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Christ's Love, Our Calling.






Advent by Candlelight is an opportunity for women of all ages 
to set aside the hustle and bustle of holiday preparation 
and focus their minds and hearts on the birth of Christ.

This service was written by Naomi Schmidt, a member of the 
WELS Women’s Ministry Executive Team, from St. 
John’s, Lomira, Wisconsin. 
It has been reviewed and approved by Professor-emeritus David Valleskey.
Note: There may be copyright issues regarding the use of some songs and hymns. 
Make sure to purchase the music or obtain permission to use music that is not in the public domain.



We Have Come To Worship Him

Preservice music

Words of Welcome (note the worship opportunities at the end of the service folder).  
Dessert and Fellowship

Opening Hymn CW 1 stanzas 1, 3, 6 
“The Advent of our King”


The advent of our King Our prayers must now employ,
And we must hymns of welcome sing In strains of holy joy 

O Zion’s Daughter, rise To meet your lowly King,
Nor let a faithless heart despise The peace he comes to bring

All glory to the Son, Who comes to set us free,
With Father, Spirit, ever one Through all eternity

Introduction

Welcome to all of you who are here this evening, especially to our guests and visitors.  We have come from different places in our community and different places in life. We have come with different emotional needs and different expectations.  Some of you are here in joyful anticipation of the pending Christmas celebrations.  There will be family and loved ones to see, gatherings to host or attend, and memories to be made.  But others may have a bit of trepidation at the many things which need to be done in the coming weeks: gifts to purchase and wrap, concerts or parties to attend, and holiday recipes to enrich the celebrations.  And there are those among us who are lonely and hurting, missing a loved one or overwhelmed with heartache when everyone around us seems happy.  But even with our varied backgrounds and situations, we have a common need.  We all desperately need a Savior.  We know that we are guilty and our hearts wither with fear of condemnation.  But the glorious news, announced by the angels and proclaimed to you today, is that you have a Savior from sin! The baby born in the manger, the one whom we worship, is the Christ child, true God and true man.  We are not here to simply celebrate His birthday but to worship Him.  We are here to be reminded of what a treasure we have been given in Jesus, to praise Him with our songs and prayers, and be strengthened by His life-giving Word.

As we gather together our encouragement comes from the reminder that this season is all about worshiping Christ as our Savior.  All that we do in the days ahead will culminate in humble worship and joyful celebrations that center around Jesus.  But there is much that will happen in the coming weeks as we prepare, plan and work and it can feel like a challenging journey as we try to get through the Christmas season. 

And so we consider the journey of the Wise Men.  

Let’s take a moment to meditate on some aspects of their expedition that will encourage us on our journey and help us focus on Christ this season.   Let’s recall their familiar story with a focus on three specific thoughts we can relate to: first, that they were led by the light of a star sent from God to direct their journey, secondly, that their journey ended in worship of their Savior Jesus and finally, that they were led home by the Holy Spirit under the watchful care of their Heavenly Father.   

Please join in a responsive reading of Matthew’s account:

Leader:
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, 

Women:
“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.”

Leader:
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. 

Women:
“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.’”

Leader:
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, 

Women:
“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.”

Leader:
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. 

Women:
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.

Hymn CW 83
“As with Gladness Men of Old”


As with gladness men of old Did the guiding star behold
As with joy they hailed its light, leading onward, beaming bright.
So, most gracious Lord may we Evermore your followers be.

As with joyful steps they sped, Savior to your lowly bed
There to bend the knee before You whom heav’n and earth adore,
So may we with willing feet Ever seek your mercy seat.

As they returned at journey’s end God a dream to them did send,
Kept in His care with tender love, God watched o’er them from above,
Lord, so lead us with your Word, treasuring all that we have heard.

Led by the light of a star 

Most of us have an image of the Star of Bethlehem in our minds.  It is a serene, picturesque image that reflects the beauty and quietness of Christ’s birth. But the Star of Bethlehem was so much more than just a pretty star on a special night.  It was a star that God placed in the sky to lead the Wise Men to Jesus.  Just think about it…our powerful God, who rules over the heavens that He created, placed a unique and majestic star in the sky to serve His divine purpose of leading the Wise Men. Pause a moment and give that some thought.  Don’t miss the miracle here that displays His incredible power, and don’t forget that His incredible power continues to work today. 
In the calmness of that truth we may contemplate just how it is that God demonstrates his power in our life.  Would it help if God put a star in the sky to lead you through the coming weeks? Imagine a light that would illuminate a path and lead you - not a spot light over the perfect store with the best sales, not a light to show you which outfit to wear on Christmas. But real direction; and real purpose. Could His powerful hand guide you through life to see where you’re going and what this journey is all about? Yes. Yes it can. And it does.

