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This devotional book is a product of  the thoughts and meditations of  members of  liberti Church Fairmount. We 
have taken time while writing these past weeks to reflect on the Word of  God, and His promises concerning the 
coming of  His Son, Jesus. Our thoughts are not meant to be theological commentaries, but merely reflections on 
these passages.  We invite you now to meditate with us on the transforming reality of  His Advent among us. May 
your hearts and prayers be directed towards our Savior and King this Advent Season, as you reflect on the truths 
contained in this book.

We regret that the artwork inside this booklet had to be printed in black & white rather than the color, as it was 
originally intended.  Please take time to view the pieces in color at fairmount.liberti.org/advent
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The Peaceable Kingdom
“But you have come to Mount Zion, to the city of  the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem...”

Artwork: “City Celestial” by Rachel Hosan
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Sunday, First Week of  Advent         
The Peaceable Kingdom

Jesus in the Peaceable Kingdom  

Isaiah 11:1-9
...6The wolf  shall dwell with the lamb,
   and the leopard shall lie down with the young goat,
   and the calf  and the lion and the fattened calf  together;
   and a little child shall lead them.
7The cow and the bear shall graze;
   their young shall lie down together;
   and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.
8The nursing child shall play over the hole of  the cobra,
   and the weaned child shall put his hand on the adder’s den.
9They shall not hurt or destroy
   in all my holy mountain; for the earth shall be full of  the knowledge of  the LORD
   as the waters cover the sea.

I TOOK THE TITLE for today’s sermon from a famous Pennsylvania Quaker artist, Edward 
Hicks. Hicks painted dozens of  variations of  what he called “The Peaceable Kingdom” based 
on his meditations on Isaiah 11:6-9. The paintings always show ferocious animals lying next to 
domestic ones, with a little child nearby. I believe Hick’s paintings are loved because they reflect 
the universal desire we all have to see this troubled world finally at peace. This is the Hebrew 
idea of  Shalom, a world or life restored to harmony.

But there is a major flaw in Hick’s paintings:  Jesus is left out of  the picture.  The reason Isaiah 
holds out such hope for the world is that One is coming from the tree of  David on whom the 
Spirit of  the Lord rests.  He will bring righteousness for the poor and meek, and will bring 
justice to the wicked.

As we begin this Advent season let us pray for true Shalom in the world— the “peace on earth” 
the Christmas angels sang about. And let us also recognize that they sang of  peace because Jesus 
had come to fulfill the beautiful vision of  Isaiah.

Jesus, would you bring true Shalom to our world?  Our present reality is far from the “peaceable kingdom” and we 
need you.  Help us to long and to pray for You to come and restore peace to our brokenness.  Thy Kingdom come, 
Lord.
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Monday, First Week of  Advent         
The Peaceable Kingdom

Prince of Peace
Isaiah 2:1-4 
 1The word that Isaiah the son of  Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem.
 2 It shall come to pass in the latter days
   that the mountain of  the house of  the LORD
shall be established as the highest of  the mountains,
   and shall be lifted up above the hills;
and all the nations shall flow to it,
 3and many peoples shall come, and say:
"Come, let us go up to the mountain of  the LORD,
   to the house of  the God of  Jacob,
that he may teach us his ways
   and that we may walk in his paths."
For out of  Zion shall go the law,
   and the word of  the LORD from Jerusalem.
4He shall judge between the nations,
   and shall decide disputes for many peoples;
and they shall beat their swords into plowshares,
   and their spears into pruning hooks;
nation shall not lift up sword against nation,
   neither shall they learn war anymore. 

HAVE YOU EVER CLIMBED up a mountain? Not some small hill with a nice, easy trail, but 
a real mountain? It’s not easy, even if  it’s not Everest. But when you brave the cliffs and rocks 
and the possibility of  falling, you get to stand in a place where few others have stood. There’s 
something about that rugged, rocky top, where the air is thin and the horizon line stretches 
before you. It might be the closest I have ever felt to being truly at peace.

We all want peace. We talk about it. We use it as an excuse for the things we do. We claim that 
it’s our goal. But for all our hoping and talking, have we ever gotten close to true peace? Even 
standing on that mountaintop I’m reminded of  battle. That mountain has been battling the 
wind and snow for years, and I’ve battled the mountain just to get to the top. 

Even so, peace has indeed come into this broken, messy world. It’s not just a trivial half-peace, 
not our human version of  peace, but the Shalom of  God. The Prince of  Peace, born as a 
helpless baby, wants to come into our lives and teach us his peace.  And that’s exactly what we 
need.

Prince of  Peace, come into our messy, broken lives and give us your peace. Give us security and strengthen our faith 
in the promise of  the new kingdom You will bring forth—a kingdom of  peace and love, forever and ever. Amen.
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Tuesday, First Week of  Advent         
The Peaceable Kingdom

Fullness of Joy
Isaiah 25:6-9
6On this mountain the LORD of  hosts will make for all peoples
   a feast of  rich food, a feast of  well-aged wine,
    of  rich food full of  marrow, of  aged wine well refined.
7And he will swallow up on this mountain
   the covering that is cast over all peoples,
    the veil that is spread over all nations.
 8He will swallow up death forever;
and the Lord GOD will wipe away tears from all faces,
   and the reproach of  his people he will take away from all the earth,
    for the LORD has spoken.
9It will be said on that day,
   "Behold, this is our God; we have waited for him, that he might save us.
   This is the LORD; we have waited for him;
    let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation."

WHEN I ASK non-Christians why they aren’t interested in becoming Christians, they usually 
respond with an inaccurate description of  what they believe it means to be a Christian: lots of  
rules, loss of  freedom, and a generally boring future without much fun. 

The passage before us today paints a completely different picture of  what it’s really like for those 
who embrace Christ as their savior. Rather than a dull and boring future, we’re shown a picture 
of  a feast featuring the finest filet mignon, accompanied with the best wine that Napa Valley 
ever produced. Rather than a loss of  freedom, the people at the feast can see clearly for the first 
time in their lives, because God has removed the veil that prevented them from seeing the 
abundant life He promises. 

While the ultimate fulfillment of  this feast will come in heaven at the marriage supper of  Christ 
and His bride, we get foretastes of  this heavenly experience when we share meals—and our 
entire lives—with fellow believers, in church or in home meetings or a group of  close friends. It’s 
in this context of  community that we encourage each other through life’s difficulties by saying, 
“This is the Lord; we have waited for Him; we will be glad and rejoice in his salvation” (vs. 9).  

Heavenly Father, we often put an unattractive face on Christianity to the unbelieving world by our legalism and 
joylessness. Help our lives to reflect the fullness of  joy that you intend for each of  your children so we may know 
and love you more fully, and draw others to see your beauty. 
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Wednesday, First Week of  Advent         
The Peaceable Kingdom

Peace in the Planting
Isaiah 27:2-6
2In that day, "A pleasant vineyard, sing of  it!
3I, the LORD, am its keeper; every moment I water it.
   Lest anyone punish it, I keep it night and day;
 4I have no wrath.
Would that I had thorns and briers to battle!
   I would march against them,
   I would burn them up together.
5Or let them lay hold of  my protection,
   let them make peace with me,
   let them make peace with me."
 6 In days to come Jacob shall take root,
   Israel shall blossom and put forth shoots
   and fill the whole world with fruit.

FOR YEARS, THE NATION OF SUDAN has been plagued by civil war. In Mundri, people speak 
of  the familiar pattern of  running. Of  fleeing from gunfights, of  setting up camp in the wilderness, of  
praying for peace. 

But now, peace has come to South Sudan. In my town, peace is seen in the planting. Runners can’t be 
cultivators. When you are running from war, there is little time to root down and wait for growth. But 
peace purchases time and allows runners to slow down and plant gardens.

As hopeful as I am here, there are still skirmishes and battles, and there are still threats of  war’s return. 
Will peace remain? Will we what we plant come to fruition? This season of  Advent reminds me that my 
hope rests in a more certain peace than what I see in Mundri.

The coming of  Jesus, our Prince of  Peace, creates an opportunity for participation in a kingdom of  
everlasting peace. We can cease from striving, cease from running. We can make peace with and receive 
grace from God.

