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This is a project to help us think afresh about our 

faith, who was and is Jesus, and where is God in 

our world. 

Advent is a time of preparation and each week 

we follow a theme, as we draw closer to 

Christmas Day. The daily thoughts may seem a 

little disjointed at times but they will come 

together, theme and counter-theme threaded 

through the four weeks to provide a rich 

symphony a fuller picture of Jesus 
 

O come let us adore Him 

 

1 Bible and Literature 

In the first week we think about the Bible, our 

Scriptures, the book of God, without which we 

would know so little about Jesus. 

We think about its richness and variety – it is not 

really one book at all, but 66 documents gathered 

into sections, with two main sections, what we 

call the Old and New Testaments. 

It is full of stories, narratives, poetry, drama, 

characters, instructions, challenges, images, but 

sometimes we make it dull and flat. 
 

Good Christians all rejoice 

 

2 Bible and History 

In the second week we think more about the 

prophets – Why? Because they were trying to see 

where God was in the world, and what God was 

calling people to do. How is God at work in 

history? What is judgement, and is God merciful? 

What about other people? 

As people deep in prayer they were given 

insights, pictures, understanding including 

glimpses of what God would do in the future. For 

the God of then had a plan for the ‘then’ and the 

future, to bring in his Kingdom, on the Day of the 

Lord.  

And we too live in the real world of ‘now’ but 

have faith in and hope for the Kingdom which is 

to come, not as passive spectators, but active in 

the world today. 

 

3 The real world of Jesus 

In the third week we will look a bit at the world in 

which Jesus was born and in which he lived, a 

complex world. Jesus lived in a real place, a 

restive place, with the joys of family and the 

pressures of making a living, made harder by the 

politics of his time. As a Jewish man, he was 

brought up in the synagogue and his family took 

him to the Temple. 

It was a real world but very different from ours 

today. What does it mean to say that God 

became human in that particular context. 
 

Once in royal David’s city  

.. in a lowly manger bed 

 

4 The Names of Jesus 

And in the fourth week we think about what the 

names of Jesus tell us. In this fourth movement of 

the Symphony the four gospel writers play 

variations on a common theme and we pick up 

the themes that the prophets had hinted at many 

years before. 

And there are new themes, not least from the 

messages of the angels, to Mary, to Joseph, to 

the shepherds.  

This very ordinary birth is extra-ordinary; 

This humble scene is frequented by angels and 

shepherds and foreign Magi; 

And in the midst, trying to make sense, 

committed to doing the will of God, is Mary, a 

young, “ordinary” woman,caught up in the most 

amazing moment since Creation. 

Let us get back to the wonder, the awe, the 

mystery, the majesty, the cosmic shock of 

Christmas. This is the final movement of this 

Symphony, and we should return to our homes 

with the music ringing in our ears, and our lives 

changed. 
 

O come, O come, Emmanuel 



1.1 The Book that bursts open 

How dull is a book which has too many pages and 

words – and, let’s be honest, our Bibles look dull. 

They sit on a shelf. 

But what if – within the covers – we were to be 

told there is a rich adventure – like a diver 

discovering treasures, new things, openings to go 

through. 

Or what if we were allowed to read it in “colour”. 

There are 66 books in our Bible. There are 39 

books in the Old Testament Section and 27 in the 

New Testament. 

And they are very different.  

First up, we need to remember that the Hebrew 

way of thinking is with story more than with logic. 

The Greeks got into philosophy and argument 

and logic and we find St Paul sometimes using 

this approach, but the Jews explored truth or 

what is true in narrative or story. 

And second up therefore we need to let go of our 

modern way of doing history as a factual 

investigation. The Hebrew “histories” were 

written to inform the readers about God; they are 

selective and written to challenge us now more 

than to educate us about the past. The past is 

important in as much as it teaches us about God’s 

faithfulness or holiness or justice 

And third up therefore we should expect to 

engage with the stories not just plough through 

them. We should think and feel with the main 

characters and not always take things too 

seriously. 

There are short vivid stories, like Ruth and Jonah 

and Esther. 

There is love-poetry in what we call the “Song of 

Songs” and it is very raunchy when you look at 

the language and metaphor. 

There are instructions on living, both the “Law” 

like the 10 Commandments or Leviticus, and the 

“Proverbs” which have a very different feel. 

We don’t know a whole lot about the prophets 

but we have long works which are under the 

names of Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, and then 

shorter books like Habakkuk or Amos, or 

Zephaniah. 

We have the stories of Abraham, his children and 

grandchildren through much of Genesis, which 

take 40 chapters after 10 chapters exploring why 

the world is how it is in big powerful stories. 

And then there is a time-gap and we move to 

Moses and the Hebrews escaping from Egypt, and 

this story is uninterrupted until the end of the 

Books of Kings when everything has gone wrong. 

Some characters get a lot of chapters like 

Abraham, Moses, Joshua, Samuel or David. Most 

of the books are by men and about men – that 

was the culture then, and they are written into 

and from their cultures, but there are some 

remarkable women, the midwives, Shiphrah and 

Puah, Miriam, Deborah, Abigail, Huldah, possibly 

women we haven’t heard of. 

If you start scuba-diving, go diving on a reef, it is 

helpful to have a guide who can both show you 

things and also show you how to find things. 

When we visit a new place, it is great to have 

someone to show us things which we might 

otherwise miss and help us understand things 

which we might otherwise get confused about or 

even get wrong. 

Sometimes we are not sure who to ask, or 

whether we should ask, and we muddle along, 

not really understanding what we have heard or 

seen, missing out on so much. 

As children we were brought up – possibly – to 

see people as goodies or baddies, but most of the 

main characters in our Bible are more nuanced. 

They are sketched as complex, with faults and 

strengths. The writers do not hide the failings; 

these are no plaster saints, but complex people, 

sketched carefully, but we get to know them 

mostly by their actions; we are not let into their 

thoughts as we would be in a modern novel. 

In Genesis the “soap opera” of Abraham’s family 

includes struggles between husbands and wives, 

parents and children, brothers against brothers. 

Mostly the writer does not actually make 

judgement but leaves us to assess what has 

happened; and often we will find there is a 

deeper level or several levels of meaning each 

rather different. 

Pick it up and read a story and remind yourself 

what it is like!  



1.2 The Big Story  

Yesterday we considered briefly the variety of 
types of book in the Bible – we didn’t even 
mention the letters in the New Testament, or the 
detailed instructions on how to make the Ark of 
the Covenant in Exodus, or the genealogies; the 
lists of who begat who!. 

Nor did I mention that the order of the books in 
our Old Testament is rather different from the 
order in the Jewish Scriptures, or that most of the 
letters in the New Testament which come after 
the gospels were probably written before the 
gospels! 

So is there a theme or are there some great 
themes we can begin to see across these many 
books and different types of book. 

Here are a few ways we might see the big story 

a) The Bible begins with a God who creates an 
amazing world and it ends in Revelation with God 
making a new heaven and new earth which is also 
amazing. The big difference is that the world in 
Genesis 1 had no people in it whereas the new 
heaven and new earth will have the new 
Jerusalem – it will be populated and busy with 
people. 

In the meantime, we have seen kingdoms and 
empires rise and fall; we have seen God’s people 
in good times and more often in bad; and then 
this person Jesus has been born, killed and raised 
to new life which is the first-fruit of this new 
Kingdom which is coming. Creation, Rescue, New 
Creation. 

b) After God has made the world and given 
humans such freedom, the humans choose to 
believe a serpent and to break the boundaries 
given. This leads to self-awareness and shame 
and they hide. God calls them. 

Much later God calls Abraham to be blessed and 
to be a blessing. 

Moses too is called to rescue God’s people and 
lead them. 
David is called to be King, to free the people from 
the Philistines and so they can live in peace. 

David and Solomon are called by God to build the 
Temple. 

Prophets are called to speak God’s word when 
people are rebellious in spirit 

Jesus calls disciples to follow him and he calls on 
his followers to make disciples. 

All called so that they can bring blessing to 
others. God is a God who calls and finds and 
welcomes. 

c) Walter Brueggemann says there are three eras 
of the Old Testament. His first is the Exodus as 
the people travel into a new and freer world from 
slavery; Second is the time of the monarchy, 
especially of David, when there is an apparently 
settled and secure time, with Temple and 
sacrifices and people living in peace; this is 
eroded and in 586 BC Jerusalem is destroyed and 
the leading people are taken into exile in 
Babylon. 

After a couple of generations they are allowed to 
return, and this third phase, exile and post-exile, 
is marked by rebuilding their community – 
struggling but with the memory of the glory days 
of King David. 

Brueggemann comments that the more 
interesting theology is done from the margins, by 
the Exodus community in their wanderings and 
by the post-exile community as they work out 
what God is asking them to be and to do. 

d) Another way to understand the big story is to 
think about God’s message of blessing and 
salvation. 

From a human perspective, we look back and 
discover God is our Creator; we learn that 
humans have turned their back on God and hurt 
each other. 

The Law is given to help us live as God wants, but 
people did not. 

The prophets speak against what is wrong and 
call people to turn back to God. The Law and the 
Prophets also speak of the grace and blessing of 
God on those who serve him. 

John the Baptist continues in this tradition before 
Jesus himself, also speaks of the grace of God, the 
welcome of God, and the need to repent and 
believe, and this same message is preached by 
the early Church, the good news that God loves 
us and the call to live as God desires. 

These are just some ways we can see a long story 
emerge through the Bible; like a complex piece of 
music, the Bible has many themes which are 
explored and returned to, developed and even 
challenged. But it can help to see something of 
the whole picture and where different passages 
fit in. 

 



1.3 Some History (and Geography) helps 

The time of Abraham is somewhere around 1800 
BC. The last books of the New Testament were 
written maybe around 100AD. That is 1900 
yearsof time, so of course things changed. 

Our story is focused on a small area (modern day 
Israel / Palestine) on the eastern end of the 
Mediterranean, but much of the big activity in the 
Old Testament is generated either from Egypt to 
the south or from Assyria / Babylon / Persia to 
the East (in modern day Iraq/ Iran). Abraham 
originates from this area and it is the Assyrians 
and Babylonians who will destroy Israel.  

In the New Testament there is a shift west-wards. 
The super-power is now Rome which has 
conquered Greece and Egypt and is pushing east. 
Jesus is born in a place which was still ruled by a 
king – Herod, but by the time he is adult 
Jerusalem is part of a Roman Province. 

The language for traders was a form of Greek, 
and so the New Testament documents are 
written in this Greek, so they could be read in the 
new churches that sprang up across what is now 
Turkey and Greece and even in Rome. The 
citizens of Corinth or Thessalonica or Rome, even 
if some were Jewish by origin, would not have 
known the world of the Galilean villages or 
Jerusalem. But traders brought goods and told 
stories, and ideas travelled round the Roman 
Empire. Ships sailed in the summer months, but 
as Paul found out being in a boat later in the 
autumn was dangerous. 

