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Introduction:
Christmas is an amazing gift-giving time of year. In 2019 alone, Americans spent (on
average) $1,000 per person on Christmas. WOW! While we may debate the amount
spent on each gift, we cannot deny that gift giving is a very relevant way for people to
celebrate the Christmas holiday. At Christmas, we remember THE GIFT that was given
by God to you and me. THE GIFT, of course, is Jesus Christ. Because Jesus came to the
earth, we have experienced the most amazing collection of blessings:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Hope, in the face of despair
Life, in the event of death
Peace, instead of war
Intimacy with God, instead of separation from God
Forgiveness, instead of wrath
Power, in place of weakness

We have been given all these (and more) through the person of Jesus Christ. As
Ephesians 1:3 reminds us, we have been blessed with “every spiritual blessing the the
heavenly places” and as John 1:16 explains, “from His (Jesus) fullness we have all
received grace upon grace.”
But how do I know that these gifts are for me? After all, none of us have received $1
Trillion worth of Christmas presents. Many of those gifts were for others. How do I
know the gift of Jesus is intended for me?
When I look at presents under our Christmas tree, I can determine which gift is for
which person by looking at the tag on each gift. When I see my name in the “to”
column, I know that gift is for me. When Jesus was born that rst Christmas night, God
“tagged” THE GIFT with the names of many who would represent the types of people
Jesus came for. Amazingly, when we look at these different groups of people, we see
that THE GIFT of Christmas is intended for all of us!

•

fi

•

The prophecies of the Old Testament remind us that Christmas is for the
“Distressed.” Those experiencing the ill effects of this world can nd their hope in
Jesus.
In Mary and Joseph (Jesus’ earthly parents) we see two very “Decent” people.
They were morally exceptional in their day. But even the “Decent” need a Savior
and the supernatural intervention of God.
In the invitation of the shepherds of Bethlehem, we are reminded that the “Dirty”
are also given the gift of Christmas. Shepherds lived their lives being told by
religious folks that they were “unclean” and could not enter the Temple … but the
night Jesus is born, they are invited to the manger.

fi

•
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In the star in the sky lighting the way for the Magi, we are reminded that the
“Distant” are also given this gift. The Magi lived in a far away land that
worshipped other gods, but the one true God, wanted them to know that they
were invited to open this Christmas gift as well.
Jesus Christ is “THE GIFT” and the biblical accounts show us that He was given
by our loving Heavenly Father to ALL of us!

This 2020 season at Wildwood Community Church, we are inviting you to join us in
opening by faith THE GIFT of Christ this Christmas. To help us in doing that, we have a
number of opportunities:
Sunday Worship Services (each Sunday morning at 9:00, 10:15, and 11:30):
• November 29: To the Distressed (Isaiah 11:1-9)
• December 6: To the Decent (Matthew 1:18-25, Luke 1:26-38)
• December 13: To the Dirty (Luke 2:8-20)
• December 20: To the Distant (Matthew 2:1-12)
December 24 Christmas Eve Services (3:00, 4:00, 5:00, 6:00)
• Singing of carols
• Candlelight
• Scripture reading of the Christmas story
• For the whole family!
Daily Devotionals:
• In this book, you will nd a devotional for each day from November 29 December 25.
• You can also nd these devotionals on my blog - pastormarkrobinson.com
Christmas Playlist:
• In this Christmas devotional, there is a song referenced for each day. All these
songs, are included in a playlist found on Apple Music and Spotify at the following
links:
• Apple Music Playlist: Wildwood Community Church Christmas 2020
• Spotify Playlist: Wildwood Community Church Christmas 2020
We hope and pray that these resources help you worship Jesus this holiday season!
In Christ,

fi

fi

Pastor Mark
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November 29
Preparing for the Required Course
Galatians 4:4-5
When I arrived at the University of Oklahoma in the summer of 1992 to begin my
college education, I was excited to take every class on my schedule . . . except one.
Attending college meant the end of the 8:30 AM – 3:00 PM school day and the advent
of the three day a week lecture rotation. As an aspiring procrastinator, committed
intramural athlete, and John Madden football playing (on the Sega Genesis mind you)
enthusiast, I was looking forward to all that free time! All of my classes had that three
day-a-week rhythm except one . . . Spanish 1. The required ve day-a-week mandate of
this class cramped my style. No me gusto.
Now, truth be told, I did not have to take Spanish 1 at OU. My degree program only
required me to take one 3 hour (read 3 day a week) foreign language course in the
“2000” level. The reason I did not simply sign up to take that Spanish reading course
rst semester my freshman year was simple . . . I did not speak Spanish. I needed to
learn the basics before I could read poetry and short stories. My ve day-a-week year
long Spanish marathon was a prerequisite necessary for me to understand the material
I would read in the one required reading course my sophomore year.
I was thinking about this experience today as I re ected further on the Law that God
gave to His people in the Old Testament through His servant Moses. Moses went up on
the mountainside and God gave him 10 commandments that would form a contract (we
know it now as the Old Covenant) for how people in that era would relate to God. This
Law was given to the Jewish people and governed humanity’s relationship with God for
roughly 1500 years until God would establish a New Covenant with His Church through
the saving work of Jesus Christ. When Christ came, God tells us through the book of
Hebrews that salvation had always been through the person and work of Christ for all
people. In a sense, the required course for salvation for people has always been about
what Jesus has done and become effective as people take Christ into our hearts by
faith.

fi

fi

fi

If Jesus Christ had always been humanity’s required course, then why did God establish
a 1,500 year period governed by the Law? The answer from Galatians 3:24 is clear, the
Law was the prerequisite to people understanding Christ. Galatians 3:24 says, “So then,
the Law was our pedagogue to Christ, in order that we might be justi ed by faith.” The
idea of a pedagogue is one of a teacher who would come alongside a parent and help
train a child, maturing them for adulthood. God gave the Law for 1,500 years to teach
His people something in preparation for Christ. What does the world learn through the
Law that prepares it for Christ?

fl

fi
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In the Law we learn that God is holy and we are not. The Law shows us that the
standards of God are lofty and perfect. Humanity’s problem is that we cannot perfectly
live out God’s perfect standard. In a sense, the 10 Commandments are a document that
condemns all of humanity. The Law says do not lie, yet even Abraham Lincoln told a lie
at some point in his life. The Law says honor your father and mother, yet all parents
(and children) know how impossible this is every moment of every day. Jesus goes so
far as to apply the 10 commandments to our thought lives, effectively making virtually
all of us murderers and adulterers! The Law shows us what Romans 3:23 famously
states, “All have sinned and continue to fall short of God’s perfect standards.”
The Law also informs us that the result of sin is death. Think of all the bloody animal
sacri ces the Old Testament demands as temporary coverings for the guilt of sin. Every
lamb sacri ced on Passover, every sacri ce offered in the Temple was a reminder of
what Romans 6:23 tells us, “The wages of sin is death.”
The period of the Law also shows us the power and character of God. For 1500 years
God poured out miracles and messages on the earth through supernatural means and
the pen of the prophets. These prophecies, signs, and wonders helped people
understand just how powerful the God of the Bible really is.
All these works of the Law helped prepare people for the truth of Christ. Jesus came
into the world to seek and save the lost . . . the people who understood that they were
not self-righteous enough to perfectly adhere to the Law and save themselves. The
Law prepared people for their NEED for a Savior. Further, the Law prepared people for
the understanding that death was the result of sin, so when Jesus died on the cross to
take the payment for humanity’s sins, we would know why that needed to happen.
Finally, the supernatural demonstrations of God in the Old Testament help us to
recognize the presence of God in the miracles of Jesus in the New Testament. The Law
was given as a prerequisite to teach humanity so that they would understand Christ!
This Christmas, as you worship with your family, probably reading a lot from the rst
chapter or two of the rst four books of the New Testament, allow yourself to skim back
over the 39 books of the Old Testament. This prerequisite will help you understand the
meaning of Galatians 4:4-5, “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth His
Son, born of a woman, born under the Law, to redeem those who were under the Law.”
The fullness of time came when the world had gone through the necessary prerequisite
training under the Law to receive the new-born King.

fi

fi

fi

fi

fi

Suggested song for today: “Come Thou Long Expected Jesus”
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November 30
Two-fold take on a 2,700 Year Old Story
Isaiah 7
700 years before the birth of Jesus, King Ahaz ruled over the nation of Judah. This
reign was not marked by peace and prosperity, but by dif culty and war. Judah was
being attacked by the armies of Israel (the Kingdom was divided at this time) and Aram.
Ahaz, fearing the stability of the nation and his future legacy, turned to the feared
Assyrian army to try to buy some help to ght off Aram and Israel. For a King who was
leading God’s chosen people, Ahaz’s choice of an ally was very peculiar. God had made
promises to protect Judah and provide for her needs, and He had delivered on those
promises time and time again in her history. Ahaz, however, did not trust in the Lord,
instead looking to other men to secure the stability He desired.
In Isaiah 7, God speaks to Ahaz and dares him to trust God (not man) for his deliverance.
In 7:9-11, God says to Ahaz, “‘If you (Ahaz) want me (God) to protect you, learn to believe
what I say. . . Ask me for a sign Ahaz, to prove that I will crush your enemies as I have
promised. Ask for anything you like, and make it as dif cult as you want.’”
I rmly believe that Ahaz thought that this dare from God was a test. Ahaz did not want
to fail the test, so he says back to God in 7:12, “No, I wouldn’t test the Lord like that.”
Ahaz must have puffed out his chest a bit as he said he would never put God to the test.
What Ahaz thought was a pious rejection, however, was actually a good depiction of his
spiritual allegiance. Ahaz would not put the Lord to ANY use in his real life. He wanted
God on his side, but he assumed that in order to maintain the nation’s stability, he would
have to impress God with his self-directed wisdom, not a declaration of his utter need
for dependence. Ahaz did not want to show God any weakness, thinking that God
wanted him to be strong (or at least have strong friends).

