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#GodIsWithUs 

 

A testimony-based Advent study compiled by 
Anna Williams, St. Paul’s Methodist Church, Basildon. 

 
Through the personal testimonies in the #GodIsWithUs campaign and bible 
readings we will look at ways people past and present have found that God 
is with them.  In our Zoom Bible studies we will reflect on our experiences 
of God’s love and blessings, looking for the “beams of hope” that have 
sustained us in this year of the Covid pandemic and lockdown.  

We will explore our hopes for the future knowing that God is with us 
whoever, whenever, wherever and whatever our situation.  May we share 
the message that #GodIsWithUs in our churches and communities.    
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Notes for group leaders 
Welcome to this Advent study which uses “testimony”, reflection and discussion to encourage us to 
contemplate the past year.  The postcard reflection asks “Where have we found God in this 
challenging time?  Who has supported us through the good times and bad?”  Remembering these 
things identifies our “beams of hope”. 
 
We are called to be Christ in our communities.  How can we share the message of #GodIsWithUs 
and let people know that they are not alone – that God is with them?  Our churches may be shut 
but our buildings and displays can be a visual reminder to those who don’t know the “good news” 
and love of Jesus this Christmas. 
 

The #GodIsWithUs campaign 

The information in the preview materials says 

“Even when we are isolated, when we are grieving, when we are struggling, when 
we have hit rock bottom we are never alone. This year has been unbelievable but 
we have pulled together we have worked hard to care for people, to feed people, 
to house people, to heal people and we have said loud and clear that people 
matter more, that injustice is unacceptable and that our community is vital.   
 
Our buildings have been closed but we have been at work and God’s love is 
uncontainable.  In times of despair and in times of hope you are loved this 
Christmas and always whoever you are and whatever you have been through this 
year God is with you, God is with me, God is with us. Ultimately and incredibly 
God’s loving presence radiates from each of the stories in powerful ways all 
about hope. Hope is so necessary at such a time as this.” 
 

 
Starting on December 1st there will a written testimony from somebody connected to the 
Methodist Church reflecting on what hope has looked like for them this year and how they have 
experienced God with them.  Daily “shareable” social media posts each day on Facebook, 
Instagram and Twitter  will contain a quote from the testimony of the day alongside a photo of the 
person who wrote it. 
 
Testimonies will be available on www.findingourhope.co.uk . They can be ‘cut and pasted’ from 
the website but are not available to download.  Inspirational, thought provoking and challenging 
they aim to encourage us to reflect and share our own experiences.  The group leader needs to 
listen to testimonies as they become available and choose 2 for the session.  Or you could ask 
members of your study to do this and share a testimony that “spoke” to them.  Someone needs to 
read the testimony for the group.  Consider circulating the ones you want to use in advance. 
 
How the study can be used 

• This Advent study was written for a Zoom Bible study group.  Adapt the content and timings 
to suit your group.  We are including music but this is optional. 
 

• The bible readings could be used by individuals alongside the daily testimonies on the 
#GodIsWithUs site. 

https://twitter.com/MethodistGB?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
http://www.findingourhope.co.uk/
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Format of sessions 
The study is written in 4 parts with two alternatives for week 4.  One leaves space for  virtual 
celebration.  The second reading, (Luke 2:21-40), and questions in Week 4(ii) follow the Holy family 
to the temple could be used after Christmas if it has not been used. 

Week 4(i) ends in the stable and includes time for participants to bring their own favourite 
Christmas readings and poems that have inspired their journeys through Advent to 
celebrate in the stable. 
Week 4(ii) meets the shepherds in the stable and then follows the Holy family to the temple 
where Jesus’ role and purpose is affirmed by Simeon and Anna.    

 
The sessions 

• Overview and starting point (5-10 minutes) 

 
Light a candle (real or LED) 
 
Listen to a carol or sing along if you are on Zoom (remember to mute participants or Zoom 
gets in a muddle!)  Or use a suitable piece of music. 
 
