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E V E R Y D A Y  A D V E N T

But if we hope for what we do not see, with perseverance 
we wait eagerly for it.

Romans 8:25

Many of us know of or follow the Ad-
vent tradition every December. To us, 
it heralds the coming of Jesus, Imman-
uel, God with us. We wonder again at 
the gift given to us by God, and our 
hearts fill with anticipation and joy.

However, we rob ourselves if we 
experience such wondrous joy only 
four weeks out of the year. Advent is 
a thing to be experienced every day 
for it means the “arrival of a notable 
person, thing, or event.” But “every 
day” isn’t quite accurate, either. Ad-
vent is to be felt throughout the day. 
As believers in Christ and through 
the Holy Spirit, Jesus’ coming inhab-
its the seconds, minutes, and hours 
of our lives. In him, we live, move, 
breathe, and have our being (Acts 
17:22-31).

Also, Advent can refer to another 
coming, the second coming of Jesus. 
We know it will occur one day, the 
same as the Jewish people expected 
the coming of the Messiah. He ful-
filled his first promise to us. Because 
he did, we wait and hope with perse-
verance for the second promise. 

We know Jesus will come again 
(John 14:1-4); he is God and does 
not lie (Numbers 23:19). That assur-
ance gives us confidence. It frees us 
to experience the joy of everyday 
Advent even as we celebrate the 
baby Jesus who came to bear wit-
ness to the truth (John 18:37) and to 
set us free (Luke 4:16-21).

Soundtrack: “I Need Thee Every Hour,” Fernando Ortega.
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G O D ’ S  P R O M I S E S

But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are too little to be among the 
clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to be the 
ruler of Judah,, whose coming forth is from of old, from ancient days. 

Micah 5:2

In Micah’s day, Judah was threatened 
by another invasion that would surely 
lead to death and destruction. God’s 
people were getting nervous, and Mi-
cah was there to prophesy about what 
would come. But his words moved be-
yond their current state and he told 
about how God would also deliver His 
people once and for all through a Rul-
er who would be the source of peace.

Prophecy often works like this. We are 
given many of the exact details, but 
when is never clarified. For instance, 
we see in this particular situation that 
years, decades, and centuries can pass 
between when the prophecy was 
spoken and when the prophecy was 
actually fulfilled. There may be trials 
and seasons of doubt in between, but 
God’s Word always reigns true and 
we can trust these prophecies have 
and always will come to pass.

It’s the same with God’s promises. 
Today, we might be sick, mourning, 
poor, rejected, struggling with sin, or 

persecuted. But God’s Word tells us 
what is coming: those who are sick, by 
Jesus’ wounds, are healed; those who 
are mourning God will bless and give 
comfort; those who are poor realize 
their need for Him and the Kingdom 
of Heaven is theirs; those who have 
been rejected are always accepted in 
the presence of God; those struggling 
with sin can receive the Holy Spirit 
to overcome; and those who are per-
secuted for doing good are partners 
with Christ and will have the wonder-
ful joy of seeing His glory when it is 
revealed to all the world.

These promises have been spoken to 
us. Our circumstances and struggles 
can cause us to doubt as we wait for 
these truths to come to pass, but we 
can battle against every insecurity 
and question knowing that His Word 
always reigns true—and just as these 
prophecies around Jesus’ birth have 
been fulfilled, God’s promises for our 
lives will also be fulfilled, if we would 
only hold on and keep the faith.

Soundtrack: “Come Thou Long Expected Jesus”.
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W A I T  F O R  T H E  L O R D

Wait for the Lord; be strong and courageous. Wait for the 
Lord.

Psalm 27:14

Advent is about faith and waiting. 
What are you waiting on God for this 
year? Remember the years of silence 
as God’s people waited for the Mes-
siah. Take time today, right now, to 
reflect on the fact that God’s timing is 
quite different from ours.

The story of Jesus’ birth gives us as-
surance and joy because even though 
the waiting lingered for decades, God 
broke through at just the right time.

Are you struggling with a lack of 
faith? That’s OK. It doesn’t take much 
faith to get God’s attention. Jesus en-
couraged his frustrated followers this 
way: “If you have faith the size of a 
mustard seed, you will tell this moun-
tain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it 
will move. Nothing will be impossible 
for you” (Matthew 17:20).

Most of us try to grow a forest in one 
day. Jesus, however, invites you to 
begin with a tiny seed. Watch it grow 
and wait for it to become all that you 
dreamed it would be.

An entire nation waited centuries 
before their eternal king appeared.
Mary wasn’t given a full-grown son.
The Wise Men from the east didn’t 
see the Messiah to appear at their 
front door.

Are you willing to plant faith and wait 
upon God? Nothing seems to be ap-
pearing on the horizon today, but just 
wait! God always keeps his promises, 
even to those who have little faith. 
Just wait.

Soundtrack: “Restless,” Audrey Assad
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I M P O S S I B L E  O D D S

For nothing will be impossible with God.