fi

fi

fi

fi

fi

After rejecting God’s call for a sign, Ahaz is confronted by the prophet Isaiah who spoke
God’s response in 7:13-16: “Then Isaiah said, ‘Listen well, you royal family of David! You
aren’t satis ed to exhaust my patience. You exhaust the patience of God as well! All
right then, the Lord Himself will choose the sign. Look! The virgin will conceive a child!
She will give birth to a son and will call Him Immanuel – God with us! By the time this
child is old enough to eat curds and honey, he will know enough to choose what is right
and reject what is wrong. But before he knows right from wrong, the two kings you
fear so much – the kings of Israel and Aram – will both be dead.’’” In this verse, God is
telling Ahaz that God will extract Judah from underneath the oppression of the armies
of Israel and Aram in a short amount of time. Indeed, God sets a time sensitive “sign” in
place that says when God’s people see a child named Immanuel born to a woman who
was still a virgin at the time of Isaiah’s prophecy, it will be less than two years until the
kings of Aram and Israel will die and their threat to Judah will be subdued. In this way,
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Ahaz and Judah were called to renew their trust in God alone to provide deliverance
from their enemies.
This prophecy was given in 735 BC. Just 3 years after this prophecy was given (in 732
BC), the kings of Israel and Aram were dead and the threat to Judah from these two
“enemies” was subdued. God had made good on his promise. There most likely was a
woman who was not married in 735 BC who met a man shortly after Isaiah’s prophecy,
married him, and they had a child together. (NOTE: This would not have been an
immaculate conception. The “virgin” referred to the fact that the woman was not
married yet at the time of Isaiah’s original prophecy.) Before that child grew to be old
enough to eat more than just baby food, Judah’s threats had been eliminated by God
Himself. God had shown Himself worthy to be trusted.
Fast forward 700 years from the events of King Ahaz, and you will nd a young virgin
woman pregnant with a child named Jesus. Under the direction of the Holy Spirit, the
Apostle Matthew, as he writes his Gospel, is directed to draw a connection between
Isaiah 7 and the birth of Jesus. Matthew 1:21-23 says, “‘She (Mary) will bear a son, and
you shall call His name Jesus, for He will save His people from their sins.’ All this took
place to ful ll what the Lord had spoken by the prophet: ‘Behold, the virgin shall
conceive and bear a son, and they shall call His name Immanuel.’” Though undoubtedly
there was a contemporary application to Isaiah 7 in Ahaz day, ultimately, the words of
Isaiah were looking to a day seven centuries away . . . when another baby born, this time
by a woman who was still a virgin, would be a sign that an even greater deliverance was
forthcoming for God’s people. Jesus did not just come to rid His people of two pesky
foreign kings . . . He came to deliver people from their sins!!
As someone who gets to read both stories from the comfort of the 21st century, I am so
glad that Immanuel means more for us than just temporary military conquest. Ahaz got
temporary relief from Aram and Israel 2 years after a child was born. We get to have
permanent relief from the consequences of our sin 2,000 years after Jesus was born.
In our lives, like Ahaz, many times we assume that victory over our chief enemies (sin
and its consequences) is found in our own self-righteous behavior. Real victory,
however is not found in ourselves, it is found in a child who was born to a virgin. Jesus
alone can deliver us from our sins. When it comes to the forgiveness of our sins, God is
daring us to trust Him. He gave us (as Ahaz 2,700 years prior) a sign showing He is able
to do marvelous things and is worthy to be trusted. ”The virgin shall conceive a child” . .
. and she did. . . and we can be saved as a result. Immanuel . . . God with us!
Remember that blessed truth this Christmas season.

fi

fi

Suggested song for today: “O Come, O Come Emmanuel”
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December 1
War and Peace
Isaiah 9:1-7
War is a terrible side effect of living in this fallen world. Had sin not entered the world,
there would have been no World War II, no Vietnam, no Iraq or Afghanistan. I saw a
statistic recently that oored me. It stated that 40 MILLION people died (civilian and
military) in World War II alone. Another statistic estimates that 160 million people died in
the twentieth century due to military con ict. These numbers are sobering and a stark
reminder that we are not in Eden any longer.
Any reading of the Old Testament helps us understand that God does use war (inside
this sinful world) to advance His purposes. I am not quoting statistics here to say that all
war is “wrong,” but what I am saying is that all war has a huge cost . . . and I am not just
referring to an enlargement of the national debt.
Given the prevalence of war, and its destructive toll on humanity, it is not surprising that
people (since the beginning of time) have longed for a day when peace would last. In
many ways, the world is like a giant school yard full of insecure bullies who abuse their
people with violence to secure their own position. People have always longed for a day
when the bullies would be stilled, but is that day ever really going to come? God says it
will. In fact, God issued a prophecy through Isaiah in Isaiah 9:1-7 declaring that the
bullies of the world would one day be replaced by a most peculiar leader. Under the
direction of the Holy Spirit, Isaiah prophesied this:
“Nevertheless, that time of darkness and despair will not go on forever. The land of
Zebulun and Naphtali will soon be humbled, but there will be a time in the future when
Galilee of the Gentiles, which lies along the road that runs between the Jordan and the
sea, will be lled with glory. The people who walk in the darkness will see a great light –
a light that will shine on all who live in the land where death casts its shadow. Israel will
again be great, and its people will rejoice as people rejoice at harvesttime. They will
shout with joy like warriors dividing the plunder. For God will break the chains that bind
His people and the whip that scourges them, just as He did when He destroyed the
army of Midian with Gideon’s little band. In that day of peace, battle gear will no longer
be issued. Never again will uniforms be bloodstained by war. All such equipment will be
burned. For a Child is born to us, a Son is given to us. And the government will rest on
His shoulders. These will be His royal titles: Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. His ever expanding, peaceful government will never
end. He will rule forever with fairness and justice from the throne of His ancestor David.
The passionate commitment of the Lord Almighty will guarantee this!”

fl

fl

fi

This prophecy is one of the most famous in all of the Old Testament . . . and for good
reason! What a blessed hope it promises. From the land of Galilee, a small rural

The Gift

Page 9

Christmas 2020

province in northern Israel that often drew the rst attack from invading armies because
of its northern exposure, a leader would emerge that would bring glory and peace to
God’s people. This leader would be a bully-buster who would establish peace on the
earth and eliminate the need for trillions of dollars to be spent on national defense.
Surprisingly, though, the leader who would quell the bullies would not be a bigger bully,
but a child. What a contrast! The mighty Assyrian army (in Isaiah’s day) could be
stopped by God working through a little child. The terror of Al Qaeda could be silenced
from the crib of Bethlehem’s manger. This child, of course, was Jesus who would grow
up and reveal Himself as Mighty God. 700 years after this prophecy was given, Jesus
would be born as a child, clothing Himself in humanity, to set in motion a plan to bring
lasting peace to the earth.
What is amazing about reading this prophecy from Isaiah at Christmas time, though, is
that the accomplishment of this prophecy has not yet fully taken place. The gifts of
Isaiah 9 are still wrapped under the Christmas tree of Christ’s second advent. When
Jesus returns to the earth at a future time, He will put an end to war and He will rule the
world in peace. One day war will cease, and the bullies will be stopped. The One who
was born a Child will return in glorious triumph and shine His light throughout our world.
That is one present I cannot wait to be unwrapped.

fi

Suggested song for today: “For Unto Us a Child is Born”
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December 2
Real Hope and Change
Isaiah 11:1-10
Every four years we have a Presidential election. These elections are hotly contested
and often reveal a country that is very divided. No matter how the election turns out,
roughly half the country is going to be disappointed by the outcome. In preparation for
a Presidential election, both sides promise the moon. Some people believe all the
promises they hear during election season, while others are more cynical. In the many
years I have been voting, I have seen my hope in the political process deteriorate from
idealism to a malaise. The endless rhetoric of elections leave many tired and wounded.
Regardless of our political fatigue, however, it is hard to argue that who our leaders are
makes a big difference in our lives. This is true of the United States, and it was also true
of the nation of Judah in Isaiah’s day. When Isaiah wrote his prophecy (the Old
Testament book of Isaiah), Judah was in political crisis. After 52 years of being led by
“good King Uzziah,” Judah was under different human leadership. This troubled God’s
people and increased anxiety about what would happen to the nation without their
previous King. God addressed their concerns through Isaiah’s prophecy. In chapter 6,
he reminded the nation that God was still on the throne. In chapter 7, God promised
relief from the attacks of Israel and Aram. In chapter 11, however, God looks further into
the future, to remind Judah that their ultimate leader will provide a peace that will dwarf
the accomplishments of even their favorite King Uzziah! Listen to what God promises to
His people in Isaiah 11:1-10:
“Out of the stump of David’s family will grow a shoot – yes, a new Branch bearing fruit
from the old root. And the Spirit of the Lord will rest on Him – the Spirit of wisdom and
understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of
the Lord. He will delight in obeying the Lord. He will never judge by appearance, false
evidence, or hearsay. He will defend the poor and the exploited. He will rule against the
wicked and destroy them with the breath of His mouth. He will be clothed with fairness
and truth. In that day the wolf and the lamb will live together; the leopard and the goat
will be at peace. Calves and yearlings will be safe among lions, and a little child will lead
them all. The cattle will graze among bears. Cubs and calves will lie down together.
And lions will eat grass as the livestock do. Babies will crawl safely among poisonous
snakes. Yes, a little child will put its hand in a nest of deadly snakes and pull it out
unharmed. Nothing will hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain. And as the waters ll
the sea, so the earth will be lled with people who know the Lord. In that day the heir to
David’s throne will be a banner of salvation to all the world. The nations will rally to Him,
for the land where He lives will be a glorious place.”

fi

fi

Wow. What a campaign promise! To a people facing uncertain national prospects, God
promises a future leader who will restore peace . . . not just between people, but with all
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of nature! This future leader could only be God Himself to accomplish such a task . . .
God coming (as this passage indicates) in the form of a little child. Jesus was to be the
Branch of David’s tree that would be the Messiah for God’s people. Isaiah wrote this 700
years before Jesus was born, but what is amazing for us today is that the ultimate
ful llment of these promises has yet to be realized. Jesus will return to this earth one
day to ful ll this campaign promise God made through Isaiah 2,700 years ago! When
Jesus comes again, He will establish a government on this earth where the wicked are
no longer allowed to rule and the poor and exploited will have a true champion. As
surely as Jesus was born in Bethlehem, so we look forward to this future reign of Christ
on the earth (for more details of this time, look at Revelation 20.)
This Christmas season as you either celebrate or denigrate the latest chosen American
political “Messiah”, I challenge you to lift your eyes up and gain perspective. We know
who the real Messiah is, and He is not a registered Republican or Democrat. He is Jesus
Christ, and the peace we long for will certainly come to pass one day when He returns.
To a people facing political crisis, God encourages us with the campaign promise of
Isaiah 11.

