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The Bible in Worship: Advent in Matthew


Advent is the season of the ‘coming’ of Christ. It is an anticipation of all the things that Christ will be, not just the coming of a little child. This is why it is traditional for Advent readings to recall the Old Testament and the lives of the prophets and the patriarchs (the family of Abraham). It is in the stories of these lives that the Bible brings out the promises of God and the qualities of the coming king. Matthew’s Gospel has part of the ‘traditional’ Christmas (Advent) story. Here there is no manger and the angel appears to Joseph but not Mary. We have to wait for the season of Epiphany for Matthew’s major contribution to the well-known Christmas story.
The Advent crown is always a striking feature which can form a focus for worship. We have made some suggestions for a focus table, but you could use an Advent crown instead (or as well). There are several understandings of the candles, there are usually 3 purple ones a pink one plus a white one for the middle. 
These are 3 popular interpretations:

	Week
	
	Meaning

	
	
	1
	2
	3

	1
	
	Patriarchs – remembering the early leaders; Abraham, Jacob …
	Hope
	Prophets’ Candle – indicating hope as spoken by prophets

	2
	
	Prophets – those who spoke out the word of God
	Love
	Bethlehem Candle – showing faith in the commitment of the journey of Mary and Joseph

	3
	
	John the Baptist – cousin of Jesus
	Joy
	Shepherd’s candle – reflecting the joy on hearing of the birth of Christ

	4
	
	Mary – the mother of Jesus
	Peace
	Angel’s Candle – expressing the message ‘Peace on Earth…’



Notice the prayer in week one – this is strongly cast in terms of ‘traditional’ parents and families. You may wish to re-cast this prayer in different words to make it more accessible.

	Week 1: From Abraham to Christ Matthew 1:1-17

	Bible Reading:  
This is the list of the ancestors of Jesus Christ, a descendant of David, who was a descendant of Abraham.

From Abraham to King David, the following ancestors are listed: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Judah and his brothers; then Perez and Zerah (their mother was Tamar), Hezron, Ram, Amminadab, Nahshon, Salmon, Boaz (his mother was Rahab), Obed (his mother was Ruth), Jesse, and King David.

From David to the time when the people of Israel were taken into exile in Babylon, the following ancestors are listed: David, Solomon (his mother was the woman who had been Uriah's wife), Rehoboam, Abijah, Asa, Jehoshaphat, Jehoram, Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, Hezekiah, Manasseh, Amon, Josiah, and Jehoiachin and his brothers.

From the time after the exile in Babylon to the birth of Jesus, the following ancestors are listed: Jehoiachin, Shealtiel, Zerubbabel, Abiud, Eliakim, Azor, Zadok, Achim, Eliud, Eleazar, Matthan, Jacob, and Joseph, who married Mary, the mother of Jesus, who was called the Messiah.

So then, there were fourteen generations from Abraham to David, and fourteen from David to the exile in Babylon, and fourteen from then to the birth of the Messiah.
	Notes

At first sight, this might be an odd reading. There is no story, no lesson to be learned – or so it seems. The Advent season is one of waiting, waiting for the coming of Christ. There is a message of waiting built into this genealogy. The first readers of these words would know the history of the people of Israel (another name for Jacob-see extension). This list of ancestors puts the whole story of Jesus as written by Matthew into the context of the expected Messiah, the one chosen by God. Messiah literally means ‘anointed’. Anointing with oil was an ancient way of showing the importance of the chosen one, this was done for instance for the king. We tend to think of Jesus Christ as a name but it is important to remember that Christ is the Greek word for messiah so Jesus Christ means something like Jesus the Anointed or Jesus the chosen.
Some of the names are of very prominent characters such as David and Jacob others less so – particularly the third group. 
The list is not complete – the writer seems to be more interested in making the number of names come to fourteen than with historical accuracy! The passage is clearly building up to the emphatic last few words ‘…the birth of the Messiah’.


Themes
Endurance: One of the important things that is often said about families is that they endure – ‘The family must go on’, ‘Family first’. Many stories and parts of history are built around this idea. Family is, for example, a central aspect of the Harry Potter stories and in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. The endurance of a family however depends on the strength of each member of the family, on their faith to each other and their mutual trust.
Trust: The list of ancestors of Jesus contains many figures who are known for their trust. There are famous accounts of Abraham, David, Shealtiel and perhaps the most trusting of all, Joseph the husband of Mary. Trust forms an essential part of the way in which God has been understood in the lives of people throughout both testaments, indeed the very word testament means something that can be trusted.    
Questions:

If Christ means Messiah and Messiah means anointed then what do you think that Christening means?
Why do you think that Matthew makes the three lists of ancestors all equal? Do you think that 14 is a special number? 

