in the sight of His Father, and on the cross He would receive the rejection from His Father that was due to us.  He accepted this horror and separation willingly for us.  This is love!

How do we feel about it?

Jesus’ death is of no use to us until we accept our guilt, believe in his love and accept his death as a substitute for our deserved punishment.  The innocent dies so that the guilty may go free.   Once we understand a little of the depth of His love and the cost of our pardon and freedom we will eagerly commit our lives to Him as a lived thank you note.  Our joy and thanks will burst out in lived praise and worship.

We will be unable to keep such awesome love to ourselves and will take every opportunity to share it with whomever we can so that other perishing and ignorant rebels may be saved from damnation.  Our lives become a thankful, joy filled, praise powered and love saturated rescue mission. 

1.  How do you react to the idea that we are all rebels against God?  How else could we describe peoples’ attitude to God?

2.  When you consider the crucifixion what thoughts are strongest?  What about your family, friends and neighbours?

3.  How would you explain the importance of Jesus’ death to a friend?  Why is it so hard for people to understand & accept? 

4.  What details do Isaiah 53 & Psalm 22 give us about the death of Jesus?  Where else in the OT is it referred to?

5.  What do Eph. 1:4-8 & Rev. 13:8 mean to you?  What do they tell us about God and Jesus?  

6.  Paul tells us to live out the suffering of Jesus.  What does this mean?  How do we do this?

Resurrection: Jesus Lives

(John 20:1-18)

‘The only thing that never changes is the fact that everything changes.’  Most changes are minor but occasionally there occur events, both in our own lives and history in general, that are so pivotal that life will never be the same again.  For us it may be marriage or conversion while on the wider scene we think of September 11 or the invention of printing.  All of these are totally insignificant compared to the resurrection of Jesus.  This one event continues to change all existence.

The Women 

They went to the tomb in sorrow and despair to anoint a dead body and came away full of joy and hope having encountered the reality of a living Lord and Saviour.  This is not just a matter of historical interest.  This joy and hope are ours today to enjoy, to live and to share.  Once we grasp the wonder of the empty tomb in our own lives we will be transformed as they and millions since have been.  Today we celebrate good news of great joy that completes Christmas.

The Disciples 

They were transformed from fear ridden cowards who ran away at Jesus’ arrest, denied they knew him and hid behind locked doors, to men of great courage who defied the authorities, risked their lives and were eventually martyred for the truth of a risen Saviour and Lord. Again, as with the women, this courage is ours once we grasp the wonder of our living and indwelling Lord.  In the words of Paul, ‘I know whom I have believed, and am convinced that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to him for that day.’ (2 Tim. 1:12).  We know it so let’s live it.  The victory is won!
Social Values  

When the truth of the resurrection is released in lives of joyous courage then society catches a glimpse of how life is meant to be.  It is this resurrection life that abolished slavery, established hospitals, schools, childcare centres, nursing homes, missions to the blind, lepers, oppressed and poor.  When released through our lives it restores human dignity and provides care, love, grace, hope and meaning to the lives of everyone it touches.  It brings beauty, purity, fulfillment and all that is good in place of degradation, pain suffering and evil.  May the truth and power of the resurrection life we celebrate today so grip us that our community will be changed and people will say, ‘we know they are Christians by their love.’  Let today be a joy-filled new beginning.

History 

The awe-inspiring event we celebrate today gives meaning to existence and purpose to history.   Unless Christ is risen then Nietzke was correct when he defined life as, ‘O eternal everywhere, o eternal nowhere, o eternal in vain.’  The resurrection is the pivotal event of all history.  It declares the victory of God over all that is evil.  It guarantees an eternal, glorious and joy filled future for all those who accept the offer of resurrection life.  History is in God’s hands and we are part of what he is doing as he lives in and through us. 

