DEVOTIONS FOR FAMILIES

JOURNEYING THROUGH ADVENT
WITH THE JESSE TREE

T

he Jesse Tree is a way of journeying through Advent that traces the lineage of Jesus.
It refers to an image in Isaiah 11, in which Jesus is compared to a shoot sprouting
from the stump of the tree of his ancestor Jesse. It reminds us that the coming of Jesus
was long prophesied, and that in the stories of his ancestors, we can hear echoes of his
own life, death, and resurrection.
We created these devotions for families with kids who are elementary age and younger.
(If your children are teenagers, they might prefer the devotions we’ve developed for
individuals, which you can find at www.rca.org/jessetree.) We imagined that you or an
older child might read the Scripture passage and devotion aloud, while younger children
color the day’s picture. If you’d like more context for a particular story, you can pull out
your Bible and read the whole passage listed for that day, rather than shorter selection
included with the devotion. You can all ponder the “wonder” questions together.
Download the coloring pages and a host of other materials in the Jesse Tree toolkit at
www.rca.org/jessetree.
Start these devotions on the first day of Advent simply by flipping to that day’s date.
The date varies from year to year, but Advent always begins the Sunday after the last
Thursday in November. (We have supplied enough devotions to accommodate the years
when Advent starts before December, so it’s okay to skip a few in order to align the dates
with the current calendar year. If your family likes context, you might appreciate reading
the November 27 devotion first to provide a framework for the Jesse Tree.)
These devotions were written by Grace Claus, managing editor of RCA Today.
All Scripture quotations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version.

Download the whole Jesse Tree toolkit at

WWW.RCA.ORG/JESSETREE

DECEMBER

NOVEMBER 27
			A
little branch

8

 READ: Isaiah 11:1-2
A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse,
and a branch shall grow out of his roots.
The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him,
the spirit of wisdom and understanding,
the spirit of counsel and might,
the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.
 LISTEN:
Long ago, God’s people were kicked out of their neighborhood and sent to live somewhere
else. Life was hard, and their new neighbors were mean. God’s people weren’t being
kind, either. It seemed like everyone only cared about themselves. Some little kids had
no parents, and no one took care of them. Some old people had no family, and nobody
bothered to check in on them.
God was fed up with that behavior. He cares about people and wants them to care about
each other! So he told his people he was going to put a stop to it, just like you would cut
down a big tree. Once that tree is cut down, that’s the end. It stops growing.
But God made a promise: a tiny branch would sprout out of the dead tree stump. A fresh
green shoot would start growing. Things wouldn’t be dead anymore.
That little branch is Jesus. He’s coming from the stump of his great-great-way-back-greatgrandpa, Jesse. For the rest of Advent, we’re going to hear more stories about the people
in Jesus’s family history and about how they helped God bring new life to his people.

 WONDER:
Have you ever seen a new shoot growing from an old tree? How does your heart feel when
you see new plants growing in spring?

 PRAY:
God, you give us hope. Thank you for giving us Jesus, like new growth in spring. Would you
help us to pay attention to him this Advent? Amen.

DECEMBER
NOVEMBER

NOVEMBER 28
			A
tall tower

28
8

 READ: A selection from Habakkuk 2:1-4
I will stand at my watchpost,
and station myself on the rampart;
I will keep watch to see what he will say to me,
and what he will answer concerning my complaint. …
For there is still a vision for the appointed time;
it speaks of the end, and does not lie.
If it seems to tarry, wait for it;
it will surely come, it will not delay.
 LISTEN:
Habakkuk has just finished telling God, “Hey! Everyone around here is horrible! They don’t
care about anyone else. They’re hurting other people. Why don’t you do anything to stop
them?” Things have gotten really bad.
So Habakkuk marches up to a tall tower and waits. Will God explain why it seems like he
isn’t doing anything about all the awful people and the terrible things they’re doing?
And God does answer Habakkuk! God says, “Oh, I’ve noticed. And I’m going to do
something about it. I’m going to stop the evil people from doing terrible things. Everything
that they’ve done to other people is going to happen to them.”
Habakkuk wonders when God will do all this. It already feels like it’s taking too long! So God
tells Habakkuk to be patient. God promises that he will make things right.