fi

fi

Suggested song for today: “Hallelujah Chorus”
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December 3
A Team Game
Micah 5:2
Football is the ultimate team game. It takes 11 men on each down to make a play work.
This sounds like coach-speak, but it is actually gospel truth. For instance, if the
quarterback drops back to throw a deep pass to the wide receiver, everyone must do
their part for the play to work. If any member of the offensive line does not make their
block, the quarterback does not have time to throw the pass. If the running back does
not pick up the blitzing linebacker, the quarterback will be sacked. If the other wide
receivers (the ones not being thrown the ball) do not run their routes, the intended
receiver will be double-covered. If the quarterback does not throw the ball on target the
receiver does not have a chance to catch it. If the receiver does not catch the ball, the
play is a failure. Everyone must do his job for a single play to work. This makes football
the ultimate team game.
Even when a play is not “about them” everyone must do their part in order for the play
to work. This is different than other sports. On a baseball team, the right elder does
nothing on a routine ground ball to the short stop. On a basketball team (while a very
good team game), a great player can score lots of points playing a “one-on-one” kind of
game. Only in football must everyone participate in order for the play to work.
I was thinking about this today as I was re ecting on the Christmas story . . . particularly
the part of Jesus being born in Bethlehem. The fact that Jesus would be born in
Bethlehem was promised by God through the prophet Micah in Micah 5:2, “But as for
you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, too little to be among the clans of Judah. From you One will
go forth for Me to be ruler in Israel. His goings forth are from long ago, from the days of
eternity.” In light of our analogy here, Micah 5:2 is like a play that God was calling in the
“huddle” with Israel 700 years before the birth of Christ. As Israel broke the huddle
though, and prepared for the play, it would take millions of people in motion to pull off
this “play” for the team.

fi

fl

Mary and Joseph did not live in Bethlehem. They lived in Nazareth. Nazareth was a
small town about 70 miles from Bethlehem. In a world without planes, trains, or
automobiles, it was certainly not likely that Mary would give birth in Bethlehem. So, in
order for God’s play to unfold, everyone had to do his or her part to get Mary to
Bethlehem. Luke 2:1 tells us that Caesar Augustus issued a decree for a census to be
taken. In order for all the people who lived in the Roman Empire to be counted, Caesar
wanted everyone to travel to their ancestral home. While Caesar did not do this
intending to see the Messiah born in the proper town, God used Caesar’s decree to
properly execute His play. Imagine the scene . . . in order to get Mary and Joseph to
Bethlehem (their ancestral home) at the time of Jesus birth, the decree for the census
had to be issued at just the right time and would mandate that 4.2 million people would
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travel to their home towns to be counted. (4.2 million is the count Caesar took from this
census).
Think about that for a moment. 4.2 million people probably wondered why they were
traveling . . . why they needed to be counted. Even though the “ball” was not coming to
them, they were playing an important part in the unfolding of God’s play.
As I ponder the signi cance of the 4.2 million people moving around the Mediterranean
in response to Caesar’s decree, I am reminded that at times the events of my life will
unfold in ways that have me playing a signi cant part in God’s plan, but will not feature
me “getting the ball.” We sometimes ask questions like “Why do I have this job?” “What
was that all about?” “What was the point of that relationship/conversation/etc.?”
Usually when we ask these questions we ask them because we assume that we will be
featured in the “play.” In reality, we are always playing a part in God’s purposes, though
sometimes we are not the ones getting the “ball.” From Bethlehem we see that the
unfolding of God’s will is ultimately a team experience.

fi

fi

Suggested song for today: “O Little Town of Bethlehem”
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December 4
Sound of Silence
Malachi to Matthew
January 1, 1611. This date is roughly 400 years ago. At that time, the original pilgrims
were still a decade away from coming to the “new land” and settling Plymouth Bay
Colony. 100% of the United States history beyond that of the Native Americans was yet
to be written. On January 1, 1611, the King James Bible had not even gone to print yet!
Think of all the history and all the changes the past 400 years have brought!
400 years is a very long time. Placing an actual date to 400 years and counting back
adds needed perspective to this denomination of time. From a Biblical perspective,
grasping how long 400 years is really helps us better understand the Christmas story.
What do I mean by this?
The last Old Testament book written was the book of Malachi. It was written after the
nation of Israel returned from exile in foreign lands in the early 400’s BC. After God
spoke to His people through Malachi, He went silent for the next 400 years. After
speaking regularly through prophets in every generation from Abraham to Malachi, 400
years of silence transpire in what is known as the “inter-testamental” period of time (the
time from the end of the Old Testament books to the beginning of the New Testament).
When you hear that there were 400 years of silence you sometimes fail to grasp just
how long a period of time that was. Looking back 400 years from today helps us realize
how many generations of people lived their lives wondering if God had abandoned
them. Did His silence mean that He was no longer going to bring His Messiah to them to
deliver them from their sins? Did His silence mean that something had changed
regarding God’s promises?
Now, many reading this may want to argue that it has been 2000 years since ANY
Scripture has been written. The recent silence from God may seem far more dramatic
than the inter-testamental period. This simple observation, however, is unfounded. The
Old Testament POINTED to the coming of Christ, and God had reaf rmed His promises
to each generation through new generations of prophets up to the time of Malachi. The
silence actually indicated a change that could have been interpreted as a NEGATIVE
change. Since Jesus actually came in the New Testament time as a full revelation of
God’s plan, there now is no longer a need for Scripture to continue to be written. God
has been consistent in ceasing His prophetic communication in the writing of Scripture
since the end of the rst century. The lack of new Scripture today is a POSITIVE,
reminding us that Christ is the nal and full revelation of all we really need to know.

fi

fi

fi

Now, understanding this, we should be shockingly surprised (as Mary was) when the
Angel shows up in Mary’s room and tells her that she will miraculously conceive a Son
who will be the Savior of the world. We should be startled by the whisper of the Angel
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to Zechariah in the Temple that he will have a son who will prepare the way for the Lord.
We should be startled at these words because they broke a period of prolonged silence.
400 years of silence, broken with a renewed promise of a Savior. What is particularly
great about when God broke the silence is that He broke it saying that the Savior was
going to come in 9 months!!! Generations had strained to see the day when Messiah
would come, now He was only three trimesters from delivery.
Many times when we read the Christmas story, we read it thinking of Mary or
Joseph . . . Zechariah or Elizabeth. Today as you think about this story, think about it
from a 400 year perspective. God broke the silence with fantastic good news.
Do you feel like you are living in an era of “silence” from the Lord today? Do you wonder
if He has forgotten you because you have not “heard” from Him in a while? This
Christmas listen closely. God broke the silence at the birth of Christ and He wants to
whisper to us through this story today, reminding us of His great love for us.
Suggested song for today: “The First Noel”
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December 5
Opening Act
Luke 1:5-25
In October 2009, tens of thousands of Oklahomans descended upon the Gaylord Family
Oklahoma Memorial Stadium for an event. Though thousands of people ock to this
stadium every October, the event on October 18, 2009 was unique. On this day, the
crowd was gathering NOT to watch a football game but to watch a rock and roll show.
U2 had decided to make a stop on their 360 tour in Norman . . . and I was lucky enough
to be in attendance.
The 360 concert was quite a spectacle. Playing in nearly 100,000 seat stadiums around
the country, U2 had created a unique stage they called “the claw” which would sit on
about the 50 yard line, with the crowd surrounding them in every direction. The
concert was to begin at 7:00 PM, but before U2 would take the stage, the audience had
to be prepared.
For their Norman show, U2 had invited the Black Eyed Peas to be their opening act. The
rst hour of the concert was given to this hip hop mega-band. From the moment they
took the stage, we had a feeling that that night was gonna be a good night (sorry I could
not resist.)
The job of the opening act is simple . . . showcase their talent in front of a massive
audience, while prepping the people for the main show. The Black Eyed Peas did a ne
job of this. The volume of their music took our ears right up to the Edge. Their energy
got all of us up on our feet and moving around. Their enthusiasm for the night was
infectious. All this set the environment for when U2 nally came on stage and elevated
us to the place “where the streets have no name.”
I was thinking about that today as I read Luke chapter 1. Luke 1 begins the story of
Jesus with a tale of an angelic announcement and miraculous birth. However, the rst
announcement and birth referenced in Luke 1 is NOT about Jesus . . . it is about Jesus’
cousin John.
Luke’s Gospel begins the story of Jesus with the birth of John. As a matter of fact, all
four Gospels begin the story of Jesus with John the Baptist. Do you nd that odd? Only
one Gospel mentions the shepherds. One Gospel mentions the Magi. One Gospel tells
Joseph’s back story. One Gospel mentions Mary’s story. No Gospels mention the Little
Drummer Boy, yet EVERY Gospel mentions John the Baptist. This indicates to us that
there is something important about John’s life. But what is it?

fi

fi

fl

fi

The Gospel accounts all tell us the same story. John came in the “spirit of Elijah” as the
“opening act” to Jesus of Nazareth. Before Jesus would take the stage and reconcile us
to God, John came to help get us ready.
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The Gift

The Gift

Christmas 2020

Page 17

John was to showcase God’s Truth in front of a large audience, while prepping the
people for the Main Show. His message of repentance helped remind people of their
need that Jesus would meet. The water baptism he offered, gave people a chance to
pull out of their orbit around self-righteous religion, and seek new life in God. John
talked about Messiah coming soon, recreating or reinforcing the true hope for the
people of Israel. John did this job, and he did it very well. When Jesus nally “takes the
stage” after His baptism in the Jordan River, God’s people were more ready to respond
based on the preparation they received from the opening act. As Luke 1:17 says, John
was “to make ready for the Lord a people prepared.”
This Christmas, as you ip through the rst few pages of each Gospel to get to the
headlining event, don’t just skip over the story of John the Baptist. God wanted every
heart to prepare room for Messiah, so He sent John ahead to make those
arrangements.
Think about your own life. If you are in a relationship with Christ today, no doubt you too
had an opening act that God used in your life to prepare you for Jesus. God uses a
variety of things/people/experiences to prepare us for Him. For the Israelites of the rst
century, John was the opening act . . . who did God use in your life to prepare the way
for Jesus?

