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I N T R O D U C T I O N

For to us a child is born,
    to us a son is given,  
and the government will be on his shoulders.
And he will be called
    Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
    Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.

I S A I A H  9 : 6

Welcome to the season of Advent. 
It’s a special time in the Christian 
calendar—one that we all want to 
take heed of, with its deep and last-
ing significance, even in the midst of 
the season’s sometimes overwhelm-
ing demands. As you and your family 
approach a time of full calendars and 
bustling kitchens, candlelit services 
and living rooms strewn with wrap-
ping paper, we invite you to journey 
through the season with this Advent 
devotional. 

This devotional is meant to help you 
dive deep into theological truths 
and personal revelations as we pre-
pare to celebrate the arrival of our 
humble and glorious King. We have 
structured the devotional to help 
us ponder the glory and tenderness 

of Christ, who came in the form of 
a vulnerable baby and displayed a 
gentle love for his creation through 
his incarnation. Throughout the 
month of December, we will herald 
both the sovereignty and power of 
his kingship and his self-emptying 
lovingkindness.

First, we will immerse ourselves 
in the prophetic inauguration of 
Christ, with devotionals that speak to 
the hopeful yearnings of Israel for the 
promised King—and the signs that 
would accompany his revival—woven 
throughout the Old Testament. Next, 
we will celebrate the eternal jubilee 
that Jesus’ incarnation heralds: a 
time of freedom, joy, and new life that 
he now offers. Finally, we will draw 
near to Christmas Day by gazing in 
awe at Christ’s royal enthronement 
and the establishment of his king-
dom. He is our long-awaited Savior, 
and this Advent we celebrate the 
life-changing truth that our eternal 
King has arrived.  

W
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We wait for the blessed hope—the 
appearing of the glory of our great 

God and Savior, Jesus Christ.
T I T U S  2 : 1 3
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A s we read through the Old Testament prophecies of Scripture, 
we are reminded that it has always been set in stone that an ev-
erlasting ruler would emerge from Bethlehem. Micah 5:2 pro-
claims, as if announcing from the rooftops to reach the ears of 

the city, “Out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose 
origins are from of old, from ancient times.” 

With this bold proclamation, it’s clear that God designed the news of this birth 
not to be kept a secret but to be spread throughout the land with confidence. 
Yes, the Anointed One, told to be trickling down from the Davidic line, was 

The Humble  
Character of Our King 

B O L D  P R O C L A M AT I O N S  
O F A  G R E AT L E A D E R

B Y  A L E X I S  R A G A N

indeed coming, to save Israel from 
what they could not bear themselves. 
Imagine what waiting felt like during 
the prophets’ times—the Ancient 
of Days was on his way, after all. 
Curious believers and dreamers 
alike must have lived with great  
anticipation. What will this King be 
like? What wisdom, they might have 
wondered, will he bless us with to 
then carry us out of exile? How would 
this King make himself known when 
he finally did come? 

In keeping with his nature, Jesus 
takes on the mantle of a chief shep-
herd who graces his sheep with the 
sweet presence of strength and 
safety. There is something deeply 
calming about having a Savior who 
guides me like a shepherd does 
sheep—in the way I should go in-
stead of the way I imagine best. We 
are all “prone to wander” from the 
safe path and away from his heart, 
as the hymn "Come Thou Fount of 
Every Blessing" puts it so vulnerably. 

The Shepherd would cover Israel 
with his disposition of majesty and 
honor in the Father’s name. He 
would stand steadfast as the ulti-
mate overseer of their lives, ush-
ering them bravely and boldly into 
everlasting pastures. This was some-
thing God’s people not only longed 
for but desperately needed—a safe 
haven that would provide them rest. 
Micah 5:4 reassures us of the holy 

safeguard Christ will bring: “And 
they will live securely, for then his 
greatness will reach to the ends of 
the earth.”

As his sheep, we have been given a 
bountiful lot of prosperity and pro-
tection. What’s more, inhabitants 
of this land will find that the Chief 
Shepherd “will be our peace” (v. 5). 
What does this look like? We might 
imagine a herd of docile sheep rest-
ing freely under a shady tree as he 
stands with staff in hand, ensuring 
total serenity in his care. His peace 
ushers eternal shalom into every 
avenue of life. Not even Israel’s op-
posing forces of Assyria on all fronts 
would be able to penetrate the gate 
(v. 5). Truly, there is no safer place 
than to be wrapped up in the loving 
ownership of our Creator to flourish 
in fields, unthreatened forever. 

 

R E F L E C T

How does the humble character of our 
King challenge our understanding of 
God's mysterious plans?

In what ways does embracing Jesus 
as our Chief Shepherd transform our 
daily lives and relationships?

18 19

R E A D
M I C A H  5 : 2 – 5
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R E A D
J E R E M I A H  2 3 : 5 – 6

J eremiah was a prophet to people who were experiencing political 
turmoil. For years, Judah had been ruled by evil kings, men whose 
reigns were characterized by greed, idolatry, and injustice. Instead of 
caring for the people, they oppressed them. Jeremiah invited them 

to remember the covenant and shepherd God’s people. Instead of imitating 
the nations around them, he called the kings to be different, to show the na-
tions how to worship the one true God. But they ignored Jeremiah’s warnings. 
Again and again, the kings chose their sin over God, and the people suffered. 
Amid this season of chaos, God was not silent. Through Jeremiah, he called 
out the inadequacy and failure of Judah’s leadership. His words lobbed 

incriminating charges against those 
whose authority was not final but 
merely derived from the Sovereign 
One. The kings had forgotten they 
were stewards, appointed to care for 
a people who belonged to God. 

Then, in Jeremiah 23:5–6, the 
prophet shared a startling promise. 
God was not going to do away with 
Judah’s theocracy. He was going 
to perfect it. From David’s family 
line, God would raise up a “right- 
eous Branch,” a rightful heir to the 
throne. This king would do what 
Judah’s kings could not do—lead in 
a way that perfectly reflected God’s 
justice and righteousness. Under his 
rule, the people would thrive and 
God would be worshiped. This king 
would save the people from their 
oppression. 

But this king would not be another 
human king. This king would be God 
the Son, Jesus. 

With words full of hope, the proph-
et reminded the people that God 
had not forgotten them. He had not 
turned a blind eye to their suffer-
ing. Rather, he was preparing the 
way for their suffering to end. Out 
of love, God the Father would send 
God the Son into the world to save it 
from the root issue that plagued both 
Judah and its kings—sin. Under the 
reign of Jesus, sin will be no more. 
He will right what is wrong, punish 

evil, and bring about equality for all. 
Humanity will be treated with jus-
tice and will reflect the righteous-
ness of God. Jesus will restore the 
shalom that sin has disrupted and 
tries to destroy. 

Across the world, many people know 
the weight of political turmoil as 
they are ruled by leaders who choose 
greed, idolatry, and injustice over 
caring for God’s creation. Yet in the 
same way God saw Judah’s pain, he 
sees ours, and the hope of the prom-
ised Messiah is our hope too. As we 
celebrate Jesus’ first coming, we ea-
gerly await his return. We need “the 
Lord Our Righteousness” to reign. 
We need Jesus. 

R E F L E C T

Reflecting on the failures of the 
human kings in Judah, what does 
it reveal about the importance of 
leadership that reflects God's justice 
and righteousness? In what ways can 
we apply this principle in our own 
lives and spheres of influence? 

How does the reign of Jesus as  
the "righteous Branch" bring about 
the restoration of shalom and the 
defeat of sin? 

Prophesying a  
Perfect Ruler 

S TA R T L I N G  P R O M I S E S  O N  T H E  
P E R F E C T I O N  O F P O W E R 

B Y  E L I Z A B E T H  W O O D S O N
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R E A D
I S A I A H  7 : 1 0 - 1 4

A Relentless Love 
W H E N  W E  A R E  A F R A I D,  

G O D  P U R S U E S  O U R  H E A R T S

B Y  A L E X A N D R A  H O O V E R

I remind my young son every day how much I love him. Over the past 
months, I’d noticed he’d been worried and sad. Like many kids his 
age, he was weighed down by the news of school shootings, riots, 
a pandemic, and political tensions. If I’m being honest, I was also 

deeply afraid. But I reminded my son often, “Kingston, you are so loved. We 
are safe. God is with us in this—even if you can’t feel it.” My son, like many 
of us, has a difficult time believing this. The world is heavy—where is hope? 

In Isaiah 7:10–14, we find a frightened King Ahaz in the midst of impending 
political danger and strife. Enemies are closing in on the nation of Judah, and 
the need to look elsewhere for rescue and reprieve has welled up in Ahaz’s 

wayward heart. The king knew God’s 
law, but he didn’t trust in it. Where 
God sought to offer safety, Ahaz was 
ruled by idolatry, even to the point 
of sacrificing his son (2 Kings 16). 
God made it clear what this meant 
for Judah—if Ahaz didn’t listen to 
his instructions and take heed, de-
struction was inevitable (Isa. 10–11).