In ancient Hebrew letters were used for numbers and ‘David’ added up to 14 – do you think that this is important?

Why are all the people in the list (though note the brackets) men? 
Why is it important that Jesus is a descendant of David and Abraham?

How much do you know about your ancestors? (grandparents, great grandparents)
	Week 1:  From Abraham to Christ

	Reflection

For a moment let us wonder…
What things are important in our home?

What makes them special?

How did our ancestors live?
What did they think was important?

What made our ancestors’ homes special?

What examples can we learn from what our ancestors did?

What examples will we leave for others?
	Prayer

Lord of Families,
Thank you for our families, for our parents and those who care for us, grandparents and the members of our families from the past.

Guide us and help us to remember what our families have given to us and always to honour the things that we have learned from them.
Amen


Laying the table
Make a collection of family trees – how much do children know about their ancestors? Make a display to show the history of the families in school. You could even make a ‘Family Tree’ for the school. Add the list of Jesus’ ancestors to the display.
	Week 1: Extension Genesis 32: (22) 24-31

	A bit more from the Bible
That same night Jacob got up…
Then a man came and wrestled with him until just before daybreak. When the man saw that he was not winning the struggle, he struck Jacob on the hip, and it was thrown out of joint. The man said, “Let me go; daylight is coming.”

“I won't, unless you bless me,” Jacob answered.

“What is your name?” the man asked.

“Jacob,” he answered.

The man said, “Your name will no longer be Jacob. You have struggled with God and with men, and you have won; so your name will be Israel.” 

Jacob said, “Now tell me your name.”

But he answered, “Why do you want to know my name?” Then he blessed Jacob.

Jacob said, “I have seen God face to face, and I am still alive”; so he named the place Peniel. The sun rose as Jacob was leaving Peniel, and he was limping because of his hip. 
	Notes
This famous story is seen by many to be the origin of the name Israel. It is just one of the stories of one of the many people in the genealogy of Jesus. In this story, we can see the strength of Jacob’s endurance in a contest with God. In one way, this seems very strange, but it is part of a series of stories of Jacob’s learning about God. In this short extract, we can see Jacob recognising God and asking for a blessing. Notice how the person wrestling with Jacob is first simply called a man but gradually we realise that there is something special about him, indeed in the end we realise that he is God. This is common in a number of stories in the Old Testament where people meet God – at first they do not know who it is, but they keep faith and trust and eventually understand that they have come face to face with God. 


A few more Questions:   
Why do you think that the story is about a wrestling match? Do you think that wrestling might be a good way to learn about someone? Why?
What other ways of learning about each other can you think of?

How does Jacob know that the person he wrestles with is God? Especially if he does not tell Jacob his name.
Some things to do
You could have a go at finding some of the characters from the genealogy. Take care, some of the associated narratives have very adult content. You could start with these:
· Boaz – from the book of Ruth

· Jotham - 2 Chronicles Chapter 27

· Zerubbabel – from the book of Haggai
__________________________________________

	Week 2: A Look Back Isaiah 11: 1-6

	Bible Reading
The royal line of David is like a tree that has been cut down; but just as new branches sprout from a stump, so a new king will arise from among David's descendants.

The spirit of the Lord will give him wisdom,

and the knowledge and skill to rule his people.

He will know the Lord's will and honour him,

and find pleasure in obeying him.

He will not judge by appearance or hearsay;

he will judge the poor fairly

and defend the rights of the helpless…
He will rule his people with justice and integrity.

Wolves and sheep will live together in peace,

and leopards will lie down with young goats.

Calves and lion cubs will feed together,

and little children will take care of them.


	Notes
This reading looks back into the history of Israel and the time of the Kings and Prophets. Isaiah is one of the most significant of the Prophets of the Old Testament. He is not, perhaps, as famous as Elijah but his writings have great power. He wrote a great deal about the way God’s people should live and about the coming of the true king and servant of God.
This short passage brings the past present and future together for Christians. To start with the readings looks back and it is clear that the line of kings has apparently failed. There is then a word picture of the new king, a picture which we can recognise as Christ. 
The final part looks forward to a time when all conflict has come to an and. Notice how the characteristics of the new king will lead to a final outcome of peace in all creation.