How alive is Jesus?  He lives in and through His church.  How healthy is He?  What evidence do people see for the resurrection in us, not in our words, words are easy and may be false but in our daily living.  Is He alive in our thoughts, attitudes, values and actions?  Jesus is alive!  I pray he is joyously, gloriously and courageously alive in us so that society and history will experience his life through us.

1.  What were the most significant events in your life?  Why is the resurrection the most significant event in history?

2. What are the major similarities and differences in the reactions of the women and the disciples?   How about us?

3.  What difference is the resurrection making in our local community?  How can we increase the impact of this fact?

4.  How is your own life different because Jesus is alive?  What evidence of the resurrection do others see in you?

5.  How would you sum up the purpose of history?  What about the purpose of our church?  Explain any differences.

6.  How would you explain the importance of the resurrection to a friend?   Why do people find it so hard to accept?  How can we help them?

Return: Jesus with us Again

(Acts 1:11; 1 Thess. 4:13-5:11)

How often do we hear someone ask, ‘What’s the point’?  The question may refer to the asker’s own personal life or to history as a whole.  It makes no difference. There is only one answer.  The point is the ultimate salvation of believers when Jesus returns to establish his eternal kingdom.  This is the point of creation and life itself.  It is the only point and hope.

The Promise

He will Return.  Nothing is surer in all history than the fact that Jesus will return to this earth in bodily form.  The promise is repeated many times throughout the NT.  It is the great day, the Day of the Lord, the consummation of all history.  It is this event that all creation awaits.  It is the magnificent day that every Christian prays for, longs for and eagerly anticipates.

We will be with Him.  This will be a glorious day of incredible awe and joy for every servant of God.  Believers from across all time will meet together with our Lord and saviour.  ‘.. we do know that when Christ returns, we will be like him, because we will see him as he truly is.’ (1 John 3:2)

The Process

Who?  All people, and spiritual beings, will meet the returning Lord on that day, some in fulfilled joy, others in dawning despair.  People may hold different faiths, hopes and beliefs but on that day there will be no further room for debate or discussion.  The ultimate and only truth will be present in living reality and every being will be confronted with the eternal consequences of their life choices.   

When?  We do not know.  We do not need to know.  We need to always be ready.  Attempts to work out or set even rough dates are futile, distracting and even harmful.

How?  Jesus’ return will be both obvious and unexpected.  It won’t be in secret.  It will be visible to everyone in the world.  It will divide humanity into followers and rebels.  The time for choice will be over.  It will be totally unexpected, except for those who are watching.  ‘The day of the Son of Man will be like lightning flashing across the sky. .. things will be just as they were when Noah lived. People were eating, drinking, and getting married right up to the day .. Then the flood came and drowned everyone on earth. The same will happen on the day when the Son of Man appears.‘ (Luke 17:22-32)   Be ready!

Why?  Jesus returns to raise the dead, to judge humanity and to establish His eternal kingdom under His rule. This is the sure hope of all Christians (1 Cor. 15:52).  Our present identity as citizens of His kingdom will then be fully consummated. 

The Response

Regarding Ourselves. The hope and anticipation of Christ’s return helps us to keep our life focus on what really matters.  We are to live out our identity as citizens of heaven in the here and now.  Every thought, word, attitude and action reflects the centrality of Christ’s return as an event to desire not fear.  All our plans, relationships and hopes are coloured by this event.

Regarding Others.  Our love for others means that we will prepare them for eternity in every way we can.  With the Spirit’s help we will pray, model, encourage and warn so that no one can ever say, ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’  We live in a country that is saturated with evil and rebellion against God and heading for hell.  How can we keep silent?  We have read the last page of the story.  We must not keep it to ourselves.
1.  How often do you think about Jesus’ return? What prompts you to do so?  What feelings does it arouse in you?

2.  How do you answer the question, ‘What’s the point’?  Why do Christians so rarely talk or preach about Jesus’ return?

3.  Read Luke 21:25-27, 34-36 and 2 Peter 3:3,4,10-14.  What strikes you about these verses?  What are they telling us to do?