Isaiah 27 tells us that as we are planted in the peaceful kingdom, we will “blossom and put forth shoots 
and fill the whole world with fruit.” That’s my hope: for myself, for liberti church, and for my friends 
here in Mundri, South Sudan. As we find our home in the peace purchased through the coming of  
Jesus, may He grow in us fruit that will fill and free the whole world. 

Prince of  Peace, We thank you for the coming of  your kingdom of  peace. We pray for peace in Philadelphia and in South 
Sudan. We long for the fruit of  your kingdom to grow in our lives and to fill the whole world. Amen.
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Thursday, First Week of  Advent         
The Peaceable Kingdom

This is Our God
Isaiah 35:1-10
1The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad;
    the desert shall rejoice and blossom like the crocus;
2it shall blossom abundantly
   and rejoice with joy and singing.
The glory of  Lebanon shall be given to it,
   the majesty of  Carmel and Sharon.
They shall see the glory of  the LORD,
   the majesty of  our God.
 3Strengthen the weak hands,
   and make firm the feeble knees.
4Say to those who have an anxious heart,
   "Be strong; fear not!
Behold, your God
   will come with vengeance,
with the recompense of  God.
   He will come and save you."...

ISAIAH 35 REVEALS not only what God has saved us from, but what He has saved us to.  He 
has ransomed and redeemed us from our slavery to sin, from a forever wilderness apart from 
Him, from blindness, from deafness, from thirst, from sorrow, from sighing.  And He has saved 
us to freedom, to a place of  abundance, where we will see His glory and majesty with our own 
eyes, to overflowing streams, to gladness and everlasting joy.  In other words, He has saved us to 
Himself, where all real happiness is found. 

This is our God:  the God who came and saved the Israelites out of  their slavery to the 
Egyptians (Exodus 15:11-18), the God who sent His angels to proclaim to the shepherds on that 
starry night that the Messiah had come and would save (Luke 2:10-11), the God who came in 
the form of  Jesus and who died and was raised to life (1 Corinthians 15:3-4), and the same God 
who brings this message to us today, at this moment in history as we sit with Him.  Take a 
moment to think:  What is one specific thing Jesus has rescued you from?  What does He want to 
rescue you from today?  

God, we praise you and thank You for coming and saving us from our sin and guilt and shame—past, present and 
future.  And thank you for saving us to a life forever with You, a life that has already begun here and now.  As we 
walk in Your Way, help us today to look back at what you’ve saved us from, and look forward in eager expectation 
to what you have saved us unto:  Yourself.  In Jesus’ Name, Amen.
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Friday, First Week of  Advent         
The Peaceable Kingdom

New Heavens and Earth
Isaiah 65:17-25
17"For behold, I create new heavens and a new earth,
and the former things shall not be remembered or come into mind.
18But be glad and rejoice forever in that which I create;
for behold, I create Jerusalem to be a joy,
   and her people to be a gladness.
19 I will rejoice in Jerusalem and be glad in my people;
no more shall be heard in it the sound of  weeping and the cry of  distress.
20No more shall there be in it an infant who lives but a few days,
   or an old man who does not fill out his days,
for the young man shall die a hundred years old,
   and the sinner a hundred years old shall be accursed.
21 They shall build houses and inhabit them;
   they shall plant vineyards and eat their fruit.
22 They shall not build and another inhabit;
   they shall not plant and another eat;
for like the days of  a tree shall the days of  my people be,
   and my chosen shall long enjoy the work of  their hands...

SOME DAYS ON THE FAMILIAR WALK HOME, my thoughts hush and for no particular 
reason, I am deeply glad to be alive. The delight of  dainty leaves dancing overhead and mist 
curling around me—these small wonders whet my appetite for the new heavens and earth God 
promises to make in Isaiah.

However, I am often haunted by a persistent sense of  sorrow. Even in moments of  contentment, 
a strain of  longing is present because this earth, in all its beauty, leaves us wanting. Dissonant 
chords resonate as one friend passes away, too young, while another grieves news of  barrenness. 

Yet He is creating new heavens and a new earth for us even now. Jesus invites us to wait in the 
tension of  longing with the certain hope of  more.

One day we will enjoy the labour of  our hands - the houses we’ve built, the vineyards we’ve 
planted. We’ll not only be a joy; He will delight in us, His people.

O LORD, please give me a heart that believes in the hope of  Your promises, and the courage to live in the tension 
of  longing for the new heavens and earth that You are preparing for us.
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Saturday, First Week of  Advent         
The Peaceable Kingdom

Mount Zion
Hebrews 12:22-24, 28
22But you have come to Mount Zion, to the city of  the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem. You have come to 
thousands upon thousands of  angels in joyful assembly, 23 to the church of  the firstborn, whose names are written 
in heaven. You have come to God, the Judge of  all, to the spirits of  the righteous made perfect, 24to Jesus the 
mediator of  a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of  Abel...
28Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God 
acceptably with reverence and awe...  (NIV)

THIS PAST MARCH, I FOUND MYSELF in Jerusalem.  Each day of  my stay there, I 
walked a mile from where I was staying in West Jerusalem, down Hebron Road, past the mouth 
of  the Kidron Valley, and climbed the hill to Jaffa Gate to enter the old city.  The first day that I 
made this trek, a sign on the side of  Hebron Road made me stop in my tracks. I was struck by 
the fact that the location it pointed to was one I had grown up reading about in the Bible, and it 
was actually real.  In Hebrew, Arabic, and English, it read simply, “Mount Zion.”  

Mount Zion.  Of  all the places I read about in Scripture, this one seems most mystical, yet here 
was a sign pointing me to a very real, concrete mountain just off  to my right.  The imagery of  
this mountain comes to me over and over again in the Bible; on it stands a city of  peace, of  
shalom.  Because my mind can’t fathom a city so perfect, I am tempted sometimes to think of  it 
as a symbolic city, a mere representation of  a future home I will one day have.  But that day in 
Jerusalem, it was (and is) very real.
 
As a city dweller, this image of  a glorious and peaceful city offers me a particular hope.  I live in 
a city that is often lacking such peace.  But the writer of  Hebrews tells me that some day, I will 
come to a city where God dwells; a city where angels gather and rejoice; a city ruled by God’s 
son Jesus, whose sacrifice has made it possible for that city’s inhabitants to dwell together in 
eternal peace.  This hope I have for certain—that I will someday receive a kingdom that cannot 
be shaken.  

God, I worship you in reverence and awe, for you are the only one capable of  ruling a kingdom characterized by 
Shalom.  In this season of  Advent, would you turn my heart toward the reality of  that kingdom—a kingdom that 
is yet to be realized, but has already arrived with the birth of  its King, Jesus.  Thank you for the inheritance we 
look forward to receiving when we arrive at Mount Zion, the city of  the Living God!
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The Peaceable King
“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light;

        those who dwelt in a land of  deep darkness, on them has light shined...”
Artwork: Esther Saigo

12



Sunday, Second Week of  Advent         
The Peaceable King

The End in Sight
Isaiah 9:1-7
1 But there will be no gloom for her who was in anguish. In the former time he brought into contempt the land of  Zebulun 
and the land of  Naphtali, but in the latter time he has made glorious the way of  the sea, the land beyond the Jordan, 
Galilee of  the nations.
2 The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light;
        those who dwelt in a land of  deep darkness, on them has light shined.
3 You have multiplied the nation; you have increased its joy; they rejoice before you
        as with joy at the harvest, as they are glad when they divide the spoil.
4 For the yoke of  his burden, and the staff  for his shoulder, the rod of  his oppressor,
        you have broken as on the day of  Midian.
5 For every boot of  the tramping warrior in battle tumult
        and every garment rolled in blood will be burned as fuel for the fire.
6 For to us a child is born, to us a son is given;
        and the government shall be upon his shoulder, and his name shall be called
        Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of  Peace.
7 Of  the increase of  his government and of  peace there will be no end,
        on the throne of  David and over his kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it
        with justice and with righteousness from this time forth and forevermore.
The zeal of  the LORD of  hosts will do this.
 