God’s relentless pursuit of the king 
of Judah was not only for Ahaz’s re-
pentance but for the sake of his en-
tire people’s salvation, just as Jesus’ 
life, death, resurrection, and ascen-
sion are for us. Ahaz’s eyes were 
distracted by the temporary, while 
eternal perspective was knocking at 
his door. But just as God’s grace con-
tinues in our unfaithfulness, even in 
Ahaz’s contention and rejection of 
God’s power and presence, Isaiah 
gives him a sign: “Behold, the  vir-
gin shall conceive and bear a son, 
and shall call his name Immanuel” 
(Isa. 7:14 , ESV). 
 
A great salvation will arrive through 
the birth of Jesus. Hope is now here 
(Matt. 1:20–22). God is with us, in 
the midst of our turmoil and of-
ten treacherous conditions. He has 
come down to offer eternal hope in 
our momentary afflictions. He asks 
us to listen and believe and helps us 
do this in our weakness and unbelief.

When my son was afraid, I was 
relentless in the pursuit of his heart, 

much like God is with ours. I needed 
my son to know that fear didn’t have 
to rule us but the hope of Christ 
could. In a season where many 
of us are tender to the reality of 
doubt and fear, Jesus’ love relent-
lessly abounds for his people. He is 
the rescue and the ransom for the 
lives of many, promising that “as a 
mother comforts her child, so will I 
comfort you” (Isa. 66:13). He is our 
great signpost—a king gifting us life 
in exchange for his death. Today, 
don’t harden your heart like Ahaz, 
but instead know that God’s power 
is in you, his presence is with you, 
and his promise is over you.  

R E F L E C T

How does the story of King Ahaz 
demonstrate God's relentless pursuit 
of his people's hearts and his desire 
for their salvation? 

In what ways can we find hope and 
comfort in the assurance that God is 
with us, even in the midst of fear and 
turmoil?
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R E A D
L U K E  2 : 2 2 – 3 2

An Unscheduled  
Appointment

W H AT S I M E O N ’ S  L O N G - AWA I T E D  
A S S U R A N C E  M E A N S  F O R  U S  T O D AY

B Y  M O N T Y  W A L D R O N 

W hen was your last waiting-room experience? Mine was a 
couple weeks ago at the doctor’s office. The space was bright, 
warm, and comfortable. After checking in, one could read 
from the stack of magazines, catch a show on the flatscreen, 

scroll through socials, or just stare out the window to pass the time. But the 
waiting was compulsory. No one in the room got around it, and the delay was 
almost certainly longer than any of us would have liked. There’s something in 
us that wants life to happen according to schedule—our schedule. Often, our 
waiting is linked to an appointment that we’ve made. We’ve agreed to see so-
and-so for such-and-such at an agreed-upon time. But if that time passes, 

we wait, and the longer the wait, the 
more agitated we become. 

What if you knew you had an appoint-
ment of sorts with the most powerful 
person in the universe, but it wasn’t 
set on a calendar? What if you were 
told that you would have an audience 
with the King of Kings but given no 
date or time—told only that it would 
be sometime before you die? That’s 
what happened to Simeon. 

“Now there was a man in Jerusalem 
called Simeon, who was righteous 
and devout. He was waiting for the 
consolation of Israel, and the Holy 
Spirit was on him. It had been re-
vealed to him by the Holy Spirit that 
he would not die before he had seen 
the Lord’s Messiah” (Luke 2:25–26).

How’s that for a waiting-room ex-
perience? Imagine waking up every 
day wondering, Will it be today? No 
doubt the promise revealed by the 
Holy Spirit was memorable and 
compelling. But surely there were 
moments when Simeon felt the 
weight of waiting for the one and 
only, the singular source of salvation 
for humanity. How did he persevere 
through the agitation that comes 
with knowing the end of the story 
but having to live with the uncer-
tainty of the in-between? I can only 
conclude that Simeon’s devotion was 
rooted in the person with the plan, 
more than the plan itself. Perhaps he 

didn’t presume to have an opinion on 
the timetable or particulars— maybe 
he was able to treat them as the do-
main of divine sovereignty. Simeon 
was joyfully content to see it all un-
fold before his eyes, confident that 
the one who promised would do just 
as he said, at the perfect time, and for 
the good of all who “have longed for 
his appearing” (2 Tim. 4:8). 

What a gift it is in this season to see 
the arrival of God’s salvation through 
Simeon’s eyes. I want to wait well, as 
he did, full of assurance that the King 
will return just as he promised. He 
keeps his appointments. And on that 
day, we will depart in peace, joining 
a great cloud of witnesses, face-to-
face with our salvation (Rev. 22:1–5).

R E F L E C T

We’re invited to consider a different 
kind of waiting—the anticipation of an 
audience with the King of Kings. How 
does this shift in perspective deepen 
your understanding of waiting on God's 
timing and his promises in your life? 

Simeon's devotion was rooted in the 
person with the plan rather than 
focusing solely on the plan itself. How 
can you apply this principle to your 
own life? How does trusting in God's 
sovereignty give you confidence?
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N ot long ago, a friend of mine took my daughter to the mall with 
her family. I was grateful for a morning of uninterrupted work 
and was about to go pick her up when I heard my husband’s 
phone ring. It was my friend’s husband: “There was a shooting 

at the mall. I talked to my wife—she and the girls are okay, but they’re being 
held on the premises and haven’t been allowed to leave yet.”

I got to the mall in record time and, dizzy with urgency, did the hardest wait-
ing of my life. Waiting for updates from the police; waiting to be able to speak 
with my friend to find out what happened. Waiting to hold my daughter in 
my arms; waiting to inspect her injuries; waiting to ease her fears and mine. 

Urgent fear resonates through so 
much around us, whether directly, 
in the lives of those we love, or the 
stream of information on wars, dis-
ease, corruption, and violence. The 
need is urgent—where is our hope? 
As I struggle to keep hopelessness 
at bay, I imagine how the ancient 
Jewish community might have felt 
as they awaited their deliverance 
and the arrival of the Messiah. It 
had been 400 years since they had 
heard from God, and they were sub-
ject to overwhelming oppression 
and crushing captivity. They must 
have wondered if God had forgot-
ten them and whether a Savior was 
truly coming. 

And then one day, a man named 
Jesus walked into the synagogue 
and stood up to read from the scroll 
of the prophet Isaiah: 

The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
because he has anointed me
to preach good news to the poor.
He has sent me
to proclaim release to the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind,
to set free the oppressed,
 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. 
(Luke 4:18–19, CSB)

Jesus wasn’t finished yet, though. 
He wasn’t simply reminding them 
of a future they could look forward 
to. Instead, he made an astounding 
proclamation that would have made 

jaws drop: “Today as you listen, this 
Scripture has been fulfilled” (v. 21).

It’s the official announcement from 
Jesus that he is ushering in the king-
dom of God. As we follow him, we no 
longer walk through the bad news of 
our world with despair. Instead, we 
look to Jesus sitting on his throne. 
We can stand on his promise of re-
demption, even when we face horri-
fying circumstances in our own lives, 
like the day I waited for my daughter 
at the mall. When I finally saw her 
face and held her body to mine, the 
relief and joy I felt was unlike any 
I have experienced before. It was a 
reminder to me that God is not done. 
That this is not the end. The King is 
here, and eternal jubilee is at hand. 

R E F L E C T

How does the author's story of  
urgency and fearfulness resonate 
with your own experiences of  
waiting and longing for deliverance 
or hope in difficult situations?  

When Jesus proclaimed the fulfill-
ment of the messianic mandate from 
Isaiah, he declared that the kingdom 
of God had arrived. As followers 
of Jesus, how does this proclama-
tion empower us to approach the 
challenges and darkness of our world 
with hope and action? 

The Synagogue Visit That 
Changed Everything  

H O W J E S U S ’  A R R I VA L  R E L I E V E S 
O U R  A N X I O U S  WA I T I N G

B Y  K R I S T E L  A C E V E D O

R E A D
L U K E  4 : 1 6 – 2 1
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R E A D
I S A I A H  3 5 : 4 – 1 0

I t’s not easy to both inhabit our bodies and trust in the work of 
the Spirit. Illness, disability, and abuse are part of our reality and  
urgently grip our focus. Our minds are often filled with dizzying, 
self-obsessed thoughts, and our own woes monopolize our attention. 

We want relief: a place for our parched souls to find water, where the limita-
tions of our bodies can be overcome. We cry out for rescue and vengeance for 
the injustices our bodies have absorbed. We hope to see Christ in the bubbling 
springs but get distracted by the burning sand underneath our feet.
The prophet Isaiah revealed God’s promise in the language of healing. Yes, the 
Messiah will bring spiritual peace, but he will not overlook the wounded bodies 

of the redeemed. He will usher us into 
Zion with singing and lead us to the 
bright dawning of our hope. He is not 
one to leave us hurting.

