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   Welcome 
Welcome to our service today for the third Sunday in Advent. As we continue our journey towards the celebration of 
Christ’s birth in Bethlehem and in our hearts and lives, we worship God together in song: 
 

Song 

Great is the darkness that covers the earth, 
Oppression, injustice and pain. 
Nations are slipping in hopeless despair, 
Though many have come in your name. 
Watching while sanity dies, 
Touched by the madness and lies. 
 Come, Lord Jesus, come, Lord Jesus, 
 Pour out your Spirit we pray, 
 Come, Lord Jesus, come, Lord Jesus, 
 Pour out your Spirit on us today. 
 
May now your Church rise with power and love, 
This glorious gospel proclaim. 

In every nation salvation will come 
To those who believe in your name. 
Help us bring light to this world 
That we might speed your return. 
 Come, Lord Jesus… 
 
Great celebrations on that final day 
When out of the heavens you come. 
Darkness will vanish, all sorrow will end, 
And rulers will bow at your throne. 
Our great commission complete, 
Then face to face we shall meet. 
 Come, Lord Jesus…i 

 

Advent Meditation 
  
Among the poor, among the proud, among the persecuted, among the privileged, Christ is coming. He is coming 
to make all things new. 
In the private house, in the market place, in the wedding feast, in the judgement hall, Christ is coming. He is coming 
to make all things new. 
With a gentle touch, with an angry word, with a clear conscience, with burning love, Christ is coming. He is coming 
to make all things new. 
That the kingdom might come, that the world might believe, that the powerful might stumble, that the humble might 
be raised, Christ is coming. He is coming to make all things new. 
Within us, without us, among us, before us, in this place, in every place, for this time, for all time, Christ is coming. 

He is coming to make all things new.
ii
 

 
 

Reading 
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with 
God. All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into 
being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness 
did not overcome it. 

There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a witness to testify to the light, so 
that all might believe through him. He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light. The true light, 
which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. 

This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, 
“Who are you?” He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, “I am not the Messiah.” And they asked him, 
“What then? Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” “Are you the prophet?” He answered, “No.” Then they said to 
him, “Who are you? Let us have an answer for those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?”  

He said, “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,’” as the 
prophet Isaiah said. 

Now they had been sent from the Pharisees. They asked him, “Why then are you baptizing if you are 
neither the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?”  

John answered them, “I baptize with water. Among you stands one whom you do not know, the one who 
is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal.” This took place in Bethany across the Jordan 
where John was baptizing. (John 1: 6 – 8 & 19 – 28) 
 

Reflection

 
 

                         The Methodist Church 



Rev Tim Perkins: “Witnessing to the Light!” 
The videos can be viewed at www.burleymethodist.org 

Alternatively, the written text is provided below 
 

Song 
On Jordan’s bank the Baptist’s cry 
Announces that the Lord is nigh; 
Awake and hearken, for he brings 
Glad tidings from the King of kings! 
 
Then cleansed be every life from sin; 
Make straight the way for God within, 
And let us all our hearts prepare 
For Christ to come and enter there. 
 
For you are our salvation, Lord, 
Our refuge, and our great reward; 

Without your grace we waste away 
Like flowers that wither and decay. 
 
To heal the sick stretch out your hand, 
And bid the fallen sinner stand; 
Shine forth, and let your light restore 
Earth’s own true loveliness once more. 
 
To God the Son all glory be 
Whose advent sets his people free, 
Whom, with the Father, we adore, 
And Holy Spirit, evermore.iii 

 

 
Prayers 

In the beginning, God allowed for chaos, for troubling dreams, and uncertain sounds, and fear in the darkness. 
Then, when the chaos was most threatening and hope was bleakest, God said, ‘Let there be light’. And there was 
light. 
 So, remember the chaos, the uncertainty, the confusion in which you once floundered, and give thanks for 
the light. 
 