 WONDER:
What things, big or little, are you waiting for? Why is it hard to wait sometimes?

 PRAY:
God, waiting is hard! We want you to fix everything right now. Will you help us grow more
patient? Will you help us trust that you will do what you’ve said you’ll do? Amen.

NOVEMBER
DECEMBER

NOVEMBER 29
			A
family resemblance

29
8

 READ: A selection from Genesis 1:26-31
Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them have dominion
over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the
earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.”
So God created humankind in his image,
in the image of God he created them;
male and female he created them.
 LISTEN:
Did you know that when God made humans, he made us to look like him? God made all
the stars and planets, all the beluga whales and blue jays, all the buffalo and begonias—but
God didn’t make any of those things in his image.
It was only when he made humans that he said, “Let’s make them like us.”
It’s true! Something about you is made to look just like God.
Is it your eyes? When you smile, do they crinkle at the corners, just like God’s do? Is it your
hair? Does God have a cowlick in just the same place you do? Maybe it’s your laugh. When
something is so silly you can hardly breathe, do you sound like God sounds?
It’s hard to know exactly what God looks and sounds like—except that we know what Jesus
is like. Jesus is God in the form of a human being. Jesus looks exactly like God. He is God!
So if you’re wondering what about you resembles God, you can just think about Jesus. You
might not have his hair color, and your body might be built differently than his, but your
heart can look just like Jesus’s heart.

 WONDER:
What things about you—your personality or your character—are like Jesus? Can you think
of ways that God made you to look like him?

 PRAY:
Wow, God! We feel pretty special that you made us like you. Would you help us get to
know Jesus so that we can look more and more like him? Amen.

NOVEMBER
DECEMBER

NOVEMBER 30
			Three
trees

30
8

 READ: A selection from Genesis 3
So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree
was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, who
was with her, and he ate. Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they
sewed fig leaves together and made loincloths for themselves. …
Then the Lord God said, “See, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil; and now, he might
reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life, and eat, and live forever”— therefore the Lord God sent
him forth from the garden of Eden, to till the ground from which he was taken.
 LISTEN:
Sunshine warms the garden, and big trees make cool, shady spots in just the right places.
Flowers bloom wildly. Birds sing. Bunnies scamper. This garden, with a tree right in the
middle, is the place where God lives with the people he created.
But when Adam and Eve ate the fruit, God knew he couldn’t trust them to live in the garden
any more. He sent them away. Since then, people haven’t been able to live as close to God
as Adam and Eve did.
The good news is that God has been working hard so that we can live with him again. In
the Bible, we get a sneak preview of the end of the story. God is building a city—with a tree
right in the middle—where we will live with him again!
So how do we get from the tree at the beginning to the tree at the end? God uses another
tree. That tree got chopped down and put together in the shape of a cross. When Jesus
died on that tree, he closed the distance between us and God. Jesus made it so that we
could return to joyful, peaceful life with God.

 WONDER:
What things do you do that make you feel far from God? What do you look forward to
about living near to God?

 PRAY:
Loving God, we’re sorry for doing things that put a gap between us and you. Jesus, thank
you for closing that gap when you died. We’re excited to live with you in the city with a
tree! Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 1
			New
breath

81

 READ: A selection from Genesis 6:11–9:13
The flood continued forty days on the earth; and the waters increased, and bore up the ark, and it rose high
above the earth. The waters swelled and increased greatly on the earth; and the ark floated on the face of the
waters. The waters swelled so mightily on the earth that all the high mountains under the whole heaven were
covered; the waters swelled above the mountains, covering them fifteen cubits deep. And all flesh died that
moved on the earth, birds, domestic animals, wild animals, all swarming creatures that swarm on the earth,
and all human beings; everything on dry land in whose nostrils was the breath of life died.
 LISTEN:
When God created Adam, he squatted down on the ground, took a bunch of dirt and mud,
packed it together, and made it into the shape of a man. Then God leaned over it and
breathed God’s own breath into Adam’s nose, and Adam came to life. He lived because he
had the breath of life in him.
Now, in this story, God takes the breath of life away.
Everyone in the whole world was doing terrible things, and it broke God’s heart. When God
breathed life into Adam, he expected Adam and all the people after him to love each other
and care for each other and to respect and love God. But it didn’t take long for people to
start hating each other and hurting each other and not loving God, either.
It got to be so bad that God decided just to end it. So he flooded everything so that every
animal and every person died, except Noah, his family, and some animals.
The very same breath that he breathed into Adam, God took away from everyone. God
wanted to start fresh. And he did—God has given us a new kind of breath, Holy Spirit
breath.
In a way, God has breathed into us just like he breathed into Adam. We live because we
have the Holy Spirit, the breath of life, in us.

