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Introduction
Let’s face it--Christmas is a holiday we often spend more time preparing 
for than actually enjoying.  Our culture has front-loaded one day with (at 
least) a month’s worth of tree-trimming, cookie-baking, present-shopping, 
carol-singing, charitable gift-giving, holiday-movie-watching, cocoa-
drinking, ugly-sweater-wearing “fun.”  (Whew!)  Many of these activities 
center around hospitality—traditions that involve opening up our hearts 
and homes to share gifts of time, treats, and Tickle-Me-Elmo’s.  As joy-full 
as the holidays can be, though, all that “getting ready” can sometimes 
leave us wondering whether what we got in the end was really worth it.

Advent is the church’s season to “get ready” for Christmas, and it, too, 
carries a theme of hospitality.  Each year, we recall these words from the 
prophet, Isaiah:

A voice cries: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD; make 
straight in the desert a highway for our God.”  (Isaiah 40:3)

In this passage, the nation of Israel was being called to prepare for the 
arrival of their Messiah—a promised king who would come to save their 
people.  How would you welcome a king?  Back in ancient times, cities 
didn’t just prepare lavish accommodations for visiting dignitaries—a “red 
carpet” welcome included making sure that the road to the city was in 
good repair, free of dangers and obstacles.  (Nobody wanted their king’s 
carriage to break down or become attacked by bandits!) 

Of course, Isaiah wasn’t advocating literal road construction; he was 
calling Israel to examine their hearts and remove any obstacles of sin 
and spiritual blindness that might prevent them from receiving their 
Messiah.  This spiritual preparation was more important than one might 
think, because the kind of king Jesus turned out to be challenged many 
people’s ideas about what to do with him once he arrived!  They would 
need to reexamine some of their ways of thinking, and that meant “out 
with the old, in with the new!”

Has God ever challenged you like that?  In a world full of noise and 
holiday bustle, we often become so distracted with “getting ready for 
Christmas” that we fail to receive the most important gifts of the season: 
peace, joy, hope, love, and the person of Christ, himself.  This Advent, let’s 
explore what it means to “prepare him room” in the joyful expectation that 
one day, the whole earth will, indeed, “receive her king”!



Defining Peace
Monday, November 30, 2017
Scripture: Isaiah 9:6-7, Colossians 1:15-17

We often think of peace as an absence of something bad: peace 
between nations is an absence of conflict; “inner peace” is an absence 
of worry. But the Hebraic idea of peace — “shalom” — is a concept 
unto itself. Shalom is both the community and personal embodiment of 
wholeness and harmony that God originally intended for creation. In a 
world of shalom, all of creation is like a giant symphony with God as the 
conductor. Every person and particle has its own unique voice and part to 
play, and they all work together, supporting and sustaining each other — 
but only if they play as one, as a whole.

For the Jew (and Christian), the absence of peace cannot be understood 
apart from sin. Sin — at its heart a rebellion against God — destroys 
shalom. It is what happens when each member of creation’s orchestra 
begins to play its own melody, abandoning the leadership of the 
conductor. When this happens, more powerful instruments naturally 
drown out quieter ones; chaos erupts as each player chooses to blast 
whatever notes they feel like. The sounds of the orchestra lose their sense 
of beauty, purpose and meaning because the harmony that once united 
them is broken.

The prophet, Isaiah, described Jesus as the “Prince of Shalom” — a 
leader, whose influence of peace and order only increases as the world 
is brought more and more under his direction. Practically speaking, what 
do you think shalom looks like in your home, work, or school? What part 
do you think Jesus plays in bringing shalom to these places? What role 
might you play?

Experience:

Find and listen to a recorded piece of classical music (perhaps the 
“Halleluja a Chorus” from Handel’s “Messiah”). As you listen, try to 
pick out individual parts within the overall melody. Notice that not all 
instruments/voices get to play the main theme; many have parts that, if 
played in isolation, would not make sense or be recognizably part of the 
song. Notice, too, that a song’s main theme is often shared or passed 
from one instrument to another, so that each individual score will often 
include periods of rest. Finally, consider the role of the conductor within 
the group. What aspects of a performance does a conductor influence? 
Aside from musical talent, what qualities and attitudes do you think are 
necessary for a successful performance? 