Abraham lived at a time when there was little 
organised religion. He worshipped his God under 
trees and piled up stones as altars. The tribes 
when they settled in the Promised Land – maybe 
around 1200 BC or possibly earlier - had a 
number of sacred places, some like Bethel linked 
back to Abraham, but as the tribes became a 
nation and had a king over them so they also had 
a capital city, Jerusalem, and then a Temple 
which became the centre of religious life.  

When the Temple was destroyed and the 
Israelites were scattered, then they remembered 
their key stories and teaching and they met in 
smaller groups, which became the synagogue. 
Not a place for sacrifices, but for teaching and 
praying. Even when the Temple was rebuilt, the 
synagogues remained part of village and town-
life, so Jesus goes to Jerusalem for special 
occasions but he teaches in the synagogues. 

Abraham and Moses and David and Jesus had 
four very different ways of living and 
worshipping. 

We must not think that things were the same any 
more than your life is the same as Alfred the 
Great or Queen Elizabeth 1st and the people who 
lived in your area in those days. 

And just like our world today, the times of Jesus 
were complex and challenging. We’ll look at this 
in a bit more detail in week 3, but the world of 
Galilee and of the rural farming peasant was very 
different from the cosmopolitan trading city of 
Corinth, or the historic cities of Ephesus or 
Alexandria. 

If Abraham lived differently from David, then so 
too did Lydia in Philippi from Andrew the 
fisherman in Galilee.  

And, yes, the Bible is mostly about men, because 
the public world was the man’s world mostly. We 
see in the ministry of Jesus however an opening 
for women, they could follow him, learn from 
him; Mary Magdalene is the first to see the Risen 
Jesus and tells the men – the apostle to the 
apostles. 

The Bible is written through these changing 
cultures; it is written in Hebrew and some 
Aramaic and then Greek reflecting the changing 
cultures. 

Slaves were a constant reality so while there is 
teaching about treating slaves properly, the Bible 
does not teach the abolition of slavery, and nor 
does it teach about Trade Unions or European 
Unions. It is of its time.  

And what was permitted couldchange – like 
sacrificing animals, or having concubines (extra 
wives).  

Because of where Israel is situated, it was often 
caught up in war, whether with the local tribes 
like the Moabites or Philistines, or later the bigger 
powers like the Babylonians or Egyptians. And in 
Jesus time, it was ruled by the Romans who were 
not liked; the Jews longed for the time when God 
would bring in the new King and set them free. 
The Bible is very political, set in real situations of 
unrest and injustice, poverty and danger.  

Those of us who live in greater peace and stability 
might need help making sense of this as it is not 
our world.  



1.4 Rules and Stories 

Many of us know some of the Bible Stories – we 
learnt some as children though we probably 
learnt a rather shortened and simpler version. 
We also know some of the stories Jesus told. 

Many of us also know that the Bible is full of 
rules- Laws, the 10 Commandments and many 
more; there is a view that it is full of “Don’ts” and 
“must not”, though again we might be surprised. 

Have you ever thought that it is strange for the 
Bible to have both in it? If it really was a rule book 
why does it have so many stories? In fact, the 
rules are mostly tucked away in sections of the 
story. 
 

As we saw a few days ago, the Bible is made up of 
many books and the books are very different. 

In the Old Testament the first part was known as 
“The Law” but the Hebrew word torah, which 
gets translated Law is better understood as 
‘instruction’. There are things we must not do 
and things we should do.Of course there are. 

Later in a very different style, the Book of 
Proverbs has short one-liners (or two-liners) 
which share popular wisdom, a very different 
approach from Leviticus! Jesus is reported 
primarily as one who healed the sick and told 
parables, stories, teasing stories which you had to 
work out; though we also have what we call the 
Sermon on the Mount, which is where Matthew 
has gathered much of Jesus’s teaching on various 
subjects. 

And the Summary of the Law doesn’t have a 
“don’t” in it. It has two positives: - Love the Lord 
your God, and Love your neighbour as yourself.  

So much then for rules. 

Or – hang on. One of the great themes of the Old 
Testament is the holiness of God, and how a holy 
God cannot stand wrong-doing of any kind. 

So having some instruction, guidance, help in 
how to live is important. And Jesus said he came 
to fulfil the Torah not to abolish any of it. 

In the Garden of Eden God gave permission for 
everything, and restricted just the two trees. 
When God gave the Israelites the “promised 
land”, they were given freedom to shape their 
lives, as long as they remembered God and 
honoured God. 

In the week six days are for “work” and one for 
worship and rest. Wherever we look we see a 

God who gives us freedom, freedom to choose. 
And we see a God who gives, who gives us 
opportunities to live. 

And in the New Testament we find the same. We 
have the parables of Jesus but also Paul’s letters 
which are more directive, though all based on 
how we respond to God’s generosity. Paul does 
give direction on how Christians should live, and 
he too calls on people to live holy lives. 
 

So let’s go back for a moment to all those stories. 
Some are downright shocking, and some we 
should not share with young children. Some are 
about people who deliberately do what they 
want, but some seem to be about God punishing 
whole groups of people, or making people do 
things that are bad, and there is often the 
question, “Why didn’t God stop that?” 

This is where our Bible is hard. The various 
writers, on occasion, present stories about God 
which test us. They are meant to. We should ask 
“Why?” We should say “Hang on!”  

But we should also note that the troubling stories 
get us thinking about who God is, what God 
requires, what is happening in our world, how to 
live with suffering and injustice, oppression and 
disaster as well as the good things. 

The Bible does not have a philosophical theory on 
suffering but it has the prayers of sufferers (many 
of the Psalms, and the Book of Lamentations), it 
has Job wrestling with his suffering, or Habakkuk, 
in his watch-tower asking “why?” 

Whether or not they get sufficient answers, they 
are examples to us of people struggling in faith, 
diving deeper, not giving up, being real in a real 
world where there is too much that is wrong. 

And at the heart of it all is a longer story of Jesus 
who is crucified, having been flogged and abused, 
an innocent man, and we believe that Jesus was 
and is God. In the account of the crucifixion, told 
in four gospels, the “story” wrestles with “Where 
is God?” and Jesus says he has been forsaken, but 
he also says “It is finished”.  

St Paul does try to explain some of this to new 
Christians in his letters, and John of Patmos 
paints vivid pictures of it in “wild” chapters in 
Revelation, but at the heart of it all is a story of 
bread and wine shared, and then of crucifixion, 
death, and rising again in and to glory. 

 



1.5 An Unfinished Symphony 

On the whole we like our books to have a good 
ending. More than that we like it if the hero 
prevails and the baddies get their due desserts. 

In the heroic / ‘superman’ type films, James Bond 
or whoever the hero is may come close to 
disaster, may get beaten up, but always emerges 
triumphant to save the world. 

Should we read the Bible as if Jesus is akin to 
Superman, beaten up but ultimately victorious. At 
one level, Yes. The Bible speaks clearly of  time 
when God’s Kingdom will triumph, of the new 
heaven and new earth, and even of how God will 
redeem and make good things that got broken 
and destroyed, but there are huge differences 
too between Jesus and Superman. 

First, Jesus dies. He is killed and buried, and – we 
read – God raises him up. From an earthly 
perspective, Jesus has failed and is dead and – 
raised to new life – Jesus does not smash his 
enemies but appears to some of his friends and 
calls them to continue to live as he did, opposing 
unjust power, but not abusing power themselves, 
putting others first. 

Second, the Bible speaks of the future coming of 
the King and Kingdom – to use its language - but 
this is still in the future, and, if we are honest, the 
world continues to be a mess in so many ways.  

Hope is for what is not seen; faith is in what God 
has promised. Believers live in the present, 
assured by the past and in hope of a future. 

In 1.2 we looked at the big story. Intriguingly, if 
we look at the big blocks of story in the Bible they 
tend to end with more questions than they 
started with. At the end of Genesis all the 
wonderful promises to Abraham in ch 12 are still 
pretty much unfulfilled – in fact the people are 
not even living in their land anymore – they are in 
Egypt because of famine. OK – you say – but they 
will come true. And Joshua does lead them (back) 
into the land, but the story continues with 
Philistines and other enemies, a brief high-spot 
under King David, before things get worse and 2 
Kings ends with the people in exile, out of their 
land, and with the Temple destroyed and the 
monarchy over. 

And the Old Testament ends with things very 
fragile and uncertain and unsure. The last book in 
our order of the Old Testament – Malachi – does 
speak of a prophet who will come, like Elijah, but 
no one could say the Old Testament ends on a 

heroic note; this movement of the symphony 
ends with a plaintive clarinet suggesting a future. 

Isaiah spoke of a tree chopped down, but a shoot 
growing from it. 

And our New Testament also promises a future 
but the fragile congregations that Paul writes to 
are not conquering, successful, perfect 
congregations but troubled and split and often 
persecuted. Our New Testament also is 
predominantly “unfinished” in that the people in 
it continue to wait for the End. 

This is good news! Because we too live in a world 
where things are up and down, sometimes very 
down; where at an individual level we live with 
health issues, in body mind and spirit, we remain 
living within the “confines” of sin and our 
mortality; and at a social level, injustices are 
sometimes sorted but others spring up, and in 
some places there is systemic injustice, systemic 
violence, persecution of believers and 
persecution of people simply because they are 
“different”. 

We live in a world where we see some people 
discover the good news of Jesus, where we find 
peace and hope in our church, but where we also 
know the churches are all too often in decline. 

It is universally true that you can cut something 
down quickly but it will take years for it to grow. 

And into this world came Jesus, to live in it, to 
breathe and eat and laugh and suffer and die. 

And in our Bible we have stories of human 
triumph and human resilience; we have stories of 
people waiting on God, lamenting, crying out; we 
have stories of women and men making choices 
and bringing up children. 

If you started with the world you would say it was 
ephemeral – it changes – there is decay as well as 
growth but in this world decay seems to win out. 
If the world we live in is ephemeral, changing, 
passing, then we have an inner hope for that 
which is eternal, and the Bible speaks of this, but 
it is in the future, and for now we live with the 
choices and limitations of this world, but in the 
secure knowledge that God has shared this world 
and this life, and offers his world and his life. 

We triumph, only in God and through God and 
God’s triumph came from taking suffering on 
himself not causing it. 

 

 



An Advent Symphony 

Four movements for full Orchestra 
 

AN ADVENT COURSE at HOME  

by Peter Reiss 

Second Movement – God speaks 

2.1 A real faith requires a real God in a real 

world 

In the first verses of Genesis, God speaks and we see 

the Creation being formed, emerging wonderfully, 

light and dark, sea, sky and land, plants, animals and 

people. 