fi
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Suggested song for today: “Joy Has Dawned”
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December 6
Key Ingredients of the Christmas Story
Luke 1:26-38
Today cooking shows are all the rage. An entire television station (the Food Network)
shows programming all day to help us know how to make the perfect broccoli caserole.
Do we live in a great country or what! As someone who does not really like to cook, I
don’t have a lot of use for the Food Network. In my opinion, Food TV is on par with a
channel featuring 24 hour coverage of paint drying.
Cooking food is not near as interesting to me as eating it . . . but there are times it is
important to understand what actually goes into making certain dishes. Let’s just say
(for instance) that someone has a peanut allergy. It would be imperative for that person
to know if ANY peanuts were used in making the Pad Thai.
In Luke 1:26-38, God shows us what all went into making Jesus born on the earth. This
is important because God is a holy God and the idea of a divine incarnation raises some
serious questions.
•
Did Jesus inherit a sin nature like all humanity since Adam and Eve? Knowing
holiness is allergic to sin, that is an important question.
•
Did Jesus maintain His divinity when He came to earth, or did He simply become
human?
•
Did Jesus really become human, or did He merely appear human?

fi

In order to prepare the incarnation, Luke 1:26-38 tells us that several ingredients were
necessary in certain order:
•
One virgin woman. Mary was an essential ingredient in this story. Some have
tried to mythologize Mary into some sort of super hero, but that is not the biblical
picture of Mary. The biblical picture of Mary highlights her “girl next door-ness”
not HER immaculate conception. She is portrayed as a normal teenaged girl
from Anytown, Israel - betrothed to be married. Mary was a virgin. This sets
the stage for a truly miraculous birth. Further, Mary’s involvement seals the deal
of Jesus’ humanity. He had a human, sinful mother. Mary was in need of a
Messiah herself, and by being born of a woman, Jesus was clothing Himself in a
body that would bleed and die, while He fully identi ed with humanity from cradle
to grave.
•
The Holy Spirit. The second necessary ingredient to the incarnation was the
Spirit of God. The miraculous conception of Jesus happened because the Spirit
of God was present and “overshadowed” Mary causing her to conceive. God’s
Spirit placed the child in Mary’s womb. By this Jesus would not merely be
human, but be the Son of God. This divine inspiration allowed Jesus to be
human, but miss a sinful disposition. It allowed Jesus to both Man AND God.
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Mix in a dash of Joseph. Joseph was Jesus’ connection to the royal lineage of
King David. This allowed legitimacy to Jesus’ kingly reign, and foreshadowed His
ful llment as the King of Israel who would sit on David’s throne forever (2 Samuel
7).

•

When you serve up all three of these ingredients, you have a God/Man who can save
humanity from our sins and reconcile us to our Heavenly Father. Serving up the King of
Kings is a delicate process theologically. That is why God broadcasts the details so we
can enjoy its rich avor.
All this points to the fact that Jesus is uniquely quali ed from His birth to His death.
These extraordinary events identify God’s presence and invite us to “taste and see that
the Lord is good.”

fi
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Suggested song for today: “It Came Upon a Midnight Clear”
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December 7
Empty arms … lled
Luke 1:39-45
When Luke picked up a pen and began to write about the birth of Jesus, he did not
begin with Mary . . . or Joseph . . . he began with a man named Zechariah and his wife
Elizabeth. Their story (not Mary and Joseph’s) kicks off Luke’s Gospel, and it is the
conception of their son John (not the immaculate conception of Jesus) that is the rst
reason to celebrate in this book. This makes sense, because Zechariah and Elizabeth’s
son (John the Baptist) would be the one who would “go before Jesus in the spirit and
power of Elijah to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children and the disobedient to
the wisdom of the just to make ready for the Lord a people prepared (Luke 1:17).” By
de nition John would come rst because he was the forerunner to Jesus.

fi

fi

fi
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Even knowing that, it is still striking how much space Luke gives (under the direction of
the Holy Spirit) to the story of Zechariah and Elizabeth. You can read the account for
yourselves in Luke 1:5-25, 39-45, 57-80. What does God want us to see in this account?
Well, here are a couple of thoughts:
1. The angel Gabriel appears to Zechariah and promises Zechariah and Elizabeth a
child. Zechariah and Elizabeth were “advanced in age” and well past their child
conceiving days. Upon hearing this news, Zechariah doubts its veracity. Because
of this doubt, Zechariah is struck silent for the duration of the pregnancy.
Zechariah’s silence mirrors the 400 years of silence that the nation of Israel had
in the days leading up to John the Baptist’s birth. For those 400 years, God did
not speak to His people through the prophets. The extra nine months of silence
that Zechariah experiences mirror the silence the nation had endured before God
as they wandered in the darkness of unbelief. When John is born, however, God
begins to speak again to His people . . . and Zechariah is the rst of a new order
of prophets that would continue to share God’s voice to His people through the
writing of the New Testament — all “making ready for the Lord a people
prepared.”
2. If we see the voice of God returning through Zechariah, we see something else in
the account of his wife Elizabeth. Elizabeth was an older woman . . . well past
child bearing days, and yet her womb was barren. Over time, her empty arms
had become a heavy burden. While all the other moms were getting cards on
Mother’s Day and a visible legacy to shape, Elizabeth’s childlessness had become
(in her words) a “reproach among people (Luke 1:25).” The birth of John was not
just about what the Lord was doing in the world, it was an act of compassion and
kindness to Elizabeth. Her womb opened. The promise of God turned into a
person . . . a gift.
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The ache of Elizabeth’s empty arms were lled with the life that only God can bring.
This is a reminder to all who come after that in Christ, God can do “far more abundantly
than all that we ask or think, according to the power at work within us (Ephesians 3:20).”
What are you “aching” about today? Lay your head upon His promises and nd your
rest in Jesus Christ.

fi
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Suggested song for today: “Elizabeth”
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December 8
Magnify the Lord
Luke 1:46-58
When I was a child, I remember my parents occasionally hosting a “Bridge” group some
Saturday nights. When they would host this group, my sister and I would retreat to my
parents’ bedroom where we would watch “Solid Gold” and “Hee Haw” on the 12 inch
black and white television. As we would watch this TV, I never thought of it as small or
poor quality, because it was all we had. However, when you compare that 1970’s era TV
to the HD at screen in my living room right now, it is easy to point out how much
“better” today’s technology is.
A lot of descriptors we have in our language only gain their meaning by comparison. To
my eighth grader, I am tall, but not to the roster of the OKC Thunder. To my parents I
am young, but not compared to the kids in Wildwood’s children’s ministry. Old/young,
tall/short . . . these terms gain their meaning when they have a point of reference.
Let me ask you a question . . . a MACRO-LEVEL question: When it comes to your life,
what is your point of reference? Honestly, I think that our point of reference for our lives
can be centered in one of only 3 places:
•
Our self
•
Others
•
God
These are the options.
If your point of reference is yourself, then you determine your own reality. What is
“needed” is what you want. What is “good” is what is “good for you at that moment.”
If your point of reference is “others” you allow another human or group of humans to
de ne your world. If they say something is important, it is important. If they say
something is right, it is right.
If your point of reference is God, then He is your vision. He determines right from
wrong, truth from error, good from bad.

fl

fi

Here is what I have noticed, both in my life and in the lives of those I know. When our
primary reference point in life is a person (us or someone else), “God” tends to be small
in our lives. When God is our reference point, people tend to be small. To say it another
way, when people are big, God is small, but when God is big, people are small. By this I
don’t mean that people are not valuable, but I mean that when God is our reference
point, we tend to not fear the reactions of men, but when people are our reference
point, we tend to not fear the presence of God.
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In Luke 1:46-56, Mary reveals her response to the news that she would be the mother of
Jesus. Her response (called the Magni cat due to the Latin word for the rst word of
the “song” recorded here) shows that her reference point was God. In this song, she
magni es the Lord, thereby properly understanding that she is small . . . and so are the
problems around her. Not small as in insigni cant, but small compared to the greatness
of our God.
And even though Jesus was still in utero at that point, measuring just a few inches in
length, He stood tall over all because of who He was and what He would do for His
people.
This Christmas we will spend a fair amount of time comparing ourselves to others. Are
the gifts we are giving our kids too much or not enough? Are our holiday plans good or
bad? Is this year’s celebration better than last? In the midst of these comparisons,
spend a few moments magnifying the Lord using Mary’s example from her song. As
we make the Lord our reference point, as He “becomes” big, we will nd our problems
small by comparison.

fi
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Suggested song for today: “Mary Did You Know?”
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December 9
The Genealogy
Matthew 1:1-17
I am the son of Dick and Beverly Robinson . . . the grandson of Don and Boonetta Davis
and Glen and Alice Robinson . . . and so on, and so on. These facts are personally very
meaningful. They describe my earthly heritage and contain the names of people who
have shaped my life in profound ways.
Every person reading this ALSO is a part of a family tree. Though my experience as a
descendant of the “Robinson” and “Davis” families is very positive, your experience may
have been rocky. For good or for bad, we are still connected to and marked by our
lineage. Personally, it bears great meaning to each of us.
However, there are some people whose family trees are not just PERSONALLY
interesting, but have implications that impact the world. Think about members of the
British Royal Family. Their blood lines bring with them responsibility and authority that
impacts the society around them.
In Matthew 1:1-17, we see the family tree of Jesus Christ. This family tree lets us know a
few things:
1. It shows us that Jesus (the Son of God) became fully human at His earthly birth.
He did not just become “human-like,” He PERSONALLY took on esh and dwelt
among us. Therefore, we do not have a Savior who cannot relate to us, but we
have One who knows what it means to live in this world. His lineage is a
reminder of that.
2. It shows us that Jesus genealogy sets Him up for a WORLD-WIDE impact. He is
a descendant of Abraham, reminding us that He is ethnically a Jew, thus
continuing the ful llment of God’s promises to His people long ago. Also, we see
that Jesus’ great, great, great, great, great Grandpa was David – a reminder that
Jesus would be the promised descendant of David to sit on the throne of God
and reign forever. His family tree supports and quali es Him for not just personal
in uence.
At Christmastime, we sometimes skip the beginning verses of Matthew 1:1-17 and begin
our Scripture reading when the Angels show up in 1:18ff. When we do that, we miss the
blessing of generations . . . reminding us of the PERSONAL and WORLD shaping reality
of Jesus life. Scan over the genealogy of Jesus in Matthew 1 and see how many names
you recognize.