Making Peace
Tuesday, December 1, 2017
Scripture: Isaiah 53:5; Ephesians 2:13-14; Colossians 1:20; John 20:21
When we think of some of the great peacemakers of the world — Ghandi, 
Martin Luther King, Jr., and others — we often think of non-violent 
passive-resistance. These great leaders understood that violence and 
oppression naturally create self-reinforcing cycles of more violence and 
oppression, as former victims become future bullies. To create a lasting 
peace, that cycle must be broken — but how?
The Bible teaches that any sin or violence we commit towards another 
human being is directed, first and foremost, against God, because we 
are violating both God’s rules and a member of God’s creation when 
we hurt each other. The Old Testament prophets give us a complex 
picture of God’s response toward a sinful world, including expressions of 
righteous anger, calls to repentance, and even anguish over humanity’s 
hard-heartedness. We can understand these feelings well; we often feel 
the same way when we are wronged by someone we love. God’s actions, 
on the other hand, are wonderfully hard to imagine! Against all odds, 
God made a way to satisfy the demands of justice and still reconcile with 
humanity. To do this, he took the punishment for our sins, and laid them 
upon His own perfect and sinless Son, Jesus.
This was no passive response on God’s part; it involved taking on a 
human body, entering our world, and dying a criminal’s death on a 
Roman cross. It broke into the cycle of sin and offered us a foundation 
for forgiveness, because — apart from Jesus — “forgiving” would just be 
another word for “forgetting.” 
How does Jesus’ death on the cross influence your response when 
someone hurts you? Do you think of forgiveness in passive terms (ie, 
“letting go” of offenses)? Or do you see forgiveness as one of the tools of 
an active peacemaker — someone who, like God, seeks out and repairs 
broken relationships? 

Experience:
In his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said, “Blessed are the peacemakers, 
for they shall be called children of God!” In other words, we become like 
our Heavenly Father when we refuse to sit by and allow sin to destroy the 
relationships of those around us. 
Is there a difficult relationship causing pain or frustration in your life — 
perhaps a family member or acquaintance you will see more of over the 
holidays? Take a moment to pray for that person (or people), and ask for 
God’s wisdom and peace to fill your interactions with them. Are there 
places where God wants you to “back off” or “let go” — allowing His 
Spirit heal the hurts of the past? On the other hand, how might God be 
calling you to move forward in love today? 



Security Blankets
Wednesday, December 2, 2017
Scripture: Isaiah 26:3, Matthew 6:24-34, John 14:27

In Charles Schulz’s comic series, “Peanuts,” Charlie Brown’s best 
friend, Linus, is a strangely adult-like tyke. Linus has a calm, intellectual 
outlook on life rarely shaken by foul balls, pop quizzes, or little red-haired 
girls. Unfortunately, the chief sustainer of this emotional security — a 
fuzzy blue blanket—is also his biggest Achilles heel: with it, Linus is 
unflappable; without it, he’s a wreck.

We live a fragile life in what is, fundamentally, an insecure world. That 
insecurity demands some kind of response! While the Bible says it is both 
responsible and wise to prepare for rainy days that certainly will come, 
there is a limit to how much we can control. Sometimes we exhibit a (very 
human!) tendency to make “feeling safe” or “having enough” our top 
priority. On the outside, we may turn to any number of rational or irrational 
things (money, relationships, personal goals, addictions or habits) to 
reassure us that our bodies and hearts won’t suffer. On the inside, we 
may get to the point where—no matter what we do, or however much we 
“prepare”—we never feel like it’s enough. That’s because it can’t be—not 
if our goal is that we will never suffer.

Jesus understood what it was like to live in a fragile body, with a heart 
that knew suffering; but he also knew how to live in the “power of an 
indestructible life” (Hebrews 7:16). Connected to the love and will of the 
Father, Jesus could face “the very worst” — and still know the future was 
safe with God. 

Have you experienced the kind of peace Jesus offers? Unlike the 
peace the world gives, the kind of peace Jesus describes isn’t based 
on circumstances. Unfortunately, that means that “in this world you 
will have trouble” (John 16:33). But, because it is based on something 
unshakeable (the presence and power of His love for us), God’s peace is 
more than a “security blanket.” It’s actually a foundation of victory we can 
build our lives on.

Experience: 

If you don’t have one already, take this opportunity to build an 
“emergency kit for the soul” — a treasure of promises to remind you that 
God will always be “enough.” Use a concordance, search engine, or 
subject index in the back of your Bible to find out what God has to say to 
you about peace. Write out your favorite ones on a sheet of paper and 
keep them in a safe place! Here are a few to get you started:

Romans 8:26-37, Deuteronomy 31:6, John 16:33



In with the New! 
Thursday, December 3, 2017
Scripture: Leviticus 26:2-12, Romans 12:2, Romans 15:13

If you want to see what God’s promise of “shalom” looked like for Israel, 
Leviticus 26 offers an incredible view. Economic growth, political stability, 
a strong national defense — God even offered to chase out wild animals! 
The culmination of these promises rings especially sweet for us, though, 
as we prepare to celebrate Jesus’ birth: “I will make my dwelling among 
you… and I will walk among you and will be your God, and you shall be 
my people.” (vs. 11a, 12)

In verse 10, though, we find a strange detail: “You shall eat old store long 
kept, and you shall clear out the old to make way for the new.” In other 
words, the Israelites would clean out their cupboards and eat whatever 
they’d saved for a rainy day! Here in the Pacific Northwest, many of us 
have a stash of canned goods we hold onto in case “the big one” hits. 
What if God told you to dig those cans of soup out — and throw a dinner 
party? What if God said it was okay for you to let go of whatever you 
were holding onto — because there wasn’t enough room for all the new 
blessings He had in store!

