Cross to Cradle:!
!

Following Christ through the Gospel of Luke!
A 25 Day Christmas Devotional!

!

by Mark Robinson

!

Intro!

!

This devotional guide is designed to help people focus on Christ this Christmas season.
By walking backward through the Gospel of Luke throughout the month of December,
we get to spend a month with the Savior. I hope and pray that these devotionals help
focus your thoughts this Advent season.!

!
In Christ,!
!
Mark

December 1!

!

The Most Important Birth!
Luke 24!

!

Every day in every hospital in every city all across the United States babies are being
born. Which births are news worthy? Of course, at some level every birth is a big deal .
. . after all each child is created in God’s image and has inherent value and dignity.
However, if you were a news reporter working for the USA Today, and you were required
to do a feature story each day on the most significant birth, how would you decide which
one to report on?!

!

!

• Perhaps you would write about the child born to the famous parents . . . in our
celebrity worship culture, famous people are interesting, so maybe you would write
on the celebrity birth.!
• Perhaps you would write about the birth against all odds . . . the child born
prematurely or the child born to the mother with the most difficult health struggle or
personal issue.!
• Perhaps you would write about the child born at a special time . . . the baby born at
12:12 AM on 12/12/12 this year for instance.!

Whatever, the criteria you would use to determine the most noteworthy birth every day,
your selection would simply be a guess as to the relevance of the birth. You just would
not have enough info to make a solid and educated decision. The BEST way to
determine the most signifiant birth on any given day would be to wait to form your list
until after the people’s lives are over. I would have a much easier task of determining
who the most significant birth was on December 2, 1912 than I would determining who
the most significant birth was on December 2, 2012. History would prove to be a great
evaluator of the news worthiness of a birth.!

!

When Jesus was born in Bethlehem, most people did not even notice. Save some stargazing magi or some star-struck shepherds, Bethlehem was a sleepy town on the night
of Jesus birth.!

!
Sure, Jesus was born:!
!
•
•
•
•
•

!

with famous lineage (can anyone top Jesus Daddy?),!
was born under remarkable circumstances (virgin birth),!
to a mother facing great hardship (“Who was the father again?”),!
and at a very special time (the fullness of time according to Galatians 6),!
but again most people did not recognize the significance of His birth. In order to
fully appreciate His birth, you must take His entire life into view, including His
resurrection.!

Luke 24:1-12 describes Jesus’ resurrection this way:!

!

!

“But on the first day of the week, at early dawn, they went to the tomb, taking the
spices they had prepared. And they found the stone rolled away from the tomb,
but when they went in they did not find the body of the Lord Jesus. While they
were perplexed about this, behold, two men stood by them in dazzling apparel.
And as they were frightened and bowed their faces to the ground, the men said
to them, “Why do you seek the living among the dead? He is not here, but has
risen. Remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee, that the Son of
Man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men and be crucified and on the
third day rise.” And they remembered his words, and returning from the tomb
they told all these things to the eleven and to all the rest. Now it was Mary
Magdalene and Joanna and Mary the mother of James and the other women
with them who told these things to the apostles, but these words seemed to
them an idle tale, and they did not believe them. But Peter rose and ran to the
tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the linen cloths by themselves; and he
went home marveling at what had happened.”!

Jesus’ resurrection makes His birth more important doesn’t it? Ultimately it is not just
the first birth of Jesus that makes all the difference for us . . . it is the second birth He
offers us in Him. Conquering the grave and raising from the dead, Jesus provided a
way for each of us to have a new spiritual birth and a new life . . . a life not marked with
the shame and despair of our sin, but an eternal life, marked by hope and forgiveness.!

!

This Christmas, we celebrate the most important birth in history . . . on December 25 or
any other day. We know this, not just because of the shepherds and the wise men . . .
we know this because at the end of His earthly life He conquered the grave and offers
us new life in Him.!

!
!
!
!
!
!

December 2!

!

Meaningful Retirement!

!

Luke 23!

I would like to take this moment to announce my retirement from the National Basketball
Association (NBA). I am now 39 years old and no longer feel I have what it takes to
compete on an every night basis against the world’s best basketball players. I know
Brett Favre played pro football into his 40′s and Charlie Hough was throwing
knuckleballs in the bigs in his 50′s, but at 39, I just don’t think I have the lateral
quickness to cover Russ Westbrook and his crossover. So, effective immediately, I
would like to announce my retirement from professional sports.!

!

The above statement (of course) is absolutely ridiculous. You cannot retire from
something you never participated in. The very notion of it is downright silly. You have to
start something to stop it. Retiring from something you have never done is a
meaningless task.!

!

I was thinking about this today because I was thinking about the truth of Luke 23. In
Luke 23, the trial and crucifixion of Jesus is detailed in vivid terms. In this chapter, the
Son of God willingly goes to the cross and offers His life as a sacrifice for our sins. The
substitutionary nature of His death is clearly seen in this chapter in at least two ways:!

!

!

1. The criminal Barrabas is set free, while the righteous Jesus dies in His place . . .
a picture of the substitution Jesus offers each of us — He takes on our death and
He gives us His life. – Luke 23:18-25!
2. Simon of Cyrene carries Jesus cross up the hill of Golgotha. This is both
practical (after the beating Jesus had taken, He had very little energy left for this
task) and theological (the cross was a symbol of sin . . . Simon carries the cross
symbolizing that the sin was humanity’s not Jesus’.) – Luke 23:26!

As we prepare to celebrate the birth of Jesus this year, reflecting on His death is
important because it reminds us that the death of Jesus (which pays the penalty our
sins deserved) would not have been possible without His birth. He had to start life
before He could end it. He could not retire from something He had never started, so
Jesus humbled Himself to be born (in part) so He could one day die.!

!

This Christmas, let all the faithful come and worship the new born King who offered up
to us the gift of atonement on the cross.!

!
!
!
!
!

December 3!

!

Christmas and Communion!

!

Luke 22!

At Thanksgiving, many Oklahoma families are divided based on whether they wear
Crimson and Cream or Orange and Black. This division is just part of growing up an
Okie. You are either good or evil . . . a Sooner or a (well you get the idea). At
Christmas time, families also divide, only in December they don’t divide on school
colors, they divide on WHEN they celebrate the Christmas holiday. Some families are
Christmas morning families. Others are Christmas Eve families. I grew up inside a
Christmas Eve family. Not that we didn’t have great Christmas days (we certainly did),
but as far as the main gift exchange, it occurred on Christmas Eve night after attending
the Christmas Eve service together as a family.!

!

We could start opening presents together as a family as soon as we got home from
church and I could hardly wait. I enjoyed the Christmas Eve service and loved the
chance to sing Christmas carols standing with my family and see the last candle lit on
the Advent wreath. These were great services, but knowing that once the service was
over, we could go home and open presents, I was always looking for our family’s exit
strategy. Sit in the wrong seat, and end up making chit chat in the lobby for 20 minutes
after the service. Those 20 minutes could feel like an eternity to 7 year old Mark, so I
had come up with a sure fire way to get us out of church chop chop. Here is what I did:!

!

At the church we attended growing up, we would always end Christmas Eve service by
celebrating communion together. In our church tradition at the time, we would come
forward to receive the bread and the cup and as soon as you had taken these elements,
you were free to stop and pray at the altar or leave the service and go home. This set
up was the crack in the system I could exploit to get us home and under the tree. I
always wanted our family to sit at the front . . . not to take in the Pastor’s sermon, but so
that we would be first in line for communion and also first out the door and headed
home. As a kid, Christmas and Communion had very little to do with each other. Sadly,
I saw this sacrament only as an exit strategy for my family instead of as an on ramp to
worship.!

!

In case you are wondering, my parents did a wonderful job of raising me in a Christian
home and we attended a great church, it is just that for a little guy, I did not really “get it”
yet. !

!

As I look back on this experience as an adult, I see the incredible connection between
the manger and the manna.!

!

In Luke 22:14-20 Jesus first instituted the Lord’s Supper with His disciples. 2,000 years
later, we still celebrate this meal as a church:!

!

“And when the hour came, He reclined at table, and the apostles with Him. And
He said to them, “I have earnestly desired to eat this Passover with you before I
suffer. For I tell you I will not eat it until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God.” And
He took a cup, and when He had given thanks He said, “Take this, and divide it
among yourselves. For I tell you that from now on I will not drink of the fruit of
the vine until the kingdom of God comes.” And He took bread, and when He had
given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them, saying, “This is my body, which is
given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” And likewise the cup after they
had eaten, saying, “This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my
blood.”!

!

The bread and the wine were physical visible reminders of the way in which mankind
relates to God our Father. It is only through the death of Christ that our sins can be
forgiven, and it is only through His resurrection that we have eternal life. The physical
elements of bread and cup reveal and remind of the spiritual realities of our new
covenant in Christ.!

!
In a similar way, the physical birth of Jesus accomplished much to remind us:!
!
!

•
•
•
•

of God’s understanding of life on this planet,!
His presence with us in this life,!
His commitment to helping us understand who He is, and!
His work to reconcile us to Himself.!

The physical Body of Christ being born in Bethlehem was a physical reminder of these
spiritual blessings.!

!

So, this Christmas season as you celebrate communion, I want you to think about it in a
deeper context. I want you to see it, not as an exit strategy to your worship service so
you can hurry off to a family meal or gift exchange. I want you to see it as a reminder
that God uses the physical to teach us spiritual truth. This is true in the bread and the
cup, and it is true in the manger birth.!

!
!
!
!
!

December 4!

!

The Flag!

!

Luke 21!

When I was a child, every year for Christmas my Grandpa would give me $100 cash. A
cool crisp picture of Benjamin Franklin would be tucked inside a card with a note of love
from Grandma and Grandpa Davis. As a kid this gift was really amazing. $100 seemed
like $1,000,000 to me in those days. It was a great gift that they shared with the
grandkids at Christmas time each year.!

!

This gift continued into my college years even after Grandpa had passed away, as my
Grandma continued the tradition up until the time she went to be with the Lord in 2008.
On the Christmas after Grandma’s death, I had a special present under the tree.
Instead of receiving the crisp $100 bill, I had a package to open. When I opened the
package, tears welled up as I saw an American flag neatly folded . . . the same
American flag given to my Grandma at my Grandpa’s funeral. My Grandfather, Don
Davis, proudly served our country in the Army during World War II. The flag is a
powerful reminder of a truly great man. At this point in my life, the flag is more valuable
to me than all of the $100 bills they gave me over the years. I do not remember any
single thing I bought with those $100 bills, but the flag still proudly sits prominently
displayed in our Family Room.!

!
I was thinking about this today as I read Luke 21:1-4 about the nature of giving gifts:!
!
!

“Jesus looked up and saw the rich putting their gifts into the offering box, and he
saw a poor widow put in two small copper coins. And he said, “Truly, I tell you,
this poor widow has put in more than all of them. For they all contributed out of
their abundance, but she out of her poverty put in all she had to live on.”!

Jesus’ words here remind us that when it comes to giving, there is more at play than
which dead president’s picture is on the bill placed in the plate. The circumstance out of
which something is given matters. The heart attitude of the giver matters. The size of
the gift is measured contextually, not just in dollars and cents. God delights when we
give to Him sacrificially and joyfully regardless of how many 0′s are after the comma.!

!

Christmas is a time of giving gifts. Reflecting the ultimate Gift of Jesus Christ,
Christians celebrate Christmas each year by giving gifts to loved ones. Some have
even taken this principle so far as to indicate that we ought to “give a gift to Jesus” this
Christmas. This is a difficult task. What do you get the Person who has everything?
But the principle is sound. We want to give things to those we love, and we are tuned in
to want to give gifts at Christmas time. We could place a $100 bill in the offering on
Sunday . . . or we could take our giving to the next level. Taking into account our
current situation, our current opportunity, etc. we can think about what else we might
wrap up and place under the “tree.” Maybe it is a commitment to sacrifice some time to

serve those in need in your community next year in Jesus name. Maybe it is sharing
the Gospel with someone you know does not know Christ. Maybe it is spending time
providing assistance to a widow or functional orphan in your neighborhood. Maybe it is
giving more financially than you have normally done in the past. Whatever the gift, we
should all consider how we can give something sacrificially to Jesus this year.!

!

