Christmas Scripture Reflections, December 2010

Week 1

Introduction

A Christian author cited the below passage from a children’s bible storybook as the most helpful introduction to biblical theology he has ever read:  

Now, some people think the Bible is a book of rules, telling you what you should do and shouldn’t do. The Bible certainly does have some rules in it. They show you how life works best. But the Bible isn’t mainly about you and what you should be doing. It’s about God and what he has done.

Other people think the Bible is a book of heroes, showing you people you should copy. The Bible does have some heroes in it, but (as you’ll soon find out) most of the people in the Bible aren’t heroes at all. They make some big mistakes (sometimes on purpose). They get afraid and run away. At times they are downright mean.

No, the Bible isn’t a book of rules, or a book of heroes. The Bible is most of all a Story. It’s an adventure story about a young Hero who comes from a far country to win back his lost treasure. It’s a love story about a brave Prince who leaves his palace, his throne—everything—to rescue the one he loves. It’s like the most wonderful of fairy tales that has come true in real life!

You see, the best thing about the Story is—it’s true. 

There are lots of stories in the Bible, but all the stories are telling one Big Story. The Story of how God loves his children and comes to rescue them. 

It takes the whole Bible to tell this Story. And at the center of the Story, there is a baby. Every Story in the Bible whispers his name. He is like the missing piece in a puzzle—the piece that makes all the other pieces fit together, and suddenly you can see a beautiful picture.

As we consider the story of that special baby this season, we will be reflecting on more than just the traditional nativity stories from the Bible.  We will start “in the beginning” with John 1, 1 John, and then Genesis 1-3, during this first week. The John 1 and 1 John 1 texts will paint in broad strokes the meaning of the coming of Jesus.  Then, we will go back to Genesis to consider the beautiful will of God in creation, his original intent, how it all went wrong, and the lasting curse on creation as a result of man’s rebellion.  As you do your daily devotions, please reflect on each passage in light of the larger story of God’s creation, man’s fall, and God’s redemption of man through his “Prince,” and our “Hero,” Jesus.

Monday, December 6

John 1:1-18

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was with God in the beginning. 
3 Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. 4 In him was life, and that life was the light of men. 5 The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. 

6 There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John. 7 He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe. 8 He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. 9 The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world.

10 He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. 11 He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. 12 Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God— 13 children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God. 

14 The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. 

15 John testifies concerning him. He cries out, saying, “This was he of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.’ ” 16 From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another. 17 For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. 18 No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only,  who is at the Father’s side, has made him known.

Monday, December 6

John 1:1-18 - Devotional Questions

· Reflect on the words describing the true nature of Jesus (“the Word”) in this passage, and the fact that he came and “made his dwelling among us.”  What does this reveal about the heart of God?
· What did Jesus come to make possible?

· How can I come to know God?

Tuesday, December 7

1 John 1

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. 2 The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us. 3 We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ. 4 We write this to make our joy complete. 
Walking in the Light 

5 This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in him there is no darkness at all. 6 If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. 7 But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin. 
8 If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. 10 If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives. 

Tuesday, December 7

1 John 1 - Devotional Questions

“It is interesting that in verse 2 the authority behind John’s affirmation is not merely some tradition or doctrinal convention. It springs from experience. It would be one thing for John to defend the particularity of the Incarnation as a logical requirement of some theological system. And no doubt he could do this. The repeated emphasis on personal experience — seeing and testifying what was revealed to us — is not just a way to shore up his defense of the Incarnation. John’s authority rests in what he knows to be true because he has touched it. He is making a compelling appeal; he is offering a testimony, not just to coherent, orthodox theology, but to a living Word, Jesus Christ, whose reality is the principal reference point of his life.”

1 John 1:1-2

· How has John experienced the reality of Jesus?
· Meditate on the fact that with the person of Jesus “life appeared.”

· In what ways have I experienced life after encountering Jesus?

“Embracing this word, experiencing this life, gaining this reference point — these are all prerequisites for Christian community. The purpose of John’s letter is fellowship, ‘so that you also may have fellowship with us’ (v. 3a). The Greek word translated ‘fellowship’ in the NIV is koinonia, which means to have something in common. Koinonia may describe a shared labor (such as the fishing of James, John, and Simon, Luke 5:10) or the common enjoyment of some gift or experience (such as the grace of God, Phil. 1:7; the blessings of the gospel, 1 Cor. 9:23; or the Holy Spirit, 2 Cor. 13:14).

1 John 1:3-9

· What is the goal of Christian proclamation?

· What defeats fellowship, and what promotes it?

· Reflect on the promise of v.9. What desire of God toward me is behind the exhortation to confess?

Wednesday, December 8

John 1:1-18 & 1 John 1

Re-read John’s prologue (John 1:1-18) and 1 John 1 with Christmas in mind.
Wednesday, December 8

John 1:1-18 & 1 John 1 - Devotional Questions

· List all the things Jesus came to give.
· Reflect on God’s desire to connect to man (and to me) through the coming of Jesus.

· Pray a prayer of gratitude toward God’s love reflected in his desire to bring us life, light, fellowship, and new birth as children of God.

Thursday, December 9

Genesis 1

1In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 2 Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. 
3 And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. 4 God saw that the light was good, and he separated the light from the darkness. 5 God called the light “day,” and the darkness he called “night.” And there was evening, and there was morning—the first day. 

6 And God said, “Let there be an expanse between the waters to separate water from water.” 7 So God made the expanse and separated the water under the expanse from the water above it. And it was so. 8 God called the expanse “sky.” And there was evening, and there was morning—the second day. 

9 And God said, “Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place, and let dry ground appear.” And it was so. 10 God called the dry ground “land,” and the gathered waters he called “seas.” And God saw that it was good. 

11 Then God said, “Let the land produce vegetation: seed-bearing plants and trees on the land that bear fruit with seed in it, according to their various kinds.” And it was so. 12 The land produced vegetation: plants bearing seed according to their kinds and trees bearing fruit with seed in it according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good. 13 And there was evening, and there was morning—the third day. 

