      
 Jump to appended: Weekly Devotional #48
                       *PRAYER REQUESTS*    *(indicates new) 
Please remember all people on our Prayer List with prayers, thoughts, cards: 

MEMBERS & FRIENDS OF THE VALLEYS:  

*Ken Bechtel; Gary Fetterhoff; Marissa Faust & Holly Landvater; Ann Cooper; Gail Shertzer; Mary Cooke; Gary Miller; Barbara Lauver; Sandy Zimmerman; Kayla Gonder;  Carol Cooper; Hope Byerly; Jane Baker; Dean Etzweiler; Esther Masser; Carole Fetterhoff, Sue Maichle; Kelly Richter; Deanna McNair; Glen Hale; Dee Rebuck; Kelly Shutt; Carly Quinn; Deb Castellani; Judy Miller; Dorothy Rand; Ben, Sarah, Baby Sophia Heinbaugh; Ben Baker;  Kevin/Tricia Hammaker; Liam Neiswender; Inez Boyer; Terry Etzweiler; Carl Baker; Neva Smith; Rick Welker; Rob; Naomi Patrick; Alan Bostdorf; Nancy/Tim Wilbert; Seth D; Jacob Castellani; June Miller; Stan/Loretta Brown; Cammie/Raymond Enders; Jennifer Herb; Karen Kahler; Jean Enders; Hilda Baker; Karen Saul; Destiny Snyder; Gerald  Schoffstall; Glenda Lissner; Guy Kerstetter; Katy Campbell; Larry Snyder; Carolyn Rickmer; Joslyn Thomas; Kevin; Baby Alaina; Jim Zeigler; Janelle Miller; Roxanne Fasick; Ellen Snyder; Ben Rissinger; James Eisenhard; Janet Flowers; Phil Guertin; Dana Welcomer; Brinley Ehrenfeuchter; Ruth Boyer; Kelly Malave;  Henry Hassinger
OUR SHUT INS: Myra Hoffman; Lila Baddorf; Hannah Klinger; June and Greg Gelnett; Vickie Shoffler; Janet Noblit; Lori Graff; Lamar Ressler 
MISSIONS: Covenant Missionaries: Jen and Minh D.; Cathy C.; Covenant Missionaries and all Missionaries serving all around the world.

Please inform The Valleys if you or a member of your family is in the hospital, the hospitals do not inform us unless you tell them to contact us.  Please call the church office (717-896-3118). Please put prayer requests (also name of person requesting prayer) on the back of “Welcome Card” which is in the pew rack and place it in the offering plate, also please give a contact name who we can contact for updates or call the church office. In order to keep prayer list accurate, we will keep people on prayer list for 60 days unless we receive a phone call or email update to keep them on the list from person who put person on prayer list.
                                          [image: image1.emf]


                                DECEMBER 12, 2021
      Third Sunday of Advent
                      The Valleys Evangelical Covenant Church
        3682 Peters Mountain Rd.  P O Box H Halifax, PA 17032
                             Pastor David Guertin

                  Office (717-896-3118),  Cell (1-715-497-4310)

                               Email - daveguertin64@gmail.com 

       Church Office Hours: Mon. thru Thurs. - 10AM to 3PM 

                                  Church Office (717-896-3118)           

          Web Site - ValleysEcc.Org   Email - valleysecc@verizon.net
View online services at Link:

https://www.facebook.com/The-Valleys-Evangelical-Covenant-Church-113739983341029/     or on YouTube Link https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCWCNvvB8qUyJVry4rUWQFGQ 

If you are not on Facebook, go to the above YouTube link and you should be able to see any of the services (after the live stream is finished).  You can also listen to the sermon on Valleys website.  
The Valleys Evangelical Covenant Church

Rev. David Guertin, Pastor
Hymnal Technician, Bridget Campbell
Video Technician, Seth Guertin
December 12, 2021 - Worship, 10:15AM
Third Sunday of Advent
          Hymns are in the (RED) HYMNAL for Worship & Celebration            unless otherwise noted.
   Prelude    
Call to Worship: (Responsively)                 Dave Novinger                  
L   Good friends, Rejoice. God is with you.
P:  Even though we are imperfect and too often have turned our backs on God, still God is with us.
L:  God's love is forever. You are beloved.
P:  Even when we behave in ways which are contrary to what God would have us do.
L.  God forgives and loves you and seeks your well-being.
      P.  Praise be to God for such wondrous love. AMEN.
 