fl
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Suggested song for today: “Matthew’s Begats”
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December 10
Joseph’s encounter
Matthew 1:18-25
For good reason, Mary (the mother of Jesus) gets a lot of attention in the Christmas
story. After all, the Gospel of Luke gives us a number of details (throughout Luke 1-2)
about Mary’s experiences while Jesus was in the womb and at His birth. Further, it
seems as though Joseph died by the time Jesus’ public ministry took off, while Mary
lived on. Therefore, there are more biblical records of Mary’s experience than Joseph’s.
All that said, it is important for us to think through Joseph’s experience in the story of
Jesus’ birth – as it is a remarkable story of faith and faithfulness.
Matthew 1:18-25 tells the story of Joseph’s experience during the time Jesus was inside
Mary’s womb. Joseph and Mary were betrothed, but not yet married. This meant that
they had made the commitment to spend the rest of their lives together, but they had
not yet begun to live together and sleep together. This month, we have already looked
at Mary’s experience from Luke 1 as God announced (through an Angel) that Mary
would be pregnant (even though she was a virgin) and have a Son who would be the
Messiah. This was HUGE news, and certainly would have been hard to believe for
anyone who was not talking to Angels! And at rst, Joseph was NOT talking to Angels.
God rst brought the news to Mary before He brought the news to Joseph. So, with
Mary pregnant, and Joseph looking only to natural explanations for this situation, Joseph
decides to divorce Mary quietly – probably so that she could then marry whoever was
the father of the child.
But it was not God’s will that Joseph would leave Mary. So, an Angel intervened and
visited Joseph to tell him that Mary’s child was indeed supernatural, and that Mary was
telling the truth that the Baby was the Messiah.
Can you imagine being a y on the wall of Joseph’s room as he prays out loud,
processing the news of Mary’s pregnancy and the Angel’s visit. What must Joseph
have been thinking in that moment? Ultimately, Joseph chooses to trust the Lord (and
not his emotion, reason, or logic) and stay with Mary. As a result, generations of people
all over the world have named their kids “Joe” and put statues of him out each
Christmas season. What a great choice Joseph made!
Take a moment and ponder the things about God that don’t make sense to you. Things
you might wish to “dismiss quietly” instead of receiving them as true. Let this song
remind you that though God’s ways are sometime “strange” to us, there is salvation and
blessing in God’s plans in this world.
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Suggested song for today: “Strange Way to Save the World”
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December 11
B Side
Luke 1:67-80
What is your favorite Christmas song? Christmas is truly a musical holiday. I love the
“soundtrack” that plays in the background of December every year. Whether you are in
church, driving in the car, or even shopping at the local mall, songs of our Savior ll the
air from Thanksgiving to New Year’s.
Sometimes, we think that our love for music at Christmas time is a part of the
commercialization of the holiday, but a closer look at the biblical account of Christmas
reveals that the rst Advent was also a musical. From Mary’s “Magni cat” to Harold and
his angels singing, music/poetry was a key way heaven and earth welcomed the
newborn king.
As you look at the albums rst recorded around the birth of Christ, however, you will
notice that both famous AND more obscure songs were recorded around the time of
the manger. Right after Mary’s hit song, Zechariah records what some may see as the
“B side” to her 45. You may have skipped this track in the past, but today, I want you to
“press play” and read its beautiful lyrics found in Luke 1:67-79.
Zechariah was the father of John the Baptist. John’s conception de nitely took
Zechariah by surprise, however, as both he and his wife Elizabeth were well advanced in
age. Like Abraham and Sarah before them, God had special things in store for this
elderly couple by lling their barren womb with joy and purpose. The song you just
read was sung by Zechariah at John’s circumcision ceremony on the 8th day of his life.
After waiting a lifetime for the joy of fatherhood, it is striking that Zechariah spends
most of the time at his son’s circumcision singing about Jesus, not John. Zechariah “got
it” . . . he understood that the real joy in his AND John’s life would be their connection to
Jesus. Zechariah waited a lifetime to be a father, but God’s people had waited a few
millennia for Messiah’s birth. Therefore, the song centers around Jesus and His work.
At the end of the song, is one of the most poetic and beautiful statements about the
work of Jesus in all of Scripture. “Because of the tender mercy of our God, whereby the
sunrise shall visit us from on high to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the
shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.”
I am so thankful that in Christ we have a hope that one day all death will be replaced
with life eternal, and all darkness will be illuminated with His light. This is the reason
Zechariah sings . . . and the reason we sing as well.
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Suggested song for today: “Hope has a Name”
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December 12
Footnotes to His Story
Luke 2:1-5
Growing up I was very 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.
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 an 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 con dence we have in our spiritual lives. For far too
many of us, we trust God with less 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.
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The aw 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
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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 de ates.
This year, this Christmas, I want to encourage you to in ate 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 rst few words in Luke 2. 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 dei ed 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 apparent leader of the world at the time of Jesus birth.
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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.
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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 rst 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 in nitely 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 in nitely 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.

fi
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Suggested song for today: “Breath of Heaven”
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December 13
What if Jesus had not been born?
Luke 2:6-7
Have you ever stopped to think what life would be like without Christmas? If somehow
it were possible to eliminate Christmas from the landscape of human history, what
would be the net effect? In answering that question, here is a sort of “un-Christmas” list
of the things lost if Christmas never happened:
•
Wal Mart would be forced to nd other items to ll their shelves from August to
December.
•
Ebenezer Scrooge would have been able to work every day in December without
any “unwanted visitors.”
•
The average man would own 10 less “bad ties” and the average woman would
own 14 less “decorative items,” the cumulative result of one less yearly gift giving
mandate.
•
Hallmark would go out of business.
•
The Grinch would have to nd something else to steal.
•
Families would no longer get together for big parties and meals at the end of
every December.
•
Jimmy Stewart would never have realized that he had a wonderful life.
•
We would never have heard anything about ying reindeer or jolly overweight
men in red suits giving gifts to those who have been “nice”.
As sad as it would be to give up all that, the loss of Christmas would cost humanity so
much more. To fully understand the impact of a Christmasless history, we have to go
back and investigate the origin of Christmas and the reason for this season of
celebration.
If Christmas were truly lost, the greatest impact on humanity would be that mankind
would be separated from God forever. That’s right. Without Christmas, you and I would
stand no chance at gaining access to heaven after we die and no opportunity to have a
relationship with God in the here and now. If Christmas were skipped historically
speaking, humanity would be without hope.

fi

fi
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All humanity suffers from a terminal condition known theologically as “sin.” Sin is
anything that falls short of God’s perfect standard. Any honest survey of our own lives
informs us that there is plenty in our lives that falls short of divine perfection. The
problem with the sin in our lives is that it has a consequence. The Bible tells us in
Romans 6:23 that the “wages of sin is death.” Therefore, because of our sin, a price of
death has to be paid. When Jesus was born into the world 2,000 years ago at the rst
Christmas, He started His earthly life so that He could end it on the cross. Without
physical birth, physical death would be unattainable, so He was born . . . and He was
born to die in our place. Your sin (and mine) demands a death, only who will die for your
sin? There are only two options. Either you will pay the price for your own sin and after
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your physical death be separated from God forever in hell, or you can put your faith in
Jesus Christ. If you do, then the death He died in His Passion will pay the penalty for
your sins, so that you might spend eternity with God in heaven.
If Christmas never happened, Wal Mart would nd another way to sell toys and
decorations, people would nd other ways to honor each other with gifts, families would
gather for celebrations at New Year’s, and Hollywood would entertain us at Winter
Wonderlands instead of at the North Pole. Life would move on in each of these areas.
However, if Christmas never happened, mankind would be without a Savior . . . and
there is no other solution to that problem. This year, as you celebrate the holidays,
remember the part of Christmas that you cannot afford to skip. Without Christ in your
heart, your life and future are without hope. When Jesus was born … so was our future.

fi

fi

Suggested song for today: “Silent Night”
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December 14
The invitations go out
Luke 2:8-10
I still remember the morning when our son was born. It was truly an event to celebrate!
After 11 years of marriage, our family had grown from two to three, and joy lled our
hearts. When Josh was born, the news was so great that we could not keep it to
ourselves . . . we had to get the word out. We made phone calls, sent birth
announcements, and even had friends decorate our front lawn — all announcing the
arrival of this precious newborn!
As I think back on how we announced Josh’s birth, however, I am mindful of the fact
that we were quite focused in our announcement. The waves of people we informed
were customized to our situation. We did not take out an ad in the “Oklahoman”
newspaper, or notify ABC News. Instead, we contacted friends and family in a very
targeted way.
In a similar way, when Jesus was born in Bethlehem, God the Father could not keep the
news to Himself. After thousands of years of relating to His creation, His one Son had
now taken on esh and entered the world. The Father was so overjoyed, He began
sending birth announcements to the world. He had Angels sing to shepherds and He
placed a star in the sky for the Magi. Far more than just placing an ad in the
newspaper, these two announcements were a very targeted form of communication
letting us know something of the purpose of Jesus’ life.
The shepherds were common, working class people in Jesus’ day. These Jewish
commoners sleeping in a dirty eld receive an announcement to remind the world that
Jesus would be more than just the Messiah of the Government Palace or Temple, but
that He came to seek and to save all Israel. The shepherds became a gure of the
scope of Jesus’ saving work in Israel.
The Magi were Gentiles. These foreign star gazers bring gifts to the new born King
reminding all that Jesus’ rule was not just Jewish. He came to provide a way for any
person of any ethnicity to be saved. The Magi (in some senses) represent me (and
probably you), a person of non-Jewish origin forever changed by Israel’s Prince of
Peace.
This Christmas as you set up your nativity set and place the wise men and the
shepherds beside the manger, may you remember the targeted communication that
brought them there . . . and the blessed hope that means for you and me.