14 And God said, “Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate the day from the night, and let them serve as signs to mark seasons and days and years, 15 and let them be lights in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth.” And it was so. 16 God made two great lights—the greater light to govern the day and the lesser light to govern the night. He also made the stars. 17 God set them in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth, 18 to govern the day and the night, and to separate light from darkness. And God saw that it was good. 19 And there was evening, and there was morning—the fourth day. 

20 And God said, “Let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth across the expanse of the sky.” 21 So God created the great creatures of the sea and every living and moving thing with which the water teems, according to their kinds, and every winged bird according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. 22 God blessed them and said, “Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the water in the seas, and let the birds increase on the earth.” 23 And there was evening, and there was morning—the fifth day. 

24 And God said, “Let the land produce living creatures according to their kinds: livestock, creatures that move along the ground, and wild animals, each according to its kind.” And it was so. 25 God made the wild animals according to their kinds, the livestock according to their kinds, and all the creatures that move along the ground according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good. 

26 Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.” 

27
So God created man in his own image, 

in the image of God he created him; 

male and female he created them. 

28 God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.” 

29 Then God said, “I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food. 30 And to all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of the air and all the creatures that move on the ground—everything that has the breath of life in it—I give every green plant for food.” And it was so. 

31 God saw all that he had made, and it was very good. And there was evening, and there was morning—the sixth day. 

Thursday, December 9

Genesis 1 - Devotional Questions

Genesis 1:1-27

· Reflect on the words “in the beginning God…” What does this tell me about God’s rightful place in the world, and in my life?

· Reflect on the repeating pattern of “And God said […] And it was so.” What lessons can I learn about the power of God’s word through this?

· What can I tell about God, and about the world he created by the repeated expression: “God saw that it was good.”

Genesis 1:28-31

· Reflect on the phrases: “God blessed them”; “Be fruitful and increase…”; “fill the earth”; “I give you.” What do these phrases tell me about God’s heart toward humanity?

Friday, December 10

Genesis 2:1-17

Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array. 

2 By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work. 3 And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done. 

Adam and Eve 

4 This is the account of the heavens and the earth when they were created. 
When the Lord God made the earth and the heavens— 5 and no shrub of the field had yet appeared on the earth and no plant of the field had yet sprung up, for the Lord God had not sent rain on the earth and there was no man to work the ground, 6 but streams came up from the earth and watered the whole surface of the ground— 7 the Lord God formed the man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being. 

8 Now the Lord God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the man he had formed. 9 And the Lord God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground—trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food. In the middle of the garden were the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

10 A river watering the garden flowed from Eden; from there it was separated into four headwaters. 11 The name of the first is the Pishon; it winds through the entire land of Havilah, where there is gold. 12 (The gold of that land is good; aromatic resin and onyx are also there.) 13 The name of the second river is the Gihon; it winds through the entire land of Cush. 14 The name of the third river is the Tigris; it runs along the east side of Asshur. And the fourth river is the Euphrates. 

15 The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. 16 And the Lord God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; 17 but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.”
Friday, December 10

Genesis 2:1-17 - Devotional Questions

Genesis 2:8-9

· What is notable about the description of God’s actions in v.8?

· What does the fact that the trees were “pleasing to the eye and good for food” reveal about God and his intention for man?

Genesis 2:15-17

· What permission and what prohibition are given to man? How does the range of freedom compare with the range of prohibition?

· What boundaries has God placed in my life through his word, and what has been my response?

· What freedoms, resources and blessings has God given me, and how have I responded to these freedoms?

Saturday, December 11

Genesis 3:1-13

 1 Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the LORD God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” 

 2 The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, 3 but God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.’” 

 4 “You will not certainly die,” the serpent said to the woman. 5 “For God knows that when you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 

 6 When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it. 7 Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves. 

 8 Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the LORD God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and they hid from the LORD God among the trees of the garden. 9 But the LORD God called to the man, “Where are you?” 

 10 He answered, “I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid.” 

 11 And he said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?” 

 12 The man said, “The woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.” 

 13 Then the LORD God said to the woman, “What is this you have done?” 

   The woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.” 

Saturday, December 11

Genesis 3:1-13 - Devotional Questions

“The heart of the Devil’s nature is quickly revealed the instant he speaks, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” Through these words he questions the very integrity and truth of God’s character. Is God truly good? Does He really have your best interests at heart? Did God really say that? […]”

Genesis 3:1-6

· Reflect on the nature of mistrust.  What is behind it?  How can I cultivate a greater trust for the truth and reliability of God’s words?
· Notice that the serpent directs Eve’s attention to the one thing prohibited by God. Are there ways in which I am focusing on the prohibitions God placed in my life and disregarding all of his blessings?
· Reflect on the words “when the woman saw …”  How do I determine fundamental issues of value, and what is “desirable” in my life?
Genesis 3:7-10

· Reflect on the words “they hid from the LORD God.”  What are some reasons people flee from God?  In what ways do I “hide” from God?
Reflect on the heart of God calling out “Where are you?”  How does this relate to the coming of Jesus?

Sunday, December 12

Genesis 3:14-24

 14 So the LORD God said to the serpent, “Because you have done this, 

   “Cursed are you above all livestock 
   and all wild animals! 
You will crawl on your belly 
   and you will eat dust 
   all the days of your life. 
15 And I will put enmity 
   between you and the woman, 
   and between your offspring and hers; 
he will crush your head, 
   and you will strike his heel.” 

 16 To the woman he said, 

   “I will make your pains in childbearing very severe; 
   with painful labor you will give birth to children. 
Your desire will be for your husband, 
   and he will rule over you.” 

 17 To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your wife and ate fruit from the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You must not eat from it,’ 

   “Cursed is the ground because of you; 
   through painful toil you will eat food from it 
   all the days of your life. 
18 It will produce thorns and thistles for you, 
   and you will eat the plants of the field. 
19 By the sweat of your brow 
   you will eat your food 
until you return to the ground, 
   since from it you were taken; 
for dust you are 
   and to dust you will return.” 