Yesterday, we talked about “security blankets” — things we hold on to 
because they help us feel safe — and we recalled that God’s presence 
brings peace, even when “the worst” happens to us. Today, let’s 
remember that God is a generous God who loves to bless His children! 
He notices every change in your heart as you grow more and more like 
Jesus! He sees when you look to Him in obedience and trust! And he 
guarantees that the time you spend walking in discipline with Him will 
result in a “harvest of righteousness and peace!” (Hebrews 12:11) Surely 
that’s worth making room for!

Experience:

Invite a friend over for an impromptu feast! Do you have a set of fine china 
that has been gathering dust? Bring it out! What’s been hiding in the 
recesses of your cupboards and freezer? Is there something you’ve been 
saving for a special occasion? Use a little creativity (and discernment!) 
to create a meal with all those things that probably should get used up, 
anyway! 

As you do, thank God for all the ways He’s provided for you in the past. As 
you make room for Him to do so, what new blessings do you anticipate 
God will bring into your life? 



Confident Peace 
Friday, December 4, 2017
Scripture: Ephesians 1:17-23, Philippians 4:6-8, Colossians 3:15-17

Have you ever watched a movie that gave you the option of listening to 
the director’s commentary? Turning the director’s comments on allows 
you to view that movie from the director’s perspective — someone who 
not only knows the entire arc of the plotline, but holds a unique and 
creative vision for how the story is told. Often you discover that the movie 
holds small details you’ve previously missed — clues that foreshadow 
plot twists, “easter eggs” that act as “inside jokes,” and subtle details that 
add a new depth to your understanding of a scene. A talented director’s 
perspective can renew your appreciation for myriad of choices that goes 
into the crafting of a film.

Personally knowing the Great Author and Director of life gives a Christian 
many important insights into the nature and trajectory of life. (For 
example, we know that our God does not choose to direct horror stories 
or crude, meaningless comedies!) The closer we walk with God, the more 
he invites us to see the world through his eyes. We start to understand 
that things are not always as they seem; and as we trust his leading, we 
participate with his vision. When we are in constant communication 
with God through regular time spend in His Word and prayer, we can 
experience a profound difference — sort of like living life with the 
“director’s comments” turned on! And, even though we are given full 
artistic license to improv, we know the kind of character we are called 
to play. This gives us the direction and the confidence to speak our 
lines boldly, knowing we have an important role to play and an exciting 
“happily ever after” to look forward to!

Experience:

How would you describe the story of your life in 1-2 short sentences? 
What is your character like? Is there a villain? What seems to be the main 
theme(s) in your story?

Now take a moment to pray and reflect. Is this the same story God wants 
to tell through your life? Who does God say you are, and does this match 
up with how you’ve been telling your story? Are there any parts of your 
life God wants to narrate differently? 

How often do you take the time to really listen to God on a daily basis? 
What difference does it make when you do? May God grant you shalom 
— a vibrant oneness with His good purposes! — as you prepare Him 
room in this way.



Lifeline Hope 
Monday, December 4th, 2017
Scripture: Psalm 39:7, Psalm 42:5-11

Hope is a funny thing. It can be so small and yet, a powerful force capable 
of tackling any darkness.  Hope is only needed in darkness, in despair, in 
confusion. If there was no darkness we would have no need for hope. It’s 
like light that way. The smallest dot on the horizon can mean so much. 
Hope is a point to fix onto in the churning seas of uncertainty and fear. 

Psalm 42 is a cry out in darkness and trouble. The Psalmist’s “bones 
suffer mortal agony” and his “soul downcast” and yet we see is decision 
to put his hope in God and continue to praise his Savior and his God. He 
does not hide his trouble from God but neither does that deter him from 
clutching onto God his Rock.

All the Israelites had to hold onto before Christ’s arrival was hope in the 
promises of God. That had to be enough. That IS enough. You see, God 
never leaves us wholly in the dark. Even in the depths of darkness He is 
the pinprick of light. He said he would send a Messiah, and he did, in the 
right time, in the right place, to the right parents. Each precisely placed 
so that that baby would fulfill our hope and restore our very souls. That is 
something we can anchor ourselves to.

Experience:

After dark, light a candle, leaving all your lights on. Observe how the light 
falls, how far out it seems to go, how bright it seems. Now turn off the 
lights and look again, how much further does that one little candle seem 
to spread its light in the darkness?  



Expectant Hope 
Tuesday, December 5, 2017
Scripture: Romans 8:20-25

Making preparations for a child can be daunting. There are questions 
to be answered, decisions to be made, gadgets to compare, booties to 
knit, cribs to assemble while restraining yourself from transforming into 
the Hulk and chucking all the pieces out the window. All the while, we 
hope in what we cannot see. Sure, ultrasounds and 3D ultrasounds have 
made the mystery of the womb more visible, but some things cannot be 
understood or seen until birth. It is just not the same as holding your baby 
in your arms. Smelling their skin, feeling their fingers. 