The light we follow is not like the quaint Star of Bethlehem but there is a light shining before us, leading us to Christ and the life He won for us.  We hear of it in the Scriptures where Isaiah invites us to “walk in the light of the Lord.” King David reminds us that, “The Lord is God, and he has made his light shine on us.”  We’re encouraged because “the unfolding of [his] words gives light.” As Christians we are followers of Christ and He leads the way with a light that is brighter and more constant than the Star of Bethlehem.  He leads us with His Word.
To be sure, there will be days ahead of us when we don’t feel like we’re being led; days with countless errands and packed schedules that make us feel driven, not gently led by the Lord. Days are coming when our focus in life can dissolve into a blurred streak and we can’t slow down long enough to think about what we’re doing, let alone enjoy it.  There will be haunting moments of guilt because we’re overwhelmed and we just can’t do it all.  We are failing our families, failing ourselves, and failing God. Guilt compounds because we aren’t following the light of God’s Word the way we should.  Frustration, exhaustion, and discouragement claw at us to weaken our faith. We lose our sense of direction and purpose; and we certainly don’t feel led; we barely feel forgiven. 

At those times, the Lord says, “Take your eyes off yourself and look at the light!”  God says you are His child by grace and He wraps you in the light of His love and forgiveness.  Every sin has been paid for by Christ; He lived a life of perfect obedience in your place. He made you His own and fills you with His light and love.  The apostle Paul says, “You all are children of the light and children of the day.”   The apostle Peter says, “He has called you out of darkness into His marvelous light!”  The light is shining.  See the star that shines over the Christ Child where God reveals His wonderful plan of salvation. Just as God led the Wise Men to the Savior, He is leading you to faith through His Word. His guiding light is bringing you to the manger to see the same Savior, He is Christ the Lord.

When you see the bright lights of Christmas shining in the dark, think of the Wise Men being led by the Star of Bethlehem.  Then, more importantly, remember that God is leading you with His light.  Let those joyful lights remind you of the beautiful and faithful light of His Word that leads you to Christ. With Jesus in our hearts and His Word constantly before us we will be led by God as certainly as the Wise Men were guided by the star.  We will be led to treasure Him as our Savior from sin.  We will be led to worship Him.  We will be led by our faithful God because of His good and gracious promises.  He is leading you with the purest light you’ll ever know: His Holy Word.  Look.  Listen.  Follow.

Special Music 
Follow the Christmas Star
or
Follow the Star

Christmas Carol
“The First Noel”
The first Noel the angel did say 
Was to certain poor shepherds in fields as they lay: 
In fields where they lay a keeping their sheep 
On a cold winter's night that was so deep. 
Noel Noel Noel Noel, Born is the King of Israel. 

They looked up and saw a star 
Shining in the east beyond them far: 
And to the earth it gave great light 
And so it continued both day and night. 
Noel Noel Noel Noel, Born is the King of Israel. 

And by the light of that same star 
Three wise men of royalty came from afar; 
To seek for a King was their intent, 
And to follow the star wherever it went. 
Noel Noel Noel Noel, Born is the King of Israel. 

This star drew nigh to the distant north-west; 
O'er Beth’lem in Judah it took its rest, 
And there it did both stop and stay, 
Right over the place where Jesus lay. 
Noel Noel Noel Noel, Born is the King of Israel. 

Prayer (music continues)
Lord God, in your power and majesty you move the stars in their courses.  You led the Wise Men to Bethlehem with the brilliant light of a star, and we too have seen the light of the Gospel which draws us to you.  Thank you for shining the truth of Christ so clearly in our lives that we can know you as our Savior and live in your light.  May we be faithful followers of you in thankful obedience for your gift of grace.  Amen.