 20 Adam named his wife Eve, because she would become the mother of all the living. 

 21 The LORD God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them. 22 And the LORD God said, “The man has now become like one of us, knowing good and evil. He must not be allowed to reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life and eat, and live forever.” 23 So the LORD God banished him from the Garden of Eden to work the ground from which he had been taken. 24 After he drove the man out, he placed on the east side of the Garden of Eden cherubim and a flaming sword flashing back and forth to guard the way to the tree of life. 

Sunday, December 12

Genesis 3:14-24 - Devotional Questions

“He will crush your head, and you will strike his heel. The antagonism between people and snakes is used to symbolize the outcome of the titanic struggle between God and the evil one, a struggle played out in the hearts and history of humankind. The offspring of the woman would eventually crush the serpent’s head, a promise fulfilled in Christ’s victory over Satan—a victory in which all believers will share (see Ro 16:20)”

Genesis 3:15, 21

· Notice that even in the pronouncement of judgment, there is a hopeful promise.  What will this promise entail for God?
· Reflect on the poor covering Adam and Eve made for themselves, and the more lasting garments of skin God made for them. In what ways have I experienced the gospel providing lasting covering for my shame?
Genesis 3:15-19

· Reflect on the consequences of human sin for man, personally, and for all of creation.  Why, and in what ways, does disobedience to God cause the weakening of my ability to cope with the rest of creation?
· Reflect on the words: “you will surely die,” and “for dust you are and to dust you will return.”  In what way does the curse of sin—death and decay—bring anxiety, selfishness, power-seeking, and aggression throughout the earth and down the generations?
· How has the coming of Jesus begun to reverse this curse?
Week 2

Introduction

This week we look at several passages from Romans to continue to trace the ravages of sin, begun in the garden and emanating from there to touch all of human history with its curse. 

We will also look at a chapter in Isaiah that captures hauntingly the anchorless, lostness of man cut off from God.  But that chapter turns at the end with a note of grace, as God declares that he himself will work salvation for man.  Then, we will move on to reflect over those amazing passages that describe the one to come, the Messiah whom God will send.  Then we will end with several passages that again declare that God’s anointed one will come, and that he will also send a messenger (whom we know to be John the Baptist) ahead of him to prepare the way.

Monday, December 13

Romans 1:21-28

21 For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22 Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools 23 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. 

24 Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. 25 They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—who is forever praised. Amen. 

26 Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. 27 In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed indecent acts with other men, and received in themselves the due penalty for their perversion. 

28 Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done. 

Monday, December 13

Romans 1:21-28 - Devotional Questions

Romans 1:21-28

· Reflect on the far-reaching consequences of man’s rejection of God.
· According to these verses, what happens when people fail to respond to the knowledge of God that is available to all humanity? Why are there these natural consequences to not responding to our knowledge of God?
· Note the “exchanges” described in the text.  What is so tragic and absurd about these exchanges?

· Are there areas of my life in which I have “exchanged” a God-given blessing with something that is inferior?

· What does the recurring statement “God gave them over” say about the nature of God’s judgment?

· Reflect on the state of this world as described in these verses.  How much does this heighten my sense of mission in this world?  What changes do I need to make in my life in order to fulfill my mission in this world?
Tuesday, December 14

Romans 3:9-31

9 What shall we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin. 10 As it is written: 
“There is no one righteous, not even one; 

11
there is no one who understands, 

no one who seeks God. 

12
All have turned away, 

they have together become worthless; 

there is no one who does good, 

not even one.” 

13
“Their throats are open graves; 

their tongues practice deceit.” 

“The poison of vipers is on their lips.” 

14
“Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.” 

15
“Their feet are swift to shed blood; 

16
ruin and misery mark their ways, 

17
and the way of peace they do not know.” 

18
“There is no fear of God before their eyes.” 

19 Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. 20 Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin. 

Righteousness Through Faith 

21 But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26 he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. 
27 Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. On what principle? On that of observing the law? No, but on that of faith. 28 For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law. 29 Is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles too? Yes, of Gentiles too, 30 since there is only one God, who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through that same faith. 31 Do we, then, nullify the law by this faith? Not at all! Rather, we uphold the law. 

Tuesday, December 14

Romans 3:9-31 - Devotional Questions

Romans 3:9-20

· What does this passage declare about the universal condition of mankind?  How should this affect my view of myself and others?
· Every utopian movement in history has degenerated into violence and tyranny because people disregarded the magnitude of human sinfulness.  Are there some ways in which I hold to idealized or utopian views of human possibilities apart from God?
Romans 3:21-31

· Given the complete failure of human righteousness, what hope is there for any relationship with a holy God?
· Reflect on the words “a righteousness from God.”  Where does this new righteousness come from and to whom does it apply?
· Have I accepted fully God’s free gift of redemption through faith in Jesus, or are there ways in which I am still trying to earn His redemption?
· Reflect on the relationship between God’s justice, grace and the cross.  How does this completely exclude the possibility of human effort in earning or contributing to our redemption?
Wednesday, December 15

Isaiah 59

1 Surely the arm of the Lord is not too short to save, 

nor his ear too dull to hear. 

2     But your iniquities have separated 

you from your God; 

your sins have hidden his face from you, 

so that he will not hear. 

3     For your hands are stained with blood, 

your fingers with guilt. 

Your lips have spoken lies, 

and your tongue mutters wicked things. 

4     No one calls for justice; 

no one pleads his case with integrity. 

They rely on empty arguments and speak lies; 

they conceive trouble and give birth to evil. 

5     They hatch the eggs of vipers 

and spin a spider’s web. 

Whoever eats their eggs will die, 

and when one is broken, an adder is hatched. 

6     Their cobwebs are useless for clothing; 

they cannot cover themselves with what they make. 

Their deeds are evil deeds, 

and acts of violence are in their hands. 

7     Their feet rush into sin; 

they are swift to shed innocent blood. 

Their thoughts are evil thoughts; 

ruin and destruction mark their ways. 

8     The way of peace they do not know; 

there is no justice in their paths. 

They have turned them into crooked roads; 

no one who walks in them will know peace. 

9     So justice is far from us, 

and righteousness does not reach us. 

We look for light, but all is darkness; 

for brightness, but we walk in deep shadows. 