Ever since the fall of man the whole of humanity has been aching, hoping 
that they may one day know God intimately again. To hear his heartbeat 
and know it as well as a baby in the womb knows its mother’s heartbeat. 
Here we are in a time when the Spirit of God is no more than a breath 
away but we hold ourselves back from His nearness. 

Preparation to trust in Him, to hope in Him can be daunting. There are 
fears that must be laid down, trust issues looked in the eye, idols to be 
torn from the shelves of our hearts. As we do the work we can expect to 
receive the promised hope as we wait. 

Even through the pains and groans, His plan is coming. The verses of 
Romans 21-22 are a reminder that we humans are not the only ones who 
have been hoping and waiting. God has put this plan into motion. This 
plan that from our small pinhole window can seem frustrating and long, is 
actually the best plan. God is hoping (a firm and certain hope) for us, that 
we will be set free and a crown would be set upon our heads as His sons 
and daughters. His heart has been aching through every day separated 
from us and he too hopes for us.

Experience: 

“A thrill of hope, a weary world rejoices” — listen to the song O Holy 
Night, bring out your favorite recording, sing it as a family, by yourself, or 
simply pull up a version online.  Consider a time when you were weary 
and you saw hope fulfilled, tell someone.



Grounded Hope
Wednesday, December 6, 2017
Scripture: 1 Timothy 6:17, Romans 15:12-13, Psalm 65:5-8

Devotional: 

God’s plans seem crazy sometimes. Our human minds can’t comprehend. 
First of all, sending a baby to save us, and then 33 years later standing by 
as he is mocked and killed, having spent only 3 years “on mission”, it is 
a lot to comprehend. Our plans seem so good at first, we’ve considered 
the options, we’ve been strategic, all to do work and move His kingdom. 
While we know He is God and we are not it is still a challenge to give back 
control.

Even so, what grounds us is remembering who it is we’re talking about. 
It is God after all; good, wise, creator, a God who is love. In Romans 15:12 
we are referred to Isaiah’s prophesy about the Root of Jesse springing up. 
The Root of Jesse is Jesus, the baby for whom we are preparing room this 
season. The Romans passage also speaks of the God of hope, the God 
who will “fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in Him.” It is trust in 
Him, in His plan that will fill us to overflow with hope. 

Experience:

Read the Psalm 65:5-8 passage aloud, several times if you like. This Psalm 
is a beautiful reminder of why we hope in God alone. What attribute of 
God stands out to you? What grounds you to Him? Where in your life 
have you set hope on shaky ground?



Freeing Hope 
Thursday, December 7, 2017
Scripture: Psalm 33:17-22, 1 Peter 3:15

Another event to attend, another thing to do. A conversation gone 
wrong, another unsatisfying meal, a shallow friendship you wish could 
be deeper, a job that drains. Another day lived out, unseen, inadequate, 
unencouraged, small, messy, disappointing. There are so many pieces of 
this world that clamor for us to place our hope in them. We hope in our 
jobs, our skills. We hope that the love of another will fill our insecure and 
shame. We hope in our own perfectionism. 

The thing about Advent is that it is an invitation to rest.  An invitation to 
let go of the hope for a person to save you, let go of the hope that you 
can do it yourself, or that if you can gain the approval and acceptance 
of some that you will be fulfilled. None of it will save us. This is the very 
reason that Mary’s womb is growing with a baby given to her by the Spirit 
of God, because we need God here. We need him to show us how to be 
human in the most perfect way. Much more than that, what we ultimately 
look towards is his death and our salvation, and now we wait in our own 
advent season, for him to come again and truly and completely make 
his kingdom here.  It is He who has made all this happen. God will have 
his kingdom and has set us free from the shackles that bind us.  Here in 
Advent we can rest, here we can recognize who has control and who 
does not. Who has saved us, and what cannot.

Experience: 

Hope sets us free from the expectations of the world this Christmas. Take 
ten minutes to stop and do something that brings you life. No guilt, no 
making lists. Sing a carol, sip a mug of hot cocoa, make something, read 
a book, play. Thank the God of Hope. It is not in our striving and skill that 
we can find hope. We find hope in the God of Hope who has full control 
of the future, past, and present



Spreading Hope 
Friday, December 8, 2017 
Scripture: Proverbs 13:12, Ephesians 1:17-20, Romans 12:9-13

Today let’s take not of the fulfillment of our long-awaited hope. We have 
prepared room for hope. Our hearts and lives are being cleaned out, 
renewed, reinvigorated, reinspired. God our father who has been working 
to fulfill our deepest hopes and dreams (even the ones at the basement of 
our souls, the ones we have left yet undiscovered) aches with us for them, 
and fulfills our hearts. Advent welcomes in a tree of life, Jesus springing 
up from the root of Jesse.  The arrival of Jesus is a “longing fulfilled”.  We 
who hope in Him are a tree of LIFE. What an amazing calling we have, to 
share the life-giving and ever-growing hope we have been given. Trees of 
life in this world. 