My Grandpa’s flag is a reminder of His sacrifice, character, and life. A sacrificial
commitment of our time, talent, and treasure to the cause of Christ is a similarly wellreceived gift by our Heavenly Father.!

!
!
!
!

December 5!

!

Truly Cleaned!

!

Luke 20!

Growing up, I had a good friend named Danny. He and I got together regularly and
spent our days playing Tennis, football, Star Wars, or any number of other activities. I
have a number of great memories hanging out with Dan at his house or mine. Of all the
great memories I had at his house, though, I also had some significant moments that
were memorable, but not so great. For instance, the time I fell down his stairs while
sleep walking, or the time I got sick to my stomach at Birch Lake with his family after
drinking too many Nehi Grape sodas (can’t bring myself to drink a grape soda since that
day . . . been 30+ years). I was thinking today about another one of the difficult but
memorable moments I had at Dan’s house: the day I learned I needed to wear
deodorant.!

!

I was probably 11 or 12 years old, and had spent the day playing tennis at the courts
near Danny’s house. After our match, we headed back to his house and were watching
some TV. I still remember the stench that filled my nostrils. I was wearing a sleeveless
shirt that day, freeing up the smell to waft upward. I first looked for their dog to see if
Casey was the culprit, but no dog was around. I was the dog . . . and I smelled terrible.
When I got home that day I remember using my dad’s deodorant to try to cover the
smell. It helped, but ultimately a shower and better hygiene for this newly hormonal boy
were what was needed.!

!

I was thinking about this today as I read Luke 20:45-47. In these verses, Jesus got a
good “wiff” of the religious leaders of His day, and He did not like what He “smelled.”
These religious leader’s internal character smelled like a dog . . . even if they had tried
to cover the scent with copious amounts of Old Spice. Listen to how Jesus describes
them in these verses:!

!
!

“And in the hearing of all the people He said to His disciples, “Beware of the
scribes, who like to walk around in long robes, and love greetings in the
marketplaces and the best seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at
feasts, who devour widows’ houses and for a pretense make long prayers. They
will receive the greater condemnation.”!

Though the Scribes spoke in fancy/lengthy prayers, had impressive titles, and wore
religious regalia, their hearts were sick and stinky . . . and one day God would hold them
accountable for their actions. God was not impressed that the religious leaders’ focus of
their lives was on themselves: their fancy attire, their preferential treatment in public
settings, their material benefit by exploiting the poor among them. The perfume of
religious language could not cover the stench of their character to the senses of the
Savior.!

!

The truth of the matter is, Jesus sees through our charades as well. We may be able to
fool some around us by spouting theological answers or voicing lengthy prayers, but we
will never fool God with this line of thinking. Jesus knows exactly who we are. He came
not just to give us a different smelling perfume, but to clean us from all the stink of our
unrighteousness. He does not want us to smell clean, He wants us to be clean. That is
why He was born . . . that is why He lived a righteous life . . . that is why He died on the
cross for our sins . . . to actually clean us in His righteousness from the inside out.!

!

The application to this story is two fold . . . one for the Christian, and one for the person
who is still investigating the claims of Christ:!

!

For the Christian: Do not settle for a perfumed Christian experience. Do not merely
give lip service to the change that Christ has brought about. By faith, live into it! You
are clean in Christ, live consistently (in the power of the Spirit) with that clean identity.
For someone who has been a Christian for a long time, it is easy to sound like a
Christian, but it is more difficult to actually walk by faith the life we profess. In the power
of the Spirit, as cleaned people, we can not just talk about the Christian life, we can live
it. Don’t just talk about how care for the poor is important, care for the poor. Don’t just
talk about forgiveness, forgive others who sin against you. Don’t just talk about how
God has a plan for sex and marriage, live according to that plan.!

!

For the Seeker: Do not be turned off by hypocrites you see in the church. Sometimes
we see a fake and we feel the need to exact judgment on the fake by pointing out their
flaws. We can rest easy that God is not fooled by the perfume. He is big enough to
take care of all the judging so we don’t have to. Instead of looking to others failures,
look instead to the Savior Himself. He is the One we are called to follow and He is the
One who is authentic to the core. Giving our lives to Him never opens us up to His
hypocrisy because in Him, none exists.!

!

At Christmas time, we celebrate the humble birth of the Savior. He was born in a smelly
stall so that He might bring real cleansing to us all. Praise God He came to cleanse
deodorized hypocrites like me.!

!
!

December 6!

!

Like a Child!

!

Luke 19!

When I get home from work every night, my 5 year old son Joshua acknowledges my
return. When I say “acknowledges,” I mean ACKNOWLEDGES in the same way Dino
Flintstone welcomes home Fred after he returns from Mr. Slate’s quarry. Josh’s
enthusiasm always brings a smile to my face. It also reminds me of how different
children are than adults.!

!

Children are not as concerned about appearances as adults are. If they are happy, they
let you know. If they are sad, they let you know. If they are bored, they let you know.
Most children have not yet learned the very “adult” art of hiding our emotions. Josh’s
unfettered greeting of me every evening is just another reminder of that.!

!

As we progress backwards through the book of Luke during our Advent devotionals, we
have come to Luke 19:1-10 – Jesus interaction with Zacchaeus. Read this section of
Scripture below:!

!

!

“He entered Jericho and was passing through. And behold, there was a man
named Zacchaeus. He was a chief tax collector and was rich. And he was
seeking to see who Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could not,
because he was small in stature. So he ran on ahead and climbed up into a
sycamore tree to see him, for he was about to pass that way. And when Jesus
came to the place, he looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come
down, for I must stay at your house today.” So he hurried and came down and
received him joyfully. And when they saw it, they all grumbled, “He has gone in
to be the guest of a man who is a sinner.” And Zacchaeus stood and said to the
Lord, “Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor. And if I have
defrauded anyone of anything, I restore it fourfold.” And Jesus said to him,
“Today salvation has come to this house, since he also is a son of Abraham. For
the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.”!

Zacchaeus is a great example to all of us of what it looks like to have a child-like faith
when it comes to following Christ. First of all, Zacchaeus (like a child) had a very acute
sense of his spiritual need. Being a tax collector, Zacchaeus was a social outcast and
publicly labeled “sinner” by the religious people around him. Zacchaeus probably
wanted to see Christ partly because of Christ’s reputation of being a “friend of sinners
and tax collectors” (Luke 7:34). In addition to his sense of spiritual need, however,
Zacchaeus pursued Christ in a radical, rather undignified way for a grown man. Like a
child, Zacchaeus climbed a tree to catch a glimpse of the Savior. Jesus rewards
Zaccaeus’s child-like faith by not only granting Zacchaeus a glimpse, but offering Him
an eternal relationship with the God of the universe. What grace!!

!

This Christmas, may we all worship Jesus with child-like enthusiasm. Often, we temper
our enthusiasm for the Savior out of a fear of what others might think of us. We don’t
talk about our faith with our friends or family because we don’t want them to think that
we are “weird.” We don’t raise our hands in worship because we don’t want to look too
bizarre. We don’t initiate prayer publicly when faced with a need because we are not
100% sure if the friend we are with understands the power of prayer. We are often
tempered in our public expression of faith. However, as Zacchaeus shows us, Jesus is
honored when grown men and women run ahead to see Him with the enthusiasm of a
child.!

!
!

December 7!

!

Letters to Santa!

!

Luke 18!

Every year thousands of people write letters to Santa Claus at Christmas time in the
United States alone. Some estimate that the USPS gets about 12,000 letters EACH
DAY during peak season. That’s a lot of mail to a person who (SPOILER ALERT) does
not exist!!

!

Of all the thousands of letters sent to the North Pole each year, exactly zero of them
have come from me. I don’t think I sat still long enough during my elementary years to
write a letter to the Claus clan and as I have grown older (and hopefully gotten wiser), I
now only tend to correspond with real peeps.!

!

I was thinking about the “letters to Santa” phenomena today, because I suppose there
are some out there who would equate a “letter to Santa” with prayer to God. Some
might argue that prayer is a composed list of wants sent from our heart to someone who
does not exist. For those that view prayer this way, they probably have stopped praying
altogether. Why waste time on such a foolish pursuit?!

!

Most people are not born with a cynical disposition against prayer. Most are born with a
sense of the existence of the divine. Further, most want to relate to the god they believe
exists. This is why the vast majority of the residents of planet earth practice some form
of theistic religion, and prayer is a part of almost every religious expression. Over time,
however, many come to stop praying because too many times they have prayed and
seen their prayers go unanswered. This is true in our day, and it was true in Jesus day.
This is why Jesus tells a certain parable in Luke 18:1-8 . . . to encourage people to keep
praying:!

!

!

“And he told them a parable to the effect that they ought always to pray and not
lose heart. He said, “In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God
nor respected man. And there was a widow in that city who kept coming to him
and saying, ‘Give me justice against my adversary.’ For a while he refused, but
afterward he said to himself, ‘Though I neither fear God nor respect man, yet
because this widow keeps bothering me, I will give her justice, so that she will
not beat me down by her continual coming.’” And the Lord said, “Hear what the
unrighteous judge says. And will not God give justice to his elect, who cry to him
day and night? Will he delay long over them? I tell you, he will give justice to
them speedily. Nevertheless, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on
earth?”!

Jesus wants us to know that prayer through Him to our Heavenly Father is heard. The
message of the parable is simple. If an unrighteous judge is responsive to persistent
requests from people he does not know, how much more does our Heavenly Father

respond to the requests of His children whom He loves! Jesus wants us to know that
our prayers sent North through Him are always read and responded to. In fact, God’s
responses are swift . . . even if it takes time for us to see His plans unfold.!

!

So, this Christmas, as you do NOT write a letter to Santa, take the time you saved to hit
your knees in prayer . . . but not just any prayer. Prayer to a generic god is like
addressing a letter to Santa – North Pole. More specific info is needed if our mail is to
be delivered. We need to pray to the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob . . . the Father
of Jesus. We need to pray to this God through the connection established for us in
Jesus Christ. His death paid the penalty for our sins, so our prayers have sufficient
postage to make it to His throne room. Pray persistently for the big issues of your life
(and the small ones.) He hears our prayers and will respond swiftly.!

!
!

December 8!

!

The Tag!

!

Luke 17!

Growing up, I loved getting and giving presents at Christmas time. It was so fun to
experience those moments of anticipation as you tore through the wrapping paper to
reveal the surprise underneath, or watched a loved one do the same to the package you
prepared. I loved the paper, the ribbon, and the bow. I loved the fact that the inside box
often also had some tape on it to conceal its contents. It was all magical.!

!

The one thing I never appreciated as a child, though, was the gift tag. You know, that
little piece of paper that was labeled “To: Grandma From: Mark.” The tag was small
and often got overlooked in the hurry to plow through the packaging. Because of my
rush to open the presents, sometimes I would even get a package opened, then ask,
“Now who was this gift from?” By discarding the tag, I missed out on the chance to fully
appreciate every gift . . . as each gift is ultimately an extension of love from the gift giver.!

!

I was thinking about this Christmas phenomena today as I read Luke 17:11-19
concerning a few lepers Jesus gave a gift to during the 33 years of His first Advent:!

!

!

“On the way to Jerusalem He was passing along between Samaria and Galilee.
And as He entered a village, He was met by ten lepers, who stood at a distance
and lifted up their voices, saying, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.” When He
saw them He said to them, “Go and show yourselves to the priests.” And as they
went they were cleansed. Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed,
turned back, praising God with a loud voice; and he fell on his face at Jesus’
feet, giving Him thanks. Now he was a Samaritan. Then Jesus answered, “Were
not ten cleansed? Where are the nine? Was no one found to return and give
praise to God except this foreigner?” And He said to him, “Rise and go your way;
your faith has made you well.”!

Of the ten lepers Jesus gave the gift of healing to, only one turned back to say thanks.
In a sense, the other nine tore into the present without taking the time to read the tag.
In the process they missed out on the chance to get something even more valuable
than physical healing . . . spiritual blessing.!

!

So, this Christmas as you receive many gifts under your Christmas tree, take the time to
read the tags and express a hearty “Thank you” to your friend or family member who
gave you the gift. At the same time, this Christmas season take a moment to think
about the many gifts given to us in our lives by God Himself. The gifts of life, health,
provision, relationships, skills, opportunities, etc. all are tagged “To: You From: God.”
Taking the time to read this tag and return thanks is a blessing in and of itself as we see
it as an expression of love from the Gift Giver Himself.!