“And God said; ‘Let there be ..’ and it was so” 

And in the Garden, God speaks to Adam and to Eve; 

God speaks to Cain, even though he has killed his 

brother; God speaks to Abraham, to Moses. 

God is a God who connects and who takes the 

initiative to do so. 

 

Almost everyone has heard of Pontius Pilate a second-

rate, not very good, Roman Governor of a small back-

water Province! We know his name, because he was 

the one who signed off on the crucifixion of Jesus. 

The central drama of the Christian Faith is rooted in 

history. While our creeds may express theology, they 

focus on Jesus who was born of Mary (in the time of 

Herod the Great) and who was crucified (executed as 

an unwanted enemy of the Roman State) under 

Pontius Pilate. 

Scholars may argue over the year he was born and the 

year he was killed but there is no doubt he lived, and 

there is no doubt he lived in that period of history and 

that part of the world. 

 

The Bible moves from the Creation of the universe (by 

the way - there is a wonderful throwaway line in 

Genesis 1:16 ‘he also made the stars’), to a particular 

wooden feeding trough for a first bed, in a small 

village, and a particular wooden cross outside 

Jerusalem one Friday. The same God beyond time and 

in time: Christmas is about God coming fully into 

history and living life with us. 

This week we explore a number of themes – what 

does it mean for God to speak and act in history? 

 

We know the Bible talks about the Kingdom of God, 

and it talks about righteousness and it has instructions 

for living, but we sometimes think the Bible is not 

about politics which is a rather peculiar leap to make. 

We know the Old Testament is about the Jewish 

people, though we need to realise that their identity 

as Jewish only slowly emerged. It is probably more 

accurate to describe Moses as a Hebrew (adopted into 

an Egyptian family), to describe David as from the 

tribe of Judah; we might call Isaiah an Israelite for 

shorthand, and only later might we refer to Nehemiah 

or Ezra as Jewish. 
 

But, whatever we call them, the Old Testament is very 

much about how the people of God should live, how 

they should organise themselves. They have Judges 

and tribal leaders and then they have kings – neither 

system of government works too well! They have 

priests who are involved in the formal religion and 

prophets who sometimes come from the priests-

group but not always, and who are more challenging 

and disturbing. 

And in the New Testament we find Jesus engaging 

with the religious and political leaders of his day, at 

local and national level; Paul’s preaching causes 

disruption and riots in various cities leading to the 

politicians getting involved. We know that the early 

Christians suffered persecution at times, and tradition 

has it that Paul and Peter both were executed for 

their faith. 

The first churches had to find a way to live and engage 

in their communities and Acts and Paul’s letters give 

insight into this. 

And we today are called to be the Church of England, 

the church in England, part of the world-wide church, 

waiting for the Kingdom but engaged for justice, and 

speaking out about Jesus.  We are not always very 

good at it! 

As we go through this week, as we draw closer to 

Christmas we explore how God speaks, God’s call to 

justice, God’s call for right living God’s calling of 

people to proclaim the good news. 

We will also reflect a bit on the complexity of our 

world, where there is suffering and war as well as joy 

and hope, where individual lives are shaped by the big 

things that we feel powerless to change. 

That is just like the world of the Old Testament, and 

the world that Jesus lived in! 

We will hear the call to justice and the offer of mercy.  

Our faith is real, if it is set in a real world, and focused 

on a real God.   



2.2 God in History 

In Isaiah chapter 40 we read that the prophet hears a 

voice saying “Cry out!” and he replies “What shall I 

cry?” 

What can we say about God and where God is in our 

world? Why does God allow war or famine? Why do 

the bad so often flourish and the good suffer when 

they do not deserve it? 

The Old Testament is not afraid to tackle these 

questions, and like a symphony it explores various 

sub-themes, taking different approaches.  

There is one view, found most clearly in 

Deuteronomy, which says, put simply: 

‘God blesses the good and punishes the bad.’ -though 

maybe the punishment is deferred to the children’s 

children. If we read only Deuteronomy and similar 

passages we would feel forced to accept this, but it is 

not the only instrument in the orchestra. Most 

notably the book of Job challenges this view outright. 

Job is a righteous man, yet suffers terribly. 

And the psalms contain many psalms where the writer 

asks plaintively: ‘Why?’ ‘Why do I suffer, why do you 

not help, why have you forgotten me?’ 

The prophet Ezekiel is clear God does not punish a 

different generation for a previous generation’s 

failings. 

The prophet Habakkuk wonders why God will not 

punish the enemies who have behaved even worse, 

whose violence is overwhelming.  

Isaiah even suggests that God’s people have suffered 

more than was fair – ‘double for all her sins’ (Is 40:2). 

Nahum and Obadiah exalt at the overthrow of their 

enemies, albeit by even more ruthless people, but 

Jonah is challenged to consider whether God loves the 

Assyrians from Nineveh, who were the most ruthless 

and merciless of all invaders – God asks Jonah at the 

end, ‘should I also not have concern for them?’ 

We can pick out particular passages, but we should 

see the argument flow between books, the themes 

and counter-themes as the writers explore this most 

difficult of questions. No easy answer! 

And today we know – as the ancients did not – that 

earthquakes and volcanoes are needed to keep our 

dynamic planet alive, that we live on a living planet 

(and Job is shown this in different language by God at 

the end of the drama). We know too that our actions 

affect the planet – the earth mourns. We know that 

murder and killing affect communities and life deeply 

– Abel’s blood cries out to God from the ground – 

what a profound phrase! 

We know that our actions have consequences, and we 

have some understanding of systems and those great 

forces in the world which prove beyond complete 

human control – what Paul calls principalities and 

powers. 

And we know – if we stop to think – that life for 

individuals is always caught up in the life of their 

community and affects it and is affected by it. We also 

have freedoms to make choices, and we understand 

that some have more power than others, and that 

power is complex; there was astrange power in the 

solitary man who stood in front of the tanks in 

Tiananmen Square, or in Rosa Parkes who would not 

move seat in the bus.  

And we understand the call to love our neighbour, to 

be welcoming of the alien and stranger, and we may 

not be able to put it into words, but we have a sense 

of what it means to speak of a holy God. 

One of the shifts in the Old Testament is the growing 

absence of God! What do I mean? God appeared to 

Adam and Eve and to Abraham and Moses, speaking 

clearly or so the narratives tell us. 

But in later texts, we read rather, ‘the Word of the 

Lord came to ..’or the king is told what God thinks via 

a priest or prophet. There are now metaphors and 

images which speak of who God is. In the book of 

Esther God is completely absent (and almost entirely 

so in Ruth), but we still sense what it is that God 

would want or what God blesses. 

God, in our Bible is no philosophical construct but 

active in and through history and life- both present 

anddistant – close to us and mighty (what we call 

immanent and transcendent)  

‘Seek God while he may be found, call on Him while he 

is near.’ God comes searching for us, but he also calls 

us to make the effort to seek him, and he is to be 

found in whatever the wider historical context. 

And then, in Jesus, we find God fully present in our 

world, but not in power, not in the palace, but in a 

manger; and on the Cross we believe the forces of sin 

and death are conquered though it looks otherwise.  

God is with us – Emmanuel – but it is also a mystery 

and mysterious and wonderful and incomplete!  



2.3 God of History / God in History 

This may get a bit nerdy, but please bear with me. 

In a famous book, ‘Christ and Culture’,Richard Niebuhr 

explored how God is perceived in culture. 

He explored a number of ways in which theologians 

have explained the presence of God in the various 

cultures. 

Two extreme approaches are 

1) God is found in all cultures, and all cultures offer a 

way to God – after all, God has made us this way 

hasn’t he? 

2) God is counter to all cultures – cultures are human 

constructs, and however good they might be, God 

calls us all to turn and come to Christ. Salvation 

requires us to turn and change, from the kingdoms of 

the earth to seek the Kingdom of Heaven. 

A middle ground suggests that there is good in all 

cultures and there are things that were not / are not 

good. In the good we can be drawn towards God, and 

in confronting the bad, we are exercised by the desire 

for God’s justice. Even the good cannot be embraced 

completely and even in the bad, we can see 

something of who God is, possibly because it is 

absent. Christ is in but beyond culture. 

At the moment we have big and troubled arguments 

about the legacy of slavery and Empire, about 

memory and what should be remembered and how. 

Should we remember and keep statues to those 

“great” leaders of the past, like Francis Drake, or the 

cotton barons of Manchester, when Drake was 

involved in slave-trading and so many of the cotton 

firms either expropriated labour, and / or got involved 

in selling opium. Our “heroes” are not perfect, some 

did good things and bad, or used ill-earned wealth for 

philanthropy .. 

We can immediately see that how we tell our history 

is particular and is incomplete. The narratives in the 

Old Testament and even the Gospel narratives are not 

pure history, but they are seeking to place God in 

history and to give some indication of how God views 

human or national actions, and how we should live 

therefore. 

In the Books of Samuel and Kings, David is portrayed 

as complex, with many faults. In the later account that 

we find in Chronicles, David is much more the ideal 

King. Written later, they look back and describe what 

a real King should be, a bit like we might idolise Alfred 

the Great or even King Arthur. It shows us what 

should be, what we long for. 

Was it God’s will that such and such happened, or did 

God ensure the election of Donald Trump, or the fall 

of the Berlin Wall? There is a strand which says God 

made Pharaoh stubborn, or raised up Gideon, or 

appointed and anointed David to be King, and chose 

Cyrus to change the policy of the Persian Empire. 

What God permits, allows, or does not prevent, is not 

the same as what God desires or would hope societies 

would do. 

What is fairly consistent throughout the Scriptures is 

that God wants justice in this world, that he cares for 

this world, though in many ways, God does not get 

obviously involved; and also that there will be a time 

when history becomes God’s new world, with a 

radical new life, free from the tears and pain and 

suffering, the evil and its effects; St Paul says that 

“eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor human heart 

conceived what God has prepared for those who love 

him”.  

‘Life can only be understood backwards, 

but it must be lived forwards’ – 

This is a quote from the Danish theologian Søren 

Kierkegaard. We can look back and see where the 

hand of God or finger of God may have prompted or 

guided, though we seldom see it at the time. 

We do not opt out of living and being involved. Dag 

Hammarskjöld, the former head of the UN, a 

committed Christian and world politician said:   

In our age, the road to holiness necessarily 

passes through the world of action 
 

The medieval mystic Teresa of Avila said:  

Christ has no body now but yours. 
No hands, no feet on earth but yours. 

Yours are the eyes through which he looks compassion 
on this world. 

Yours are the feet with which he walks to do good. 
Yours are the hands 

through which he blesses all the world. 
Yours are the hands, yours are the feet, yours are the 

eyes, you are his body. 
Christ has no body now on earth but yours. 