 WONDER:
How does it feel to take a deep breath of fresh air? What does Holy Spirit breath feel like
inside you?

 PRAY:
God, you give the breath of life and you take it away. Would you fill us with your Holy Spirit
so that we can live in a way that shows our love for you and our love for other people?
Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 2
			A
big move

821

 READ: A selection from Genesis 12:1-7
Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that
I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you
will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the
families of the earth shall be blessed.”
 LISTEN:
Abraham and Sarah packed up all their things. They said goodbye to their friends. They
visited their favorite restaurant one more time. They took one last walk through their
neighborhood. And then they loaded everything up and moved far, far away because God
asked them to.
God told them that if they moved to this new place, God would use them to show his love
to a lot more people. Abraham and Sarah were nervous about moving to a new place, but
they were excited that God was going to use them to show his love.
Jesus also knows those feelings. He knows what it’s like to leave behind things that are
familiar and go someplace new.
Before Jesus came to earth as a little baby, he lived in heaven with God. It’s very
comfortable there—never too cold, never too hot. You always feel full of joy, and you’re
never grumpy. But Jesus knew that if he came to earth, he could show God’s love to a lot
more people. Because Jesus left that comfortable place, he gave us the chance to know
God’s love.

 WONDER:
What does it feel like to go somewhere new? Why was Jesus willing to leave heaven to
show God’s love to us?

 PRAY:
Jesus, thank you so much for coming to earth so we can be loved by God. Will you help me
do hard things sometimes so other people can know your love, too? Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 3
			A
starry sky

831

 READ: A selection from Genesis 15:1-6
[God] brought [Abraham] outside and said, “Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count
them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your descendants be.” And he believed the Lord; and the Lord reckoned it
to him as righteousness.
 LISTEN:
If there’s a clear night this week, go outside with your family before you go to bed. (If
you live somewhere cold, bundle up!) Find a spot where you can see the sky and look up.
Hopefully, the sky is dark enough that you’re able to see the tiny pinpricks of stars, way off
in the distance. The longer you look, the more stars you’ll be able to see.
This is how God showed Abraham how big Abraham’s family would be. God promised that
Abraham would have one son and so many grandchildren and great-grandchildren that he
wouldn’t be able to count them, even if he tried.
Did you realize that you are part of Abraham’s family? When God showed Abraham all
those stars, he was including you, too! Because of Jesus Christ, we are adopted into that
same family—the family of Abraham and the family of God. The people in the stories you’re
reading this Advent are your great-great-great grandmas and grandpas!

 WONDER:
Do you think Abraham tried to count all the stars he could see? What does it feel like to be
part of God’s family?

 PRAY:
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, thank you for making me part of your family. I’m
thankful that I get to be in the same family as Jesus. Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 4
			

A ram for a present

841

 READ: A selection from Genesis 22:1-14
After these things God tested Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” He said, “Take
your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt
offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you.” …
When they came to the place that God had shown him, Abraham built an altar there and laid the wood in
order. He bound his son Isaac, and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood. Then Abraham reached out
his hand and took the knife to kill his son. But the angel of the Lord called to him from heaven, and said,
“Abraham, Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” He said, “Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to
him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me.” And
Abraham looked up and saw a ram, caught in a thicket by its horns. Abraham went and took the ram and
offered it up as a burnt offering instead of his son. So Abraham called that place “The Lord will provide”; as it
is said to this day, “On the mount of the Lord it shall be provided.”
 LISTEN:
God’s plan to show his love to everyone needed Abraham to be the real deal. Abraham had
to be serious about trusting God. To make sure, God decided to test Abraham.
God thought of the one thing that would be hardest for Abraham to give up: Isaac, his
son. Abraham loved Isaac with his whole heart, and now God was asking Abraham to give
Isaac as a present to God. It meant that Abraham would have to kill Isaac. It made Abraham
really sad, but he believed that God would keep the promise to give Abraham lots of
grandchildren. He trusted God.
When God saw that Abraham trusted him completely, God provided another way. He
showed Abraham a sheep nearby, which Abraham could give to God as a present instead.
Many years later, God himself gave up his son. This time, the son wasn’t Isaac; it was Jesus.
And this time, Jesus was the sheep, too. He’s the Lamb of God, and God gave him as a
present for the whole world.