10     Like the blind we grope along the wall, 

feeling our way like men without eyes. 

At midday we stumble as if it were twilight; 

among the strong, we are like the dead. 

11     We all growl like bears; 

we moan mournfully like doves. 

We look for justice, but find none; 

for deliverance, but it is far away. 

12     For our offenses are many in your sight, 

and our sins testify against us. 

Our offenses are ever with us, 

and we acknowledge our iniquities: 

13     rebellion and treachery against the Lord, 

turning our backs on our God, 

fomenting oppression and revolt, 

uttering lies our hearts have conceived. 

14     So justice is driven back, 

and righteousness stands at a distance; 

truth has stumbled in the streets, 

honesty cannot enter. 

15     Truth is nowhere to be found, 

and whoever shuns evil becomes a prey. 

The Lord looked and was displeased 

that there was no justice. 

16     He saw that there was no one, 

he was appalled that there was no one to intervene; 

so his own arm worked salvation for him, 

and his own righteousness sustained him. 

17     He put on righteousness as his breastplate, 

and the helmet of salvation on his head; 

he put on the garments of vengeance 

and wrapped himself in zeal as in a cloak. 

18     According to what they have done, 

so will he repay 

wrath to his enemies 

and retribution to his foes; 

he will repay the islands their due. 

19     From the west, men will fear the name of the Lord, 

and from the rising of the sun, they will revere his glory. 

For he will come like a pent-up flood 

that the breath of the Lord drives along.a
20     “The Redeemer will come to Zion, 

to those in Jacob who repent of their sins,” 

declares the Lord. 

21 “As for me, this is my covenant with them,” says the Lord. “My Spirit, who is on you, and my words that I have put in your mouth will not depart from your mouth, or from the mouths of your children, or from the mouths of their descendants from this time on and forever,” says the Lord. 

Wednesday, December 15

Isaiah 59 - Devotional Questions

Isaiah 59:3-15

· In what ways does this passage describe the condition of modern man apart from God?

· What are some phrases that are particularly relevant to our day, or that I can particularly relate to?
· Have I experienced situations in which “truth has stumbled” or where “honesty cannot enter?” How have I been a contributor to this?
Isaiah 59:15-17

· How did God feel and what did He do when He saw “that there was no justice” and that “there was no one to intervene?”
· What are some concrete ways in which God’s “own arm worked salvation” in my life?
Isaiah 59:20-21

· Reflect on the hopeful picture depicted at the end of this chapter when “the Redeemer will come to Zion.”

Thursday, December 16

Isaiah 9:1-7

1  Nevertheless, there will be no more gloom for those who were in distress. In the past he humbled the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the future he will honor Galilee of the Gentiles, by the way of the sea, along the Jordan— 

2     The people walking in darkness 

have seen a great light; 

on those living in the land of the shadow of deatha
a light has dawned. 

3     You have enlarged the nation 

and increased their joy; 

they rejoice before you 

as people rejoice at the harvest, 

as men rejoice 

when dividing the plunder. 

4     For as in the day of Midian’s defeat, 

you have shattered 

the yoke that burdens them, 

the bar across their shoulders, 

the rod of their oppressor. 

5     Every warrior’s boot used in battle 

and every garment rolled in blood 

will be destined for burning, 

will be fuel for the fire. 

6     For to us a child is born, 

to us a son is given, 

and the government will be on his shoulders. 

And he will be called 

Wonderful Counselor,b Mighty God, 

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

7     Of the increase of his government and peace 

there will be no end. 

He will reign on David’s throne 

and over his kingdom, 

establishing and upholding it 

with justice and righteousness 

from that time on and forever. 

The zeal of the Lord Almighty 

will accomplish this.  

Thursday, December 16

Isaiah 9:1-7 - Devotional Questions

Isaiah 9:1-5

· The northern part of Israel (the areas of Zebulun and Naphtali) was the first to go into exile and was considered to be the lowliest part of Israel.  What is prophesied in these verses regarding this area, and how does it become fulfilled through the coming of Jesus (cf., Matt 4:13-16)?

· What are some phrases that are particularly relevant to our day, or that I can particularly relate to?
Isaiah 9:6

· Reflect on the titles of the Messiah.  In what ways do these titles capture human need, and in what ways are they perfectly fulfilled in Jesus Christ?  Which title is personally most meaningful to me and why?

Friday, December 17

Isaiah 40:1-11

1 Comfort, comfort my people, 

says your God. 

2     Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, 

and proclaim to her 

that her hard service has been completed, 

that her sin has been paid for, 

that she has received from the Lord’s hand 

double for all her sins. 

3     A voice of one calling: 

“In the desert prepare 

the way for the Lord; 

make straight in the wilderness 

a highway for our God.

4     Every valley shall be raised up, 

every mountain and hill made low; 

the rough ground shall become level, 

the rugged places a plain. 

5     And the glory of the Lord will be revealed, 

and all mankind together will see it. For the mouth of the 

Lord has spoken.” 

6     A voice says, “Cry out.” 

And I said, “What shall I cry?” 

“All men are like grass, 

and all their glory is like the flowers of the field. 

7     The grass withers and the flowers fall, 

because the breath of the Lord blows on them. 

Surely the people are grass. 

8     The grass withers and the flowers fall, 

but the word of our God stands forever.” 

9     You who bring good tidings to Zion, 

go up on a high mountain. 

You who bring good tidings to Jerusalem,c
lift up your voice with a shout, 

lift it up, do not be afraid; 

say to the towns of Judah, 

“Here is your God!” 

10     See, the Sovereign Lord comes with power, 

and his arm rules for him. 

See, his reward is with him, 

and his recompense accompanies him. 

11     He tends his flock like a shepherd: 

He gathers the lambs in his arms 

and carries them close to his heart; 

he gently leads those that have young. 

Friday, December 17

Isaiah 40:1-11 - Devotional Questions

“Those who heard Isaiah’s prophecy associated with it the return of the exiles from Babylon to Jerusalem. We can see another fulfillment, however, because of the New Testament. Isaiah’s words anticipated John the Baptist and the good news announcing the coming Messiah.” 