Opening prayer (from the #GodIsWithUs webinar) 

Loving God we come together to explore the Methodist Church Christmas 
campaign. We pray that you will be with us during this time of information, 
exploration and conversation.  We pray that you will continue to speak through us 
to tell the Good News of Jesus Christ.  We pray for all the people who will share 
their personal stories in this campaign and in our discussion groups.  May you be at 
the centre of our conversations loving God. 

            In Jesus’ name  Amen                                                               

 

• Bible study and discussion (20-30 minutes) 

• #GodIsWithUs testimonies and follow up (30-40 minutes +) 

• Postcard reflection and work on own testimonies (20 minutes) 
(*cards can be purchased from the Methodist website) 

 

Suggested timescale 

Week 1 Start on 1st December or that week 
Resources are available from 1st December 

In at the start! 

Week 2 Week beginning 7th December Follow the star! 
Week 3 Week beginning 14th December On to Bethlehem…….. 
Week 4 (i) 
         OR 

 Week beginning 21st December 
May include a virtual Christmas “party”  

Come on and celebrate! 
 

Week 4(ii)  Week beginning 21st December or in the new 
year 

The stable and beyond…….. 

 
May you and your group grow in your reflections on 2020 and in the personal testimonies from the 
#GodIsWithUs campaign.  May you know and share the love and blessings of Advent and Christmas 
this year. 

Anna Williams (St. Paul’s Methodist Church, Basildon) 
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Week 1:  In at the start!          Start on 1st December or in that week        
 

 
 

 
#God is with us 

The Methodist Church-wide Christmas campaign in 2020 
#Godiswithus seeks to share people's stories about their walk 
with God in this extraordinary year.  
The aim is not to bring people “in” but to let them know that 
God is always with them, whoever they are, wherever they are 
and whatever their situations. 

In this session we look at three people who were visited by the angel Gabriel at 
the start of the Christmas story.  What would their testimonies be? 

We look at the #GodIsWithUs video (available 1st December) 
 
Starting point: 
Light a candle  

Suggested carols  STF 186 Tell out, my soul, the greatness of the Lord  
STF 187 The Angel Gabriel from heaven came 
STF 793 Magnificat (Song of Mary) or use music version 

Opening prayer  webinar prayer on page 3 or own 

 

Bible Readings: Luke 1:5-25, Luke 1:26-56 and Matt 1:18-25.  
Background 
Luke was a Greek doctor and a Gentile Christian.  His account of the events before 
and at the time of Jesus’ birth is the most detailed in the Gospels.  Luke was a close 
friend of Paul and would have been able to talk to the disciples.  His Gospel is noted 
for being accurate as he was able to draw on these first hand experiences.   
 
In Luke 1:5-25 Gabriel visits Zechariah in the temple to bring “good news”.  But 
when Zechariah questions the angel he is struck dumb for the whole of his wife’s 
pregnancy until the birth of his son John.   
 
In the sixth month Gabriel visits Mary (verses 26-56) to tell her that she was 
favoured by God and she would carry a son who would reign forever.  Mary’s song, 
which we know as the Magnificat, is her response to the situation.  She glorifies 
God and tells of what her son will do.  Luke records that Mary knew of Jesus’ 
mission as the Messiah who would save God’s people.  Is this her “testimony”? 
 
Matthew was a Jewish tax collector and one of Jesus’ disciples.  Tax collectors were 
despised by the Jewish community.  At the start of chapter 1 Matthew shows how 
Jesus is descended from King David as foretold by the prophets.  Matthew gives us 
Joseph’s encounter with Gabriel and the start of a journey for a lifetime. 
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Questions 

• Did Joseph, Zechariah and Mary hear “good news” or “bad news”? 

• How did they recognise God was with them? What hope did this bring to the 
world in their time and in ours? 

• Mary’s song, which we know as the Magnificat (verses 46-55), is a testimony 
of the event (you may want to discuss this?)  

• If you were writing a testimony for Joseph or Zechariah what would you 
include? 

• Which words in these readings give you encouragement? 