fi
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fi
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Suggested song for today: “Angels from the Realms of Glory”
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December 15
Angel Announcement
Luke 2:11
When the story of 18th century western church history is told, there are three names
that simply must be included: John and Charles Wesley and George Whit eld. Growing
up within the Church of England, these three men each came to a genuine faith in
Christ later in life. After their conversions, these men followed Christ in a radical way,
spreading the knowledge of Christ to the common people. These three men were
some of the early fathers of American Evangelicalism because they had an interest in
taking the Gospel of Jesus Christ to people wherever they were. Instead of staying
inside large stone cathedrals, these men took to the open air, holding outdoor revival
meetings and church services where thousands were in attendance. In a day before
microphones and high tech audio/visual equipment, Whit eld alone preached to as
many as 30,000 people in one audience!
Given their common threads, it is not a surprise that these men were friends and had a
great deal of respect for each other’s ministry, even though they had some theological
differences. Charles Wesley wrote over 7,500 hymns in his lifetime. Some of these
hymns were incorporated into Whit eld’s open air revival meetings. One of Wesley’s
hymns that Whit eld used was a hymn Wesley titled, “Hark, How the Welkin Rings!”
(The word “welkin” means “vault of heavens”.) This song had the same tune as another
famous Wesley hymn, “Christ the Lord is Risen Today!” Whit eld loved the song, but did
not care for the opening line. He changed the opening line to further connect this song
with the birth of Christ. His new rst line was the now famous, “Hark the Herald Angels
Sing!” Whit eld made this change, but never asked his friend Wesley for permission to
do so. This outraged Wesley. Even after Whit eld’s version grew in popularity and
became very well know, Wesley refused to acknowledge or sing the Whit eld abridged
version of his song. Can you imagine that? The author of one of the most famous
Christmas songs ever written never sang it! About 100 years later the tune was
changed to the current form by Felix Mendelsson.

fi
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What are your Christmas traditions? What do you do every year at Christmas time that
you would be very upset if it changed? For some it is the day and time that presents
are opened. For others it is the songs that you “should sing” in church or on Christmas
Eve. For others it is a particular service (and time) that must be attended or a particular
passage of Scripture that must be the text for that service. Whatever it is, there are
somethings that just “have to happen” in order for it to be Christmas for you. What
happens if your form changes? What happens if you open presents on Christmas day
instead of Christmas Eve? What happens if you sing a contemporary song instead of
“Silent Night”? What happens if the “wrong passage” is preached at the Christmas
service? If these changes happen, will you refuse to sing?
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May we learn something from Wesley’s folly. May we learn that most of the traditions
we embrace today have evolved over time. Santa Claus has not always been at the
mall, Candles weren’t always a part of Christmas Eve services, and at one time, it was
the “Welkin,” not the “Herald Angels” that were ringing/singing. At one time, maybe the
greatest Christmas hymn in existence today sounded like an Easter song to our modern
ear. The key is not the form, but the spirit behind it. Whit eld and Mendelssohn
improved Wesley’s hymn. Is it possible that God might be using some of the changes in
your Christmas worship celebrations to increase your soul’s rejoicing this season? Don’t
refuse to sing. Join the angel chorus and worship Christ the new born King!

fi

Suggested song for today: “Hark the Herald Angels Sing”
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December 16
Away in a Manger
Luke 2:12
A “manger” is an animal’s feeding trough. After Jesus’ birth, Mary and Joseph placed
Him in one such trough. This reality is sung about in the song “Away in a Manger.” This
fact is so commonplace to us since the Christmas story is so familiar. However, have
you ever stopped to wonder exactly WHY God had Jesus placed in a manger that rst
Christmas day?
While certainly the repurposed manger helped symbolize the humility of Jesus, Luke
2:12 gives us the speci c reason for the trough. “And this will be a sign for you, you will
nd a baby wrapped in swaddling cloth and lying in the manger.” These words (spoken
by the Angels to the shepherds, inviting them to visit Jesus after His birth) indicate that
the manger crib was the sign to let the shepherds know which baby Jesus was. In
others words, there were other babies in Bethlehem that night, but only one was
wrapped in cloth and lying in an animal’s feeding trough. That One was Jesus.
Since every Jewish mom would wrap their child in cloths, it was the manger that
highlighted Jesus’ identity as the Son of God. The Angels basically used the manger as
a spotlight. The shepherds would go house to house until they found the baby in the
feeding trough. When they found THAT child, they would worship Him.
I think it is important to re ect on the BED Jesus lay in being the distinguishing factor as
to His identity. This lets us know that He otherwise LOOKED like a normal child. He was
not glowing in holiness . . . He looked normal. He was not talking in perfect language . . .
He sounded like a normal baby (meaning He probably was crying, despite what the
lyrics of the Christmas Carol might suggest). Everything about Jesus looked normal, so
the Angels could not identify Jesus to the shepherds through His physical appearance.
So they described the bed He lay in.

fi
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Friends, this simple point helps remind us that the Son of God really did become the
Son of Man. Jesus really did become fully human, identifying down to all the sights and
sounds of “normal.” This reminds us that, “For we do not have a High Priest who is
unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been
tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with con dence draw near to the throne
of grace, that we may receive mercy and nd grace to help in time of need. (Hebrews
4:15-16)” Jesus knows what it means to live a normal human life. He lived a “normal”
human life in every way . . . except that He did not sin. Therefore, He can help us and
forgive us as we deal with the sin in our own life as well!

fi

fi
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As you sing “Away in a Manger” this Christmas season, be reminded that Jesus’ bed (not
His body) revealed His uniqueness that rst Christmas night. He knows normal, and so
He can help normal people – like you and me.

fi

Suggested song for today: “Away in a Manger”
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December 17
The Angels Song
Luke 2:13-14
Hope is a necessary thing. It is not a luxury. It is not an option. We may need water
and food and air to survive, but we need hope to thrive. So how do we have hope?
Where is our hope found? In this dark world, is there a light at the end of the tunnel, or
is that icker an oncoming train?
In Psalm 42:5a, the Psalmist asks a very important question, “Why are you cast down, O
my soul, and why are you in turmoil within me?” In other words, life is hard! My spirit
feels crushed! I am prone to discouragement! Under the tree of my life today I can see
more hardships than blessings. What am I to do? Is your soul cast down today? Are
you in turmoil?
The Psalmist continues with the solution to our down cast soul, “Hope in God; for I shall
again praise Him, my salvation and my God.” The solution for our spirit today is hope for
tomorrow.
Hope for tomorrow means that we do not believe that today (or yesterday) was the best
things will ever be. We are tempted to think that our past was the “good old days.” As
we age, we are also tempted to think that the end of our lives will only be about loss:
loss of health, deaths of friends and families, activities we can no longer enjoy. With this
perspective, our past or our present are the pinnacles of existence, and everything else
is simply downhill. If our perspective is only earth bound, then there may be some truth
to this existential depression. However, if we know the God of the universe, we have
access to an unending hope . . . because our hope is anchored to something OUTSIDE
this life.
God is eternal. When we “hope in God” we connect our perspective to Him. In eternity,
we are saved. In eternity, our broken and breaking bodies are upgraded to an
imperishable sort. In eternity, God richly provides for all our needs. In eternity, we do
not sin or struggle. With this eternal perspective, we can have hope now!
When Jesus was born in Bethlehem, God demonstrated His intimate connection
between the world in which we live and His eternal order. Jesus came here to give us a
tangible and living hope, to provide a way for us to enter eternity. When we place our
faith in Christ, we can have a hope today based on what He has promised us tomorrow.
And Christmas is a reminder of that.

fl

The Psalmist ends 42:5 by reminding us to demonstrate our hope in God by praising
Him. This same hope of peace and good will from God to mankind, is sung about by
the Angels on the night that Jesus was born. As you read Luke 2:13-14 today may your
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heart sing harmony with the Angels (and the Psalmists) praising God for all He has done
for us through His Son Jesus Christ.
Suggested song for today: “Angels We Have Heard on High”
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December 18
What do we have in common with the shepherds?
Luke 2:15-16
Imagine that you were the shepherds that rst 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 a
Beagle, I have a hard time imagining what they were doing. My best guess is that they
were sitting by the re . . . maybe singing a song.
As the they sat there, 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 new song. 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. 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
red 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 lled 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.

fi
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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 bene ts that we have.

fi

fi
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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 rst 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 lled 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 bene ts that His rst 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 rst glance, it appears that we have very little in common with the shepherds that
rst 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.

fi
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Song suggested for today: “Come Behold the Wondrous King”
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December 19
Marketing the Manger
Luke 2:17-20
From a secular, United States culture perspective, Christmas is a marketers dreamland.
Beginning sometime in mid-October or early November, marketers begin their work to
convince us what we “need” this holiday season. Our desire to be festive, drives us to
ask the question, “What trinket, toy, bling, or do-dad really says ‘I love you’ most
effectively?” Marketers representing virtually every product begin a targeted blitz to get
the word out for their product. After two months of being worn down by the marketing
machine, we all realize NEEDS, we never knew we had, so we go out to purchase the
product.
Most people have negative views of marketing because they have had a bad
experience with it. Virtually all of us have bought (at some point) what marketers have
been selling. Many times, we thought we were buying happiness, but instead we were
just buying a bill of goods. In the end, it is amazing how few of the “needs” marketers
sell that we actually have.
The very rst Christmas gift ever given was given by our Heavenly Father to mankind.
The gift was the baby Jesus, born in Bethlehem. When God gave this gift to men and
women, He also launched a “marketing campaign” to announce His arrival. Angels
appeared in the sky to speak to “certain poor shepherds in elds where they lay,”
advertising the birth of Jesus and telling them why it was Good News for them. God
also placed a marquee in the sky, illuminating the way to the Savior for those in the East.
This star would be a cosmic press release announcing His coming to a set of giftbearing star gazers. On the night of Christ’s birth, God launched a media blitz to remind
the people of their need and illustrate how Jesus was the One who could bring them joy.
Now, because of our past experience with marketers, the language I used above might
have made you furrow your brow. It seems rather crude and insincere to think of God’s
announcements in this way. In some respects, I agree with you, and it certainly is not
my intention to dumb down Advent as a result. However, I think it is important for us to
think through the illustration provided above, because marketing a product that is
actually necessary is not self-serving, but loving.
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fi