!

December 9!

!

Big Gift!

!

Luke 16!

I am so blessed to have great parents. From the time I was born, my parents have
been there for me. They provided a great environment for me to grow up in. I always
knew they loved me and they cared. They were always at my sports games, programs,
etc. I had every type of material thing I ever needed (clothes, transportation, food,
entertainment, etc.) They believed in me and taught me to believe in God. I was (and
am) extremely blessed. You don’t get to pick your parents . . . it is a Sovereign gift of
God . . . and it is a gift of God I am very grateful for.!

!

At Christmas time, my parents always gave me great gifts. I remember specifically the
Star Wars “AT/AT Walker” I got one year on Christmas Eve. Another year I got a Huffy
basketball goal for the driveway on Christmas morning. These cherished gifts were fun
to open and provided hours of enjoyment.!

!

At 39 years old, as I think back over the many blessings I have received from my
parents, the Christmas gifts (as awesome as they were) pale in comparison to the more
foundational gifts my parents gave me every day of my life.!

!

I was thinking about this today as I read Luke 16:19-31 and the parable of the rich man
and Lazarus:!

!

“There was a rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted
sumptuously every day. And at his gate was laid a poor man named Lazarus,
covered with sores, who desired to be fed with what fell from the rich man’s
table. Moreover, even the dogs came and licked his sores. The poor man died
and was carried by the angels to Abraham’s side. The rich man also died and
was buried, and in Hades, being in torment, he lifted up his eyes and saw
Abraham far off and Lazarus at his side. And he called out, ‘Father Abraham,
have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the end of his finger in water and
cool my tongue, for I am in anguish in this flame.’ But Abraham said, ‘Child,
remember that you in your lifetime received your good things, and Lazarus in
like manner bad things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in anguish.
And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, in order
that those who would pass from here to you may not be able, and none may
cross from there to us.’ And he said, ‘Then I beg you, father, to send him to my
father’s house—for I have five brothers—so that he may warn them, lest they
also come into this place of torment.’ But Abraham said, ‘They have Moses and
the Prophets; let them hear them.’ And he said, ‘No, father Abraham, but if
someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’ He said to him, ‘If they
do not hear Moses and the Prophets, neither will they be convinced if someone
should rise from the dead.’”!

!

At the macro level, this parable is teaching of the realities of heaven and hell . . . of the
reality that people die once, then comes the judgment (or their salvation). The parable
teaches that the key testimony that must be responded to determining where someone
spends their eternity is the testimony of “Moses and the prophets.” These Old
Testament Scriptures ultimately pointed to the person of Jesus Christ who was fulfilling
the Law even as He taught this parable to His followers. In other words, our faith (or
lack of faith) in Jesus Christ will determine our eternal destiny. The gift of salvation . . .
of saving us from an eternity in hell . . . is the most incredible gift that Jesus ever gave.!

!

To be sure, Jesus gives us a number of other great gifts: the ability to relate well to
others, spiritual gifts for service, material provision, etc. As someone who has walked
with God for 24 years now, it is clear to me that those gifts pale in comparison to the
Life-Giving Gift Jesus gave by saving us from hell.!

!

This gift was given by Jesus and offered to all of us. While we are still on the earth, and
while we still have time, let us take the opportunity to deliver this gift to others,
encouraging them to open “it” in faith. After our death and theirs, a chasm develops
over which no man can cross. Thankfully Jesus bore the cross to provide a way for us
to receive the gift of eternal life. For this, all Christians are thankful and blessed.!

!
!

December 10!

!

What Seat are You Sitting In?!

!

Luke 15!

I love OU Football. Several Saturdays each year, I have the opportunity to go to the
“temple” of OU football known as Gaylord Family Memorial Stadium to see the Sooners
play. It is a great place to see a game. Though we lost, the scene at this past year’s
Notre Dame/OU game is one I will not soon forget . . . it was awesome.!

!

Though every seat in Memorial Stadium is a good one, there are nuances that allow you
to have a different vantage point depending on where you sit. If you are down low on
the west side, you are close to the action, but you probably have to stand the entire
game. If you are in the upper deck on the east side, you have a chair back, but it takes
an hour and a half to climb the ADA compliant switchbacks to make your way to the top.
If you are in the north end zone, you get to be up close to the Sooner Schooner, but you
have a hard time seeing the action on the far end of the field. If you are in the south
end zone, it is hard to see the massive scoreboard that sits directly above your heads.!

!

Different seats offer different vantage points. This is a principle that is not just true in a
stadium, but also true in life. Depending on what seat you are in, stories and
experiences impact you differently. Of course, Jesus knew this. That is why when He
tells His parables, many times they have different meanings for different people in His
listening audience. This was certainly true in Luke 15 when Jesus tells His famous
parables of the lost sheep, shekel, and son. Though this section is long, take the time
to read it . . . and focus on who the audiences were that Jesus was addressing:!

!

“Now the tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to hear Him. And the
Pharisees and the scribes grumbled, saying, “This man receives sinners and
eats with them.”!
So He told them this parable: “What man of you, having a hundred sheep, if he
has lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the open country, and go
after the one that is lost, until he finds it? And when he has found it, he lays it on
his shoulders, rejoicing. And when he comes home, he calls together his friends
and his neighbors, saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep
that was lost.’ Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner
who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.!
“Or what woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses one coin, does not light a
lamp and sweep the house and seek diligently until she finds it? And when she
has found it, she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, ‘Rejoice with
me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.’ Just so, I tell you, there is joy before
the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”!
And he said, “There was a man who had two sons. And the younger of them
said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of property that is coming to me.’
And he divided his property between them. Not many days later, the younger

!

son gathered all he had and took a journey into a far country, and there he
squandered his property in reckless living. And when he had spent everything, a
severe famine arose in that country, and he began to be in need. So he went
and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him into his
fields to feed pigs. And he was longing to be fed with the pods that the pigs ate,
and no one gave him anything.!
“But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired servants
have more than enough bread, but I perish here with hunger! I will arise and go
to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and
before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your
hired servants.”’ And he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a
long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him
and kissed him. And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven
and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ But the father said
to his servants, ‘Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on
his hand, and shoes on his feet. And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us
eat and celebrate. For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost,
and is found.’ And they began to celebrate.!
“Now his older son was in the field, and as he came and drew near to the house,
he heard music and dancing. And he called one of the servants and asked what
these things meant. And he said to him, ‘Your brother has come, and your father
has killed the fattened calf, because he has received him back safe and sound.’
But he was angry and refused to go in. His father came out and entreated him,
but he answered his father, ‘Look, these many years I have served you, and I
never disobeyed your command, yet you never gave me a young goat, that I
might celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours came, who has
devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him!’ And
he said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. It was
fitting to celebrate and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he
was lost, and is found.’”!

Did you catch the audiences addressed here? In the first couple of sentences of Luke
15, Luke lets us know that Jesus was talking to the “tax collectors and sinners,” but also
to the “Pharisees and scribes.” To be sure, these were two very different “seats” from
which to hear the parables Jesus taught.!

!

The “tax collectors and sinners” were the people everyone thought had screwed up.
They were the ones rejected and despised by the religious elite. Jesus tells these
parables to them to let them know that God (in Christ) is seeking them out. He is
leaving the 99 to hunt them down. He is searching the house of Israel for them because
they are valuable to Him. He is standing at the roadside waiting for them to come
home. This truth would have been an incredible comfort to the sinner! God does not
want them to come home to punish them . . . He wants them to come home and be
restored as a son.!

!

The “Pharisee and scribe” were the religious elite. They were the leaders in the
synagogue. They were the ones who knew their Bible well. But they were also the
ones who had become self-righteous and self-reliant, thus blinding them to their own
sin. To this group of people, Jesus tells the parable to remind them that they should be
rejoicing, not grumbling, at the outreach of Christ to the broken and bruised. Also, Jesus
tells the parable to remind them that their Heavenly Father is concerned for them as
well . . . evidenced by the fact that the story of the lost son ends with the father outside
the house, talking with the older son (older son = Pharisees and scribes), inviting them
to come into the party.!

!

This Christmas season, I do not know which seat you are watching the Christmas story
from. I don’t know if you are watching the Christmas story from the seat of the sinner or
from the seat of the scribe. I don’t know if you have spent the past few days/months/
years running away from God and doing your own thing like the younger son in the
parable. Or, I don’t know if you have spent the past few days/months/years stewing in
your self-righteousness, trying to justify yourself, and complaining about the sinfulness
of others. Whatever seat you have been sitting at, I invite you to look to the Christmas
story again. It is awesome!!

!

In it we see Jesus coming to earth and inviting to His manger throne Jew and Gentile,
angel and human, sinner and scribe. In His birth, He comes to reveal to us what God is
really like . . . and God is our Heavenly Father standing outside the house welcoming
back the prodigal and admonishing the proud to trust in Him. This is truly awe-inspiring
no matter what seat you are sitting in.!

!
!

December 11!

!

What You Do, Not Just What You Don’t!
Luke 14!

!

Have you ever seen the “Lion King” stage show? For many years now it has run on
Broadway, and the traveling version has toured the world many times over, including a
trip to OKC a few years ago. That is where Kimberly and I saw the production. It is an
amazing show, filled with great music, story, and dancing. Each character is part
puppet/part person, bringing the African Savanna to life on stage. One of my favorite
scenes of this play is the opening number. The show begins with all the animals of the
Pridelands gathering around the rock to see the presentation of the King’s new son.
This royal procession is recreated by having larger than life “animals” proceed down the
aisles of the auditorium before finding their place on stage. This awe-inspiring moment
requires that all audience members be in their seats about 5 minutes before the start of
the show. If you get there after that point, you have to wait until the first scene has
concluded to find your seat.!

!

Now, imagine that you had tickets to a special showing of “Lion King” on Friday night at
7 PM. You have one primary objective: get inside the theater by 6:55. However,
instead of proactively making decisions to accomplish this plan, let’s imagine that you
don’t leave your house in Norman (25 miles away) until 15 minutes before the start of
the show. Imagine that you walk up to the ticket takers in the hallways of the theater at
7:05 and try to talk your way to the inside. To make your case, you tell the person in
charge all of the things you didn’t do:!

!
!

•
•
•
•

You didn’t exceed the speed limit on your drive there.!
You didn’t illegally park outside the auditorium.!
You didn’t steal your ticket to the show (you paid for it fair and square).!
You didn’t cut in line at the concession stand.!

Despite your best description of all you didn’t do, you are still denied admission to the
show. The reason is simple. Though you DIDN’T make certain mistakes, you failed to
DO the one thing you had to do to enter the show. Therefore, you missed seeing the
awesome opening act.!

!

I was thinking of this hypothetical today as I read Luke 14:1-6, an account of Jesus
healing a man on the Sabbath:!

!

“One Sabbath, when he went to dine at the house of a ruler of the Pharisees,
they were watching him carefully. And behold, there was a man before him who
had dropsy. And Jesus responded to the lawyers and Pharisees, saying, “Is it
lawful to heal on the Sabbath, or not?” But they remained silent. Then he took
him and healed him and sent him away. And he said to them, “Which of you,

!

having a son or an ox that has fallen into a well on a Sabbath day, will not
immediately pull him out?” And they could not reply to these things.”!

It is highly possible that the Pharisee who hosted Jesus in his home for dinner, invited
the sick man and Jesus to eat on the Sabbath day at his house in order to trap Jesus
into violating the Law. Work on the Sabbath was forbidden, and the Pharisees were the
“spiritual police” who prided themselves on what they DIDN’T do on the Sabbath.
Jesus’s pattern of healing on this day infuriated them, and on this particular occasion,
they thought they could make Jesus look foolish by tempting Him to heal on a Saturday
(something their traditions forbid).!

!

Jesus answer is classic. He asks them what they would do. They give no verbal
answer, so Jesus shows them what they should do . . . He heals the man of his illness.
Jesus was not violating the law on this occasion, as the OT Law made provision for
helping someone or something in need on the Sabbath (something Jesus reminded
them of after working the miracle). The Pharisees were so concerned about what they
DIDN’T do, that they missed the very thing they should want TO DO, and that is to show
compassion on someone in need. Because of that, they found themselves in the
hallway, while the King’s party was happening inside the door.!