This gift of hope in Advent

The gift of hope this season is a lifeline in an uncertain world, in the 
fractured hearts within us.  The gift of hope is to be celebrated with great 
anticipation for it’s fulfillment. 

The gift of hope is rooted in the only one who will never fail us. 

The gift of hope sets us free from the slavery of this world and gifts us 
back our very lives. 

The gift of hope overflows from our hearts and it will overflow into our 
lives and community if we let it.

Experience: 

Our world needs hope. How can you turn on a glimmer of hope for 
someone in your world today? Even if it is just a single birthday candle 
worth of light. We know that even that can make all the difference. This 
is the part where we overflow into the world with the gift of Hope.  Can 
you bring food to someone who is having a hard time?  Perhaps you visit 
the person who is always in the back of your mind, who you know you 
should at least call, but continue to forget. Call them. Do not worry that 
it has been too long or that it might be awkward. Spread hope. Clean 
something without being asked, sometimes just knowing someone is 
there to help makes all the difference. Especially when it comes to dirty 
bathrooms and dishes. Is someone raising money to go on their first 
mission trip? Gather your change and give what you can, encourage 
them in their work. Notice when someone is working hard and tell them 
or simply tell them what you appreciate about them.  Go spread hope, 
you who have received the gift of hope.



Gifts that keep on Giving 
Monday, December 11, 2017
Scripture: Luke 1:5-25; John 3:1-19

It is no coincidence that God often chooses the marginalized or those 
outside of the mainstream to receive a gift of joy. That is the story of 
Zechariah and Elizabeth. This godly couple lived with the horrible stigma 
of not having ANY children in a world where one’s identity was cemented 
in your ability to pass on your family line. We know this grieved them 
because of Elizabeth’s words in Luke 1:25 where she felt “disgraced.” 
Now well into their geriatric years, despite the stigma of childlessness 
they had been faithful to their God, their ministry and to encouraging 
others. God has already been using them but now God gives Zechariah 
and Elizabeth the gift of a child. It is a very personal gift. They will 
experience the joy of pregnancy and childbirth and then raising a son.  
When a couple has been childless and then they miraculously are able to 
have a child we would see that as gift enough! But God’s gifts are never 
just about our own joy! God’s gifts are the gifts that keep on giving. God’s 
gift to this couple would also fulfill the prophecy of bringing the Messiah 
into the world. Their part was to bear the son who would become the 
forerunner or the one who would announce the coming of the Messiah.  
And the gift would be much larger even than showing them favor and 
removing Elizabeth’s disgrace among the people…their Son John would 
prepare the way for Jesus. And Jesus is the ultimate gift of joy that keeps 
on giving through us! 

Experience

What gifts has God given you that have brought you personal joy but 
have also blessed others?  As you think about gifts you might be planning 
to give this Christmas perhaps consider not just what would bring your 
loved one joy – but might bless them in such a way that they give the gift 
of joy! 



Expectation 
Tuesday, December 12, 2017
Scripture: Luke 1:39-45, Luke 2:36-38

Mary is probably in her third or fourth month of pregnancy when she 
travels to the hill country of Judea to visit her cousin Mary. Elizabeth 
is also pregnant with her first child but at a very different season than 
Mary. While Mary may have been between 16-18 years old while it is 
speculated that Elizabeth could have been as old as 80. No wonder 
the young woman was coming to help the older in her final weeks of 
pregnancy! Elizabeth and Mary’s pregnancies are linked. One woman 
is carrying the Messiah and one is carrying the forerunner spoken of 
in Isaiah 40:3 when the prophet said, “A voice of one calling: ‘In the 
wilderness prepare the way for the LORD…” And the forerunner in 
Elizabeth’s belly leaps when he heard Mary’s voice causing Elizabeth to 
exclaim a blessing to Mary and the tiny child in her womb. That greeting 
ends with “Blessed is she who has believed that the LORD would fulfill 
his promises to her!” Mary has six or more months to go before she will 
experience the joy of giving birth. Elizabeth will experience that joy in less 
than half that time. All of us must wait at times to experience joy. God is 
always working in the waiting but we must wait with expectation. Another 
woman waited much longer for the joy she longed for. Her name was 
Anna. She was married (probably at age 17-24) for seven years. So when 
Hannah was somewhere between 24-31, her husband died. We are not 
told of children and the fact that she is living in the temple tells us she 
probably was childless. (See 1 Timothy 5:3-5)

Hannah is now 84 years of age! All this time she has waited for the 
promise of a Messiah to be fulfilled. She never gave birth to, or held her 
own children in her arms but now she holds this baby who will bring 
redemption. Her expectation is partially filled…but will be fully filled in 
time! 

