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            LET’S CELEBRATE

          

        

      

    

    
      In Holidays with Jesus, we’ll look at twenty significant holidays throughout the year and explore how they can point us to Jesus.

      Key on our journey are the five main Christian celebrations: Christmas (Jesus’s birthday), Good Friday (Jesus’s sacrificial death), Easter (Resurrection Sunday, Jesus overcoming death), Ascension Day (Jesus returning to heaven), and Pentecost (Jesus sending us the Holy Spirit). There is also Ash Wednesday, which kicks off the season of Lent, and Palm Sunday, which begins Holy Week.

      Next, we’ll consider the spiritual aspects of some mostly secular holidays: New Year’s Day, Valentine’s Day, and Saint Patrick’s Day. Add in Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, and Halloween.

      We’ll also include on our journey the holidays that many, but not all, cultures and countries observe. Though they may go by different names, these include Thanksgiving, Memorial Day, Independence Day, and Labor Day.

      When we add Christmas Eve and New Year’s Eve—along with a special surprise event—that gives us twenty days to celebrate throughout the year.

      This book provides two entries for each of these holidays, for a total of forty readings. Here are some ideas on how to use them.

      
        
          	
        Read the first entry for each specific holiday one year, and read the second entry the next year.
      

      	
        Read both entries on each holiday. Consider reading one in the morning and the other in the evening.
      

      	
        Another thought is to read all the entries straight through, returning to specific ones for the appropriate holiday.
      

      

      

      The choice is yours. The point is that there’s flexibility to adapt this devotional to whatever fits your needs and best aligns with your preferences.

      Let’s begin our journey through the year, celebrating the holidays with Jesus. We’ll start with January 1, New Year’s Day.
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      [If you’re not that familiar with the Bible or want to learn more, check out the appendix “About the Bible” for helpful information and background.]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEW YEAR’S DAY (FIRST READING)

          

          JANUARY 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Today’s passage: Matthew 6:25–33

      

      

      
        
        Focus verse: “But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.” (Matthew 6:33)

      

      

      

      Is New Year’s Day a spiritual experience for you? For most the answer is no, but there’s meaningful significance that we can gain from this day—assuming we choose to.

      Aside from sleeping in after staying up too late the prior night, New Year’s is a time of making resolutions for many people. This means implementing changes with the goal of producing a better or more fulfilling life. Assuming you actually accomplish what you resolve to do, I won’t tell you to skip reaping the benefits of New Year’s resolutions, but I will suggest a better approach. Rather than waiting until January 1 to alter a habit, introduce a new one, or remove a bad one, why not make improvements throughout the year as soon as you realize a need for change?

      Why accumulate a list of resolutions to start on January 1 when you can make incremental improvements throughout the year?

      Regardless, let’s not just resolve to make this coming year better. Though we could strive on our own power to make it happen, we can’t ensure the outcome. The future is outside our control, but it’s not outside of God’s.

      Yes, we can take intentional steps to best position ourselves to make the most of whatever happens, but that doesn’t guarantee success. What should we do then? Give up and accept fate? Of course not. We should do what we can now to establish the best possible foundation for our future—and trust God with the rest (Proverbs 16:9).

      To do so, we can ask our Lord to bless us—not because we deserve it or have earned it, but because he loves us. We can pray that he will guide us in making wise decisions. We can seek him for strength to replace unhealthy habits with good practices.

      Then we place our complete trust in God and not ourselves; we lean on him. We submit to him, letting him guide the paths we take and direct the steps we make (Proverbs 3:5–6).

      When we do this, we’re poised to make this our best year yet . . . and positioned to make Jesus a priority on our journey.

      As we move into the days, weeks, and months ahead, may God bless us and our family, guide us, and keep us safe.

      May you have a happy new year, and may this year be your best year ever.

      

      Questions: How can New Year’s Day be a spiritual experience? If it isn’t, what must change? What will we do to help make this year better than the previous one?

      

      Prayer: Thank you, Father, for your provisions. Thank you, Jesus, for healing and saving us. Thank you, Holy Spirit, for living in us and guiding us. Gracious Lord, thank you for giving us another year of life and for the potential it represents. Let this be our best year yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEW YEAR’S DAY (SECOND READING)

          

          JANUARY 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Today’s passage: 2 Chronicles 29:15–20

      

      

      
        
        Focus verse: They began the consecration on the first day of the first month. (2 Chronicles 29:17)

      

      

      

      There aren’t any passages in the Bible that talk about New Year’s Day, at least not directly. Yet there’s another phrase that means the same thing. It’s “the first day of the first month.” To put that in today’s context, we’d say “January 1.”

      Whenever the Bible mentions the first day of the first month, it’s usually around a transition, marking a new beginning, often a reform from what was. So too it can be with us when we reach January first.

      Consider Noah and the ark (Genesis 8:13–16). Noah, his family, and the animals on board have just survived a massive flood. They are alive. Everyone and everything else is dead. Now they’re waiting to leave the safety of the ark and return to life outside of it. They’re poised to begin again.

      On the first day of the first month, Noah sees that the floodwaters have dried up. Their future awaits. Yet it’s another couple of months before God lets them leave the safety of their ark.

      Similarly, on January 1, our future awaits. We’re poised to begin the new year. This may happen right away, or God may tell us to wait a while before we emerge into this next phase. But regardless, January 1 marks a new beginning for us, just as it did for Noah and his family.

      Later, when God gives Moses instructions about the tabernacle, the Lord says to set it up on the first day of the first month (Exodus 40:1–17). This marks a significant transition for the people. For the first time, they have a place established for them to go to worship God. It’s a holy place. And it starts on the first day of the first month, one year after they escaped captivity in Egypt.

      What parallels are there for us today? What can we do to more intentionally worship God in the new year?

      Much later, King Hezekiah implements reforms to the people’s religious practices. They have strayed far from what God commanded, and it’s way past time for them to return. The priests begin their consecration of God’s house on the first day of the first month. Now it is again ready for use (2 Chronicles 29:15–20).

      What must we consecrate for God to restore our right worship of him? The beginning of a new year is an ideal time to make this happen.

      Last, we’ll consider the priest Ezra. To do so we must jump ahead several centuries. Though King Hezekiah’s reforms lasted for a while, the people again strayed. As punishment, Babylon later conquers and carries them off, their temple destroyed.

      Ezra seeks to restore it. With the permission and blessing of King Artaxerxes, Ezra leaves Babylon for Jerusalem on the first day of the first month. Though his journey takes four months to complete, he started it with the new year (Ezra 7:8–10).

      May the examples of Noah, Moses, Hezekiah, and Ezra inspire us to take meaningful action on the first day of the first month. Let us do so in Jesus’s name and for his fame.

      

      Questions: What new beginning is God calling us to do this year? How can we worship him more fully? What must we consecrate to our Lord? What new initiatives does God want us to begin?

      

      Prayer: Father God, may we embark on this new year with fresh eyes for you. Whether it be a new beginning or a significant change, let us do so under your strength and for your glory. We ask this in Jesus’s name, amen.
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