Isaiah 40:3-5

· What preparations were being called for in anticipation of the glory of the Lord being revealed in the form of the coming of Jesus?

· How might this apply to me today?

Isaiah 40:6-8

· In what ways is it true that “all men are like grass, and all their glory like the flowers of the field?”

· In what ways do I continue to live as if human glory is worth pursuing?
· What would characterize a person who has based his/her life on the word of God that “stands forever?”
· How has the Word of God been an enduring reality in my life?
Isaiah 40:9-11

· What two seemingly contradictory descriptions of God are given in vv. 10-11?
· Why is this “good tidings?”
· How have I personally experienced these “good tidings” in my life?
Saturday, December 18

Isaiah 42:1-9

 1 “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, 
my chosen one in whom I delight; 

I will put my Spirit on him 

and he will bring justice to the nations. 

2     He will not shout or cry out, 

or raise his voice in the streets. 

3     A bruised reed he will not break, 

and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out. 

In faithfulness he will bring forth justice; 

4     he will not falter or be discouraged 

till he establishes justice on earth. 

In his law the islands will put their hope.” 

5     This is what God the Lord says— 

he who created the heavens and stretched them out, 

who spread out the earth and all that comes out of it, 

who gives breath to its people, 

and life to those who walk on it: 

6     “I, the Lord, have called you in righteousness; 

I will take hold of your hand. 

I will keep you and will make you 

to be a covenant for the people 

and a light for the Gentiles, 

7     to open eyes that are blind, 

to free captives from prison 

and to release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness. 

8     “I am the Lord; that is my name! 

I will not give my glory to another 

or my praise to idols. 

9     See, the former things have taken place, 

and new things I declare; 

before they spring into being 

I announce them to you.”

Saturday, December 18

Isaiah 42:1-9 - Devotional Questions

“The reiterated statement that this person is going to bring justice on the earth, that God’s Spirit will be on him (42:1), and that his accomplishment of this end will not be through oppression (42:3) reminds us of the prophecies of the Messiah in Isaiah 9, 11, and 32. … The idea that the ends of the earth (“the islands”), which could not defend the deity of the gods (41:1), will “put their hope [lit., wait for, trust] in his law” is further indication that this figure is a messianic one (cf. 2:1-5 and comments)”
  

“The Hebrew word translated “justice” in 42:1, 2, and 4 is mispat. In many ways it is the antonym of tohu, “chaos.” It is much more than merely legality, as “justice” has come to connote in English. Rather, it has the idea of “right order.” … So Isaiah is saying that the coming Messiah will do all that is necessary to restore God’s right order on the earth”
  

Isaiah 42:1-4

· How does the description of the manner in which the Servant will bring justice compare with typical notions of justice?  Reflect on the ways this prophecy was fulfilled in Jesus life.

· What is the justice my sins deserve and how does God’s “justice” give me hope (v.3)?
Isaiah 42:6-7

· How can life apart from God be characterized by blindness, imprisonment, and darkness?
· What are the ways in which God has restored order in my life?
Sunday, December 19

Micah 5:1-5; Malachi 3:1-4; Malachi 4:4-6

Micah 5:1-6

Marshal your troops, O city of troops,
for a siege is laid against us. 

They will strike Israel’s ruler 

on the cheek with a rod. 

2
“But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, 

though you are small among the clans of Judah, 

out of you will come for me 

one who will be ruler over Israel, 

whose origins are from of old, 

from ancient times.” 

3
Therefore Israel will be abandoned 

until the time when she who is in labor gives birth 

and the rest of his brothers return 

to join the Israelites. 

4
He will stand and shepherd his flock 

in the strength of the Lord, 

in the majesty of the name of the Lord his God. 

And they will live securely, for then his greatness 

will reach to the ends of the earth. 

5
And he will be their peace.

Malachi 3:1-4

1 “See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come,” says the Lord Almighty. 

2 But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a refiner’s fire or a launderer’s soap. 3 He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver. Then the Lord will have men who will bring offerings in righteousness, 4 and the offerings of Judah and Jerusalem will be acceptable to the Lord, as in days gone by, as in former years.

Malachi 4:4-6

4 “Remember the law of my servant Moses, the decrees and laws I gave him at Horeb for all Israel. 

5 “See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes. 6 He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse.”

Sunday, December 19

Micah 5:1-5; Malachi 3:1-4; Malachi 4:4-6 - Devotional Questions

Micah 5:1-5

· Consider the prophecy about Jesus in this passage.  Is there any other “ruler” who is worthy of such description?

· Reflect on the description of Jesus’ ministry in v. 4.  In what ways have these words come true in my life?

Malachi 3:1-4

· Malachi prophesies here about the Messiah who will come, but tells the Israelites that when he comes, his agenda will not be what they expected.  From the description of what God’s messenger will do, what can I learn about what God desires from those who approach him?

· In light of Romans 12:1-2, how can I bring to God an acceptable sacrifice?
“Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual ﻿act of worship. 2 Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.” 
Malachi 4:4-6

· In what ways will the “day of the Lord” coming be both a “great and dreadful day?”
· Reflect on the fact that the “day of the Lord” came not with fire and wrath, but as gentle and loving Jesus dying to take the punishment for my sins, and that his righteousness covers me.
Week 3

Introduction

This week, we will finally consider in detail the actual arrival of God’s son in fulfillment of the prophesies of the Old Testament. As you reflect over these passages, consider that the coming of Jesus is a part of God’s larger story of redemption—it’s central, and most startling chapter.  The manner of his birth, and the purpose of his coming were hinted at, but not quite grasped by anyone, and has revolutionary implications for our understanding of who God is, and why the gospel is such good news for sinful man.

Monday, December 20

Luke 1:1-18

1 Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, 2 just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. 3 Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, 4 so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught. 

5 In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron. 6 Both of them were upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commandments and regulations blamelessly. 7 But they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren; and they were both well along in years. 

8 Once when Zechariah’s division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, 9 he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense. 10 And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside. 