Experience

What are you waiting for this Christmas season? Or waiting for in general? 
Are you longing for a break in your busy schedule? To connect with 
family? To give and receive? Are there holes in your longing? As there 
was in Hannah’s? Make a list of what you are living in expectation of and 
tell God that you know ultimately what you are waiting for is what Jesus 
brought into the world in his birth — which brought “joy to the world” 
because the LORD has come!



Don’t Crowd out Joy or Less is More
Wednesday, December 13, 2017
Scripture: Matthew 6:31-34; Luke 6:38

Going into this Christmas Season do you feel like your life has never been 
busier? Maybe you are retired and thought that would slow the pace of 
life down and now you wonder how you ever fit in work? Perhaps you 
added a new baby to your family, or recently purchased a new home 
and are still settling in or your job changed and you have additional 
responsibilities. Whatever the reasons (and often very good ones!) the 
calendar tells us December 25 is fast approaching and we don’t have 
enough time, energy or money to do the holiday the way we want to! 
It is strange in North America, when people have so much but feel like 
they don’t have enough – time, money, energy. Is it possible that the 
decisions we have made in our past have decided our tomorrows? The 
mortgages, car payments and credit cards, the planned obsolescence of 
almost everything we own keep us moving at a frantic pace and we don’t 
even notice anymore. Our time is determined by these things – assured, 
insured and worried out ahead of time. We even give one another time-
saving devices for Christmas or we download the newest app to help us 
do things faster – devices that often clutter our homes and closets and 
apps that clutter our phones! Time is exactly what we don’t have. What 
decreases in a culture of affluence is precisely and strangely TIME. Jesus 
asks us, “What is driving you? Why are you so anxious about what you are 
going to eat, wear or do tomorrow? It is stealing your joy of this moment. 
You no longer see me or each other! Stop worrying about tomorrow and 
live in today. Tomorrow will take care of itself!”

Experience

Choose this Christmas to give away ten things to people in need before 
bringing anything else into your home. Pause Three times in a day and 
sit for three minutes and find three things you are grateful for. Three 
times, three minutes, three things you are grateful for and see if your joy 
quotient goes up!



Making Room Inside
Thursday, December 14, 2017
Scripture: John 16:16-24

The American Declaration of Independence ensures us the “unalienable 
right” to the pursuit of happiness. The problem is that this right to the 
pursuit of happiness has become for us a demand and a measurement of 
the quality of life. But happiness that is demanded of life is very different 
from the joy that Jesus says we will have in John 16:20b. And the route 
to getting that joy is not one we choose but is often chosen for us. The 
unlikely route to joy is PAIN AND LOSS. Jesus said that we will “weep 
and mourn while the world rejoices. You will grieve…” If we can choose 
between a Christmas season filled the pursuit of happiness or one filled 
with weeping, mourning, and grieving, of course we choose happiness. 
And when tragedy strikes during the holiday season (think of Sandy Hook 
or the Mall shooting here in Portland) we hate it! It mars the beauty of 
the twinkling lights and mall displays. Gerald Sittser, in his book A Grace 
Disguised, reflects on the loss of his mother, wife and young daughter in a 
horrific car accident. He chose not to run from his loss but to walk directly 
into the darkness, letting the experience of that overwhelming tragedy 
transform his life. Rather than attempt to reclaim happiness, he learned 
that the quickest way to reach the sun and the light of day is NOT to run 
west chasing after it, but to head east into the darkness until you finally 
reach the sunrise. Sittser describes loss as enlarging him. This is the great 
mystery of God. What Satan meant for evil – what looks like it will ruin 
everything, God uses as the pathway to joy…your grief will turn to joy!

Experience

If you are experiencing pain, loss or are grieving, sit today and invite God 
into your pain and ask him to enlarge you to receive the Gift of more of 
Jesus. If you are not in that season, find a person who is and sit with them 
for an hour and ask them to share their story of pain, loss or grief. Give 
your attention, time, attunement as a gift and ask God to enlarge you by 
carrying their burden with them!



Joy to the World
 Friday, December 15, 2017
Scripture: John 1:1-18

There is nothing like that season of life when you get to go home for 
Christmas! The radio plays “there is no place like home for the holidays” 
or “I’ll be home for Christmas.” Do you remember when you were in 
college and you couldn’t wait for the last day of classes and packed 
your car or loaded in with friends to head home for the Christmas break? 
Your parents couldn’t wait either! They had been eagerly preparing for 
all the family traditions and for time together! Today, the anticipation 
builds with each text saying where you are now and what the ETA will 
be! Coming home…there is nothing like it! Jesus also came home for 
Christmas – but not to his home – but to our home. Joy to the world! The 
Lord has come! And there was anticipation – prophecies for thousands 
of years – but no one noticed the one who came to fulfill them because 
he didn’t come as they expected! Remember the commercial where the 
serviceman surprises his mother and comes home for Christmas and she 
weeps with joy? Jesus surprised the world but no one was joyful about 
it, except heaven knew what had happened. And the angels sang, Joy to 
the world, the Lord has come. Let earth receive her King. Let every heart 
prepare him room… As you prepare to go home for Christmas – or fondly 
think back when you did or when your children came home, reflect on the 
preparations you made. God invites us to prepare him room.