Though we know the promise, we’re 
prone to wander, following our own 
paths of disbelief. Christ’s redemp-
tion often takes a different shape 
than we imagined it would, and we, 
like John the Baptist, wonder if we 
are to wait for another king. Did we 
entrust our hope to the wrong per-
son? Is he not who we thought he 
was? We long for our rescue to come 
and for it to tangibly change our re-
ality. Jesus’ reply to John’s ques-
tion is on those terms: “The blind 
receive sight, the lame walk, those 
who have leprosy are cleansed, the 
deaf hear, the dead are raised, and 
the good news is proclaimed to the 
poor” (Matt. 11:4–5).

He is the salvation Isaiah prophe-
sied. The healing that comes from 
his hand testifies to his divinity. 
Israel waited for the coming of a 
Savior who would heal both spiritual 
and physical brokenness. That hope 
became reality in a baby’s birth. His 
miracles during his time on earth 
were the first signs of that long- 
expected healing. And yet, we still 
wait for him, torn and fragile. 

Instead of letting our debilitation 
discourage devotion, we lift expect-
ant eyes to the one who can save. 

This season, we will echo the hopes 
of ancient Israel as we sing, “O come, 
O come, Emmanuel.” There will be a 
time when the entirety of this proph-
ecy will be our reality. We will walk 
in the holy way with the redeemed. 
Everlasting joy and gladness will be 
upon our heads and all sorrow will flee. 

Until then, we remember the baby 
born in Bethlehem who came to 
open the eyes of the blind and pro-
claim good news to the poor and who 
will return to gather and save God’s 
people. He will bring divine retri-
bution for the wrongs and healing 
for our hurts, and we will be made 
whole. “Say to those with fearful 
hearts, ‘Be strong, do not fear; your 
God will come’ ” (Isa. 35:4).

R E F L E C T

As we reflect on the prophetic words 
of Isaiah and the healing ministry  
of Jesus, how does this bring comfort 
and hope to our own struggles with 
physical limitations, illnesses,  
or injustices?

How can we encourage one another 
to remain steadfast and strong 
in faith, despite the trials and 
challenges we face?

He Is Not One to  
Leave Us Hurting 

T H E  D I F F I C U LT W O R K  
O F E M B O D I E D  FA I T H

B Y  B E C A  B R U D E R
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R E A D
J O H N  1 6 : 3 3

The Good News  
About Our Bad News 

S O M E T I M E S ,  S U F F E R I N G  
C A N ’ T B E  S P I R I T U A L I Z E D 

B Y  S T R A H A N  C O L E M A N

I have some good news for you: There’s going to be bad news. 

Christ’s incarnation was punctuated by bad news. His arrival saw 
the slaughter of a generation at the hands of a tyrant. His minis-

try climaxed with his torture and execution. Even after the victory of the 
Resurrection and birth of the church at Pentecost, his Spirit-filled followers 
were persecuted and exiled, “scattered throughout the provinces of Pontus, 
Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia” (1 Pet. 1:1). Eventually the church 
took the gospel global, only to suffer pain and division over petty theological 
disagreements and cults of personality. I imagine this is not the messianic 
story Israel had expected, nor was it the dream of the early church.

We live in a culture obsessed with 
eradicating pain—inventing and sell-
ing technologies to insulate against it, 
pills to dull it, or self-help techniques 
to avoid it. It’s unpopular to say “Life 
is hard; expect to suffer,” but it’s true. 

Jesus says directly that “in this world 
you will have trouble” (John 16:33), 
and though we have heard this, many 
of us have found ourselves shocked, 
angry, and unprepared when we ac-
tually do experience deep suffering. 
As the dust settles, we realize our re-
actions to life’s troubles don’t match 
the theological truths we affirm.

I’ve been jarred by this dissonance 
more than a few times. Jesus’ teach-
ing that we can expect a life filled 
with bad news—and expect him to 
lead us through it—is actually very 
good news.

Knowing that suffering is coming in-
oculates us from a shallow spiritual-
ity that believes pain can be avoided 
or attributes difficulties to unfaith-
fulness. It is no exception or failing 
when we suffer—it’s a baked-in fact 
of life. If we believe that our efforts 
or positive thinking will protect us 
from pain, we are set up for existen-
tial shock when it comes. Christ is 
forthright about this reality and in-
vites us to accept both the inevita-
bility of trouble and the assurance 
that he has overcome it. This reality 
is actually quite liberating.

Christ overcame the world’s suffer-
ing and temptations in the same way 
that he overcame death: not by re-
moving it but by traveling through 
it faithfully, allowing it to become 
the very vehicle by which he offers 
salvation to the whole cosmos. In 
John 16, Jesus invites us to do the 
same by living from the peace of his 
Spirit rather than the anxiety of our 
circumstance, seeing the trouble of 
the world as an aberration held in 
Christ’s hands, an expected reality 
we are empowered to walk through.

Suffering will come, and sometimes it 
will be the sort you can’t spiritualize 
and probably think you can’t face. 
When it happens, don’t be surprised, 
and don’t think it’s on you to make 
it into a miracle. Remember that it 
is Christ who overcomes—trust him, 
lean in, and allow him to do the work 
of saving you and the world through 
it. This is the earthy reality of the 
Advent story. Hallelujah!

R E F L E C T

How do you personally respond to suf-
fering and difficult circumstances?

How can you lean on Christ's example 
and the peace of his Spirit during 
times of suffering? 



34 35

I love the interplay between Nicodemus and Jesus in the Gospel of 
John. He meets Jesus at night to avoid judgment from his fellow 
Pharisees because he wants time to ask Jesus some honest ques-
tions. The keeper of the Jewish customs wants to get to the bottom 

of what’s intriguing him about this man who speaks with such authority. 

Jesus responds so patiently and kindly to Nicodemus’s candor. He communi-
cates his mission to the world by framing it in love, which is interesting when 
you consider that Nicodemus was a teacher of the law. In his kindness, Jesus 
shows Nicodemus that in God’s universe-sized love, he gave his only Son so 
that whoever believes will not be condemned to an eternity without God. 

What kind of love is Jesus talking 
about here? I know that I use the 
word love a little generically in order 
to show my affection for something: 
I love this kind of food, I love my job, 
I love this TV show, I love my hobby. 
This is a kind of love. 

But through Jesus, God revealed the 
kind of love he has for us and what ef-
fect he intended that love to have on 
us: “See what great love the Father 
has lavished on us, that we should be 
called children of God! And that is 
what we are!” (1 John 3:1). 

Jesus’ big reveal about the design 
and depth of God’s love is calling us 
children of God. But it’s a love that 
came at a massive cost, which always 
comes with the greatest kind of love. 
“Greater love has no one than this: to 
lay down one’s life for one’s friends,” 
Jesus says in John 15:13. This wasn’t 
merely an affection, a squishy feel-
ing, or a special fondness for us. The 
love of God for us goes even deeper 
and wider than the universe itself, 
because “God is love. Whoever lives 
in love lives in God, and God in 
them,” John tells us in 1 John 4:16. 
 
Though we are born in a dark-
ness that comprises the depths of 
our souls, God sent Jesus to burst 
through the blackness with a light 
that is bright enough to illuminate 
the farthest reaches of the uni-
verse. Jesus didn’t merely lay out 

the blueprints for God’s redemption; 
he also included God’s motivation: 
love. This is the thrill of hope that 
reemerges in our hearts every year 
at Advent, as we imagine the unfath-
omable volume of God’s love for us in 
the person and work of Jesus Christ.

R E F L E C T

Nicodemus, a teacher of the law, 
seeks answers from Jesus and 
encounters the profound message of 
God's love. How does Jesus' framing 
of his mission in terms of love 
challenge our understanding of the 
common cultural notions of love?

Advent is a season of anticipating 
and celebrating the unfathomable 
volume of God's love manifested in 
Jesus Christ. How can we cultivate a 
sense of awe and gratitude for  
the immeasurable love of God in  
our lives? 

R E A D
J O H N  3 : 1 6 – 2 1

A Universe-Sized Love 
T H E  T H R I L L  O F H O P E  T H AT  

E M E R G E S  I N  O U R  H E A R T S  AT A D V E N T

B Y  R O N N I E  M A R T I N 
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R E A D
2  C O R I N T H I A N S  3 : 1 7 - 1 8

How to Behold  
the Glory 

 W E  A R E  C O N T I N U A L LY  
B E C O M I N G  W H AT W E  B E H O L D

B Y  S T E V E  W O O D R O W

T he first time the word glory really captured my attention was 
on a hot Sunday morning at a predominantly Black church in 
Atlanta, Georgia. I was the young guest preacher, and “Glory!” 
rose up repeatedly from the back row of pews as I spoke, rich in 

cadence and with undeniable spiritual authority. The bold group of women 
in the back were in tune with something that I, as a fresh graduate from 
seminary, was not. As I spoke to their beloved church, I was more focused 
on intellectually connecting the dots of my text and passing along my knowl-
edge of the Scriptures than in the reality of this glory they so beautifully 
proclaimed. For me at the time, the word glory did not occupy much space in 
my thoughts or conversation. The concept seemed vague and even made me 

a bit uncomfortable. But that day, 
I decided I needed to know what 
those women knew. I spoke with 
them after the service, and it was 
abundantly clear that they were not 
shouting rote religious words to stir 
up emotion—they had been experi-
encing the gathering of the saints 
and the preaching of the Word as a 
sharing in his glory and as fellow-
ship with the Holy Spirit. 

