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A Festival of Carols
Christmas Eve 2014

God Rest You Merry, Gentlemen (12)

Invocation

Introduction

The Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols is a one hundred year old tradition begun by Eric
Milner-White, Dean of King's College in Cambridge, England. The Festival almost always
varies from church to church and year to year,  but the essence remains the same. The
Scripture lessons, or passages read congregationally during a service, remain the same,
but the music differs depending on the arranger.  Thus the music is determined by the
pattern of Scripture. Milner-White's states his purpose in the following way: “The main
theme is the development of the loving purposes of God . . . seen through the windows and
words of the Bible.” We will follow the Festival of Nine Carols and lessons tonight so that
we may consider God's purposes for our redemption when He sent His Son to earth in
Bethlehem 2,000 years ago.

Lesson One

Our first  reading comes from the reason for  Christ's  birth and death.  Included in this
reading is the very first promise of the Gospel. Watch in verse fifteen for the promise of
one who would be born to a woman who would redeem mankind.

Genesis 3.8-19 -- 8They heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the
cool of the day, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the
LORD God among the trees of the garden. 9Then the LORD God called to the man, and
said to him, "Where are you?" 10He said, "I heard the sound of You in the garden, and I
was afraid because I was naked; so I hid myself." 11And He said, "Who told you that you
were naked? Have you eaten from the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?"
12The man said, "The woman whom You gave to be with me, she gave me from the tree,
and I ate." 13Then the LORD God said to the woman, "What is this you have done?" And
the woman said,  "The serpent deceived me, and I ate."  14The LORD God said to the
serpent, "Because you have done this, Cursed are you more than all cattle, And more
than every beast of the field; On your belly you will go, And dust you will eat All the
days of your life;  15And I will put enmity Between you and the woman, And between
your seed and her seed; He shall bruise you on the head, And you shall bruise him on
the heel."  16To the woman He said, "I will greatly multiply Your pain in childbirth, In
pain you will bring forth children; Yet your desire will be for your husband, And he
will rule over you." 17Then to Adam He said, "Because you have listened to the voice of



your wife, and have eaten from the tree about which I commanded you, saying, 'You
shall not eat from it'; Cursed is the ground because of you; In toil you will eat of it All
the days of your life. 18Both thorns and thistles it shall grow for you; And you will eat
the plants of the field; 19By the sweat of your face You will eat bread, Till you return to
the ground, Because from it you were taken; For you are dust, And to dust you shall
return."

We sing of the longing for God to ransom us from the captivity of sin and death.

O Come, O Come, Emmanuel (22) -- STANZAS 1 & 3

Lesson Two

Our next  reading comes from the promise the Lord made with Abraham concerning a
descendant who would bless all of mankind.

Genesis 22.15-18 --  15Then the angel of the LORD called to Abraham a second time
from heaven, 16and said, "By Myself I have sworn, declares the LORD, because you have
done this thing and have not withheld your son, your only son, 17indeed I will greatly
bless you, and I will greatly multiply your seed as the stars of the heavens and as the
sand which is on the seashore; and your seed shall possess the gate of their enemies.
18In your seed all the nations of the earth shall be blessed, because you have obeyed
My voice."

We sing now of this one whom we expect to bless all of mankind.

Come, Thou Long Expected Jesus (8) -- STANZAS 1 & 2

Lesson Three

We read now from the prophet Isaiah who roughly prophesied roughly 700 years before
Christ's  birth.  Isaiah  reaffirms  the  same  promise  made  in  the  Garden  of  Eden  and  to
Abraham. The one who will come will establish a perfect kingdom in which He will rule
with unwavering fairness.

Isaiah 9.2, 6-7 -- 2The people who walk in darkness Will see a great light; Those who
live in a dark land, The light will shine on them. 6For a child will be born to us, a son
will be given to us; And the government will rest on His shoulders; And His name will
be called Wonderful Counselor,  Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace.  7There
will be no end to the increase of His government or of peace, On the throne of David
and over his kingdom, To establish it and to uphold it with justice and righteousness
From then on and forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will accomplish this.



Let us sing of this one upon whose shoulders the sovereignty of God's kingdom will rest.

For unto Us a Child Is Born (9) -- STANZAS 1 2 & 3

Lesson Four

Isaiah now tells us that the one upon whom the kingdom would rest comes from the family
of David. Isaiah also describes the impact of the King on His kingdom. That time will be
characterized by perfect peace and joy.