 

The symphony has a crescendo where God, in Christ is 

fully “in” history, but as the ‘crucified God’ not the 

crusading God, as servant, not King. Maybe that says 

everything about how to discern God in the world.  



2.4 A God of Justice  

One of the great themes of the Bible is the Kingdom of 

God, though it only appears in this wording in the 

gospels (Matthew prefers Kingdom of Heaven). 

Jesus tells parables of what the Kingdom is like, like a 

seed growing or a man who goes on a journey leaving 

tenants or responsibility, or a woman kneading dough. 

In the Old Testament, God calls a people to live as if a 

showcase for the Kingdom – we understand what 

God’s Kingdom is like by seeing how God’s people are 

living, or we should, except that the people do not live 

as they should. 

At the heart of the Kingdom is justice, what is right, 

not as an abstract concept but as the foundation for 

positive living, living without fear. Justice is much 

more than keeping the rules, that is legalism: justice is 

a positive ethic which enables and empowers and sets 

free, and which – at its heart – mirrors the heart of 

God.  

Say not to peace, if what they mean by peace 

is the quiet misery of hunger, 

the frozen stillness of fear,  

the silence of broken spirits, 

the unborn hopes of the oppressed. 

Tell them that peace is the shouting of children at play, 

the babble of tongues set free, 

the thunder of dancing feet,  

and a father’s voice singing. 

Brian Wren 

But when things go wrong, when people do wrong, 

then there has to be a way of dealing with that. 

The way the Bible puts it, God made the world, gave 

humans freedom, and humans have damaged it, 

relationships, and people. The values of a just society 

are the Kingdom values - where grace, mercy, peace, 

love all flourish.  

How does a holy God respond when there is injustice, 

when others have been hurt, or diminished? A holy 

God cannot abide injustice and sin. A loving God does 

not want to see anyone lost. 

In this grand symphony of the Bible we hear the 

holiness theme loud and clear – but humans are adept 

at thinking it does not matter, or like Adam and then 

Eve they make excuses – “it was the woman”, “it was 

the snake”. But we also hear a more plaintive theme, 

of a hurt and loving God. “What more could I have 

done?” “How can I forget you?” We hear the 

competing themes of holiness and mercy, not one or 

the other, but a rich tension of the two. 

Throughout the Old Testament, there are sacrifices, 

where an animal is sacrificed to seek cleansing, to put 

the people back in a right relationship with God. There 

is the Passover Lamb whose death and blood 

protected the Hebrews from the Angel of Death, and 

there is the Scape-goat on whom, metaphorically, the 

sins of the people are laid, and it is then driven into 

the wilderness, out of the land. Sacrifice is a way to try 

and re-clean the world or lives polluted by sin. And 

sacrifice is at the heart of the Last Supper, a Passover 

Meal where Jesus offers his Body and Blood. 

As we are discovering the symphony leads us to the 

person and work of Jesus – who is the ultimate 

“sacrifice” – who takes the sin of the world upon 

himself, the one who was without sin. 

Another way to understand this is through the image 

of the ‘cup of God’s wrath’ which is like a tankard of 

strong but deeply bitter wine which those who have 

done wrong will have to drink and it will destroy 

them. A cursed drink not a gift. 

In John’s Gospel the first sign of Jesus is the turning of 

water into fine wine – “you have kept the best till 

now” says the bemused master of ceremonies when 

he tastes the wine. And Jesus later says he is ‘the 

water of life, the water that I will give will become in 

them a well of water springing up to eternal life’ (John 

4:14) 

But later, on the cross, Jesus is passed a cup of bitter 

wine and he drinks it to the dregs; drinking this cup of 

wrath, taking it himself, so we do not need to. He 

offers the finest wine; he drinks the bitterest. And 

from his side when it is pierced, flows ‘water’. In his 

death Jesus releases for us the water of life if we 

would but receive it. 

And we are told in Hebrews that Jesus has made a 

sacrifice, ‘once for all’ (9:26).  Today we remember 

what Jesus has done, ‘who made there a full perfect 

and sufficient sacrifice’. ‘It is completed!’ 

Jesus lived with the structural and systemic injustices 

that so many poor people face in life. His birth and life 

point to a God who has not given up on us – who 

takes upon himself the healing of the world by taking 

on himself the sin. 

Self-sacrifice is extraordinary, but the self-sacrifice of 

Jesus is even more. Christmas and Easter go together 

as the ultimate expression of God’s love, and the 

clearest sign of his love for us who have turned away, 

not just once but again and again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.5 Chosen for others 



Abraham was called and promised blessing, but also, 

that, through him, all the nations of the earth would 

be blessed (Gen 12). 

In the Exodus, others joined the Hebrews in the 

escape, and were made welcome if they wished to 

join (Ex 12: 38). 

There are also some harsh and hard passages where 

the enemy groups are to be killed – there is 

something here about keeping true to God and not 

compromising but these are hard, hard passages. 

Do they become a bit easier when we discover some 

individuals from these enemy groups affirmed as 

Godly heroes and heroines. Rahab is a Canaanite and 

Ruth is a Moabite, but they are part of the ancestry of 

Jesus (see Matthew ch 1). 

We have seen the call to be holy, to be set apart for 

God as a key theme in the Old Testament, and we 

understand it today – Christians are called to live holy 

and good lives, to live by God’s commandments, and 

that will set us at odds with the ways of many around 

us. 

The call to be holy meant, for the Old Testament 

Israelites not intermarrying as that would mean taking 

on some of the culture and gods of the other family; it 

meant not mixing with their religious practices, or 

compromising, and so the call was to keep separate. 

This came to be seen in a whole mix of laws, key ones 

including circumcision for men, the keeping of the 

Sabbath and some complex food rules (kosher food), 

not least because blood was considered to contain the 

life of an animal so it had to be drained before eating. 

But this call to be separate, different, holy, was not a 

call to impose on others; unlike Christians and 

Muslims, Jews do not tend to be mission-minded 

seeking converts.  

Because at the heart of their faith, of the Old 

Testament faith, is this sense that they are called to 

bring God’s blessing on others. Over the centuries we 

begin to find the idea that, in the fulness of time, God 

will call all people to gather on his “mountain”, that 

the Temple will be  

‘a house of prayer for all people’, 

that God will call people from all nations. This is 

mustard seed which grows to have the birds nesting in 

its branches. 

Jesus was born a Jew, in the land which God had 

promised to Abraham, and he grew up a Jew, 

circumcised and attending the Sabbath and the great 

Festivals. 

In his ministry he focused on the ‘lost sheep of Israel’ 

– not because they were more important but because 

the message is for them first. 

In John 12, we have the image of the seed having to 

fall into the ground and die before it can grow and 

bear much fruit. While Jesus came to teach, to heal, to 

show signs of what Kingdom life is, he was born and 

lived, to demonstrate and make real that God has 

taken our sins, and has also proved that the promise 

of new life is not vague or theoretical. 

And the seed, once fallen, dead and growing anew, 

does bear fruit across the world, as the first Christians 

share the good news with others, in the surrounding 

towns, wider afield, to Rome, with an Ethiopian who 

happens to be travelling near Philip and who is 

exploring the writings of Isaiah. 

Even in Jesus life, a bit like with Rahab and Ruth in the 

Old Testament, the good news cannot help but be 

shared wider, to a Roman Centurion whose slave is ill, 

to a Phoenician woman, to a tormented man in 

Gadara. 

Always the message is – you are chosen to take the 

message on; you are given grace so that you will share 

it; you receive mercy so that you offer mercy. 

The church exists for the good of others, both to help 

and care but even more to share the truth of God, the 

promise of God, the invitation of God. 

Being called by God does not make us better or more 

special except that we are to share this news. 

In the Old Testament the pattern is mostly that others 

will come to Jerusalem, will come to us. But after the 

resurrection the key word is ‘Go!’ We are to go to 

others with the good news, we are to spread out so 

people wherever they are can discover the good 

news. Christianity came to England possibly within a 

few decades of Jesus death. Thomas, the apostle may 

have taken the gospel to Iran and India. Thank God. 

And the anointed one, the Messiah, chosen if you like 

above all others, is the ‘Man for Others’; love 

received, is then to be shared, not stored, to be given 

on not held.  

The one who seeks to save their life will lose it, but 

the one who loses their life, for Jesus sake, for the 

gospel, will save it.  



2.6 Hints, glimpses and foresights 

in our traditional Carol Service readings, we hear from 

the prophet Isaiah and from Micah.  

In Matthew’s Gospel we are told that the birth of 

Jesus happened in such a way as it fulfilled what was 

written so much earlier by the prophets. 

The virgin shall give birth to a child .. 

And you, Bethlehem, from you shall arise a King .. 

The people who walked in darkness, on them has the 

light shone .. 

The gospel writers link John the Baptist with the voice 

of one crying in the wilderness. 

Are we to think that these passages were written 

hundreds of years previously just to find their 

meaning at Jesus’ birth? 

We have already seen that, in this great symphony, so 

often the climax is in the person of Jesus, but that 

does not mean the earlier movements are without 

meaning. 

Passages which had a meaning when they were 

written, take on a deeper meaning in Jesus, and help 

us understand better who Jesus truly is. 

All four of the gospels are full of Old Testament 

allusions or references and in Matthew’s case quite a 

number of apparently random quotes. 

For all four writers, Jesus is the culmination of the Old 

Testament strands and themes. And in their different 

ways they point back and ask us to remember the 

earlier passages as we think about who Jesus is. There 

are so many developing themes. 
 

Moses is the prophet who frees the people from 

slavery in the Exodus and then Joshua brings them 

through the Jordan to become God’s people in the 

Promised Land; John the Baptist then baptises in the 

Jordan, symbolically getting the people to re-enter the 

Promised Land. 

In Genesis 1 God speaks and the world is created: in 

John 1 we read “through him all things were created”. 

The Word of God is – as it were – the power of God to 

do. 

In the feeding of the 5000 Jesus is providing food in 

the wilderness area, just as God provided manna in 

the desert. Jesus controls the waters – in each case 

we are shown that Jesus is God for those who can see 

it. 

Yesterday we saw how the sacrifice practice was 

completed in Jesus, and how the principle of sacrifice 

helps us understand the death of Jesus, what it means 

to be the Lamb of God. 

In some of Jesus miracles he is presented rather like 

Elijah and Elisha, healing lepers, raising a dead child, 

feeding the hungry. 

The letter to the Hebrews suggests that Jesus is also 

the ultimate priest, not just the ultimate sacrifice.  Or 

as the hymn puts it 

Thou on earth both priest and victim 

In the Eucharistic feast 

And, as we have been discovering, Jesus is also the 

ultimate King, the true King, the Messiah, the 

anointed one from God, though to the puzzlement of 

his followers and the despair of the crowds he did not 

free them from Rome. 

