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Week 1 – November 30, 2014
Introduction 





Symbol(s):  The Jesse Tree
The Christmas season is divided up into 3 parts:  Advent, Christmas and Epiphany.

The time before Christmas is called Advent, it is made up of the four Sundays before Christmas Day (today is the 1st Sunday of Advent). The term "Advent" means "coming" and is a season of expectation and hope, the time of waiting for the coming of the Messiah that is celebrated at Christmas. This time of waiting symbolizes the waiting throughout the Old Testament for the new act of God that would bring deliverance to his people. For Christians this season of expectation also symbolizes the waiting in anticipation for the Second Coming of the Christ when he will return and restore all things

The actual Christmas Season in most Western church traditions begins at sunset on Christmas Eve, December 24, and lasts through January 5. Since this time includes 12 days, the season of Christmas is known in many places as the Twelve Days of Christmas.
January 6 is usually celebrated as Epiphany.  Epiphany means 'an appearance or a showing'. Epiphany is when the Wise Men, or Magi, brought gifts to the baby Jesus.  At Epiphany we look ahead to the mission of the church to the world in light of the Nativity.  We should focus on reaching others with the good news that Jesus has come.  Jesus is indeed the Savior for all people.

The Jesse Tree
We use a stump to tell the story of God in the Old Testament and to connect the Advent Season with the faithfulness of God across 4,000 years of history.

In the book of Samuel (I Samuel 16:1-13) we read that God sent the prophet Samuel to go and see Jesse of Bethlehem.  He went to choose one of Jesse’s sons to be the next king of Israel.  Samuel looks at all of Jesse’s sons, but chooses David, the youngest, who is a shepherd boy.   David becomes a great king and is described in scripture as a “man after God’s own heart”.  From David’s family tree, Jesus the Messiah is born.
The term Jesse Tree is a name taken from Isaiah 11:1-9 

1 Out of the stump of David’s family will grow a shoot—

      yes, a new Branch bearing fruit from the old root.

 2 And the Spirit of the Lord will rest on him—

      the Spirit of wisdom and understanding,

      the Spirit of counsel and might,

      the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.

 3 He will delight in obeying the Lord.

      He will not judge by appearance

      nor make a decision based on hearsay.

 4 He will give justice to the poor

      and make fair decisions for the exploited.

   The earth will shake at the force of his word,

      and one breath from his mouth will destroy the wicked.

 5 He will wear righteousness like a belt

      and truth like an undergarment. 

6 In that day the wolf and the lamb will live together;

      the leopard will lie down with the baby goat.

  The calf and the yearling will be safe with the lion,

      and a little child will lead them all.

 7 The cow will graze near the bear.

      The cub and the calf will lie down together.

      The lion will eat hay like a cow.

 8 The baby will play safely near the hole of a cobra.

Yes, a little child will put its hand in a nest of deadly snakes without harm.

9 Nothing will hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain,

      for as the waters fill the sea,

      so the earth will be filled with people who know the Lord.

The Branch is a biblical sign of newness out of discouragement, which became a way to talk about the expected messiah.  Jeremiah 23:5 says, “The days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will raise up to David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign wisely and do what is just and right in the land.”  The Branch is a symbol of Jesus the Christ, who came to show us how much God loves us and wants us to live in a right relationship with him.
Let’s be thankful for Jesus who rules wisely over God’s people.
Prayer

Week 2 – December 7, 2014
      
Symbol(s):  picture of world, tent
In order to understand the significance of the Christmas story we need to start at the beginning – the very beginning!
In the beginning…

