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ADVENT 2017

Advent marks the beginning of the Christian year. For a
follower of Jesus the New Year does not begin on
January 1; it begins with the coming of the One we follow.
Advent is a season of four weeks including four Sundays.
The name of the season derives from the Latin adventus,
which means “coming.” The season proclaims all the
ways Christ comes to us. He came to us incarnate, “in the
flesh,” and Christ comes to us continually through the
Word and through the Spirit. He will also come to us in
final victory. Each year Advent is a season that calls the
community of faith to prepare for these comings.
Historically the season has been marked by prayer and
fasting. Each Sunday of Advent is marked by a distinctive
theme. The first Sunday is a focus on Christ’s coming in
final victory. The second and third Sundays focus on John the Baptizer and his
message, and the fourth Sunday is a focus on the events immediate preceding the birth
of Jesus.
Purple or blue for paraments, stoles, and banners are used during the season. These
colors not only represent repentance and fasting, but they also represent the kingship of
Jesus. Visuals may include an Advent wreath. The wreath is circular to represent the
unending love of God toward us. Evergreens are often used. They represent the neverending life of our resurrected Lord and the hope we have, through him, of life
everlasting. A Chrismon tree may be used which is covered with white symbols and
monograms of Christ. Sometimes a Jesse tree may be used. It is a tree with symbols of
the forerunners of Christ. Other symbols might include trumpets for Isaiah, a messianic
rose, the star of Jacob, and fleur-de-lis.
Advent is a crucially important time of year. With our cultural commercialization of
Christmas, it is good for the faithful to remember who we are and whose we are. I hope
these brief daily devotions will help us all to focus on the joy we share because Jesus
came, and because He is still coming to us in ordinary and miraculous ways. May we all
celebrate anew the coming of the Lord!
His Servant and Yours,
Pastor Steve Baccus

(Source: The United Methodist Book of Worship, 1992, page 238)

December 3, 2017 - The First Sunday of Advent

Mark 13:24-27, 32-37(ESV): But in those days, after that tribulation, the sun will be
darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will be falling from heaven,
and the powers in the heavens will be shaken. And then they will see the Son of Man
coming in clouds with great power and glory. And then he will send out the angels
and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of
heaven…… “But concerning that day or that hour, no one knows, not even the angels in
heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. Be on guard, keep awake. For you do not
know when the time will come. It is like a man going on a journey, when he leaves home
and puts his servants in charge, each with his work, and commands the doorkeeper to
stay awake. Therefore stay awake—for you do not know when the master of the house
will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or in the morning—
lest he come suddenly and find you asleep. And what I say to you I say to all: Stay
awake.”

We were living in west Alabama and our fifteenth anniversary was coming up (on
December 1). DJ said, “I want to go out of town for a couple of days to celebrate.”
“Sure,” I said, “let’s go to Jasper.” “No,” she replied, “Let’s go to Tupelo.” I said, “Okay, I
will call the Holiday Inn over there.” She said, “No, call the Hampton.” I said, “Okay.” So
we went to Tupelo and checked in at the Hampton. After getting settled I asked, “Do you
want to go eat a steak?” She said, “No. The mall is right here by the hotel; let’s just eat
somewhere in the mall.” So we did. After the meal we were browsing through Belk’s and
as we passed by the jewelry counter she pointed to a ring in the counter and said,
“That’s really pretty.” I looked, and then looked again. Above a display of rings was a
sign which read, “Anniversary rings – 25% off.” Aha! My eyes were opened! Now I knew
why she wanted to go to Tupelo, stay at the Hampton, and eat at the mall. I was blind,
but now I could see. I had been asleep, but now I was awake.
Jesus tells us about the creation-shaking events that will happen upon his return. He
says no one will know the day or the hour it all will happen, so we are to STAY AWAKE!
We do not be want to be found sleeping when we should be on guard duty. My entire
life I have heard preachers say, “Jesus is coming back soon,” yet still he tarries. But this
is not the point. Jesus wants us to always be ready. He wants us to live our entire lives
ready for his return. If we really believed Jesus might come back as soon as we took
our very next breath, how would it change the way we live? In this season of Advent,
are we really ready for the Lord’s coming?

Lord Jesus, open our sleepy eyes. When the sun is darkened, when the moon does not
give its light, when the stars fall from the heavens, and when all the powers in the
heavens shake - let us be awake. Help to live as those who are prepared to die, and
when our time on earth is completed help us to die as those who go forth to live. O
come, O come, Emmanuel. Amen.

Monday, December 4, 2017

Revelation 15:1, 5-8 (ESV): Then I saw another sign in heaven, great and
amazing, seven angels with seven plagues, which are the last, for with them the wrath
of God is finished…..After this I looked, and the sanctuary of the tent of witness in
heaven was opened, and out of the sanctuary came the seven angels with the seven
plagues, clothed in pure, bright linen, with golden sashes around their chests. And one
of the four living creatures gave to the seven angels seven golden bowls full of the
wrath of God who lives forever and ever, and the sanctuary was filled with smoke from
the glory of God and from his power, and no one could enter the sanctuary until the
seven plagues of the seven angels were finished.

Wrath is something I have always tried to avoid. I was not a mean teenager, but I was
mischievous. We (I will not name my partners in crime) could purchase chemistry sets
at the dime store when I was young. They were cheap, and contained all the dry
chemicals needed to create gunpowder. I plead the 5th on how we obtained the recipe
to gunpowder. We had a lot of fun dropping homemade bombs into the creek and
watching the minnows and small fish float to the top. Every once in a while one of the
bombs would find its way into a rural mailbox. Again, I plead the 5th on how that
happened. We knew what would happen to us if our parents found out about our
rebellious excursions – the WRATH of Dad and Mom would happen. Most of the time
our guilty consciences would cause us to confess, especially if we suspected the truth
was about to come out.
The wrath of the seven plagues of the seven angels in Revelation is described in later
chapters: terrible sores, seas of blood, rivers and springs turned to blood, people being
cooked by the sun, darkness upon the throne of the great beast, and then an
assembling of opposing armies for a great battle. And then with the last plague the
islands and mountains disappear and one-hundred-pound hailstones fall. Whew! The
coming of Jesus does not bring only peace and blessings. It also brings judgment and
wrath. We don’t like to think of wrath this close to Christmas, but here we are on the first
Monday in Advent and these scriptures are in our daily lectionary readings. Maybe we
should pay attention and stop pleading the 5th. I suddenly have a sneaking suspicion the
truth is about to come out. It seems like a good time to confess and repent.

Lord, we are so deserving of your wrath. We are often deceiving, destructive, and
unrepentant. Your Word reminds us of approaching judgment because the truth will be
made known to all the world. Forgive us for our transgressions, give us the grace
needed to confess and repent. Amen.