 WONDER:
How did Isaac feel when he was going up the mountain with his dad? How much do you
think God loves you?

 PRAY:
Jesus, thank you for being a present to me. Help me trust you even when things are very
hard. Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 5
			A
strange dream

851

 READ: A selection from Genesis 28:10-22
And [Jacob] dreamed that there was a ladder set up on the earth, the top of it reaching to heaven; and the
angels of God were ascending and descending on it. And the Lord stood beside him and said, “I am the Lord,
the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac; the land on which you lie I will give to you and to your
offspring; and your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west and to
the east and to the north and to the south; and all the families of the earth shall be blessed in you and in your
offspring. Know that I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land; for
I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.”
 LISTEN:
What kinds of things do you dream about? My dreams are usually silly, mixed-up stories.
Sometimes they’re scary or strange.
Jacob had a pretty strange dream. He dreamed about a ladder that reached from the
ground all the way up into the sky, with angels climbing up and down on it. And in his
dream, he heard God talking to him. God told Jacob that God was going to give him the
land all around him. Jacob’s great-great-grandchildren’s great-great-grandchildren would
move far away and would be a blessing to everyone else. God also promised Jacob that
God would stay near him wherever he went. What a wonderful promise!
Sometimes, we’re so busy during the day that we don’t notice God. God waited until Jacob
had slowed down, gotten quiet, and fallen asleep to talk to him. Nothing distracted Jacob
from hearing God’s voice. God’s words were so thrilling that they woke Jacob right up, and
he promised to serve God in return.

 WONDER:
What did Jacob make of his vivid dream? What’s one dream you can remember?

 PRAY:
God, thank you for your promise to Jacob. Will you help me pay attention to you and listen
when you have something to tell me? Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 6
			A
special son

681

 READ: A selection from Genesis 37:1-36
Now [Jacob] loved Joseph more than any other of his children, because he was the son of his old age; and he
had made him a long robe with sleeves. But when his brothers saw that their father loved him more than all his
brothers, they hated him, and could not speak peaceably to him. … So when Joseph came to his brothers, they
stripped him of his robe, the long robe with sleeves that he wore; and they took him and threw him into a pit.
The pit was empty; there was no water in it.
 LISTEN:
Little brothers can be the worst. In Joseph’s case, his father, Jacob, loved him more than
all his brothers. Jacob gave Joseph a special coat, which made them jealous. And at the
breakfast table in the mornings, Joseph liked to tell his family about his dreams. He often
dreamed about being in charge of all his brothers. That made his brothers furious.
Big brothers can be the worst, too. In this story, Joseph’s jealous brothers decided to kill
him and his stupid dreams. They didn’t quite kill him, but they did take his special coat and
sell him to some slave traders for twenty pieces of silver.
Joseph isn’t the only child to have been his father’s favorite and make his brothers want
to kill him. The Bible says that Jesus is God’s beloved son, kind of like God’s favorite. And
when Jesus started sharing his message with people, they got so mad they tried to kill him.
They took his coat, too.
The good news is that the story about Joseph and his brothers ends well. Joseph does end
up being in charge, but it helps save his family—just like in the story of Jesus. Jesus is sold
for thirty pieces of silver and then killed. But he comes back to life and is king over the
whole world. The people that hated Jesus are the same people that he came to save. And
do you know who those people are? They are you and me.

 WONDER:
How did Joseph’s brothers feel? How could Joseph still love his brothers when they hated
him so much?