The Bible tells us that “in the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1).  God filled the earth and seas with extraordinary creatures and he created a man and a woman, Adam and Eve, to look after it all.  He told them to have many children and to fill the earth.  God’s creation was wonderful – it was perfect!
God had a good friendship with Adam and Eve and they enjoyed spending time together. But something very sad happened.  Adam and Eve chose to disobey God – in other words, they sinned.  Their sin caused them to lose the close friendship they had with God – it would never be the same again.  
Their sin had many consequences:  Adam and Eve were driven out of the beautiful garden home that they had enjoyed; they could not longer have a close relationship with God, life became hard as they experienced the effects of sin in the growing of their food, in the process of having children and in their family relationships.
But God had not given up on Adam and Eve or the rest of mankind, for that matter.  God, in his great love, set a plan in place to reverse the effects of the sin-curse.  He began by speaking to a man named Abram.  Listen to God’s words from Genesis 12:1-3:
1 The Lord said to Abram, “Leave your native country, your relatives, and your father’s family, and go to the land that I will show you. 2 I will make you into a great nation. I will bless you and make you famous, and you will be a blessing to others. 3 I will bless those who bless you and curse those who treat you with contempt. All the families on earth will be blessed through you.”

Abram obeyed God and did what God had directed him to do.  His family tree grew large, just as God had promised it would.  During a time of severe drought Abraham’s grandson Jacob, moved the whole family to the country of Egypt.  There they were saved from drought and enjoyed a time of peace while they continued to grow in number.
When Abram was very old, God said this to him in Genesis 17
1 “I am El-Shaddai—‘God Almighty.’ Serve me faithfully and live a blameless life. 2 I will make a covenant with you, by which I will guarantee to give you countless descendants.” 

4 “This is my covenant with you: I will make you the father of a multitude of nations! 5 What’s more, I am changing your name. It will no longer be Abram. Instead, you will be called Abraham, for you will be the father of many nations. 6 I will make you extremely fruitful. Your descendants will become many nations, and kings will be among them! 

7 “I will confirm my covenant with you and your descendants after you, from generation to generation. This is the everlasting covenant: I will always be your God and the God of your descendants after you. 

Let’s be thankful to God for keeping his promise to Abraham when he sent Jesus to be our savior. 
Prayer

Week 3 – December 14, 2014  

Symbol(s):  10 commandment, Passover cup
Israel becomes a nation…

God made a covenant – a special promise – to Abraham and his descendents.  The purpose of the promise was that all families of the earth would be blessed through them.  God’s salvation plan for the entire world would be made known through this imperfect group of people!
Remember our story last week about Abraham’s family moving to Egypt?  Well, Abraham’s descendants stayed on in Egypt.  They grew to be a great number of people!  This caused the king of Egypt, called Pharaoh, to be alarmed.  He forced them to become slaves in an attempt to keep them under control. They suffered a lot.  But God saw the plight of the Israelites and raised up a leader, Moses, to head up His plan to save them. 

The way that God saved the Israelite people is an awesome story.  God saved Moses’ from death when he was just a baby, gave him the best leadership education available and then taught him not to rely on his own abilities. God told Moses to go to Pharaoh, the king, and ask him to let the Israelite people leave his land.  When Pharaoh didn’t like that idea, God performed ten miracle-plagues to get Pharaoh’s attention.  Finally the whole nation of Israel marched out of Egypt carrying not only their own belongings, but a lot of wealth that the Egyptians gave to them.  Wow!

Rules for holy living…

But God’s purpose was not to write a story that would make a good movie!  Listen to his words in Exodus 29:

45 Then I will live among the people of Israel and be their God, 46 and they will know that I am the Lord their God. I am the one who brought them out of the land of Egypt so that I could live among them. I am the Lord their God.
God was illustrating how he wanted to have a right relationship with mankind through his relationship to Israel.  Over and over again he provided for them – opening up the Red Sea to escape from Pharaoh’s army; providing food and water in the dessert; keeping them from sickness and protecting them in battle.  He had promised to be with them and he kept his promise.