• Mary role is “recognised” by her cousin Elizabeth. How might we encourage 
each other to hear the “good news” that God has for us? 

• How can we reflect that God’s love and hope in our lives and from our 
churches to those outside? 

• Who are the angels and messengers in our lives? 

• Do Mary, Joseph and Zechariah encourage you in your own faith journey? 
 

#GodIsWithUs 
The information in the preview materials says 
    “Even when we are isolated, when we are grieving, when we are struggling,      
      when we have hit rock bottom we are never alone. This year has been  
      unbelievable but we have pulled together we have worked hard to care for  
      people, to feed people, to house people, to heal people and we have said  
      loud and clear that people matter more that injustice is unacceptable that our  
      community is vital.   
 
      Our buildings have been closed but we have been at work and God’s love is  
      uncontainable.  In times of despair and in times of hope you are loved this  
      Christmas and always whoever you are and whatever you have been through 
      this year God is with you, God is with me, God is with us. Ultimately and 
      incredibly God’s loving presence radiates from each of the stories in powerful  
      ways all about hope. Hope is so necessary at such a time as this.” 

• Watch the #GodIsWithUs video available 1st December 

• Remind the group about the testimonies on www.findingourhope.co.uk 
 

 

Introduce the “postcard reflection” questions 
to reflect on 2020 and your group discussions 
Postcard reflection 

• Where have you found hope this year?  

• Who has supported you this year? 

• How has this changed you? 

                                                     

 

http://www.findingourhope.co.uk/
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Week 2: Follow the star!        

     

 

 

ONE star in EVERY window! 
Stars outside church – maybe? 

Who will you give/send a star to? 
In this session we meet the Magi and explore their journey 

to meet the Christ child in Bethlehem  
 

Starting point: 
Light a candle  
Suggested carols  We three kings or Three Kings from Persian lands afar  

STF 230 Riding out across the desert 
STF 218 Unto us a boy is born 

Opening prayer  webinar prayer on page 3 or own 
 

Bible Reading: Matt 2:1-23 

Background 
Matthew’s Gospel was originally written in Greek, but the content is aimed at 
Jewish readers.  Matthew emphasizes the ways the Old Testament prophecies are 
fulfilled and uses quotes in his writing. Reminding his readers about the prophecies, 
and the way Jesus fulfils them, is crucial because Jesus does not fit the expectation 
of a warrior king coming in victory to save his people. Remember the Gospel begins 
with Jesus’ family tree which goes right back to King David as the prophet foretold.   
 
A star has “appeared in the East” and been seen by the Magi or wise men as they 
are often called.  Note the Bible does not call them kings!  It is possible they were 
astrologers and likely that they were temple priests in their own religion. They 
travelled from Parthia which was near ancient Babylon which is thousands of miles 
from Bethlehem.  Would they have been aware of Jewish prophecies?  Some 
commentaries suggest they could be descended from Jews who remained in 
Babylon after the time of exile. There were links between the Jews and Persia in 
Isaiah 45 Cyrus, the Persian King, allows the Jews to return to Jerusalem.  
 
Although the Magi are often shown as being in the stable, it probably took them up 
to two years to find Jesus by which time the family were in a home.  Many believe 
the Magi underline the message that Jesus came for Jews and Gentiles.   The gifts 
they bring are significant – gold for a king, incense for deity and myrrh a spice for 
someone who was going to die.  It is suggested that Matthew includes the coming 
of the Magi to affirm Jesus as a king and worthy of worship.   
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Questions 

• What is the importance of the star? 

• Where can we see God working in this reading? 

• God told the Magi to change direction and allow the Holy family to go into 
exile in Egypt.  How does this encourage to believe that God knows all 
situations?  When have you changed direction? 

• Identify the ways in which the prophet’s messages were fulfilled. 

• Imagine you were one of the magi returning home – what would you include 
in your testimony? 

• The Magi brought costly gifts to the baby and worship him.  Do we give all we 
can and seek him out? 

• What is the most precious gift you have been given in your faith journey?  
Why is it important? 
 

