
Second Sunday of Advent 
Sunday 8 December 2019 
 
Introduction and Call to Worship 
As we continue through Advent we hear the call of John the Baptist to prepare the 
way for the Lord. We offer our lives to the God who meets us with tender 
compassion and great mercy. 
 
Invitation to Confession 
God calls us to look to the needs of others, but so often we simply please ourselves. 
Lord, have mercy. 
 
God calls us to welcome one another, but so often our lives exclude those who are 
different from us. 
Christ, have mercy. 
 
God calls us to live in harmony with one another, but so often we are divided. 
Lord, have mercy. 
 
Today’s Readings 

First Reading Isaiah 11:1-10 
Isaiah paints a picture of a shoot growing from a stump that seemed dead – we now 
know that shoot to be Jesus. At the heart of his mission are peace and restoration, 
not just for us but for the whole of creation. 
 
Second Reading Romans 15:4-13 
As we wait in great hope for the coming of Christ, we must strive to be like Christ. 
Those who are strong and powerful need especially to heed these words. We are 
reminded of the inclusive nature of God’s love, and called to welcome others as God 
has welcomed us. 
 
Gospel Matthew 3:1-12 
John the Baptist prepares the way for Jesus by calling everyone to repentance. 
 
HOMILY 
 “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” (Matthew 3:2) 
 
Illustration 
The life of a shepherd is demanding all through the year, but especially in the winter 
months, when the hillsides are freezing and the wind is harsh. In days gone by, the 
community understood that shepherds would not be able to leave their flocks, even 
on Sundays, to attend church. So when a shepherd died they would be buried with a 
handful of sheep’s wool in their coffin to signify their profession and thus avoid an 
unfair judgement at heaven’s gate. 
  
Gospel Teaching 
John the Baptist may not have been persuaded by a handful of sheep’s wool. We 
can imagine him saying to the shepherds, “Do not presume to say to yourselves ‘We 
have sheep’s wool in our hands.’” He told the religious leaders of his day not to 



assume that their ancestry would save them from judgement. There is no special 
case. We are all called to the same thing – repentance. 
 
John the Baptist signals the beginning of the ministry of Jesus Christ. In all that he 
says and does he prepares the way for him, and he begins to open people’s eyes to 
his coming. He appears in the wilderness of Judea with a voice that has echoed 
down the centuries: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” In 
Matthew’s Gospel, these are exactly the same words that Jesus uses when he 
himself begins to speak out some time later, after John has been arrested (Matthew 
4:17). The words tell of the immense act of mercy that God is doing in the midst of 
human life, but they also call us to hear the seriousness of the message, and the fact 
that we also have a part to play. We are called to repent. 
 
The Greek word used for repentance is metanoia, which means a change of mind. It 
is not just about feeling sorry for the past and making a resolution for the future. It is 
about a deeper change, a change of our whole being. It is a hugely creative and 
positive thing, and is seen in the New Testament as a gift from God as much as a 
human decision. Baptism in the River Jordan, with the immersion of each person in 
the water, is an excellent image for what happens within us when we repent. Our 
lives are transformed, made new. There is no part of us that can stay dry when we 
are immersed in water. The water that we trickle over a baby’s head from a font is a 
symbol of this complete immersion in the water. When John the Baptist and Jesus 
call people to repent they are calling them to a wonderful and new gift of life. They 
are calling them to receive the new life that God gives – the life that we will see and 
celebrate in the birth of Jesus at Christmas. 
 
John the Baptist is clear that this new life is neither fully contained nor constrained by 
religion. The Pharisees and Sadducees think they have no need of it because they 
are safe within their religious heritage. Not so, says John. There is no special case. 
God is doing something new, and this gift of repentance and the kingdom of heaven 
are being poured out on anyone who will open their hands and hearts to receive 
them. 
 
Application 
It takes humility and courage to repent. It takes a willingness to open ourselves to 
God’s grace. We do need to recognise the sin in our lives and to play our part in 
straightening God’s paths. As we journey together through Advent, preparing the 
way for Christmas, let us give attention to the state of our hearts. Let us pray that we 
will hear the message of John the Baptist, and that we too will change our lives and 
find ourselves walking in the paths that lead straight into the kingdom of heaven. 
 
Summary 

1. A shepherd could not leave his flock. So when he died he would be buried 
with a handful of sheep’s wool to signify his profession and avoid an unfair 
judgement. 
 

2. John the Baptist came to call people to repent. 
 

3. Repentance is about a deep change of life. 
 



4. Repentance is a gift of God to us and it renews our whole life. 
 

5. Whatever our background or religion, we are called to receive this gift and to 
be part of the kingdom of heaven. 

 
INTERCESSION 

President 
Let us bring our prayers and the concerns of our hearts to the God who knows our 
needs better than we do ourselves, and who promises to hear us when we pray in 
faith. 
 
Biddings 
Let us pray for the world, for its people and nations, for the air and the oceans, for 
everything that lives within it. In all places where life has become fragile, may 
strength and harmony be restored. 
 
Let us pray for the Church, for all who are part of our worshipping community. As we 
prepare for Christmas, may our lives be open to God and to one another. 
 
Let us pray for all families, especially for those where relationships are strained, and 
where resources seem limited. May we find the grace to live in peace with one 
another, and may our homes be places of safety and warmth. 
 
Let us pray for all who are sick, and for those who care for them or wait with them. 
May each one know the encouragement and comfort that they need. May peace and 
healing fill their lives. 
 
President 
Holy God, we thank you that you know our needs and you hear our prayers. We 
commend ourselves and all we care for to your unfailing love and mercy. 
 
Introduction to the Peace 
The God of steadfastness and encouragement empowers us to live in harmony with 
one another so that together, with one voice, we may glorify God. The peace of the 
Lord… 
 
Blessing 
May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, 
and may you abound in hope 
through the power of the Holy Spirit. 
And the blessing of God almighty… 