Tuesday, December 5, 2017

Psalm 79 (ESV, Selected Verses): O God, the nations have come into your inheritance;
they have defiled your holy temple; they have laid Jerusalem in ruins. They have
given the bodies of your servants to the birds of the heavens for food, the flesh of
your faithful to the beasts of the earth. They have poured out their blood like water all
around Jerusalem, and there was no one to bury them. We have become a taunt to our
neighbors, mocked and derided by those around us. How long, O Lord? Will you be
angry forever? Will your jealousy burn like fire?...Do not remember against us our
former iniquities; let your compassion come speedily to meet us, for we are brought very
low. Help us, O God of our salvation, for the glory of your name; deliver us, and atone
for our sins, for your name's sake!...Let the groans of the prisoners come before you;
according to your great power, preserve those doomed to die! But we your people,
the sheep of your pasture, will give thanks to you forever; from generation to generation
we will recount your praise.

It is fairly evident that the Psalmist writes after the destruction of Jerusalem by the
Babylonian armies. This event was so traumatic and important in the scope of Jewish
history that it is described four times in the Hebrew Scriptures. Their conquerors just left
the dead bodies of the Israelites laying where they fell. Their flesh was food for the
beasts of the field and the birds of the air. This was the grossest inhumanity. Famine,
war, death, and exile were the deserved punishments for Judah’s sins (Lamentation
1:8-9), yet the people are still spoken of as God’s people. God, even in his wrath, still
loves his people – a hard concept for our 21st century minds to comprehend.
We helped our son purchase a new car in his junior year of high school. I warned him
that if he damaged the car or caused havoc with it in any way, we would take it away
from him. One day he came into the house, dropped the keys to the car in my lap, and
went into his room and closed the door. I walked outside to examine the car and saw
that he had creased the right rear quarter-panel by backing over our mailbox. I paused
and prayed, and entered his room to find him curled up in the fetal position in the middle
of the bed. I sat him up, put my arm around him and said, “You are going to have to
work and pay for the damage to the car, and you are going to have to buy a new
mailbox.” I then placed the keys back in his hand and said, “I love you. Everyone makes
mistakes.” In the eternal scheme of things, punishment for sins is unavoidable because
God’s holiness demands it. However, God doesn’t take the keys of the car away from
us because he loves us – immensely and unconditionally God loves us. He loves us
because we are his children. There is always hope. There can always be repentance,
forgiveness, restoration, and reconciliation. O come, O come, Emmanuel.

Let the groans of the prisoners come before you; according to your great power,
preserve those doomed to die. But we your people, the sheep of your pasture, will give
thanks to you forever; from generation to generation we will recount your praise. Amen.

Painting in The Church of the Nativity - a basilica located in Bethlehem, in the West
Bank, Palestine. The church was originally commissioned in 327 by Constantine the
Great and his mother Helena over the site that was traditionally considered to be
located over the cave that marks the birthplace of Jesus. The Church of the Nativity
site's original basilica was completed in 339 and destroyed by fire during the Samaritan
Revolts in the 6th century. A new basilica was built 565 by Justinian, the Byzantine
Emperor, restoring the architectural tone of the original. The site of the Church of the
Nativity has had numerous additions since this second construction, including its
prominent bell towers.

Wednesday, December 6, 2017

Micah 5:1-5 (CEB): Now muster your troops, Daughter Troop! They have laid siege
against us; with a rod they will strike the cheek of the judge of Israel. As for you,
Bethlehem of Ephrathah, though you are the least significant of Judah’s forces, one who
is to be a ruler in Israel on my behalf will come out from you. His origin is from remote
times, from ancient days. Therefore, he will give them up until the time when she who is
in labor gives birth. The rest of his kin will return to the people of Israel. He will stand
and shepherd his flock in the strength of the Lord, in the majesty of the name of
the Lord his God. They will dwell secure, because he will surely become great
throughout the earth; he will become one of peace…..

When I come to prophetic passages in the Old Testament, I fully realize there are
various interpretations influenced by our theological leanings. I prefer to stick to
Christian understandings from the earliest days of the church. Just as we Christians
recognize Jesus as the Messiah, the Jews recognized these verses as a prediction of
the coming of the Messiah. Micah 5:2 is quoted to Herod by the scribes in Matthew 2:6
when Herod insists on knowing where the Christ would be born. Herod was shaken to
the core when those magi showed up after following the star of the newborn King
halfway around the world. The old maniacal potentate had to find out where this new
King would be born in order to get a jump on killing the baby before he became a threat.
Jesus stepped into a troubled world – a world that tried to extinguish his life as soon as
he arrived. As a young man just entering ministry, I was so excited to preach and pastor
and lead a church. I wanted to save the world. Reality set in because I soon found out
the world does not want to be saved. Not only does the world not want to be saved, it
has no idea why or for what it should be saved. Micah, who writes in the 8th century
B.C., preaches against unjust leaders, defends the rights of the poor against the rich
and powerful, and looks forward to a world at peace under the rule of the Messiah. The
principalities and powers of darkness in high places (Ephesians 6:12) want no light shed
upon their deeds. The darkness looks to empower the Herods of the world. The
Messiah comes to bring light and life to burn away darkness and death. Through the
promised Messiah, in pain we find comfort, in sorrow we find hope, and in death we find
resurrection!

Lord of light and life, we praise you as the Anointed One of God promised by the
prophets of old. O come, O come, Emmanuel! Amen.

Thursday, December 7, 2017

1 Thessalonians 1:8-10 (CEB): The message about the Lord rang out from you, not only
in Macedonia and Achaia but in every place. The news about your faithfulness to God
has spread so that we don’t even need to mention it. People tell us about what sort of
welcome we had from you and how you turned to God from idols. As a result, you are
serving the living and true God, and you are waiting for his Son from heaven. His Son is
Jesus, who is the one he raised from the dead and who is the one who will rescue us
from the coming wrath.

Paul first met the Thessalonians during his second missionary journey, but he was
forced to leave the city when some angry Jewish leaders started a riot because he was
proclaiming Jesus as Lord and Savior (Acts 17:1-9). Paul eventually sent young
Timothy back to Thessalonica to check on the church while he traveled to Athens and
Corinth. Soon he receives a report from Timothy that the believers are remaining strong
in their faith despite opposition. Paul writes to them, in part, to comfort and encourage
the young believers. We see his praise of them, above, in the introduction to his letter.
When we are faithful, the word spreads. When we turn to God from those things that
become idols in our lives, the word spreads. When we serve the living and true God,
and when we are living in anticipation of His return, the word spreads. Paul said, “The
news of your faithfulness to God has spread so that we don’t even need to mention it.”
In the same way, when we are petty, the word spreads. When we are selfish, the word
spreads. When we are concerned only about our own needs, the word spreads. When
the “stuff” in our lives become more important than our worship of God, the word
spreads. The season of Advent is good time to reevaluate how we are living. This is the
beginning of new Christian year. What kind of word will we spread in the year ahead?