Their vibrant faith reminded me 
that we are becoming what we be-
hold. As we fix our eyes on Jesus and 
experience the presence and power 
of God in our lives, we understand 
and reflect glory more and more. On 
the other hand, the greatest bond-
age comes when we fix our eyes on 
ourselves or the idols that surround 
us. Jesus made a way for the Spirit’s 
indwelling, so that we could be set 
free from bondage to sin and behold 
the Lord’s glory. His advent removes 
the veil over our hearts and offers 
both the blessing of beholding his 
glory and that of being transformed 
into the same glory (2 Cor. 3:17–18).

On that Sunday morning many 
years ago, it was clear to me—and 
those around me—that I was out of 
my comfort zone. As I expressed 
my own challenges after the ser-
vice, one woman declared, “He’ll 
get you through!” I have needed 
that encouragement to fix my eyes 
on Jesus throughout the journey 

of life and my pastoral vocation. 
Those women were, for me, like the 
angels who proclaimed “Glory to 
God in the highest heaven” (Luke 
2:13–14), declaring the glory of the 
Lord and pointing me to the pres-
ence, power, and peace of my Savior. 
I wish they were part of my church 
every Sunday, helping me behold 
Jesus, who came so that we could 
all become like him. 

R E F L E C T

Considering the significance of the 
word glory in the context of a worship 
service, how would you describe your 
understanding of glory? How has this 
concept influenced your relationship 
with God and your worship?

We often express gratitude for the 
impact of church community in 
helping us behold Jesus. In what 
ways does your faith community 
support and encourage you in your 
journey of beholding God's glory?
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T o celebrate the eternal king’s inauguration is to celebrate 
how, through Jesus, we find freedom from the bondage of sin 
and death. We who were far off have been brought near into a  
restored relationship and eternal rest with God (Eph. 2:13).

Peter’s words were written to Gentile Christians living as “foreigners and ex-
iles” in the Roman Empire (1 Pet. 2:11). They were noncitizens or temporary 
residents in a world that highly valued citizenship in its social hierarchy. It 
was also a time when Rome’s tolerance for religious freedom was diminish-
ing. Peter was writing to marginalized and persecuted Christians, suffering 

for their allegiance to King Jesus. 
In 1 Peter 2:9, the apostle provides 
his readers with a healing balm, a 
reminder that God, not people, de-
termined their true identity. Peter 
uses four phrases to describe their 
identity in Christ: a chosen people, 
a royal priesthood, a holy nation, and 
God’s special possession. 

His words point back to Exodus 
19:4–6, where God explained to 
Moses the purpose behind his de-
sired covenant with Israel. Israel 
had been set apart to show the world 
what it meant to worship the one 
true God. They would experience his 
blessing as they served as a conduit 
for God’s blessing to the world. 

Suffering and persecution can de-
humanize and demoralize a people, 
stripping them of their dignity and 
hope. What the world tried to take 
from these Christians, Peter sought 
to restore. He reminded these “for-
eigners and exiles” of their elevated 
status. Through Christ, they were 
members of the family of Abraham 
with direct access to the divine. 
They had an eternal status as royal 
priests set apart to lead the nations 
to God. 

Through the gospel, we who have 
been dehumanized are rehuman-
ized, clothed with strength and dig-
nity because of the one in whose 
image we are made. 

But in a world infected with sin and 
evil, it can be easy to forget. 

We forget we belong to God. Blinded 
by the struggles of life, we have dif-
ficulty seeing the eternal hope we 
have simply because we are his. 

But in the words of Shirley Caesar, 
“This hope that we have, the world 
didn’t give it to us, and the world 
can’t take it away.” No matter how 
dark the night is, we always have 
hope. Through Christ, God’s stead-
fast love and faithfulness follow us 
forever. So, in the midst of suffer-
ing and persecution, our eyes look 
to the eternal, not the temporal. We 
remember that our identity, value, 
and calling are determined by God, 
not by man. We will be his people 
for eternity; our forever home is 
with him. 

R E F L E C T

How does understanding our identity 
as a chosen people and God's special 
possession shape our perspective on 
suffering and persecution?

In what ways does the world try to de-
fine our identity and value? How can 
we guard against forgetting that our 
true identity is determined by God?

R E A D
1  P E T E R  2 : 9

We Forget We  
Belong to God

T H E  H E A L I N G  B A L M  O F  
F I N D I N G  O U R  T R U E  I D E N T I T Y

B Y  E L I Z A B E T H  W O O D S O N



R E A D
J O H N  3 : 2 5 - 3 0
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I t is never fun to feel as though you’ve been replaced, and John the 
Baptist’s disciples really didn’t like it. As John and his followers were 
baptizing near Salim, Jesus also began baptizing in the Judean coun-
tryside nearby. Alarmed that this new teacher was enjoying more 

success than their own, John’s disciples voiced worry to John that “every-
one” was going to Jesus to be baptized (John 3:26, CSB throughout), perhaps 
expecting similar indignation or a competitive response from their teacher. 
John instead showed them the beauty of gospel paradox. 

His disciples feared the unexpected turn of events, but John reminds his fol-
lowers of what he’d been saying all along: “I am not the Messiah, but I’ve been 

sent ahead of him” (v. 28). In fact, 
upon hearing the news of Jesus’ suc-
cess, John says his joy “is complete” 
(v. 29). John’s popularity was ending. 
His success fading. His influence de-
clining. For most of us, this would be 
cause for discouragement and envy, 
yet for John, it brought joy. This is 
the beautiful paradox of the gospel. 
The Christian life is about losing to 
find. Giving to gain. Dying to live. 
That means sometimes growing 
smaller, losing outward influence, 
or lessening in rank is a good thing. 

John says, “He must increase, but I 
must decrease” (v. 30). In a season 
typically associated with busyness 
and increase—more things to do, 
more things to buy, and more people 
to see—maybe you are in a season of 
decrease. You may have lost a loved 
one and find fewer chairs at the ta-
ble. Having lost a job, your calendar 
may be emptier and the pile of gifts 
around your tree may be smaller. 
Much like John’s disciples, we may 
worry or mourn the changes. Yet 
just before reminding his disciples 
that he is not the Messiah, John re-
minds them that everything is a gift 
from God (v. 27). You see, John had 
a proper view of his assignment. He 
didn’t think of himself too highly, 
as if he were Christ himself, but he 
also knew he had value and purpose 
in God’s plan. In John 1, the author 
reminds the reader that John “was 
not the light, but he came to testify 

about the light” (v. 8). Christ is the 
“true light” (v. 9). John knew his role 
was important, but it wasn’t the ul-
timate point. 

During this Advent season, we can 
embrace the fact that any success 
we have is not of our own doing but 
is heaven’s goodness undeservedly 
poured out on our lives. We can de-
fer to what God has for us, whether 
he gives or takes away, because our 
lives are not our own but belong to 
God (1 Cor. 6:19). No matter where 
we are in life, we can humbly trust 
the plans of the true light, and bear 
witness to his fame.

R E F L E C T

In what ways can we find joy and 
purpose in seasons of decrease or 
diminishing influence?

How does the reminder that all our 
gifts and successes are from God 
shape our perspective during the 
Advent season and encourage us to 
humbly trust his plans?

The Goodness of  
Growing Smaller 

H O W T O  T R U S T G O D  I N  
A  S E A S O N  O F D E C R E A S E

B Y  L A U R A  W I F L E R
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R E A D
E P H E S I A N S  1 : 1 5 - 2 3 

A hard truth—the kind that makes us wince—might not be the 
best way to start off a Christmas devotional, but just hang with 
me as I explain: Hope takes a lot of work. Yes, Jesus brings us 
ultimate hope, but like many aspects of Christian faith, living 

with hope doesn’t always come easily. The story of our faith might include 
some scenic sunny days on the Sea of Galilee, but it is based on a cross. We 
know, if we’re honest, that the journey is not going to be easy, so let’s digest 
some truths that can nourish us and build up this thing called hope. 

In Ephesians 1, Paul writes to the church about the reality of hope and how it 
isn’t tied to anything that the church itself can accomplish. That offers some 

relief: It isn’t about what we can do. 
No, hope takes the stage when the 
church stops trying to pull it off 
themselves and places their hope 
instead in the power of Christ and 
his authority over all things.

