
ST. ANDREW’S, BLACKROCK & BRAY - 29TH NOVEMBER 2020 
Getting Ready for a Meaningf ul C hr i stmas (Luke 1:5-2 5) 
Welcome and Announcements
“Welcome to our ‘Church at Home’ service transcript for Sunday 29th of 
November. Today is the first sermon in our Advent series thinking about how 
we can have hope this Christmas. Following the Government Announcement 
last Friday we are delighted to be able to reopen our building for worship 
next Sunday! Please see the attached letter for all the details.” 
- Rev. Andrew Gill 

Scripture Sentence - Ephesians 5:14
Awake sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine upon you.

Collect for the First Sunday of Advent 

Almighty God,
give us grace to cast away

the works of darkness
and put on the armour of light,

now in the time of this mortal life,
in which your Son Jesus Christ

came to us in great humility.
So that on the last day,

when he shall come again in his glorious majesty
to judge the living and the dead,

we may rise to the life immortal;
through him who lives and reigns

with you and the Holy Spirit,
one God, now and forever. Amen
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Reading - Luke 1:5-25 (NIV)

In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who 
belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a 

descendant of Aaron. Both of them were righteous in the sight of God, 
observing all the Lord’s commands and decrees blamelessly. But they were 

childless because Elizabeth was not able to conceive, and they were both 
very old. Once when Zechariah’s division was on duty and he was serving as 

priest before God, he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the 
priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense. And when the 

time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were 
praying outside.

Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the 

altar of incense. When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped 
with fear. But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer 

has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to call 
him John. He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because 

of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take 
wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even 

before he is born. He will bring back many of the people of Israel to the Lord 
their God. And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, 

to turn the hearts of the parents to their children and the disobedient to the 
wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”

Zechariah asked the angel, “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and 

my wife is well along in years.”
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The angel said to him, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I 
have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news. And now you 

will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you 
did not believe my words, which will come true at their appointed time.”

When his time of service was completed, he returned home. After this his wife 

Elizabeth became pregnant and for five months remained in seclusion. “The 
Lord has done this for me,” she said. “In these days he has shown his favour 

and taken away my disgrace among the people.”

Sermon - ‘Getting Ready for a Meaningful Christmas’  

Today is the first Sunday in Advent, and I think that this Christmas could 
actually be really special. We all know that Christmas is going to be very 

different this year, but that could be a good thing. Maybe after the year that 

we have had, we will look at the familiar Christmas stories from the Bible with 

a fresh perspective and discover why the birth of Jesus is such good news. 

Maybe this year we will l find a renewed sense of hope, peace, love, and joy. 
Maybe a socially distant Christmas will bring us spiritually closer to Christ. 

This year is going to be very different, but maybe it will be the most 

meaningful of all. 

To help us to do that this year, over the next few weeks we are going to be 

looking at the Christmas story from the first two chapters of Luke's Gospel. 

Luke put together an orderly account from eyewitnesses and other reliable 

sources, to tell us about the events surrounding, and leading up to, the birth 
of Jesus. Today we are going to be looking at chapter 1 verses 5 to 25 about 

the story of the priest Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth. In verses 6-7 we are 

told three really important things about them. Firstly, that they were righteous 

before God. That doesn't mean that they were perfect, but it means that they 
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were honest and obedient, and that they had integrity. Secondly, and sadly, 

that they had no children because they were unable to conceive. This would 

have caused them great stigma in their culture. And thirdly, that they were 

now very old so children was never going happen for them. Probably when 
they thought about their future, it seemed like it didn't have much hope.  

While Zechariah was performing his priestly duties in the temple he was 

chosen to go into the Holy Place to burn the incense. This would have been 

the only time that Zechariah was chosen to perform this task, and it would 
have been his first time into that part of the temple. As he was there taking in 

the spectacular colours and the fragrant smells, all of a sudden an angel 

appeared to him! Zechariah was terrified, but the angel says in verse 13, “Do 

not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will 
bear you a son, and you are to call him John.”  