!

As believers in Jesus Christ, we too have a tendency to focus more on the “don’t” than
the “do.” Think of how evangelical Christians are often understood in our culture. We
are against this or that. While there are legitimate things that we are to avoid or be
against, there is also much that we are to DO. Jesus says that people will know that we
are His followers by our love for one another. It is my prayer that I am known for the
love I show to others, not the things I refrain from.!

!

At Christmas time, we can get focused on what we don’t do. I don’t know what your
family’s don’ts are, but I am sure you have them. Maybe you don’t include Santa Claus,
you don’t put an elf on the shelf, you don’t overindulge the material side of the holiday,
or you don’t say “Happy Holidays” (we say “Merry Christmas!”). These stands are not
bad and if you have made these choices, you probably have great conviction about it.
That’s not a bad thing! But, don’t lead your family this holiday just in terms of the don’ts.
Also focus on the do’s. Do help those in need. Do spend time with those you love. Do
study God’s Word together as a family. Do worship Him.!

!

After all, you want to be in the aisle in front of the King standing on the Rock when the
curtain rises, not stuck in the hallway with only a list of don’ts to keep you company.!

!
!

December 12!

!

Small to Big!

!

Luke 13!

Six and a half years ago, I had the incredible privilege of being in the room when my
son was born. It was a wild experience. Born at 31 weeks, Josh weighed just over 3
pounds and spent the first couple months of his life in the NICU of Children’s Hospital in
OKC. I remember vividly looking down at this tiny little boy and marveling at how so
much potential was contained in such a small package. In those 3 pounds (that fit in the
palm of my hand) was a heart, two lungs, a brain, a soul, ten fingers, ten toes, a will, a
personality, and a partridge in a pear tree. It was truly amazing.!

!

Over the past five years, it has been a tremendous joy for me to watch that potential
develop. As a proud father, I have cheered Josh on as he dove around the soccer field,
sang in church programs, meshed well in a new school, and dealt kindly and
enthusiastically with almost all who cross his path. He now weighs about 40 pounds
(dripping wet) . . . I can’t wait to see what Josh will do and who he will become when he
is full grown.!

!

I was thinking about this today as I read Luke 13:18-21 where Jesus tells two parables
about the Kingdom of God:!

!

!

“He said therefore, “What is the kingdom of God like? And to what shall I
compare it? It is like a grain of mustard seed that a man took and sowed in his
garden, and it grew and became a tree, and the birds of the air made nests in its
branches.”!
And again He said, “To what shall I compare the kingdom of God? It is like
leaven that a woman took and hid in three measures of flour, until it was all
leavened.”!

Jesus tells this parable to describe how the Kingdom of God begins as small as a seed,
but grows to the size of a giant mustard tree! Thinking about Jesus’s words here at
Christmas time drives home a powerful word picture. Though Jesus’s life on earth had
a small beginning (started as an embryo in conception, eventually born in a manger) it
grew to enormous proportions. Not only was the Kingdom of God that Christ was
building going to go worldwide (people from every tribe, tongue, and nation) but it was
also going to grow out of this world (reconciling mankind to God.) Though it began
small, it would soon grow large. I think our Heavenly Father has watched joyously as
this Kingdom on earth has matured over time, and we know He has expectantly planned
for the full grown revelation of His Kingdom that initiates at the second coming of Christ.!

!

Further, Jesus talks about how the Kingdom of God is like leaven placed in dough. The
idea here is two-fold. First of all, the leaven (the change agent) must be placed in the
dough from the outside. Second, once the leaven is placed within the dough it becomes

hidden, changing the very nature of the bread from the inside out. What Jesus was
saying is that it was essential for an “outside” change agent to be introduced into this
world to cause the growth we needed. This “leaven” ultimately, I believe, is the Holy
Spirit who is sent by God into this world to help us mature and grow in Christ. The Holy
Spirit is hidden inside believers in Christ, and sanctifies us from the inside out.!

!

What all this means for us is this: We should never be discouraged about the future of
Christ’s church/kingdom. Sometimes we get discouraged based on newscasts, political
debates, moral failures, church attendance, etc. We can focus on all the things that
look “small” in this world, and think that the Christian future is dark. The reality is that
things that look small now, are not unimportant . . . they are just immature – they are
seeds that watered by God’s grace will grow to a worldwide Kingdom in Christ! Further,
we should be encouraged that the power to effect that kind of change is hidden inside
all who have trusted in Christ. The Holy Spirit resides within us prompting change from
the inside out.!

!

This Christmas, look at the small child in the manger in your family’s nativity scene. Let
the small size of the infant Jesus remind you of the ever-growing Kingdom of God that
begins as a seed, but grows to a mighty mustard tree.!

!
!

December 13!

!

Ready for the Home Visit!

!

Luke 12!

When I was in college, my roommate signed up to be a mentor with Big Brothers/Big
Sisters. In order to become a mentor, each prospective volunteer had to fill out a
background check and have an in home visit from a BB/BS case worker. So, in
advance of the case worker’s visit to our place of residence, my roommate and I went
about cleaning up the place. This was no small task. . . we lived in a fraternity house at
the time.!

!

To make a fraternity house in 1993 look like a good environment for a middle school
aged boy is no small task. This is like making candy corn out to be a vegetable. But,
we lived where we lived, and my friend had a great heart for those in need, so we
grabbed a can of “carpet fresh” and got to work. A few hours later and we were ready –
the room was clean, and the pathway from the front door to our room had been
decluttered and sanitized. It was go time.!

!

Just a bit before the case worker arrived, my friend ran down the hall to use the
restroom. While he was gone, the caseworker arrived. I was inside our room, the
caseworker on the outside, my friend in the bathroom. Got the picture? I went to open
the door and welcome the caseworker into our febreezed room, and the door would not
open. Would not budge. I checked the lock (unlocked); I checked the deadbolt
(unbolted); yet the door remained shut. By this point, my roommate arrived back from
the bathroom and joined the caseworker in the hallway. He pulled on the door and I
pushed, yet it still remained securely shut. Apparently (we later learned) a screw had
come loose in the door and had wedged into the door frame, preventing the door from
opening. Though this was unbelievably bad timing, and though the on-site interview
began with a major hiccup, all ended well as my roommate actually was APPROVED to
be a big brother. I guess the carpet fresh worked after all.!

!

I was thinking about this today as I read in Luke 12:35-40 where Jesus talks about
preparing for His return to the earth:!

!

“Stay dressed for action and keep your lamps burning, and be like men who are
waiting for their master to come home from the wedding feast, so that they may
open the door to him at once when he comes and knocks. Blessed are those
servants whom the master finds awake when he comes. Truly, I say to you, he
will dress himself for service and have them recline at table, and he will come
and serve them. If he comes in the second watch, or in the third, and finds them
awake, blessed are those servants! But know this, that if the master of the house
had known at what hour the thief was coming, he would not have left his house
to be broken into. You also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an
hour you do not expect.”!

!

This passage reminds us that Jesus will not just have one advent . . . He will have two.
At Christmastime, we celebrate the first advent (coming) of Jesus Christ – His
Bethlehem birth. However, historically, the Church celebrates His first advent by looking
forward to His second (His return to the earth at the end times). Amazingly, many
Christians shrug their shoulders about the second coming of Christ assuming that it is a
topic too confusing to understand or somehow irrelevant to their lives. This is NOT the
attitude that Jesus had with His first followers. Jesus talked a lot about His second
coming, and so does the entire Old Testament. Apparently God wants us all to know
that Jesus will one day return to the earth, and when He does return, we (His followers)
should be ready.!

!

Imagine Jesus as the Eternal caseworker who will one day return to do a home study on
your life. Knowing that He is coming back is a motivation (biblically speaking) to live a
life of faith now and everyday, since we do not know the exact day of His future
visitation. Knowing He is coming back ought to make us want to keep our lives fresh
with spiritual fidelity and life so we do not find ourselves stuck behind a broken door of
our shame when He returns.!

!

This thought is indeed challenging and sobering. Though God asks us to follow Him
and (in the words of Luke 12) “keep our lamps lit” until His return, even those who try to
follow Him will still find themselves sinners at His return. The beautiful thing is that upon
His return, Jesus is not looking for our perfection, but for our direction. Are our lives
leaning in to Him, or away from Him? Ultimately, our acceptance at His coming is
dependent upon His work and not ours, but the fellowship reunion of His return is joyous
when our lives are generally characterized by a desire to follow Him. When our lives
are characterized by our own selfish desires alone, we will find a broken screw in the
frame at His return.!

!

Thankfully, Jesus, in His grace, loves us and longs to be with us forever. He chooses
to outfit us and involve us in His plans in this life AND in the next. Despite our sin and
shortcomings, He approves us to be His little brothers and sisters. Let’s stay ready for
His return.!

!
!

December 14!

!

Of Santa Claus, Genies, and Unanswered Prayers!

!

Luke 11!

Do you want a window into the secret fantasies of man? Then peer into the pages of
our fiction and fables to see what we deeply desire. If you want an example of this, then
look no further than the myriad of characters we have created who can grant us our
wishes.!

!

At some base level, all humanity wants things to be done our way and on our timetable.
That is why from our childhood onward, we have been told stories of people who can
grant us our wishes. Take Santa Claus for instance. The appeal of this round mound of
holiday cheer is that he hears our requests then brings us what we want on Christmas
morning. There is something about that story that resonates with children (and adults)
everywhere. If you are a good little boy or girl throughout the year, then you can expect
to get what you want for Christmas. Another example of this is the famous “genie in a
bottle.” The story goes that some Persian lamps contain ancient genies who will grant
their masters every wish . . . no questions asked. Sure, the limit to the genie is usually
only three wishes, but we can all imagine a lot that we might acquire within those three
wishes! Physical and financial limitations keep us from having everything we think we
want and that frustrates us. So our stories contain characters that can circumvent that
reality and meet our every longing.!

!

Because our childhood has been a breeding ground for these fantasies, a part of each
of us is awakened when we read in God’s Word that “Ask and it will be given to you . . .
(Luke 11:9).” Because of our innate longing to have our desires realized, we are drawn
to this passage and others like it with a hope that prayer to the God of the universe
might deliver what our childhood storylines could only promise. But our experience
many times is at odds with our perception of this verse. All of us have prayed for things
before that have not yet turned into reality. This may have left you and me wondering if
a prayer answering God is actually real, or if He is just another part of our childhood
fantasies. And if He is real, how might we expect Him to respond to our believing
prayers?!

!

In answering that question, we must first identify the failed notions of answered requests
that are the residue of our childhood fantasies. God is not Santa Claus. Thank God for
that. Santa Claus only responds to the requests that he is able to fill. For instance, we
allow little Johnny to ask for a toy truck made of plastic or wood because those can be
produced in Santa’s workshop, but Johnny is not allowed to ask for a real Ford F-150,
for we all know that those are made in Detroit, not the North Pole. In other words,
Santa has limitations on the things he is able to provide. Thankfully our God is not like
that. There is no arena of life where God cannot act. He can work in areas of physical
needs as well as spiritual and emotional needs.!

!

Also, God is not like a genie in a bottle. Thank God for that. The genie of our
mythology has a fatal flaw. The genie can only grant that which has been requested of
him, even if granting that request will result in harm to the recipient. The genie is not
intelligent, it simply is powerful and that combination is never a good thing. In granting
the requests, the genie is limited to the imagination and thoughts of its master. God
however, has both unlimited power and unlimited intelligence. He is not limited to
answering just the specifics of our requests, but He can see beyond the specifics of our
request to grant us what we really need.!

!

Realizing how God is better than our childhood myths, we can now approach Him in
prayer and thankfully, the Bible has given us several great case studies that give us
insight into how God answers our prayers. One of those case studies is found in Acts
12:5-17. In this story, Peter has been arrested and is awaiting execution at the hands of
King Herod. The situation is even more dire when we know that Herod had just put to
death the apostle James. In the course of just a few days, the early church was faced
with the harsh reality that two of their key leaders might be martyred. So what do they
do? Acts 12:5 tells us that “the church was earnestly praying to God for him (Peter).”
The church in Jerusalem was gathered at Mary’s (the mother of John Mark) house and
was praying fervently for Peter. What do you think their specific requests were? The
Scripture does not tell us exactly but we can certainly imagine that they might have
been praying for God to spare Peter’s life. They might have been praying for his
boldness to share the gospel. They could have been praying for King Herod to release
him the following morning. They could have been praying for his physical comfort. We
do not know for sure. But whatever they were praying, God heard their prayers and
was moved to action.!