O Lord, may you be born anew in our hearts. May we turn from our idols to the true and
living God. May the news of our faithfulness spread so that others might bear witness
that we are your people. O come, O come, Emmanuel. Amen.

Friday, December 8, 2017

Acts 11:22-26 (CEB): When the church in Jerusalem heard about this, they sent
Barnabas to Antioch. When he arrived and saw evidence of God’s grace, he was
overjoyed and encouraged everyone to remain fully committed to the Lord. Barnabas
responded in this way because he was a good man, whom the Holy Spirit had endowed
with exceptional faith. A considerable number of people were added to the
Lord. Barnabas went to Tarsus in search of Saul. When he found him, he brought him to
Antioch. They were there for a whole year, meeting with the church and teaching large
numbers of people. It was in Antioch where the disciples were first labeled “Christians.”

Stephen had been stoned. Afterwards the church was scattered because of widespread
persecution. James had been killed. Peter would soon be imprisoned. The believers fled
as far as Phoenicia, Cypress, and Antioch of Syria. It was a dangerous time for the
church to have gatherings, but wherever they fled, wherever they were chased, they
continued to gather and pray. They believed in the power of prayer, and in Jesus’
promise that whatever they would ask in His name He would do (John 14:14). Their
earnest prayers and their faithfulness continued to be rewarded, often in very surprising
ways.
The church so flourished in Antioch, of all places, that it is often called the “cradle of
Christianity.” This is where followers of Jesus were first called “Christians,” and it was
not necessarily a compliment. When Barnabas traveled to Antioch to check on the
church, he was overjoyed and he encouraged everyone to remain fully committed to
Jesus. Many people were added. When I see how Christianity is waning in America, I
am puzzled. We are losing ground in a country where we face no religious persecution.
I wonder, if Barnabas came to us today, what kind of report would he make about us?
Would he find us worthy of the label “Christian?” What would happen to those of us in
America who are labeled “Christian” if we had to face persecution? If we had to flee,
would we gather and pray? Do we still believe the promises of Jesus? Can we, with all
honesty, pray “O come, O come, Emmanuel?” Do we really want Jesus to come and
find us as we are?

Merciful God, we have not loved you with our whole heart. We have failed to be
obedient. We have not done your will. We have broken your law. We have rebelled
against your love. We have not loved our neighbors. We have not heard the cry of the
needy. Free us from our faithlessness, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
(adapted from the UM Hymnal, Prayer of Confession, pg. 8)

Saturday, December 9, 2017

Mark 11:27-33 (CEB): Jesus and his disciples entered Jerusalem again. As Jesus was
walking around the temple, the chief priests, legal experts, and elders came to
him. They asked, “What kind of authority do you have for doing these things? Who gave
you this authority to do them?” Jesus said to them, “I have a question for you. Give me
an answer, then I’ll tell you what kind of authority I have to do these things. Was John’s
baptism of heavenly or of human origin? Answer me.”They argued among themselves,
“If we say, ‘It’s of heavenly origin,’ he’ll say, ‘Then why didn’t you believe him?’ But we
can’t say, ‘It’s of earthly origin.’” They said this because they were afraid of the crowd,
because they all thought John was a prophet. They answered Jesus, “We don’t know.”
Jesus replied, “Neither will I tell you what kind of authority I have to do these things.”
Loaded questions. I have been asked many of them. Here are the top two: “Preacher,
why don’t you like me?” and “Pastor, do you know a lot of people are not happy?” I have
learned, through the years, to answer loaded questions with sincere questions, because
that’s what the Lord did: “What makes you think I don’t like you?” and “Who, exactly, are
the people who are not happy?” Loaded questions are not really questions, you see.
They are back-handed statements. The first question is a statement which actually
says, “Preacher, I don’t like you.” The second question is a statement which actually
says, “Pastor, I am not happy.” Loaded questions are meant to draw blood, and divert
negative attention away from the person who asks. They are always asked in anger,
and with the intent to cause harm.
Jesus was asked many loaded questions, especially by the religious leaders. We see
one of the questions in the scripture above: “Who gave you the authority to do the
things you do?” This is actually a statement which says: “We don’t believe you have the
authority to do the things you do.” Jesus refused to answer loaded questions, so he
asked one of his own: “Do you believe John’s baptism was from God, or was he just
doing it on his own?” They could not answer without making themselves look bad, so
they found a way to kill Jesus. They used the Roman government to railroad Jesus into
a false conviction and execution. The little baby born in Bethlehem’s manger would
grow to be the Son of Man, and he would be nailed to a tree because when He made
the fine religious folks look bad, they were out for blood. Loaded questions always draw
blood.
During this season of Advent, when we look for his coming, what questions should we
be asking ourselves? Because, maybe we should worry about our own selfrighteousness rather than someone else’s sin. Ouch!

O Lord, help us to see our own self-righteousness. Help us to love you and each other
more fully. Take from us our need to always be right, and take from us our thirst for
blood. Empower us to be ready to truly welcome you when you come to us. Amen.

December 10, 2017 – The Second Sunday of Advent
Mark 1:1-8: (CEB): The beginning of the good news about Jesus Christ, God’s
Son, happened just as it was written about in the prophecy of Isaiah: Look, I am sending
my messenger before you. He will prepare your way, a voice shouting in the wilderness:
“Prepare the way for the Lord; make his paths straight.” John the Baptist was in the
wilderness calling for people to be baptized to show that they were changing their
hearts and lives and wanted God to forgive their sins. Everyone in Judea and all the
people of Jerusalem went out to the Jordan River and were being baptized by John as
they confessed their sins. John wore clothes made of camel’s hair, with a leather belt
around his waist. He ate locusts and wild honey. He announced, “One stronger than I
am is coming after me. I’m not even worthy to bend over and loosen the strap of his
sandals. I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.”
Isn’t it strange that this year’s suggested scripture readings point us to the Gospel of
Mark here on the second Sunday of Advent? Mark has no story about the birth of Jesus.
Why could we not be directed to Matthew’s beautiful narrative of the birth of our Lord?
Well, because it is not Christmas. This is Advent. Today we are asked to look at John
the Baptizer. Mark’s gospel does not leave us guessing. He says, right off the bat in
Mark 1:1: “This is the good news about Jesus Christ, who is God’s Son.” Then Mark
immediately takes out into the wilderness and introduces us to John the Baptizer. Mark
says, “John is the messenger Isaiah told you about over seven-hundred years ago. The
prophecy is coming true!”
Mark tells us that this eccentric preacher, John, is a holy man out here in the desert
wearing camel’s hair and living off of locusts and wild honey. His message is, “One
stronger than I is coming. I might get you wet, but He will baptize you with the Holy
Spirit. So, you had better be prepared for him.” PREPARE literally means “to make
ready.” John continued, “Be baptized! Show that you are changing your hearts and
lives! Ask God to forgive your sins!”
Thank you, Mark. Thank you for getting right to the point. Thank you, Isaiah. Thank you
for this promise made so long ago. Thank you, John. Thank for telling us. Thank you for
warning us. Thank you for asking us to be ready. Thank you, Jesus. Thank you for
coming. Thank you for teaching. Thank you for living. Thank you for dying. Thank you
for rising. Thank you for the promise that you will come again!