It sounds simple to just “let go and 
let God,” as the pithy tagline goes, 
but think again. Try to remember the 
last time that you had to stop trying 
to pull things off on your own and al-
low someone to do it for you—work 
projects, parenting, or even your 
own ministry. This level of trust and 
release of control can feel next to im-
possible. We love to say that we place 
our hope in Jesus, but it’s so much 
easier to place our hope in our own 
skill sets and abilities. That’s why 
hope takes work, because it is work 
to let go of control. 

Realizing the limits of my own 
strength helps me rely on Jesus to 
be the author of hope in my life. In 
Ephesians 1:19, Paul speaks of the 
immeasurable greatness of God’s 
power. In comical contrast, I wake 
up each morning in my 49-year-old 
body and I limp. Sleep is now ap-
parently a contact sport, and when 
I go to the gym, my goal is to stretch 
enough to not be sore when I get up 
the next morning. My strength has 
limits. But Ephesians makes it clear 
that the strength of the one who  
actually gives us hope is immeas- 
urable. There are no limits to his 

greatness and power. None. That 
is truly something we can all 
place our hope in, no matter the 
circumstances. 

Here’s the kicker: The authority of 
our all-powerful King has actually 
been bestowed on us out of the riches 
of his grace, and it lives inside us as 
Christians. We can tap into the au-
thority of our creator this Christmas 
season to allow his strength to flow 
in and through us. In the midst of all 
the hubbub of the season, with the 
inevitable weary minds and sore 
bodies, allow your hope to be found 
in his strength and authority. It’s 
better that way.

R E F L E C T

Reflecting on the concept of hope, 
how does the realization that hope 
requires letting go of control resonate 
with your own journey of faith? In 
what areas of your life do you find it 
challenging to surrender control and 
trust in God's power?

As Christians, we have access to the 
authority of our all-powerful King.  
In what ways can you tap into  
his strength and authority during  
the Christmas season, amid the  
busyness and weariness? 

True Hope Cannot  
Be Manufactured 

W H AT H A P P E N S  W H E N  W E  E M B R A C E  
T H E  L I M I T S  O F O U R  S T R E N G T H ?

B Y  C A R L O S  W H I T T A K E R



DIVINE
CORONAT I ON
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A t this time of year, we are bombarded with images that nag 
at our attention, presenting us with the idea of the perfectly 
peaceful holiday and all the gifts that will truly satisfy us. 
Imagine, for a minute, loving something you’ve never seen. 

Even without fully understanding what you are loving, there is an ache and 
a hope for fulfillment, for completion, for wholeness. But what about loving 
someone you’ve never seen? 

This is a concept mothers know well, feeling their babies move in the womb be-
fore ever seeing their faces. Perhaps this is what Mary felt for nine long months 
as her stomach grew, trying to make sense of the fact that the little flutters and 

punches were the first movements of 
the Son of the Most High. 

For 2,000 years, God had revealed 
his presence in the various forms of 
smoke, fire, manna-giver, and cloud 
on a mountaintop. It was impossi-
ble—and forbidden—to attempt any 
picture or representation of him. He 
was invisible, unable to be whittled 
down to an image and unable to be 
comprehended by our human eyes. 

True worship always holds God’s 
immanence and his transcendence 
in tension. Where can we conceive 
of that worship more than in his en-
fleshing, his incarnation? God in his 
grace made the invisible visible and 
chose to dwell among his people as 
one of us. But not only did the first-
born of the dead come in our fragile 
human form; he came as the weakest 
of us all—a newborn. God became a 
helpless creature in need of the most 
basic human requirements: being fed, 
clothed, and kept clean. It’s difficult 
to even imagine the fullness of God 
somehow fitting into a six-pound 
newborn. This infant was the mover 
at the beginning of creation, present 
before time began and preeminent 
in all things. In him—the babe who 
couldn’t hold his own head up—all 
things hold together. Jesus in the 
manger is an image we may not ex-
pect, but the God of humility, servan-
thood, and reconciliation is the one 
that we need. 

But the story unfolds further; the 
image becomes clearer. In a feeble, 
tiny body, God was pleased to dwell. 
It was not his obligation or an incon-
venience to reveal himself to us this 
way, but his pure pleasure. And even 
now, it continues to be God’s pure 
pleasure—his joy—to reveal him-
self, to give of himself even when he 
doesn't need to, to rule as a humble 
King, for our good and our joy. It is 
his delight to bring reconciliation, to 
restore the very creation he made in 
its edenic beginning and, yes, to lift 
the veil and make a way for us to see 
him face to face. 

He is the image of the God we 
need—a God who exemplifies hu-
mility, servanthood, and pleasure 
in reconciliation. He holds all things 
together, from creation to the man-
ger to the cross to the new creation.

R E F L E C T

Considering the analogy of a mother 
feeling her baby's movements in the 
womb, how does it deepen your un-
derstanding of Mary's experience and 
the significance of Jesus' incarnation?

Contemplating the tension between 
God's immanence and transcen-
dence, as exemplified in Jesus' 
incarnation, how does the image of 
a helpless newborn challenge our 
notions of power and greatness?

R E A D
C O L O S S I A N S  1 : 1 5 – 2 0

Flutters of the  
Firstborn of Creation 

H O W W E  L O V E  E V E N  
W H AT W E  D O N ’ T Y E T S E E

B Y  C A R O L I N E  G R E B 
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had promised just the oppo-
site! But if Eve turned her 
back on God, and turned all of 
us with her, then Mary turns 
to face him willingly, and her 
courageous yes to God wel-
comes Jesus into the world. In 
Jesus every person may now 
choose, if they wish, to receive 
God’s welcome. His welcome 
extends both to the fullness of 
life here on earth, even with all 
its limitations, and into eter-
nal life with him. 

Our God is the God of freedom 
and love, and he will not force 
himself on anyone. Instead, he 
waits courteously for our as-
sent, for our yes to his love. 
As we read these verses, we 
almost hold our breaths and 
reenter the drama of that mo-
ment: God offers to come into 
the world as our savior, and 
Mary, at this moment, speaks 
for all of us. What will she say? 
Will she offer her whole life to 
be made new, to be changed 
forever? Or will she shy away 
from the burden?

We should sense an awesome 
hush, an agony of suspense, 
between verses 37 and 38, 
and then as we hear Mary’s 
response, we should feel great 
relief and rejoicing. Mary’s yes 
not only changes everything 

I n Luke chapter 1, we are presented with a beautiful account of how 
the angel came to Mary, how she heard him, and how she responded 
in courage: “I am the Lord’s servant. May your word to me be ful-
filled.” The words contained here should fill every faithful reader with 

awe and wonder, but above all with gratitude. These few verses in Luke are 
one of the great hinges—or momentous turning points—of the whole Bible. 
They are an answer to that early tragic turning point in Genesis: the moment 
of Eve’s disobedience. 

Eve’s choice had terrible consequences for all of us. Her yes to the serpent 
foreclosed and diminished our true humanity—though of course, the serpent 

The Suspense  
of Mary’s Yes 

H O W A  C O U R A G E O U S  R E S P O N S E  
E C H O E S  T H R O U G H  E T E R N I T Y

B Y  M A L C O L M  G U I T E

R E A D
L U K E  1 : 2 6 – 3 8

forever but also models for us our own 
Christian life. Now we too are called not 
to be afraid but to be open, to say to God,  
I too am your servant. Let your word to me 
be fulfilled. In the sonnet below, I have 
tried to evoke a little of the suspense and 
importance of this moment.

We see so little, stayed on surfaces,
We calculate the outsides of all things,
Preoccupied with our own purposes
We miss the shimmer of the angels’ wings,
They coruscate around us in their joy
A swirl of wheels and eyes and wings unfurled,
They guard the good we purpose to destroy,
A hidden blaze of glory in God’s world.
But on this day a young girl stopped to see
With open eyes and heart. She heard the voice;
The promise of His glory yet to be,
As time stood still for her to make a choice;
Gabriel knelt and not a feather stirred,
The Word himself was waiting on her word.

This sonnet, "Annunciation," is from Sounding the 
Seasons (Canterbury Press, 2012) and is used with 
the author's permission.

R E F L E C T

Reflecting on Mary's response to the angel's 
message, how does her courageous yes to 
God's plan inspire and challenge you in your 
own journey of faith? 

In what ways, like Mary, can you cultivate a 
spirit of openness and surrender?
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he does not immediately break their 
engagement, subjecting her to public 
embarrassment and possibly much 
worse. Despite what any wounded 
fiancé in the fresh pain of apparent 
unfaithfulness might be tempted to 
do, Joseph instead forms a merciful 
and wise plan.

The only character description we 
are given of Joseph is that he is 
“faithful to the law” (v. 19). So, with-
out publicizing Mary’s situation to 
anyone (as far as we are told), he de-
cides on a plan that is both faithful 
to the law and gracious to Mary. All 
this he comes to privately, and we 
can only assume painfully, and all 
his pain and his generosity remain 
beneath the surface. The silent saint 
has a virtue that simmers beneath 
the surface, where his self-control in 
the face of being wronged restrains 
him and allows him not only to 
forbear but also protect Mary, the 
source of his pain.