Experience

Take 10 minutes to sit and think about: If you were to prepare him room, 
in your heart and life what would you clean up or put away in order to 
create more space for Jesus and what he brings home. How would you 
decorate your inner self to be ready to receive the gift of Jesus in new and 
deeper ways this Christmas? 



Greatly troubled…but obedient
Monday, December 18, 2017
Scripture: Isaiah 7:10-14 and Luke 1:26-38 

Isaiah 7 includes the prophesy of the sign if Immanuel. This sign had both 
a more immediate fulfillment in Ahaz’s day but ultimately the fulfillment 
was Jesus. Prophecy was all about waiting with expectation but without 
proof. In this rare instance though God graciously offers a sign. Ahaz’s 
response seems godly but in reality, he is refusing God in disobedience. 
He had already gone and made his own peace treaty with Assyria. 
Because he had taken care of it himself he didn’t need the God of the 
universe or any sign! But God is not deterred, even by the lack of need or 
obedience and responds with: “Therefore the LORD himself will give you 
a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son you will call 
him Immanuel.” God said, you think you’ve taken care of this Ahaz, but 
you still need me and whether you want it or not the world needs a sign 
that I am still here, still saving, still redeeming, still among you. God with 
us… Contrast Ahaz with Mary when the angel tells her that she is “highly 
favored! The Lord is with you.” She will the one chosen to carry the sign 
– Immanuel. Mary was greatly troubled…but obedient. After the angel 
explains how this will happen Mary responds, “I am the Lord’s servant…
May it be to me as you have said.” How God longs for us to receive not 
just a sign – but the reality of Jesus. How blessed we are to live in an age 
and time where we no longer need a sign – we have one! The Holy Spirit 
is with us, in us. And so even when we find ourselves greatly troubled, 
instead of trying to fix it ourselves we can like Mary be obedient. 

Experience

Write a prayer telling God what you are troubled about today. End the 
prayer with these words, “I am the Lord’s servant…” 



Love Gets Hurt…
Tuesday, December 19, 2017
Scripture: Luke 2:21-35; Matthew 12:46-50

Jesus birth was a quiet miracle that would rock the world. And it came 
through a young girl named Mary. Mary held Jesus in her arms as a 
helpless babe. She nursed him and changed whatever they used for 
diapers in that day. She bathed him and fed him. She loved him! But that 
love would hurt her. This is what Simeon prophesied to her. “This child 
is destined to cause the falling and rising of may in Israel, and to be a 
sign that will be spoken against…And a sword will pierce your own soul 
too.” Jesus would hurt so the world could heal – but on that journey 
Mary would hurt too. When we think about Mary hurting we might go to 
her standing at the foot of the cross and surely there was pain for her in 
watching her son die. But perhaps there was a prior pain that may have 
hurt just as much. In Matthew 12, not long after Jesus began his public 
ministry, Mary and Jesus siblings are concerned about him and come to 
share their concerns – after all they are family! They have a right – Mary 
has a right as his mother to demand that he talk to her. When they come 
to him there is a crowd listening to him teach and they can’t get near 
him. So, they send a message to which Jesus responds with, “Who is 
my mother and who are my brothers?” and then pointing to the crowd 
around him, “Here are my mother and my brothers. For whoever does 
the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother.” 
Jesus was not looking at his caller ID and saying, “Oh, it’s just my mom – I 
will call her later!” No, he was radically redefining his relationship to his 
earthly family and widening to his eternal family! That had to hurt Mary 
deeply! She must have wrestled with what would have felt like rejection. 
Perhaps this is where she called on all the things she had “treasured up 
and pondered in her heart” (Luke 2:19) and in doing so she realized that 
she could no longer think of Jesus as her son. Just as he had redefined 
his family she had to redefine her relationship to Jesus because he was 
going to be her savior!

Experience

Think about a hurt you are struggling with. If you are hurt it means you 
must have loved…because love is what causes us to hurt. Ask God to 
redefine your relationship to the hurt and show you how his love for you 
can transform that hurt into something that makes you more like Jesus.