Bethlehem is the town where David was born, and 

Micah says a King from this line will come. In many 

places the prophets speak of a root of Jesse (Jesse is 

David’s father), of a son from David’s line, of a future 

Davidic king from God.  

The themes of the Old Testament come together in 

Jesus, the true King, the true priest who makes 

atonement for our sin, the true sacrifice who pays 

the ultimate and full price; the anointed one (Christ 

means an anointed person in Greek – it is not Jesus 

‘surname’!). He is Jesus the Christ, Jesus the anointed 

one. 

What the people then could not grasp was that this 

Messiah, the fulfilment of the Scriptures, this 

fulfilment of the promise would come in such humble 

and unexalted circumstances, would suffer, would be 

rejected. This was not the sort of Messiah they 

expected nor what they wanted. 

Further on in Isaiah however the description – a 

rather peculiar description – of a suffering servant did 

give a better “fit” to how Jesus had lived and died. In 

Isaiah chapter 53 the suffering servant suffers because 

of the sin of others and this is God’s will.  

Laid in a feeding trough, born in a small village to a 

poor family, growing up a workman, only half 

understood at best, and falling foul of the religious 

authorities and the Roman powers, and calling his 

followers to walk in the same ways – trusting and 

hoping for a fuller future Kingdom in God’s fullness of 

time.   

The Word became flesh and dwelt among us. 

 

 

 

 



An Advent Symphony 

Four movements for full Orchestra 
 

AN ADVENT COURSE at HOME  

by Peter Reiss 

Third Movement – The Way Prepared 

3.1 The World of Jesus 

It is a very peculiar thing. God, Creator and beyond 

time and space, is found in a womb, constrained by 

birth, in a particular place and a particular time. 

What about all the other places and people and 

times? Why then, and why there? 

Short answer as to why there – because this is the 

area of land, in all its vulnerabilities where God had 

already revealed himself to his people, even if they 

were not really understanding it. 

Why then? We do not know.  

The Roman Empire was one of the greatest Empires 

of all time, but it did not cover the world by any 

means, only the Mediterranean and some more, 

though within that area it did bring a sort of 

stability and a movement of people.  

It was religiously diverse, ethnically mixed, but 

Greek was a language that many could understand. 

It is one of the mysteries and deeper questions of 

our faith: Why? 

For the other religions it was an arrogant claim that 

God had revealed himself exclusively in this one 

person. For almost all it was absurd that God had 

revealed himself in the form of a “servant”, had 

suffered and died. Even today, Islam, which has a 

high regard for Jesus as a prophet, does not accept 

that he was crucified. How could God suffer in such 

a way? Indeed, how or why would God be born in 

dangerous times, at such risk – and Matthew’s 

gospel highlights this with Herod’s attempt to kill 

the baby at birth. 

We have probably got too used to our creeds. Some 

call it the scandal of particularity; how can we claim 

Jesus is the one? A prophet maybe, a good teacher, 

certainly, a leader of the people, ok, one among 

many avatars of God, if you like, but the one and 

only ‘Son of God’, the one and only time God 

became human – that takes a lot of accepting. 

Some don’t want God to become human at all – and 

some would argue that there are many who show 

us something of God by their virtuous lives. 

Christians accept the second – we celebrate the 

saints after all, but in Jesus all the fulness of God 

was pleased to dwell as Colossians puts it. 

As we get nearer to Christmas what does it mean to 

worship Jesus, born of Mary, as the Word made 

flesh, begotten not made as the Creed says.  

Fully God and fully human pushes our 

understanding beyond what it can cope with, and 

to understand the fully human, we need to learn 

more about the world into which Jesus was born. 

We will find it has some general similarities with the 

modern world, and also was very different from our 

Western world in particular. 

This week we will look a bit more at this world and 

how the Gospel writers – in their four rather 

different ways – seek to explain and proclaim Jesus. 

The Letter to the Hebrews begins like this: 

Long ago, God spoke to our ancestors in many and 

various ways, through the prophets, but in these 

last days he has spoken to us by a Son. (Heb 1:1) 

In the ancient world, life was understood to come 

primarily from the man, from his ‘seed’ which was 

planted in a fertile woman. The woman’s egg was 

not known about. Life came from a man and a son 

was a full representation of the father, while a 

daughter was not, as she was different. 

In this world view, God is male, the one who 

generates life, and Jesus is male, the perfect 

representation of the Father. We no longer hold to 

such an understanding of how life starts, and we 

can see how such a view was patriarchal and led to 

women being seen as second-class. Rightly we 

should challenge all such understandings, but it may 

help us to see how the ancient world thought about 

things. We may also want to acknowledge the 

unique and vital role that Mary plays in this drama. 

[But explorations of gender and human identity are 

for a different project!] 

Hebrews in its language also identifies Jesus, 

uniquely, as the God-man, and the Christian Faith is 

exclusive and particular in claiming that this person, 

this particular individual is not simply a good 

person, or even a remarkable person, but much 

more, he is God in human form, and, as it happens, 

living in that place, that culture, that time, that 

family. One among the billions who have lived. 

About whom the word “unique” is truly and 

properly to be used. Scandalous!  



3.2 Who’s Who 

So who else should we know about in this world 

that God chose to live in? 

The Gospels talk of Pharisees and Sadducees; there 

are a couple of Kings, both called Herod (which is 

confusing); there are Roman officials who deal with 

Jesus and later with Paul. 

As we saw the Jewish faith had emerged and 

adapted and developed over centuries. Because of 

their history, the local synagogue, with a teacher 

was – as it were - the local “church”, and there was 

the “cathedral” in Jerusalem, the Temple which 

Herod was rebuilding as a massive Grade 1 building, 

which dominated the city, a mark of Herod’s 

greatness as a philanthropist. At the time of Jesus, it 

was nearly finished, but it would soon be destroyed 

by the Romans (Ad 70). 

Jesus grew up and probably spent most of his adult 

life in Galilee, where the villages were mostly 

Jewish in population but the towns more mixed. 

Joseph was a carpenter – possibly involved in 

building houses. Jesus was linked to the Lake, 

where fishermen plied their trade. 

Jesus’ cousin was John the Baptist; he dressed, 

deliberately, like Elijah but he would not have been 

too unusual – we know there were wandering 

“prophets”, as well as communities of religious 

people, like the Qumran Community whose papers 

have been found, who set themselves apart, 

waiting for God’s Kingdom. 

The Pharisees were a mixed group and we see this 

in the way that Jesus can be positive about some 

and scathing about others. There were local 

teachers, though the leadership in Jerusalem was 

more strict and they were generally not too keen on 

the Roman Occupation.  

The priests, High Priest, and Sadducees however 

were a more elite group who had accommodated to 

the Romans; they were the religious leaders in 

Jerusalem and demanded the tithes and taxes due 

to them from the people.  

When Jesus came to the Temple he overthrew the 

tables of the money-lenders – the Temple had its 

own currency and people got a poor rate of 

exchange before they could buy a sacrificial animal. 

Jesus, in his teaching is called a “Rabbi”, a teacher, 

though there are questions about how he has learnt 

what he knows, and there are comments about 

how he teaches with authority. 

Herod Antipas, who ruled Galilee basically did what 

the Romans demanded, but Judea, around 

Jerusalem, had become a Roman Province after 

Herod the Great died. It had a Roman Governor and 

Pontius Pilate seems to have been unpopular and 

with good reason. 

Roman soldiers were garrisoned in various towns, 

and could demand that the local people helped 

carry their baggage for a mile – walk the extra mile 

said Jesus to show them up. 

There were numerous resistance movements, and 

Roman repression was ruthless. Crucifixion was the 

public, barbaric form of execution, deliberately 

public and barbaric, to be a warning to others. 

When Jesus was crucified there was Barabbas and 

two others who were what Mark calls ‘bandits’ / 

‘insurgents’ what we might call terrorists. 

Some made a living working for the Romans, like 

the tax-collectors who were despised for this. 

Some of the best land was owned by absentee 

landlords; most people lived at subsistence level 

and poor harvests could lead to destitution. 

Disability, blindness, etc often meant begging. 

Leprosy and skin diseases made you unclean and so 

cast-out. Trauma, violence, despair, all contributed 

to mental health issues, and there was a general 

belief in demons and the demonic 

The religious leaders expected the people to keep 

the purity code, but that was so difficult if you were 

poor.  

When the gospels talk about a group called 

“sinners” they mean the poor who could not purify 

themselves, those whose jobs meant they were 

always unclean, and so beyond saving.  

Night-watch shepherds (probably unclean) are told 

of Jesus birth; Jesus is accused of associating with 

and eating with the “sinners”; He heals a 

centurion’s slave, and affronts the powers that be 

by riding into Jerusalem on a donkey, clearing 

claiming to be King and Messiah. 

But his understanding of Messiah is not a 

conquering King who will drive out the Romans, and 

this may explain why some of the crowd turn 

against him. 

This is a real, turbulent and different world in which 

Jesus reveals the love and truth of God.  



3.3  Mark 

Mark almost certainly is the earliest of the gospels. 

What did he think he was writing and why? 

Probably he is writing in the late 60s AD and to the 

church communities maybe in Rome, as he has to 

explain some Jewish customs. 

In the ancient world there were novels and short 

stories, and there were short biographies of famous 

people, often concentrating on key elements of 

their life. 

But in the Bible we have noted there were long 

accounts of the lives (including in some cases the 

birth) of significant people – Moses, Samuel, David 

etc. 

Mark seems to be blending the form of ancient 

biography with the style and format of the Old 

Testament accounts, and using some of the known 

story-telling skills. 

He says he is going to tell the euangelion of Jesus 

Christ, that is the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son 

of God. In fact, his first word is “beginning”, just like 

in Genesis! 

And then, boom, we hear about the teaching of 

John the Baptist in the wilderness, linked to the 

verses from Isaiah. And Jesus comes to be baptised, 

the Holy Spirit descends like a dove, and a voice 

from heaven declares Jesus to be God’s Son (just as 

Mark has said in verse 1!) 

And boom, Jesus is tempted for 40 days and then 

we are into Jesus teaching about the Kingdom. 

Mark does not include any details about the birth of 

Jesus – something Matthew and Luke will include in 

their different emphases. 

If you read Mark’s gospel it moves at a pace though 

there are some stories where the pace slows and 

the detail increases – the Syro-Phoenician woman, 

the man oppressed by many demons. 

Half way through the focus changes. Jesus now 

speaks of his pending death, and the disciples 

struggle to understand. The final quarter contains 

lengthy teaching on what will happen, and then a 

long account of the trial and crucifixion. 

There are no resurrection accounts, save a young 

man telling the women that Jesus is raised and 

gone ahead of them, and the women say nothing 

‘for they were afraid’. 

This ending was considered so incomplete that later 

writers wrote further verses which you can find in 

brackets at the end of the gospel. 