And as with many people who have 
made fraught decisions within them-
selves, something bubbles up for 
Joseph from even deeper beneath 
the surface: a dream, and with it an 
angel. This dream must have come 
as a comfort, an assurance, and with 
a good deal of confusion. All this is 
not recorded. Only that Joseph, who 
was faithful to the law, the Word of 
the Lord, was faithful to this word 
from the angel. Within himself once 

again he resolves to act, without any 
outpouring of prophetic speech. He 
let people think that he, a thought-
ful and self-controlled man, had 
gotten her pregnant with child in a 
moment of lapsed self-control. He 
took Mary’s shame onto himself, 
perhaps foreshadowing what Jesus 
would do for all humankind. And all 
this he did without saying a word.

Ours is a world drowning in words. 
In Joseph, the silent saint, I see a 
different way of being—a way of si-
lence and action, where sometimes 
the most important words are the 
ones we don’t speak.

R E F L E C T

Reflecting on Joseph's silent but 
decisive actions, what can we learn 
about the power of silent strength 
and self-control in our own lives? 
How can we cultivate a similar 
posture of silence and action in the 
midst of challenging situations?

Consider the role of dreams and 
divine guidance in Joseph's story. 
How can we be attuned to God's voice 
and guidance in our own lives? How 
can we discern his will and trust 
his leading, even when it may be 
confusing or challenging?

J oseph is known as the silent saint. Though his part in the story of 
Christ is not small—his is the royal line Jesus claims, his the pro-
fession Jesus adopts—he does not say a single word in any of the 
Gospels. This is something of a theme in the stories surrounding 

Jesus’ birth: Zechariah struck silent in the temple and Joseph quietly con-
sidering how to proceed, while Mary and Elizabeth burst forth in prophetic 
utterance, early proclamations of the gospel.

But just because Joseph does not speak should not lead us to think that he is 
passive. Indeed, Joseph is presented to us as a man of decisive action emerging 
from a rich inner life. We are told that upon learning his wife-to-be is pregnant, 

R E A D
M A T T H E W  1 : 1 8 – 2 5

Why Joseph Is Known  
as the Silent Saint 

H O W T O  L I S T E N  F O R  G O D ’ S  L E A D I N G  
W H E N  T H I N G S  S E E M  T O  G O  W R O N G

B Y  J O Y  C L A R K S O N
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O ften when we find ourselves in a similar season of life to 
those around us, we note how they are handling their situ-
ation compared to our own. It can be dating in high school, 
the wedding season that starts in college and continues into 

the following decade, and especially the era of bearing children. In our lives, 
competition may be the natural underbelly of this comparison, but in Luke’s 
account, that is thoroughly eclipsed by the focus on God’s coming kingdom.    

The angel Gabriel announced to Mary that she would miraculously bear a 
son and that her cousin Elizabeth had also become pregnant in her old age. 
When Mary visited Elizabeth, surely the two women would have noticed where 

their situations diverged. Elizabeth’s 
disgrace among her people was taken 
away in pregnancy; Mary’s began in 
pregnancy. Elizabeth’s son was given 
through the institution of marriage; 
Mary’s was conceived by the Holy 
Spirit. 

The tension I imagine in this meet-
ing is further compounded by the 
Magnificat. With Christ's imminent 
entry into the world, Mary’s song de-
scribes what kind of kingdom he has 
come to establish. It is one that will 
reverse societal norms. The proud 
will be scattered, the rich sent away 
empty. The humble will be lifted and 
the hungry filled with good things. 
It is clear when reading Luke that 
Elizabeth had been lifted up and that 
Mary was lifted even higher. To the 
contemporary, undiscerning eye, 
however, Elizabeth had a right to 
be proud and Mary had none. 

How understandable it would have 
been for Mary to only seek shel-
ter in their visit or for Elizabeth to 
only offer commiseration. Perhaps 
they could have fallen into the awk-
wardness of not acknowledging their 
differences while preparing for the 
coming births. 

But Luke doesn’t record tension or 
sorrow between the two women. 
He records joy. Beyond the outward 
manifestation of their pregnan-
cies, the most important similarity 

between them was the weight of the 
miraculous—evidence that God is 
present, active, and deeply invested 
in us. As Charles Spurgeon said 
about the Magnificat, “Oh, how we 
ought to rejoice in him, whatever 
our union with him may cost us!” 

Elizabeth’s exultation and Mary’s 
song cause me to ask myself some 
poignant questions: Do my eyes 
look for the movements of God even 
when they go against what is socially 
acceptable? Would I declare some-
one blessed even if it required hu-
mility in my deepest desires? 

Because he is merciful, my soul 
should glorify and my spirit rejoice. I 
want to joyfully exclaim in the midst 
of our differences like Elizabeth or 
sing praises in the face of commu-
nal persecution like Mary—not for 
the sake of being contrarian but to 
be focused on the coming glory of 
Christ’s kingdom. 

R E F L E C T

How does the encounter between 
Mary and Elizabeth challenge our ten-
dency to compare ourselves to others 
and compete with them? 

In what ways do Mary and Eliza-
beth demonstrate humility and joy 
in the face of societal expectations 
and norms? 

R E A D
L U K E  1 : 3 9 – 5 5

The Contrast  
Between Two Mothers

H O W M A RY A N D  E L I Z A B E T H  E X A LT  
G O D  T H R O U G H  T H E I R  M U T U A L  J O Y

B Y  D O R O T H Y  B E N N E T T
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R E A D
M A T T H E W  2 : 1 3 - 2 3

From Egypt,
Into Eternity 

T H E  P L I G H T O F M A RY A N D  J O S E P H  
E C H O E S  T H R O U G H  G E N E R AT I O N S

B Y  K R I S T E L  A C E V E D O

W hen my mom was nine months pregnant with me, she and 
my dad had to flee their country suddenly. A war had bro-
ken out and the fighting was spilling out into the streets 
of the capital where they lived. Because of my dad’s line of 

work, he was targeted by the guerrilla fighters. Our family wasn’t safe.

I can picture my mom all those years ago, belly round with innocent life, and 
I wonder how she felt. I imagine she was fearful, unsure of how the situation 
would resolve; I imagine my parents feeling lost in the chaos, confused by 
the way their plans for starting a family had been upended. No one wants to 
become a refugee at nine months pregnant. 

The story contained in Matthew 
2:13–23 has become more and more 
vivid to me over the years as I’ve 
come to see its similarities to the 
story that my family lived through. 
I can picture Mary, arms wrapped 
around her baby. I imagine the fear, 
confusion, and desperation as they 
wonder about the implications of 
saying yes to what God had called 
them to. No one wants to become a 
refugee with an infant.  Matthew re-
minds us of Hosea 11:1 in the midst 
of this story, full of profound proph-
ecy: “When Israel was a child, I loved 
him, and out of Egypt I called my 
son.” Despite the dark and desper-
ate  circumstances, God had a perfect 
plan and a purpose that would not 
be thwarted. Although fleeing to es-
cape from a murderous dictator may 
not seem like God’s love in action, 
we see the bigger, foundational plans 
as they are fulfilled. The experience 
of Jesus’ family fleeing to and then 
emerging from the land of Egypt is 
the fulfillment of Israel’s same expe-
rience in Exodus. Words that once 
described the experience of God’s 
corporate people now speak of the 
Messiah, the Son of God. 

As I consider the plight of Mary and 
Joseph, and even my own mom and 
dad, I’m reminded of the proverb’s 
wisdom: “a person’s heart plans his 
way, but the  Lord  determines his 
steps” (Prov. 16:9, CSB). We make 
plans, we think we know how God 

will move, but only he truly knows 
the steps we will take. Sometimes 
those steps take us to a place that is 
comforting and familiar, and some-
times those steps take us away from 
the only home we know into a new 
land where we will come to know 
God as our true and only comfort. 
My parents were able to settle into 
a new home in a foreign land. They 
were able to raise their daughters 
to know and love Jesus. Mary and 
Joseph were able to raise Jesus him-
self and join God’s story of rescuing 
his people, fulfilling a long-awaited 
prophecy and emerging from that 
faraway land to establish a new, eter-
nal kingdom. During this season, I am 
once again amazed at the way God has 
woven the threads of his unfolding 
plan, generation to generation.

R E F L E C T

Reflecting on the experiences of Mary 
and Joseph's journey, how does this 
deepen your understanding of their 
fears, uncertainties, and the unex-
pected paths they had to take? 