IN ONE OF THE GLOOMIER MOMENTS of  Shakespeare’s Richard II, Richard—usurped from 
his throne and stripped of  his crown—laments:

For God's sake, let us sit upon the ground
And tell sad stories of  the death of  kings;
How some have been deposed; some slain in war,
Some haunted by the ghosts they have deposed;
Some poisoned by their wives: some sleeping killed;
All murdered….

For Richard, the real problem with government is not how oppressive rulers can become but how 
disposable they are.  If  kings can die, no one is safe. 
But the new world Isaiah imagines works because it lasts.  Imagine looking out of  your kitchen window 
this morning, sipping your coffee, startled to see the pale dawn that signals the end of  the world’s last 
night.  Imagine humming a hymn quietly to yourself.  Amazed, your delight increases with every verse.  
You smile as you realize the haunting memories have been erased, the marital conflict resolved, the 
loneliness taken away.  The radiator cracks.  You are safe because the child-king has arrived—a child-
king who rules forever because he cannot die. 
 
Lord, help us even today to see what Isaiah saw.  And change us by the power of  that great vision.  We pray these things in 
the name of  Jesus—who rules now and forever, Amen.     
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Monday, Second Week of  Advent         
The Peaceable King

Our Righteousness, The King
Jeremiah 33:14-16 
 14"Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will fulfill the promise I made to the house of  Israel 
and the house of  Judah. 15In those days and at that time I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David, 
and he shall execute justice and righteousness in the land. 16In those days Judah will be saved, and Jerusalem will 
dwell securely. And this is the name by which it will be called: 'The LORD is our righteousness.'

A QUICK GLANCE AT THE DAY’S HEADLINES reveals our dire need for righteous 
leaders. We see those corrupted by power involved in sex scandals, money laundering schemes, 
human rights violations, unmitigated violence and a host of  other immoral activities. It was no 
different in the days of  Jeremiah. The two kings who ruled during his time as prophet, Jehoahaz 
and Jehoiakim, got caught up in misguided wars and foolish political entanglements that 
crippled the southern Kingdom of  Judah. The northern Kingdom of  Israel had already fallen 
captive to Assyria, and then to Babylon, and it wasn’t long until Judah was seized by Babylon as 
well. 

It was in this context that Jeremiah prophesied about a coming king who would restore the 
lineage of  David and reign in righteousness forevermore. It probably seemed like a pipe dream 
that there could be a king who wouldn’t be corrupted by his power, who wouldn’t seek more 
power at the expense of  the well-being of  his people, who wouldn’t use his power to oppress the 
least of  these, and who could prevent the downward spiral of  these two kingdoms and restore 
them to the past glory they experienced at the height of  David’s rule. Even David himself, the 
greatest king of  them all, the one whose offspring would one day include the Messiah, dealt with 
his own utter moral failings and corruption. 

But God had made a promise to the house of  Israel and the house of  Judah to raise up such a 
king, a king who would “execute justice and righteousness in the land” and who would save 
Judah and cause Jerusalem to dwell securely. We have seen this King, and he has done as the 
Lord promised and as Jeremiah prophesied. He has ruined evil and administered justice. He’s 
the rescue we’ve waited for; he restores and renews the Kingdom by his righteous hand. 

He reigns in righteousness, and even more, he is our righteousness.

Lord, we praise you for keeping your promises. We recognize you as the righteous King who sits on the throne and 
whose perfect rule is beyond reproach, worthy of  all praise and honor. And most of  all, we trust you as our own 
righteousness. 
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Tuesday, Second Week of  Advent         
The Peaceable King

Calling All Heroes
Zechariah 9:9-10
9 Rejoice greatly, O daughter of  Zion!
   Shout aloud, O daughter of  Jerusalem!
Behold, your king is coming to you;
   righteous and having salvation is he,
humble and mounted on a donkey,
   on a colt, the foal of  a donkey.
10 I will cut off  the chariot from Ephraim
   and the war horse from Jerusalem;
and the battle bow shall be cut off,
   and he shall speak peace to the nations;
his rule shall be from sea to sea,
   and from the River to the ends of  the earth.

A FIVE-YEAR OLD BOY THAT I REGULARLY BABYSIT stomped through the house, 
stern faced, hands outstretch, booming in the lowest voice a five-year-old boy is capable of, "I 
AM IRON MAN!"  Last week he told me he was a clone trooper, "Here to save the day from 
evil droids."  Lately he's capturing villains via spiderweb. I'm never sure from week to week what 
superhuman he will enact, but he assures me of  his capability in conquering evil with his 
strength and weapons.  His heroic aspirations are a reminder that he and I live in a culture 
saturated with heroes that know power only by force.  We both are very familiar with the need 
for someone to save the day from evil.

Christ redefined heroism.  As any superhero would, Christ came to save the hopeless from 
distress, but not in the usual way with force and armor.  Instead, he rode on a lowly donkey into 
the heart of  a needy nation.  His mission was not to destroy villains.  Instead, he came to forgive 
them.  He came not to fight with weapons, but to disarm, taking the chariots and war-horses 
away from his people to demonstrate that his way of  creating peace is radically different than 
any system we've known.  He isn't just any hero.  Christ came to save us from ourselves by 
defeating death itself.  And it doesn't end there, he will be back!

Jesus, you are our true hero!  Thank you for not only fulfilling your task to come, to forgive, and to save us, but 
also for accomplishing this with humbleness.  Help me to wait expectantly for your return.  Amen.
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Wednesday, Second Week of  Advent         
The Peaceable King

The King Will Return
Isaiah 30:18-21
18Therefore the LORD waits to be gracious to you,
   and therefore he exalts himself  to show mercy to you.
For the LORD is a God of  justice;
    blessed are all those who wait for him.
19For a people shall dwell in Zion, in Jerusalem; you shall weep no more. He will surely be gracious to you at the 
sound of  your cry. As soon as he hears it, he answers you. 20And though the Lord give you the bread of  adversity 
and the water of  affliction, yet your Teacher will not hide himself  anymore, but your eyes shall see your Teacher. 
21And your ears shall hear a word behind you, saying, "This is the way, walk in it," when you turn to the right or 
when you turn to the left.

I STRUGGLE MIGHTILY WITH THESE WORDS, because they hold the duality of  
“Jesus come” and “Jesus coming” in such a way that I am left unsatisfied.  Perhaps the Hebrews 
felt as I feel with this child that came and brought salvation, but did not yet end the world’s 
suffering.  The passage promises no more weeping, adversity or affliction- but we still suffer these 
and more.

Jesus came on this earth as a child and brought salvation to all who will believe in him through 
faith…But Christ did not bring to completion all that still needs done—all that he has said he 
will do.  The Hebrews were left unsatisfied, oppressed under Roman rule before Jesus’ coming, 
and oppressed under Roman rule after Jesus left.  After I cry out to the Lord and he touches my 
heart, I am physically where I was when I began.  I am still in Philadelphia.

And in this physical reality, I see a place that is not as it should be.  I long for Philadelphia to 
function as I wish it should: for all its laws and systems to perfectly differentiate between the 
indolent and the needy; to imprison the evil, but have mercy on those who simply made a 
mistake; for the buses to run on time; for the city to bring joy to its constituents rather than 
suffering. 

I now understand that Isaiah prophecies about the coming King, fully realized in the birth of  a 
child, but still withholding his physical reign.  A baby in a manger is not the end but a picture of 
the end, for death is defeated but still alive.  Jesus will come again in the flesh to reign forever. 

The King has heard your cry!  The King will return.  We will weep no more.  

Even so, come Lord Jesus.  End our suffering, wipe our tears, and fix this broken place.  And until you come, give 
us strength to live where we are, in Philadelphia.  Fill us with hope and expectation, Amen.
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Thursday, Second Week of  Advent         
The Peaceable King

The Husband King
Isaiah 54:4-10
4"Fear not, for you will not be ashamed; be not confounded, for you will not be disgraced;
for you will forget the shame of  your youth, and the reproach of  your widowhood you will remember no more.
5 For your Maker is your husband, the LORD of  hosts is his name;
and the Holy One of  Israel is your Redeemer,  the God of  the whole earth he is called.
6 For the LORD has called you like a wife deserted and grieved in spirit,
like a wife of  youth when she is cast off, says your God.
7 For a brief  moment I deserted you, but with great compassion I will gather you.
8 In overflowing anger for a moment I hid my face from you,
but with everlasting love I will have compassion on you,"
   says the LORD, your Redeemer.
 9"This is like the days of  Noah to me: as I swore that the waters of  Noah
   should no more go over the earth,
so I have sworn that I will not be angry with you, and will not rebuke you.
10For the mountains may depart and the hills be removed,
but my steadfast love shall not depart from you, and my covenant of  peace shall not be removed,"
   says the LORD, who has compassion on you.