Invocation                                                  Dave Novinger
Lord, we have come to this place from a world of demands and schedules. We have sought hope and peace and have found them here. Now we seek the inner joy that only your presence can bring to our lives. Open our hearts and our spirits to your love. For we ask this in Jesus' Name. AMEN.

Advent Reading                           (Reader to be announced)                 

3rd Advent Reading - Joy

We light this candle as a sign of the coming light of Christ.

Advent means coming.

We are preparing ourselves for the days…
                 (Light Pink Advent candle)

When the wilderness and the dry land shall be glad,

The desert shall rejoice and blossom;

Like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly,

And rejoice with joy and singing.

Let us walk in the light of the Lord. 
Scripture Readings *indicates sermon text
O. Test.:  Zephaniah 3:14-20               (See Insert) Bridget Campbell    
Psalm: Isaiah 12:2-6  (Responsively)  (See Insert)  Pastor
N. Test: Philippians 4:4-7                   (See Insert) Dave Novinger                                  
Hymn -    “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel”               Page 123
* Gospel: Luke 3:7-18                        (See Insert)  Pastor  
Sermon:                        “Finding Joy”  
Prayers with the Lord’s Prayer (sins/sinned) 
Our Father, who art in heaven, Hallowed be thy Name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who have sinned against us. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever. Amen.
Hymn -   “Good Christian Men, Rejoice”                Page 151
Benediction
                                               
Greeting: “The Peace of God be with you.”   Pastor 
Response: “And also with you.”                      Congregation



Post-Service Music 
Worship Service: We welcome you today December 12th  the Third Sunday of Advent! Masks are no longer required but strongly encouraged. Social distancing is not required but please do so if you feel more comfortable. Hand sanitizer and masks are available if you are at all concerned about safety. We also encourage you to use your best judgment if you are at all sick to remain home until you are better. Thank you to everyone who understood the measures we took to keep everyone as safe and healthy as possible during the worst of the pandemic. It wasn’t easy, but with your understanding and love towards the most vulnerable among us, we made it through, so far. Please put your offering in the basket. Weekly envelopes/monetary donations may be dropped off at the church during office hours or mailed. Weekly Devotionals/bulletins will be mailed to our shut-ins and to those not comfortable attending services. Bulletins and devotionals can also be found on the church website.
                                  CHURCH CALENDAR 
          
Dec. 12 - 9:00AM - Sunday School  (Adult S. S. in Meeting Room)
                 10:15AM - In-Person Worship Service or Online

3rd Sunday of Advent

Dec. 14 - 5:30-6:30  - “Free Community Meal Take Out - All meals must be reserved by Thursday December 9th 
Dec. 19 - 9:00AM - Sunday School (Adult S. S. in Meeting Room)
                10:15AM - In-Person Worship Service or Online

               4th Sunday of Advent
LAY READERS:  Dec. 12 - Bridget Campbell, Dave Novinger; Dec. 19 - Scott Miller, Leon Shaffer Dec. 26 - Norine Goss, Sharon Fetterhoff.
SUNDAY SCHOOL TEACHERS: Dec. 12 - Donna Novinger; Dec. 19 - To be Announced; Dec. 26 - Bob Endy
*Lay Readers and Sunday School Teachers please note: If you cannot read scripture on your Sunday, please inform the church office as soon as possible. If you cannot teach on your Sunday, please inform Dave Novinger and the church office. Thank you. 
CHRISTMAS GIFTS FOR CHILDREN: Christmas gifts for children (wrapped, with the angels) must be returned Sunday Dec. 12. If you have any questions, please see Donna Novinger

If you no longer wish to have the weekly bulletin and devotional mailed to you, please call the church office (717-896-3118) or email us at valleysecc@verizon.net 

PLEASE TURN OFF CELL PHONES, PAGERS, ETC. during our worship service.  Thank you for your cooperation.

