
First Sunday of Christmas 
Sunday 29 December 2019 
 
Introduction and Call to Worship 
As we gather in the afterglow of Christmas Day, we call to mind how God’s 
faithfulness and steadfast love continue with us even in the deepest complexities of 
the human condition. Let us bring our lives before God now. 
 
Invitation to Confession 
When we forget that God’s steadfast love and faithfulness go on for ever. 
Lord, have mercy. 
 
When we fail to understand that Jesus is our saviour in all our distress. 
Christ, have mercy. 
 
When we ignore the presence of the Holy Spirit, who saves us. 
Lord, have mercy. 
 
Today’s Readings 

First Reading Isaiah 63:7-9 
In the midst of great challenge, the prophet calls to mind God’s steadfast love and 
constant presence – these are the foundations of God’s covenant. 
 
Second Reading Hebrews 2:10-end 
Because of Jesus, we know that God does not stand apart from human beings in 
any part of our experience. Rather, God is with us even in the depths of our own 
suffering. 
 
Gospel Matthew 2:13-end 
This is a story in three parts, each one fulfilling an Old Testament scripture. At the 
heart of it we see Mary, Joseph and Jesus fleeing as refugees from one land to 
another, seeking safety. 
 
HOMILY 
 “Get up, take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell 
you.” (Matthew 2:13) 
 
Illustration 
At a primary school in Botswana, in southern Africa, a little boy is drawing a map. His 
teacher has been telling the class about the birth of Jesus, and about the frightening 
journey he made with his parents from Bethlehem to Egypt. The little boy listens 
carefully and adds a picture of himself near the bottom of his map of Africa. Then he 
draws a picture of Jesus, Mary and Joseph at the top of the map, where Egypt is. 
Underneath the map he writes, “Jesus lived in my land.” 
 
Gospel Teaching 
The flight of the Holy Family to Egypt is a challenging story in the midst of our 
Christmas celebrations. Matthew is the only Gospel writer to record it, and in our 
Sunday lectionary it occurs just once in every three years. This makes it even more 
worthy of our attention. Today’s reading is shaped around three dreams that Joseph 



had. God has spoken to Joseph in a dream before, when he was told not to be afraid 
to take Mary as his wife, even though she was already pregnant. In the first of these 
dreams, an angel tells Joseph to take Jesus and Mary to Egypt, to avoid the 
massacre of little boys that Herod is planning. In the second dream, he is told that 
the danger has passed and he should take them to the land of Israel. However, this 
becomes a place of fear when Joseph hears that Herod’s son is ruling there, and so 
there is a third dream, in which he is told to go to Galilee. Thus they eventually make 
their home in Nazareth. 
 
These are, you might say, traumatic years. In the Gospel, they form the bridge 
between the visit of the wise men – which, in our tradition, is joined to the nativity 
narrative – and the start of Jesus’ ministry. They explain why Jesus lived the rest of 
his childhood and early adulthood in Nazareth. From the very beginning, it has been 
hard for Jesus to find a home. It will always be so. Nowhere is safe. The one 
constant is his immediate family, who love him and have committed their lives to him. 
 
One wonders how it was for Mary – this unfolding of what it meant for her to be the 
handmaid of the Lord, and her faithful openness to the word of God. It meant a 
repeated uprooting of her life, as they travelled as refugees from country to country, 
seeking safety. It meant a repeated letting go of all that was most precious to her. All 
the events of these early years foreshadow what came later – the ultimate journey in 
Jerusalem when she followed her son to his crucifixion. Mary was not one of the 
mothers who wept for her children in Ramah – but that same experience would be 
hers at Calvary, when she wept for her crucified son. 
 
One wonders how it was for Joseph, in his righteous desire to provide safety and 
security for his wife and this extraordinary child. Matthew tells of the journeys, of 
fleeing from dangers and the complexity of decisions and fears. Like millions of 
others before and since, Jesus was carried from place to place, as his family sought 
to protect him and to give him a safe home. 
 
Application 
There is much to ponder in this story. You may identify with some of the fear and the 
upheavals of Joseph, Mary and Jesus. You may long for an angel to give you 
guidance in the decisions that you need to make. You may wonder why things are 
sometimes so difficult, even when you know you are following the calling of God. 
You may find yourself weeping with those who go through the most intense losses of 
those they love. In all of this, we see lived out the truth of the incarnation: Jesus 
came as Immanuel, God with us. God has never stood apart from human experience 
and doesn’t now. This very human path of struggle, fear and danger is one we all 
walk in our different ways, and God walks with us. That’s why there is always hope. 
That’s why, with the little boy in Botswana, we can say, Jesus lives in our land, in our 
lives, in our hearts. Immanuel, God is with us. 
 
Summary 

1. Much of the early years of Jesus’ life were spent fleeing from danger. 
 

2. Joseph’s desire was to protect his family. He was no stranger to fear. 
 



3. Mary’s commitment to being the handmaid of the Lord opened her to a life of 
struggle as well as joy. 
 

4. The flight to Egypt is just one example of how Jesus inhabits our human 
experience. 

 
INTERCESSION 

President 
As we bring our prayers to God, let us remember God’s steadfast love and promise 
always to show mercy. 
 
Biddings 
Let us pray for all who are fleeing from danger today, in all parts of the world. May 
they find sanctuary and safety. 
 
Let us pray for all who are afraid, for themselves or for others. May they be able to 
take strength from the knowledge of God’s presence with them. 
 
Let us pray for all who have big decisions to make. May they know the sustaining 
guidance of God’s love and mercy. 
 
Let us pray for all who are sick, and for those who care for them or wait with them. 
May they know the closeness of God and may they find the strength they need. 
 
President 
We thank you, loving Father, that you hear our prayers and you know our needs. 
May we always trust in the abundance of your steadfast love. 
 
Introduction to the Peace 
We are God’s people, and God is our saviour. God is with us, calling us to peace. 
The peace of the Lord… 
 
Blessing 
May you know the abundance of God’s steadfast love, 
the knowledge of God’s mercy, 
and the peace of God’s presence. 
And the blessing of God almighty… 