The fulfillment of the prophecy in 
Hosea 11:1 through Jesus' flight to and 
emergence from Egypt highlights 
God's perfect plan and purpose that 
cannot be thwarted. How does this 
give you hope and reassurance in 
your own life? 
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R E A D
 I S A I A H  6 0 : 1 – 3

A t some point in our childhoods, many of us developed an aver-
sion to the dark. I remember lying in my bed as a young boy 
with the LA Dodgers game playing softly on the radio, my eyes 
frantically searching the dark closet trying to discern what the 

moving shadows were and what dangers they posed. Growing up, we often 
conjure monsters and nightmares to explain our fear—but most of the time, 
it’s the darkness itself that leaves us deeply unsettled. The experience of dark-
ness as a disorienting reality, full of the unknown, seems to be imprinted 
deeply on each of our souls. In Genesis 1, God separated light from dark-
ness. This was a purposeful, creative act that was, in God’s view, good. Yet 
after Adam and Eve’s rebellious decision and the entry of sin into the world, 

darkness took on a new meaning. It 
wasn’t just “out there.” The darkness 
was in us and pushing close against 
us. In Jewish writings such as the 
Babylonian Talmud, darkness is a 
metaphor for unsettling disorienta-
tion, a dread coming over a person. It 
also means evil and sin that leave a 
person struggling for direction, iden-
tity, and an understanding of what’s 
in store. Similarly, Isaiah 9 uses the 
compound word tzalmavet—“deep 
darkness”—to describe the shadow 
of dark death residing in every hu-
man heart. 

Isaiah 60:1–3 subtly echoes the fa-
miliar story in Genesis 1. Once again 
there is contrast and separation, 
light and darkness. But in Isaiah’s 
telling, the enveloping darkness 
will dissipate—not when the Lord, 
the author of creation, commands 
it but rather when he arrives in 
his fullness. Isaiah is prophesying 
Advent—the coming of the King—
who himself is light to all who are 
in darkness.

This Advent season, Isaiah’s words 
are an invitation to remember the 
first Advent. How absolutely undra-
matic, yet how sublime as the Light 
of the World humbly came as a baby 
to confront the darkness of sin in all 
of us. Isaiah’s words are a celebra-
tion: “Arise, shine, for your light 
has come” (v. 1). Light illumines our 
hearts to understand not only the 

depth of our sin but also the com-
pleted saving work of Jesus for us.

Isaiah’s bright words remind us of 
our calling. We can’t greedily hoard 
this light as we await his second 
Advent. The light is meant to bril-
liantly emit out of us so that the na-
tions and our neighbors across the 
street might see Jesus clearly as the 
Light of the World (John 8:12). When 
the gospel of Jesus shines in us more 
deeply, it can only reflect back out of 
us through the light of worship and 
the sharing of the Good News.

R E F L E C T

How does the concept of darkness in 
both Genesis and Isaiah symbolize 
more than just the absence of physi-
cal light but also the presence of sin 
and disorientation in our lives?

How can we embrace the message of 
Isaiah's prophecy during the Advent 
season and actively reflect the light 
of Jesus through worship and sharing 
the Good News with others?

Out of Darkness, Light 
T H E  L I G H T O F T H E  W O R L D  

C A M E  T O  C O N F R O N T O U R  S I N

B Y  J O N  N I T T A
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R E A D
 L U K E  2 : 1 3 - 1 4

I n Luke 2:13, we witness a party of angels parading the night sky as 
they sing a declaration of praise over Christ’s arrival on earth as an 
infant. How marvelous it must have been to hear the shouts of cele-
bration vibrantly filling the air, an honorable demonstration for the 

divine made flesh. Though we can only imagine what celestial sounds filled 
the night sky, one familiar piece of music endeavors to offer a glimpse: the 
famous “Hallelujah Chorus” from Handel’s Messiah. Here, an angelic choir 
welcomes Christ’s presence and power, accompanied by a symphony that 
has been treasured for centuries—an earthly rendition of the sound of that 
sacred evening. 

The celebration on that night over 
2,000 years ago is a foretaste of what 
is to come: the celebration that will 
break out as the Lamb, white as 
snow, sits at the head of the table, 
waiting for his bride to arrive. We 
can see the parallels between the 
angels’ announcement to the shep-
herds, the soaring music of Handel’s 
Messiah, and the “voice of a great 
multitude” shouting praise over 
the consummation of Christ and 
his church in Revelation 19: 

Hallelujah!
For the Lord our God
    the Almighty reigns.
Let us rejoice and exult
    and give him the glory,
for the marriage of the Lamb has come,
    and his Bride has made herself ready;
it was granted her to clothe herself
    with fine linen, bright and pure.
(Rev. 19:6-8, ESV)

In this passage, John witnesses the 
heralding of the ultimate heavenly 
marriage and the arrival of Christ’s 
bride, who has adorned herself in 
an array of luminescent garments 
fit for a celestial ceremony. The in-
tersection of Luke 2 and Revelation 
19 renders images of Christ exalted 
first as a child on earth and then pas-
sionately praised and hailed as King 
of Kings in heaven. Both scenes show 
the heavenly magnitude by which 
Christ is recognized as supreme and 
sovereign, each revealing a heavenly 

host of worshipers dedicated to giv-
ing him glory. In both passages, we 
recognize the same symphony of sal-
vation that proclaims Jesus’ pres-
ence and power. As we celebrate 
Advent, we are invited to make room 
for a holy observation and take time 
to contemplate the wonder of his ar-
rival alongside the glory of his eter-
nal reign, participating in the same 
symphony of salvation.

R E F L E C T

How does contemplating these 
scenes deepen our awe of 
Christ's coming and his union 
with his church?

Reflecting on the parallel 
between Christ's humble arrival 
on earth and his glorious reign 
in heaven, what does this reveal 
about his divine nature and 
purpose? 

A Symphony  
of Salvation 

A N  A N G E L I C  C E L E B R AT I O N  T H AT I S  
A  F O R E TA S T E  O F W H AT ’ S  T O  C O M E

B Y  A L E X I S  R A G A N



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.” 

L U K E  2 : 1 0 – 1 1
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T he birth of Christ astonishes us. 

And not only the birth itself but the way in which God decided 
to present his Son’s birth to the world. With no big-budget mar-

keting plan, social media campaign, or paid TV spots during the Super Bowl, 
the Lord chose an unsuspecting group of shepherds to introduce good news 
of great joy that will be for all people. Imagine how overwhelmed these poor 
shepherds must have been as a multitude of otherworldly angels appeared 
in the dark of night, saying, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace 
among those with whom he is pleased!” (ESV). We are caught in the throes 
of wonder when we consider the scale of this spectacle that God arranged for 

so few people so lacking in cultural 
influence. 

But then we remember Mary, 
Joseph, a manger, and some animals. 
A scene that would make most par-
ents shudder if they had to contem-
plate a birth this simple and obscure. 
As we grasp to envision these things, 
we remember that God’s idea of his 
Son’s divine childbirth did not in-
clude the extravagance and excess 
that we insist on to illustrate influ-
ence and importance. 

In God’s transcendent economy, 
lowliness is how he wants us to un-
derstand godliness, to understand 
his Son. As Philippians describes, 
“Though he was in the form of God, 
[he] did not count equality with God 
a thing to be grasped, but emptied 
himself, by taking the form of a ser-
vant” (2:6–7, ESV). 

God’s astonishing announcement 
scheme will not likely be featured in 
leadership books, strategic seminars, 
or influencer videos for how to boost 
your brand, gain more followers, and 
advance your platform. God does 
something far more bewildering. He 
sanctifies our comprehension and 
unravels our values in a very partic-
ular way, so that our hearts beat with 
a pulse that is continuously less in 
sync with the rhythms of the world. 
He shares an origin story of pecu-
liar happenings like this, so that 

thousands of years later, we might 
treasure and ponder like Mary and 
return like these shepherds, glorify-
ing and praising God for all we have 
seen and heard. 

Will you lower yourself like Jesus? 
Will you be led like these shepherds? 
Will you stop seeing your life as a se-
ries of random, dumb-luck circum-
stances and open your eyes to the 
astonishing ways God is moving in 
the ordinary moments of your life? 
Look around, because the glory of 
the Lord is shining upon you to fill 
you with great fear, so that you may 
experience his great peace.

R E F L E C T

The birth of Jesus was announced to 
a group of shepherds, a marginalized 
and unlikely audience. How does 
this unconventional announcement 
scheme challenge our societal notions 
of importance, influence, and power? 

The announcement of Jesus' birth 
challenges our perception of success 
and the ways in which we often 
seek recognition and influence in 
the world. How can we shift our per-
spective to recognize and appreciate 
the ordinary moments of our lives 
as opportunities for God to work and 
reveal his glory?

R E A D
L U K E  2 : 8 – 2 0 

God’s Astonishing  
Announcement Scheme 

A  D I F F E R E N T V I E W O F A  G L O R I O U S  A R R I VA L

B Y  R O N N I E  M A R T I N 
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T he Christmas season is upon us! For my kids, this means the 
anticipation of gifts. I think they begin making their lists on 
December 26 for the following year. They look forward  to and 
talk about their coming gifts for months and months. 