In the course of time, God allowed for a journey from ourselves to other people, from restriction to freedom, from 
a forgotten place to a promised land. And when the journey was hardest, and the way ahead unclear, and the 
temptation to turn back was most alluring, God said, ‘Let there be light.’ And there was light. 
 So, remember your journey and how far you have travelled, and give thanks for the light. 
 
Later yet, God allowed for the special: for friendship to grow, for truth to be discovered, for faith to become real. 
On the mountain top and in quiet places, God blessed us, saying, ‘Let there be light’. And there was light. 
 So, remember not why, but how and when and where you’ve been blessed, and give thanks for the light. 
 
And then, when the light was the brightest, and life was good, despite our better judgement, but in solidarity with 
all humankind, we chased shadows, and chose darkness. 
 So, remember how and when and where and perhaps why you have wandered from the light. 
 
Because God loves us, there will be light again. Not first in chaos, not first on the journey, not first for the special 
place, but on the ground and in a hidden place, God will come, offering a baby’s hand, to greet us. 
 
Lord Jesus Christ, who chose, at Bethlehem, to meet us, make us ready to lose and leave all that makes us proud 
and sufficient. Let our knees bend to you, our hearts cradle you, our lips sing you songs of love.iv  
 
Open our eyes, Lord, especially if they are half-shut because we are tired of looking, or half open because we fear 
to see too much, or bleared with tears because yesterday and today and tomorrow are filled with the same pain, 
or contracted, because we only look at what we want to see. 
 Open our eyes, Lord to gently scan the life we lead, the home we have, the world we inhabit, and so to 
find, among the gremlins and the greyness, signs of hope we can fasten on and encourage. 
 Give us, whose eyes are dimmed by familiarity, a bigger vision of what you can do even with hopeless 
cases and lost causes and people of limited ability. 
 
Show us the world as in your sight, riddled by debt, disease, deceit and disbelief, yet also shot through with 
possibility for recovery, release, renewal, redemption. 
 
And lest we fail to distinguish vision from fantasy, today, tomorrow, this week, open our eyes to one person or one 
place, where we – being even for a moment prophetic – might identify and nurture a potential in the waiting. 
 
And with all this, open our eyes, in yearning, for Jesus. 
 
On the mountains, in the cities, through the corridors of power and streets of despair, to help, to heal, to confront, 
to convert, O come, O come, Immanuel. Amen.v 

http://www.burleymethodist.org/


The Lord’s Prayer 
As Our Saviour taught his disciples, we pray: 
Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name; thy kingdom come; thy will be done; on earth as it 
is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who 
trespass against us. And lead us not into temptation; but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, 
the power, and the glory, for ever and ever. Amen.  

 
Song 

Like a candle flame, 
Flickering small in our darkness. 
Uncreated light 
Shines through infant eyes. 
 God is with us, alleluia. 
 God is with us, alleluia. 
 Come to save us, alleluia. 
 Come to save us. Alleluia! 
 
Stars and angels sing, 

Yet the earth sleeps in shadows; 
Can this tiny spark 
Set a world on fire? 
 God is with us… 
 
Yet his light shall shine 
From our lives, Spirit blazing, 
As we touch the flame 
Of his holy fire. 
 God is with us…vi 

Advent Liturgy 
Jesus said, ‘No one more important than John the Baptist has ever been born; yet the least in the kingdom of 
heaven is greater than he.’  
Amen. Come soon, Lord Jesus!  
 
The third candle is lit and this response is used: 
 
Jesus is the light of the world.  
A light no darkness can ever put out.  
 
We sing together: 
John the Baptist, by his preaching and by water poured,  
brought to those who heard his teaching  
news of hope restored: ‘Keep your vision strong and steady,  
and be ready for the Lord.’  
 