Love Came Down 
Wednesday, December 20, 2017
Scripture Philippians 2:5-11

There is a contemporary Christmas song that was sung by Point of Grace 
called “When Love Came Down.” The chorus says, “So close your eyes 
and share the dream – Let everyone on earth believe – A child was born, 
the stars shone bright – And Love came down at Christmastime.” Love 
did come down at Christmastime – a baby born in a manger. But it was 
the end of loving coming down. Philippians 2 says it so well. First Love, 
who “being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God 
something to be used to his own advantage.” Love became NOTHING 
so that we could become something we could not be on our own. 
Love became human and as another contemporary Christmas song, 
“Welcome to Our World” says, (Love) wrapped our injured flesh around 
him, breathed our air and walked our sod. But that wasn’t enough coming 
down. Love went further. Love humbled himself by becoming obedient 
to death – even death on a cross. The baby that came down at Christmas 
time was the fragile finger sent to heal us, tiny brow prepared for thorns. 
Tiny heart whose blood will save us, unto us is born. Love came down, 
and down, and down and down – to the grave…to hell. But Love could 
not be kept down – because “God exalted him to the highest place and 
gave him the name that is above every name, that the name of Jesus 
every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and 
every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God 
the Father.”

Experience

Philippians 2:5 tells us to have the same mindset as Jesus Christ. Today, 
be very mindful of ways you can do this by coming down and humbling 
yourself to enter the life of another. It could be as simple as letting a car 
cut in front of you with anger, or getting down to your child’s eye level to 
express concern and love when they have been naughty. It might mean 
listening to a coworker with an open heat when you know they could go 
on and on, or not taking the best of something but leaving it for another. 
Humble yourself as a reminder that Love came down…



Love Fills 
Thursday, December 21, 2017
Scripture: Luke 1:46-56; 1 Samuel 2:5a

The lyrics to Mary’s song (also known as the Magnificat) are recorded in 
Luke 1:46-56. If this was written today Mary could be taken to court for 
lifting the lyrics from another songwriter years earlier. That writer (who 
of course, would never have taken Mary to court but rejoiced that Mary 
used her words) was Hannah. Hannah longed for a child but she was 
infertile by God’s hand. 1 Samuel 1:5 tells us that “the LORD has closed 
her womb.” Despite her husband’s attempts to comfort her, Hannah is 
despondent but she cries out to God without withholding worship. To 
show God that giving her a child will not change his place in her life she 
promises to dedicate the child to God in his service. And that is exactly 
what she did. When Samuel was around five years of age, Hannah took 
him to the temple and gave him to Eli to serve in the temple – to serve 
God. And then she wrote a prayer. She rejoiced, she acknowledged there 
is no one like my God, she recognized that the world thinks that power 
and pride and arrogance are the way one makes themselves whole or 
filled. But Hannah knew otherwise, and so she says, “Those who were 
full hire themselves out for food, but those who are hungry are hungry no 
more.” Essentially she is saying, if you try to fill yourself by yourself you 
will simply end up back on the breadline – you will become empty and 
hungry again and again. But if you will wait for God…even when you are 
feeling so empty – so hungry – if you wait for God you will be filled. Mary 
borrows Hannah’s words, “He has filled the hungry with good things but 
has sent the rich away empty.” Preparing him room means letting yourself 
be hungry!

Experience

Pick one meal this week to skip. In the hours between your skipped meal 
and the next every time you become aware you are hungry tell God you 
are hungry for HIM. Tell God you want to receive the gift of his Son in a 
new way this Christmas. You desire more of him and less of the things that 
don’t fill us but simply leave us hungry again.



Title Love Always Lifts Up 
Friday, December 22, 2017
Scripture: Isaiah 61:1-3; 1 Corinthians 13:1-13

When we read Isaiah’s prophecy about the coming of the Messiah we 
learn about his purpose – to proclaim good news to the poor, to bind up 
the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for captives and release from 
darkness to the prisoners (meaning prisoners of any darkness – abuse, 
shame, trauma, neglect). Isaiah, speaking on behalf the coming Messiah 
continues with his call to comfort those who mourn, provide for those 
who grieve, bestowing beauty instead of ashes, oil of joy instead of 
mourning, a garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair. This is Love! 
Love always lifts up those who are beaten down, have lost, have been 
injured, imprisoned and left hopelessness. This is the real meaning of 
Christmas. When receive God’s gift of a Messiah who heals we are able 
to give in a way we could never give when we were poor, brokenhearted, 
captive, in the dark, mourning, and living in despair. God says, Paul in 
the New Testament expresses how we are to respond when we have 
received the gift of Love God gave us in Christ. What we know is that to 
love like Paul described: being patient, kind, not boasting, not proud, not 
self-seeking, not easily angered, not keeping records of wrong. Love as 
Paul described does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth, always 
protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. It never fails. 
Christmas is a celebration of a love that never fails. 

Experience

Look around you and ask God to reveal someone who needs to be loved. 
Ask God to show you how to love them during this Christmas season. And 
open your heart to God’s love in a fresh new way. You might want to take 
a verse that speaks of God’s love (even the Isaiah passage), write it out, 
put it in a small box and then on Christmas morning take a moment to 
open it and read it to yourself. This is God’s gift to you!



14986 NW Cornell Rd. Portland, OR 97229
www.sunsetpres.org

Follow us @sunsetpres  I J L

S U N S E T  
PRESBYTERIAN 
C H U R C H


