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Introduction

Before You Read

These readings are designed to be a supplement to your spiritual pilgrimage through the season of Christmas. Historically, the church will call the month leading up to Christmas “Advent.” For a thousand years, this was a time of incredible anticipation and celebration of the coming Christ child.

I don’t know what happened in our culture the last few generations. It seems we exchanged the anticipation for chaos in the malls and stores buying gifts. And celebration? Well, forget celebration. We are just trying to survive till the New Year where we can then face the credit card bills accumulated during all the frantic Christmas shopping.

Where is the magic? Where is the mystery?

A story is told that Martin Luther was walking through a silent, snowy forest late one Christmas Eve. He came upon a clearing of pine trees and in the center of this snowy patch stood one lone magnificent spruce tree. Luther said that in that moment, God touched his soul and he experienced the mystery and the anticipation of celebrating the coming of the Christ child. Incidentally, it was Martin Luther who began setting up a Christmas tree, to remind him of that one holy night.

By no means are these Advent thoughts original, nor are they particularly earth-shattering. My hope is that they will be a funnel to draw you back to the days in which we approach Christmas with a sense of anticipation and celebration, with mystery and a sense of awe as are reminded of God’s love and provision for us.

I would encourage you to not only read this on your own but get several copies of this work and have your Sunday School class or small group of people go through it together. You can gather to discuss the week’s readings. This work has been written with the intent of providing six days of meditations and prayer focuses. On day seven, I have included a very brief discussion outline that could be a supplement for discussion within a small group study. 

May you read these devotions this year through the Advent Season, and as you do, may they be a tool to help you dig deeper in Scripture. May God use this as a vehicle to spark conversation within your family and among your friends.

 


Week One: Hope

Day 1

Here’s one for those of you who like trivia:  where is the first Christmas reference found in the Bible? Time’s up! No, not in one of the gospels; not even in one of the prophets. The first Christmas reference I can find is in the very first book: Genesis.

“I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.” (Genesis 3:15, NIV)

Adam and Eve sinned and lost their position as children of God. What did God the Father do as a result? He did not curse His children. He did not destroy the world and start fresh. Instead, God offered the very first promise of hope. In Genesis 3:15, God curses Satan and promises that He would send a Son to come and crush the work of Satan. At this very point in history hope is birthed. From that point on, man was looking for the Son of God to come to this earth to  destroy the work and power of Satan and bring us back into right relationship with our Father.

As we look back on the birth of Jesus, we can have the same hope as Adam and Eve. God sent His son, Jesus. Jesus came in order to bring God’s creation into right order. 

The single, most important task in the cosmic plan is redeeming humankind.

This is the genesis of our hope and what Christmas is about. Have you put your hope in the same promise as Adam and Eve?

A time of prayer

Today as you close this session in a sentence prayer think of one way in which this hope makes a difference in your life. Thank God for making that difference for you.



 

Day 2

Take a moment and define hope. Really what is it in your life? Some people believe hope is merely wishful thinking. Others think  hope is a blind dependence on luck to get them through the hard times in life. If this is your view, it is far short of the true meaning of the word. True hope is powerful. It  allows those  in otherwise hopeless situations to take another step forward.

The passage for today was written about Jesus some 800 or more years before Christ was born. Can you see the hope these people had in Jesus?

“But he [Jesus] took our suffering on him and felt our pain for us…He was wounded for the wrong we did; he was crushed for the evil we did. We are healed because of his wounds. We all have wandered away like sheep; each of us has gone his own way. The Lord has put on him the punishment for all the evil we have done…He was put to death; he was punished for the sins of my people..He had done nothing wrong, and he had never lied…After his soul suffers many things, he will see life and be satisfied. My good servant will make many people right with God; he will carry away their sins.”  (Isaiah 53:4-11, NCV)

Jesus was born, that innocent babe lying in a feeding trough, which we more commonly refer to as a “manger.” Truly, Jesus came to earth to show us what life could be like lived under the power of—and submission to—God. Jesus was the living embodiment of hope.

Through his life that was lived out in Palestine some 2000 years ago, we can have the same hope as the people who originally heard Isaiah 53. My sins have been carried away because of Jesus.