O, Lord, help us to be prepared for your coming. O come, O come, Emmanuel! Amen.

This oil painting of John the Baptizer is by Tiziano Vecelli. Better known as Titian, the
artist was born in Italy and died in 1576 when in his late 80s or early 90s (We are not
sure of the date of his birth). We see the symbolism of Christ depicted in the presence
of the lamb, and of the cross on John’s staff. Titian died of the plague and so was not
supposed to be buried on church grounds. However, the artist was so respected that an
exception was made and his remains were interred in the Frari Basilica in Venice where
two of his paintings still remain today.

Monday, December 11, 2017

Acts 2:37-42 (CEB): When the crowd heard this, they were deeply troubled. They said
to Peter and the other apostles, “Brothers, what should we do?” Peter replied, “Change
your hearts and lives. Each of you must be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the
forgiveness of your sins. Then you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. This promise is
for you, your children, and for all who are far away—as many as the Lord our God
invites.” With many other words he testified to them and encouraged them, saying, “Be
saved from this perverse generation.” Those who accepted Peter’s message were
baptized. God brought about three thousand people into the community on that day.
Community of believers. The believers devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, to
the community, to their shared meals, and to their prayers.
Why was the crowd deeply troubled by Peter’s words? Well, he had quoted the prophet
Joel: “In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and
daughters will prophesy.” Your young will see visions. Your elders will dream dreams.”
Then Peter quoted David: “My body will live in hope, because you won’t abandon me to
the grave.” Peter said these scriptures were fulfilled in Jesus, whom they had crucified
and who had risen from the dead, and the crowd believed Peter. The Holy Spirit
convicted their collective conscience, and they were troubled. “What can we do to make
it right?” they asked. The answer was full of hope and life, but it was also very
challenging: “CHANGE your heart and lives; be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ.”
Change. What a novel idea. As we welcome the coming of Jesus, once again, during
this season of Advent, what in our lives needs to be changed? Change is hard for us
because it requires work on our part; it requires that with which we are extremely
uncomfortable. it requires prayer, worship, accountability, and service to God and one
another. Change means we relinquish control of our lives to what God may be calling us
to, and it may require a lot of sacrifice on our part. Change means we may need to ask
for help, and in our pride we like to think we can make it on our own. Resistance to
change may mean that we do not completely trust God. Ouch!

O Lord, help us to open our minds and hearts to change. As much as it troubles us, and
as uncomfortable with the change as we be, we pray for the Holy Spirit to empower us
to change. We want to be ready for your coming. O come, O come, Emmanuel. Amen.

Tuesday, December 12, 2017

Acts 11:1-5; 18 (CEB): The apostles and the brothers and sisters throughout Judea
heard that even the Gentiles had welcomed God’s word. When Peter went up to
Jerusalem, the circumcised believers criticized him. They accused him, “You went into
the home of the uncircumcised and ate with them! Step-by-step, Peter explained what
had happened. “I was in the city of Joppa praying when I had a visionary experience…..
Once the apostles and other believers heard this, they calmed down. They praised God
and concluded, “So then God has enabled Gentiles to change their hearts and lives so
that they might have new life.”

I heard another preacher, Mark, tell a story one time, with much humor, of a childhood
Christmas memory. It was a standing rule in his family that no one in the house could
get out of bed before 5:00 AM on Christmas morning. Everyone had to go to the tree
and open presents together. One Christmas as a boy, Mark could not sleep. He got up
at 3:00 AM and sneaked to the tree and tore off enough paper on one of his presents so
that he could tell it was exactly what he wanted. He went back to bed, and at 5:00, when
all the family went to the tree, there were no presents. There was only a note left which
read, “Because Mark cheated and peeked at his present at 3:00 AM, I have taken all the
family’s gifts back to the North Pole. Sincerely, Santa.” Mark said he had never cried so
hard in his life. He soon came to find out that his older brother had seen him sneak to
the tree and look at his gift, so his brother hid all the presents and left the forged note
from Santa. It was all a prank. His brother retrieved all the hidden presents and they
ALL enjoyed Christmas together.
Peter was Jewish. He was not supposed to associate with Gentiles. When many of his
friends heard he was associating with Gentiles, they were furious. Peter exclaimed,
“Look, I was minding my own business, but God gave me a vision. He tore back the
paper of eternity and showed me that the gift of salvation through Jesus Christ is for
ALL people, not just the Jews. It is a gift to be shared with all who desire to know the
Lord! It is a gift for everyone. It is not hidden! It is made evident in Jesus!” So, they
calmed down. They praised God, and they rejoiced that God had enabled even the
Gentiles to change their hearts and lives. The gift of salvation is not hidden; it is not
withheld from any of us. It has not been taken away. It is for us ALL!

Thank you, Lord, that your gift of salvation in your name is for us ALL! O come, O come,
Emmanuel! Amen.

Wednesday, December 13, 2017
Luke 1:13-20 (CEB) [John the Baptist’s birth foretold]: The angel said, “Don’t be afraid,
Zechariah. Your prayers have been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will give birth to your son
and you must name him John. He will be a joy and delight to you, and many people will
rejoice at his birth, for he will be great in the Lord’s eyes. He must not drink wine and
liquor. He will be filled with the Holy Spirit even before his birth. He will bring many
Israelites back to the Lord their God He will go forth before the Lord, equipped with the
spirit and power of Elijah. He will turn the hearts of father] back to their children, and he
will turn the disobedient to righteous patterns of thinking. He will make ready a people
prepared for the Lord.” Zechariah said to the angel, “How can I be sure of this? My wife
and I are very old.” The angel replied, “I am Gabriel. I stand in God’s presence. I was
sent to speak to you and to bring this good news to you. Know this: What I have spoken
will come true at the proper time. But because you didn’t believe, you will remain silent,
unable to speak until the day when these things happen.”