Mark sketches the life and activities and teaching of 

Jesus; very definitely a human being, yet from the 

start we know also the Son of God, the beloved of 

God. The centurion declares this truth as he sees 

Jesus on the Cross, but the disciples have struggled 

to understand it. 

The women are fearful and silent, and the early 

Christians have to pick up the story – will we share 

the news of the resurrection or will we be silent. 

What have we made of Jesus’ teaching, invitation 

and challenge? 

 

For us this Advent we can enjoy a baby, and we can 

wrap up as it were, the story with the manger, and 

the animals, and Mary in her blue clothing. There is 

no sentimentality in Mark’s Gospel (or in any other) 

The Advent Sunday reading for Year B is Mark 

chapter 13 where Jesus speaks of the imminent 

destruction of Jerusalem and the horror and terror 

for its inhabitants. 

Mark was written at a time of wars and uncertainty, 

when Christians were at risk from Jews and from 

the authorities; when the resurrection of Jesus was 

new and when the other religions and religious and 

cultural movements were trying to drown out this 

new and out-of-tune voice. 

For if the Bible is a symphony and the four gospels 

are a theme played in four ways, then the Bible is 

also a piece of music which is both an invitation and 

a challenge to the surrounding world.  

It is a different tune, a piece of music which does 

not fit with the surrounding tunes and melodies. 

Jesus arrives on the scene in Mark without much 

warning and engages in what is often a 

confrontational mission, yet one of invitation and 

healing and hope. 

In what way, for us, is Advent and Christmas a 

gospel message, a euangelion – an announcement 

of good news and in what way will we share that 

good news, or hide it or so dress it that it loses its 

brightness? 

[A euangelion was normally a message brought by a 

herald, to announce a victory or good news, like the 

birthday of the Emperor.]  



3.4  Matthew 

It is not clear whether Matthew knew Luke’s Gospel 

or vice versa, though it is generally agreed both 

Matthew and Luke knew Mark, and both decided to 

add an account of Jesus birth. 

 

Matthew’s birth account is very Jewish in focus – 

Joseph, more than Mary is the key parent and he, 

like the Magi receives dreams which guide his 

actions. 

The ruler who is threatened by Jesus is Herod: 

Herod is the non-Jewish King, ruthless, rich and 

successful, surrounded by his court. For Jews he 

was not a descendant of David, and his family were 

not the rightful rulers but he was powerful and 

ruthless. 

Matthew tells us that the true Son of David is born, 

born in Bethlehem, the true city of David, but 

Matthew tells us more than this because his first 

verses include a long genealogy linking Jesus not 

just to David but to Abraham. 

This baby who will be called Jesus and Emmanuel, is 

a true descendant of Abraham and of David. 

For Jewish readers – and Matthew is probably 

written to Christians from a Jewish background – 

Jesus is presented as the fulfilment of the Old 

Testament prophecies and Matthew quotes several 

times from the OT to enforce this in the first two 

chapters. [But the first worshippers are foreign!!] 

Matthew draws on the birth story of Moses, who 

needed protection from the wicked Pharaoh. Jesus 

the baby needs protection from Herod. Ironically 

Jesus finds safety in Egypt, because the “Pharaoh” is 

in Jerusalem! 

And Matthew presents Jesus like a second Moses. 

There are five sections of teaching in the gospel, 

just as there are five books of Moses in the Old 

Testament (Genesis – Deuteronomy were 

considered the books of Moses). And the Sermon 

on the Mount reminds us of Moses bringing the 

Law from the mountain to the Israelites, and the 

feeding of the 5000 reminds us of God feeding the 

Israelites in the wilderness. 

And Jesus confronts the religious leaders; In 

Matthew’s gospel in particular, Jesus is challenging 

the religious leaders of the day; they have become 

dead inside, like whitened sepulchres; they are 

hypocritical and they make things harder for others, 

without lifting a finger to help. 

While Mark was written to a group of Christians 

living with uncertainties politically, Matthew seems 

to be written to a group of Christians who are 

breaking free from, while remaining Jewish. Jesus is 

the fulfilment of the Law, he is “properly” Jewish, 

the heir of Abraham and David. He came first to the 

Jewish people but his message is for all. These new 

Christians were almost certainly facing antagonism 

and maybe worse from the wider Jewish 

community who accused them of heresy and false 

teaching. Matthew wants to show that Jesus truly is 

the one promised in the Scriptures, the fulfilment of 

the Jewish promises, and the one who will open 

that message to all nations – “Go and make 

disciples of all nations” 

And the charge of hypocrisy, of saying one thing but 

failing to do it, is also a challenge to the Christians 

who must be doers of the Word and not hearers 

only. They must hear, receive and respond as is 

most obviously seen in the final teaching where the 

peoples are separated like sheep from goats, 

according to whether they have responded to 

human need, because, we discover, Jesus was 

present in that need. 

This is not a new piece of teaching but was already 

a strand within Judaism, but Matthew makes clear 

it remains foundational for the new followers of 

Jesus. 

The one who came and brought healing to the 

blind, or the deaf, strength to the lame so they 

could live again, calls his followers to show the 

same love and care. 

For us, who are not immediately from a Jewish 

background, the gospel of Matthew reminds us that 

our faith is rooted in the Jewish faith, that we 

follow a Jewish teacher and we are those who are 

now welcome in the people of God because of the 

witness of the chosen people and the saving death 

of Jesus.  

Some say Matthew is anti-Semitic and certainly 

anti-Semites have used the gospel as ammunition, 

but Matthew is not anti-Semitic, but he speaks 

against those who reject Jesus, the leadership and 

the authorities who could not see in Jesus the 

Messiah they claimed to hope for. 

This Christmas we must remember that we worship 

a Saviour born in Bethlehem; the gospel comes 

from the Jews as it were.  



3.5  Luke 

When we hear the Christmas story, we normally 

hear a mix of Matthew and Luke; shepherds and 

Wise Men tumble over each other in a stable, 

camels and sheep in the background and possible a 

donkey that Mary was riding on. 

Spoiler Alert – none of the accounts in the Bible 

mention any animals at all! 

Matthew wanted to expand Mark for his 

congregations who were mostly Jewish converts 

and needing more. 

Luke wants to explain Mark more fully to his 

congregations who are mostly “Gentile” in origin, 

that is converts from other faiths and cultures, who 

know something of the Jewish ways but who live in 

the cities of the Empire. 

So Luke includes an account of the birth of Jesus, 

and many think Mary may have shared her story 

with him, because Luke’s birth account is about 

Mary not Joseph, and it includes the birth of John 

the Baptist. 

Far, far away, in a corner of the Roman Empire, two 

ordinary women are discussing their remarkable 

pregnancies. These two ordinary women will have 

sons who will change the world – John the Baptist 

and Jesus. Luke’s account of this world-changing 

moment starts in the ordinary, and then he tells us 

about the Roman Emperor requiring that all the 

world should be registered / taxed. Augustus was 

famous for claiming he had brought peace. He was 

the one who thought he could manage all the 

world.  Little did he know that these two women 

would offer a very different understanding of 

ruling; that the true Prince of Peace was being born 

in an area just outside his full control. 

Luke gently points out to his readers that the true 

Lord was born in very different circumstances from 

the emperors.  

And the first to see and witness to this baby were 

shepherds, the ones who were out at night to guard 

their flocks – so not the wealthy elite, and not the 

religious elite, but some other very ordinary people. 

This is not how kings should be born! 

Luke goes on to tell us that Jesus was circumcised, 

and after the 40 days, Mary comes from Bethlehem 

to Jerusalem to present her first-born. This is all 

very normal and ordinary, and two older people see 

this baby and are prompted by the Holy Spirit to 

speak. Simeon recognises this baby as “God’s 

Salvation, a light to lighten the Gentiles” – what a 

message for the gentile readers of the gospel! 

And Anna, an elderly prayerful woman also speaks 

of Jesus, to those who were looking for the 

redemption of Jerusalem. 

Actually, the story began in the Temple, where 

John’s father was a priest and was informed that he 

would have a son to be called John. Now at the end 

of the account of their births, we are back in the 

Temple and Simeon and Anna are confirming that 

this baby is one greater even than John. 

Luke is always keen to show that the gospel comes 

out of Jerusalem, it comes from the Jewish centre 

and overflows to the gentiles, to the non-Jews, to 

people like you and me, as his story continues in 

Acts (his second volume as it were!). 

Luke is telling you and me, and all the gentiles 

before us, that God has brought salvation – has 

shone light for the gentiles – in the person and 

work of Jesus. 

The crucifixion that secured our salvation was just 

outside the city. The disciples were in Jerusalem 

when the Holy Spirit came on them at Pentecost, 

and they went out to speak to people from all parts 

of the world who had come to the city for the 

Festival. These people were already interested in 

the Jewish faith, but then the message is taken by 

Philip, and Peter and Paul and others to Antioch 

and then to Ephesus, and Colossae, and Philippi, 

and Thessalonica, and Corinth and Rome– places 

we know about because Paul wrote to the new 

churches there. 

Our faith is only real because it is linked back to the 

birth of this Jewish boy to his Jewish parents. And 

Luke, more than the other gospel-writers, wants to 

help the non-Jewish peoples discover salvation. Of 

course he does, not least as he travelled with Paul, 

who gave his life to sharing the gospel around the 

Mediterranean, to Jew and Gentile alike. 

This Christmas we – like the Gentile Magi – can 

come and worship, can find salvation and hope, but 

only in as much as we go to the little town of 

Bethlehem, and join the shepherds, and don’t get 

distracted by the big Temple Herod was building, or 

the grand plans of Augustus. 

And we are then called to share this story with 

others around us. 

And Mary, Luke says, at the end of the birth 

narrative, pondered all these things in her heart. 

May we also ponder deeply on this amazing thing!  



3.6  John 

John writes a very different type of account from 

the other three gospel-writers.  

Some suggest that he is like a Jazz-musician ‘riffing’ 

on the themes from the gospels, picking up a few 

key themes and developing them. It is rather nice to 

think that there is a jazz section in our symphony! 

Others suggest John writes almost like a lawyer, 

making a case for Jesus as the Messiah: ‘These 

things are written that you may believe that Jesus is 

the Messiah (Christ) and through believing have life 

in his name.’ (Jn 20:31) 

Did the first readers of this gospel already know the 

other gospels – It is peculiar that John does not 

include any parables; and John calls Jesus’ miracles 

“signs” and he selects only a few, most of which are 

not in the other gospels. 

The birth of Jesus is captured in the memorable 

phrase – ‘The Word became flesh and dwelt among 

us’ and John goes on ‘we have seen his glory, the 

glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and 

truth’ – John here saying that the person of Jesus – 

the human being – is so full of grace and truth that 

he shines out with the glory of God. What a claim to 

make! 