When the gifts finally arrive, they are met with various reactions—some more 
excited than others. But the one thing that never fails is this: After about an 
hour, my kids are off doing something completely not related to the very gifts 
they’d been anticipating all year long. Earthly gifts, though wonderful, aren’t 
ultimately satisfying. They leave us wanting. But there is one gift that is truly 
satisfying. One gift that keeps on giving. One gift that will never disappoint us, 

will sustain us, and is always avail-
able to us. That gift is Jesus, the 
Light of the World.

Isaiah prophesies of a baby who will 
save the world. This surprising an-
nouncement came to a rebellious peo- 
ple in a dark time. There was war 
and unrest. There was no peace to 
be found. The darkness was palpable, 
and it went beyond even the circum-
stances Israel found themselves in. 
The darkness they experienced was 
also spiritual; it’s a darkness we all ex-
perience before we know the Savior. 

Jesus fulfills the Old Testament 
promises of the coming light from 
Isaiah 9:2: “The people walking in 
darkness have seen a great light; on 
those living in the land of deep dark-
ness a light has dawned.” 

This was a promise of good news 
to Israel, as it is to us today. The 
Light of the World has come, and if 
we follow him, we will also walk in 
the light—we will have the light of 
life (1 John 1:7; John 8:12). We don’t 
have to fear destruction because we 
have been given the light and truth 
and will no longer walk in dark-
ness. We can be honest and vulner-
able. There’s no need to hide from 
Jesus—we couldn’t if we tried—for 
he has come to bring us light and joy. 
Isaiah’s prophecy goes beyond light 
to victory. There will be glorious life, 
joy, and victory for God’s people (Isa. 

9:3–5). And we receive all of this be-
cause “to us a child is born, to us a 
son is given” (v. 6). 

The problems of ancient Israel are 
the same problems we have today: 
rebellion, war, anger, and strife. The 
darkness is the same. And if we un-
derstand this, it makes the gift and 
beauty of the light so much brighter.

We all need the hope of Christmas—
the hope of a baby born to bring great 
light. We all need Jesus as much as 
ancient Israel did, as much as all of 
humankind does. Equally. Every sin-
gle one of us. You and I need Jesus, 
today, tomorrow, and forevermore. 
Today, we can enjoy him and live 
with him in the light. 

R E F L E C T

Earthly gifts can leave us 
unsatisfied and wanting more,  
but how have you experienced the 
satisfaction and fulfillment that 
comes from knowing Jesus? 

How can you actively embrace the 
hope of Christmas and the presence 
of Jesus in your daily life?

R E A D
I S A I A H  9 : 2 - 7

There Is a Light That 
Changes Everything 

T H E  R E A L  G I F T O F C H R I S T M A S

B Y  T R I L L I A  N E W B E L L
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T he story of the wise men, or “Magi” as Matthew calls them, has 
a special sense of mystery and joy to it and has long been cele-
brated by Christians on a special feast day called Epiphany. The 
Greek word epipháneia means “shining out” or “revealing.” Of 

course, the Bible is full of great epiphanies: The burning bush that caused 
Moses to turn aside and meet God was an epiphany; Isaiah’s vision in chap-
ter 6 of “the Lord lifted up” was an epiphany; the heavens opening at Jesus’ 
baptism was an epiphany. So how did this particular moment in Matthew’s 
gospel come to be called the Epiphany? The answer lies in the fact that it is 
of special importance to us who are of Gentile descent—those who were not 
born into the Jewish race, the original chosen people.

Sometimes, reading the Old 
Testament feels like overhear-
ing someone else’s long fam-
ily history, and it makes you 
wonder what it really has to do 
with you. But then suddenly 
you hear your own name and 
realize this is your story too. 
This is what happens in the 
moment that the Magi reach 
the Jesus child. Until now, the 
story of the coming Messiah 
has been confined to Israel, 
the covenant people, but here 
suddenly and mysteriously, 
three Gentiles have intuited 
that his birth is good news for 
them too and brought gifts ac-
cordingly. Here is an epiphany, 
a revelation, that the birth of 
Christ is not one small step for 
a local religion but a great leap 
for all mankind. Jesus is for all 
of us, Gentile and Jew alike! 

I love the way that the three 
wise men are traditionally 
depicted as representing the 
different races, cultures, and 
languages of the world. I love 
the way the world, in all its 
diversity, is captured in the 
Magi’s character of diligence 
and joy. They “search diligent-
ly,” but they rejoice “with ex-
ceeding great joy” (Matt. 2:8, 
10, KJV). I love the way they 
follow a star, letting it lead 
them to something beyond 

R E A D
M A T T H E W  2 : 1 – 1 2

What Made This  
‘Epiphany’ Stand Out? 

T H E  U N I Q U E  R E V E L AT I O N  
O F A D V E N T F O R  A L L  P E O P L E

B Y  M A L C O L M  G U I T E

itself. Here’s a sonnet that tries to express a 
little of what this story might mean for us: 

It might have been just someone else’s story,
Some chosen people get a special king.
We leave them to their own peculiar glory,
We don’t belong, it doesn’t mean a thing.
But when these three arrive    
they bring us with them,
Gentiles like us, their wisdom might be ours;
A steady step that finds an inner rhythm,
A pilgrim’s eye that sees beyond the stars.
They did not know his name   
but still they sought him,
They came from otherwhere   
but still they found;
In temples they found those   
who sold and bought him,
But in the filthy stable, hallowed ground.
Their courage gives our questing hearts a voice
To seek, to find, to worship, to rejoice.

This sonnet, "Epiphany," is from Sounding the Seasons (Canterbury 
Press, 2012)  and is used with the author's permission.

R E F L E C T

The combination of diligence and joy 
displayed by the wise men is notable. 
Reflecting on their example, how can we 
cultivate a balance of diligent seeking and 
joyful rejoicing in our own pursuit of Christ?
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R E A D
R E V .  2 1 : 1 – 6

Advent for  
Grieving Hearts 

T H E  H O P E  O F U N I O N  T H AT  
H E L P S  U S  P E R S E V E R E  T O D AY

B Y  C R A I G  S M I T H

T he Christmas season isn’t always jolly and merry. In fact, it can be 
filled with heartache, sorrow, tears, and pain. I understand this 
intimately. Ever since June 30, 2021, my family’s holidays have 
been marked by tears and sadness. On that day, our 20-year-old 

daughter died in a tragic car accident while we traveled home from vacation 
together. Within seconds, our firstborn child was taken from us.

Death is our enemy. I hate death—I am tired of tears. And yet, if that June 
day is my greatest day of sorrow, then Revelation 21 is my greatest source of 
hope and comfort. It can be yours as well. 

In these words, we find the assurance 
of the eternal victory that Jesus has 
secured for his people. The loving 
Shepherd will wipe away our tears 
and eradicate sin, death, and the devil 
forevermore. That is our future  
reward and the destiny of all those 
who are people of faith. 

The scope of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ isn’t limited to the salvation of 
our souls. It includes the restoration 
and redemption of all that was lost at 
the fall of man in Genesis 3. This res-
toration will involve a new heaven, a 
new Jerusalem, and perfected bod-
ies that are resurrected to inhabit 
a glorious new earth. We eagerly 
await a transformation of the entire 
universe.
  
The vision of what is to come, cap-
tured in Revelation 21, will be new 
in quality and superior in character 
to what we have now. Just as the text 
predicts this present earth’s passing 
away, it immediately speaks of the 
ushering in of a new and magnificent 
beginning. This new earth is the place 
where Christ’s kingdom will be re-
vealed in its fullness, where God him-
self will reign as the sole King over it 
all, dwelling in peace and power with 
his people.

This is the essence of salvation—an 
intimate, personal relationship with 
God himself, unending and forev-
ermore. There will be no need for 

opposing political parties and de-
nominational factions, as we will all 
be drawn together to worship him, 
serve him, rule with him, and stew-
ard with him. There will be no more 
death. There will be purposeful work 
to accomplish, family and friends to 
enjoy without fear of separation, and 
an eternity of learning and discover-
ing. It will be a continuous fulfillment 
of our deepest desire for union with 
God and each other. 

The hope of that great day helps me 
persevere today, even when the trag-
edy within our family and the sadness 
of the holidays feel overwhelm-
ing. Our Lord arrived on that first 
Christmas in great humility, but he 
will return again in absolute victory. 
The mighty vision given to the apostle 
John in the Book of Revelation closes 
with the Lord saying, “Yes, I am com-
ing soon.” To which John responds, 
along with every sorrowing heart, 
“Amen. Come, Lord Jesus.”

R E F L E C T

How does the promise of Revelation 
21:1–6 provide hope for those grieving 
during the Christmas season?

How can the anticipation of the new 
heaven and new earth influence our 
perspective on today's challenges?



His mercy extends to 
those who fear him, from 
generation to generation.
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Now to the King eternal, 
immortal, invisible,  

the only God, be honor and glory 
for ever and ever. Amen.
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