11 Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. 12 When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear. 13 But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. 14 He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, 15 for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth. 16 Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God. 17 And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” 

18 Zechariah asked the angel, “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.” 

Monday, December 20

Luke 1:1-18 - Devotional Questions

Luke 1:11-17

· Four-hundred years after the prophesy in Malachi, God finally acts by sending John, the promised messenger who will be a forerunner to Jesus to prepare the people for his coming.  Reflect on what this reveals about God, and how he works.

· Reflect on the description of John’s life.  What aspects of John’s mission are mine, as a Christian?

· What are some steps I can take to more faithfully carry out this mission in my life?

Notice the irony of Zechariah’s reaction to Gabriel’s words. As one commentator writes: “Here is a story of a priest who was praying fervently but who was not prepared for his prayers to be answered. He was officiating in the sanctuary itself, but he did not really expect to experience God’s presence.  […]  We go through the motions of prayer and worship, but we hardly expect to meet God in the midst of our daily activities – not even in the holy moments of worship.”
 

Luke 1:18

· Do these words provide a warning that I need to heed? What can I do to guard against simply going through the “motions of prayer and worship?”

Tuesday, December 21

Luke 1:26-38

26 In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, 27 to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28 The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.” 

29 Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. 30 But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. 31 You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. 32 He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, 33 and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.” 

34 “How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” 

35 The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God. 36 Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month. 37 For nothing is impossible with God.” 

38 “I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Then the angel left her.

Tuesday, December 21

Luke 1:26-38 - Devotional Questions

Scholars tell us that Nazareth was a small humble agrarian town. And the region of Galilee was not a respected region.  At the time of Gabriel’s appearance, Mary was most likely to be a young teenager.

Luke 1:26-37

· What worldly values are overthrown by God’s choice to send Jesus through Mary?

· What are some values regarding people, status, wealth and power that I hold onto which the coming of Jesus to a Nazarene peasant woman challenge?

Luke 1:38

· What implications did Gabriel’s message have on Mary’s life?

· Ultimately what was her response to God?

· From observing Mary, what are the requirements for being used by God?

· What is my level of willingness to do whatever God may ask of me?  What can I do in order to have total willingness to respond to God’s call upon my life?

Wednesday, December 22

Luke 1:46-56

46     And Mary said: 
“My soul glorifies the Lord 

47
and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 

48
for he has been mindful 

of the humble state of his servant. 

From now on all generations will call me blessed, 

49
for the Mighty One has done great things for me— 

holy is his name. 

50
His mercy extends to those who fear him, 

from generation to generation. 

51
He has performed mighty deeds with his arm; 

he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts. 

52
He has brought down rulers from their thrones 

but has lifted up the humble. 

53
He has filled the hungry with good things 

but has sent the rich away empty. 

54
He has helped his servant Israel, 

remembering to be merciful 

55
to Abraham and his descendants forever, 

even as he said to our fathers.” 

56 Mary stayed with Elizabeth for about three months and then returned home. 

Wednesday, December 22

Luke 1:46-56 - Devotional Questions

Luke 1:46-49

· Given the practical implications for Mary of bearing a child out of wedlock, it’s surprising that she rejoices in praise.  What does this show about what Mary regarded as the greatest privilege?  What do I most aspire to?

Scholars have observed that Mary’s praise song “echoes language from the Old Testament” (for examples see Ps. 138:6; Ps. 71:19; Ps. 111:9; Ex. 20:6;  Jer. 13:9; Ps. 107:9; 1 Sam. 2:1-10). 

Luke 1:46-55

· What impact might Mary’s thorough familiarity with Scriptures have had in shaping her character? How can I apply this to my life?

· Consider the parallel between Mary, whom God used to bring Jesus into the world, and the mission of every Christian.  Do I share in Mary’s sense of joy over the privilege of bringing Jesus into people’s lives?

Thursday, December 23

Luke 1:57-80

57 When it was time for Elizabeth to have her baby, she gave birth to a son. 58 Her neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown her great mercy, and they shared her joy. 
59 On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to name him after his father Zechariah, 60 but his mother spoke up and said, “No! He is to be called John.” 

61 They said to her, “There is no one among your relatives who has that name.” 

62 Then they made signs to his father, to find out what he would like to name the child. 63 He asked for a writing tablet, and to everyone’s astonishment he wrote, “His name is John.” 64 Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue was loosed, and he began to speak, praising God. 65 The neighbors were all filled with awe, and throughout the hill country of Judea people were talking about all these things. 66 Everyone who heard this wondered about it, asking, “What then is this child going to be?” For the Lord’s hand was with him. 

Zechariah’s Song 

67 His father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied: 
68
“Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, 

because he has come and has redeemed his people. 

69
He has raised up a horn 

of salvation for us 

in the house of his servant David 

70
(as he said through his holy prophets of long ago), 

71
salvation from our enemies 

and from the hand of all who hate us— 

72
to show mercy to our fathers 

and to remember his holy covenant, 

73
the oath he swore to our father Abraham: 

74
to rescue us from the hand of our enemies, 

and to enable us to serve him without fear 

75
in holiness and righteousness before him all our days. 

76
And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High; 

for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him, 

77
to give his people the knowledge of salvation 

through the forgiveness of their sins, 

78
because of the tender mercy of our God, 

by which the rising sun will come to us from heaven 

79
to shine on those living in darkness 

and in the shadow of death, 

to guide our feet into the path of peace.” 

80 And the child grew and became strong in spirit; and he lived in the desert until he appeared publicly to Israel. 

Thursday, December 23

Luke 1:57-80 - Devotional Questions

Luke 1:58-59

· Why did the neighbors and relatives want to name the infant Zechariah? What does this express about the extent of their vision for what the baby would one day become? Are there ways in which I allow my background or others’ limited expectations to define the boundaries of what God wants to do in and through my life?

The Life Application Study Bible notes that, “Zechariah had just recalled hundreds of years of God’s sovereign work in history, beginning with Abraham and going on into eternity.  Then, in tender contrast, he personalized the story.  His son had been chosen for a key role in the drama of the ages.”