John is not interested in Jesus the baby being born, 

he wants us to reflect on the theology. The one who 

was there initiating Creation, whose word called the 

stars and the earth into being, became human, lived 

among us.  

For us, living in our modern, or is it post-modern 

Western world, a world which is now multi-cultural 

and where there are many faiths as well as many 

who claim no religious allegiance, there is a 

challenge; how do we speak of God? Is it enough to 

tell the stories of Jesus (even if they are infused 

with Old Testament images and references) or do 

we have to try and find words and phrases which 

will connect today. 

John calls Jesus the “Logos”, the Word, and this is a 

clever amalgamation of the Greek idea of meaning 

and reason and the Jewish reference to the power 

of God’s speaking which formed Creation.  

Many would be intrigued by the Logos – but then 

shocked by the claim that this Logos was to be 

found in the person of Jesus and no one else.  

There is a potential arrogance to this claim. Of 

course there is – even in the Gospels Jesus is 

challenged for the claims he makes. Although John 

writes a gospel which should intrigue and connect 

with people of other faith traditions, he is clear that 

Jesus, and Jesus alone is the truth, the life, the 

Logos, the way. 

For some this sits uncomfortably – it seems to 

disparage other religions and beliefs. It is probably 

better to see that it is not disparaging them, but it is 

claiming a difference.  

Christmas is a Christian festival, even if it is also a 

mid-winter festival as well for us. And the clue is in 

the name – Christmas, Christian. Christ – the 

anointed one of God, the awaited one for the Jews, 

though many did not see Jesus as the One. 

Other faiths celebrate Jesus as a prophet or a 

teacher, or as one among many spiritual leaders 

and examples. The Christmas message is that in this 

one person, and one place, the Word became flesh. 

And John writes so that we may believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, and in believing have life in his name. 

In John’s Gospel, Jesus changes the water of 

purification into the finest wine at a wedding 

banquet – a complex image which points to God’s 

Kingdom. He calls Lazarus out of the tomb, and 

claims to be the Resurrection and the Life. 

The way John tells it, Jesus remains very much in 

control, despite being arrested and condemned. 

Somehow this is all in God’s plan and purpose, little 

though Pilate and the High Priests know it. 

We go back to Abraham, called by God to be a 

blessing to others, not just to receive blessing, to 

the chosen people who were to be the example 

that would draw others to God, not by force, but by 

living. Jesus is the fulfilment of this tradition – the 

example of God’s love that should draw others to 

God.  

We who have discovered this truth are called to 

share it, to tell it to others, but as Jesus did, through 

care, through love, through holy living, through 

words of invitation and – when needed – 

challenging the injustices and wrongs of this world. 

 

Four complementary gospels in harmony with each 

other but different in emphasis, contributing to the 

symphony - giving a richer understanding as we 

hear them all. Pointing to Jesus the Christ. 

 

 



An Advent Symphony 

Four movements for full Orchestra 
 

AN ADVENT COURSE at HOME  

by Peter Reiss 

Fourth Movement – Jesus 

4.1 You shall call him Jesus  

for he will save his people from their sins. 

A great symphony returns to the key themes and 

develops them. While it moves to a climax and an 

end, it also re-works themes, and we find many of 

these themes re-worked in the key names given to the 

Son of God. 

He shall be called ‘Jesus, for he will save his people 

from their sins’. 

We know what the word “save” means but we can 

forget this when we treat it as too religious a word. 

What images come to mind of “saving people”? I 

suspect first up is the life-guard, or the Fire and 

Rescue Service. Rescue is a more vivid word. The 

person was rescued from where they were trapped, 

and they needed rescuing because, and this is 

important, they could not rescue themselves. 

Jesus means “rescuer”. But the modern world doesn’t 

really think it needs rescuing by Jesus, or should we 

say, many modern people don’t feel the need to be 

rescued – as they don’t even feel they are trapped or 

in need. 

It was Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the remarkable German 

theologian and pastor, who first explored the 

challenge of preaching the gospel to a world which no 

longer felt in need of it. What do we say to those who 

have sufficient material prosperity and who view the 

world as somewhere to be managed and who see life 

as something we have, not a gift from God. A 

materialistic view of the world has written out the 

divine, though we may still like the feel-good of carols, 

and traditions. Since the 1960s we have put our trust 

in development and we trust science and technology 

to improve things for us (and of course they have in so 

many ways).  

A post-modern view of the world allows for 

spirituality or actually, lots of forms of spirituality;                  

let your inner being express itself, connect with 

nature, find the natural rhythms. We should go with 

what works for us. 

Probably these are the two dominant world-views at 

the moment in the “West” and neither think there is 

need of a Saviour, though the latter is not averse to 

some sort of pilgrimage to Bethlehem if that is what 

we would like to do. 

The Christian message is out of tune with these ways 

of thinking; it is drowned out, and often mis-

translated. And churches are at fault for not 

understanding and responding to the changes around 

us. Priests are reminded at their ordination that they 

are ‘to proclaim the gospel afresh in each generation’. 

And that is the call to all Christians not just the clergy. 

The Roman satirist, Juvenal, claimed that the 

emperors needed to satisfy their people with “bread 

and circuses”, that is: - the basics of food, and the 

luxury of entertainment. That would keep the people 

quiet. 

The modern world may operate pretty closely to this 

maxim; life is about what we need and sufficient 

entertainment to keep us happy.  

Juvenal was writing around the same time as Luke and 

Matthew were writing their gospels. 

Does our modern world want a Saviour, and if so, 

does it want a Saviour like Jesus? 

The early church understood Jesus to save us from our 

sins, the impact our sin has onus – shame and guilt; on 

others – where we have hurt or broken others or 

worse; on our relationship with a holy God offering us 

forgiveness and restoration.  

A holy God has imbued this world with a morality. We 

know right from wrong, but since Adam and Eve and 

Cain we have pretended and dissembled and avoided 

facing up to what we have done. We make excuses 

and the small voice of conscience can be quenched – 

or the ears to hear it become calloused with 

indifference. 

In fact since the opening bars of our symphony, the 

first humans have ignored the call of God and have 

made excuses for their behaviour. This is portrayed as 

a rebellion against God, a choice of living without the 

guidance of God, of going our own way. And in the 

symphony God has continued to call. Materialism and 

spiritual relativism are just modern examples of this 

age-old human condition. 

The arrival of a Rescuer may jar with many. “I don’t 

need rescuing” / “I’m ok as I am” / “How dare you” 

The offer of Rescue will be the sweetest note for 

others – a restoration and a recovery; a new chance, 

and to discover I am worth something, that shame 

and failure can be forgiven. 

You will call him Jesus, for he will save his people, but 

will they call on his name?  



4.2  Prince of Peace 

This title, from a prophecy of Isaiah, is echoed in 

the voices of the angels at Christmas. 

“Peace on earth” 

There is an immediate political challenge here, 

because Augustus claimed to have brought in the 

Pax Romana, Roman Peace, under which all would 

live safely, but this is a different offer of peace, with 

a different Lord and it will be resisted by the powers 

that be because it is too great a challenge. 

We have seen that the message of Jesus, the life 

and example of Jesus is “political”, in that it 

challenges political structures and powers. But this 

does not mean there is a simple single Christian 

answer, and when Christian rulers have tried to 

impose a “Christian” rule, it has always become 

corrupt – whether Constantine or Christendom or 

the horrors of the conquistadors or the shadowy 

darknesses within the British Imperial project, 

which we are not too keen to acknowledge. 

But that does not mean that Christians should avoid 

politics or not seek to work for the common good. 

Many of the greatest reforms, whether in 

education, health, in work, or fighting child poverty 

and neglect, or abolishing slavery have been led and 

driven by committed Christians, Wilberforce, 

Hannah More, Shaftesbury, William Booth etc, or 

more recently Martin Luther King, Oscar Romero or 

Mother Theresa. These people were not perfect, 

they had their faults but they sought to make 

changes in line with the teaching of Jesus and their 

desire for the Kingdom in its fulness and its peace. 

Peace therefore has a political and social 

component. The Christian vision of Peace is 

uncompromising, but it is also utterly compromised 

in that the way of the Cross which began in the 

ordinary birth in Bethlehem does not impose by 

force; the Prince of Peace is crucified by the forces 

of violence and power. The Pax Augusta temporarily 

conquers in executing this disruptive, non-

accommodating problem-person. 

And for us to find the strength to live and work in 

the way of Jesus, we need to find that inner peace 

which is a blend of quiet certitude and an inner 

conviction, that God is with us and that his Kingdom 

will come. We are to be witnesses to the Kingdom, 

and we are to model these Kingdom values, grace, 

mercy, peace.  

Yesterday we explored the world-views around us. 

The Christian world-view is distinct and different. 

Some describe our current culture as “post-

Christian” - a world that has memories of a 

Christian past, in which broadly Christian values are 

still honoured, though more in theory than in 

practice, but where human endeavour has cut itself 

free from an accountability to God, whether as 

Creator or as Holy. 

We saw this first in the story of the Tower of Babel, 

which describes a compunction to build an edifice 

to reach God, to create a world which is not rooted 

in God but has human beings as the subject and 

centre. The Prince of Peace comes to a world which 

is not necessarily wanting his reign. There is a real 

challenge as we proclaim the Prince of Peace in our 

Tower of Babel world of human independence, in 

our modern version of the Pax Romana where 

power triumphs while claiming to be beneficial to 

all. 

That is the outside world; some people are 

drowning under guilt or shame, crippled with 

regrets or burnt up by anger or seeking revenge; 

and many humans will try and ignore shame, guilt, 

responsibility - we have become adept at passing 

off blame, side-stepping accountability, justifying 

ourselves; but for many there is a desire to find an 

inner peace, an inner acceptance. 

Almighty God, 

you have made us for yourself, 

and our hearts are restless  

till they find their rest in you 
 

 This inner peace, this peace of heart, is a gift from 

God. It includes knowing forgiveness, knowing we 

are loved by God; it includes a trust and belief that 

God can mend and restore even that which is 

utterly broken, and can rescue the bits even when 

they seem to have been obliterated or scattered. 

As we discover the Rescuer, Jesus, the good 

Shepherd who finds the lost and carries home the 

wounded, as we learn that nothing can separate us 

from the love of God, as we sense the presence of 

God’s Spirit within us (and some are blessed with 

this sense more than others – I don’t know why), as 

we learn to be still during the day, and find a 

rhythm for the week, as we are fed in the 

Sacrament, as we hear God’s Word, we can be filled 

with peace. Filled with peace – what a wonderful 

image and reality and truth.  



4.3   Emmanuel 

Emmanuel means “God is with us”. 

Four short words but are there any other short 

sentences more profound than this one? If we had 

to sum up the gospel, the message to humanity, in 

just a few words, would this not be about as good 

and brief as you could get? 