Themes
Creation: One of the important aspects of the Christian message is bringing creation into its proper balance. This recalls the many movements associated with ecology and the environment which are found in our society. Many of our environmental ideas are to do with proper balance, for instance out atmosphere needs CO2 but when the balance is wrong (too much CO2) then we get global warming.  
Wisdom: The reading brings out wisdom as an essential attribute of the promised king. Wisdom can be seen as the basis of all the other attributes: honour, fairness, integrity…  Wisdom is not only a source of values but also an essential value in itself. This shows something of the ways in which values work together, in order to be really wise, we need to learn to bring values together so that we are patient, kind and just (for example) all at the same time.
Questions:

What kinds of knowledge and skill are needed to rule people?

What sorts of knowledge and skill did Jesus have? Are they things that are needed for him to be a king?
If appearance and hearsay are not good for making judgements, then how should judgements be made?
How would you rule if you were a queen or king?

How do you think that God’s Spirit gives wisdom?

Do you think that Christians should be concerned for the environment? Why?
	Week 2: A Look Back

	Reflection

I wonder…
What are the most important things that you know?

How do they help you do things?

Do these things help other people too?

What do you like doing best? (What gives you pleasure?)

Do other people like this too?
	Prayer

Lord of all,

You have given us many stories and words in the Bible to help us to think deeply about the world we live in.  Help us to grow in wisdom and gather together all our knowledge so that we always have the understanding to make good choices in everything that we do.  
Amen


Laying the table

The reading gives us a picture of ‘restored’ or ‘redeemed’ creation. Use this as an opportunity to create your own picture or model of creation as it will be. You might use model animals or perhaps make some models with plasticine or similar. You may like to use IT to create digital images or perhaps video to enhance the display. 
	Week 2: Extension Matthew 20: 29 – 33

	A bit more from the Bible: 
As Jesus and his disciples were leaving Jericho, a large crowd was following. Two blind men who were sitting by the road heard that Jesus was passing by, so they began to shout, “Son of David! Take pity on us, sir!”

The crowd scolded them and told them to be quiet. But they shouted even more loudly, “Son of David! Take pity on us, sir!”

Jesus stopped and called them. “What do you want me to do for you?” he asked them.

“Sir,” they answered, “we want you to give us our sight!”

Jesus had pity on them and touched their eyes; at once they were able to see, and they followed him.

	Notes:
We find many miracle stories in Matthew’s Gospel. It is always worth looking at these stories to see what else they are saying besides the simple story of a healing or whatever else the miracle might be. In this story, a very important strand is the name of David. ‘Son’ here really means ‘descendant’. Jesus clearly could not be a son of David in the literal sense. However, to call someone ‘Son of David’ was contentious – a challenge to authority. 
This story bears out the attributes of kingship that we found in the main reading. Jesus does not ignore the men but neither does he just jump in and heal them  immediately, he acts with integrity and honour by asking what they want – and only then does Jesus heal them.  


A few more Questions
Do you think that Jesus acted with integrity?

Do you think that the blind men believed that Jesus was the Messiah or were they just hoping that anyone might be able to help them? 
Some things to do
The reading makes plain the things which Christians see in the person of Jesus Christ. Find out something about leaders from other faiths such as Guru Nanak. How do they show the same qualities of wisdom, integrity and fairness?
_________________________________________
	Week 3: God’s People in the Dark Isaiah 9: 2-3, 6-7

	Bible Reading  
The people who walked in darkness

have seen a great light.

They lived in a land of shadows,

but now light is shining on them.

You have given them great joy, Lord;

you have made them happy.

They rejoice in what you have done,

as people rejoice when they harvest their corn

or when they divide captured wealth…
A child is born to us!

A son is given to us!

And he will be our ruler.

He will be called, “Wonderful Counsellor”,

“Mighty God”, “Eternal Father”,

“Prince of Peace”.

His royal power will continue to grow;

his kingdom will always be at peace.

He will rule as King David's successor,

basing his power on right and justice,

from now until the end of time.

The Lord Almighty is determined to do all this.


	Notes
This passage is read in many Christmas carol services, and the words are understood to be about Jesus. Indeed, they do give a vivid picture of a king who will bring peace to the kingdom.