CHRISTMAS EVE SERVICE – Join us on Friday, December 24th at 7:00PM as we worship our Lord and Savior Jesus with hymns, joyful praise, and candlelight service (using battery operated flickering candles). Holy Communion will be safely administered during the service in pews with gloves, masks.
           1st SCRIPTURE READING- O.Test.- Zephaniah 3:14-20 (NLT)

14 Sing, O daughter of Zion; shout aloud, O Israel! Be glad and rejoice with all your heart, O daughter of Jerusalem! 15 For the

Lord will remove his hand of judgment and will disperse the armies of your enemy. And the Lord himself, the King of Israel,
will live among you! At last your troubles will be over, and you will never again fear disaster. 16 On that day the announcement to Jerusalem will be, “Cheer up, Zion! Don’t be afraid! 17 For the LORD your God is living among you. He is a mighty savior.
He will take delight in you with gladness. With his love, he will calm all your fears. He will rejoice over you with joyful songs.”
18 “I will gather you who mourn for the appointed festivals; you 

will be disgraced no more. 19 And I will deal severely with all who have oppressed you. I will save the weak and helpless ones; I will bring together those who were chased away. I will give glory and fame to my former exiles, wherever they have been mocked and shamed. 20 On that day I will gather you together and bring you home again. I will give you a good name, a name of distinction,
among all the nations of the earth, as I restore your fortunes     before their very eyes. I, the Lord, have spoken!”
2nd Reading - Isaiah 12:2-6 (Responsive) (NLT)
2 See, God has come to save me.
    I will trust in him and not be afraid.
The Lord God is my strength and my song;
    he has given me victory.”
3 With joy you will drink deeply from the fountain of salvation!
4 In that wonderful day you will sing:
    “Thank the Lord! Praise his name!
Tell the nations what he has done.
    Let them know how mighty he is!
5 Sing to the Lord, for he has done wonderful things.
    Make known his praise around the world.
6 Let all the people of Jerusalem shout his praise with joy!
    For great is the Holy One of Israel who lives among you.”
3rd Reading - N. Test. Philippians 4:4-7 (NLT)
4 Always be full of joy in the Lord. I say it again—rejoice! 5 Let everyone see that you are considerate in all you do. Remember, the Lord is coming soon. 6 Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he has done. 7 Then you will experience God’s peace, which exceeds anything we can understand. His peace will guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus.
*Sermon Text - Gospel: Luke 3:7-18 (NLT)
7 When the crowds came to John for baptism, he said, “You brood of snakes! Who warned you to flee the coming wrath? 8 Prove by the way you live that you have repented of your sins and turned to God. Don’t just say to each other, ‘We’re safe, for we are descendants of Abraham.’ That means nothing, for I tell you, God can create children of Abraham from these very stones. 9 Even now the ax of God’s judgment is poised, ready to sever the roots of the trees. Yes, every tree that does not produce good fruit will be chopped down and thrown into the fire.” 10 The crowds asked, “What should we do?” 11 John replied, “If you have two shirts, give one to the poor. If you have food, share it with those who are hungry.” 12 Even corrupt tax collectors came to be baptized and asked, “Teacher, what should we do?” 13 He replied, “Collect no more taxes than the government requires.” 14 “What should we do?” asked some soldiers. John replied, “Don’t extort money or make false accusations. And be content with your pay.” 15 Everyone was expecting the Messiah to come soon, and they were eager to know whether John might be the Messiah. 16 John answered their questions by saying, “I baptize you with[a] water; but someone is coming soon who is greater than I am—so much greater that I’m not even worthy to be his slave and untie the straps of his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 17 He is ready to separate the chaff from the wheat with his winnowing fork. Then he will clean up the threshing area, gathering the wheat into his barn but burning the chaff with never-ending fire.” 18 John used many such warnings as he announced the Good News to the people.
Hymn “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel (Veni Emmanuel) Page 123
        John Mason Neale | Thomas Helmore   Public Domain
CCLI Song # 31982 CCLI License # 2572107
Verse 1  