IS THERE A MORE INTIMATE RELATIONSHIP between people than husband and wife?  
Friend to friend, mentor to mentee, even parent to child are all close relationships, but they pale in 
comparison to the union of  marriage.  Marriage is a contract and a covenant: a couple takes vows 
before many witnesses to solemnly enter into an intimate union that ought not be broken.

In this passage, God is described in many ways: Lord, the Holy One of  Israel, our Maker, our 
Redeemer, God of  this whole earth.  But verse 5 sums up the relationship between God and Israel: “For 
your maker is your husband….” God has made a covenant, a solemn vow, and he will not break it.  He 
has sworn by his own Word, and that word is true.  He will not be angry with us, he will not rebuke us, 
his love will not depart from us, his covenant of  peace will not be removed.  Like a wife who has been 
deserted, or one who has been widowed, we will be drawn to God as our loving husband, and he will 
redeem us.

How can a just and holy God align himself  with sinful humanity as a husband to a wife?  How can he 
enter into a union with an unfaithful bride?  Isaiah 54 describes this union, because Isaiah 53 has given 
us the means to that union.  Christ Jesus, the one whose birth we will celebrate in a few short weeks, was 
“wounded for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities.”  God, our husband, reconciled his 
people to himself  through the blood of  the cross, and now, through Christ, we will be united with him 
in a bond that is even deeper than marriage.

Dear Lord, thank you for drawing me to yourself  as a husband to a wife.  I know that I have been unfaithful, and I have 
committed adultery with countless other lovers, lovers that will not satisfy my soul as you do.  Forgive me for such 
foolishness.  Renew my heart again, teach me to take hold of  your promise of  restoration and relationship, and give me the 
joy of  knowing the love you have given.  Do not let me go.  Amen.
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Friday, Second Week of  Advent         
The Peaceable King

Strong Leader
Micah 5:1-5a
1 Now muster your troops, O daughter of  troops;  siege is laid against us;
with a rod they strike the judge of  Israel on the cheek.
2 But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah,
   who are too little to be among the clans of  Judah,
from you shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel,
whose coming forth is from of  old, from ancient days.
3 Therefore he shall give them up until the time
   when she who is in labor has given birth;
then the rest of  his brothers shall return to the people of  Israel.
4 And he shall stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of  the LORD,
   in the majesty of  the name of  the LORD his God.
And they shall dwell secure, for now he shall be great to the ends of  the earth.
5 And he shall be their peace.

WE GRAVITATE TOWARD STRONG LEADERS.  They help us make sense of  the world 
around us.  They inspire us to reach deep into ourselves and find a trickle of  passion we never 
knew.  They offer us a glimmer of  hope in a dim world.  They rally people around a critical 
cause.

But what if  these leaders move to Raleigh?  If  they cover up an abuse situation?  If  their policies 
haven’t solved unemployment?  If  Assyrians invade our land? 

The strong Leader described in Micah 5 is our Savior, Jesus.  Micah does not say this strong 
Leader will make your best life now.  That you will be comfortable.  That he will fulfill your 
wants.  That your land will not be invaded.

But what does Micah say?  What does this Leader offer?  Guidance.  Strength.  Majesty.  
Security.  Peace.  For Micah knows life disappoints.  Stuff  disappoints.  People disappoint. 

May we rest in our faith that our strong Leader knows us and our needs better than we do.  
That He will shepherd us as we live securely, for His greatness reaches the ends of  the earth.

Savior Jesus, we claim you as our conquering king.  Too often, we turn to human heroes for direction—whether 
they are in the Bible or in our lives.  Instead of  idolizing them, may these people remind us of  your qualities, and 
may we worship you as a result.  Amen.
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Saturday, Second Week of  Advent         
The Peaceable King

Who Is Our God?

Who is our God        
that created the heavens and the earth?
 
He who looks down from far above on that which 
he has made, who takes the green leaves of  the 
trees and turns them to golden brown as they fall 
from their branches, who covers them in the cold 
snow of  winter.
 
Down below, he plows the land flat and dry of  life.  
He brings rain, hunger, and violence.  Our God 
looks down, grasps this Zion that he has made 
within his fingers, and crushes it.
 
Who is our God
that takes away the sins of  the world?
 
It is he who forms from the dust of  the ground a 
mountain that grows high above every other 
mountain, above the clouds in the sky, unreachable 
to the gods of  war and waste on the earth.  
 
At the summit he plants a tree, dead and burned 
from the fires below.  There it blossoms to new life 
and grows to cover the whole mountain.  Our God 
calls his people from the dead earth to this 
mountain, to sit under the tree and let it cover their 
every fear. 
 
Under that tree his people will live forever.
 
Our Father, our Lord, who gives and takes away, bring us up 
to your mountain, your kingdom that is far above any here on 
earth.  May we each day rest under the shade of  your tree, 
under and in Christ Jesus.  Amen.
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Micah 4:1-5
It shall come to pass in the latter days

that the mountain of  the house of  the Lord
shall be established as 

the highest of  the mountains,
and it shall be lifted up above the hills;

and peoples shall flow to it,
2

and many nations shall come, and say:
“Come, let us go up 

to the mountain of  the Lord,
to the house of  the God of  Jacob,

that he may teach us his ways
and that we may walk in his paths.”
For out of  Zion shall go forth the law,

and the word of  the Lord from Jerusalem.
3

He shall judge between many peoples,
and shall decide for strong nations far away;

and they shall beat their swords 
into plowshares,

and their spears into pruning hooks;
nation shall not lift up sword against nation,

neither shall they learn war anymore;
4

but they shall sit every man under his vine 
and under his fig tree,

and no one shall make them afraid,
for the mouth of  the Lord of  hosts 

has spoken.
5

For all the peoples walk
each in the name of  its god,

but we will walk in the name 
of  the Lord our God

forever and ever.



Prepare for the Coming King

“In him was life, and the life was the light of  men. 
The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”

Artwork:  “Stellar” by Monica Stevens Smyth
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Sunday, Third Week of  Advent         
Prepare for the Coming King

Divine Road Work
Isaiah 40:1-11
 1 Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. 2 Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,
   and cry to her
that her warfare is ended,
   that her iniquity is pardoned,
that she has received from the LORD’s hand
   double for all her sins.
 3 A voice cries: "In the wilderness prepare the way of  the LORD;
    make straight in the desert a highway for our God.
4 Every valley shall be lifted up,
   and every mountain and hill be made low;
the uneven ground shall become level,
   and the rough places a plain.
5 And the glory of  the LORD shall be revealed,
   and all flesh shall see it together,
    for the mouth of  the LORD has spoken."...

WHEN I FIRST MOVED TO PENNSYLVANIA, it didn’t take me long to realize how much road 
work happens around here on a daily basis.  It doesn’t matter what time of  day I leave my house, what 
route I take, or how often I’m out: every time I get in my car I inevitably run into a construction crew 
repairing a stretch of  road.    

The road work always slows me down.  Waiting in line behind seventeen cars, glancing at the 
overweight man in a hard hat who props up a stop sign in the distance, I grow impatient.  Why did they 
have to start working today?  Couldn’t they have chosen a different road?  Does that guy wearing a hard 
hat have any idea how inconvenienced I am?     

Isaiah also takes an interest in road work.  He hears the foreman shouting (perhaps with a nasally, 
northeastern accent): “Fill in that ditch over there.  Spread some more gravel here.  Get to work.  We’ve 
got to straighten and widen this road.”  More than my convenience matters because they’re building a 
highway where God will drive; they’re building the highway of  the softened heart.  And that’s good 
news, but it’s no easy task. 

