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			“If you are looking for a resource that will guide you into and through the Christmas season, you will find The Surprising Savior just the thing. Whether you read it on your own or with friends or family, you will find it a helpful and stirring guide to the wonder of God becoming man so that he could save his people.”

			Tim Challies, Author of From the Rising of the Sun; blogger, challies.com

			“If you are looking for a companion for the Christmas season, a slow journey through Luke’s gospel is a wonderful way to go. And if you want a voice commenting on that story, Dave Furman’s devotional is a great way to go. Read and marvel at what God has done for us.”

			Darrell L. Bock, Senior Research Professor of New Testament, Dallas Theological Seminary; Executive Director for Cultural Engagement, the Hendricks Center; author of two-volume Luke commentary, Baker Exegetical Commentary series

			“In The Surprising Savior, Dave Furman offers an accessible, warm, and biblically rich companion for the Advent season. Dave’s pastoral heart for his reader shines through on every page, and his delight in the Christmas story and the upside-down gospel of Jesus is contagious. If you are looking for an Advent devotional for yourself, your church group, or your family, I recommend this one!”

			Caroline Cobb, Singer-songwriter; author of Advent for Exiles

			“Who doesn’t love a surprise? This wonderfully-written Christmas devotional tells you about the greatest surprise ever—the birth of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. I greatly enjoyed and spiritually benefited from this marvelous collection of Advent devotions, and know you will too!”

			Andreas J. Köstenberger, Author of The First Days of Jesus; cofounder, Biblical Foundations; theologian-in-residence, Fellowship Raleigh; host, Oak Tree Cottage

			“Whether you find yourself anticipating a Christmas season of warmth and good cheer or bone-cold weariness, Dave’s devotional reflections will gently reset your focus on the powerful reality that God has come near. Interwoven with his unexpected stories from the Middle East, he makes this familiar story come to life in new, refreshing, and God-honoring ways.”

			John Dyer, VP and Professor, Dallas Theological Seminary

			“Dave Furman has a gift for helping readers see familiar texts with fresh eyes. The Surprising Savior reminds us that the incarnation wasn’t just unexpected—it was God’s decisive answer to our deepest waiting. Warm, accessible, and pastorally rich, it’s a perfect Advent companion for families and individuals alike.”

			Darren Carlson, International Director, TLI; Lead Pastor, Redeemer Church Bozeman; author of Witness: Missional Devotions from the Book of Acts 

			“So good! Bringing a fresh look to familiar texts, Dave helps fix our eyes on the long-awaited Savior. His heart and gifting as a pastor shine through in vivid illustrations and thoughtful application that stir the heart to worship. You’ll be refreshed and strengthened as you spend Advent with these devotions.”

			Marwan Aboul-Zelof, Lead Pastor, City Bible Church, Beirut, Lebanon
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			To Mom and Dad:

			Thank you for always making 
Christmas magical for us.

			Those were my 
favorite times together.

		

	
		
		

		
			Contents

			Introduction

			December 1: A Long Wait

			December 2: A Shocking Visitor

			December 3: Preparing the Way

			December 4: Believing God’s Surprises

			December 5: A Redemptive Reversal

			December 6: Grace in the Unlikeliest Place

			December 7: Surprised by God’s Favor

			December 8: The Baby Who Reigns Forever

			December 9: The Surprising Arrival of the Last Adam

			December 10: Mission: Impossible

			December 11: Two Fathers Could Not Name Their Sons

			December 12: The Humble Savior Enters a Womb

			December 13: An Unlikely Worship Gathering

			December 14: The First Christmas Song

			December 15: A Surprise Party 

			December 16: The Mute Man Sings

			December 17: The Surprising Sovereignty of God in a Census

			December 18: Joseph Stays by Mary’s Side

			December 19: No Room for a King

			December 20: A Silent Night Gloriously Interrupted

			December 21: Good News for the Whole World

			December 22: Waiting with Hope

			December 23: A Widow Turned Evangelist

			December 24: Jesus Was Born to Die

			December 25: The Return of the King

			Acknowledgments

			Endnotes

		

	
		
			Introduction

			I love Christmas. Our family puts up our Christmas tree in early October—yes, you read that right! Last year, it was October 7. Now, it’s true that I live in the Middle East, where we don’t experience seasons, but yes, we completely ignore the rule that one should wait until after Thanksgiving to put up the Christmas tree. Why have only one month of the tree when you can have three? And I should probably also confess that we put up four trees.

			The calendar strikes October, and we put on a Christmas movie while everyone gets to work decorating. We all love putting up the Christmas trees. However, even good things must come to an end. My wife Gloria’s birthday is on January 7, and the decorations come down that day or earlier. We’d be crazy if we left them up any longer, right?

			We even have a tradition on December 23, Christmas Eve Eve (that’s an actual holiday!), when our kids (who are no longer little) sleep underneath or next to the Christmas tree. The lights, the decorations—is there anything better? We are mesmerized by their beauty. 

			Did I tell you that the Furmans love Christmas?

			In addition to my enthusiasm over the décor, I also love Christmas surprises. We often joke that my love language is surprising others. There’s joy in giving unexpected gifts to loved ones and being equally delighted by their gifts. Christmas parties and gatherings also lead to unexpected conversations and memorable moments together.

			Here in Arabia, we are also surprised by who attends our Christmas Eve church services. Our congregation meets in a hotel, and we frequently have people who have never participated in a church service join us for Christmas. Guests often hear the singing and pop into our gatherings. I’m frequently surprised by who God brings our way.