O come O come Emmanuel
And ransom captive Israel
That mourns in lonely exile here
Until the Son of God appear                   Refrain
Refrain  

Rejoice rejoice Emmanuel
Shall come to thee O Israel
Verse 2    O come Thou Dayspring come and cheer
Our spirits by Thine advent here
Disperse the gloomy clouds of night
And death's dark shadows put to flight    Refrain
Verse 3     O come Thou Wisdom from on high
And order all things far and nigh
To us the path of knowledge show
And cause us in her ways to go                Refrain
Verse 4     O come Desire of nations bind
All peoples in one heart and mind
Bid envy strife and quarrels cease
Fill the whole world with heaven's peace  Refrain
Link for “O Come, O Come Emmanuel”    (Pg. 125)
https://youtu.be/gLnlhpXV5IM?t=1 

            SERVICE CANCELLATION POLICY

 *******************************************************
   If a service or activity has to be cancelled due to adverse weather conditions during the winter, please check the following TV stations - WHTM Channel 27 and WHP Channel 21 to see if Valleys appears on their cancellation display.

********************************************************
Hymn Story of “Good Christian Men, Rejoice”: This medieval tune has been sung for many years, and dates all the way back to the 14th century. Hve you ever heard of a macaronic hymn? I hadn’t either until I began to read the story behind “Good Christian Men Rejoice.” In the first place, this hymn goes back a long way, back at least to the Middle Ages when it was sung in Latin mixed with German (medieval tradition to teach bible stories to uneducated peasants through music). That’s the “macaronic” part. It means a hymn containing words and phrases from two different languages. Though the text was not published until 1533 in Joseph Klug’s Geistlichle Lieder, it was mentioned earlier by a famous 14th century writer who claims to have seen Angels singing the hymn while dancing around the mystic Heinrich Suso (D. 1366 a Dominican monk). Though we sing this text in English today, the original manuscript was written in a combination of Latin and German. Though not much is known about this hymn, the translator is very well known. John Mason Neale was known as one of the most prominent translators of hymns from Latin, Greek, or other languages to English. One of his most famous translations is “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel,” which was written in the eighth century but translated by Neale in 1851.
   The text talks of the gratefulness that all men should have for Christ’s arrival on Earth. The three verses celebrate the three different stages of Christ’s birth, the first - is the news of his arrival, the second - the fulfillment of prophecy and proving that Christ has come to save us, and the third - we have nothing to fear now that our savior has come. The Christmas season is always a beautiful time, full of life, love, and family, but we cannot forget that miracle of Christ’s birth. By giving us a young child, we were all humbled simultaneously. By the king of the heavens being brought down in the form of an innocent baby, who held no standing, who had no form of earthly power, who was born outside of town in a dirty manger, God has shown us that the last shall be first in the kingdom of heaven. Getting back to the happier message of the text, we should all be thankful that God has sent us his son. Christmas is a reminder that even though Christ was born 2,000 years ago, we can still spread the news of great joy and of peace that has come to us all. Christ is born in us each and every day, and we can live out our lives spreading the news that we have been saved by a child, and that we have been given the greatest gift of all, God’s everlasting love and the promise of life eternal, fulfilled by the birth of Christ!