 PRAY:
Wow, Jesus! I’m amazed that you and Joseph were willing to love the people who hated
you. I’m also thankful because it means that you love me and have saved me. Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 7
			Ten
loving rules

871

 READ: A selection from Deuteronomy 5:1-22
Moses convened all Israel, and said to them:
Hear, O Israel, the statutes and ordinances that I am addressing to you today; you shall learn them and
observe them diligently. The Lord our God made a covenant with us at Horeb. Not with our ancestors did the
Lord make this covenant, but with us, who are all of us here alive today. The Lord spoke with you face to face at
the mountain, out of the fire.
 LISTEN:
Have you ever seen the list of rules at the pool?
1.

Shower first.

2.

No running.

3.

No diving.

4.

No unsupervised children.

5.

No food or drinks.

Who made up those rules? Showering first just seems silly, doesn’t it? It’s like the pool
people are trying to spoil all our fun!
The Ten Commandments can seem that way, too, like a list of rules that God gave us to
ruin our fun. But God’s not like that. He gave the Israelites the Ten Commandments to
help everyone live together well and to set them apart as his people. He didn’t tack up the
Ten Commandments on a wall and leave the Israelites on their own. No, God had already
chosen the people of Israel and promised to love them. When he gave the commandments
to Moses, he planned to stay with his people and keep loving them.
We should follow God’s commandments not just because they’ll keep us safe, like the rules
at the pool. We should follow them because God loves us. And the best news of all is that
Jesus helps us to follow them!

 WONDER:
Which of the Ten Commandments is hardest for you to follow?

 PRAY:
God, will you remind me of how much you already love me? Help me remember that
following your rules doesn’t make you love me. Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 8
			
A

red rope

8

 READ: A selection from Joshua 2:1-21
Then Joshua son of Nun sent two men secretly from Shittim as spies, saying, “Go, view the land, especially
Jericho.” So they went, and entered the house of a prostitute whose name was Rahab, and spent the night
there. The king of Jericho was told, “Some Israelites have come here tonight to search out the land.” Then the
king of Jericho sent orders to Rahab, “Bring out the men who have come to you, who entered your house, for
they have come only to search out the whole land.” But the woman took the two men and hid them. …
Before they went to sleep, she came up to them on the roof and said to the men: “I know that the Lord has given
you the land. ... The Lord your God is indeed God in heaven above and on earth below. Now then, since I have
dealt kindly with you, swear to me by the Lord that you in turn will deal kindly with my family.” … The men
said to her, “Our life for yours! If you do not tell this business of ours, then we will deal kindly and faithfully
with you when the Lord gives us the land. … We will be released from this oath that you have made us swear to
you if we invade the land and you do not tie this crimson cord in the window through which you let us down,
and you do not gather into your house your father and mother, your brothers, and all your family.” … She
said, “According to your words, so be it.”
 LISTEN:
The Israelites have been wandering in the desert for 40 years, and now it’s finally time to
move into the land that God promised them. That land is called Canaan, and it’s filled with
people who don’t love or trust God.
But when two Israelite spies sneak into the city of Jericho in Canaan, they get help from
someone they least expect: a woman named Rahab. Even though she’s not an Israelite, she
has heard about the God of Israel. And she believes that he is the true God. After she helps
the Israelite spies, she asks them to protect her family when the Israelite army comes to
knock down Jericho.
The spies agree—if she hangs a red rope in her window so they know which house to
protect. The red rope will save Rahab’s life.
That red rope hanging in her window looks a lot like a trail of blood, which reminds us of
the blood of Jesus. When Jesus died, his blood saved our lives, just like the red rope saved
Rahab’s life. If we trust in God, like Rahab did, we get to join God’s family and be protected.

 WONDER:
Why didn’t the Israelite spies tell Rahab to hang a purple rope in her window?

