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WORSHIP THEME 1
Time and again it’s said that the true spirit of Christmas

is giving. And that is true. Giving is important. At
Christmas we celebrate God’s great gift of Jesus, and we fol-
low that example of giving by giving gifts to one another. But
giving is only half of the equation—if the gift is not received,
does it cease to be a gift, and become just another toy or
necklace or power tool. This Advent season we are celebrat-
ing God’s Love, that can be Exponential, but only if we first
receive it.

I invite you to stand for the Call to worship

LUKE 1.5—25

During the rule of Herod, King of Judea, there was a priest assigned
service in the regiment of Abijah. His name was Zechariah. His wife
was descended from the daughters of Aaron. Her name was Elizabeth.
Together they lived honorably before God, careful in keeping to the
ways of the commandments and enjoying a clear conscience before
God. But they were childless and now they were quite old.

It so happened that as Zechariah was carrying out his priestly du-
ties before God, working the shift assigned to his regiment, it came
his one turn in life to enter the sanctuary of God and burn incense.
The congregation was gathered and praying outside the Temple at
the hour of the incense offering. Unannounced, an angel of God ap-
peared just to the right of the altar of incense. Zechariah was para-
lyzed in fear.

But the angel reassured him, “Don’t fear, Zechariah. Your prayer
has been heard. Elizabeth, your wife, will bear a son by you. You are
to name him John. You're going to leap like a gazelle for joy, and not
only you—many will delight in his birth. He'll achieve great stature
with God.

“He’ll drink neither wine nor beer. He'll be filled with the Holy
Spirit from the moment he leaves his mother’s womb. He will turn
many sons and daughters of Israel back to their God. He will herald
God’s arrival in the style and strength of Elijah, soften the hearts of



2 parents to children, and kindle devout understanding among
hardened skeptics—he’ll get the people ready for God.”

Zechariah said to the angel, “Do you expect me to believe this? I'm
an old man and my wife is an old woman.”

But the angel said, “I am Gabriel, the sentinel of God, sent espe-
cially to bring you this glad news. But because you won't believe
me, you'll be unable to say a word until the day of your son’s birth.
Every word 1"ve spoken to you will come true on time— God’s time.”

Meanwhile, the congregation waiting for Zechariah was getting
restless, wondering what was keeping him so long in the sanctuary.
When he came out and couldn’t speak, they knew he had seen a
vision. He continued speechless and had to use sign language with
the people.

INTRO/RECAP

Last week we explored the exponential
nature of God’s love. We learned that
as love grows and is spread, it doesn’t
get thinner and thinner. It grows and
grows bigger and bigger.

We heard the power of exponential
growth in the story of the Indian King
who promised the inventor of the game
of chess a grain of rice for the first square,
2 for the second, 4 for the third. That rice
would stretch to the heavens and back and back again.

And wow, we imagined what it might be like if each one of us
passed it forward God’s Love to two more people, who then
passed it to four and so on. Could we saturate the world in
love?

God’s love is infinite and miraculous! It grows and grows
exponentially. Here during Advent and Christmas, we see
how the story of Jesus is the story of this love.

But we also realized there is a catch. Well, not so much a
catch as a step. A step that is really important. Before we can



pass God’s Love forward, we have to accept it. Deep 3
within. And that’s not always easy.

WHAT GETS IN THE WAY OF RECEIVING GOD’S LOVE?
Quick question....who likes to receive a gift? Everyone right?
Now, who likes to receive a gift from that neighbor who we
are glad to smile at and wave as we pass in our cars...or the
coworker who is a really nice person but a little more inter-
ested in us than we are in them; or maybe even someone in
this very room who we’re just not too sure about yet.

We like our boundaries, our space, and that’s important. I was
conflicted when Josh gave me the monthly subscription for
me and him to go disco karaoke together. It was a little awk-
ward at first. I joke.

But there can be something deeper in our hesitation to receive.
Sometimes we don’t want to receive gifts even from the peo-
ple who are closest to us. Why is that?

* Are we afraid to be vulnerable?