Luke 1:76-79

· Reflect on the redemptive historical themes in Zechariah’s song, especially regarding the character of God.  Thank God for his faithfulness.
· Reflect on vv. 76-79.  In what ways does this passage touch my life, past, present and future?
Friday, December 24

Luke 2:1-20

 1 In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. 2 (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 3 And everyone went to his own town to register. 
4 So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. 5 He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. 6 While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, 7 and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn. 

The Shepherds and the Angels 

8 And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. 9 An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. 11 Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. 12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 
13 Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, 

14
“Glory to God in the highest, 

and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.” 

15 When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.” 

16 So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. 17 When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, 18 and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. 19 But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. 20 The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told.  

Friday, December 24

Luke 2:1-20 - Devotional Questions

Luke 2:1-7

· One commentator writes: “In Luke 1, the angel announced that Mary’s child would be a king of an everlasting kingdom. […] Yet the birth of the Christ child is so simple and is located in as average a village as one can have.”
  Contrast the power that Caesar Augustus wielded with the circumstances of Jesus’ birth.  What message about true power, and the heart of God does this convey?  What do I aspire to?

Luke 2:8-10

· To whom did God announce the birth of Jesus?  Given what the angels told them as the sign identifying Jesus, why does it make sense that this news would appropriately be delivered to lowly shepherds? What does this say about those who are most likely to be receptive to the good news of the gospel?

· Reflect on the fact that these shepherds would not have been allowed to pay homage to even an ordinary birth let alone a king’s. What does the accessibility of baby Jesus to even the lowliest people tell us about the nature of the gospel?

· If Mary had felt a sense of self-pity at the lowly birth of Jesus, how would the shepherd’s visit, and the report that the angels specifically gave the manger as a sign to them have impacted her?  What lesson does this have for me when I face situations of difficulty or disappointment?

Saturday, December 25

Luke 2:1-20

 1 In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. 2 (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 3 And everyone went to his own town to register. 
4 So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. 5 He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. 6 While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, 7 and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn. 

The Shepherds and the Angels 

8 And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. 9 An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. 11 Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. 12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 
13 Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, 

14
“Glory to God in the highest, 

and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.” 

15 When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.” 

16 So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. 17 When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, 18 and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. 19 But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. 20 The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told.  

Saturday, December 25

Luke 2:1-20 - Devotional Questions

Luke 2:10-12

· Reflect on the words describing Jesus in the angel’s annunciation.

· Write all the ways in which the coming of Jesus is good news of great joy for all the people, and to me, particularly.

Sunday, December 26

Philippians 2:1-11

 1 If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, 2 then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. 3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. 4 Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. 

5 Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 

6
Who, being in very nature God, 

did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 

7
but made himself nothing, 

taking the very nature of a servant, 

being made in human likeness. 

8
And being found in appearance as a man, 

he humbled himself 

and became obedient to death— 

even death on a cross! 

9
Therefore God exalted him to the highest place 

and gave him the name that is above every name, 

10
that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 

in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

11
and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, 

to the glory of God the Father.  

Sunday, December 26

Philippians 2:1-11 - Devotional Questions

Philippians 2:1-11

· Reflect on the attitude of Christ Jesus in descending.  In what ways do I grasp for power and status?  In what ways have I imitated Jesus in his humility, love, and sacrifice?

Philippians 2:8-11

· Is there anything in heaven and on earth that is worthy of my worship other than Jesus Christ?
· Take some time to offer worship and acknowledgement to Jesus for his humility and love in coming to die for my sins.

Week 4

Introduction

This week, we will consider the implications of Jesus’ coming, and what response it calls for in our lives.  Here is where we get involved with the story.  The story involved us all along.  God had you and me in mind from the very beginning, and the entire story of the Bible is a rescue and redemption story of sinners in general, and each of us in particular. We finish this week, on the last day of this year, with one of the breathtaking passages of the Bible that describe how the entire story finishes, in a new, restored beginning that will never end.

Monday, December 27

John 10:1-18

    1 “I tell you the truth, the man who does not enter the sheep pen by the gate, but climbs in by some other way, is a thief and a robber. 2 The man who enters by the gate is the shepherd of his sheep. 3 The watchman opens the gate for him, and the sheep listen to his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. 4 When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they know his voice. 5 But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not recognize a stranger’s voice.” 6 Jesus used this figure of speech, but they did not understand what he was telling them. 

7 Therefore Jesus said again, “I tell you the truth, I am the gate for the sheep. 8 All who ever came before me were thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen to them. 9 I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved.a He will come in and go out, and find pasture. 10 The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full. 

11 “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 12 The hired hand is not the shepherd who owns the sheep. So when he sees the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and runs away. Then the wolf attacks the flock and scatters it. 13 The man runs away because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep. 

14 “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me— 15 just as the Father knows me and I know the Father—and I lay down my life for the sheep. 16 I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also. They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd. 17 The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life—only to take it up again. 18 No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again. This command I received from my Father.” 

Monday, December 27

John 10:1-18 - Devotional Questions

“The sudden shift of metaphor from shepherd to gate seems rather strange to us, but in reality it is not. When the sheep returned to the fold at night after a day of grazing, the shepherd stood in the doorway of the pen and inspected each one as it entered. … After all the sheep had been counted and brought into the pen, the shepherd lay down across the doorway so that no intruder—man or beast—could enter without his knowledge. The shepherd became the door. The emphatic singular pronoun ‘I’ (ego) emphasizes that the shepherd is the sole determiner of who enters the fold and who is excluded. It parallels the later statement: ‘I am the way and the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me’ (John 14:16).”

John 10:1-2, 7-10
· The thief represented “all who came before” who claimed some authority to guide the sheep.  What modern-day authorities or sources tell people how to live and where to find pasture?  In what ways is it accurate that such thieves come to “steal and kill and destroy” people’s lives?  

· How does having Jesus as the gate help me to “have life, and have it to the full?”   

John 10:11, 14-15

· What uniquely qualifies Jesus as the good shepherd?  Reflect on the fact that Jesus, as my good shepherd, laid down his life for me.

John 10:3, 16

· The sheep listen to the voice of the shepherd by responding to his words.  What has been my responsiveness to my shepherd’s voice as it comes to me through the words of the Bible?