#GodIsWithUs testimonies 
Encourage the group to listen to the testimonies each day.  Choose one or two 
testimonies that will “speak” to the group.  This is a suggested way of exploring the 
testimonies. 
 

• Ask a member of the group to read the testimony.  Note the text could be 
‘cut and pasted’ and circulated prior to the meeting giving time for reflection.  

• What jumps out of this testimony?  What surprised you in this testimony? 

• What challenges faced the writer? 

• How do we see “God with us” in this testimony? 

• What did you take away from hearing this testimony?  

• Have you had a similar experience? 
 

Use this process for a second testimony.  We will only be able to look at one or two 
testimonies in each session.  Ask members of the group to share information about 
any of the other testimonies they have read that week.  Why have they have meant 
something to them?   
 

 
 

Postcard reflection 
• Where have you found 

hope this year? 

• Who has supported you 
this year? 

• How has this changed you?  

 

• Has the #GodIsWithUs testimony 
made you think about your own 
testimony? 

• Are you encouraged in your faith 
journey?  
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Week 3:  On to Bethlehem…………            

 

Planning, preparation, anticipation, 
expectation, excitement…………? 

 

In this session we journey with Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem 
and to the stable because there is no room in the inn.   

How do we tell others of our journeys? 

 
Starting point: 
Light a candle  

Suggested carols  STF 193 Born in the night  
STF 213 O little town of Bethlehem 
STF 214 Once in royal David’s city 
 

Opening prayer  webinar prayer on page 3 or own 
 

Bible Readings: Micah 5:2-5, Luke 2:1-7, Luke 2:8-20 
Commentary  
Micah is writing to the people of Israel and his purpose is to warn people about God’s 
judgement and to tell them to repent.  Micah is probably best remembered for his 
reminder that God has shown His people “what is good” and that “they need to act 
justly, love mercy and walk humbly with your God”,  (Micah 6:8).  But the key verse 
we are reading is Micah prophesying that the coming Messiah would be born in 
Bethlehem.  This predicts Jesus’ place of birth hundreds of years before he is born in 
a stable.  Micah tells of a Messiah whose greatness will bring peace and whose 
greatness will reach the ends of the earth.   
 
Joseph has accepted Mary’s pregnancy and recognises she has not been unfaithful to 
him, so he obeys God and prepares to marry her.  There is a census taking place.  As 
descendants of David’s line Mary and Joseph must travel to Bethlehem and register 
for the census even though Mary is heavily pregnant.   
 
Luke’s account of the events in Bethlehem are more detailed than those found in 
Matthew’s Gospel.  He records that Jesus was born in a manger because “there was 
no room in the inn” (verse 6).  Often stables were dark and dirty, not like the clean 
version often seen on Christmas cards!  The expectation of the people would have 
been that a king would be born in a palace.  Micah reminds us of humility and the 
birth of Jesus in the stable opens his message to “all” regardless of wealth, status, 
education, ethnicity, gender and our past. 
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Questions – Luke 2:1-7 

• How do you plan and prepare for a long journey?  

• Mary and Joseph knew they would have to make the journey to Bethlehem.  
How do you think they felt about what was happening? How did their 
experiences of meeting with Gabriel, and faith in God, help them face the 
challenges ahead? 

• Do you think Mary and Joseph were prepared for the way their journey would 
work out? 

• Imagine Mary telling her cousin Elizabeth about her journey and Jesus’ birth.  
What would her testimony say about getting to Bethlehem and Jesus’ birth in a 
stable?   

• Our own faith journeys involve following Jesus wherever he takes us.  When 
have you been surprised or challenged by this?   

• Being “told” to do something can be challenging.  How has the pandemic 
altered your lifestyle and expectations?  Where have you find hope in this 
unexpected situation? 

 

#GodIsWithUs testimonies 
Encourage the group to listen to the testimonies each day.  Choose one or two 
testimonies that will “speak” to the group.  This is a suggested way of exploring the 
testimonies. 

• Ask a member of the group to read the testimony.  Note the text could be 
‘cut and pasted’ and circulated prior to the meeting giving time for reflection.  