Zechariah and Elizabeth had been faithful to God for their entire lives. Now they were
old, and they were childless. The visit of Gabriel to Zachariah should have been enough
to make him believe he and Elizabeth would have a child, but they had been waiting a
LONG time. All this waiting caused old Zach to doubt. And that’s where the nation of
Israel was at the time – left waiting. For 700 years, they have been occupied by foreign
rulers never knowing the freedom of living in their own land under their own rule. When
the exiles returned in 535 BC, hopes were high but the Persian Empire gave way to the
Greek Empire which gave way to the Roman Empire, and with each successive change
in regime, the suffering of the Israelites only increased as did their hopes, cries and
aspirations for the Messiah.
We know what this is like do we not - waiting on God in so many situations? We wait for
employment, for a spouse, for retirement, for a doctor’s appointment, or results on
biopsies, MRIs, a diagnosis or prognosis, for a child to come back to the faith. And
through it all, our waiting often turns into more and more anxious prayers. Waiting is
hard work, perhaps one of the most difficult things we will ever do. And this is what the
season of Advent is all about…Waiting…Waiting for the coming of the Messiah and as
we look into the future, waiting for Christ’s return here on earth.

O Lord, waiting is hard. Give us patience. Increase our faith. Forgive us when we doubt.
We are trying to wait, Lord. Help us in our waiting. Hear our prayers. Be near. Be
present. Be born again in us. O come, O come, Emmanuel. Amen.

Thursday, December 14, 2017

Philippians 3:7-11(CEB): These things were my assets, but I wrote them off as a loss for
the sake of Christ. But even beyond that, I consider everything a loss in comparison
with the superior value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. I have lost everything for him,
but what I lost I think of as sewer trash, so that I might gain Christ and be found in him.
In Christ I have a righteousness that is not my own and that does not come from the
Law but rather from the faithfulness of Christ. It is the righteousness of God that is
based on faith. The righteousness that I have comes from knowing Christ, the power of
his resurrection, and the participation in his sufferings. It includes being conformed to
his death so that I may perhaps reach the goal of the resurrection of the dead.

As we get older we spend more time looking back than we do forward. I guess this is
natural because when we get to a certain age we have more time behind us than we do
in front of us. When we look back we often glorify the past. We remember it with more
fondness. Our perception of the past is that everything was better then – church,
worship, music, cars, the culture, etc. etc. We often talk about the “good old days.” My
Dad has often said, “The good old days were not what they were cracked up to be.” He
was raised on an Alabama farm. His father worked the fields and the coal mines and
managed to raise, along with my grandmother, six children through some very difficult
times. So, what happened in the past, what was accomplished in the past, is not
necessarily the way we remember it.
Paul was looking back over thirty years or more. He thinks about his accomplishments
apart from Christ and he says “I have given up everything for Him, and the former life is
nothing but sewer trash.” Paul was always looking forward – looking toward what Christ
would do, and who he would be in Christ in the future. We, too, as followers of Jesus
must always look to the future. Let’s not glorify the past. Let’s continue to be conformed
to his death, so we may reach the goal of resurrection of the dead. I know that this is a
difficult thing to do. Hindsight is 20/20. Foresight is not so good. But we must always
remember that the best is yet to come!

O Lord, help us to always look forward. What you are doing, and what you will do shall
greatly surpass what has already been done! Glory to God! O come, O come,
Emmanuel. Amen.

“Paul was the most educated of all the Apostles. His travels show him to be probably
the most active missionary-evangelist of all the Apostles. Constantly on the move,
always in danger, sometimes alone, sometimes with a companion, arrested,
shipwrecked, beaten - this self-proclaimed Apostle did so much for the church that he
had to be included in my paintings of The Apostles. It wasn't his death or his travels that
I wanted to portray in the painting; it was his letters - letters that carried on an extensive
correspondence with the new churches he had formed. Paul and his letters! That had to
be the theme of my painting, and the setting for the painting came from Galatians 6:11:
'Ye see how large a letter I have written unto you with mine own hand’.”
(Kenneth Wyatt, Tulia, Texas)

Friday, December 15, 2017

Habakkuk 3:2-6 (NLT): I have heard all about you, Lord. I am filled with awe by your
amazing works. In this time of our deep need, help us again as you did in years gone
by. And in your anger, remember your mercy. I see God moving across the deserts from
Edom, the Holy One coming from Mount Paran. His brilliant splendor fills the heavens,
and the earth is filled with his praise. His coming is as brilliant as the sunrise. Rays of
light flash from his hands, where his awesome power is hidden. Pestilence marches
before him; plague follows close behind. When he stops, the earth shakes. When he
looks, the nations tremble. He shatters the everlasting mountains and levels the eternal
hills. He is the Eternal One!

God has chosen the people of Judah as his own, but all Habakkuk sees around him in
Judah is wickedness and violence. Sound familiar? He cries out to God, complaining
about the state of the nation, and he demands to know what God is going to do about it.
He receives a very unexpected answer. God is intent on punishing the people of Judah
for their sins, and he will use the notoriously brutal Babylonians as the instruments of
divine judgment. The Babylonians used hooks through the flesh of their captors to lead
them away into slavery. This leaves Habakkuk shaken, to say the least. Sometimes we
need to be careful what we ask for, because we might just get it. The prophet receives
more than he asks for in the visions God gives him in response to his complaints.
Habakkuk’s own views about how God should interact with the world, and with his own
people, are greatly challenged. When Habakkuk considers the power of God to judge,
he changes the way he speaks to God. He starts off by asking God, “How long must I
call for help? But you do not listen!” (1:2). But he closes by humbly asking, “In your
anger, remember your mercy” (3:2).
It is easy to complain. It is easy to blame God for all that is wrong in our world. It is
pleasant to think of God as a humble little baby born in manger. It is another thing
altogether to fall into the hands of the Living God (Hebrews 10:13). It is a dreadful thing
to know him as Judge of the universe. God is love, yes. Thank God! But God is also
Creator and Ruler of all that ever was, all that is, and all that ever shall be. As we
encounter the baby in a manger, Mary and Joseph, the shepherds, and the Magi let us
not forget that we are also encountering the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords!

O Lord, as we come to the manger let us remember that we encounter you there as the
God who has given up his glory in order to come to us in human flesh. But let us not
forget you are also the God who comes to us in infinite power and might! O come, O
come, Emmanuel! Amen.

Saturday, December 16, 2017

Psalm 126 (NLT): When the Lord brought back his exiles to Jerusalem, it was like a
dream! We were filled with laughter, and we sang for joy. And the other nations said,
“What amazing things the Lord has done for them.” Yes, the Lord has done amazing
things for us! What joy! Restore our fortunes, Lord, as streams renew the desert. Those
who plant in tears will harvest with shouts of joy. They weep as they go to plant their
seed, but they sing as they return with the harvest.