Luke 1:37

The Bible contains many stories of 
God accomplishing impossible things 
with impossible odds. For example, 
God uses Abraham, a man Paul de-
scribes as being “as good as dead” in 
Romans 4, to birth the blessing to “all 
the families of the earth” (Genesis 
12:3). And, while being almost dead 
might not be a black mark, Abraham 
possesses plenty of them: He’s a liar. 
Abraham tries to accomplish God’s 
promise through human efforts, 
creating friction between Sarah and 
Hagar. He gets into trouble with 
kings. All in all, Abraham is no saint. 
God still chooses Abraham, though, 
and Abraham eventually becomes 
known as a man of faith. 

Then there’s Gideon (Judges 6-8). 
He might be a swell fellow, but no 
one expects him to lead an army 
against Israel’s oppressors. In fact, 
he seems downright timid and un-
sure of himself. He requires multi-
ple “proofs” before he agrees to do 
anything. God uses him despite his 

hesitance and dragging feet.

Jeremiah presents a similar case 
(Jeremiah 1). We know him as a 
great prophet, but at the beginning 
he wasn’t much to look at. He tells 
God he lacks words. When that pro-
duces no effect, Jeremiah says he’s 
too young. God basically waves off 
his concerns, telling Jeremiah he 
will speak for God because God will 
speak through him.

God uses all sorts of people to ac-
complish his aims, and all of them 
are messed up and broken. They 
struggle with doubt and fear. They 
question. Some start well and falter 
midway (David). Others start well 
and end terribly (Solomon). Some 
people start terribly and finish well 
(Saul/Paul). But God works through 
them and us because, when it comes 
down to it, God is God. He loves us 
because of who he is (Deuteronomy 
7:7-8), not because of who we are or 
what we can do. 

Soundtrack: “The Song the Season Brings,” Beta Radio.
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T H E  F A V O R E D  O N E

And coming in, he said to her, “Greetings, favored one! 
The Lord is with you.”

Luke 1:28

Mary’s response to the angel is de-
lightful. She doesn’t question the 
statement about being the Lord’s fa-
vored one; instead, she finds herself 
“very perplexed” (Luke 1:29). She 
wonders at the salutation. Perhaps 
her brow wrinkles, or she tilts her 
head as she tries to decipher the an-
gel’s strange words.

She also listens, without interrupting, 
even as the angel tells her another 
perplexity: She will bear a son. Mary 
only then asks, “How can this be?” 
(Luke 1:34). The question doesn’t 
come across as a refusal or doubt-rid-
den teenage angst; rather, she seems 
to be trying to put the pieces togeth-
er. She wants to understand what the 
angel’s message means and how it 
will be accomplished.

Mary receives an answer to her 
question, albeit a somewhat vague 
one: “The Holy Spirit will come upon 
you, and the power of the Most High 
will overshadow you; and for that 
reason the holy Child shall be called 
the Son of God” (Luke 1:35). Mary 

asks no further questions. She sim-
ply replies, “Behold, the bondslave 
of the Lord; may it be done to me 
according to your word” (Luke 1:38).

Mary humbles herself to God’s 
words, and she does so knowing 
full well the consequences that will 
come. God may view her as his fa-
vored one, but her neighbors won’t. 
Joseph may break the betrothal. She 
could be cast out of society at best, 
stoned at worst. She doesn’t receive 
wealth, fame, or comfort for obeying 
God’s words. 

No, Mary receives condemnation 
from society and ultimately experi-
ences the sorrow of seeing her Son 
die on a cross. She suffers. But even 
in her suffering, her beauty—a beau-
ty that only comes from surrender-
ing to God and following his instruc-
tions—shines. She becomes a quiet, 
brilliant light for the world to see 
and follow back to its source: God, 
the one who called her by her name 
and bestowed upon her the title “fa-
vored one.”

Soundtrack: “Merry Christmas, Baby,” Nicole C. Mullen.
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T H E  L I G H T  T H A T  N E V E R  G O E S  O U T

And I will appoint You as a covenant to the people,
As a light to the nations.

Isaiah 42:6b

In the Jewish tradition, Hanukkah 
commemorates a miracle witnessed 
during the reign and oppression 
of Antiochus IV. He placed Hel-
lenistic priests in the temple and 
further desecrated the temple by 
requiring pigs to be sacrificed. He 
also massacred Jews and placed 
restrictions on the practice of  
their religion. 

The Jews revolted and successfully 
overthrew Antiochus IV. Afterward, 
they wanted to rededicate the tem-
ple but only had enough undefiled 
oil to burn for a single night. (The 
law required that the menorah burn 
throughout the night, every night.) 

The oil, however, held out for eight 
days, during which time the priests 
were able to produce a new, clean 
supply of oil. 