Since the needs Christ addresses are not imagined but actual, and since Jesus
provision delivers all it promises and does not disappoint . . . the marketing of the
coming of Christ is a blessed thing! Can you imagine if someone came up with the cure
for cancer but never told anyone about it? That would be crazy. You would want them
to market that cure because its provision is so important and its need is so real. In the
same way, the arrival of the Savior of the world is not a truth to keep quiet, but
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something that should be shouted from the mountaintops. God did that through the
media blitz on the night Christ was born.
The marketing did not stop with the star and the angels, though … but (in His grace) God
involved the shepherds in the proclamation. After seeing Jesus, the shepherds left and
told of what they had seen and experienced to all they encountered.
Think about that this year as you consider what God wants you to do with the good
news that the baby in Bethlehem is the One who saves you from your sins. God does
not want you to conceal that information . . . like the shepherds before you, God wants
you to be a part of His marketing campaign, spreading the good news to all who you
interact with. He began this campaign on the rst Christmas, and is continuing it
through us today. Today, let us “Go and Tell it on the Mountain! Jesus Christ is born!”

fi

Suggested song for today: “Go Tell it On the Mountain”
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December 20
Mary Treasures It All
Luke 2:19
One of the things that God has reminded me of this past year is the natural means by
which He does supernatural things. This principle has many applications:
•
I am praying right now for physical healing (a supernatural gift from God) for a
number of people who are struggling, and God may provide that healing through
“natural” means (like medicine or surgery).
•
I am working right now on my sermon for Sunday. I need supernatural
illumination of His Word to make sense of it, but God often provides this insight
after the natural process of study and preparation.
•
I want those around me to know how much I love and care for them with
supernatural depth, but the way God works that out often is through the natural
process of af rming words and good deeds over time.
See what I mean? Certainly God DOES supernatural things, but often the way He does
them is through natural means.
This principle can even be used to understand the writing of much of our Bible. The
Bible, no doubt, is a supernatural work (inerrant and authoritative). However, the means
by which God brought us the Scripture involved natural processes. The supernatural
and natural processes of the transmission of Scripture are demonstrated through a
couple of New Testament verses:
•
Peter (who himself wrote two of the letters included in our New Testament) says
in 2 Peter 1:20-21, “knowing this rst of all, that no prophecy of Scripture comes
from someone’s own interpretation. For no prophecy was ever produced by the
will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy
Spirit.” In this verse, Peter highlights the supernatural origin of God’s Word.
•
In Luke 1:1-4, Luke talks of the natural process he used to compose his
supernatural letter, “Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative
of the things that have been accomplished among us, just as those who from the
beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word have delivered them to
us, it seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely for some time
past, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, that you may
have certainty concerning the things you have been taught.”
So, God supernaturally moved the writers of Scripture along to write His Word to His
people, but the process by which the Scripture was written sometimes looked very
natural — like when Luke researched and compiled the eyewitness accounts of Jesus’
disciples in writing his Gospel.

fi
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But who did Luke talk to? And when did he talk to them? At this point, we are dealing
with some conjecture, but conjecture educated by historical facts. Luke’s Gospel dates
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to the late 50’s AD, about 25 years after Jesus’ cruci xion, resurrection, and ascension.
Many scholars believe Luke (a traveling companion to Paul) probably got a lot of his
“eyewitness accounts” during Paul’s imprisonment in Caesarea from 57-59. During
these years, Luke (a Gentile who joined Paul’s ministry as he headed to the European
continent) found himself in Israel (possibly for the rst time) and interacting with many
of the original Apostles . . . and Mary – the mother of Jesus.
Knowing this background helps us understand a bit more why Luke’s Gospel includes
so much detail from events ONLY MARY (or the Holy Spirit) would have been able to
share. Event’s like:
•
The Angel’s visit to Mary to inform her of her virgin pregnancy (Luke 1:26-38)
•
Mary’s trip to visit Zechariah and Elizabeth while pregnant (Luke 1:39-45)
•
Mary’s response to this news in song (Luke 1:46-55)
•
The events around the manger (Luke 2:8-20)
•
The story behind the naming of Jesus (Luke 1:31, 2:21)
In all these accounts, Mary opened up the vault of her soul, and probably shared with
Luke what she had treasured about the birth of her rstborn son, who was the Firstborn
of all creation! (Luke 2:19) In turn, Luke wrote these treasures down and through that
natural process, the supernatural revelation of God was preserved for you and me.

fi
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Suggested song for today: “Mary’s Prayer”
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December 21
Far and Near
Matthew 2:1-12
Each nativity set in our house is arranged similarly. All the pieces are crowded together
around the baby Jesus . . . as they should be. After all, Jesus was at the center of it all
that rst Christmas night. However, what is sometimes lost in nativity sets is how those
pieces ARRIVED at the manger scene. Unlike the pieces that adorn our mantles, the
participants at the rst Advent did not all come out of the same box.
Most nativity scenes include 3 “wise men” or “magi.” Sometimes they are riding on
camels and most every time they are carrying three neatly wrapped gifts. They are
often painted the same color as the other pieces in the set. In our nativity scenes, they
look like they totally belong. However, those familiar with rst century Jewish culture
would have been quite surprised at their inclusion in the story.
By the rst century, the Magi were considered to be more “wise guys” than truly wise.
The Magi were an ancient order of star-gazers from Babylon who made a living
interpreting dreams and foretelling the future. While there were certainly some honest
men among them, their reputation had deteriorated toward “snake oil salesmen” –
people who would tell you what you wanted to hear just as long as they could make a
buck. Most people did not view them as honorable, and certainly, no one viewed them
as godly. Metaphorically, these Gentile heathens were about as far away from the birth
of the Jewish Savior as you could possibly be. The Christmas song, “We Three Kings”
talks about them traveling far to see Jesus, but their distance was even further
spiritually than physically. For the wise men to look the part in our nativity sets, we
should paint them contrasting colors and place them at the beginning of December in
the garage while the rest of the pieces nestle together in the living room.
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Yet in God’s mercy, those who were far off are brought near by the birth of Jesus.
Further, they were brought near INTENTIONALLY. The Magi made it to the manger at
the end of a very long and well thought out plan:
• 1400 years before the birth of Jesus, Balaam issued a prophecy about a star
rising for the Messiah. This led Jews to a belief that a real star would one day be
a sign that Messiah had arrived.
• 700 years before the birth of Jesus, Micah prophesied that the Messiah would be
born in the little town of Bethlehem.
• 600 years before the birth of Jesus, the Jews were taken captive by the
Babylonians. The Babylonian foreign policy of the time was to take the best and
brightest people of the lands they conquered back to Babylon to work for the
improvement of their culture.
• One of the Jews exported to Babylon in this captivity was Daniel. After
demonstrating his ability to interpret dreams, Nebuchadnezzar promoted Daniel
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to become the overseer of (you guessed it) the Magi – see Daniel 2:48. Daniel
would have been in a position to in uence this group with his understanding of
Jewish prophecy, which would have included the idea that one day the Messiah
would be born in Bethlehem and a star would mark his arrival. This story was
passed on from generation to generation of Magi until the birth of Jesus.
At the time of Jesus’ birth, God sends a special star in the sky to guide the Magi
from Babylon/Persia to Israel to see the newborn king (see Matthew 2:1-12).

For 1,400 years, God had prepared a plan to invite those who were far off to come near
and into a relationship with Himself. The night Jesus was born, the star rising in the sky
made sense to the Magi because of years of divine planning. The pieces that began in
the garage were brought into the living room by God’s grace.
Contrast the response of the Gentile Magi with the response of the Jewish religious elite.
In Matthew 2:1-12, we see the chief priests and scribes correctly answer the question,
“where will the Messiah be born?” BUT, they do not do anything with that knowledge.
Though the Savior of the world was right down the road from them, they were too
busy or preoccupied to go check Him out! The absurdity of the Jewish leaders’ actions
might be best reconstructed in script form:
•
HEROD: Hey Jewish religious leaders . . . there are some Magi out here who have
traveled hundreds of miles over hard terrain following a special brand new star
that they believe is leading them to see where the Savior of the world was born.
Do you know where the Savior of the world is supposed to be born?
•
RELIGIOUS LEADERS: Yeah, the Savior will be born in Bethlehem. The town
directly underneath that brand new and bright shining star.
•
HEROD: Oh really? Should we go check it out?
•
RELIGIOUS LEADERS: Nope. Can you pass the pretzels? We are busy watching
some paint dry.
The religious leaders of Israel WERE in the same box as Jesus. They were painted with
the same colors. They did look like they belonged in the same room . . . however, the
story of Matthew 2 shows us that sometimes those who look near are really VERY FAR
away spiritually.
The contrast between the Magi and the Scribes and Priests is shocking. Those who
were far are brought near while those who looked near are revealed to be very far
away. The implications of this are extremely important to us at Christmas time.

fl

Are you someone who is currently very far away from the Savior? Someone who is
painted a totally different color than most church people? Maybe your life is marked by
addiction, abuse, or sensuality. Maybe you are known by your peers for
your marginalized business ethics or immoral lifestyle. Maybe you even follow another
religion and do not own a Bible. Because of the sin in your life, you appear to be in
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another zip code compared to Jesus, much less in the same room. This Christmas, are
you someone who is far from Him?
Or, are you someone who has grown up inside the church. You were dedicated at First
Baptist Church, con rmed in the Catholic Church, and attend a non-denominational
church . . . you just want to make sure your bases are covered! Do you have multiple
bibles in your house, never miss a History channel documentary about the historical
Jesus, and have a set of Jimmy Stewart “It’s a Wonderful Life” morals. Do you realize
that it is possible to have all these things . . . to look like you belong . . . yet to never really
have begun a real relationship with God?
The beauty of the Christmas story is that there is hope . . . for people who are both FAR
AND NEAR. If you feel very far away from the Savior today, know that God has been
working since the foundation of the world to get the message of salvation to you. The
combination of the life of Christ, the preservation of God’s Word, the sending of the Holy
Spirit, and your network of friends, family, and opportunities have served as a “star” to
invite you to the manger this Christmas. The same set of signs have also been shared
with those who are “near” the church. The big question is: will you (like the Magi) follow
the signs God has given and worship the Savior this year, or will you simply enjoy some
pretzels and ignore the real reason for this season (like the Jewish religious leaders)?
To those who are far or near, Jesus is the “good news of great joy for all the people.” He
is our Savior, so come let us adore Him.