This is a Psalm for pilgrims to sing as they ascend to the holy city of Jerusalem. It
celebrates the return of the exiles to God’s city, a time of laughter and joy. Can you
remember the last time your mouth was “filled with laughter,” and joy rolled off your
tongue? If nothing else, these opening verses remind us that we should not fail to
celebrate when things are good. Remembering good things are an important way for us
to cope with troubles in the present. It reminds us that life was once good, and
someday, it just might be so again. Then, when those good days do return, make
certain to laugh and shout. When the Lord acts, the desert we have made of our lives,
the situation that has become unbearable any longer suddenly becomes habitable
again. Our lives can continue.
I love verse 5: “Those who plant in tears will harvest with shouts of joy.” The Negev
received very little rainfall. It often seemed futile to plant in a desert with no
irrigation. There is a certain kind of despondency and sorrow that comes upon a person
when s/he believes his/her hard work has been in vain. The seed is planted, and the
only moisture for it are the tears of a dehydrated, puffy, and red face made weak from
sadness. Surprise! Because the Lord has acted, those futile crops, the doomed future,
has actually produced! What was thought to be useless and wasted is actually
profitable. Seed becomes sheaves, tears become shouts of joy. God has not left us
alone. Thanks be to God!

O Lord, may this Advent season be a reminder that you have not left us alone. May it
remind us that you come to us in mysterious ways, and best of all you have come to us
in Jesus. Continue to come to us, O Lord, and do not leave us alone. May those who
plant in tears harvest with shouts of joy! O come, O come, Emmanuel! Amen.

December 17, 2017 – The Third Sunday of Advent
Luke 1:46-55: Mary’s Song of Praise (NLT): “Oh, how my soul praises the Lord. How my
spirit rejoices in God my Savior! For he took notice of his lowly servant girl, and from
now on all generations will call me blessed. For the Mighty One is holy, and he has
done great things for me. He shows mercy from generation to generation to all who fear
him. His mighty arm has done tremendous things! He has scattered the proud and
haughty ones. He has brought down princes from their thrones and exalted the humble.
He has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away with empty hands. He
has helped his servant Israel and remembered to be merciful. For he made this promise
to our ancestors, to Abraham and his children forever.”

Thank God for Mary. Mary is betrothed to a carpenter. She is a peasant. She has no
status. Gabriel, the messenger from heaven – an angel who knows what it is to be in
the very presence of Almighty God – comes to her with a message. Despite the fact she
is unmarried, despite the fact she is a virgin, despite the fact that she is simple and
poor, she is told she will give birth to the Son of the Most High God, and of His Kingdom
there will be no end. What a frightening message. To be found unwed and pregnant in
the first century Mediterranean world was a scary thing. She could be ostracized from
the community, or worse; she could be stoned. When she goes to visit her kinswoman,
Elizabeth, she finds that what the angel told her is true: Elizabeth, in her old age, is six
months pregnant with John the Baptist. When Mary greets Elizabeth, John leaps in his
mother’s womb and Elizabeth is filled with the Holy Spirit.
Mary, who has already accepted the words of the angel then praises God, and she
sings what we know as “The Magnificat.” Despite this world-wind of strange and scary
events Mary is swept up in, she pauses to praise God for everything God is doing in her
and through her. In the midst of strange and scary events do you and I always pause to
praise God? Do we praise God when there seems to be no way God can work in our
situation? Do we praise God when our relationships are stressed to the breaking point?
Do we praise God when life gets so hard that it seems like it will never get any better?
Do we praise God in the midst of our confusion? Thank you, Mary, for showing us your
faith in the midst of difficult and scary circumstances. Thank you for being the vessel
through whom God would come to us in human form. Thank you for being the mother of
Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior. Yes! Thank God for Mary!

O Lord, thank you for Mary. Thank you for showing us that you take pleasure in working
in mysterious ways. Thank you, O Lord, for Mary. Help us to be more like her. O come,
O come, Emmanuel. Amen.

Monday, December 18, 2017

2 Timothy 4:2-5 (CEB): Preach the word. Be ready to do it whether it is convenient or
inconvenient. Correct, confront, and encourage with patience and instruction. There will
come a time when people will not tolerate sound teaching. They will collect teachers
who say what they want to hear because they are self-centered. They will turn their
back on the truth and turn to myths. But you must keep control of yourself in all
circumstances. Endure suffering, do the work of a preacher of the good news, and carry
out your service fully.
Paul’s advice for young Timothy is to do the work of an evangelist, no matter what. You
don’t have to be a preacher to do the work of an evangelist, to share the Good News, to
bring others into the faith. Every member is a minister. Every member is to share their
faith. Church Leaders website recently printed an article from Thom Rainer entitled,
“What Non-Christians Really Think about Christians.” Thom’s research team listed the
seven most common statements non-Christians make about Christians. Here they are:
(1.) Christians are against more things than they are for. It just seems Christians are
mad the world. They are negative. I have no desire to be like them. (2.) I would like to
develop a friendship with a Christian. I am really interested in what they believe. (3.) I
would like to learn about the Bible from a Christian. I don’t want to go to a stuffy
church, but it would be nice to be invited to a home Bible study. (4.) I don’t see much
difference in the way Christians live compared to others. The only exception would
be Mormons. They seem to take their beliefs seriously. (5.) I wish I could learn to be a
better husband/wife/dad/mom, etc., from a Christian. (6.) Some Christians act like
they have no problems. I would respect them more if they just would not put up such
an act. (7.) I wish a Christian would take me to his or her church. One person said
he was 32-years-old but had never been invited to a church.
From these research results, it doesn’t seem like we are doing such a hot job as
evangelists. The thing is, a lot of non-Christians are interested in the faith. They will
come to a Bible Study or a worship service if it is a genuine invitation, or if we will bring
them. Many are waiting to be befriended by a Christian. Are we really so angry and
“against” so much and so many that we have lost our concern and love for the world,
and for those who are in the world? The holidays and special services are great times to
reach out to the non-Christian, and to those who are unchurched. How about it?

O Lord, empower and encourage us all to the work of an evangelist. Help us to be
prepared for your coming, and to encourage others to be prepared. O come, O come,
Emmanuel. Amen.

Tuesday, December 19, 2017
2 Kings 2:9-22 (CEB): When they had crossed, Elijah said to Elisha, “What do you want
me to do for you before I’m taken away from you?” Elisha said, “Let me have twice your
spirit.” Elijah said, “You’ve made a difficult request. If you can see me when I’m taken
from you, then it will be yours. If you don’t see me, it won’t happen.” They were walking
along, talking, when suddenly a fiery chariot and fiery horses appeared and separated
the two of them. Then Elijah went to heaven in a windstorm. Elisha was watching, and
he cried out, “Oh, my father, my father! Israel’s chariots and its riders!” When he could
no longer see him, Elisha took hold of his clothes and ripped them in two.