Good Christian Men Rejoice (In Dulci Jubilo)  Page 151

       John Mason Neale   Public Domain

CCLI Song # 85158CCLI License # 2572107
Verse 1  Good Christian men rejoice
With heart and soul and voice
Give ye heed to what we say
News news Jesus Christ is born today
Ox and ass before Him bow
And He is in the manger now
Christ is born today
Christ is born today
Verse 2    Good Christian men rejoice
With heart and soul and voice
Now ye hear of endless bliss
Joy joy Jesus Christ was born for this
He has opened heaven’s door
And man is blessed evermore
Christ was born for this
Christ was born for this
Verse 3     Good Christian men rejoice
With heart and soul and voice
Now ye need not fear the grave
Peace peace Jesus Christ was born to save
Calls you one and calls you all
To gain His everlasting hall
Christ was born to save
Link for Hymn “Good Christian Men, Rejoice”: (Pg. 151)

https://youtu.be/HR7ZdtWQAfE?t=2 

MISSION OFFERING donations (September thru December) go to “Christmas Benevolence” (Please put it in weekly envelopes marked “Missions”.)

History of Hymn: "O Come, O Come, Emmanuel" is a Christian hymn for Advent and Christmas written by John Mason Neale. This glorious hymn calls upon various divine bodies to give wisdom, salvation, victory, and safety among other requests. It is a translation of a Latin hymn, "Veni, Veni, Emmanuel." The 1861 translation, by John Mason Neale, from Hymns Ancient and Modern is the most notable in the English-speaking realm, but other English translations also endure. Adaptations into other modern languages (particularly German) are also in broad use. The lyrics and the melody for "O Come, O Come, Emmanuel" emerged independently. The Latin text is first documented in Germany in 1710, whereas the melody most commonly associated in the English-speaking world has its origins in 15th-century France.

     The Biblical Origin of "O Come, O Come Emmanuel": In Scripture, the name "Emmanuel" first appears in Isaiah 7:14, which says, “Therefore the Lord Himself will give you a sign; The virgin will conceive, and give birth to a Son, and will call Him Emmanuel” (NIV). The original meaning of the name is: “with us is God,” or “God with us.” Although it says in Isaiah 7:14 “thou shalt call his name Immanuel,” Mary and Joseph didn’t give their son that name. Instead, they followed the directions given specifically to them in Matthew 1:21 (Joseph in a dream) and Luke 1:31 (Mary by the angel Gabriel) to name Him Jesus. As seen in Matthew 1:23 above, the meaning of Emmanuel is “God with us.” The promised child was given the name of Jesus but was also Emmanuel, God in the flesh.
       There are numerous textual variations in many hymnals, including even the order of the stanzas. Many hymns found in our hymnals transcend centuries, cultures, translations and many variations until we find them in the form that we sing. With this hymn, the essence of the original Latin text remains. By singing “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” with the antiphons interspersed, Christians today may participate in a sacred Advent ritual
Attendance: 

In-person worship for Dec. 5 was 27.
Face book views for Dec. 5 were 73.
Face book views for Nov.  28 were 50.
GIANT GIFT CARDS may be purchased through church office.
TOYS  FOR TOTS  is using the social hall to sort toys  until Dec. 17th during church office hours. If anyone wishes to help sort toys, please see Donna Novinger so we can inform the co-coordinator of Toys For Tots. Toys will be distributed on Sat. Dec. 18th.
CHRISTMAS CARDS: Valleys Christmas mail box is in the church foyer from until December 19th for Christmas cards.  The cards will be on the tables in the back of the sanctuary.  Please check each time you come into church for your cards.  Addresses for shut-ins and members and friends who are still not coming to church will be in bulletin in December (addresses will not be posted our church website online for privacy and security reasons). Please call or email (717-896-3118) the church office email valleysecc@verizon.net  if you need someone’s address. You may send one card to be posted on bulletin board if you wish.

ANNUAL REPORTS are due from the following committees! (Pastor, Council President, Worship Committee, Elders, Deacons, Property Committee, Mission Committee, Youth Group, Fellowship Group, Choir.)  Please give the reports to the church secretary by Sun. January 2, 2022​ for sufficient time to prepare reports for the Annual Congregational meeting on Sun. January 16, 2022.
ANNUAL CONGREGATIONAL MEETING will be held on January 16, 2022 following 10:15AM Worship Service.