!

With great detail, Luke tells us how God went to work to free Peter from a very
dangerous position. Luke tells us that Peter was guarded by 16 soldiers. He was
shackled in chains, and kept in a dark prison cell behind a series of locked doors. None
of these limitations, however, were enough to stop the living God from freeing His
servant and answering the prayers of His people. Peter is led by an angel past the
guards, through the doors and out into the city streets. Before Peter knew it, he was
standing outside Mary’s house, knocking on the door and eager to join the prayer
meeting for His release! God had answered their prayers. However, what happens
next gives us a clue as to the way in which God answers their prayers . . . and ours.
Acts 12:13-16 tells it this way, “Peter knocked at the outer entrance, and a servant girl
named Rhoda came to answer the door. When she recognized Peter’s voice, she was
so overjoyed, she ran back without opening it and exclaimed, ‘Peter is at the door!’
‘You’re out of your mind,’ they told her. When she kept insisting that it was so, they
said, ‘It must be his angel.’ But Peter kept on knocking, and when they opened the door
and saw him, they were astonished.” I believe that this account gives us a good bit of
insight into the exact prayers that the people had for Peter. I don’t think that the people
were praying specifically that Peter would be let out in the middle of the night, past the
guards and through the locked gates. If they had been praying that, then they would
have been much more receptive to the possibility that Peter might have been at the

door. Instead, they ignored his presence and went back to praying! Only when Peter
knocks a second time do they welcome him in!!

!

This account gives me great hope and encouragement in my prayer life. First of all, it
informs me that God is not like Santa Claus, only answering the requests that he is
capable to fill. God is not limited by anything. Chains, guards, locked doors, and angry
kings could not restrict the plans of the Living God. This gives me great hope in my
prayer life. It lets me know that there is nothing I can pray for that is beyond the scope
of God’s power. No illness is too deadly, no relationship is too fractured, and no
opposition is too severe for our God. I can take all things before God in prayer because
He is able to work in all areas.!

!

Furthermore, God is also not like a genie in a bottle. He did not merely give them what
they asked for, He gave them something better! In the words of Ephesians 3:20, God
granted them “immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine.” He did not comfort
Peter, he freed him. God was not contained by the limited knowledge of the Jerusalem
believers. He did not do what was good, He did what was best! That gives me great
confidence as I approach God in prayer. I do not have to be paralyzed in prayer, fearing
that I will pray for the wrong thing before God and be stuck with the consequences of a
prayer gone wrong. Whatever the specifics of my prayer, I can rejoice knowing that God
will work the best in this situation, not simply taking orders from my limited perspective.
God was not limited by the specifics of their requests. He is not limited by ours either.!

!

So we have seen that God does answer prayers, and that He is fully able to do
abundantly beyond all the believers could ask or imagine. But why does God not
answer all requests in this fashion? In the book of Acts alone, Stephen is martyred in
the streets and James was put to death by the sword. Why does God spare the life of
one and not the other? Is He only answering some of the prayers? The answer to this
question goes back to the heart of the difference between Santa Claus, the genie, and
the Living God. In our fantasies, Santa and the genie exist to serve us as master. The
Living God exists to be our Master. . . and He knows what is best. As a believer in
Jesus Christ, we now have a new desire to be a part of God’s unfolding plan. Prayer is
something God has graciously created to help us to participate in that plan.!

!
!

December 15!

!

Appreciating Advent!

!

Luke 10!

Christmas 1978. Waiting for my sister and I that Christmas morning was a brand new
kind of Christmas gift: an Atari 2600. This little black and brown box was the first video
game system I had ever seen, much less owned. I still remember setting it up on a card
table in the dining room, plugging it into a little black and white tube television, and
playing a game called “Circus Atari.” It was awesome.!

!

Somehow, I think kids today don’t appreciate all they have. Today’s games are in HD,
look like real life, and are played on TV screens the size of scoreboards circa 1978.
Atari games were played on 10 inch tubes, did not support graphics in circles (square
shapes only), and were totally 2D. I lived in a neighborhood full of little boys who would
have loved to have just one afternoon playing Madden Football on an XBox 360.
Colecovision was the best we could do.!

!

I was thinking of this today as I read Luke 10:23-24, where Jesus talks about how lucky
the disciples were to see the first advent of the Son of God:!

!
!

“Then turning to the disciples He said privately, “Blessed are the eyes that see
what you see! For I tell you that many prophets and kings desired to see what
you see, and did not see it, and to hear what you hear, and did not hear it.”!

Since Adam and Eve first sinned in the Garden, people had longed to see the coming of
the Messiah . . . the One God had promised would crush the head of the snake, and set
people free from the bondage of their sin. For centuries, mankind had longed for
Messiah’s coming, but did not see it. For centuries, humanity struggled on in Standard
Definition, longing for the HD deliverance that would one day come. When Jesus was
born, He gave a new gift that had been long hoped for, but never seen. He gave them
Himself. That is why Jesus tells His disciples that they are so fortunate to see with their
own eyes Messiah in the flesh.!

!

Some 2,000 years later, as we celebrate Christmas this year, we need to be reminded
of just how fortunate we are. We live on the “right” side of Christmas. We do not have
to look forward to His coming one day, we get to look back on His sacrifice and
revelation. However, many of us fail to appreciate this blessing. Like a kid who is
unimpressed with Madden 2012 (because they have seen Madden 2011), too many of
us take for granted the blessing of knowing the real meaning of Christmas.!

!

So, this year, as you mail Christmas cards, wrap gifts, attend parties, and drink egg nog,
REMEMBER: Prophets and Kings longed to see the revelation of Messiah’s coming
that we have so readily accessible to us in Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Appreciate
the blessing of worshipping Christ, our new born King this holiday season.

December 16!

!

Not Partial But Total !

!

Luke 9!

Several years ago, I found myself wearing many hats. On any given day, I might have
had to serve the function of a jungle gym, an elevator, a taxi driver, and a tour guide . . .
and that was just after 5:00 PM! Before you begin to think that I was one of the original
Wonder Twins from the 1970’s “Superfriends” television show or a raging lunatic, I need
to explain. While I did not actually do any of those tasks vocationally, I performed their
functions for my son, Joshua, when he was still in diapers.!

!

When he was so small, Joshua found himself in situations of need frequently. If he
wanted to climb and swing, he needs someone to climb on or to swing him around. If
he wanted to go up one floor (from the floor of our sunken living room to the hallway
leading to the rest of the house), he needed someone to lift him. If he wanted to get
outside and see the world, I either drove the car or pushed the stroller. Because of his
need, he cried out frequently needing help.!

!

Now, as Joshua’s father, I loved wearing the hats he asked me to wear. As he has
gotten older, there is just less he needs me for. No doubt, this will continue through the
rest of his life. There will come a day when he will drive himself where he wants to go.
There will come a day when he will no longer need me to boost him up so he can see.
So before those days come, I am all too excited to hear him cry out in need. I love
wearing all those hats to help meet them.!

!

2,000 years ago, as Jesus was living on this earth and in the process of training His
disciples (and by extension you and I who read of their experiences in the New
Testament), He knew that a necessary component of a vibrant spiritual life would be a
child-like sense of need. By virtue of our sinful tendencies and God’s lofty calling,
spiritually speaking, by ourselves we are very small . . . therefore we frequently find
ourselves in situations of great need. Our spiritual need is not partial, it is total. Jesus
wanted His disciples to know this and that is why He leads them to a remote place
among a hungry crowd to teach them a lesson.!

!

In Luke 9:10-17 (also recorded in John 6:1-15), Jesus leads His disciples into the
countryside among 5,000 men, not counting women and children. When it came time to
eat, Jesus asked Phillip “Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?” This
question is quite funny for Jesus to ask. Sure, Phillip grew up in the area in which John
6 and Luke 9 take place and most likely knew the whereabouts of all the grocery stores
and restaurants nearby, but buying food for all these people would cost an amount far
greater than the disciples had available to them. Even if Phillip knew of a grocery store
next door, they would not be able to afford the cost of even giving everyone a light
snack, much less a full dinner. Jesus asked this question, not because He was
unaware of their financial situation, but because He wanted to “test him (Phillip), for He

(Jesus) already knew what He was going to do (John 6:6).” Jesus had planned all
along to provide the food for all of the crowd in a miraculous way, He just wanted to
make sure that Phillip and the rest of the disciples recognized their need and thus could
recognize God’s supernatural provision. In the end Jesus blesses a few fish and loaves
so that it feeds everyone present with 12 basketfuls of leftovers! Jesus gave each of
the 12 disciples their own basket full of reminders that He was able to meet any need –
and then some!!

!

As adults, we tend to see problems as things we need to fix, pay for, or solve. Since we
think we are large, we tend to think we do not need or deserve any help, therefore we
do not often cry out. We think that we are supposed to have the resources necessary to
meet all of life’s demands all by ourselves. Any cry out is a sign of weakness, and might
even bother God or have Him think less of us. If this is you, then remember that Jesus
wants us to have child-like faith. This is the kind of faith that caused a small boy to offer
a few measly fish and loaves to a hungry mob. Any adult would tell you the boys
offering was not enough, but any adult who said this would be forgetting the One who
would be doing the feeding.!

!

Spiritually speaking, we are like toddlers with many needs requiring Someone who
wears many hats to come to our rescue. We need Someone who can be a priest, a
doctor, a counselor, and an empowerer every moment of our lives. When we realize
this and cry out, Jesus hears our cries and comes to our rescue. In fact, He loves
wearing the many hats we ask Him to wear because in this life we will never grow out of
our state of dependence.!

!

This Christmas season may we all worship Christ with a child-like sense of dependence
on Him who was born in Bethlehem to wear many hats for you and me.!

!
!

December 17!

!

Whom Shall I Fear?!
Luke 8!

!

Last night my family and I decided to take a little break from the normal busyness of the
holiday season and go out to dinner, then drive to look at some Christmas lights. It was
a great night. We had some KFC, enjoyed each other’s company, and navigated to a
neighborhood where the exterior illumination would have made Clark Griswold proud.!

!

The more we slowly drove through the neighborhood, though, the later it got. The later it
got, the sleepier our five year old son got. This combination created a perfect storm of
emotion that would erupt in a most unexpected way. You see, we turned a corner and
drove upon a 30 foot tall Santa Claus and a 30 foot tall Frosty the Snowman. Seriously.
No joke. When we saw the twin towers, my wondering eyes were amazed as Kimberly
quickly looked out the window to see what was the matter. Josh, meanwhile, freaked
out.!

!

His cup of lemonade went one direction, his body went another, and his hands covered
his face as he started crying. I thought he was crying because he had spilled his drink.
Nope. He was crying because he was terrified of the 30 foot inflatable of holiday cheer.
Seriously, how could that guy make it down anyone’s chimney!!

!

I was thinking about this experience this morning as I read Luke 8. In this chapter, Jesus
deals frequently with the fears of His people. In 35 verses from 8:22-56, Jesus:!

!
!

•
•
•
•

Calms a storm that is causing His disciples to fear for their lives. (8:22-25)!
Casts out demons from a person who instilled fear in all who saw him. (8:26-39)!
Heals a woman whose condition caused her to fearfully withdraw from society.
(8:40-48)!
Raises a girl from the dead, bringing peace to two parent’s worst fear (8:49-56)!

What is fascinating to me is that as Jesus responds to the things that people fear
(storms, demon possession, illness, and death), people shift from fearing something to
fearing Someone:!

!

•
•
•
•

After seeing the storm calmed, the disciples, “were afraid, and they marveled,
saying to one another, ‘Who then is this that He commands even winds and
water, and they obey Him.’” (8:25)!
The townspeople who witnessed the casting out of demons were said to be
“seized with great fear.” (8:37)!
The woman whose ailment was healed came “trembling” before Him. (8:47)!
The parents of the girl raised from the dead were “amazed” at the miracle of
resurrection. (8:56)!