It's easy to get discouraged in our prayer life when we do not see an 

immediate response. But the truth is God hears all our prayers and he 
answers every one of them. Sometimes that answer is ‘yes’, but sometimes 

the answer is ‘no’, and many times the answer is ‘wait’. But there is no such 

thing as an ‘unanswered prayer’. Zechariah and Elizabeth, for probably their 

whole married life, had been praying for a child, and the answer was ‘wait’. 

For hundreds of years priests like Zechariah had been going to the temple 
praying that God would rescue the nation of Israel, and the reply had been 

‘wait’. But now as this angel continues to talk it becomes clear that both for 

Zechariah and Elizabeth, and for the nation ‘wait’ was about to turn to ‘yes’. 

The time had come and God was going to bless Zechariah and Elizabeth with 
a son, and through that son God would bless the whole nation as he prepared 

them for the coming Christ. 
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Zechariah went in to the Temple burn to incense as an offering to God. 

Incense had a practical function in worship, which was to cover over some of 

the bad odours that were around. But it also had a symbolic meaning. As the 

smoke went up it reminded them of prayers going up towards God. Psalm 
141:2, “Let my prayer be set before You as incense” Or in other words – 

when life stinks, pray! Don't be discouraged, God hears your prayers, and 

don't doubt that he keeps his promises. 

Zechariah heard what the angel had to say and, understandably, he does not 
believe it and asks for a sign. Look at verse 18, “Zechariah asked the angel, 

‘How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in 

years.’” But the angel replies in verse 19-20, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the 

presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this 
good news. And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this 

happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their 

appointed time.”  

God only speaks truth, he doesn't make predictions about the future he 

makes plans. When he makes a promise, it will be fulfilled, at its appointed 

time. When God gives a promise, whether it is through an angel, or the 

scriptures, he has already pinpointed a time in the future when that promise 

will be fulfilled. From our point of view it can be frustrating, because the 
longer we wait, we start to think that maybe God has forgotten about his 

promises, or that he's unable to do what he said, or he doesn't care about us 

anymore. But instead of getting frustrated that God isn’t working to our 

timetable, we need to have faith that God is working to his timetable. God has  
good plans for your life, your family, our country, and our church. God's plans 

for good will be completed, and his promises of love will be fulfilled, all at their 

set time. So like Zechariah, stop talking doubt and start trusting God.  
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God hears prayers, God keeps promises, and God heals pain. After 

Zechariah's encounter with the angel, and when he finished his duties at the 

temple, he returns home and Elizabeth conceives and becomes pregnant! 

God is gracious to her and she is filled with joy and gladness. In verse 25 she 
says,  “The Lord has done this for me,” she said. “In these days he has 

shown his favour and taken away my disgrace among the people.” God takes 

away disgrace and he heals pain. What God does here for Zechariah and 

Elizabeth through he birth of their son John is a picture of what he will do for 

the whole world through the birth of his Son Jesus.  

Advent is a time when we count down to celebrating Christ's first coming, look 

forward to his second coming, and prepare ourselves to receive him through 

his Spirit into our lives. I believe that today God is telling us to ‘get ready’. 
God is at work and his Spirit is present in your life. We need to get ready 

because some prayers are about to be answered, promises are about to be 

fulfilled, and some pain is going to be healed. This Christmas is going to be 

different but maybe it will be the most meaningful of all. If we make this 
Christmas about Christ who came into this world to be our saviour, to rescue 

us from fear, from death, from sickness, and from sin. Then we will discover 

true joy, true peace, and true hope.  

Prayer 
God of Grace, 

We thank you that you hear our prayers. 
We praise you that you keep your promises.  

And we thank you that in Christ you will heal all our pain. 

Lord, we are sorry for when we doubt your word. 

Forgive us and help us not to be discouraged. 
Holy Spirt, help us to find new hope in the birth of Jesus, 

during this very different season on Advent. Amen
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