COUNCIL REORGANIZATION MEETING will be held on Wednesday January 19, 2022.
INSTALLATION OF ELDERS AND DEACONS will be held on Sunday January 23, 2022 during Worship Service.
The Valleys Evangelical Covenant Church
3682 Peters Mountain Road (Physical address), P. O. Box H (Mailing address), Halifax, PA  17032

Office: (717)-896-3118       Fax : (717)-896-9038        

                                           Email: valleysecc@verizon.net    Website: ValleysEcc.Org
                                                             Rev. David C. Guertin, Pastor
Weekly Devotional #48 
                 December 12, 2021                               “Finding Joy”

   
      
                        3rd Sunday of Advent: Joy
Take a minute or two for silent prayer to come before God.

Call to Worship:

L: Good friends, Rejoice. God is with you.
P: Even though we are imperfect and too often have turned our backs on God, still God is with us.
L: God's love is forever. You are beloved.
P: Even when we behave in ways which are contrary to what God would have us do.
L: God forgives and loves you and seeks your well-being.
P: Praise be to God for such wondrous love. AMEN.
Invocation:

Lord, we have come to this place from a world of demands and schedules. We have sought hope and peace and have found them here. Now we seek the inner joy that only your presence can bring to our lives. Open our hearts and our spirits to your love. For we ask this in Jesus' Name. AMEN.
Readings: *indicates sermon text
Old Testament: Zephaniah 3:14-20
Responsive: Isaiah 12:2-6
New Testament: Philippians 4:4-7
*Gospel: Luke 3:7-18
Meditation:

“Finding Joy”

“You brood of vipers!” Imagine going to hear your favorite speaker, musician, or (dare I say it) pastor and these are the first words with which you’re greeted. To say that hearing those words would be jarring would be an understatement. Maybe you went to hear a word of encouragement. Maybe you went to sing along to your favorite songs, hoping that your absolute favorite would be played. You may have been looking for something to lift your spirits after a hard season of life. The last thing you expected was to be compared to snakes slithering away from harm and danger, hoping not to be noticed, but willing to lash out at any threat. This is not the approach experts recommend if you want to have a following, or grow a church. And what, if anything, does John’s words have to do with joy; the theme of this week in Advent?


Luke doesn’t spend any time to explain why people were coming to John to be baptized. Yet something compelled them to come. What is significant is that they’re coming to John in the wilderness. The wilderness is an important theme in scripture. It’s in the desolation, the isolation that human need encounters God’s gracious provision says theologian Audrey West. The Hebrew word for wilderness takes its meaning from two other words: ‘in the midst of’, and ‘speaking, or word.’ So one could translate that word more literally to mean “in the midst of speaking,” or “ the place where God is speaking.” 


What is their need then? Maybe they recognize their own brokenness and sin. They may be aware of how far they’ve fallen short of being God’s covenant people, especially in the commands to love God, and love neighbor as one’s self. They may be aware of past failures and unfulfilled dreams. Maybe they’re overwhelmed and have nowhere else to turn. They might be looking for a way out of the grip of sin and guilt. Perhaps they’re wondering if there’s any hope for change. Undoubtedly some came to see John out of curiosity: who was this strange man with a fiery message? Could he be the promised Messiah? 


While John’s first words are jarring and shocking to our modern ears, they are anchored firmly in the prophetic tradition of the Old Testament prophets, warning of judgment and a call to return to God. He was warning that the current path of their lives would lead to disastrous consequences. Yet his message was not without hope. That God was ready to welcome and forgive anyone who repented by turning from a destructive way of life to God and his offer of unfailing love, mercy, and grace. 