The gift of oil and light is miracu-
lous, but it resounds with something 
much more profound. It suggests 
the God who never wearies, the God 
who accompanied the Israelites as a 
pillar of fire by night and a pillar of 
cloud by day. This God cannot be 
snuffed out; he is the great Light 
to whom darkness is nothing at all 
(Psalm 139:11-2). He is the Light the 
darkness can never overcome (John 
1:5), the Light that gives our hearts 
unfailing hope (Romans 5:1-5). 

Soundtrack: “Ocho Kandelikas,” Pink Martini.
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P R E P A R E  T H E  W A Y

Now in those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the  
wilderness of Judea.

Matthew 3:1

John the Baptist comes from a long 
line of prophets who “make ready 
the way of the Lord” (Matthew 
3:3). He joins the ranks of Elijah, El-
isha, Isaiah, and Jeremiah. He often 
sounds like Malachi and Micah in his 
denunciation of the Pharisees and 
Sadducees. 

John calls them a “brood of vipers” 
and urges them to “bear fruits in 
keeping with repentance” (Matthew 
3:7-8). The words suggest the reli-
gious and political leaders have not 
listened to the prophets of prior 
years. Rather, they have continued 
to rob God (Malachi 3:8-12) and to 
act unjustly, unkindly, and proudly 
(Micah 6:8).

John has no patience for them, but 
he shouldn’t be expected to. As a 
prophet, his role is to call people to 

repentance and make ready the way 
of the Lord. Sometimes, that role 
calls for blatant confrontation—
shining a glaring spotlight on the 
ugly, putrid darkness that fills peo-
ple’s hearts. 

And yet, we know John and the 
other prophets acted with patience 
and kindness. Elijah and Elisha, for 
instance, both aid the starving and 
destitute. The prophets respond to 
people as individuals, the same as 
Jesus does. Their words and actions 
change in response to the situation 
and the person’s heart. 

We are called to do the same. Jesus 
has come, but he will come again. 
Until that time, we act as Christ’s 
ambassadors (2 Corinthians 5:20), 
calling people to repentance and 
making ready the way of the Lord.

Soundtrack: “Do You Hear,” Cloverton.
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A  W O N D E R F U L  N A M E

For a child will be born to us, a son will be given to us;
And the government will rest on His shoulders;

And His name will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
Eternal Father, Prince of Peace.

Isaiah 9:6

A song lyric says, “What a wonderful 
name it is, nothing compares to this. 
What a wonderful name it is, the 
name of Jesus.” The song puts words 
to the feelings and thoughts of our 
hearts. The more we get to know Je-
sus, the more we marvel at his won-
derful, beautiful, powerful name.

But long before the song appeared 
in modern worship sets, Isaiah set 
words to the wonderful name of Je-
sus. He, prompted by God, hails Je-
sus as Wonderful Counselor, Mighty 
God, Eternal Father, and Prince of 
Peace. The names aren’t ones that 
just popped into Isaiah’s head; God 
placed them in Isaiah’s mind to de-
clare how wonderful and glorious 
the name of Jesus is.

Jesus is the Wonderful Counselor. 
He knows what he’s doing, and we 
can trust him to guide us through 
everything, good and bad. He also is 
the Mighty God. He is all-powerful 
and holds the whole world within his 
hands. Jesus is the Eternal Father. 
He never begins and never ends; 
he is. He is the Prince of Peace. He 
gives us shalom, a peace that deliv-
ers wholeness or completeness. In 
Jesus, we receive all these names 
of God, and we—we fall down and 
worship as Isaiah and the shepherds 
and the wise men did. We remember 
Jesus’ wonderful name, and what a 
wonderful name it is. 

Soundtrack: “What a Wonderful Name It Is,” Hillsong Worship.
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E T E R N I T Y  A N D  E V E R G R E E N S

He has made everything appropriate in its time. He has also set eter-
nity into their heart, yet so that man will not find out the work which 

God has done from the beginning even to the end.

Ecclesiastes 3:11

People honor Advent in a variety of 
ways. Some fast and pray for a period 
of time, as they do during Lent. Others 
use an Advent calendar to mark the 
days and remember the gift of a babe 
in a manger. In some churches, Advent 
takes yet another form: decorations. 
People set out evergreen trees, lights, 
and the Advent wreath with its sym-
bolic candles.

The wreath, though, stands along-
side the candles as a symbol. Like the 

trees, the wreath is evergreen. It also 
is a circle. The symbolism quickly be-
comes apparent—the wreath stands 
as a testament to eternity.

But perhaps the Advent wreath 
points to more than God’s eternal na-
ture. It could simultaneously remind 
us of the life we receive through 
God’s Son, Jesus. In Christ, we par-
take of everlasting life (John 4:1-26). 
We become eternally evergreen. 

Soundtrack: “Evergreen,” Switchfoot.
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A N  O L D ,  N E W  T H I N G

But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zacharias, for your peti-
tion has been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and 
you will give him the name John. You will have joy and gladness, and 

many will rejoice at his birth.