fi

Song suggested for today: “O Come All Ye Faithful”
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December 22
Showered with gifts?
Matthew 2:1-12
Guys don’t really like showers. By that, I don’t mean that guys don’t like to be clean
(though some may anecdotally argue my point here). I mean that guys don’t like parties
called showers . . . you know: baby showers, wedding showers, etc. Most speculate
that guys don’t like showers. The theory goes that guys don’t like to theme decorate or
shop, two things that the average “shower” drenches all comers with. I don’t buy this
line of reasoning though. I think that guys like stuff, so the desire for stuff probably
trumps guys reticence to shower. I think the metaphor of the shower-less guy stinks.
Someone came up with this notion several years ago, and have gured out how to
deduct man-card points for anyone who ever thinks of attending a party where gifts are
exchanged.
I have been the recipient of a few showers in my life. When my wife and I got married,
several family friends threw showers for us. When our son was born, I attended a baby
shower in his honor. They were all great parties, and ended up blessing our family in
huge ways. We eat dinner each night on plates we got at wedding showers years ago.
Being showered with gifts by friends is a real blessing.
Now, knowing my experience with showers, it comes quite shocking that the birth of the
Savior of the world brought only one baby shower . . . a personal delivery of three gifts
by the Magi from the East. These three gifts are the most famous gifts to Jesus at His
birth not because they are the most valuable, but because they are the ONLY ONES
MENTIONED IN SCRIPTURE. Have you ever thought of that? We are so familiar with the
story of Jesus birth that we sometimes fail to realize that though this event would
become famous AFTER the resurrection of Christ, it was mostly obscure during the
season in which Christ was born. He was born in a stable, not in a palace. He was born
in front of His parents, not on Satellite television. His birth was honored by throngs of
angels . . . but not people. The rst Christmas was incredibly important, but mostly
obscure. If anyone deserved to be showered with gifts at their birth, it was Jesus Christ,
yet only three gifts arrived.

fi

fi

fi

Knowing this, it helps us to understand more the prophecy concerning Jesus from
Isaiah 53:2-3 which says, “He had no form or majesty that we should look at Him, and
no beauty that we should desire Him. He was despised and rejected by men; a man of
sorrows, and acquainted with grief and as One from whom men hide their faces. He
was despised and we esteemed Him not.” Of course this passage is ultimately referring
to the cruci xion of Christ, but it is also helpful for us to understand just how much
praise Jesus did NOT get during His earthly life. He lived 30 years in virtual obscurity . . .
even locally. The humility and patience of Jesus are powerful when viewed through this
lens.
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Jesus could have shown His glory fully at every point in His life, but He chose to live the
simple life of a carpenter instead. He could have been incarnate only as an adult (i.e.
arrive in Bethlehem as an adult instead of an infant), but He instead chose to fully
identify with the human experience. He could have demanded being showered with
praise and presents during His life, but He chose not to, inviting people to chose for
themselves if they would trust in Him.

Think about that the next time you feel slighted, marginalized, irrelevant, or unimportant.
Whether you are a man or a woman, you don’t have to be showered with praise,
presents, or power in order to be loved by Him. Also, knowing what you know about
Jesus now, will you shower Him with praise today for who He is and all that He means to
you?
Suggested song for today: “We Three Kings”
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December 23
Reciprocity?
Matthew 2:1-12
One day, Kimberly and I went Christmas shopping. Faced with a long list of “to dos” that
needed to get done, I took a day of vacation and we headed out in the All Wheel Drive
sleigh trying to ll it with presents to deliver on Christmas morning.
As we worked our way around the malls looking to make purchases, we were guided
by a list of names of people we were buying for. On this list were friends and family,
and because they are so dear to us, the opportunity to bless them with a gift is always
a real privilege. The problem, however, was what kind of a gift do you bless them with?
Moments like this are a great object lesson for understanding the need for a budget. If I
were to let my love for the people on my list dictate what I bought them, I would never
be able to pay off the balance of the bills! I simply have more love in my heart for the
people on that Christmas list than I have money in my bank account — or even than I
WILL have in my bank account if I did not spend a cent between now and when Jesus
returns. Therefore, I could not determine what to give them based on how much I love
them, because I do not have a matching resource to offer to the scope of my love.
A second way I could determine what to give them would be to play the principle of
reciprocity. By this, I mean that I would try to give a gift back to someone of equal value
to what they have given me. This principle, however, is also awed. I can never pay
back my parents (for instance) for all they have done for me. No sweater (I don’t care
which logo is on it) can ever equal sitting through little league games in 40 degree
weather or caring for me when I was sick or providing love, food, and shelter for me
throughout my growing up days. I simply will never be able to pay back what has been
given to me — I have just received so much.

fl

fi

I was thinking about all as we shopped, and it reminded me of a deep spiritual truth that
impacts my understanding of God’s love for me and my response to that love towards
Him.
First of all, though our budget always constrains our ability to give, it never constrains
God. God is the only One anywhere who has no budget. Even Bill Gates and Warren
Buffett have their limits, but God does not. He has everything at His disposal, so He
never tires at ways to demonstrate His love for us. The obvious “big gift” that God gives
us each day (including Christmas) is the gift of salvation through His Son Jesus Christ.
As Romans 5:8 says, “God demonstrates His own love for us in that while we were yet
sinners, Christ died for us.” The God who has everything gave His very life so that we
might live and know that He loves us. Even beyond that big gift, however, God continues
to give to us without a budget. The beauty of nature, the spiritual encouragement of the
Body of Christ, tasty food to nourish our bodies, etc. are all evidences of God’s gifts to
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us. He never tires or grows weary in giving to His children. He has all the resources to
match the scope of His love for us.
As I was shopping, however, a second thing stood out to me. I cannot practice the
principle of reciprocity with God. There is no “sacri ce” that I can make in this life that is
of equal value to the gifts God has given to me. No “I’ll go serve you in Africa” claim
could ever be the same as all that God has given to me. We cannot pay back to God
what He has given us — for we simply have been given too much.
Given these truths, what are we to do? Well, when it comes to understanding how
much God loves us, we should stand in awe of the gifts He continues to send our way.
What great demonstrations of His budgetless love! Stop right now and thank Him for
His indescribable gifts. Second, stop trying to pay God back for His gifts to us, for you
can never give enough. This does not mean that we do not serve Him or worship Him
or love Him or give back to Him. We absolutely do that. Just as I still bought presents
for family and friends that day as reminders of my love for them, we still give to the Lord
out of our love for Him . . . we just don’t do it to settle a score. This frees us up and
puri es our motives in responding to His gifts!
As you remember the gifts you purchased this December, may they remind you of the
gifts we have received from Him that we can never repay. Like the Magi, let us give
back to Him as we are able, as an act of love to the King of Kings.

fi

fi

Suggested song for today: “O Holy Night”
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December 24
What Child is This?
Luke 2:20
At the age of 29 William Dix was living in Glasgow, Scotland working as an insurance
salesman. He contracted a serious illness that left him in bed, and also (eventually)
depressed. For the promising young hymn writer, it looked like his illness would limit his
ministry. But, the Lord is not restricted by our limitations. In our weakness, the strength
of the Lord is often most clearly seen.
It was from this bed of despair that William Dix wrote the hymn “What Child is This?”
The song is a simple Q&A style, where the verses ask questions that the chorus
answers.
•
Question: “What child is this that lay to rest in Mary’s lap sleeping?”
•
Answer: “This, this is Christ the King!”
In Matthew 16:13-20 Jesus asks His disciples who they thought He was. Dix’s song
points Jesus’ words forward to us. During the Christmas season we see depictions of
Baby Jesus everywhere. As we see these depictions of Jesus, may we ask ourselves
the question of the song, “What child is this who laid to rest on Mary’s lap is sleeping?”
Some may say that Jesus is a prophet or a religious leader. But who do you say that
Jesus is? Is He just those things, or something more?
May we come to know (as Peter did in Matthew 16) that Jesus is the Christ (Savior), the
Son of the Living God. And because He is a living God, He offers us a living hope,
“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to His great mercy,
He has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ from the dead (1 Peter 1:3).”
From a place of personal frailty, Dix reminded us of the power of God in Christ. The
Child that lay sleeping on Mary’s lap offers hope and life to all who come to know His
true identity and trust in Him. Who do you say this child is?

Suggested song for today: “What Child is This?”
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December 25
Can This House Hold Him?
John 1:14, 18
The year was 959 BC. The place was Jerusalem. 500 years had passed since God had
called His people out of Egypt and through the Red Sea. King David had passed away
and now the ultimate “wise guy,” King Solomon had ascended to the throne. By God’s
design, Solomon completed a project his father David had planned for . . . the
construction of a Temple for God in the capital city. Inside the Temple, the ark of the
covenant would be placed and God’s presence would hover.
In the year 959, Solomon dedicated the Temple and the words he shared provide a
powerful reminder for us at Christmas time. In 1 Kings 8:27, Solomon says of the
Temple: “But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, heaven and the highest
heaven cannot contain You; how much less this house that I have built!”
As Solomon looked at the impressive Temple the people of Israel had just constructed,
one of the seven “wonders of the ancient world,” he marveled at the thought that God
would inhabit such a common place.
Imagine that you were standing in front of the White House, the Taj Mahal, Buckingham
Palace, or Notre Dame Cathedral. As you look at these impressive structures, despite all
their grandeur, you probably would say something similar to Solomon. As beautiful as
the best of our buildings are, it is impossible for mankind to create an adequate “home”
for an eternal, omnipotent, omniscient God.
And yet at Christmas time, we celebrate God coming, not to a palace, but a stable! We
celebrate God arriving not in a chariot but in the womb of a teenaged girl riding on a
donkey. We celebrate God not merely sending a telegram through the stars, but
arriving in the esh. Listen to what John says in His Gospel, John 1:14, 18: “And the
Word became esh and dwelt among us, and we have seen His glory, glory as of the
only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth . . . No one has ever seen God; the only
God, who is at the Father’s side, He has made Him known.”
When we look at nativity sets around our houses this Christmas, we should wonder like
Solomon did, “Did God indeed dwell upon the earth?” The answer to this question is an
emphatic YES!

fl

fl

fl

Jesus moved into our neighborhood. Jesus spoke in a way we could understand.
Jesus demonstrated all Grace and Truth so that we might KNOW GOD. By living out a
life in human esh and having that life preserved for us in the Bible, we can understand
what God’s character is like in three dimensions.
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Do not let the wonder of the incarnation slip by you this year. God did indeed dwell on
the earth, and we are blessed beyond measure as a result.
Suggested song for today: “Joy to the World”