The fear of something leads to paralysis and death. The fear of Someone (Jesus) leads
to worship and awe. The key in our life is not to have “no fear” as T-shirts from the 90′s
would instruct us. The key is to fear the right One. By fear, I ultimately mean deep
respect and amazement. Jesus’s contemporaries who faithfully followed Him were
people who were consistently amazed by Him.!

!

This Christmas there are many things that might cause you to fear. 30 ft. tall illnesses,
deaths, rejection, vocational issues, financial issues, and the like can cause us to bury
our head in our hands, paralyzing us from action. The key this Christmas is not to simply
have no fear . . . it is to fear the right One. Santa is not the one ultimately looming over
our lives, Jesus is, and a healthy appreciation of His power gives us courage, not
crippling worry. After all, when we look to the One who can calm the seas, cast out evil,
heal the sick and raise the dead, why would I fear the lesser things? Instead, I will sit in
awe of our Savior, in whose 30 foot shadow we find life.!

!
!

December 18!

!

What’s On the Inside!

!

Luke 7!

This Christmas season, have you participated in a “Dirty Santa” gift exchange? ”Dirty
Santa” is when everyone participating brings a wrapped gift and places it under the tree.
Then, everyone draws a number. The person with the number “1″ gets to select a gift
from under the tree and open it. After that, the person with number “2″ gets to either
take number’s 1′s gift from them, or select another present. This goes on all night until
all the gifts have been opened.!

!

Most years I participate in at least one of these gift exchanges. Sometimes the gifts are
serious and sometimes the gifts are funny, but all the time gift-giving in this environment
is a study in sociology. How people select gifts in “Dirty Santa” is fascinating to me.
Sometimes people select the gift based on who they think put the gift under the tree.
Other times, people select the gift based on its size. Still others select it based on the
quality of the wrapping paper. Think about it for a moment . . . how did you select your
gift the last time you participated in Dirty Santa?!

!

Sometimes the strategy works, and other times in backfires. The big gift is not always
the best. The nicely wrapped gift is sometimes a dud. The gift from your stylish friend
could be something they did not want for themselves. You never know how good the
selection was until you open it up and see what’s inside. Like Forest Gump’s Momma
would say, “Gifts are like a box of chocolates. You never know what your gonna get
until you take a bite.”!

!

I was thinking about this tonight as I reflected on Luke 7:1-10 where Jesus has an
interesting interaction with an officer in the Roman army (a centurion). In this account
we learn a little bit about how Jesus selects His “gifts”:!

!

“After He had finished all His sayings in the hearing of the people, He entered
Capernaum. Now a centurion had a servant who was sick and at the point of
death, who was highly valued by him. When the centurion heard about Jesus, he
sent to Him elders of the Jews, asking Him to come and heal his servant. And
when they came to Jesus, they pleaded with Him earnestly, saying, “He is
worthy to have you do this for him, for he loves our nation, and he is the one
who built us our synagogue.” And Jesus went with them. When He was not far
from the house, the centurion sent friends, saying to Him, “Lord, do not trouble
yourself, for I am not worthy to have you come under my roof. Therefore I did not
presume to come to You. But say the word, and let my servant be healed. For I
too am a man set under authority, with soldiers under me: and I say to one, ‘Go,’
and he goes; and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes; and to my servant, ‘Do
this,’ and he does it.” When Jesus heard these things, He marveled at him, and
turning to the crowd that followed Him, said, “I tell you, not even in Israel have I

!

found such faith.” And when those who had been sent returned to the house,
they found the servant well.”!

In this passage, the Roman centurion (a military leader overseeing between 60 and 100
men) had a servant who was sick and dying. This man is aware of Jesus and believes
that Jesus can heal those with sickness. The centurion (not being a Jew Himself)
probably thought he stood a better chance of getting a response from Jesus if he sent
some of his Jewish friends to appeal to Jesus on his behalf. The Jewish friends were
eager to help the centurion by making the appeal to Jesus because they liked how the
centurion had helped them out in the past with their building project. In a sense, the
Jewish leaders were impressed by the size and the style of the wrapping paper on the
outside of this man. Jesus obliges the request and begins walking toward the
centurion’s home. Before He ever gets there, the centurion exhibits a great deal of faith
in Jesus. He sends servants out to meet Christ on the road and inform Him that He
does not have to make the visit in order for the servant to be healed. The centurion
states that since Jesus has so much authority over this world, He can merely command
the servant to be healed and it will happen . . . regardless of where Jesus is standing at
the time. Jesus is blown away by the great faith of the centurion. The centurion really
“got it.” He understood the power of Jesus and exhibited great faith. It is after this faith
was exhibited on the part of the centurion that Jesus commends this man. Jesus
opened up this man and looked on the inside and saw that he was indeed a great gift.
His inside was as pretty as His outside.!

!

What does God want most from you and me? He does not just want us to have nice
wrapping paper of good deeds. He does not just want us to have a big presentation of
church attendance. He does not want us to merely be associated with “good Christian
people”. What God most wants from us comes from the inside . . . our faith or trust in
Him. God wants what’s inside to match what’s outside. He wants us to do good deeds,
but He also wants those good deeds to be an overflow of a heart that trusts in Him, not
just a fancy covering for a rebellious spirit. He wants us to have deep fellowship with
His people, but He also wants us to have a faith of our own. He wants us to have a big
attendance in church, but He also wants us to worship Him in faith while we are there.
God’s strategy for judging our lives is not just to look at the outside, but it is to open us
up and look on the inside as well.!

!

So, this Christmas, I would encourage you to give to those in need, fellowship with the
faithful, and attend worship services . . . but as you do it, remember that what’s
happening on the inside counts as well.!

!
!

December 19!

!

Fore Him!

!

Luke 6!

I enjoy the game of golf. I know that may sound incredibly boring to many of you, but I
do. I like it. I enjoy the fact that it is difficult . . . hitting a round ball with a crooked stick
long and straight is not as easy as it seems. I enjoy the fact that it is a talking sport . . .
like fishing, golf makes a story teller out of many a person who long to recount their
“great” shots to a group of people who really could care less. I enjoy the fact that it is
played outdoors. I enjoy the fact that it demands the integrity of each player to “count
every stroke.” But of all the things I like about golf, one thing stands out. The thing I
like most about golf is my Dad.!

!

From the time I was old enough to swing a club, I can remember playing golf with my
Dad. I remember riding around in the cart with him when I was in elementary school. I
remember playing in tournaments with him . . . and losing. I remember sharing a high
five over a shot well played, and then sharing the frustration of a lost ball. I love the fact
that for four short hours I can “enter into his world,” meet his friends, and share some
conversation. Most of the great memories I have about my Dad have occurred on a golf
course. I love the fact that I have heard the same jokes over and over again year after
year, round after round . . . and I still laugh at them. I remember the conversations we
have had on the golf course together – talking St. Louis Cardinals baseball on the first
tee, discussing my life as a college student as we walked up number two fairway, and
talking about life as a pastor driving up to the tenth green. Yes, the thing I like the best
about golf is my Dad. To this day, I associate the game of golf with male friendship– a
gift I have received from my Dad. I cannot drive past a golf course, tee up a drive, or
play a golf video game without thinking about him. The reason why: for me, golf is
about the person, not the program. I care more about who I am with, than how well I
played. It is just an excuse to be with him for a little while.!

!

I was thinking about this today as I was reading Luke 6 and the calling of the 12
disciples. It is very interesting to me that when Jesus called His disciples, He did not
ask them to join a program . . . He asked them to follow a person. “Follow Me” is the
consistent refrain in the calling of each of the disciples. And you know what, they did?
Peter and Andrew, James and John left family members and all that they knew to be
with Him. Matthew gave up a lucrative career to be with Him. Jesus did not tell them
“Follow this 12 step program,” He told them to “Follow Me.” The disciples decided to
follow Christ, not because they wanted to do something, but because they wanted to do
something WITH Him. It was the person, not the program that drew them to give up
what they knew to do something else.!

!

How about you? When you think of your spiritual life, what is it that you are most
interested in? What is it that you are looking to God for? A religion? A set of rules? A
program? If that is the case, then we will never get to experience the supernatural life

that God is providing for us. When it comes to our spiritual life, it needs to begin and
end not with the program but with the Person. We need to hear afresh the words of
Jesus, “Follow Me.” That is what God is offering to you and to me. Not a religion, but a
relationship. He is asking us to be with Him.!

!

I think of the things that are so special to me about the times with my Dad on the golf
course. They were special just because we were there together. In a real sense, the
mundane game of golf becomes magical. Not because of the greatness of my game,
but because of the company I am with. In the same way, when we “Follow Him,” the
mundane of our life becomes magical. Not because our lives are any more interesting
or our job is any less stressful or our relationships are any cooler, but because of who
we get to be with while we struggle through those times. The life you and I live right
now, with all its ups and downs, is just an excuse to be with Him for eternity.!

!
This Christmas may you receive the gift of a relationship with Him.!
!
“And He appointed the twelve that they might BE WITH HIM . . . “ (Mark 3:14)!
!
!

December 20!

!

Things We Leave Behind!
Luke 5!

!

In Luke 5:1-11 and 27-32, Jesus invites four men to follow Him and become His
disciples. These four men (Simon Peter, James, John, and Levi) had decisions to
make. On one hand, these men were leaving the known for the unknown. Peter,
James, and John were known as fishermen. It was part of their identity. They drew
their livelihood from catching fish and selling them in the market. Levi was a tax
collector. It was the single most defining thing about him. He had grown wealthy from
this dubious vocation. For these four men to follow Christ, they were going to leave
behind a chunk of their identity and the former source of their security. Yet they left
those things to follow Him.!

!

As I read these verses today I was reminded of an old Michael Card song called, “The
Things We Leave Behind.” I love the song because in simple poetry, Card draws our
attention NOT to the things they left, but to what they gained as they followed Christ.
This is an important message for us as well. As we follow Christ, we change the source
of our security (from us to Him). As we follow Christ, things that otherwise would define
us are left behind so that He is who defines us. While most of us will not have a
vocation change as we follow Christ, all of us have a Master change. . . instead of
following our own way, we follow His. This forces us to leave some things behind, while
we gain something far greater.!

!

Today, as we are just a few days from Christmas, I want you to read the lyrics to Card’s
song below and reflect upon the freedom we find in following Christ as Levi, Simon,
James and John did. In Christ we get far greater than we give up as we follow Him.!

!

There sits Simon,!
so foolishly wise!
proudly he’s tending his nets!
Then Jesus calls,!
and the boats drift away!
all that he owns he forgets!

!

More than the nets!
he abandoned that day,!
he found that his pride was soon drifting away!
It’s hard to imagine the freedom we find!
from the things we leave behind!

!

Matthew was mindful!
of taking the tax,!
pressing the people to pay!

Hearing the call,!
he responded in faith!
followed the Light and the Way!

!

Leaving the people!
so puzzled he found,!
the greed in his heart!
was no longer around and!
it’s hard to imagine!
the freedom we find!
from the things!
we leave behind!

!

Every heart needs to be set free,!
from posessions!
that hold it so tight!
‘Cause freedom’s not found in the things that we own,!
It’s the power!
to do what is right!
Jesus, our only posession,!
giving becomes our delight!
We can’t imagine the freedom we find!
from the things we leave behind!

!

We show a love for the world in our lives!
by worshipping goods we posess!
Jesus has laid all our treasures aside!
“love God above all the rest”!

!

‘Cause when we say ‘no’!
to the things of the world!
we open our hearts!
to the love of the Lord and!
its hard to imagine!
the freedom we find!
from the things we leave behind!

!
!
!

Oh, and it’s hard to imagine!
the freedom we find!
from the things!
we leave behind!

December 21!

!

Grand Temptation!

!

Luke 4!

The Grand Canyon is one big, beautiful hole in the ground. I know. I have stood on its
banks and soaked in its beauty. In the summer of 1994, my college roommate and I
embarked on the road trip to end all road trips, driving 3,000 miles roundtrip to Northern
California and back seeing all the beautiful National Parks and tourist traps along the
way. One of our stops was the Grand Canyon. When we first arrived and looked out
across the canyon’s south rim, we thought we could sit there forever and just admire its
beauty. However, we were 21 year old college guys . . . so naturally, FOREVER was
only about an hour and a half before we started looking for something more
adventurous to do.!