How am I preparing?  Have I received the comfort he offers?  Have I seen the glory of  the Lord?  Have 
I lifted my voice?  Have I expected anything?  All of  the best advent hymns include the imperative, 
“Come!”  Nothing will change if  he doesn’t arrive.  Sometimes the prep work can feel painful, tedious, 
or inconvenient.  But it is a much needed beginning. 
 
Lord we praise you because you are a God who comes near.  And we invite you to come and work on our hearts.  Father, 
make them ready to receive the grace you give us in Jesus by the power of  your Spirit.  Come! 
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Monday, Third Week of  Advent         
Prepare for the Coming King

Waiting.
Malachi 3:1-4 & 4:1-6 
3:1 "Behold, I send my messenger, and he will prepare the way before me. And the Lord whom you seek will 
suddenly come to his temple; and the messenger of  the covenant in whom you delight, behold, he is coming, says the 
LORD of  hosts. 2But who can endure the day of  his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like 
a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap. 3He will sit as a refiner and purifier of  silver, and he will purify the sons of  
Levi and refine them like gold and silver, and they will bring offerings in righteousness to the LORD. 4 Then the 
offering of  Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the LORD as in the days of  old and as in former years...  
	 4:1 "For behold, the day is coming, burning like an oven, when all the arrogant and all evildoers will be 
stubble. The day that is coming shall set them ablaze, says the LORD of  hosts, so that it will leave them neither 
root nor branch. 2But for you who fear my name, the sun of  righteousness shall rise with healing in its wings. You 
shall go out leaping like calves from the stall. 3And you shall tread down the wicked, for they will be ashes under 
the soles of  your feet, on the day when I act, says the LORD of  hosts.
	 4"Remember the law of  my servant Moses, the statutes and rules that I commanded him at Horeb for all 
Israel.  5"Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and awesome day of  the LORD comes. 6And 
he will turn the hearts of  fathers to their children and the hearts of  children to their fathers, lest I come and strike 
the land with a decree of  utter destruction."

ALL OF ISRAEL HAD BEEN WAITING FOR HUNDREDS OF YEARS. God had made 
a promise through the prophet Malachi and they knew that the Messiah was coming, but they 
were still waiting. I’m sure they hated waiting as much as you and I do. We painstakingly get 
everything ready, and then we wait… and wait… Soon we start wondering if  what we’re waiting 
for will ever actually happen. Maybe we try to make it happen all on our own. Maybe we totally 
forget about the promise. 

The problem is not that God makes promises and breaks those promises. He keeps them; he just 
never says when they will take place. He doesn’t give us a timeline. If  you’re like me, you want to 
know the where, when, and how. You want the plan. You might have some small hint or limited 
vision of  what is ahead, but most of  it is completely hidden. 

It is so frustrating to know something will happen without knowing when. Someone told me 
once that the path that God leads us on is like a dot-to-dot. We can see the dots, but it’s not until 
we have actually traveled the lines that we get to see the picture. God’s plans for us are good. 
God’s timing is good. It’s not easy to wait on God and trust his timing, but that’s part of  our 
journey. God not only walks with us, he knows what that dot-to-dot is going to look like when it’s 
all finished. We might only be concentrating on getting to that next dot, but God has the whole 
picture in mind. And it’s reassuring to know that He holds the plan.

Dear Lord, help us to trust in your plan and your timing. Help us to wait for what you have in store for us. We 
need your grace Lord, it’s so hard to wait. Bless us that we might be able to wait and in waiting honor you. Amen. 

22



Tuesday, Third Week of  Advent         
Prepare for the Coming King

God of the Impossible
Luke 1:5-25 

   ..."Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, 
and you shall call his name John. 14And you will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, 15for 
he will be great before the Lord. And he must not drink wine or strong drink, and he will be filled with the Holy 
Spirit, even from his mother’s womb. 16And he will turn many of  the children of  Israel to the Lord their God, 
17and he will go before him in the spirit and power of  Elijah, to turn the hearts of  the fathers to the children, and 
the disobedient to the wisdom of  the just, to make ready for the Lord a people prepared."...

IS THERE ANYTHING MORE MIRACULOUS than an elderly woman conceiving a 
child? Other than a young virgin girl conceiving a child?  The story of  John the Baptist being 
born to Zacharias and Elisabeth precedes the advent of  the birth of  the Christ child.  The 
miracle of  Elisabeth’s pregnancy in her old age, an idea so inconceivable to the priestly 
Zacharias that he was rendered unable to speak, heralds in God’s plan of  redemption for the 
world.  

As I sit writing this in the classroom where I spend my days teaching, the room that was abuzz 
with children a moment ago is now quiet, and I think about all I have come to believe is 
impossible in this world: every student’s academic success, educators who truly care about kids, 
school boards and teachers’ unions agreeing, all children having loving parents and safe homes 
to live in… 

If  we as humans were to know the sovereign plan of  God, we, like Zacharias, would surely 
struggle to believe it could be possible.  Zacharias said to the angel, ‘Whereby shall I know this?  
For I am an old man, and my wife well stricken in years’ (Luke 1:18 KJV).  God reveals His 
character of  love by orchestrating three miracles in one in this story.  First, there’s the miracle of 
blessing the long-awaiting nation of  Israel with a chosen predecessor to Christ. Secondly, there’s 
the miracle of  Zacharias—a man of  the priesthood who left the temple a changed man with a 
newfound faith.  Most miraculous, the righteous woman Elisabeth conceives a child, erasing her 
disgrace and shame. 

God continues to do what we do not believe is possible.  

Where in your life have you given up believing redemption is possible?  Where have you 
struggled for the faith to believe God is who He says He is?  In what ways are you humbled at 
what God has done? 

God, give us faith to believe that you are at work in the places in our lives where change seems most impossible.  
Remind us, through the story of  Zacharias and Elisabeth, that you desire to increase our faith.
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Wednesday, Third Week of  Advent         
Prepare for the Coming King

Preparation in a Parking Lot
Luke 1:57-66  
	 57When 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.
 59On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to name him after his father Zechariah, 
60but his mother spoke up and said, “No! He is to be called John.”
61They said to her, “There is no one among your relatives who has that name.”
62Then 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 set free, and he began to speak, praising God. 65All the neighbors were filled with awe, and throughout 
the hill country of  Judea people were talking about all these things. 66Everyone who heard this wondered about it, 
asking, “What then is this child going to be?” For the Lord’s hand was with him. (NIV)

I WAS IN THE PARKING LOT of  a shopping center, was compelled to look across, and I 
noticed a woman crying.  My heart ached for her, and I knew God was calling me to go talk to 
her. I was incredibly scared to approach her, but I knew I needed to follow God’s call. I walked 
over and asked her if  she was ok.  She was astonished that I would even ask. She told me her 
story, and I prayed for her and let her know that Jesus loves her. I don’t know what happened to 
her after that, but as I reflected on the encounter, I wondered if  God may have been using me to 
guide her to Jesus; to somehow begin to pave the way in her heart for her to know Him.

God had an enormous call on John’s life to be the one who paves the way for Jesus and to point 
many to lives to Him. He even allowed Elizabeth and Zechariah to be part of  John’s great story. 
The events leading up to John’s birth were so miraculous that “everyone who heard it wondered 
about it” and were filled with awe.  God used a series of  miracles surrounding  John’s birth to 
prepare people’s hearts for the greater miracle that was to come in the birth of  Jesus.  But He 
can prepare hearts in less-than-miraculous ways too, in something as normal as a conversation 
in a parking lot.

Father, please give me the ears to hear your call on my life, and direct me toward how I may be used to prepare the 
way for someone else to know You. Give me the courage and strength to follow you when you call me, whether it is 
a moment in time or to completely change the path of  my life. I trust in your great plan for me. In Jesus’ name, 
Amen. 
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Thursday, Third Week of  Advent         
Prepare for the Coming King

Promises Made and Kept
Luke 1:67-80 
And his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied, saying,
 "Blessed be the Lord God of  Israel, for he has visited and redeemed his people
       and has raised up a horn of  salvation for us in the house of  his servant David,
  as he spoke by the mouth of  his holy prophets from of  old, that we should be saved from our enemies
       and from the hand of  all who hate us;
       to show the mercy promised to our fathers and to remember his holy covenant,
 the oath that he swore to our father Abraham, to grant us
       that we, being delivered from the hand of  our enemies, might serve him without fear,
       in holiness and righteousness before him all our days.
And you, child, will be called the prophet of  the Most High;
   for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways,
  to give knowledge of  salvation to his people in the forgiveness of  their sins,
  because of  the tender mercy of  our God, whereby the sunrise shall visit us from on high
  to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of  death, to guide our feet into the way of  peace."
And the child grew and became strong in spirit, and he was in the wilderness until the day of  his public                   
     appearance to Israel.