· What does v.16 show about the basis of unity among the sheep in Christ’s flock?

To what extent have I experienced close fellowship and oneness with others based on our mutual commitment to Jesus’ words?

Tuesday, December 28

John 12:20-33

20 Now there were some Greeks among those who went up to worship at the Feast. 21 They came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, with a request. “Sir,” they said, “we would like to see Jesus.” 22 Philip went to tell Andrew; Andrew and Philip in turn told Jesus. 
23 Jesus replied, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. 24 I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. 25 The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. 26 Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be. My Father will honor the one who serves me. 

27 “Now my heart is troubled, and what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it was for this very reason I came to this hour. 28 Father, glorify your name!” 

Then a voice came from heaven, “I have glorified it, and will glorify it again.” 29 The crowd that was there and heard it said it had thundered; others said an angel had spoken to him. 

30 Jesus said, “This voice was for your benefit, not mine. 31 Now is the time for judgment on this world; now the prince of this world will be driven out. 32 But I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself.” 33 He said this to show the kind of death he was going to die. 

Tuesday, December 28

 John 12:20-33 - Devotional Questions

John 12:20-26

· Reflect on the link between glory and becoming “a kernel of wheat that falls to the ground and dies” as it applies to Jesus’ life.  How does the Christian understanding of glory differ from the world’s definition?  In what ways has Jesus been actually glorified, not only through his resurrection, but in history?  

· In what way would it be foolish for a kernel to refuse to fall to the ground, and how does this parallel the folly of those who “lose” their life because they “love” it too much?   

· What does it mean in my context for me to follow Jesus in becoming the kernel that falls and dies?

John 12.31-32

· Reflect on Jesus’ triumphant statement in this verse.  How has the triumph of the cross of Jesus driven out the prince of this world?

Wednesday, December 29

John 21:15-24 

15 When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than these?” 

“Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that I love you.” 

Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.” 

16 Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you truly love me?” 

He answered, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” 

Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.” 

17 The third time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” 

Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, “Do you love me?” He said, “Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.” 

Jesus said, “Feed my sheep. 18 I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.” 19 Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. Then he said to him, “Follow me!” 

20 Peter turned and saw that the disciple whom Jesus loved was following them. (This was the one who had leaned back against Jesus at the supper and had said, “Lord, who is going to betray you?”) 21 When Peter saw him, he asked, “Lord, what about him?” 

22 Jesus answered, “If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you? You must follow me.” 23 Because of this, the rumor spread among the brothers that this disciple would not die. But Jesus did not say that he would not die; he only said, “If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you?” 

24 This is the disciple who testifies to these things and who wrote them down. We know that his testimony is true. 

Wednesday, December 29

John 21:15-24 - Devotional Questions

John 21:15-17

· What does it mean to love Jesus?

· What is it that Jesus tells Peter three times to do?

· Has becoming a shepherd for Jesus become my life’s priority?

John 21:18-19

· What did Jesus predict would happen to Peter?  

· How might this picture have differed from what Peter had in mind when he first answered the call to follow Jesus? 

· In what way is the contrast between the time when one is “young” and “old” in v. 18 an apt description of Christian maturity? In what ways have I grown in allowing others to lead me where I do not want to go?

· Using the same words with which he first called Peter to discipleship, Jesus again commands Peter to “follow me.”  How might these words take on new and deeper meaning after everything that happened?

· What are the costs in my life to follow Jesus? Are there ways that Jesus is asking me to follow him in a deeper way?
Thursday, December 30

John 20:19-23; Matthew 28:18-20; Acts 1:8

John 20:19-23

19 On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together, with the doors locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!” 20 After he said this, he showed them his hands and side. The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord. 

21 Again Jesus said, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” 22 And with that he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.” 

Matthew 28:18–20 

18 Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19 Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” 

Acts 1:8 

8 But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

Thursday, December 30

John 20:19-23; Matthew 28:18-20; Acts 1:8 - Devotional Questions

· Reflect on these last words of Jesus.
· In each of these 3 passages, there is a mission and a provision.  What are they?

· As a follower of Jesus, what has been my response to these final words of Jesus?

· What is the final vision of the future that Jesus looks forward to as he sends us out (Revelation 7:9-10)?  To what extent is that my own personal vision?

Friday, December 31

Isaiah 11:1-10

1 A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; 

from his roots a Branch will bear fruit. 

2     The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him— 

the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, 

the Spirit of counsel and of power, 

the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord— 

3     and he will delight in the fear of the Lord. 

He will not judge by what he sees with his eyes, 

or decide by what he hears with his ears; 

4     but with righteousness he will judge the needy, 

with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth. 

He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth; 

with the breath of his lips he will slay the wicked. 

5     Righteousness will be his belt 

and faithfulness the sash around his waist. 

6     The wolf will live with the lamb, 

the leopard will lie down with the goat, 

the calf and the lion and the yearlinga together; 

and a little child will lead them. 

7     The cow will feed with the bear, 

their young will lie down together, 

and the lion will eat straw like the ox. 

8     The infant will play near the hole of the cobra, 

and the young child put his hand into the viper’s nest. 

9     They will neither harm nor destroy 

on all my holy mountain, 

for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord 

as the waters cover the sea. 

10 In that day the Root of Jesse will stand as a banner for the peoples; 

the nations will rally to him, and his place of rest will be glorious.

Friday, December 31

Isaiah 11:1-10 - Devotional Questions

Isaiah 11:2-3  

· The coming Messiah is referred to as “a shoot” and “a Branch” in v.1.  What characteristics does he have?  What assurance can I have about Jesus Christ’s unique capacity to govern my life?

Isaiah 11:6-9

· Reflect on this extraordinary picture of life as it’s supposed to be.  What can I learn from this picture about God’s heart, his wishes for me, and all that sin has marred and damaged?

· Dream about that day when “they will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain.” How will this come about?

· What can I do to bring about the day when “the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea?”

· Pray that in 2011 the word of God will flood more of this earth, and claim personal ownership over the piece of earth God has granted to you—where he has placed you, and your sphere of influence.
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