Elijah called fire down from heaven to burn a wet sacrifice. He defeated all the prophets
of Baal. He prophesied that the rain would be withheld, and it did not rain. He
prophesied that the rain would come to end the drought, and it rained. Three times he
was divinely provided for – by ravens, by a widow, and by an angel. He was a fearless
reformer. He rebuked kings. He was devout in prayer. He was honored by God. He
multiplied the meal and oil of a poor woman. He raised a dead child back to life. He
divided the water of the Jordan River. In a moment of discouragement and fear, God
came to him and gave him back his courage. Elijah was truly a powerful prophet, truly a
man of God, truly anointed for service.
When Elisha learned that he would be Elijah’s successor, he followed Elijah wherever
he went. Even though Elijah told him he could not follow him to where he was going,
Elisha refused to turn back; he kept following. Just before Elijah was caught up to
heaven in a chariot of fire, he asked Elisha, “What, exactly, do you want from me?”
Elisha said, “I want twice the Spirit of God you have – I want a double portion!” Wow!
What a bold thing for which to ask! He did not say he wanted to be half the man of God
Elijah had been. No, he wanted to be twice the man of God Elijah had been. And – he
got what he asked for. For what are we asking God? We read about the faith of Elijah
and other Biblical men and women. We are often amazed at what God could do through
them. Do we not believe we can do even greater things (John 14:12)? Are we asking to
be half the person of God someone else may be? Or, are we asking to be twice the
person of God someone else may be? Are we asking at all? We might just get what we
ask for. One thing is for sure. If we ask for nothing, we will receive just that.

O Lord, this season of Advent is a time to prepare for your coming. We are often so
unprepared. Give us faith to ask not only for a portion of your Spirit, but for a double
portion. O come, O come, Emmanuel. Amen.

Wednesday, December 20, 2017

Mark 9:9-13 (CEB): As they were coming down the mountain, he ordered them not to
tell anyone what they had seen until after the Human One had risen from the dead. So
they kept it to themselves, wondering, “What’s this ‘rising from the dead’?” They asked
Jesus, “Why do the legal experts say that Elijah must come first?” He answered, “Elijah
does come first to restore all things. Why was it written that the Human One would suffer
many things and be rejected? In fact, I tell you that Elijah has come, but they did to him
whatever they wanted, just as it was written about him.”

Peter, James, and John had just witnessed the transfiguration of Jesus on a mountain
top. Jesus’ form was transformed in front of them to a glowing white figure. In His
transfigured state he was standing there talking to a couple of other well-known figures
– Moses and Elijah. So here’s Jesus speaking with two guys who had been dead for
hundreds of years – Jesus speaking with a representative of the prophets, and a
representative of the Law. Peter did not know what to say, so he suggested building a
shrine for each of them and staying up there on the mountain to worship, but it was not
to be. Elijah and Moses disappeared, Jesus took his original form, and they walked
back down the mountain. On the way Jesus told them not tell anybody about the
experience until he had been raised from the dead, but they didn’t understand. What?!
You’ve got to be kidding me! They just saw Moses and Elijah – two guys who were
supposed to be dead, and they didn’t understand resurrection?! The knuckleheads!
“The Knucklehead Club.” That’s what my former New Testament professor called the
disciples. We like to think we are more enlightened than the disciples, but I doubt it. In
one of his most famous parables Jesus said, “If they don’t listen to Moses and the
Prophets, then neither will they be persuaded if someone rises from the dead” (Luke
16:31). The religious leaders of Jesus’ day did not believe. The disciples had a hard
time believing, even when they saw miracles with their very own eyes. No wonder you
and I have such a hard time believing. Resurrection. What a radical belief. Do we
believe that what dies in the Kingdom of God does not stay dead? O God, help our
unbelief.

O Lord, we are so thankful for resurrection. We admit we are slow to believe. We
confess we are so often knuckleheads. Help our unbelief! Prepare our hearts for the
coming of the Savior. Let Him be born afresh in us during this season. O come, O
come, Emmanuel! Amen.

Thursday, December 21, 2017
2 Samuel 6:4-9 (CEB): Uzzah was beside God’s chest while Ahio was walking in front of
it. Meanwhile, David and the entire house of Israel celebrated in the Lord’s presence
with all their strength, with songs, zithers, harps, tambourines, rattles, and cymbals.
When they approached Nacon’s threshing floor, Uzzah reached out to God’s chest and
grabbed it because the oxen had stumbled. The Lord became angry at Uzzah, and God
struck him there because of his mistake, and he died there next to God’s chest. Then
David got angry because the Lord’s anger lashed out against Uzzah, and so that place
is called Perez-uzzah today. David was frightened by the Lord that day. “How will I ever
bring the Lord’s chest to me?” he asked.

The Ark of the Covenant was overlaid with gold and had two angels on the lid with
wings outstretched toward one another. The Spirit of God rested where their wing tips
met. The ark, or “chest,” was a symbol of the immediate presence of God with the
Israelites. The chest had been captured by the Philistines, but was brought back (1
Samuel 7:1) and sat in the house of Abinadab for seventy years. David’s motive for
finally moving it was good – to bring it out of obscurity to represent the presence and
power of God with the people. They built a new cart to move it on and made a big
production out of the whole event. But God is not necessarily impressed with big
productions. Uzzah reached out and touched the chest because the oxen had stumbled
and their precious cargo was about to tumble. He should not have done that. No one
was to touch the chest – it was a commandment of God. He fell dead because of his
carelessness and disobedience.
Big productions and well-meaning actions do not please God when we are blatantly
disobedient. We often judge a worship experience by the way it makes us feel. But
when we realize worship is about pleasing God, not ourselves, it shines a whole new
light upon our actions. Advent, the start of a new Christian year, is a good time to review
our corporate and individual worship. Are we being obedient? Are we pleasing God? Or,
are we worshiping as we do simply because it pleases us? Uzzah erred in thinking it
didn't matter who transported the ark. Uzzah erred in thinking it didn't matter how the
ark was transported. Uzzah erred in thinking he knew all about the ark because it was in
his father's house for so long. Uzzah erred in thinking that God couldn't take care of the
ark Himself. Uzzah erred in thinking that the ground of Nachon's threshing floor was
less holy than his own hand. How have we erred in our thinking?

O Lord, we are thankful that your Holy Spirit is ever with us. We often err in thinking
what pleases us pleases you. Help us to remember that your judgments are right, and
your Word is true. Help us to remember that a contrite heart is more precious to you
than a big production. O come, O come, Emmanuel. Amen.