However, like many of the passages from the prophets that are thought to be about Jesus these words also have a simple meaning from the time when they were written. These words read as if they were originally part of a temple ritual, a song sung to welcome a new priest.

The reading thus has a very powerful double meaning. It is about the appointment of a priest who will bring God’s words in the temple of Isaiah’s time and the giving of God’s son as the future king who will fulfil all the marvellous things that are promised.     


Themes
Peace: Peace is a constant theme in the way that Christians understood who Jesus was and the kingdom of which he spoke. This peace is the Old Testament idea of ‘shalom’, this is not just ‘calm’ or ‘quiet’ but suggests ‘wholeness’ or ‘completeness’. The importance of peace is that everything can flourish in safety and confidence.
Hope: The reading holds a kind of double hope. In the first instance these words, from the time of Isaiah, speak of hope in the coming king so that the people of Israel can look forward to becoming what God had called them to be. For Christians, the words are also taken to refer to Jesus, his life, message and resurrection. This means that Christians look forward to the coming of the kingdom of God and becoming the people that God has called them to be.  
 Questions:

What do you think that Isaiah means by ‘walked in darkness’?

What do you think the ‘great light’ is?
The reading mentions a child, do children bring joy? 
King David comes up many times in our readings in Advent – can you think why?

Why do you think that Isaiah mentions these things:

· “Wonderful Counsellor”?
· “Mighty God”?
· “Eternal Father”?
· “Prince of Peace”?
	Week 3: God’s People in the Dark

	Reflection

Let’s wonder for a moment…
What is it like in the dark?

Imagine that you are in the dark – how does it feel? Did you imagine that you are on your own?
Now, as you wait in your darkness imagine that you can see a light, faint and in the distance? Does that change how you feel?
Imagine that you are walking, slowly and steadily, towards the light. You get closer and closer.
Then in the light you see something special, something that you’ve always wanted.
Now it is yours – how does this make you feel?
	Prayer

Lord of Light,
We thank you for the things that Jesus shows us. Love, care and compassion.
We thank you for the things that Jesus teaches us. 

Help us to look at everything around us in the light of Jesus and so see the many different ways in which we can bring love, care and compassion to our school. 
Amen 


Laying the table
Advent is traditionally a time of seeing light in darkness. We have pictures of stars, candles and snow shining white in the night-time.  Thin about how we use lights to mean or show different things - find examples of lights with meaning for your display such as traffic lights, warning lights or streetlights.
	 Week 3: Extension Jeremiah 23: 5-6

	A bit more from the Bible:  
The Lord says, “The time is coming when I will choose as king a righteous descendant of David. That king will rule wisely and do what is right and just throughout the land. 
When he is king, the people of Judah will be safe, and the people of Israel will live in peace. He will be called ‘The Lord Our Salvation’.
	Notes
These words from the prophet Jeremiah are very like those of Isaiah. Notice particularly that Jeremiah picks out the essential things that the king will be a descendant of David and that the king will bring peace.  Jeremiah uses almost exactly the same words in chapter 33 verses 14-16


A few more Questions:
What do you think that ‘salvation’ means? Why would it be important for the people to be given salvation?
Notice that these extension readings (and the main reading) talk about community, peace in a community, safety for the community. Why do you think that Messiah is to come to a community and not just individual people?
Some things to do
Light is an important part of Advent and Christmas. Why do you think that is this the case? 
Have a look at Ephesians 5:8 – 10, does this help us to understand why light is important? 
Read the first chapter of John’s Gospel – does this make things clearer?
_____________________________________________
	Week 4:  Jesus is Born Matthew 1: 18-25

	Bible Reading
This was how the birth of Jesus Christ took place. His mother Mary was engaged to Joseph, but before they were married, she found out that she was going to have a baby by the Holy Spirit. Joseph was a man who always did what was right, but he did not want to disgrace Mary publicly; so he made plans to break the engagement privately. While he was thinking about this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, descendant of David, do not be afraid to take Mary to be your wife. For it is by the Holy Spirit that she has conceived. She will have a son, and you will name him Jesus — because he will save his people from their sins.”

So when Joseph woke up, he married Mary, as the angel of the Lord had told him to do … she gave birth to her son. And Joseph named him Jesus.