Jesus, you are joy even in the saddest of times. Help us to praise you when we are upset or grieving. 
Shine joy into our hearts. Amen.vii 

Song 
You were the Word at the beginning 
One with God the Lord Most High 
Your hidden glory in creation 
Now revealed in You our Christ 

What a beautiful Name it is 
What a beautiful Name it is 
The Name of Jesus Christ my King 
What a beautiful Name it is 
Nothing compares to this 
What a beautiful Name it is 
The Name of Jesus 

 
You didn't want heaven without us 
So Jesus You brought heaven down 
My sin was great Your love was greater 
What could separate us now 

What a wonderful Name it is 
What a wonderful Name it is 
The Name of Jesus Christ my King 
What a wonderful Name it is 
Nothing compares to this 
What a wonderful Name it is 
The Name of Jesus 
What a wonderful Name it is 
The Name of Jesus 

 

Death could not hold You 
The veil tore before You 
You silence the boast of sin and grave 
The heavens are roaring 
The praise of Your glory 
For You are raised to life again 
 
You have no rival 
You have no equal 
Now and forever God You reign 
Yours is the kingdom 
Yours is the glory 
Yours is the Name above all names 
 

What a powerful Name it is 
What a powerful Name it is 
The Name of Jesus Christ my King 
What a powerful Name it is 
Nothing can stand against 
What a powerful Name it is 
The Name of Jesus 
What a powerful Name it is 
The Name of Jesus 
What a powerful Name it is 
The Name of Jesusviii 

 



 
Blessing 

Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus 
for you. Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise the words of prophets, but test everything; hold fast to what is 
good; abstain from every form of evil. 
May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be kept sound and 
blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this. (1Thes. 5: 
16 – 24) 

 
Reflection: “Witnessing to the Light” 
Rev Tim Perkins 

I wonder what a Nativity Play would look like if it was based solely on St John’s version of the Incarnation of God in human 

form? I suggest it would feature a single child, stood in front of a curtain of black velvet, speaking a single line: “And the 

Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a Father’s only Son, full of grace and 
truth.”  

John’s Gospel offers us no young family on a holy trek to Bethlehem. We will read about no shepherds nor hear any 

angelic cantatas in the sky. There will be no villainous innkeeper and no sage Magi. In fact, there is little in either our text 

today or the entire prologue of John’s Gospel that supports our tendency to obscure Advent and romanticise Christmas.  

Whilst this version of the Nativity might constitute great savings in the costume and props department and ensure 

social-distancing rules are kept – both of which are appropriate during times of covid restrictions and austerity! – it would 

surely leave us feeling seasonally short-changed! 

 So not your usual nativity story. What we do have here though is an Advent story – still starring one character saying 

much the same thing, still short on costumes and props – only in this case the minimalism is both intentional and revelatory. 

 The one character is a man sent from God whose name is John. Unlike the other Gospels, this John is not the Baptist, 

nor the Baptizer, nor the son of Zechariah. He is just plain John, who will not even say that much when the religious authorities 

come to question him about his identity and ministry. In this Gospel, John is not principally a baptizer, a prophet, an exhorter, 

or even a messenger from God. The religious authorities want John to say who he is but all John will say is who he is not. He 

is not the Messiah. He is not Elijah. He is not the prophet-like-Moses awaited by Israel ever since Moses’ death. When they 

press him to say something about himself, he will not even choose his own words. Instead, he will paraphrase Isaiah the 

Prophet. “I am the voice of one crying in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord.’”  

He is neither the Light of God nor the Word of God. John’s primary purpose is as a “martyria”, a witness, sent by 

God to testify to the One who is both the Light of life and the Word made flesh. The principal vocation of John in this Gospel 

is to bear witness, a verb that occurs thirty-three times in the Fourth Gospel and only twice in the other three Gospels 

combined. 

 Now, the job of a witness is to say what they have seen or heard, or to attest to the truth of another’s testimony. So 

John’s role is to recognise the true Light when it appears, and to call attention to it so that others may see and believe. He 

turns the attention away from himself and points others towards the Light. 

 By the time that John tells the religious authorities that they do not know the One who is the Light, even though he 

stands among them, and that John himself is not worthy to untie the thong of this One’s sandals, the negatives in these verses 

reach a grant total of ten “nots,” “neithers,” and “noes.” John will not allow the authorities to place the coming Light into any 

of their preconceived theological boxes. 