Luke 1:13-14

God is unchangeable, and yet, he 
surprises us all the time. We think he 
works one way; he proves us wrong. 
We believe him to be more of one 
quality than another—as an exam-
ple, we think him to be more loving 
or more vengeful than he is—and he 
reveals he encompasses both quali-
ties equally.

Zacharias joins us in our misconcep-
tions, suspicions, and uncertainty. 
He, a priest in the service of God, 
knew God’s actions intimately. He 
would have heard the stories, stud-
ied them, and spoken God’s word to 
the people. He, of all people, should 
have remembered how God worked 
in Abraham and Sarah’s lives. 

Zacharias, however, questions the 
angel’s announcement. “How will 
I know this for certain? For I am an 
old man and my wife is advanced in 
years” (Luke 1:18). He is surprised 
by God’s action, despite the bless-
ing of a child coming to Abraham 
and Sarah years and years before. 
Zacharias questions the promise, 
and yet—God fulfills the promise in 
spite of him. 

That fact should comfort and assure 
us. God answers our prayers despite 
our misunderstandings, doubts, and 
fears. He accomplishes his purposes 
because he is God, and we, fortu-
nately, are not. 

Soundtrack: “All Creation Sing (Joy to the World),” Fee.
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T H E  A N G E L S  R E J O I C E

And suddenly there appeared with the angel a multitude of the  
heavenly host praising God and saying,

“Glory to God in the highest,
And on earth peace among men with whom He is pleased.”

Luke 2:13-14

Angels fill the Christmas story. One 
appears to Mary. Another meets 
with Zacharias in the temple. Jo-
seph sees an angel of the Lord in 
his dreams. Even the wise men pre-
sumably see an angel; at the very 
least, they hear the voice of God in 
a dream.

Angels are everywhere, and yet they 
seem most fully present when they 
appear to the shepherds. One angel 
arrives, urging the shepherds to not 
be afraid. A multitude—a countless 
host—then joins the angel in a cele-
bration of Jesus’ birth.

And it is a celebration. The angels ar-
en’t mere messengers; the passage 
in Luke says they praise God. They, 
like the shepherds and wise men, 
glorify God for what is taking place: 
God is here, among men. 

The angels sing out in response. 
They can’t help it. The angels must 
rejoice. They have to shout God’s 
triumph. And we get to join them 
this Advent season. We sing, “Let 
angels shout the triumph, as mortals 
raise their voice. Behold, the Son of 
heav’n and earth, the King of Kings 
is born.” 

Soundtrack: “A Day of Glory,” Austin Stone Worship.
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P E A C E  A N D  G O O D W I L L

Peace I leave with you; My peace I give to you; not as the world gives 
do I give to you. Do not let your heart be troubled, nor let it be fearful.

John 14:27

In Makoto Fujimura’s Refractions: A 
Journey of Faith, Art, and Culture, he 
defines peace as “not simply an ab-
sence of war but a thriving of our 
lives.” His thought aligns with Jesus’ 
offering of peace; the gift Jesus gives 
has nothing to do with an absence of 
conflict but a sense of surety and 
wholeness in the midst of it.

We sometimes forget that idea, the 
same as Jesus’ disciples did. They 
expected Jesus to create peace with 
a show of force. Jesus didn’t. He 
brought peace to individual hearts 
and homes as he went about healing 
and teaching. Jesus gave order to 
the everyday chaos of life.

It is the peace he still gives. His 
peace steadies us as we work in the 
fields or an office, as we encounter 
personal or public suffering. We re-
ceive Jesus’ peace and, in receiving 
it, we discover Paul’s secret to con-
tentment (Philippians 4:11-3). Paul 
didn’t experience peace because 
of something he did but because of 
whom he trusted: Jesus, the Prince 
of Peace, who gives us an abiding 
peace that keeps us whole even as 
things come together or shatter 
apart. 

Soundtrack: “It’s Christmas Day,” Family Force 5. 
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G O D  W I T H  U S

The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me,
Because the Lord has anointed me
To bring good news to the afflicted;

He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted,
To proclaim liberty to captives

And freedom to prisoners.

Isaiah 61:1

When Jesus begins his ministry, he 
announces it with little fanfare. The 
dove obviously descended, and the 
wedding party enjoyed some lovely 
wine, but Jesus doesn’t rush into the 
temple or Caesar’s court. He starts 
at home, in an out-of-the-way syna-
gogue (Luke 4:16-30). 

His entire life, with the exception 
of the crucifixion, follows the same 
pattern. He’s born in relative ano-
nymity; the witnesses to his birth 
aren’t the Sadducees and Pharisees 
but some unnamed shepherds. He 
grows up in Nazareth, most likely 

learning carpentry from Joseph. He 
attends the holy days in Jerusalem. 