Isaiah 11.1-10 -- 1Then a shoot will spring from the stem of Jesse, And a branch from
his roots will bear fruit. 2The Spirit of the LORD will rest on Him, The spirit of wisdom
and understanding, The spirit of counsel and strength, The spirit of knowledge and
the fear of the LORD. 3And He will delight in the fear of the LORD, And He will not judge
by  what  His  eyes  see,  Nor  make  a  decision  by  what  His  ears  hear;  4But  with
righteousness He will judge the poor, And decide with fairness for the afflicted of the
earth; And He will strike the earth with the rod of His mouth, And with the breath of
His lips He will slay the wicked.  5Also righteousness will be the belt about His loins,
And faithfulness the belt about His waist. 6And the wolf will dwell with the lamb, And
the leopard will lie down with the young goat, And the calf and the young lion and the
fatling together; And a little boy will lead them. 7Also the cow and the bear will graze,
Their young will lie down together, And the lion will eat straw like the ox. 8The nursing
child will play by the hole of the cobra, And the weaned child will put his hand on the
viper's den. 9They will not hurt or destroy in all My holy mountain, For the earth will
be full of the knowledge of the LORD As the waters cover the sea.  10Then in that day
The nations will resort to the root of Jesse, Who will stand as a signal for the peoples;
And His resting place will be glorious.

The Messiah will reign in perfection, and it will be a time characterized by joy. Isaac Watts
wrote of the joy of that kingdom in his hymn Joy to the World.

Joy to the World (19) -- STANZAS 1 & 4

Lesson Five

Over 250 years before Isaiah ministered, Israel's King David searched for a place to build a
Temple. He first had to find the Ark of the Covenant, the center piece of the Temple. The
Ark  was  important  because  it  was  the  tangible  symbol  of  God's  presence  among  His
people. Hundreds of years later, Micah, a prophet and contemporary of Isaiah, foretold of
Christ's birth at Bethlehem.

Psalm 132.1-9; Micah 5.2 -- 132.1Remember, O LORD, on David's behalf, All his affliction;
2How he swore to the LORD And vowed to the Mighty One of Jacob, 3"Surely I will not



enter my house, Nor lie on my bed; 4I will not give sleep to my eyes Or slumber to my
eyelids,  5Until  I  find a place for the LORD,  A dwelling place for the Mighty One of
Jacob." 6Behold, we heard of it in Ephrathah, We found it in the field of Jaar. 7Let us go
into His dwelling place; Let us worship at His footstool. 8Arise, O LORD, to Your resting
place,  You  and  the  ark  of  Your  strength.  9Let  Your  priests  be  clothed  with
righteousness,  And  let  Your  godly  ones  sing  for  joy.  5.2"But  as  for  you,  Bethlehem
Ephrathah, Too little to be among the clans of Judah, From you One will go forth for
Me to be ruler in Israel. His goings forth are from long ago, From the days of eternity."

David found the Ark of the Covenant in the area near Bethlehem, his hometown, and Micah
confirmed David's desires and Isaiah's promises. We sing now of the little town in the
Judean foothills.

O Little Town of Bethlehem (23) -- STANZA 1

Lesson Six

We  now  begin  the  Christmas  account.  Christ  was  indeed  born  in  Bethlehem as  God's
ministers in the Old Testament had promised.

Luke 2.1-7  --  1Now in  those days a decree  went  out  from Caesar  Augustus,  that  a
census  be  taken of  all  the inhabited earth.  2This  was the  first  census  taken while
Quirinius was governor of Syria.  3And everyone was on his way to register for the
census,  each  to  his  own  city.  4Joseph  also  went  up  from  Galilee,  from  the  city  of
Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David which is called Bethlehem, because he was of
the  house  and  family  of  David,  5in  order  to  register  along  with  Mary,  who  was
engaged to him, and was with child. 6While they were there, the days were completed
for her to give birth. 7And she gave birth to her firstborn son; and she wrapped Him in
cloths, and laid Him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.

As we read the text, we can almost see Mary placing her Son in the manger. Let us sing
now...

Gentle Mary Laid Her Child (10) -- STANZAS 1 2 & 3

Lesson Seven

The announcement of Christ's birth was much different than we might expect for a king. It
was made to people who were near the bottom rung of society's respect, the shepherds.

Luke 2.8-16 -- 8In the same region there were some shepherds staying out in the fields
and keeping watch over their flock by night. 9And an angel of the Lord suddenly stood
before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them; and they were terribly



frightened. 10But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid; for behold, I bring you good
news of great joy which will be for all the people; 11for today in the city of David there
has been born for you a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. 12This will be a sign for you: you
will  find  a  baby  wrapped  in  cloths  and  lying  in  a  manger."  13And  suddenly  there
appeared with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying,
14"Glory  to  God  in  the  highest,  And  on  earth  peace  among  men  with  whom  He  is
pleased."  15When the angels had gone away from them into heaven, the shepherds
began saying to one another, "Let us go straight to Bethlehem then, and see this thing
that has happened which the Lord has made known to us." 16So they came in a hurry
and found their way to Mary and Joseph, and the baby as He lay in the manger.

Let us sing now of the angel's announcement.