Silence for personal prayer (music continues through prayer time)
We have come to worship Him

You may have a moment in the coming weeks that you ask yourself, “What am I doing – and why am doing it?”  We can feel so overwhelmed with the busyness in front of us that we really lose sight of the big picture. Schedules and tasks push us through every day and sometimes we are so busy we can barely look up to see what’s next.  That makes it pretty easy to get off track and forget why we’re on this journey through Advent.  Do you know where you are going or are you still struggling to remember where you parked your car in that gigantic lot outside the mall?  Do you remember the point of the season and the purpose of our preparation for it - or have you been too buried in the tasks at hand to see beyond the end of your day?

Let us again consider our new friends, the wise men.

They had a purpose.  They knew their calling. God led them on a journey which culminated at the feet of their Savior, in worship.  Have you ever considered what went into that journey?  Think about the hardship of extended, primitive travel, the expense of going such a distance, being away from family and loved ones. Did you ever think about what they had to do in preparation for the journey? What work was being left undone and who was taking care of matters at home?  And think about the dangers they faced.  Think about the uncertainty of where they were going and the questions they had about what they would find.  This was not an easy or effortless journey.  But it was their privilege and calling. And they beheld the face of Jesus.

We can envision our life with the same level of intensity.  The needs of our family, responsibilities at work, finances and uncertainty can dissuade us from the journey to the manger by creating distraction and doubt. How will we find time to worship when there’s so much to do? When could we possibly find quietness for devotion and prayer with all the chaos around us?  Who will do your work if you stop to sit down and read God’s Word?  Lift up your head ladies, and look where you’re going.  We have the same purpose and calling as the Wise Men because we have the same need for a Savior. We are called to faith and we humbly respond with worship.  Our journey through Advent culminates in joyful Christmas worship because we, too, have received the forgiveness of sins. Our sin, guilt and shame have been paid for with the holy, innocent blood of the Christ child.  Jesus has called us to be His daughters and He has called us to worship Him; not just at Christmas, but every day.  That is our privilege. 

Nothing about the journey of the Wise Men implies that our calling means life is easy.  Yet we look to the manger and see the Savior of the world-  and life has a new perspective.  Knowing that our sins are forgiven and having the gift of eternal life, we understand our own life and purpose more clearly. We belong to God.  Though the days and journey ahead may have challenges, God calls you to quietness.  He calls you to set aside your busy schedule and lengthy lists and worship Him. He calls you to trust Him with your cares and concerns, and worship Him.  He calls you to remember all He’s given you in Christ, and worship Him.  His love and grace will give you the strength and motivation to journey on.  With Christ at the center of our Christmas, with Christ at the center of our lives, we will radiate His light to others on the journey.  And life becomes a privileged time of grace; because it’s all about Jesus.   May the center of our Christmas be the worship of Christ.  Not just on Christmas Day, but every moment that we spend in the journey of life.  To God be the glory!

Hymn, “Lift Up Your Heads, You Mighty Gates”
CW 3 or 4 stanzas 1, 4, 5

Lift up your heads, you mighty gates! Behold the King of glory waits.
The King of kings is drawing near; The Savior of the world is here.
Life and salvation he will bring; therefore rejoice and gladly sing.
To God the Father raise Your joyful songs of praise.

Fling wide the portals of your heart; Make it a temple set apart
From earthly use for heav’ns employ, Adorned with prayer and love and joy.
So shall your Sov’reign enter in And new and nobler life begin.
To God alone be praise For Word and deed and grace!

Spoken litany (music continues)
Leader:
We are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God

Women:
That we may declare the praises of Him who called us out of darkness into His wonderful light. 

Leader:
Worship the Lord with gladness;

Women:
We come before Him with joyful songs

Leader:
Enter His gates with thanksgiving and His courts with praise;

Women:
We give thanks to Him and praise His holy name!

Leader:
May all the people praise you, O God

Women:
May all the people praise you! 

Hymn (verse 5)
Redeemer, come! I open wide My heart to you; here, Lord, abide!
Oh, enter with your saving grace; Show me your kind and friendly face.
Your Holy Spirit guide us on Until our glorious goal is won
Eternal praise and fame We offer to your name.