Jesus lives quietly, healing the bro-
ken body and the broken heart. He 
offers freedom to the captives—the 
demon-possessed man in the grave-
yard; the Samaritan woman at the 
well; Peter, after his denial. Jesus 
binds our wounds and comforts our 
fears. For when he came as a baby, 
he didn’t come to sit in judgment. He 
came to be Immanuel, God with us, 
the perfect sacrifice who would set 
us free from sin and death, forever 
(Hebrews 2:14-18). 

Soundtrack: “The Earth Stood Still,” Future of Forestry.
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A  R I G H T E O U S  M A N

Jacob was the father of Joseph the husband of Mary, by whom Jesus 
was born, who is called the Messiah. […] And Joseph her husband, be-

ing a righteous man…

Matthew 1:16 and 19a

We don’t know a lot about Joseph, 
but we do know him to be a righteous 
man. He, unlike some of his forbear-
ers, follows the example of Boaz. He 
worships God, and he treats people 
with justice and kindness. 

However, his righteousness arises 
out of something other than works—
no matter how creditable those 
works may be. His righteousness is 
born of faith. His life foreshadows 
what Paul says in Romans 4, “But 
to the one who does not work, but 
believes in Him who justifies the 

ungodly, his faith is credited as righ-
teousness” (Romans 4:5). 

Joseph, then, anticipates the coming 
of the Messiah, so much so that he 
never questions the dreams that fill 
his nights. An angel tells him to not 
send Mary away; he obeys. When 
the angel says to flee Bethlehem, he 
listens even though it means fleeing 
to Egypt. Joseph goes wherever God 
calls him, and such faith… such faith 
causes us to marvel and to desire to 
follow in his footsteps. 

Soundtrack: “Joseph and Mary (The Cherry Tree Carol),” 

Elizabeth Mitchell and Natalie Merchant.
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T H E  S E C O N D  E X O D U S

So Joseph got up and took the Child and His mother while it was still 
night, and left for Egypt. [...] So Joseph got up, took the Child and His 

mother, and came into the land of Israel.

Matthew 2:14 and 21

If we start the Christmas story in 
the New Testament, we miss the 
rich complexity of the story God has 
been telling since the beginning of 
things. Sally Lloyd-Jones puts the 
situation in perfect perspective in 
The Jesus Storybook Bible. She writes:

It takes the whole Bible to tell 
this Story. And at the center of 
the Story, there is a baby. Every 
Story in the Bible whispers his 
name. He is like the missing piece 
in a puzzle—the piece that makes 
all the other pieces fit together, 
and suddenly you can see a beau-
tiful picture.  

To read the Bible as a story—God’s 
Story—is to see how God has been 

drawing people ever nearer to him-
self. It’s also to see how no solution 
but Jesus will solve our sin-and-death 
problem. We can’t keep the com-
mandments God has given us; we run 
after other things or turn God’s words 
into a list of dos and don’ts. 

We cannot save ourselves, but God 
can. And he does. He foreshadows 
the coming rescue with the Israelites’ 
exodus in the Old Testament and ac-
complishes it in the New Testament. 
He gives us Jesus, “the piece that 
makes all the other pieces fit togeth-
er.” God provides the sacrificial lamb 
and leads us out of slavery so that we 
may freely love and worship him. 

Soundtrack: “The First Noel,” tobyMac and Owl City.
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S I M P L E  P U R S U I T

When You said, “Seek My face,” my heart said to You,
“Your face, O Lord, I shall seek.”

Psalm 27:8

We find Simeon and Anna at the tem-
ple in Jerusalem. These two elderly 
people claim a simple, profound pur-
suit: They have followed the Lord 
all their lives. The Bible calls Sime-
on “righteous and devout, looking 
for the consolation of Israel” (Luke 
2:25). Anna has served, prayed, and 
fasted in the Temple since her hus-
band died years and years ago (Luke 
2:36-7). She, like Simeon, looks for 
the coming Messiah. 

And they find him, or, to be more pre-
cise, Jesus finds them. Joseph and 
Mary bring the infant to Jerusalem 
to present Jesus to God and to offer a 
sacrifice. Simeon takes Jesus into his 
arms and bursts into prophecy (Luke 
2:29-32, 34-5), in a fashion similar to 
Elizabeth’s and Mary’s praise songs a 
chapter earlier (Luke 1:41-55). 

When Anna approaches the baby 
Jesus, the same thing happens. She 
speaks the truth and gives thanks 
to God. She can’t keep quiet; she 
speaks of Jesus to “all those who 
were looking for the redemption of 
Jerusalem” (Luke 2:38). 

Simeon and Anna might not have ex-
pected to ever see the Messiah with 
their own eyes, but they hoped to. 
Anna and Simeon sought him with 
all their hearts, and God arrived on 
the temple steps. He introduced 
himself to Anna and Simeon in such 
a strange, glorious, and beautiful 
way: He let them hold his Son, the 
Savior of the world, in their arms 
and speak of his great name to all 
the people gathered there. 

