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Opening Prayer for Christmas Eve Service 

Gracious, loving and merciful God, on this Christmas Eve, as the light of your Word penetrates 
our hearts, as we are reminded of the gift of life and faith, as the glories of the heavenly hosts 
are echoed in our worship, we open ourselves to your Spirit and give you thanks.   We are 
grateful, Lord Jesus, that your story has become our story, and so together united in praise and 
thanksgiving for the life you have offered us, we celebrate your birth.   

Continue, we pray, to instill in us a profound sense of your abiding presence, and help us to take 
to heart the wonder of your love, that we may walk in your ways and delight in your will. 

Help us, Lord God, to be the faithful, gracious, loving, giving and forgiving people you would 
have us be. 

 
 

The Great Story of Christmas 
 
Every story has a beginning, a premise, a reason for being told and retold.  Good stories often have 
an interesting setting and perhaps even colorful characters. Great stories have an engaging plot that 
draw us in to their drama and challenge us think deeply. But a few stories become timeless treasures 
because of their unique ability to speak to every generation and reflect the most basic of human 
needs. These stories become timeless classics and are told and retold for their power to shape who 
we are and how we define ourselves. 
 

The story of Christmas, however, is in a class all by itself in its depth and significance in human 
history. We share this story with you tonight in the hope that it will illuminate your view of reality, 
the struggles that you may currently be facing and how God is using them and you to tell His Story.  
 

The context of our story tonight is centered around a world dominated by power and privilege, 
where ordinary people struggling to make sense of their lives while waiting for hope and deliverance 
to arrive. It is about a people struggling to find meaning in the midst of changing times but who feel 
cut off from God by all the rules and rituals that dominate their religion.  They are waiting and hoping 
for change to come yet when it comes, it takes a form no one ever anticipated. 
 

Our story begins with a young innocent girl, perhaps 14-16 years old. She’s excited about her recent 
engagement and is enthusiastic about planning her future as a wife and with God’s blessing maybe 
someday a mother. Yet, as important as this young girl’s story is, she is not the main character, but 
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with her begins a new chapter in the drama that is about to unfold. 
 

The Bible tells us that, 
In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in 
Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The 
virgin’s name was Mary. The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! 
The Lord is with you.” 

Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. But 
the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary; you have found favor with God. You will conceive 
and give birth to a son, and you are to call him Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son 
of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over 
Jacob’s descendants forever; his kingdom will never end.” 

“How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” 

The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the power of the Most High will 
overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God. Even Elizabeth your 
relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be unable to conceive is 
in her sixth month. For no word from God will ever fail.” 

“I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May your word to me be fulfilled.” Then the angel 
left her.   (Luke 1:26-38 NIV) 

 

And so the story begins. We meet Mary and discover the important role she will play. She has been 
called by God to step into the middle of a centuries old promise. Would you have yielded your life as 
willingly to God purposes? Mary knew what was about to happen was important, but did she know 
how important it ultimately would be? 

 

MUSIC: Mary Did You Know (6pm) & Child of Promise, Child of Love (8 pm service) 
 

Every story has a context, and every story has a crisis, a twist that pulls us into the life and struggles 
of the people in it. Through their struggles we see our own lives, choices, doubts and fears reflected 
back to us. The crisis in the Christmas story first appears through the broken heart of an ordinary 
man named Joseph who was engaged to Mary, but who now must face the most difficult decision of 
his life.  Her ill timed pregnancy screamed of betrayal and rejection, and yet despite his broken heart 
and shattered dreams, Joseph would still rather protect Mary than subject her to ridicule.   
 

This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about : His mother Mary was pledged to be married to 
Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit. Because 
Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, and yet did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he 
had in mind to divorce her quietly. 
But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son 
of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the 
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Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his 
people from their sins.” 

All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: “The virgin will conceive and 
give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”). 
When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as 
his wife. But he did not consummate their marriage until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the 
name Jesus.   (Matthew 1:18-25 NIV) 
 

Joseph had questions, obviously. To say he was in crisis is an understatement. What was happening 
just didn't make sense. Joseph knew that what he was being asked to do was a huge risk, but there 
was a bigger story at work than Joseph understood for he could see only a his part. Perhaps some of 
you have experienced Joseph’s struggle in your own life especially when life doesn’t go according to 
plan and our questions go unanswered. 
 

I suppose Joseph could have chosen to dismiss his role in the story and chose not to believe all that 
he had been told. He could have chosen to ignore the mystery and wonder of God’s unfolding story 
and avoid the scandal that would surely come. 
 

But that was not Joseph’s way and so he trusted God and opened his heart. Joseph chose to jump 
into the middle of the promise being fulfilled and took his place alongside Mary. Would you have 
chosen to believe what God was doing and in the process lay your life and reputation on the line? 