Angels We Have Heard on High (4) -- STANZAS 1 2 & 3

Lesson Eight

The practice of the giving of gifts was not some marketing scheme by a retail  chain. It
began long ago with a handful of wealthy and powerful men known as Magi. These wise
men traveled from Persia and other places in the East just to see the infant King.

Matthew 2.1-12 --  1Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of
Herod the king, magi from the east arrived in Jerusalem, saying,  2"Where is He who
has been born King of the Jews? For we saw His star in the east and have come to
worship Him."  3When Herod the king heard this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem
with  him.  4Gathering  together  all  the  chief  priests  and  scribes  of  the  people,  he
inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. 5They said to him, "In Bethlehem
of Judea; for this is what has been written by the prophet:  6'AND YOU, BETHLEHEM,
LAND OF JUDAH, ARE BY NO MEANS LEAST AMONG THE LEADERS OF JUDAH; FOR OUT
OF YOU SHALL COME FORTH A RULER WHO WILL SHEPHERD MY PEOPLE ISRAEL.'"
7Then Herod secretly called the magi and determined from them the exact time the
star appeared. 8And he sent them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and search carefully for
the Child; and when you have found Him, report to me, so that I too may come and
worship Him." 9After hearing the king, they went their way; and the star, which they
had seen in the east, went on before them until it came and stood over the place where
the Child  was.  10When they saw the  star,  they rejoiced exceedingly  with great  joy.
11After coming into the house they saw the Child with Mary His mother; and they fell to
the ground and worshiped Him. Then, opening their treasures, they presented to Him
gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 12And having been warned by God in a dream
not to return to Herod, the magi left for their own country by another way.

We will sing of the visit of the Wise Men.



As with Gladness Men of Old (5) -- STANZAS 1 2 & 3

Lesson Nine

The Babe in the manger is no ordinary baby. The Apostle John describes Him in glorious
detail.

John 1.1-4, 14 -- 1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the
Word was God. 2He was in the beginning with God. 3All things came into being through
Him, and apart from Him nothing came into being that has come into being. 4In Him
was life, and the life was the Light of men.  14And the Word became flesh, and dwelt
among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of
grace and truth.

1 John 1.1-4 --  1What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen
with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the Word
of Life --  2and the life was manifested, and we have seen and testify and proclaim to you
the eternal life, which was with the Father and was manifested to us -- 3what we have seen
and heard we proclaim to you also,  so that you too may have fellowship with us;  and
indeed our fellowship is with the Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ.  4These things we
write, so that our joy may be made complete.

The Bible, including all of the Scriptures we just read, point us to the source of true joy. We
rejoice that Christ, the glorious Son of God, came to redeem us. Let us sing our joy with the
hymn...

Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee (20) -- STANZAS 1 & 4

All of the Scriptures we read tell  of the promises of the coming of Christ,  and how He
fulfilled those promises at  His birth.  Jesus came to this earth because of the very first
passage we read.  Adam and Eve sinned.  The curse was death,  and death passed to all
mankind -- all of us here tonight -- because of sin. Romans 5.12 tells us that.

The good news is that God came to us. One of Jesus' names is Emmanuel, which means God
with us. Just a few verses later in Romans 5.12, we read that Jesus came to live a perfect
life and die a perfect death so that the curse of sin could be removed and so that we could
have a relationship with God. Jesus made Himself a substitute to bear God's wrath against
sin in our place. That's called grace. Jesus didn't have to do this for us, but He did.

All one must do for such a relationship is to repent and to believe. To repent means to turn
from or to reject what we think and do for salvation. To believe means more than just
believing that God exists. Believing means faith that Jesus is the only avenue of salvation
and that Jesus has done all that is necessary for salvation. Salvation is a free and gracious



gift. In this way you may know beyond a shadow of a doubt that you have eternal life. If
you have questions, I invite you to talk to me or to someone else here. We would be glad to
show you from the Scriptures what Christ has done on your behalf.

Christ's coming at the first Christmas encourages us as believers. Christ, the Emmanuel,
the  God with  us,  came  to  be  one  of  us.  Hebrews  4.15-16 tell  us  that  Christ  perfectly
understands the human experience. Perhaps you have the weight of the world on your
shoulders right now. Maybe some life dominating problem forces you to confront difficult
realities. Maybe the grief of the loss of a loved one makes the Christmas season difficult.
Perhaps some strained relationship will be tested in a get together with family or friends.

Christ  understands your situation completely.  In perfect,  all-comprehensive knowledge,
Jesus knows your situation better than you do, and He is able to give you the grace you
need to face your situation in a way that honors and pleases Him. That's called grace. I can
attest from personal experience that grace is more powerful than your situation. May the
grace of Christ be yours this Christmas season.

Let us sing of the grace given to us on the first Christmas.

Lighting of the Candles

Silent Night // Away in a Manger // O Come, All Ye Faithful // Hark the Herald Angels Sing

Benediction

The Gospel Song (handout)
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