The name is taken from a prophecy of Isaiah around 

the time of Hezekiah – 700 years before Jesus was 

born. In its original setting, this child would be born 

as the city was finally freed from the siege, and so 

the child would be a reminder of God’s protection 

over Jerusalem. But the people did not fully trust 

God, just as 700 years later they would not trust or 

accept the new Emmanuel, “God truly and fully 

with us”. 

Jesus is not known as Emmanuel to his family or 

friends – Matthew is highlighting that Jesus is 

fulfilling the prophecy – here truly is Emmanuel. 

 

Human brains cannot fully grasp, and human 

languages cannot explain how Jesus can be fully 

God and fully human, but that is because of the 

limits of our language. As we have noticed before, 

faith in God is not reduced to an academic 

argument and proof, but is about a commitment; 

there is an integrity to our thinking but often we 

admit we cannot fully understand let alone fully 

explain. 

In Mark’s gospel it is the Roman Centurion, the one 

who has overseen the crucifixion who says – “Truly 

this man was the Son of God”. He gets closest to a 

declaration of faith, when the disciples are absent 

and silent, but he says “was” not “is” because in his 

way of thinking he has executed and killed him, 

though there is no sign of regret or remorse. It is 

one of the most ironic statements in the gospel, 

being found on the lips of the executioner not the 

follower. 

But maybe we are a bit more like the executioner 

Centurion than we would like to think. It is rather 

different to affirm that Jesus was God’s Son, that 

we hold to this historical ‘fact’, from affirming that 

Jesus is God’s Son, that is, Jesus is alive, with us, 

and continues to demand and expect our allegiance 

and worship.  

For the truth that God is with us, is both the most 

reassuring truth in the world – God so loved the 

world that he gave his only Son .. , but it is also the 

most challenging truth in the world, because it 

requires us to acknowledge the impact. 

God is not a theoretical construct, nor a theological 

ideal, nor a philosophical debating point; God, 

Creator and the one who holds the world and time, 

is known and knowable in the person of Jesus. 

 

And, at risk of repeating myself – though 

symphonies do repeat and rework their key 

themes! – God is with us in this world, just as Jesus 

was with people in the world then, with its illnesses, 

and poverty, injustice and violence, as well as its 

opportunities and with the communities and 

families who made the most of life and celebrated 

festivals and weddings and events. Jesus lived in 

this mixed world and enjoyed it and endured it, 

made a difference in it, and was ultimately 

destroyed by the ruling powers and to some extent 

the fickle crowd. [As an aside, while the Christmas 

story is full of “true news” from the angels, the 

Easter story is littered with fake news and 

accusations, as the Truth is apparently destroyed by 

lies and falsehoods.] 

God was with his people even when they chose not 

to acknowledge him or follow his ways. The Old 

Testament gives very human emotions to God’s 

relation with his people, which is described in very 

personal terms. He is angry, sad, frustrated, weary, 

hurt, rejected, stood up; but all these metaphors 

imply that God is with them, connected. And in the 

New Testament, Jesus speaks of the Holy Spirit, the 

Spirit of God, God present in an unembodied way 

continuing to reassure us of God’s presence when 

Jesus himself has been raised and ascended. now 

God by his Spirit – in as much as we seek God – is 

with us wherever we are, not just where Jesus was. 

And for many we hear stories of people from other 

faiths and none, who have had an encounter with 

God’s Spirit in some way, and through that 

encounter are drawn to Jesus. The sense that God 

was close is now clarified as they learn more of the 

love of God in Jesus. As we seek to share our faith, 

we discover that God’s Spirit has gone ahead of us, 

is already prompting the hearts of others and some 

are responding. 

God is with his people; in Jesus, God was truly with 

us and in his Spirit God continues to be with us in 

our daily lives. Emmanuel is theology in one word!  



4.4 Jesus is Lord 

This is a strange one and one we need to rewind. 

We sing hymns – “Jesus is Lord, Creation’s voice 

proclaims it” and we see Lord as a theological word. 

But it wasn’t. Kurios is a Greek word used for a 

master, a boss, or as a way of addressing a superior. 

It was a very secular word. We might get some idea 

if we said – “Jesus is the Boss”. 

We have some idea of Lord through the medieval 

period of earls, and people addressing them as “My 

Lord” in historical dramas, and this may also be 

helpful, as long as we realise that Jesus said “No 

one can serve two lords” – so in a world where our 

superiors demand allegiance, Jesus challenges this 

by calling on his followers to see him as the Lord, 

the Boss, the Master, the one who – if you like, and 

using the culture of that day – “owns” us, as if we 

are slaves. 

And Jesus says he no longer calls us servants or 

slaves but friends, and Paul tells us that we have 

been adopted as children, when we should be 

slaves with no inheritance. 

But we should not take our inheritance for granted, 

far less should we think we can wander into God’s 

presence as and when we feel like it.  

We do not presume to come to this your Table  

trusting in our own righteousness .. 

There is the parable of the wedding banquet and 

the guest who comes in his own (scruffy) clothes, 

having ignored the offer of a wedding garment.  

Yesterday we thought about the wonderful truth 

that God is with us – Emmanuel – but it is also and 

equally true that Jesus is Lord, God is the Almighty, 

the Creator, the Holy One and we are – as Isaiah 

says in a vivid image – like ants, or (in another 

verse)like gnats. 

And if Jesus is the Lord, the Master, the Boss the 

one to whom we owe allegiance then our 

allegiances to all others, whether the one we work 

for, or political parties, or authorities, must all be 

tested in light of what God calls us to be and do. 

Jesus was not a revolutionary who saw bad in every 

form of power and opposed it, but he was a radical 

who saw the bad in every form of power and spoke 

up. This last sentence needs to be tempered a bit 

by the powerlessness of his position as a Jewish 

peasant, and by his primary calling which was also 

to show the positive signs of the Kingdom, not to be 

defined only by what he stood against. 

And that must be true for us if we call Jesus Lord. 

We should live out the positive signs of the 

Kingdom, grace, mercy, generosity, love; we should 

live as his followers, as people of prayer and 

compassion; we should model as best we can what 

the Kingdom Community might look like, in our 

churches and in our homes. 

It is not an either – or, but a both-and. We should 

both stand against what is wrong, and live out what 

is right and good. There will be times when the 

standing against has to take priority, and there will 

be some who are called to a more prophetic and 

confrontational role and we should thank God for 

them and consider what more we should and could 

be doing, but, like Jesus, we should also show what 

the Kingdom is, and in our loving of others, and in 

how we live out our lives we should illuminate the 

Kingdom: “Let your light so shine before others 

that they may see your good works and give glory 

to your Father who is in heaven.” The word AND in 

that sentence is so important – how do we help 

others see and give glory to God? 

And as we think about Jesus as Lord, we see a 

model of Lord which is so different from the model 

of then and so different from the models of now. 

No flash buildings and palaces, no demands for 

deference and respect, no exploiting of others to 

increase his own wealth; no taking from others, or 

invading other areas in order to take more.  

‘Store up treasures in heaven’ – as we give, we 

discover we will be rewarded a hundred times over 

in heaven, but we give not because we have an 

investment policy for rewards in heaven but 

because we have discovered the truth and we have 

discovered that the Lord of All loves us and has 

adopted us, and we are free and we are secure in 

God, and we know that his promises are sure and 

so we can – when we are on a good day! – live in 

that liberated way. 

Jesus is some Lord, and we must not let that word 

become just another word – it is so full of meaning 

and resonance and challenge and hope. 

This Christmas Eve we remember the Lord is born in 

a borrowed manger / feeding trough. He will be 

buried in a borrowed tomb. He will leave no 

monuments, except that He was and is the Creator 

of the World. 

4.5 Christmas Day 

Son of Mary 



If you have followed the symphony this far, you will 

have seen the great themes of our Bible coming 

together in the person of Jesus; I have tried to 

explore two very different strands: the ‘universal’ 

and the ‘particular’ the ‘universal’ truth that this 

Jesus was and is the fulness of God in human form, 

the Word made flesh, the answer for all, the one 

who was there at Creation and will be Lord at the 

coming of the Kingdom; and the ‘particular’ truth 

that God, in his wisdom or we might say 

foolishness, chose to reveal his truths through a 

particular group of people, from Abraham onwards, 

and kept to that plan despite their failings, called 

them back as a people again and again, and then, in 

what seems an even more risky move, shared our 

life in the person of Jesus, and lived in our world. 

 

And – as we have been discovering – this makes 

Christianity a political faith, because God challenges 

sin, calls on his people to challenge sin and injustice 

in society as well as in our own lives, and in Jesus 

confronts the powers that be, and teaches that his 

Kingdom has first claim on our lives. It is not an 

other-worldly faith but a call to live in this world, 

and to discover God in this world. 

      The hopes and fears of all the years 

      Are met in thee tonight 
 

And today, today is not a day to do much more 

thinking – we should be amazed and stunned that 

Mary is the mother to God, that God is born on 

earth, and will be dependent on Mary for milk, and 

warmth and nurture, will be a squawling mewing 

child as one poem puts it, not the “no crying he 

makes” version from Away in a manger. 

And the angels sang in the night, for the shepherds, 

and they came hurrying to see. 

And further afield the Magi, people of a different 

faith background were puzzled by some sort of star 

or light in the sky, whatever it was, which drew 

them in their curiosity. 

And the result – they worshipped Jesus, this very 

ordinary child. They left costly gifts. They believed 

that this was the one, the one from God, and so 

they worshipped the child. 

It might seem foolish to worship the child of a 

peasant woman, it might seem even more foolish to 

claim that this is the unlocking of all truth and the 

way to discover meaning and new-life; probably we 

don’t realise today just how radical this is, because 

it has become normalised in our Christmas 

celebrations. 

 

Our symphony appropriately ends with the angels 

song, the messengers of God singing glory, and a 

mother pondering all these things in her heart. 

Hark the herald-angels sing 

Glory to the new-born King 

And hopefully for us, our minds have been 

provoked; I hope something of the great messages 

of Scripture and their resonance for today has 

connected; in a world where there are so many 

other voices and noises and distractions, we have 

heard the voice of God, and we are drawn to 

worship, and to thank God. 

O come let us adore him 

O come let us adore him 

O come let us adore him, 

Christ the Lord 

 

Today make time to go to Bethlehem and see the 

thing which has happened there (as the shepherds 

did), and let the final notes of the symphony, and 

the great themes of love, invitation, mercy, 

holiness, God with us, continue to echo and play in 

your soul and spirit. 

 

Hail the heav’n-born Prince of   

     Peace 

Hail the Sun of Righteousness! 

Light and life to all he brings, 

Risen with healing in his wings; 

mild he lays his glory by, 

born that we no more may die. 

born to raise us from the earth; 

born to give us second birth. 

Hark the herald-angels sing, 

Glory to the new-born King! 

 

 