 

But because of his act of faith, Joseph stood in the presence of God, the Ancient of Days, and in a 
scene that is beyond my poor powers to describe, felt the warmth of God’s tiny little hand wrap 
around his calloused dirty fingers and into his heart. 
 

MUSIC:  O Little Town of Bethlehem (6pm) & Noel,Noel (8 pm service) 
 

If a story builds momentum and anticipation, but we never reach the climax, we feel cheated. 
 

For the group of people who had been waiting centuries for God's promises to be fulfilled, the 
waiting had given way to despair, many wondered if it would ever happen. Others no longer cared or 
even gave it much thought at all. Few were aware of what was happening in the world around them. 
The monotonous day-to-day activities that dominated their thoughts and actions ultimately became 
the story of their empty lives.  
 

But there were some who still watched, waited and listened in the stillness of the night and 
experienced the most amazing event ever recorded. 
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In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman 
world. (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) And everyone 
went to their own town to register. 
So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of 
David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. He went there to register with Mary, who 
was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came 
for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and 
placed him in a manger, because there was no guest room available for them. 
And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. An 
angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were 
terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news that will cause great joy 
for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is the Messiah, the 
Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 

Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, 
“Glory to God in the highest heaven, 
and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.” 

When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let’s go to 
Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.” 

So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. When 
they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, and 
all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. But Mary treasured up all these 
things and pondered them in her heart. The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all 
the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told.  (Luke 2:1-20 NIV) 

 

At first glance, perhaps the birth of a baby doesn't seem that dramatic. But this wasn't just any baby. 
This was the long – awaited Messiah. The One who flung the stars in the sky, had come to restore 
what we needed most, and brought hope, joy, peace, and light to the people who had forgotten 
what these words even meant. The One they called Emmanuel, which means God is with us, would 
save the people from their self-destructive, empty lives and give them a whole new story worth 
living for. 
 

When God put on skin and was born as a baby, all of Heaven was singing and the shepherds joined in 
their chorus. Their story breathed new life into the quiet, desolate lives of people longing for a great 
story that would make their lives part of an epic tale for all time. Singing is just a natural response to 
discovering the great story God is telling at Christmas.  When was the last time you were so amazed 
by what God was doing in your life you just had to sing? Tonight will you join in the chorus and sing 
as the angels did? Have you found the source of the Angels Song? 

 

MUSIC: Angels we have Heard on High (6pm and 8 pm) 
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238. Angels We Have Heard on High 

Text: Trad. French carol; trans. Crown of Jesus, 1862, alt. (Lk. 2:6-20)  
Music: French carol melody; arr. by Edward Shippen Barnes, 1937; harm. by Austin C.  
Tune: GLORIA, Meter: 77.77 with Refrain 
 

1. Angels we have heard on high  
 sweetly singing o'er the plains,  
 and the mountains in reply  
 echoing their joyous strains.  
 
Refrain:  
 Gloria, gloria, gloria, gloria,  
 in excelsis Deo!  
 Gloria, gloria, gloria, gloria,  
 in excelsis Deo!  
 
2. Shepherds, shy this jubilee?  
 Why your joyous strains prolong?  
 What the gladsome tidings be  
 which inspire your heavenly song?  
 (Refrain)  
 
3. Come to Bethlehem and see  
 Christ whose birth the angels sing,  
 come, adore on bended knee,  
 Christ the Lord, the newborn King.  
 (Refrain)  
 
4. See him in a manger laid,  
 whom the choirs of angels praise,  
 Mary, Joseph, lend your aid,  
 while our hearts in love we raise. 
 

 

We mentioned earlier that an powerful story is one that draws us into its context. But if a story fails 
to engage us, is it really that good? If we are able to walk away from the characters, plot, and 
outcome without so much as a second thought to its meaning and purpose... has it really touched 
our hearts? In fact, can we say we’ve really heard it at all? 

 

Each person in our story who encountered the birth of Jesus, was changed by these events in a way 
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beyond anything they could have possibly imagined. But their stories must wait for for another time 
for we have yet to encounter the most regal of the characters in this drama. In a world dominated by 
social status, power and wealth their mission and their response is in itself miraculous. 
 

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to 
Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star when it 
rose and have come to worship him.” 

When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. When he had called 
together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Messiah was 
to be born. “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the prophet has written: 
“‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 
are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 
for out of you will come a ruler 

who will shepherd my people Israel.’ ” 

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared. He 
sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and search carefully for the child. As soon as you find him, 
report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.” 