4.  How can Jesus’ return be both obvious and unexpected (1 Thes. 4:16-5:3)? What are Jesus’ warnings in Mark 13:32,33?  

5.  What is our responsibility to non-christians in this (Rom 10:4; 1 Thess. 5:14)?  What does Isaiah 30:9-11,18 say to us?

6.  Why will Jesus return (Matt. 25:31-34; Dan. 12:2)?  Why should we long for this (2 Tim. 4:8; Rev. 21:1-5; 1 John 3:2)?

The Glory: Jesus Rules

(Acts 17:29-31;Rev. 20:11-15)

Jesus most commonly refers to the Christian message as the Gospel of the Kingdom of God.   This gospel is characterized by the gold and scarlet threads of Kingship and sacrifice that run throughout the scriptures.  They complement each other and together show the breadth and depth of the gospel.  Jesus is both the suffering servant and the almighty king.  The hope of God’s people, rescued by the sacrifice, has always been to live under the rule of God’s eternal and righteous king.

Kingdom Revelation  God is always in control!

Eden  The kingdom is first revealed in Eden where God rules in peace and loving relationship with His people.  Humanity is given its role as rulers of creation under God in a kingdom of perfect harmony.  This is the perfect model of the Kingdom.

Fall This relationship is damaged by sin in the fall and the rest of scripture is the history of God’s intervention to restore this relationship through redemptive sacrifice and again establish his perfect kingdom.  In this Jesus is both sacrifice and king.

Abraham God reaffirms the certainty of His coming kingdom through a covenant with Abraham and his descendants.  This continues through Isaac, Jacob and their children who become the people of Israel in the Exodus experience.  We must remember that the OT is not the history of Israel, it is the story of God working out his plan for all humanity through Israel.  

David  David is the king appointed by God to rule His people from whose descendants the eternal King will come.  The line of human kings who followed David degenerated and Israel went into exile but the prophets kept alive the promise of the coming King who would rule over a renewed people of God.

Jesus The king comes to his people and is rejected.  He comes also as the perfect lamb who will be the sacrifice to pay the price for all sin.  The gold and scarlet threads meet in one person as was planned before creation.  The people of the kingdom begin to grow again as the church.  We eagerly await the return of our King in glory.  He rules now over a largely rebellious world.  He will rule visibly and in power and all will joyously acknowledge his reign over his glorified church.

Consummation We know very little about the details of the glorious Kingdom over which Jesus will rule.  We just know that it will be wonderful beyond our imagination, ‘No eye has seen, no ear has heard, and no mind has imagined what God has prepared for those who love him.’ (I Cor. 2:9)  We don’t investigate it.  We long for it, share it and ultimately enjoy it.

Kingdom and Gospel God’s plan has never faltered or changed.  From Adam, through covenants with Abraham, Moses, David and the ongoing faithful remnant, the content of His gospel has always been, His redeemed people, in His place and under His rule. This is our hope and eternal destiny.

Rejection and Redemption  The history of the kingdom of God has been one of continual rule, rejection and redemption. 
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Kingdom Consummation God’s eventual victory and the glory and reality have never been in doubt.  Nothing has surprised Him.  We live and long for it and pray with all our hearts, ‘Yourkingdom come, your will be done.’

1.  How is Jesus able to be both suffering servant and almighty king?  How would you explain these roles to someone else?

2.  How did the fall change our relationship with God?  How does Gen. 3:15 relate to and explain God’s redemptive plan? 

3.  How does Gen. 12:2,3; 15:1-6 advance God’s kingdom plans? What is the place of David in this plan 2 Sam. 7:12-16?   

4.  Why did Jesus’ people reject him? How can His Kingdom rule be both present and future?  How does he rule now?

5.  The kingdom plan has always been, God’s people in God’s place under God’s rule.  How has this existed through history?

6.  How did God use the rule, rejection and redemption cycle to advance His kingdom?  What does the final consummation (1 Cor. 15:24-28; Rev. 21:1-22:5) mean to you?