 It is as though the author has asked his readers to watch while John performs the old trick of yanking the tablecloth 

off the table that has been set out for the Messiah. Everything is in place – the best china, the six-piece silver settings, the 

Waterford crystal wine glasses. The whole point of the trick is to yank the cloth so quickly that all these treasures are left 

trembling where they stand, but that is not how John performs it on this occasion. When he yanks the tablecloth of their 

mighty misunderstandings about the Messiah, he takes everything with it: not, not, no, neither, not.  

And yet the expected crash never comes! All the tableware of their Messianic hopes simply vanish as if they never 

were. Only then, when the table is clear can John, standing all by himself in front of that big black velvet curtain, do what 

God has sent him to do: testify to the Light, and to the Light alone. 

John’s witness to the Light speaks to us I think of both faith and hope. Faith, by definition, is a radical trust in what 

God is doing, even when the divine mode of operation is far from clear. Even in the wilderness, even without a proper title 

for himself or a proper name for the coming One, John the Voice goes on testifying to the Light. Without costume, props, 

supporting cast, or a production budget, he survives on the bare minimum of certainty about what God has sent him to do, 

even if he does not know how God’s Word will speak. In the words of Meister Eckhart, “God is found in the soul not by 

adding anything, but by subtracting.” John takes away all the usual trappings of religion and Messianic expectation and just 

speaks what he hears, and points to what he sees. 

Hope, on the other hand, can easily assume the dimensions of our own individual or corporate wants. I hope for a 

white Christmas, for less contentious relationships, a closer relationship with Jesus, a God who makes sense. While there is 

nothing wrong with any of these hopes, they still carry considerable baggage, suggesting that I know not only what my 

community and I need from God, but also how God might best come to us. Might we be Pharisees in disguise? 



But John reminds us that the only hope that belongs on this Messianic table is the bare, stripped down hope of God’s 

arrival, sweeping away all clutter, allowing the Word to speak how he sees fit and the Light to shine in ways that only he 

knows will scatter fear and gloom. 

In the light of this text, all of us who share in Advent worship are ourselves witnesses to the Light. Like John, our 

witnessing turns us from excessive preoccupation with ourselves. Witness turns us to the Christ who is the focus of our 

worship and to the brothers and sisters who are the object of our witnessing. 

Like John, we are to witness to the Light of Christ as a voice in the wilderness that is our twenty-first century society, 

blighted by disease, austerity, poverty, debt, war, the migration of people on a massive scale causing refugee crises around 

the globe, and the looming environmental disaster that is global warming. How do we point people to the Light of Christ and 

the Word of God in just such a context? How do we allow the Light to shine and the Word to speak for itself rather than 

speaking for it what we think the world needs to hear? 

Perhaps it is, that like John, we live as witnesses to the light of Christ. As we testify to that light, so we must also 

embody that light as believers who reveal the life of Christ anew in this world this Advent season. To embody the light and 

reveal the life of Christ anew means nothing less than that we are to live so as to nurture our true humanity – especially the 

capacity to love our enemies – and to act humanely, offering and compassion and seeking justice wherever and whenever it 

is needed. 

To quote the old African American spiritual, the faithful response to this text might be, “This little light of mine, I’m 

gonna let it shine.” Our calling as followers of Christ is to be people who reflect his light and to live in such a way that our 

lives proclaim the light of Christ in the world. 

These verses from John’s Gospel, whilst not being a traditional record of the Nativity, are a signature Advent text. 

They remind us that the very first witness to Jesus arrived not to get everything decorated and everyone ready for Christmas, 

but to “prepare the way of the Lord.” He came to bear witness to the coming Light of God, reminding all who would listen 

that the darkest forces in the world are not finally as powerful as they at first appear. He came to bear witness that the most 

enchanting words spoken by the forces of darkness lose their charm when measured against the “Word [who] became flesh 
and dwelt among us…full of grace and truth.” Amen. 
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