Prayer (music continues)

Lord Jesus, this season truly brings us to your manger with praise on our lips and humility in our hearts.  In grateful thanksgiving we pray that our lives would be living sacrifices of praise that honor you.  We ask that you receive our worship every day as we lift our thoughts to the greatness of your love and mercy. Lord, we worship you in Jesus’ name.  Amen.
Cherub Choir (optional)
“Away in a Manger”

Away in a manger, no crib for a bed 
The little Lord Jesus laid down his sweet head
The stars in the bright sky look down where he lay 
The little Lord Jesus asleep on the hay

The cattle are lowing the baby awakes 
But little Lord Jesus no crying he makes
I love you, Lord Jesus, look down from the sky,
And stay by my cradle til morning is nigh.

Be near me Lord Jesus, I ask you to stay
Close by me forever and love me, I pray
Bless all the dear children in your tender care
And take us to heaven to live with you there.

Guided home by the Holy Spirit 

Do you remember the end of the story?  Wicked King Herod had instructed the Wise Men to return to the palace with news of the baby’s location.  At the time, it seems they didn’t realize Herod’s evil plan but before they left, the Lord sent a dream to guide the wise men home.  And they didn’t stop at the palace on the way.  God’s guidance didn’t end when the star faded.  His protective care didn’t stop after the Wise Men had brought their offerings.   God doesn’t bring us half way and then say, “Now you’re on your own.” There is comfort for you here that God is watching over your coming and going. 

We talked earlier about how God leads us with His light.  The Holy Spirit calls us to faith and brings us to the manger in humble worship.  But He also leads us home.

The account of the Wise Men and God’s spectacular guidance might make us think that our own journey is rather simple and ordinary.  Stars and dreams would make it more spiritual - don’t you think?  The Bible is filled with people who had dreams or followed divine spectacles: Moses, John, and certainly the apostle Paul were all given dreams and guidance from the Lord. Wouldn’t that be exciting?  Then we would really know we were following Jesus!  

It may, perhaps seem so, but I would challenge you to consider another perspective.  I think Moses, John and Paul would be envious of the clear guidance we have before us in black and white.  No dreams to interpret, no visions to understand, no pillars that could evaporate any moment but clear words on tangible pages where God speaks to you; words that include not only guidance but the strength to continue on the journey. Pick up your Bible anytime you want and there are the words of God Himself; at your fingertips, in your phone, on your nightstand, waiting to bring you guidance and strength.  You don’t have to pray for a vision or wait for a sign.  You simply open your Bible and trust in the power of His Word!  It is a lamp for your feet and a light for your path.

The Lord calls us to seek His guidance in the Scriptures.  It is there that He will comfort us and lead us in paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.  Scripture says that He transforms our thinking; He renews our minds and always speaks the truth.  As we spend time in His Word He takes away our sinful, selfish thoughts and gives us His perspective and insights.  The Lord leads us away from those things that harm our faith and undermine our relationship with Him.  Scripture guides us by teaching us what is pure, lovely, admirable, true, right, and praiseworthy. He strengthens our confidence as we understand His plan for our life - plans to prosper us, plans to bring us a hope and a future.  And the steps along the way will be guided by God as He works all things for our spiritual good.  

This is how the Holy Spirit leads us every day.  No pillars or dreams, but His perfect, constant Word to strengthen and guide us.  Open your Bible and be led! Listen to His voice and the truth of His message.  And where will it lead you?  Not just through this earthly life, but it will lead you to your true, heavenly home! 

Once, when Jesus was talking about the way to heaven Doubting Thomas asked the question, “How will we know the way?” And Jesus had an answer, do you remember it?  He said, “I am the way, and the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me.”  Jesus is the only way that we can enter heaven.  That’s the most important journey we’ll ever know and you’re on it. But Jesus is also guiding you through this life with His holy, perfect Word.  He is leading you and walking with you.  He will never leave you unattended on your path, He promises that He will be there, even until the end of the age.  

Walk with Him – and enjoy the journey.

We Walk by Faith, and Not by Sight


We walk by faith and not by sight; No gracious words we hear
From him who spoke as none e’er spoke, But we believe him near

We may not touch his hands and side Nor follow where he trod,
But in his promise we rejoice And cry, “My Lord and God!”

Help then, O Lord, our unbelief, And may our faith abound
To call on you when you are near And seek where you are found.