!

That adventure took the form of climbing some of the buttes and bluffs that make up the
outer rim of the canyon. It was not enough for us to simply see the canyon, we had to
climb it. Fine idea, were it not for my selective amnesia. In my hasty pursuit of
adventure, I had conveniently forgotten that I am terrified of heights. I was 10 feet off
the ground climbing a 20 foot high bluff before my amnesia cleared and it hit me . . . “I
am 10 feet off the ground hanging to a wall of the Grand Canyon.” Now, my friend (who
is part mountain goat) climbed that face like it was a ladder. I, however, had a different
experience. Knuckles whitening, heart pounding, muscles tense, I labored my way the
last few feet up the bluff and tried my best to look in control as I rolled onto the top of
the peak, doing my best to wipe both the terror and the sweat off of my face.!

!

After a good bit of chest pounding and male bravado at our successful climb, the
second part of my amnesia checked in. I had forgotten an important fact of physics –
what goes up must come down. My mountain goat friend hopped down the face as fast
as he went up. I, on the other hand, sat on the edge of the bluff paralyzed with fear.
Lucky for me, I was not alone. My friend had successfully navigated going down the
bluff before me, and he told me where to step and where to hold to make it down
successfully. If I just followed in his path, surely I would be all right. The only problem
was, even knowing the way he had shown me, I was still stricken with fear, and could
not make myself move an inch downward. So, my friend reached up and grabbed my
right foot, lifted it off the rock and placed it in the correct foothold. Then he did the same
thing with my left foot, then my right again, and so on and so on. Eventually, with his
strength and direction, I made it down safely. I am convinced that if my friend Tate had
not been there with me, I would either still be sitting on that butte asking passing hikers
to throw me up a canteen and a Power Bar, or I would have fallen to the ground and
really gotten hurt. The fear was just that great.!

!

I was thinking about this experience today as I was reading Luke 4:1-13 and the
temptation of Jesus Christ by Satan in the wilderness. Three times, Satan tempted
Christ with many of the same basic temptations we all struggle with. Satan tempted

Jesus with physical desires, offers of power, and doubting God, yet Christ stood strong
and did not give in to sin after any of these temptations. That is why the writer of
Hebrews says of Jesus, “For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with
all our weaknesses, but One who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without
sin (Hebrews 4:15).” Jesus was tempted as we are, yet He never sinned. Because of
this, the writer of Hebrews says in 2:18, “For since He Himself was tempted in that
which He has suffered, He is able to come to the aid of those who are tempted.”!

!

Let me phrase all of that truth in light of my experience at the Grand Canyon. Jesus has
scaled the mountain of temptation successfully, so He can show us the way down to the
bottom. Many of us feel as though temptation is so strong in certain areas that we have
no hope of ever walking with God successfully through it. We feel like the pull towards
internet pornography or alcohol or gossiping or certain types of speech are so strong
that we are destined to fall in those areas resulting in serious injury to us or to others.
This fear of temptation is so strong, it can be paralyzing in our walks with God. If we
have been beaten about by a temptation and failure in a particular area for too long, we
feel like our only hope in the Christian life is for someone else to walk by and “throw us
up a word of encouragement” as we feel destined to sit on the rocky edges of the
Christian life while others navigate successfully by.!

!

However, in Christ, all of us who have struggled with temptation have a great hope!
First of all, Jesus has shown us the way to navigate through temptation in a God
honoring way, without sin. Like Tate telling me where to go, Jesus modeled for us the
way down in Luke 4:1-13. He was dependent on the Holy Spirit (Luke 4:1) and stood on
the promises of God’s Word, not on Satan’s deception (Luke 4:4, 8, 10). However
beautiful this example is, though, it still is not enough to totally help us as we are
struggling through temptation in our lives. He has not only shown us the way, but He
also offers us the power to navigate temptation, if we will let Him. Tate grabbed my feet
and moved them down the mountain. It was his strength, not mine that led me to safety.
The same is true in our spiritual lives. Christ offers us the strength to lead us down the
mountain of temptation if we will just trust Him. He will carry us through. Galatians 2:20
tells us that “it is no longer I who live but Christ lives in me.” In a real sense, as
believers in Jesus Christ, we have the living Son of God who has stared temptation
down and HAS NOT SINNED, offering to live His life through us if we will just let Him.
By placing our faith in Him moment by moment, He can lead us down the bluff of
temptation one step at a time.!

!

This Christmas let us all be thankful that the baby born in Bethlehem lived a holy life,
and shows us the way to follow Him.!

!
!

December 22!

!

Divinity/Humanity!
Luke 3!

!

Think about the life of the original 12 disciples. For three years they had the privilege of
traveling the countryside with Jesus of Nazareth as one of His merry men. As a part of
this privilege, they got to hear every sermon He ever taught, witness nearly every
miracle He ever performed, and had Jesus provide the “director’s cut” commentary to
His ministry around the campfire at night. Pretty cool, right?!

!

Now, in light of all that the 12 witnessed, it should not surprise us that the original 12
were bullish on His divinity. John writes in John 1:1, “In the beginning was the Word
(Jesus), and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” Peter calls Jesus, “Our
God and Savior” in 2 Peter 1:1. Clearly, these men were convinced of Jesus divinity.
However, when we really think of the experience of the 12, it should amaze us that they
were so solid on His divinity. After all, they saw up close His humanity as well:!

!

•
•
•
•

!

They saw Jesus hungry. Imagine that – the God of the Universe weak after a
long walk because His blood sugar had dropped!!
They saw Jesus tired. Imagine watching God become unresponsive as he dozes
off to sleep after a long day.!
They had seen Jesus bleed and die a physical death. Watching the Eternal One
die had to be a mind blowing experience.!
They had seen Him live large portions of His life in obscurity. For 30 years,
Jesus was Joe and Mary’s boy . . . a carpenter’s apprentice.!

They had seen Him live a very human life. Reflecting on all that the disciples saw
makes their statements of divinity that much more powerful. They would have had a
strong inclination to call Jesus merely a man, yet they believed in His divinity. Seeing
His empty tomb and shaking His nail scarred (yet risen) hand will do that to you!!

!

If the disciples were predisposed to see Jesus as merely a man, people who have been
raised in Christian churches are predisposed to see Jesus merely as God. I say that
because we are people who have always related to Jesus as Someone we have never
seen with our eyes. We have related to Jesus as a part of the unseen Trinity. His
Words are written in red, and His pronouns are always capitalized. For long-time
Christians, the divinity of Jesus is something we take for granted . . . but in
understanding this, we sometimes forget His humanity as well.!

!

In Luke 3:23-38, the human genealogy of Jesus is listed. I think (in part) this genealogy
is given in great detail to help those of us who would read this Gospel two millennia later
to remember that though Jesus IS 100% God, He is also 100% human. Though He
could calm the raging sea by raising His hand, His hand could be pierced by a driven
nail causing blood to gush forth. Though He could feed 5,000 with a few fish and

loaves, He had a belly button reminding all that for a long season He was dependent
upon His mother for nourishment.!

!

At Christmas time, we have the perfect opportunity to marvel at the mystery of the Godman. Since God became man, then God can be known by men. Since God became
man then God can die in the place of man, paying the ransom price our sin deserved.
Since God became man, we have reason to sing this Christmas.!

!
!

December 23!

!

Dream Team!
Luke 2!

!

Last year, we got to spend a few days in Bartlesville celebrating Christmas with family.
We had a great time quoting lines from Elf, opening presents, eating way too much, and
getting schooled in Scrabble by my 10 year old niece. In other words, it was a perfect
holiday. Since I grew up in Bartlesville, any trip back home brings back all kinds of
memories – good and bad. In many ways, I have grown into a different person since I
moved away from there 20 years ago. Some of those changes have been positive,
some have been negative.!

!

One of the changes that I would consider negative, is my general optimism about life.
When I lived in Bartlesville I was much younger, and much more optimistic about my
future. Let me give you an example. Back in 1984 when the Olympics were in Los
Angeles, I remember dreaming that one day I would be a part of the U.S. Olympic
basketball team. I loved playing basketball, and thought I had a “realistic” shot at
making the team one day. I actually did the math and thought that I would only have two
chances to make the team – 1992 and 1996. I thought I would only have the chance for
those two Olympics because I would be in the NBA in 1997, thus making me ineligible
for an amateur competition (the Olympics at that time were only open to amateurs).
Best I can tell, I wanted to be an Olympian for three reasons:!

!

•
•
•

!

A love of America. Putting on the stars and bars and taking on the world was an
incredibly motivating idea.!
A love of Basketball. I thought I had the skills to compete.!
A love of Mary Lou Retton. Remember the 1984 games? As an 11 year old, I
thought if I could just meet her, I had a chance . . .!

Anyway, by the time 1992 rolled around, I no longer lived in Bartlesville . . . and I no
longer thought I could be an Olympian. Though the inclusion of the professionals did not
help me (thanks a lot Dream Team), the reason I did not make it to the Olympics in 1992
was that I was not good enough to make the team. Time has an incredible ability to kill
our dreams, doesn’t it? The longer we live, the more we are in tune with our own
abilities and liabilities. The more basketball I played against better and better
competition, the more I realized that I was not going to be the next Mark Price or even
the next Tim Legler. My talent ceiling was 6A sports in Oklahoma. Getting a realistic
picture of what I could accomplish caused me to alter my idealistic notion of being a
Olympic champion.!

!

What about you? What did you used to think you were going to grow up to be? How has
time changed your hopes and dreams?!

!

While it is fun and nostalgic to look back on our dreams of fame, it is tragic when we let
the passing of time ebb away at the confidence we have in our spiritual lives. For far too
many of us, we trust God with less with each passing year. This happens because over
time we become more and more acquainted with our lack of ability to accomplish things
we genuinely desire. Year after year, an illness remains, a relationship deteriorates, a
sin struggle lingers, depression clings on. Because of the persistent nature of some of
our struggles, and our lack of ability to change them, we begin to trust God with less. As
we become aware of our liabilities, we begin to limit our expectations. When we limit our
expectations, we shrink our dreams. When we shrink our dreams, we have a tendency
to shrink our God as well.!

!

The flaw in all this is that we are attaching our hopes and dreams in the areas that
matter most to us only to our own ability. As believers in Jesus Christ, we have a God
we can trust for things way larger than that! Think about it: if you are a believer in Jesus,
you are trusting God for forgiveness of all your sins. Your ability to be forgiven has
nothing to do with your ability to accomplish something yourself, but it has to do with
God’s ability to do more to you and through you than you could ever do alone! God
forgives by sending His Son to die on the cross for us. That is how we are forgiven.
However, as believers live out their spiritual lives, we can allow time to cause us to
focus more on what we can do and less on what God can do. When we do that, our
vision for tomorrow deflates.!

!

This year, this Christmas, I want to encourage you to inflate your vision again. Trust God
more this coming year for things bigger than what you can accomplish on your own. I
want to encourage you in this direction by looking at the first few words in Luke 2
tonight. At the beginning of the story of Jesus birth, Luke says this, “In those days a
decree went out from Caesar Augustus. . .” If you have been a Christian for a long time
(or if you have recently watched the “Charlie Brown Christmas” special), no doubt these
words are very familiar to you. In fact, the name Caesar Augustus is one of the most
famous names of any Caesar in the history of the Roman Empire. But who was Caesar
Augustus and why do we know his name today? Answering that question is a very
interesting story.!

!

In 63 BC, a young man named Gaius Octavius was born. Octavius was in the Roman
army. At that time, a man named Julius Caesar was the dictator of Rome. Julius noticed
the great skill and leadership ability that Octavius had. Octavius was Julius’s nephew.
Julius had no children of his own. Unknown to Octavius, Julius had written into his will to
adopt Octavius upon his death, and make him the heir to his fortune and political
successor. On the Ides of March, in 44 BC, Julius Caesar was assassinated by political
adversaries in the Roman Senate. Octavius was summoned to Rome to hear a reading
of his late Uncle’s will. In the will, Octavius found out his future would be changed
forever. He had been post-humously adopted by his uncle Julius and at the age of 19,
Octavius had become the leader of Rome. As a tribute, Octavius took on Julius’s name
“Caesar,” making him Octavius Caesar. In 42 BC, the Roman Senate deified Julius
Caesar, making him the “Divine Julius” and Octavius, “The Son of the Divine” or as we
might say, he became known as the “Son of God.” Then, in a twist that changed the

course of Rome, Octavius changed the Roman constitution making himself an Emperor
and Rome an Empire. At that time, they changed his name to Augustus . . . which
means “Sacred one” . . . Thus Augustus Caesar became known as the Sacred One, the
Son of God. He was the leader of the world at the time of Jesus birth.!