* We are afraid we will lose power in the relationship?
* Maybe we have been hurt and are afraid to risk again.
* Maybe we don't feel like we are worth it

* Areweafraid toopenthedoortoadeeperrelationship?

Perhaps we don’t want to feel indebted or obligated.
As we think about this, two thoughts:

1. First, I believe that these feelings that we have at the
human level can also seep into our relationship with
the divine.

2. Second, note how much fear dictates. Think of a time
when you were afraid. Not afraid because you had
a near accident in your car. Or a bear was sniffing
around outside your tent in the middle of the night. I
mean fear like Will I be accepted or rejected? Am I enough
as a person, just the way I am? Do people really like me?



4 Love me? Karin says the most scared she’s ever seen

me is when I was asking her to marry me. It was a

vulnerable moment. What fear holds you back from
receiving love? Even God'’s love?

FEAR

This brings us to scripture. Any ideas how many times the
Bible has the words “fear” and “afraid”? 740! Fear is a very
real part of our human experience. And, how many times do
you think the Bible has these exact words “do not be afraid”?
67! 3 times in Luke’s short story of Jesus’ birth that we are
looking at this Advent season.

* Do not be afraid Zechariah (father of John the Baptist)

* Do not be afraid Mary
* Do not be afraid shepherds

Now, in fairness in each of these cases, a heavenly being had
just appeared out of nowhere, which was reason enough for
fear. But in each of these cases there was something else going
on that could cause additional fear. Mary was pregnant and
unwed, an offense punishable by death. The shepherds were
invited into a revolutionary shift where they would no longer
be second-class citizens in God’s reign. And Zechariah and
Elizabeth? Well, what would people say? Were they really
ready to raise a child at their age? A child that would be filled
with the Holy Spirit the moment he left his mother’s womb?
One who would lead God’s people as a prophet? Talk about
responsibility.

Long story short. Zechariah can’t wrap his head around
the news and is struck speechless until his son John is born.
Sometimes its hard to understand and accept how God is lov-
ing us.

DIALING IN THE SIGNAL, ACCEPTING GOD’S LOVE

Alittle later today I'm going to attempt to watch some football.
I say attempt because in our house we're still old school and
use an antenna. So sometimes the signal won’t get through.
Now I presume that the stations are broadcasting at the same




strength every moment of every day. So what keeps 5
the signal from getting through?

Outside issues. The weather can dictate things —I don’t know
if it’s the atmospheric pressure or what. I do know that if it’s
windy it's gonna be dicey.

Inside issues. If the antenna gets bumped it will mess things
up. Or if a wire from the antenna is moved.

I've been thinking about God’s love like those broadcast sig-
nals. I know that God’s love is being broadcast 24/7, and that
as children of God we all have access to this Love—So what
jams the signal?

Are there outside issues? Are the gale force winds of life blow-
ing so hard that we can’t get a good connection? Are stormy
relationships or events that have left us battered? Even for-
mer experiences in church that disrupted and distorted God’s
signal.

Are there inside issues? We just had a parent/child dedica-
tion with the Sherks—none of us doubt for a second that little
Christian Jacob is loved by God. And so are the rest of us as
God’s children. Does our sin or woundedness build a wall
that blocks God’s love signal? Creator God, I receive your
Love.

I want to leave you with this:

Word of confidence about God’s love. The signal is strong. It
is beamed out forever and always. It has been broadcast from
the beginning and is reflected in scriptures. It is not weather
dependent. It does not stop when we turn our signal recep-
tors off. It does not weaken when we ignore it or get jammed
up ourselves.

Because it is right here. God’s love will not and can not be
stopped.



6 BENEDICTION
Once Zechariah “accepts” this gift, he sings the
Benedictus. Benediction in worship? And that
Benedictus is thanks to God and blessing for his son, John the
Baptist, who will lead the way for Jesus. This biblical story
shows us how God’s love is exponential. God to Elizabeth
and Zechariah, to John the Baptist who will give the gift of
preparation to Jesus. And then Jesus to us.