The Ark of the Covenant, also known as the Ark of the Testimony, is a gold-covered
wooden chest with lid cover described in the Book of Exodus as containing the
two stone tablets of the Ten Commandments. According to various texts within
the Hebrew Bible, it also contained Aaron's rod and a pot of manna. The Biblical
account relates that, approximately one year after the Israelites' exodus from Egypt, the
Ark was created according to the pattern given to Moses by God when the Israelites
were encamped at the foot of Mount Sinai. Thereafter, the gold-plated acacia chest was
carried by its staves when moved.
When carried, the Ark was always hidden under a large veil made of skins and blue
cloth, always carefully concealed, even from the eyes of the priests and the Levites who
carried it. God was said to have spoken with Moses "from between the two cherubim"
on the Ark's cover. When at rest the tabernacle was set up and the holy Ark was placed
under the veil of the covering the staves of it crossing the middle side bars to hold it up
off the ground

Friday, December 22, 2017

Psalm 27:14: Wait for the LORD; be strong and courageous. Wait for the LORD.
Hebrews 11:6: Now without faith it is impossible to please God, for the one who draws
near to Him must believe that He exists and rewards those who seek Him.

What is the longest you have had to wait for something? I imagine most of us have a
memory of Christmas Eve as a child; squeezing our eyes shut, trying with all our might
to go to sleep on Christmas Eve. For those of us with parents who abided strictly by the
“rules” of Christmas, we knew that even opening one present before Christmas morning
was heresy. So – we WAITED. Waiting is difficult. We expect everything to be at our
fingertips the moment we have the desire for it. It is a world of instant gratification that
we live in, and it's addicting. We live in a world of easy downloads, instantaneous
tweeting, on demand movies, and food prepared in a few minutes. Yet God finds ways
of making us wait. Waiting and faith go hand in hand.
We wait for the baby we have dreamed we would hold in our arms. Some are waiting for
their prodigal son to come to the end of his rope and return home. Many of us are
waiting for the phone to ring so we can return to a job with a normal salary and benefits.
Others are waiting for a much needed spiritual breakthrough. Waiting is the embodiment
of faith. In Hebrews 11:13 we are reminded that faith involves trust in God's promises
even if the promises of God are fulfilled long after we are gone. The writer says, "These
all died in faith without having received the promises, but they saw them from a
distance…”
May we all remain faithful as we wait. Advent is about faith and waiting. What are you
waiting on God for this year? Remember the years of silence as God's people waited for
the Messiah. Let us all take time today, right now, to reflect on the fact that God's timing
is quite different from ours. The story of Jesus' birth gives us assurance and joy
because even though the waiting lingered for decades, God broke through at just the
right time.

O Lord, we confess that waiting is hard. We are impatient. We are mortal. We are often
faithless. Encourage us by your Word, and strengthen us by your Spirit as we wait for
You, our long expected Redeemer. O come, O come, Emmanuel. Amen.

Saturday, December 23, 2017

John 1:14: And the Word became flesh and lived among us…”

Every year during Advent, we do a lot of juggling between the birth narratives according
to Luke and Matthew. Were the Magi in Luke or Matthew? Which told about the
shepherds? Which had no room in the Inn? The details can often obscure the
importance of the story. We usually overlook completely the most poignant of all the
birth stories in the fourth Gospel, John, who begins his writing with the beautiful poem
equating the Word to God, and clearly summing up the incarnation (God in the flesh) for
us in the above scripture. In Luke, Jesus’ mother also humbly reinforces the “word”
metaphor: “Then Mary said, ‘Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me
according to your word.’”(Luke 1.38)
The word became flesh the first time in the most natural of ways, by growing for nine
months in the womb of Mary. But how do we give birth to the Word, to Jesus, today?
Advent is our season of gestation, the days when we should first set aside time to grow
spiritually ourselves. In our awareness of this, we then have the opportunity to meditate
on the miracle of the Word actually developing and growing within our own beings. We
can be like Mary, who lived and contemplated and matured in the womb of God while
simultaneously carrying God in her own womb. We create holy ground and give birth to
Christ in our time not by doing but by believing and by loving the One who stirs within
our very own souls. This requires trust that something of great and saving importance is
growing and kicking to be born within each of us.

O Lord, may we be the humble vessels of your Word becoming flesh once again this
Advent Season. O Come, O Come, Emmanuel. Amen.

December 24, 2017 – The Third Sunday of Advent – Christmas Eve

2 Corinthians 9:15: Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift!

In November of 1975 Sears came out with the home version of the electronic game
“Pong.” It was cutting edge technology that you could hook up to your television set and
it was going on sale just in time for Christmas. Supplies were going to be limited, so I
told Mom and Dad about it months ahead, as soon as I saw the advertisements.
Christmas came, and Pong was not under the tree. “Gee, thanks Dad!” I said. “I told you
about this months ago!” He said, “Son, I’m sorry. I waited a little too late and they sold
out.” I said, “Well, thanks for ruining Christmas!” He said, “Okay, boy, now wait just a
minute. You should be thankful that you enjoy Christmas every day. When I pay the
mortgage every month, and I don’t ask you for a dime – Merry Christmas! When you go
to the refrigerator and there is always something to eat in there – Merry Christmas!
When you flip on the light switch and the lights come on because I have paid the electric
bill – Merry Christmas! When you go to the bathroom and turn on the hot water to wash
your nasty hide – Merry Christmas!” Dad was right. It is Christmas for most us every
day, and we are often not very thankful.
God created us in His very image and placed us in paradise. We were disobedient, and
so we were cast out of the garden. From the dust we came, and to the dust we shall
return; we brought that upon ourselves. Ever since the beginning, God has been calling
us back to Himself. He sent Moses and Law. He sent the prophets. He chose the
Hebrew people in a unique way to bring us salvation. Last of all, and best of all, He sent
his very own Son and we rejected and murdered him by nailing Him to a tree. On the
third day, he came back to life; He still came after us! Wow! How incredible is the love of
God? What a gift! We should all, always, be thankful and say with the old Apostle Paul:
“Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift!” Because the gift of Jesus is with us each
and every day, we should be thankful that it truly is Christmas every day.

O Lord, here we are on the last Sunday of Advent. Tomorrow we celebrate the
indescribable gift of your Son. We have tried to prepare. We have tried to open our
hearts so that we might be ready for Christ to be born in us anew. Help us, every day
and in every way to be thankful. O come, O come, Emmanuel. Amen.

Merry Christmas!
I hope and pray you have enjoyed reading these devotions as much as I have enjoyed
writing them. These are free of charge, but I would encourage to make special
donations to the mission outreach of your choice as way of saying “Thank you” to God
for the wonderful gift of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.
– Pastor Steve –