After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen when it rose went 
ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they were 
overjoyed. On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down 
and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold, 
frankincense and myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to 
their country by another route.  (Matthew 2:1-12) 
 

These men of wisdom and wealth were students of learning and truth; but they didn't restrict their 
quest for truth to books and charts, they sought out the source of truth and found the same child as 
the shepherds. These two most unlikely kinds of people, Kings and Shepherds, find their lives merge 
in the story of the Child’s birth.  At last their seeking had come to an end, only to find that a new kind 
of story was just beginning.   
 

And when they found what they were seeking they gave precious gifts, a tradition we continue to 
honor even today. The wise men's gifts to the baby were a response to who they knew him to be, the 
child born to bring peace, restore sanity and offer hope to all people. Their journey had brought 
them farther than they knew and they desperately wanted to become part of this child’s story and so 
they gave to him out of their hunger and humility for a story bigger than themselves.  
 

MUSIC 

Christmas Offering (6 pm service) 
 

As we reach out and find the baby born to be savior and king of the world let us follow their example 
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and offer tangible expressions of our gratitude and humility as well. Tonight, we have a unique 
opportunity to participate in the story of Christmas. Part of who we are as a church is to love and 
care for those who have forgotten this Great Story of God. One of the ways that we do this is through 
a variety of ministries throughout the year which offer practical and spiritual help to those who are 
seeking to know and become part of this child’s story. 
 

This Christmas Eve, we invite you to join with us so that together we can continue to reflect his 
goodness, love and hope to the world.  
Tonight's opportunity to give is completely voluntary, and everything that is given will go to proclaim 
the message of Jesus Christ.  There is no obligation to give anything, but we hope that just as the 
wise men were moved by gratitude and humility, that you too will take the opportunity tonight to 
honor Christ by giving your gifts. 
 

As our ushers prepare to serve us this evening, will you bow your head and pray with me? 

 

(Pray for the offering. That God will be honored and that many will be blessed through the generous 
gifts that are given tonight to help those who are less fortunate.) 

PRAYER 

We have gather this evening, O God,  to celebrate your desire to be with us so much you came in the 
vulnerability of a small child. We come to you now, O God, with all that we are or ever will be, to 
express our love and devotion. We know that everything in this world is a gift from you, so we 
humbly return a generous portion of these gifts to you. We pray that these gifts may help this church 
to change people's lives and to spread your message of your redeeming love through us. We do this 
all in response to Christmas joy that is in our hearts. Amen. 
 

Offertory music: Song of the Manger (6 pm service) & Breath of Heaven (8pm) 
 

(Note: in explaining the offering, be conscious that there will be many in the congregation who are not a 
normal part of a church service and that there will be some present who may be resistant to the idea of 
an offering. We don't want to shy away from what we are doing, but we want to be sensitive and clear 
about what is happening.) 
 

And so we have come to the end of our story, but not to the end of its meaning. The story you have 
heard this evening is the Great Story of God’s relentless pursuit of the human heart. Tonight we have 
recounted the story as told by those who lived it. It is a story that binds us together as a community 
of faith and yet it moves us into the future with enthusiasm and a desire to become a part of this 
Child’s life.  
 

Your personal response to this story will either bring light and meaning to your life or it will simply 
fade into the background noise of a hectic, yet empty, existence.  Christmas offers the liberation of 
the soul, it restores confidence in the midst of life’s struggles and storms and tells of a Divine Love 
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that is bigger than our circumstances or vision. Tonight you can once again become part of this story 
by lighting your individual candles to proclaim that by accepting Christ, by seeking him faithfully and 
proclaiming the story wherever we are, we have also become the bearer of His light, His life and His 
message.  
 

All: For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given. The spread of his influence and of his peace will 
never end. By our witness all will know of God’s unquenchable love. 
  

239. Silent Night, Holy Night 

Text: Joseph Mohr, 1792-1848; trans. by John F. Young, 1820-1885 (sts 1, 2, 3) and anon. (st  
Music: Franz Gruber, 1787-1863  Tune: STILLE NACHT, Meter: Irr. 

 
 

1. Silent night, holy night,  
 all is calm, all is bright  
 round yon virgin  
 mother and child.  
 Holy infant, so tender and mild,  
 sleep in heavenly peace,  
 sleep in heavenly peace.  
 
2. Silent night, holy night,  
 shepherds quake at the sight;  
 glories stream from heaven afar,  
 heavenly hosts sing Alleluia!  
 Christ the Savior is born,  
 Christ the Savior is born!  
 
3. Silent night, holy night,  
 Son of God, love's pure light;  
 radiant beams from thy holy face  
 with the dawn of redeeming grace,  
 Jesus, Lord, at thy birth,  
 Jesus, Lord, at thy birth.  
 
4. Silent night, holy night,  
 wondrous star, lend thy light;  
 with the angels let us sing,  
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 Alleluia to our King;  
 Christ the Savior is born,  
 Christ the Savior is born! 
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