Soundtrack: “Simple Pursuit,” Kristian Stanfill.
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W O N D E R F U L  C O U N S E L O R

And He took them in His arms and began blessing them,  
laying His hands on them.

Mark 10:16

Jesus spent a lot of his time on 
earth teaching. However, he 
wasn’t just a teacher. He coun-
seled, too. He sat with the peo-
ple, listening and ministering  
to their physical and spiritual needs. 
He broke the bread, multiplied the  
fish, and blessed the children.

But Jesus uplifts typical counsel to 
wonderful heights, a fact we see il-
lustrated in his interaction with the 
rich young man. When the man asks 
Jesus what he must do to inherit 
eternal life, Jesus looks at him and 
loves him (Mark 10:17-22). Jesus 
gives guidance knowing it won’t be 

heeded. He loves the rich young man, 
knowing he won’t be loved in return.

Jesus acts as counselor, yes, but he is 
the Wonderful Counselor. His words 
are trustworthy, true, and filled with 
love and compassion. When he asks 
us to sacrifice something, we can 
trust he knows what he’s doing. 

We can rest, too, in the knowledge 
that he knows us, inside and out. He 
doesn’t simply offer words; he sits  
with us in our struggles and heart-
aches. He is a good, good counselor, 
and when he speaks, he speaks with 
loving kindness and truth. 

Soundtrack: “His Name Is Jesus,” Fred Hammond.
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R E A L  L O V E

We know love by this, that He laid down His life for us.

1 John 3:16

If we want to know what love is, we 
look to a person, not an idea. We di-
rect our attention and affection to 
Jesus who, as Paul says in Romans 
5, demonstrates love by dying for us. 
But the demonstration begins long 
before Jesus’ death and resurrection. 

It starts with Jesus’ sacrifice of self 
and home. He gives up everything to 
come to earth. He sets aside his pow-
er and takes a form that tires, hungers, 
and mourns. Jesus wraps himself in 
our oh-so-weak flesh and blood. 

He shows love, too, in his conversa-
tions with people. He always relates 
to them as individuals. For example, 
how he treats Nicodemus differs 
from how he speaks with Peter and 

the disciples. And, while Jesus deals 
harshly with the Sadducees and 
Pharisees, love reigns there, too—
love does not let sin go unchecked. It 
confronts the wrong so that the per-
son can repent and be restored to a 
right relationship with God. 

Jesus embodies love, and if we want 
to know what real love is, we must 
look to him. He doesn’t merely speak 
of love; he acts it out in the breaking 
of bread, the washing of feet, the dy-
ing upon a cross. He exemplifies the 
words John spurs us toward, “Little 
children, let us not love with word or 
with tongue, but in deed and truth” 
(1 John 3:18). 

Soundtrack: “This is Real Love,” Hillsong Young & Free.
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B E A U T I F U L  S A C R I F I C E

For this reason the Father loves Me, because I lay down My life so that 
I may take it again. No one has taken it away from Me, but I lay it 

down on My own initiative. I have authority to lay it down, and I have 
authority to take it up again.

John 10:17-18

Sacrifices at the temple were bloody 
affairs. The priests would kill the 
animals and sprinkle blood on the 
temple furnishings that required it. 
Jesus’ death was equally bloody, if 
not more so—it was filled with cru-
elty, anger, and malice. The religious 
leaders wanted Jesus gone and 
moved players and events to accom-
plish their aim.

Jesus’ death was ugly and brutal. 
And yet, power and beauty pervade 
it. The cross wasn’t happenstance. 
Jesus knew the death he would face 
the moment he chose to take on hu-
man flesh. He understood the hor-
rors that awaited him, not only the 

cross but also the moments lead-
ing to it. He would be beaten and 
mocked. Judas would sell him for 30 
pieces of silver. His disciples would 
flee and deny him.

He knew all those things, yet he will-
ingly surrendered his life. No one 
wrested it from him; even in death, 
he claimed the victory. He died for 
sinners, us, the enemies of God (Ro-
mans 5:6-11) because he knew his 
beautiful sacrifice would bring things 
aright. We would walk and talk with 
him again instead of hiding behind 
bushes in the garden. We would be 
his, and he would be ours, forever. 

Soundtrack: “Jesus, True and Only,” Austin Stone Worship.
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S U F F E R I N G  S E R V A N T

Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming 
obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.

Philippians 2:8

The Jewish people were awaiting 
the Messiah, but many of them 
seemed to craft a Messiah out of 
their desires. The people wanted 
someone to overthrow the Roman 
government. The Sadducees and 
Pharisees most likely desired a 
Messiah who would tell them, “Jolly 
good, priests and scribes. Continue 
doing what you’re doing.”