For you, O resurrected Lord, Are found in means divine;
Beneath the water and the Word, Beneath the bread and wine.

Lord, when our life of faith is done, In realms of clearer light,
We may behold you as you are With full and endless sight.

Closing

The account of the Wise Men has great encouragement for us.  In the midst of a busy and sometimes overwhelming season, God invites us to follow His light.  When we feel pulled in countless directions and forget our purpose, He draws us to the manger to worship Him.  And as we are headed home tonight, we are reminded that He is with us, guiding us through this life to Himself in heaven where we will live with Him for all eternity.

May the peace of His forgiveness, the joy of His grace and the power of His Word continue to lead you throughout this life until we worship Him together, face to face.

Responsive Closing Prayer (please rise)
Leader:
Lord Jesus, we thank you for the gift of faith which you have poured into our hearts because of your great mercy. 

Women:
Keep our faith strong through your Word and Sacraments that we may reflect your love and grace to those around us.

Leader:
Heavenly Father, as we have been reminded of the Wise Men who came to worship you, we pray that you would guide us through this Advent season and strengthen us to follow you as the light of the world. 

Women:
Turn our eyes to see your presence in our lives as we find you in the Scriptures, encouraging, leading and loving us.

Leader:
Lord Jesus, how many people have come to worship you? Yet you long for each one of us to be at your manger and at your throne worshiping you as our Savior from sin. 

Women:
Lord, we have come to worship you!  Receive our heartfelt thanks and praise; glory, laud and honor are yours! Just as the angels announced your birth, we give you glory for you are God in the highest!

Leader:
Spirit of God, you hovered over the earth at creation and have continued to watch over the people of God, calling them to faith and keeping them in the family of God.  In the same way, we pray that you would watch over us and our loved ones with your faithful care. 

Women:
Guide our steps and guard our path that we may ever follow you with joy and confidence.  Allow our faith to flourish as we dwell in your Word and let it overflow in thankfulness as we live in your love. Find us approaching you confidently in prayer as  you have taught us,

All:
Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name.  Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.  Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil, for Thine is the kingdom and the glory, and power, forever and ever. Amen.

Closing Anthem (with Silent Night by the Cherub choir)
“Night of Silence”

(This anthem includes a counter melody of Silent Night to be sung during the third verse).

As the strains of music fade and after a moment of silent prayer, you may blow out your candle. This will conclude our evening worship and fellowship.  Please linger as you wish, travel home safely, and enjoy a Christ-centered Advent and Christmas!  Thank you for attending. 

Church contact information (personalize the information below)
website, phone, email

Opportunities to worship at our church (as available):

Mid-Week Advent Worship

Wednesdays at 7:00pm

December 5th, 12th, and 19th

Choir Concert Worship Service

Sunday, December 16th, 8:00 and 10:30am

Youth Christmas Service

Sunday, December 23rd, 8:00 and 10:30am

Christmas Eve Candlelight Worship

Monday, December 24th, 4:00 and 7:00pm

Christmas Day Worship 

Tuesday, December 25th, 9:00am

This program has approximately 30 minutes of speaking, responsive readings, and prayers.  

Music notes (there is a plethora of music about following stars!):


As With Gladness Men of Old (public domain), verse 3 by Naomi Schmidt

Follow the Christmas Star by Ruth Elaine Schram, Lorenz Publishing, available at jwpepper.com item 10276331. Suitable for a fuller choir (media file online)

Follow the Star by Ruth Elaine Schram, Kirkland House 15/1052, available at jwpepper.com item 1870609 (also eprint). Simpler, well suited for a children’s choir, duet or small group. 

Away in a Manger is in the key of F.  Lift Up Your Heads, You Mighty Gates (CW 3) is also in F for a smooth transition if you would like to do so.

We Walk by Faith and Not by Sight by Marty Haugen, a GIA publication G -2652 (also in Christian Worship Supplement).  
The Lord’s Prayer could be sung by a soloist or the group using an alternate arrangement.

Night of Silence by Daniel Kantor, a GIA publication G- 5622 (additional instrumental parts are also available).  The anthem could be sung by a soloist or choir, Silent Night could be led by the cherub choir, small group or second soloist.

Due to the time of day or length of the program, a cherub choir might not be suitable but an alternate group of girls or women would work as well.
We Have Come to Worship Him 