			Christmas and surprises have become synonymous for me. Ultimately, we know that Christmas is not about trees, presents, or gathering as a church (though it’s a good thing to do).

			We need to remember that Christmas is about a person: the God-man, Jesus Christ. Christmas is a celebration of God coming to us and becoming one of us. We will celebrate this as we journey through this season of Advent, the season of preparation and anticipation leading up to Christmas. 

			God’s arrival among us is one of history’s greatest surprises. While every other religion speaks of our efforts to attain perfection or perform enough good deeds to elevate ourselves to God, Christianity reveals what we all know deep down: Because we are sinners, we can never achieve perfection. Instead, God must come down to us.

			Most of these devotions focus on the early chapters of the Gospel of Luke, which are full of unexpected moments and characters. Even though you may have heard many of these stories before, my aim is to examine them anew, step back, and appreciate the mind-blowing nature of every little detail during the first Christmas. After you read through each Scripture and devotional entry, there are questions to ponder on your own or to discuss with your family and friends. I hope these surprises encourage you this Christmas season.

		

	
		
			December 1

			A Long Wait

			In the days of Herod, king of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, of the division of Abijah. And he had a wife from the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth. And they were both righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the commandments and statutes of the Lord. But they had no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were advanced in years. —Luke 1:5–7

			Have you ever had to wait for something so long that you wondered if it would ever arrive? Perhaps you struggle with sickness or chronic pain, and you’ve prayed and waited for healing, but it hasn’t come yet. You may be waiting for a spouse, for a new job, or to finally finish school. Or you could be a child, and waiting a day for anything feels like an eternity. Maybe you’re eagerly counting down to Christmas because you can’t wait to get that present you’ve been looking forward to. My youngest son, Troy, feverishly waits for science gadgets he has ordered, constantly asking me to check the tracking number to see if they’re out for delivery. Everyone is waiting for something. 

			By the time we arrive at the beginning of Luke’s Gospel, God’s people have been waiting for a long time to hear from God. It had been about four hundred years since God had last spoken to them through the prophet Malachi. They had received all the Old Testament promises, and there was great anticipation that a Messiah would come. But then . . . silence. Year after year, nothing but quiet from the heavenly realm. 

			Luke’s account of Jesus’s birth starts in this dark period. Not only was there silence from God, but Luke tells us he’s writing “in the days of Herod” (1:5). This is Herod the Great, whom Rome appointed to rule over Judea from 37–34 BC. Luke could have started this Gospel by saying, “Once upon a time, in a land far away, there ruled a wicked king.”1 Herod was a ruthless ruler who would kill anyone who threatened his reign. Matthew records in his Gospel that Herod ordered the murder of all the young children in Bethlehem to quench the rumor that a king had been born (Matthew 2:16). Herod craved power and wanted to be the Davidic king himself.2 God seemed silent, a powerful tyrant wanted God’s glory, and the darkness felt particularly tangible to one devout couple.

			Zechariah, the priest, was married to Elizabeth. Luke gives a remarkable commendation of the couple, noting that they both love and serve God all the days of their lives (1:6). They were righteous before God, walking in his ways and following his law. Luke also mentions tragic news for this godly couple: “But they had no child” (v. 7). Luke’s early readers would stop immediately and realize this was a significant loss. In the ancient Near East and throughout the Scriptures, the absence of children in a marriage was seen as a reproach or judgment from God. However, the description of Zechariah and Elizabeth as righteous before God shows that their inability to have children was not a result of their sin. Zechariah was a priest, and Elizabeth was in the lineage of Aaron (also of a priestly background). They live a life of devotion and service to God. Being righteous didn’t mean they were perfect, but as far as we can tell, they did what they were supposed to do. And yet we see darkness in this family—not only is Elizabeth barren, but the text tells us they were old. Luke conveys that they don’t have kids and have stopped expecting to ever have them.

			Zechariah and Elizabeth’s personal story mirrors Israel’s story as a nation. Both were waiting. Israel had waited for four hundred years for any signal from God. There didn’t seem to be any hope, and it looked like God had left them. Zechariah and Elizabeth were now old, waiting for what probably felt like four hundred years for a child, but there was only silence. Both the nation of Israel and Zechariah and Elizabeth are in a seemingly tragic situation.

			As we think about hardship and waiting, it’s important to note that suffering is not always—nor often—a result of one’s own sin. We live in a fallen world, and in a fallen world there will be pain this side of glory. However, our suffering is not without purpose. In Zechariah and Elizabeth’s case, God was working behind the scenes, and they would have to wait to see what he was up to. As we look into their story, it’s helpful to remember that God is also up to something good in our lives, even during the silent, difficult moments.

			Interestingly, Zechariah’s name means “Yahweh has remembered again.” It’s not that God ever forgot about him, but he’s about to do something in Zechariah’s life. God was also preparing to break the silence for his people, Israel. The waiting would end, but they couldn’t see it yet. God is always at work in our suffering and waiting. If you are hurting this Christmas, don’t give up hope. We don’t always see what God is up to, but he’s always up to something, and that gives us the confidence to wait for him.

			Questions to Ponder:

			•  What are you currently waiting for? How do you typically respond to seasons of waiting?

			•  How does God’s silence in Zechariah and Elizabeth’s life mirror your experiences when God seems silent? What have you learned during those times?

			•  Zechariah’s name means “Yahweh has remembered again.” What would it look like for you to live today as if God has not forgotten you?
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