Jesus defeats those expectations. 
He comes as a suffering servant, set-
ting aside his rightful place with God 
the Father and God the Holy Spirit. 
He leaves everything he knows and 
enters the strange, confusing world 
of man. Jesus spends most of his 
time with “sinners”—the tax collec-
tors, the prostitutes, the lame, the 
demon-possessed, the uneducated 
and uncouth—not the religious or 
political elite. 

This Jesus, the Messiah, has no pa-
tience for the religious leaders of 
the day. He regularly calls them to 
account for their actions, as well as 
for their lack of love and faith (Luke 
18:9-14). The leaders are not serv-
ing the people or encouraging them 
to worship God; rather, they shackle 
the people with more rules and reg-
ulations. The Sadducees’ and Phari-
sees’ yoke is not easy or light but a 
burden. They strangle the spirit of 
the law in a pursuit of its letter (2 
Corinthians 3:4-11).

But Jesus resurrects faith and love, 
grace and truth. He enters the 
world, not to rule it, but to seek and 
save the lost, to serve rather than 
be served. He, the suffering servant, 
invites the people to taste and see 
that the Lord is good (Psalm 34:8) 
and to find rest for their weary and 
heavy-laden souls (Matthew 11:28-
30). He invites us to do the same. 

Soundtrack: “Isaiah 53, Part 1 and 2,” Austin Stone Worship.
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G L O R Y  A N D  P R A I S E

The shepherds went back, glorifying and praising God for all that they 
had heard and seen, just as had been told them.

Luke 2:20

Every Gospel writer focuses on 
a key element. They also use key 
words. Matthew, for instance, high-
lights the fulfillment of prophecy 
and speaks of the “kingdom of God.” 

Luke approaches Jesus’ life from a 
different angle. He gives attention 
to the outcasts—Mary, who would 
have been a social pariah because 
of her unexpected pregnancy; the 
lepers; the shepherds; and various 
women. Luke also uses a particu-
lar phrase at times: “glorifying and 
praising God.”

When the shepherds leave and re-
turn to their sheep, they share the 
good news given them and give glo-
ry and praise to God. The Bethle-
hem townspeople can’t make sense 
of what’s happened or is happening. 
They seem to be struck speechless. 
Luke records no replies; rather, the 
townspeople “wonder at the things” 

told them by the shepherds 
(Luke 2:18). 

Luke 5 shares a similar account. Je-
sus heals the paralyzed man, and 
the man gets up, rolls up his mat, 
and walks “home glorifying God” 
(Luke 5:25). The crowd surround-
ing him, like the Bethlehem resi-
dents, is “struck with astonishment” 
(Luke 5:26). They, however, join the 
once-paralyzed man in giving glory 
to God. 

The difference in response may not 
seem like much, but a few sentenc-
es prior, Jesus forgives the man for 
his sins. Jesus reveals who he is. 
And when he does, the whole crowd 
takes notice. They recognize Jesus is 
no mere healer or great teacher. He 
is God in the flesh, and he has come 
to forgive sin once, for all (Hebrews 
9:11-4). 

Soundtrack: “Gloria,” Michael W. Smith.
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J E S U S ’  F A M I LY

But the Lord said to Samuel, “Do not look at his appearance or at  
the height of his stature, because I have rejected him; for God sees  

not as man sees, for man looks at the outward appearance, but  
the Lord looks at the heart.”

1 Samuel 16:7

Some readers might skip the first 17 
verses of Matthew. The book, unlike 
Mark, Luke, and John, veers from 
standard plot structures and story-
telling devices. Rather than starting 
with action or description, the book 
begins with a genealogy. 

But to skim the verses is to miss a 
Gospel in miniature. Matthew re-
cords Jesus’ ancestors to achieve 
two aims. First, he demonstrates 
fulfilled prophecy. He calls Jesus 
the Messiah and mentions two im-
portant names, David and Abraham. 
Both names come with promises. 
God tells Abraham his offspring will 
be a blessing to all peoples in Gene-
sis, and he tells David his lineage will 
produce a forever-reigning king.

Second, Matthew reveals the prom-
ised Messiah will be for the out-
casts, messed-ups, and broken. 

Matthew, under the influence of the 
Holy Spirit, refuses to edit Jesus’ ge-
nealogy—a relatively common prac-
tice among the Jews and rulers of 
the day. He instead calls out names 
of not only sinners but also women, 
another no-no for the time and cul-
ture. Matthew references Tamar, 
Rahab, Ruth, and Bathsheba. And, 
lest the Jewish people get too cocky 
about their David of Bethlehem, 
Matthew barely calls him king and 
highlights Uriah, the man David had 
assassinated.  

Matthew doesn’t pull any punches 
with his genealogy. It’s a good thing. 
It means we, as sinful and as awful 
as we are, can be recipients of God’s 
grace. We can be Jesus’ family be-
cause he doesn’t care about our pedi-
grees. He cares about our hearts.

Soundtrack: “Hallelujah (Light Has Come),” BarlowGirl.
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M I G H T Y  G O D

And He is the radiance of His glory and the exact representation of His 
nature, and upholds all things by the word of His power.