THE FIRST WORDS out of  Zechariah's mouth are "Blessed be the Lord God of  Israel for he 
has visited and redeemed his people." This is following a long period of  silence for the father of  
John.  We can only imagine what was going through Zechariah's mind from the time he was 
struck dumb to the time his speech was restored following the birth of  his son.  Based on his 
words of  prophesy, it is clear that Zechariah spent significant time dwelling on the promises of  
God.  He exalts in the fulfillment of  promises made to Abraham and to David. Zechariah knew 
the promises and rejoiced in God's fulfillment. 

Zechariah proceeds to prophesy about what this momentous event really means. He tells that 
John's life will 'give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of  death.'  His prophesy 
speaks to us in small part about the faithfulness of  Zechariah and Elizabeth, but the real story is 
much bigger. God fulfills his promises because He cannot do otherwise. Faithfulness is in his 
character.  Zechariah understands that God's faithfulness in delivering a son is but a reflection of 
his faithfulness in delivering a people.

The words of  Zechariah should compel us to rejoice in the promises of  God. Through Advent 
we anticipate celebrating the miracle of  the Incarnation, and we recognize that each fulfilled 
promise points to the character of  a faithful and loving God. 

Lord, help me to claim your promises as an act of  worship. Thank you for what we learn of  your faithful 
character through the promises you have kept.  We anticipate the many promises that are yet to be fulfilled.  
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Friday, Third Week of  Advent         
Prepare for the Coming King

Pointing in the Right Direction
Luke 3:1-6
1 In the fifteenth year of  the reign of  Tiberius Caesar—when Pontius Pilate was governor of  Judea, Herod 
tetrarch of  Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of  Iturea and Traconitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of  Abilene— 2 
during the high-priesthood of  Annas and Caiaphas, the word of  God came to John son of  Zechariah in the 
wilderness. 3 He went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of  repentance for the forgiveness 
of  sins. 4 As it is written in the book of  the words of  Isaiah the prophet:
    “A voice of  one calling in the wilderness, 
    ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him. 
 5 Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. 
     The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways smooth. 
 6 And all people will see God’s salvation.’” (NIV)

WHEN I WAS LITTLE, I was a flower girl in several weddings.  I made my way down church 
aisles offering the wedding guests a moment of  comic relief  and a chance to prepare themselves 
the bride’s entrance.  I did not do a great job of  preparing the way.  My parents often told me 
the story of  the wedding where at the rehearsal, I refused to walk down the aisle without my 
Barbie doll, requiring my mother to hurriedly make Barbie a dress to match mine.  Or the 
wedding where I got down the aisle all right, but promptly curled up on the ground at the front 
of  the church and fell asleep during the ceremony, offering quite a distraction to the main event.

I am not sure that I could do any better today, even with years of  experience under my belt.  
Being human comes with an inherent bent toward self-promotion, and when tasked with the job 
of  pointing toward someone other than myself, I struggle against my nature.  Even in my best 
moments of  wanting to help others succeed, I secretly hope that someone will notice the part I 
played.  Perhaps that’s why I am so drawn to the character of  John the Baptist, whose life and 
ministry seem to me the quintessential example of  selflessly preparing the way for another.  His 
role in preparing the way for the Messiah was so important that Isaiah foretold his message 
hundreds of  years beforehand, so that people would recognize it when it came.  

John’s life pointed toward Jesus, just as the prophets had foretold.  His story raises two questions 
that my heart longs to ponder:  How is my life preparing the way for Jesus to come into the lives 
of  the people I know and interact with?  And how am I preparing my heart to rejoice in Jesus’ 
arrival this Advent?

Lord Jesus, your birth was the advent of  a Kingdom in a way that no one expected and for which few were 
prepared.  Please help me to clear a space in my heart and my life that will prepare me to receive you with awe and 
joy this Christmas.  And use me to prepare the way for others to receive you as well, even for the first time.  May 
my life point in the right direction: away from me, and towards You.   Amen.

26



Saturday, Third Week of  Advent         
Prepare for the Coming King

A Burning and Shining Lamp
John 1:1-8
1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2He was in the beginning 
with God. 3All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made. 4In him 
was life, and the life was the light of  men. 5The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.
 6There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 7He came as a witness, to bear witness about the light, 
that all might believe through him. 8 He was not the light, but came to bear witness about the light.

IMAGINE YOU ARE IN A DARK ROOM. You have no sense of  direction and no idea how 
to get to the exit. Suddenly, a lamp lights up in the distance. What is the first thing you would 
do?

The Jewish people in Jesus’s day were living in this kind of  darkness for 400 years. God had 
remained silent after the book of  Malachi until suddenly, a lamp lit up in the distance. This 
lamp was not the light, but it carried the light that the darkness could not overcome.

John the Baptist came to “bear witness about the light, that all might believe through him.” Jesus 
calls him a “burning and shining lamp” (John 5:35), but he was not the true light. How many of  
our neighbors who celebrate Christmas are still living in darkness? The Jews waited eagerly for 
this light, and though this light has come, often the light-bearers, the burning and shining lamps 
of  our generation, forget the purpose for which they were created.

This Christmas season, as we rejoice in the fact that God did not choose to remain silent, but 
powerfully sent His Word into the world, let us remember Jesus’ words that a lamp is not meant 
to be put under a basket, but on a stand, to bear witness about the light as John the Baptist did 
(Matt 5:15).  Let us proclaim to the world that the Messiah the people had been waiting for, the 
one who was there at creation and through whom all things were made, has come.  And now we 
eagerly wait for his return.

Father God, Thank you for knowing from the moment you spoke the heavens and the earth into existence that you 
would one day return to the very earth you created. We pray that we would, like John the Baptist, be a “burning 
and shining lamp” that bears witness to our neighbors this Christmas that the reason for our joy is not earthly 
presents, but an eternal inheritance kept for us in heaven.
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The King Announced to His Mother
“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, 

and the power of  the Most High will overshadow you; 
therefore the child to be born will be called holy— 

the Son of  God.”
Artwork: “December 1973 Christmas Card” by Pam McCullough
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Sunday, Fourth Week of  Advent         
The King Announced to His Mother

Joy in a Broken World
Luke 1:34-45  
34And Mary said to the angel, "How will this be, since I am a virgin?"
35And the angel answered her, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of  the Most High will 
overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy— the Son of  God. 36And behold, your relative 
Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son, and this is the sixth month with her who was called barren. 
37For nothing will be impossible with God." 38And Mary said, "Behold, I am the servant of  the Lord; let it be to 
me according to your word." And the angel departed from her.
39In those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country, to a town in Judah, 40and she entered the 
house of  Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. 41And when Elizabeth heard the greeting of  Mary, the baby leaped in 
her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit, 42and she exclaimed with a loud cry, "Blessed are you 
among women, and blessed is the fruit of  your womb! 43And why is this granted to me that the mother of  my Lord 
should come to me? 44For behold, when the sound of  your greeting came to my ears, the baby in my womb leaped 
for joy. 45And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of  what was spoken to her from the 
Lord."

ONE OF THE GREAT TRUTHS that bears witness to the divinity and unique birth of  Jesus 
is the virgin birth. This was prophesied in Isaiah 7 and repeated to Joseph when he was 
justifiably skeptical about how Mary became pregnant (Matt. 1:18-25). But take some time also 
to reflect on what this great truth meant in the lives of  the two women immediately affected—
Mary and her cousin Elizabeth, the mother of  John the Baptist. The baby in Mary’s womb was 
at most a few weeks old, but when she came close to Elizabeth, her baby “leaped for joy” and 
Elizabeth realized she was in the presence of  the Lord. What a beautiful moment that must have 
been! No doubt that memory of  that experience would have stayed with both of  those women 
and sustained them during some very dark times.