!

Caesar Augustus was such a powerful man that he was able to speak a word and make
the entire Roman Empire move. When you are an emperor and people think you are a
god, you have lots of power. That is why when Caesar developed a new tax code and
said that people needed to go to their ancestral homes to register, people started
walking – among them Mary and Joseph.!

!

Now imagine that you were alive in the Roman Empire on the night that Jesus was
born, and imagine that you were walking with a set of travelers to the town of Bethlehem
to register for the census. Imagine that someone were to say to you that alive in the
world at that time was one known as the Son of God, the Sacred one, who would be
known for 2,000 years and counting into the future. Imagine that someone were to tell
you on the way to Bethlehem that 2,000 years later all of human history would hinge
around this Son of God and what He would accomplish with His life. Imagine that
someone were to tell you that 2,000 years later, people would look at pictures and
symbols of this Sacred One and think of how the Son of God had changed their lives.
Imagine that. I would imagine that if someone would have told you all that on that night,
you would have thought they were talking about Caesar Augustus. In reality, however,
they were talking about a child that would be born later that night in a cave and placed
in an animals feeding bin.!

!

Despite the drastic differences between Jesus and Augustus on the first Christmas night
(one in a manger, the other on a throne), the world has come to remember the one, only
because of His association with the other. Think about it, the man who was responsible
for starting the Roman Empire . . . the man who was known as a god by the most
advanced civilization in the world at that time, would be known to us only because he
was the ruler at the time of the birth of Jesus Christ. As Andy Stanley has correctly said,
Augustus Caesar is merely a footnote in the history of God’s Story in Christ. Men and
women, we serve a God who can make a baby born in a manger infinitely more
powerful than the leader of the “free world.”!

!

This Christmas, as you ponder anew what the Almighty can do, I want you to stop
limiting what God can do. I want you to renew your belief that God can do big things. As
the Christmas story is read and you hear of Caesar Augustus, I want you to remember
the power of God. Caesar thought he was a god and tried to make himself famous, but
in the end, he was a footnote in history. Time has taught us of the limitations of human
power. However, time has also taught us of the enduring nature of God’s story. When
we are attached to Christ, He can do infinitely abundantly beyond all we ask or think. I
want you to trust God again for big things this year, because we serve a big God.!

!

Now, I want to ask you this question. Who are you trusting tonight? For the problem of
our sin. For the problem of our uncertainty. For the problem of our mortality. For the

things you truly long for. Who are you trusting? Yourself? The best a person could do is
what Augustus did . . . and he is rotting in a tomb. Trust instead in the One who has
gone from the manger to a throne that will never be unseated. He can offer us
forgiveness, and hope. He is the One we orient our history around. His story gives
meaning to ours. My dreams are bigger because I am a part of His team.!

!
!

December 24!

!

A Simple Painting!

!

Luke 1!

Several years ago I was in Paris, the city of lights. I was blown away by the beauty of
that city. In Paris there are many incredible art museums that contain priceless works of
art, but truth be told, Paris itself is a work of art. From the towering steel of the Eiffel
Tower to the elegant beauty of winding streets lined with sidewalk cafes and guarded by
gargoyles, this is one amazing city. There are so many amazing works of art in Paris
that many of them just blend together in your mind after a few days in the city.
However, in this city that showcases the arts, there is one portrait that gets all the press.
There is one painting that people always remember – one portrait people are lining up
to see. Deep in the center of the most famous art museum in the world, sits the small
portrait of a half-smiling, plain-looking woman. Above all the larger than life sculptures,
all the Egyptian treasures and impressionist paintings, the Mona Lisa has captured the
attention of all the world like no other work of art in a city of artists.!

!

I could walk right up to the Venus De Milo and practically touch it. I could sit in front of
huge murals of the Last Supper and the crucifixion for hours without being bothered by
anyone; however I could get no closer to the Mona Lisa than 50 yards. There are
paintings that are far more elaborate . . . far grander in scope . . . far more supernatural
in subject matter, but it is the Mona Lisa that has people packed 20 deep and snapping
photographs in her direction. Why is that? Have you ever asked that question? As I
looked over one man’s shoulder, beneath another man’s arm pit and past a woman’s
hat, to see the top corner of this painting, I wondered to myself what it was that made
this painting so magnetic. What was it that made it so significant in the eyes of people?
Have you ever asked yourself this question about this famous painting?!

!

As I thought about it, you know what came to mind? What makes the Mona Lisa special
is not its famous subject, or its bright colors, or its grandiose size. The brilliance of the
Mona Lisa is in the small details. The slight smile. The inviting face. The relatability of
painting an ordinary person in a day when only saints, gods, and martyrs were painted.
These common elements are what make the Mona Lisa special. This painting is a
beautiful portrait painted in plain strokes by a master artist.!

!

You know what? When I think about the life we all live in relationship with God, I think of
the Mona Lisa. Many of us would love to see God work in our lives the same way He
did in New Testament times. We long to see the mighty work of God, point to it, and
proclaim, “There He is! I know God is real because I see Him at work in the raising of
the dead man. . . in restoring strength to the paralytic . . . in giving sight back to the
blind.” We long to see God work in the grandiose, and somewhere along the way, we
have convinced ourselves that it is only in such circumstances that God is actually at
work. If that is your perspective, then you need to keep reading. God is not just at work

in the grandiose. In fact, God has always been at work in the simple things of life. God
even worked through the commonplace in the New Testament.!

!

Take the book of Luke for instance. As you read the first two chapters of Luke which
highlight the Christmas story, what do you see? As I read the first two chapters of Luke,
I see God mightily at work . . . through the common strokes of life. I see God at work in
the timing of Zacarias’s work schedule for entering the temple. I see God at work in the
birth of two children and the selection of those parents. I see God at work in the
declaring that a census be taken to get Joseph and Mary to Bethlehem. I see God at
work in the way a mother relates to her child. I see God at work in the very common
things of life like jobs and family and political decrees. And in the process, God is
painting a Mona Lisa style masterpiece of His grace for us to see.!

!

Take a few minutes and reread the first two chapters of Luke, then ask yourself the
question, “Where is God at work in my life?” We may be looking for the majestic and
miss God at work in the mundane. Who do you think had you born to the parents that
you have? Who do you think was at work to bring you to the University of Oklahoma?
Who was it that had you grow up in the town you grew up in? Who is it that has you
working at the job you are at right now? God did! And God does! He is at work in the
details of our lives to sovereignly guide us to where He wants us to be. Stop for a few
moments and reflect on the fact that God has been, is currently, and always will be at
work in our lives . . . not just in the “big things,” but through the details of our lives. And
know this . . . what God has led you to, He will see you through. Begin to see your life
as a beautiful portrait of His grace painted in plain strokes by the Master Artist.!

!
!

December 25!

!

What Do We Have In Common With the Shepherds?!

!

As Linus (from the Peanuts) would say . . . Lights please.!

!

!

“And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over
their flocks at night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the
Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angels said to them,
‘Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the
people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; He is Christ
the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and
lying in a manger.’ Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared
with the angel, praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on
earth peace to men on whom His favor rests.’ When the angels had left them
and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, ‘Let’s go to
Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us
about.’ So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was
lying in the manger.” – Luke 2:8-16!

Imagine that you were the shepherds that first Christmas night. You were gathered out
on the hillsides surrounding Bethlehem watching your livestock. You were bundled up
to keep warm. Having never been a rancher or taken care of any animal larger than my
36 pound Beagle, I have a hard time imagining what they were doing. My best guess is
that they were living out the imagery of James Taylor’s classic “Sweet Baby James”:!

!

“Their horse and their cattle are their only companions. They work in the saddle and
they sleep in the canyons, waiting for summer, their pastures to change. But as the
moon rises they sit by the fire, dreaming about women and glasses of beer. Close their
eyes as the doggies retire. They sing out a song which is soft but is clear, as if maybe
someone could hear.”!

!

So, as the doggies retire, these shepherds saw an impressive sight. It is hard for me to
imagine what shepherds were doing on that Christmas night, but it was even harder for
the shepherds to imagine the sight they were getting ready to behold. Out of no where
angels appeared in the sky singing a different song (sorry JT). They were singing
“Gloria in Excelies Deo!” For me today, it is easy to imagine the shepherds seeing the
angels . . . this is a story I have heard since I was born . . . but for the shepherds, this
was a very “out of the ordinary” situation. It was not normal for them to see angels on
the hillside, no matter how many glasses of beer they may have been dreaming of. This
was a unique event! The angels told the shepherds to go to Bethlehem and see a baby
which was the Savior of the world.!

!

The shepherds quickly took off for Bethlehem. Can you imagine the conversation they
may have had with each other all the way to the stable? “I wonder what He looks like?

What could this all mean? I wonder if everyone got this same announcement . . . if so, I
wonder how long we will have to wait in line?!?” The questions would have no doubt
fired back and forth throughout their walk/run to the manger.!

!

Upon arriving on the scene, however, I am sure the shepherds were probably scratching
their heads a bit. There was no line outside the stable filled with government and
religious dignitaries and local celebrities. Upon entering the stable, the place smelled
more like a barn full of animals than the temple incense. As they approached the baby
in the manger, no halo circled His head, and the child was probably crying for His
mother to give Him more milk. While the text does not say it, I am guessing that the
shepherds were probably wondering (either aloud or to each other) if they had heard the
angels correctly. Given the disparity between what they saw and what they had heard,
these old school cowboys were placed in a spot that is very familiar to us . . . they were
being asked to take God at His Word.!

!

I walk through this story today because many times as I read the Christmas story I think,
if only all people could see what the shepherds saw then all people would believe that
Jesus is the Savior of the world. To my old way of thinking, the shepherds, based on
what they had seen, would not have needed a lot of faith to believe in Jesus as their
Savior. The reality, though, is that I still think it took LOTS OF FAITH for the shepherds
to believe. In fact, they did not have some of the benefits that we have.!

!

When the shepherds saw Jesus in Bethlehem, they had never heard Jesus preach; they
had never seen Him work miracles; they had never imagined the cross; they had never
conceived the empty tomb. While they had an angel declaration, there were many facts
of the story that they did not have. Based on what they knew, they were asked to take
God at His Word (through the angels) and trust Him with the rest. As people today, we
have record of His preaching, miracles, death and resurrection. We have the testimony
of 2,000 years of Church History, and the corroborating evidence of ancient historians.
Given that, however, we have never seen Jesus face to face, and angels have not
visited us on hillsides. Based on what we know, however, we are asked to take God at
His Word (through the Bible) and trust Him with the rest. When we do this, great
blessings come our way.!

!

The Apostle Peter wrote a letter to the first generation of Christians who were growing
up in our present reality . . . people who had the testimony of eye-witnesses and the
Scripture, but had not physically seen Jesus. To this group (to us) Peter writes in 1
Peter 1:8-9, “Though you have not seen Him, you love Him, and even though you do
not see Him now, you believe in Him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious
joy, for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls.” Peter
celebrates the faith of those who have not seen Jesus, but still love and believe in Him.
This verse of Scripture is talking to you and me!!

!

1 Peter 1:8-9 further indicates that when we believe in Jesus based on what we know
(but have not seen), we reap the same benefits that His first followers experienced, “an

inexpressible joy” (“Good news of Great Joy”) and “the salvation of our souls” (“a Savior
has been born to you; He is Christ the Lord”).!

!

At first glance, it appears that we have very little in common with the shepherds that first
Christmas night, but in the end, we have something big in common . . . we are both
being asked to embrace by faith that the child born in Bethlehem is our Savior, Christ
the Lord. Upon hearing this announcement this Christmas will you run to the manger as
the shepherds did? Will you believe in Him based on what you know and trust Him for
the things that are harder for you to understand? If you will, then joy and salvation
await. Those are two Christmas gifts that are on everyone’s list.