Hebrews 1:3

One of the mysteries of the gospel is 
Jesus’ dual identity as God and man. 
We can’t comprehend it. We try, but 
it’s difficult to see the man telling 
parables and falling asleep in a boat 
as the radiance of God’s glory. 

But Jesus is supposed to be 
incomprehensible on some level. He 
isn’t like us. He made us in his image; 
we did not make him. And, while 
we might never grasp Jesus’ dual 
role as mere mortals, we perhaps 
can find a way to recognize him as 
simultaneously Mighty God and 
hungry human.

One of those methods lies in think-
ing of meekness. We sometimes 

think of the trait negatively, a syn-
onym, maybe, of doormats. But 
meekness is no such thing. Meek-
ness is power under control.

Jesus, fully human and fully God, 
contains both elements. They some-
how intermingle without dilution or 
corruption. Jesus undergoes temp-
tation, but he refuses it as a human  
(Hebrews 4:14-6). When his disciples 
fear they will drown, Jesus unleashes 
his power: He calms the storm with 
a word (Mark 4:35-41). Jesus shows 
his disciples that, yes, he is human, 
but he’s Mighty God, too. 

Soundtrack: “A Great and Mighty Wonder,” Tom McConnell.
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A  G R E A T  J O Y

When they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy.

Matthew 2:10

“Rejoiced exceedingly with great 
joy.” The Message translates the 
words, “They could hardly contain 
themselves: They were in the right 
place! They had arrived at the right 
time!” Either translation (NASB or 
MSG) suggests joy of an emphatic 
nature. It is not the simple, quiet joy 
that arrives every dawn but the ec-
static joy of discovery.

David exemplifies such joy when he 
dances in the streets—much to Mi-
chal’s chagrin (2 Samuel 6:12-23). 
David doesn’t care who sees him; he 
must dance and worship the King 
of Kings. He acts foolish and proves 
himself wise (1 Corinthians 1:18-31).  

The same kind of joy bubbles up 
and overflows the wise men. As The 
Message says, they can’t contain it. 
The intellectuals from the east ex-
perience an unexplainable eupho-
ria, one that causes them to fall and 
worship at the feet of Jesus. They 
bow before a toddler and present 
him with gifts. 

They rejoice exceedingly with great 
joy because they have made an eter-
nal discovery, albeit one that might 
result in ridicule or loss of position. 
But the wise men don’t care about 
those things anymore. They rejoice 
like fools because they have found the 
best thing, the greatest joy, and they 
refuse to let it be taken from them. 

Soundtrack: “The Three Kings and I,” Trans-Siberian Orchestra.
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T H E  G R E A T E S T  T R E A S U R E

But Mary treasured all these things, pondering them in her heart.

Luke 2:19

Mary’s response to the chaos of her 
life speaks to a deep-seated, seem-
ingly divine, serenity. She experiences 
and ponders. She doesn’t rail at the 
world or God; she thinks. 

Her attitude finds a complement in 
another Mary, Mary the sister of Mar-
tha and Lazarus. We find her through-
out the Gospel narratives, and she’s 
always in the same position: resting 
at the feet of Jesus. No matter what’s 
going on in her life, she comes to sit or 
kneel at his feet.

We first see her at home (Luke 10:38-
42). Jesus and his disciples stop to 
visit, and Martha rushes around the 
kitchen. Mary, though, sits at Jesus’ 
feet and listens. She, perhaps like Je-
sus’ birth mother, treasures every-
thing he says and ponders his words in 
her heart.

Next, Lazarus dies (John 11:1-46). 
Jesus arrives at Mary and Martha’s 
home, and Mary throws herself at his 
feet. She isn’t there to listen; she’s 
there to grieve. Jesus acknowledg-
es her sorrow before continuing to 

Lazarus’ tomb where he mourns and 
raises Lazarus from the dead. 

In the final vignette, Mary creates a 
scandal. She anoints Jesus with a per-
fume worth about $45,000 today and 
wipes his feet with her uncovered hair 
(Mark 14:1-9; John 12:1-8). She heed-
ed and pondered Jesus’ words and 
knows his death approaches. How-
ever, she also seems aware he won’t 
stay dead; she pours the perfume 
as though performing a funeral rite, 
maybe thinking she won’t get to offer 
the service before he resurrects. (She 
won’t. The women come to prepare 
Jesus’ body only to find it missing.)

Mary has listened to Jesus so well, in 
fact, that he has become her greatest 
treasure. She sacrifices a costly per-
fume, and she sacrifices her reputa-
tion in light of who he is and what he 
means to her. And her actions give us 
something to model. We, like the two 
Marys, should treasure Jesus and pon-
der his words in our hearts. We should 
sit at his feet until he, too, becomes 
our greatest treasure, our greatest 
joy, our greatest everything. 

Soundtrack: “I Celebrate the Day,” Relient K.