• What jumps out of this testimony?  What surprised you in this testimony? 

• What challenges faced the writer? 

• How do we see “God with us” in this testimony? 

• What did you take away from hearing this testimony?  

• Have you had a similar experience? 
 
Use this process for a second testimony chosen by the group leader or member of 
the study group.  Why have the choices meant something to them?   
 

 

 

Postcard reflection 
• Where have you found 

hope this year? 

• Who has supported you 
this year? 

• How has this changed you?  

• Has the #GodIsWithUs testimony 
made you think about your own 
testimony? 

• Are you encouraged in  
your faith journey? 
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Week 4(i) Come on and celebrate! 

 

       

Light of the world 
You stepped down into darkness 

Opened my eyes, let me see 
Beauty that made this heart adore you 

Hope of a life spent with you.   (Tim Hughes) 

 
In this session the shepherds arrive in the stable and  

we are invited to celebrate the birth of Jesus! 
 

Starting point: 

Light a candle  
Suggested carols  STF 190 Angels from the realms of glory 

STF 221 While shepherds watched their flocks by night 
STF 175 Light of the world, you stepped down into darkness 

Opening prayer  webinar prayer on page 3 or own 
 

Bible Reading: Luke 2:8-20 
In this reading Luke tells us that God revealed his Son to the most unexpected 
people.  The shepherds would have been the poorest in society.  They were living on 
the hills around the towns looking after their animals when suddenly an angel 
appears telling them to go to Bethlehem to find a baby.  Then a flock of angels 
appears praising God saying, “Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace to men 
on whom his favour rests”. (Luke 2:14) 
 
God invites the humble shepherds to greet Jesus his Son and the promised Messiah. 
Luke reminds us that Jesus came for everyone who will accept him.   We do not need 
riches or qualifications, just a willingness to believe in Him and follow Him.  The 
message of the stable is inclusive not exclusive. 
Questions 

• The shepherds were initially “terrified”.  What made them change their minds, 
leave the animals and head off to Bethlehem?   

• When they had seen the child, they spread the word about him.  What makes 
us want to share our story? 

• Imagine one of the shepherds sharing the news of the event.  What they said 
had impact – “all who heard it were amazed” (verse 18).  Are our testimonies 
as enthusiastic and amazing? 

• How can we make sure that we don’t leave Jesus as a baby in the stable?  Do 
we let Jesus the teacher, Messiah and King walk with us each day? 
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#GodIsWithUs testimonies 
Explore another testimony or use the ideas below for further personal reflection. 

• How do our encounters with those in the Christmas story help us to have faith 
and hope? 

• Identifying times in the past when we have recognised “God with us”, can 
bring comfort and hope in the dark times.  Does your testimony reflect these 
times? 

• Through the bible readings and #GodIsWithUs testimonies we have had 
opportunities to think about our own “hopes” and times when we have been 
encouraged in our faith journey.  What have you found particularly useful? 

• We can have “hope” knowing that “God is with us”!  How can we share that 
message to each other and those outside our churches? 
 

• John Birch, who has written the Faith and Worship 2020 Advent study on 
“Hope”, says  
“At its simplest, hope can be the wish for something we desire to happen.  It 
can relate to the small world we inhabit as individuals or reach out to touch all 
people.  

For those of us who call ourselves Christians, hope takes on a different 
dimension. It is still about our day-to-day existence and seeing hope within it, 
but it is also about a future hope for ‘salvation’, ‘resurrection’, ‘eternal life’ 
and how these strands intertwine and influence our relationship with God and 
the world.”                                       (permission has been given to use this) 

Are you hopeful about the future? 

 

A final Postcard reflection 

• Where have you found hope this year?   

• Who has supported you this year? 

• How has this changed you?  
 
How has this Advent study and the 
#GodIsWithUs campaign changed your 
testimony? 

 

 

Celebrate the Christ child! 

Sharing time – bring Bible verses/poems/hymns/carols/a card, a drink and some 

nibbles! 