	Notes

At last we come to the story that we all know – the birth of Jesus. This is Matthew’s version of the story it gives us some details not found elsewhere. There is an emphasis on the ‘male’ side of the story, where Luke picks out many of Mary’s concerns, Matthew gives us Joseph’s dream and his obedience to the angel. 
The story still has the essential elements – the young girl, the Holy Spirit and an angel. Jesus is a version of the name Joshua which means something like ‘God saves’ – which is why the Angel suggested the name.



Themes
Trust: Trust plays an important role in this version of the Christmas story. In these verses which open the story we can see that Joseph has to trust God. Trust is an essential basis of relationships of all kinds and here we see that Joseph not only shows trust in God but also learns to trust Mary. We have to learn to trust in our relationships too. As we grow, we learn to trust different people, parents, brothers and sisters, teachers, friends. This is even seen in some of the support or heath organisations that have been created in society – these are often called trusts!
Humility: In order to trust people, we must show some humility. Trust means that we are prepared to depend on others to do things for us, or to help us.  To do this we must recognise that we cannot do everything ourselves, we actually need other people we can trust to help us. The same is true for the people we know – everyone needs to understand what their strengths and abilities are so that between us we can be strong in everything.
Questions:

Do you think that dreams can ever tell us something helpful? If not, why was this dream of Joseph’s so helpful to him?
We can see that Joseph trusted God, and then trusted Mary. Do you think that Mary trusted Joseph? Why?
When do we have to trust others? What sorts of things show that we have trust in them?
	Week 4: Jesus is Born

	Reflection

Let’s wonder together:
What are miracles?

Jesus being born is called a miracle because the story tells us that God is his father.

How is the birth of every baby a miracle?

Can we see God working in the world in this was?

How else might we see God in the world around us? 
	Prayer

Lord of life,
Thank you for the gift of children, for ourselves and for everyone who is yet to be born. 

We pray that you will be with all parents and carers as they bring up their families. 

Amen


Laying the table
Finally, we have reached the end of the Advent season and, as the story says, the time has come for the birth of the Messiah. Matthew is keen that we should see this child as a special, chosen baby. A baby from a royal line. So, collect some pictures of Royal babies – there is a very wide range on the internet to choose from.
	Week 4: Extension Matthew 1:22-23, Isaiah 7: 13-14

	A bit more from the Bible 
Matthew 1

Now all this happened in order to make what the Lord had said through the prophet come true, “A virgin will become pregnant and have a son, and he will be called Immanuel” (which means, “God is with us”).
Isaiah 7

Isaiah replied, “Listen, now, descendants of King David. It's bad enough for you to wear out the patience of people — must you wear out God's patience too? Well then, the Lord himself will give you a sign: a young woman who is pregnant will have a son and will name him ‘Immanuel.’
	Notes
The Bible is not a really a book for children. In this extract we find adult themes coming through. The miracle of the ‘virgin birth’ is a dramatic sign of the power of God and gives a basis for understanding who Jesus Christ was. The words from Isaiah are the origin of the words of the prophet. These words do not necessarily mean ‘virgin’ but what both readings do agree with is that his name should be Immanuel. 


A few more Questions
Why do you think that Matthew want us to understand that the baby Jesus is the child of God?
What sorts of things do you expect to happen in a story which starts with the son of God being born?
Some things to do
Jesus has many names; Immanuel is one of them. What other names or titles of Jesus can you find?

_______________________________________________
Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
Through the story of Christmas, we can see the beginnings of the kingdom of God. The story begins with                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.
We think about the families who were harmed because of the anger of King Herod
Father we pray for everyone whose children are harmed or in danger because of war or unrest.

Be with them we pray and comfort them.
Give strength to all the people who work to bring aid and help to everyone who is suffering inconflict and famine.
Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.

When we think about the family of Joseph, Mary and the baby (infant) Jesus we 

Help us to show the same humility 

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.

We remember the Magi who travelled a great distance to find the baby Jesus – 
Help us to follow the same path as the Wise Men to look for righteousness in the life of Jesus
In the king who rules with justice

In the priest who prays 

the wise men who believed that the god’s righteousness was at last to be seen in the world. 
Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.

God our Father who showed mercy by sending Jesus to show us the   
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.

We recall the action of the shepherds following the words and song of the angels.
We think of the way in which they hurried to the manger to see the newly born infant.

Help us, we pray, to also want to hurry to see the 

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.

The season of Christmas is a time for remembering that Jesus is the prince of peace.

Give us a 
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