Life is not always pleasant and comfortable. All of  us have learned that by experience. But 
Advent is a time to remember that God has brought joy into the midst of  a broken world. Join 
with Mary and Elizabeth and sing, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God 
my Savior.” (Luke 1:46, 47)

Lord, may my heart and soul magnify You, and my spirit rejoice in my God and Savior.  
You are the giver of  all joy!
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Monday, Fourth Week of  Advent         
The King Announced to His Mother

All You Need is Need
Luke 1:26-33  
26In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of  Galilee named Nazareth, 27 to a virgin betrothed to a man 
whose name was Joseph, of  the house of  David. And the virgin’s name was Mary. 28And he came to her and said, "Greetings, O 
favored one, the Lord is with you!" 29But she was greatly troubled at the saying, and tried to discern what sort of  greeting this might 
be. 30And the angel said to her, "Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. 31And behold, you will conceive in your 
womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus. 32He will be great and will be called the Son of  the Most High. And the 
Lord God will give to him the throne of  his father David, 33and he will reign over the house of  Jacob forever, and of  his kingdom 
there will be no end."

ONE OF THE DOMINANT THEMES of  the Bible is God's persistence in empowering people the 
culture calls insignificant and small. Throughout the Scriptures, God is in the business of  using the least 
to do the greatest. 

Enter Mary, a teenage girl from a Podunk town living in a patriarchal society. She had much to lose and 
little to gain. Her rung on the social ladder was largely determined. Her marriage to Joseph as a virgin 
would follow in line with cultural expectations, improving her status in the eyes of  her peers. She would 
be a good Jewish woman if  she could bear Joseph a son, and remain faithful to her marital and religious 
vows.

Mary’s response to Gabriel’s announcement teaches us at least two things. First, we learn that fear and 
questioning are often included in the process of  being used by God. Mary’s visceral reaction to the 
presence of  Gabriel is wonderfully human. Get rid of  any painterly image you have in your mind of  
Mary’s placid countenance basking in the glow of  a billowy angel. She was “greatly troubled” and 
wondered how in the world God would cause a virgin to conceive a child. She had everything to lose 
through the public disgrace of  being accused of  being sexually unfaithful to Joseph, or conceiving a 
child before she was married—this was not what Mary had in mind! 

Second, Mary's humble status and purity of  heart allowed her to participate in God's work through her 
without hesitation. There is a place for fear and questioning, and there is also a place for quieting our 
hearts and trusting in God’s word to us. Notice how quickly, in the text, Mary turns from fear to 
submission. What quality of  character in her might have allowed for such a quick emotional transition? 
How did she learn such trust?

Our snarky culture largely views humility as weakness, or self-deprecation. But true humility is the 
posturing of  our entire lives at the feet of  Jesus, emboldened by the fact that the only love in the 
universe that truly matters is ours, and that we have done nothing to earn it. We have only been invited 
to share in it. Those who know God are those who know that they offer him nothing but their need of  
him. All you need is need.

Heavenly Father, I thank you for how the life of  Mary speaks to the incredible ways in which you use people to accomplish 
your purposes. Help me to grow to be humble and pure that I may know your voice when you speak to me and respond to 
your call when you ask me to obey your will. Amen.
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Tuesday, Fourth Week of  Advent         
The King Announced to His Mother

The Magnificat
Luke 1:46-56 
46And Mary said,
    "My soul magnifies the Lord,
47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
48for he has looked on the humble estate of  his servant.
   For behold, from now on all generations will call me blessed;
49for he who is mighty has done great things for me,
   and holy is his name....

TO BE SO OVERWHELMED by the goodness of  God to you that you break into song is, 
unfortunately, a rare thing. Yet, there are few better indicators of  our spiritual health, or lack thereof, 
than our desire to sing; to lift our voices in praise to God.

While there is much to be gleaned from the lyric and tone of  Mary’s song, I’d like to draw your 
attention to its structure. This passage provides us with a model for praise. It teaches us that our prayer 
to God should be structured around an awareness of  the fact that:

1. God remembers us and is faithful to us.
2. God has done great things
3. God’s promises are true forever.

Following this model, praise is not only the thing we do when we feel emotionally overwhelmed by 
God’s presence (in Mary’s case), but what we should do in the midst of  the constant difficulty of  life. 
What better antidote for the worry, insecurity, fear, anxiety, doubt, despair, and joylessness that we all 
struggle with than the constant feeding of  our hearts on the truths outlined for us in this prayer. 

I encourage you, friend, today, to sing and pray to God. Preach to your own heart the truths that God 
has not forgotten you, that God has done great things for you, and that his promises for you will never 
fade away. In Jesus, we have a perspective that says that all of  the darkness and sorrow of  life is, 
comparatively, a tiny speck of  blackness that is surrounded by in an infinite sea of  joy (“light and high 
beauty forever beyond the reach of  shadow”). 

We love the fairy tales that end by the spell being broken and evil being destroyed and people realizing 
love because we want the same to be true of  real life. The Gospel says the same will be true of  our lives, 
but in an infinitely more meaningful way. Until that day comes, lift your heart to God in praise, and 
remind yourself  of  God’s faithfulness, his greatness, and his promises.

Heavenly Father, I confess that my heart is not undone by an awareness of  your goodness like Mary’s was. Help me to see 
your face and see your glory. And may I be faithful in always giving thanks to you and talking about your goodness. Help 
me to speak the truth to my own heart that I might be changed more and more by your love. Amen.
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Wednesday, Fourth Week of  Advent         
The King Announced to His Mother

Asking for a Sign
Isaiah 7:10-14 
10Again the LORD spoke to Ahaz, 11“Ask the LORD your God for a sign, whether in the deepest depths or in the 
highest heights.”
12But Ahaz said, “I will not ask; I will not put the LORD to the test.”
13Then Isaiah said, “Hear now, you house of  David! Is it not enough to try the patience of  humans? Will you 
try the patience of  my God also? 14Therefore the Lord himself  will give you a sign: The virgin will conceive and 
give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.

HAVE YOU EVER FELT as though you need a sign from God, but you feel like Ahaz, not 
wanting to ask? 

I was at a turning point in my life and had just started a really incredible job in a field I had 
been wanting to work in. I felt my heart being shifted to move to another city and did not 
understand why God would want me somewhere else when I was finally satisfied in my career. I 
ignored it and kept finding it coming back to me in many different little signs. I thought it was 
just my imagination, so finally I felt like I had to ask God for a really big sign. I felt like I didn’t 
have much faith when I was asking him this, but in His grace, He gave me just what I asked.  
The next day I was laid off  from my new job due to the economy. That was a pretty big sign!

I can’t even imagine the weight of  the sign that God gave to Ahaz.  I can hardly fathom what 
was going through his head when Isaiah told him of  the sign that God would give, especially at 
such a hard time for his people.  A virgin giving birth would certainly be unmistakable.  

But Ahaz did not see the sign itself; he only received the promise of  it. 
Mary may have recalled these words from the prophet Isaiah as she sat pondering the news that 
Gabriel delivered to her.  The Lord had fulfilled his promise in her.  This sign which had been 
promised hundreds of  years before she was alive would be for a whole nation to see, so that they 
would recognize the Messiah when he arrived.  

Father, help me to know that I can come to you anytime to ask you for anything, even for a sign of  your direction, 
or assurance of  promises you have made. Forgive me for not coming to you or asking you. Help me take joy in the 
fact that you love me and will guide me always.  Thank you for the sign of  the Virgin Birth—for its significance 
and for its testimony to your faithfulness.  In Jesus name, Amen. 
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Thursday, Fourth Week of  Advent         
The King Announced to His Mother

Immanuel Override
Matthew 1:18-25
18 This is how the birth of  Jesus the Messiah came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to 
Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit. 19 Because Joseph her 
husband was faithful to the law, and yet did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce 
her quietly.
 20 But after he had considered this, an angel of  the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of  
David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 
21 She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their 
sins.”
 22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 23 “The virgin will conceive and give 
birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”).
 24 When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of  the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his 
wife. 25 But he did not consummate their marriage until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.