What did God want from Israel in return?  We find God’s directions in Exodus 20:1-17 – the Ten Commandments.  In summary, this is what he said:  ‘because I have saved you from slavery, you are to love me first and foremost; and then you are to love those around you like your love yourself.’
This story of God saving Israel from slavery is a picture of what Jesus would come to do many years later.  God commanded the Israelites to celebrate this saving act by holding a Passover celebration each year.  As Christians we celebrate communion or The Lord’s Supper each month to remember Jesus’ death as the only way of saving us from our sins.
Let’s be thankful that Jesus died to save us from our sins. 
Prayer

Week 4 – December 21, 2014      
Symbol(s):  picture of a prophet, shepherd’s crook
Abraham’s descendants became the nation of Israel.  Much of their story is told in the Old Testament.  As we read it we find people who loved God and obeyed him.  For example, 
· There was Joshua who believed God’s promises and led Israel into the promised land of Canaan; 

· There was Deborah the prophetess who God raised up to save his people from King Jabin the Canaanite; 

· There was Hannah, a simple mother, who asked God for a son and when she had baby Samuel, dedicated him to God’s service

· There was Elijah the prophet, who faithfully stood as a witness to God’s truth during the evil reign of King Ahab

· There was King David who loved God and wrote many of the Psalms that we have in our Bible

And there are many, many more people who loved and obeyed God.

But more times than enough we find the nation of Israel disobeying God and rejecting his offer of a friendship with him. The Bible tells us those stories, too.   As a result, God punished Israel by sending enemies to fight against them so that many were sent into exile in other lands.  

You might get the impression that had God forgotten his promise to Abraham, that he was finished trying to use the nation of Israel to show the world his plan of redemption.  Ah, but God was true to his word.  He spoke through his prophets, bringing hope to those who clung to his promise of a Savior – the Messiah.  Listen to the words of the prophet Isaiah (Isaiah 9:1-2, 6-7)
 1 Nevertheless, that time of darkness and despair will not go on forever. 

 2 The people who walk in darkness
      will see a great light.
   For those who live in a land of deep darkness,
      a light will shine. 
6 For a child is born to us,
      a son is given to us.
   The government will rest on his shoulders.
      And he will be called:
   Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
      Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.
 7 His government and its peace will never end

He will rule with fairness and justice from the throne of his ancestor David for all eternity.

The passionate commitment of the Lord of Heaven’s Armies will make this happen!

So a small number of people kept believing that God would keep his promise and send the Messiah or Savior.  They had to wait a long time.  It seemed like God had quit speaking to Israel.  But then the silence was broken!  The angel of the Lord appeared to Zechariah, a priest, as he was serving God in the Temple.
13 …the angel said, “Don’t be afraid, Zechariah! God has heard your prayer. Your wife, Elizabeth, will give you a son, and you are to name him John. 14 You will have great joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, 15 for he will be great in the eyes of the Lord… He will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even before his birth. 16 And he will turn many Israelites to the Lord their God. 17 He will be a man with the spirit and power of Elijah. He will prepare the people for the coming of the Lord. He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and he will cause those who are rebellious to accept the wisdom of the godly.”  (Luke 1:13-17)
You know the rest of the story.  God sent an angel to tell Mary that she would be the mother of the Savior, Jesus.  He also sent an angel to Joseph, her fiancé, to tell him that the child Mary was carrying was his special son.  He arranged that Jesus would be born in Bethlehem, just as the prophets had told about it in the Old Testament.  Then he had angels announce the birth of the Savior to poor Israelite shepherds.  And later he had noble, wise men from eastern lands follow a special star so they could meet Jesus, the Savior, too

God kept his promise to provide a solution to our sin problem by sending his son Jesus, the Savior!  Now all of mankind can be made right with God again.  Jesus, the Savior, is for all people.
Let’s be thankful that the Christmas story is all about God keeping his promises.
Prayer
Props: 	


Tree trunk with 1 live branch set on royal purple cloth at the front of the church


Spot lights shining on tree trunk.


Additional items are hung on the tree each week to illustrate the Bible focus:


Week 2 – picture of a world, picture of a tent


Week 3 – picture of the 10 commandments, picture of a communion cup


Week 4 – picture of a prophet, shepherd’s crook
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