STF 196 Come and join the celebration 

STF 202 Hark the herald-angels sing  

STF 216 See him lying on a bed of straw 

STF 178 Long ago, prophets knew 
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Week 4 (ii): The stable and beyond      
This could also be used as a fifth week in the new year looking ahead to Jesus’ life 

and ministry.   
 

       

 

In this session we celebrate with the shepherds in the 

stable then journey on with Mary, Joseph and Jesus. 

We reflect on the testimonies and words of the wise. 

What do they mean for you? 

 
Starting point: 

Light a candle  

Suggested carols  STF 190 Angels from the realms of glory 
STF 221 While shepherds watched their flocks by night 
STF 196 Come and join the celebration 
STF 202 Hark the herald-angels sing  
STF 216 See him lying on a bed of straw 

Opening prayer  webinar prayer on page 3 or own 
 

Bible reading: Luke 2: 8-20 
In this reading Luke tells us that God revealed his Son to the most unexpected 
people.  The shepherds would have been the poorest in society.  They were living on 
the hills around the towns looking after their animals when suddenly an angel 
appears telling them to go to Bethlehem to find a baby.  Then a flock of angels 
appears praising God saying “Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace to men 
on whom his favour rests”. (Luke 2:14)  God invites the humble shepherds to greet 
Jesus his Son and the promised Messiah. Luke reminds us that Jesus came for 
everyone who will accept him.   We do not need riches or qualifications, just a 
willingness to believe in Him and follow Him.  Does that give us hope? 
 

Questions 

• The shepherds were initially “terrified”.  What made them change their 

minds?  

• When they had seen the child, they spread the word about him.  What makes 

us want to share our story? 

• Imagine one of the shepherds sharing the news of the event.  What they said 

had impact – “all who heard it were amazed” (verse 18).  Does our story have 

enthusiasm and impact? 

You could use a #GodIsWithUs testimony here 
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Bible Readings: Luke 2:21-40 
However, the story of the stable is the just the start of Jesus’ ministry and of our 
journey with him.  Luke tells us that Mary and Joseph are take Jesus to the temple to 
be “presented to the Lord” and circumcised according to Jewish law.  This includes 
naming the child.  The angel Gabriel told Mary to name her son Jesus.  
In verses 22-24 Luke explains that the firstborn son had to be presented to God and 
then “bought back” with an offering which he says might be “a pair of doves or two 
young pigeons”.  Giving this type of offering emphasized that Mary and Joseph were 
poor, richer parents might have offered a lamb.  This is a reminder that Jesus came 
to rich and poor. 
The importance in recording these events is to show that Jesus was not above the 
law but came to fulfil it.  It is a reminder that Jesus came to save all believers, not just 
the Jews.  While they are in the temple Jesus’ role as Messiah is confirmed by 
Simeon and Anna. These are elderly, experienced people who bring wisdom and 
insight to Mary and Joseph.   
Questions 

• How do Simeon and Anna describe Jesus?  Do you think their descriptions give 
Mary and Joseph hope in their new-born child?  

• Through the bible readings and #GodIsWithUs we have had opportunities to 
think about our own “hopes” and times when we have been encouraged in 
our faith journey.  What have you found particularly useful? 

• There is “hope” in all aspects of Christmas and it is important to take Jesus into 
our lives beyond his birth in the stable.  What has inspired you to look ahead?  

• Identifying times when we have recognised “God is with us”, can bring 
comfort and hope in the dark times.  Does your testimony reflect these times? 

• Are we reassured that “God is always with us”, now and into the future? 

• We can have “hope” knowing that “God is with us”!  How can we share that 
message to each other and those outside our churches? 

You could use a #GodIsWithUs testimony here 

 

Final postcard reflection 

• Where have you found hope this year? 

• Who has supported you this year? 

• How has this changed you?  
 
How have we been encouraged to share our own 
testimonies in this Advent study?  (May be just a few 
words or something longer, written or spoken) 

                                                                                                                                   
 
 

 
 

 

 