IN DECEMBER 1973, five years before becoming a Christian,  I made a Christmas card1 
with Jesus, Mary, and Joseph on it because it resembled my family unit at the time.  The message 
on the inside said: “Let the omniscient Christ Consciousness come to earth a second time and 
be born in you even as it was manifested in the consciousness of  Jesus.” This card represented 
my understanding of  the Christmas story. Now I look at this item from the past and thank God 
for His intrusion into my life, overriding my faulty understanding with His truth.

Likewise, Mary, Joseph and all Israel had their own understanding, but then God Himself  made 
a dramatic entrance into history to reveal His amazing solution for a fallen world, with His right 
hand overriding all human expectations. This same hand weaves the mundane and twisted 
strands of  our lives into a work of  incredible beauty.  I am glad that Christ came to earth, took 
on human flesh,  entering the womb of  a virgin; and that His hand pulled me out of  my 
darkness.   What a comfort to know that He is working all things, even my mundane efforts, for 
my good and His glory.  
	
Dear Heavenly Father, You are sovereign over all things, great and small.  Thank you for not leaving us to our 
fallen selves; truly you are “God with us.” Open our eyes, and renew our zeal for Your glory. Amen. 
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Friday, Fourth Week of  Advent         
The King Announced to His Mother

The Word as Flesh
John 1:9-18
 9 The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. 10He was in the world, and the world was made through 
him, yet the world did not know him. 11He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. 12But to all who did receive 
him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of  God, 13who were born, not of  blood nor of  the will of  the flesh 
nor of  the will of  man, but of  God.
 14And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of  the only Son from the Father, full of  grace 
and truth. 15( John bore witness about him, and cried out, "This was he of  whom I said, 'He who comes after me ranks before me, 
because he was before me.'") 16And from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. 17For the law was given through Moses; 
grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. 18 No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father’s side, he has made him 
known.

THE WORD BECAME FLESH. The creator joined the created. God became man. 

How often we fail to grasp the outlandishness of  this transformation, and consequently, fail to fully 
realize the vast love displayed by Christ in his incarnation. When we encounter such a shocking 
transformation in the plot of  a novel or film, we are often left in awe. When we read about it in 
scripture, somehow it becomes commonplace.  It’s the complete opposite, though. It’s the stuff  of  
fairytales. It’s Cinderella. It’s the frog prince. 

But it inverts that formula, and in that sense becomes even more astonishing. In those stories, the path 
of  transformation is from rags to royalty: the lonely servant-girl becoming a princess, the toad 
becoming a prince. In Christ’s case, we see royalty -- indeed, The King of  Kings -- lowering himself  to 
the level of  a servant, born in a feeding trough alongside a pile of  goat dung, simply because of  his love 
for us. It’s part of  the climax to the plot of  our story, and it’s only plausible because it actually 
happened. 

John tells us that Christ came to his own. We were created in his image, and he brought to fruition our 
creation as image-bearers by dwelling among those he created. In the garden, we scoffed at our role as 
image-bearers and instead attempted to take the place of  our creator. We fell on our faces in defeat. We 
could never become like him. Instead, he became like us. We must fall on our faces in worship. 

Jesus, the Word who existed in the beginning. Jesus, a Jewish man, born in Bethlehem, raised in 
Nazareth.  Jesus, the creator. Jesus, the carpenter. The divine healer and the one who sneezed. The one 
who guides our footsteps and the one who stubbed his toes. The one whose voice speaks ultimate truth 
and the one whose voice cracked when he went through puberty. The Bread of  Life and the one who 
got food stuck in his teeth. The giver of  joy and the one who wept. Fully God and fully man. The Word 
as flesh. 
 
Jesus, we are in awe of  the love you displayed by taking your place alongside us, by sacrificing so much to commune with 
us. Open our eyes to the mystery of  your incarnation. Transform us through the truth of  this incomparable act and help us 
to receive anew the grace upon grace you have offered. 
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Christmas Eve
The King Announced to His Mother

On to the Next One
Luke 2:1-20
   ...18And all who heard it wondered at what the shepherds told them. 19But Mary treasured up all these things, 
pondering them in her heart. 20And the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and 
seen, as it had been told them.

WITH EVERY PASSING YEAR comes the fastest iPhone, the latest trendy diet, the newest 
way to social network, the “greatest ever” athletic feat. We live in a culture of  “On to the next 
one,” as Jay-Z has famously put it.

In 2011, amazement is fleeting and wonder is cheap (especially if  it’s not made by Apple). We 
are an early and often, awed and amazed people.

Two thousand years ago, many who heard the story of  Jesus’ birth foretold and fulfilled, were 
amazed (v. 17, NIV) and wondered at what the shepherds told them (v. 18, ESV). “But Mary 
treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart” (v. 18, NIV). “But Mary... 
pondered...” What was different about her response?

Loving the miracle rather than the Miraculous One did not begin after Jesus’ adult ministry. 
Delighting in the loaves and fishes rather than in the Creator is not unique to John 6. Being 
amazed for a moment, then on to the next one, is not a 21st century phenomenon.

Many wondered at the birth of  Jesus. Many more wondered at the works of  Jesus. Still many 
more have wondered and continue to at the teachings of  Jesus. But Mary pondered. Pondering is a 
slow, on-going process. It’s time-consuming; it takes commitment. Mary took in the displays of  
God’s faithfulness and the promises of  who Jesus is, and stored them into her deepest memory, 
thoughts, and affections. She treasured up the One beyond whom there is no next.

Will you do as Mary did and take your time to ponder Jesus, the One and Only?

Father, help me to throw off  every lesser pleasure that promises to satisfy me, and teach me to continually ponder 
the riches of  who you are, as Mary did. Thank you that the changes my heart so desperately needs rests not on 
man’s exertion or effort, but on your mercy, which I ask for in Jesus’ name. Amen.
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Christmas Day
The King  is Born in the City of  David

A Savior, Who is Christ the Lord
Luke 2:8-14
 8And in the same region there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night. 9And an angel of  the 
Lord appeared to them, and the glory of  the Lord shone around them, and they were filled with fear. 10And the angel said to 
them, "Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of  great joy that will be for all the people. 11For unto you is born this 
day in the city of  David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. 12And this will be a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped 
in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger." 13And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of  the heavenly host 
praising God and saying,
 14"Glory to God in the highest,
    and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!"
 
NO MATTER HOW HARD I TRY,  I cannot read the narrative of  Jesus’ birth without 
thinking about A Charlie Brown Christmas.  Do you remember it?  Something about how we 
celebrate Christmas troubles Charlie Brown, but he can find no consolation in flashy American 
consumerism, Lucy’s five cent pop-psychology, or in the dramatic efforts of  his well meaning 
gang of  friends. 

Then Linus steps onto the stage—carrying nothing but his security blanket—and he recites 
Luke 2:8-14.  The battle lines have been drawn: an 8-year-old boy, his blanket, and a pathetic 
twig-of-a-Christmas-tree vs. our entire culture of  “moral-therapeutic-consumerist-militarism.”2  
What a picture of  the Gospel. 

There is no Victorian morality in Bethlehem; birth—advent—is painful, bloody.  No therapy 
will make the shepherds feel better about themselves as they tremble in fear amid all that angelic 
glory.  There is not a king who would even think to look here for strength let alone for the seeds 
of  revolution.  And, refreshingly, there is nothing in this manger for sale.  Only a sleeping infant 
prepared to take on the entire world.  

A few years ago, a short clip on Saturday Night Live showed a cartoon Jesus wandering around 
America, zapping televangelists and political pundits who are invoking his name for profit.  He 
pauses in front of  an appliance store, and on one of  the televisions he sees the clip of  Linus 
reciting Luke 2:8-14.  The cartoon Jesus begins to cry then starts dancing like the Peanuts gang 
does.  The producers of  Saturday Night Live may have no idea how close to the truth they 
actually are.
 
Lord, even as we celebrate on this Christmas morning, grant us genuine repentance.  Forgive us for getting lost in 
the buying and selling, for attempting to control others, for trying so desperately to make ourselves feel better.  
Replace our self-sufficiency with faith and our self-reliance with inexpressible joy in the glory of  your free gift of  
grace.   
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“Expectation” by Matt Lettieri
Handwritten by Rachel Hosan
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