Some of those coming to see John were banking on their being descendants of Abraham, and heirs of the covenant God made with him. They had forgotten that part of the covenant called for them to live as people with whom the living God dwelt. And perhaps more dangerous is that they mistakenly believed that their being Israelites would mean they were exempt from judgement, despite all the times in Israel’s history that judgement fell on them because of their willful rebellion. 


The crowds asked John what should they then do? John then spells out what the ‘fruits of repentance’ looks like for the different groups represented. John says that if you have to shirts or jackets, give one of them to a person who has none. If you have food share it with those who are hungry. Don’t be stingy with what God has blessed you. He blessed you so you could in turn bless others. 

The tax collectors who came also wanted to know what to do. “Don’t collect any more than you’re required to.” Tax collectors had to pay Rome a certain amount per citizen, but they were allowed to set their own rates above that to earn a living. But Rome did not regulate what a tax collector could charge. In their greed they were heaping up wealth on the backs of people who were struggling just to survive. Don’t be greedy so you extort and rob others just to make yourself rich. 

Some soldiers were present and they too wanted to know what they should do. “Don’t extort money and don’t accuse people falsely; be content with your pay.” Soldiers were notorious for pressuring people to pay them off so they wouldn’t be falsely punished or accused of something. They were notorious for abusing their authority and power to their own advantage. Don’t be so hungry for power, influence, and money that you abuse those you’re meant to govern. 

People wanted to know if John might be the promised Messiah because of the power and force of his message. And John offers first warning, then hope. The warning is that people were and are in danger of being cut off from God, the source of love, light, and life. Their choices had consequences. Their selfishness had a cost both to the ones that were being exploited and abused, and to the ones doing the abusing and exploiting. The message of hope is that there’s still time to change; time to repent. But you don’t know how much time. 

The hope is in the one for whom John was preparing the way: the Messiah, or Christ. John told his audience that the one to come was so much more than he was. That while he baptized with water to signify a person’s intent to live a life which reflected their repentance and God’s forgiveness, the coming Messiah would baptize with the Holy Spirit. This baptism wouldn’t be just to signify a person’s intent, but would be the means that God would bring about genuine transformation. Not only would this message bring hope, but ultimately would lead to true joy because God was making it possible to be enveloped by his love and forgiveness through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. 

We often ignore God’s plea for us to return to him; to turn from our selfish ways towards him and towards other. Yet God, in his love and mercy, pursues us like the lost and confused sheep we are. This is good news! It’s news worth celebrating and proclaiming! And just when we feel like we can’t change, that there’s no hope for us, God comes and offers to indwell us in the person of the Holy Spirit. “Behold, I come and make all things new.” 

May we hear John’s words as a challenge and wake up call to freshly examine our lives. May we find hope that God has made it possible for us to receive his transforming love and life in the person of Jesus Christ through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. May we experience joy in having true peace with God. May it be so and amen. 

Prayers with the Lord’s Prayer: (sins; sinned)

"It's the most wonderful time of the year" - the music swirls toward our ears from countless speakers in stores, on the radio, on TV. But we aren't so sure about that. We have been so wrapped up in preparation for the "wonderful season" we can't seem to find the joy. So many people are in need. We have friends and family members who are suffering from illnesses, loss, alienation. We want them to be happy, but we can't make that happen. We bring their names to you, Lord, for your healing mercy and rest in the assurance of your loving presence with them.

[Silent Prayer for friends and loved ones, and community and world concerns)

That is a comfort to us. But we also stand in need of your healing restoration. We are feeling depleted, discouraged, and exhausted. Slow us down, Lord. Help us to feel the joy of your love from the "inside out" and in every direction! Remind us that your gift of love is freely given to us so that we may be healed and be a blessing to someone else. Touch our hearts and spirits, so that your joy may spring from our lips and our lives.

[The Lord’s Prayer].

Benediction: 

Rejoice in the Lord always, show gentleness to all, do not be anxious, make your needs known to God by prayer, with thanksgiving; and the peace of God guard your heart and mind in Christ Jesus. Amen.
Close with silent prayer for a minute or two.