A time of prayer

Today as you close with a sentence prayer: thank God for giving us the hope of knowing that Jesus carried our sins away from us. And pray for one person today in your life who is not approaching this season with the same hope as you and I.




Day 3

“Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see. This is what the ancients were commended for.”  (Hebrews 11:1-2, NIV)

Here are two radically different statements using the same word:

Statement #1:  I lost my job and cannot feed my family, I hope something good happens.

Statement #2:  I lost my job and I cannot currently take care of my family, but my hope is in God. He will provide, and He will get the glory.

Each statement reflects the same circumstances, and neither statement has a clear plan of action to resolve the problem. One person puts his or her confidence in blind circumstance, the other puts hope in a caring God who cares deeply and intimately for all His children.

Look back on your life. How has God provided for you in the past? We are constantly dependent upon His provision, although we may not take the time to see it. Here is the really cool thing: as God meets needs and fills hope, faith strengthens and deepens. That is the “God-economics” of doing life with Christ.

A time of prayer

As you spend a moment in prayer, ask God to do something in your life this month that will make your hope in God stretch and your faith in Him become even stronger. Also, consider that many people you walk by each day do not have the hope of which we speak. Ask God to give you an opportunity to share this hope with one of those friends in a way that is truly meaningful. 



 

Day 4

Imagine yourself in these circumstances: young, unmarried, jobless, and pregnant. What kind of fears would you have as you carry that unborn child in your belly? What would be some of the trials you would face? Who would you turn to for help? 

Let’s introduce another twist in this scenario: you do not live in modern-day America where organizations and ministries exist to give support, and family and friends won’t necessarily abandon you. Let’s say you are living in first century Palestine, a place that can be harsh to one who finds themselves with an “unwanted” pregnancy.

That is exactly where Jesus’s mother, Mary, found herself. God revealed to her that she was carrying the Son of God in her womb. God revealed to her that she was miraculously impregnated and was blessed to be entrusted with such a responsibility and gift. 

One small point, God revealed this to Mary. God sent an angel to Mary’s fiancé, Joseph, to assure him. However, God did not send a messenger to Mary’s parents or her big brother. God did not send a message to Mary’s friends or the older women that gathered by the well.

How many stares did she get as word spread of her pregnancy and her story? How many whispers did she hear as she walked past the neighbors in the market place? Did one of her brothers have to bloody another young man’s nose to defend her honor?

Despite the circumstances Mary faced while carrying Jesus, we can see that she responded to the Lord with tremendous faith and trust.

“For this time on all generations will count me blessed. For the Mighty One has done great things for me; And holy is His name. And His mercy is upon generation after generation toward those who fear Him. He has done mighty deeds with His arm…” (Luke 1:48-50, NASB)

What a heart for God! Mary truly understood that all things would work out for good to those who love God. She lived out hope in her life. She knew deeply that her Son would bring a new way and would be the living embodiment of hope for her, Israel and all humanity.

Mary’s astonishing display of hope should increase our hope. She is a model for us today.

A time of prayer

Today, ask the Lord to make you a beacon of hope in your work place and home. 



 

Day 5

For thousands of years, the people of Israel waited for the Messiah that God had promised. They were expecting a mighty king that would have the heart of David, the wisdom of Solomon, the passion of King Josiah, and the faith of King Hezekiah. This Messiah would bring safety and freedom to Israel. The people would learn from the Messiah to worship in a pure form. And they expected to have this presence of Messiah for generations. That is what Jews in Jesus day was looking for. It is still what many Jews are searching for today.

“Simeon took the baby Jesus in his arms and praised God saying: ‘Sovereign Lord, as you have promised you now dismiss your servant in peace. For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of all people, a light of revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.” (Luke 2:28-32, NIV)

The Bible says that a righteous man named Simeon was in Jerusalem waiting for God’s promised Messiah. After Jesus was born, it was the Jewish custom to present new born babies



A time of prayer





Day 6










	


	


	




A time of prayer





Week 1, Sunday discussion (optional)

Group Discussion







Close in prayer
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