 PRAY:
Jesus, thank you for bleeding so that I can live. I’m glad I can be part of your family. Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 9
			A
loving rescuer

891

 READ: A selection from Ruth 3:1-4:12
Naomi her mother-in-law said to her, “My daughter, I need to seek some security for you, so that it may be
well with you. Now here is our kinsman Boaz, with whose young women you have been working. See, he is
winnowing barley tonight at the threshing floor. Now wash and anoint yourself, and put on your best clothes
and go down to the threshing floor; but do not make yourself known to the man until he has finished eating
and drinking. When he lies down, observe the place where he lies; then, go and uncover his feet and lie down;
and he will tell you what to do.” [Ruth] said to her, “All that you tell me I will do.”
 LISTEN:
In Israel, there were rules to protect widows, women whose husbands had died. Back then,
women didn’t have jobs, so they couldn’t make money to pay for food or a house. And men
were the ones to carry on the family name, so if a woman had no sons, the family would
end with her.
So there was a special rule to protect a widow with no sons. The rule was that the brother
of the widow’s dead husband had to marry the widow. (Back then, it was sometimes okay
to have more than one wife.) That brother was called the “kinsman redeemer.” Kinsman
means a relative, and redeemer means someone who rescues you. The brother would
rescue the widow and her family by paying for food, giving them a place to live, and
carrying on the family name.
In this story, Boaz is the kinsman redeemer for Ruth and Naomi. Naomi’s husband and
Ruth’s husband both died, and Naomi and Ruth were helpless without any sons. But they
weren’t hopeless. Boaz stepped up to marry Ruth so that the family could continue.
Much later in the Bible, we read about another kinsman redeemer. That kinsman redeemer
is Jesus. Everyone in the world is as helpless as Ruth and Naomi were. But the Bible says
Jesus is like the groom at a wedding, and the church is his bride. Like Boaz, he steps up to
marry us, to join his life with ours and rescue us.

 WONDER:
What about Boaz made him willing to marry Ruth, even though he didn’t know her? Why
do you think Jesus was willing to rescue us?

 PRAY:
Jesus, thanks for taking me and making me part of the wonderful family of God. Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 10
			An
underdog king

81
10

 READ: A selection from 1 Samuel 16:1-15
The Lord said to Samuel, “How long will you grieve over Saul? I have rejected him from being king over Israel.
Fill your horn with oil and set out; I will send you to Jesse the Bethlehemite, for I have provided for myself a
king among his sons.” …
Jesse made seven of his sons pass before Samuel, and Samuel said to Jesse, “The Lord has not chosen any of
these.” Samuel said to Jesse, “Are all your sons here?” And he said, “There remains yet the youngest, but he is
keeping the sheep.” And Samuel said to Jesse, “Send and bring him; for we will not sit down until he comes
here.” He sent and brought him in. Now he was ruddy, and had beautiful eyes, and was handsome. The Lord
said, “Rise and anoint him; for this is the one.” Then Samuel took the horn of oil, and anointed him in the
presence of his brothers; and the spirit of the Lord came mightily upon David from that day forward.
 LISTEN:
God loves to make the underdog the hero of the story. God doesn’t usually pick the
strongest person or the coolest one or the oldest one. He likes to use weak, dorky, little
siblings.
If you looked at him, you wouldn’t think David would make a very good king. He didn’t
know how to fight in battles. He had never worked in city government. He had spent a lot
of time with sheep, and that was about it.
But that’s exactly the person God wanted to use. The little brother. It’s kind of like how God
picked the people of Israel—a tiny group of people who weren’t very strong or impressive
on their own—to be the people he would bless the whole world through.
And it’s a lot like how God decided to show his love to everyone by coming as a tiny, fragile
baby. If you looked at Jesus, you wouldn’t think he would make a very good king. When he
was a kid, he spent a lot of time building chairs with his dad. When he grew up, he didn’t
show everyone how cool and powerful he was. He allowed the government to kill him.
In Jesus, God makes himself the underdog so that we can live.

 WONDER:
What other stories have an underdog as the hero? How is God using you, even though
you’re not a grown-up or the most powerful and richest person?

 PRAY:
Sometimes you surprise me, God! You like to use people whom the world doesn’t think are
important. Help me remember that you want to use me, too. Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 11
			A
shepherd-king

11
81

 READ: A selection from 2 Samuel 5:1-5
The Lord said to [David]: “It is you who shall be shepherd of my people Israel, you who shall be ruler over
Israel.” So all the elders of Israel came to the king at Hebron; and King David made a covenant with them at
Hebron before the Lord, and they anointed David king over Israel.
 LISTEN:
Kings and shepherds seem like exact opposites. Kings sit on thrones. They wear expensive
clothes and talk to important people. Shepherds, on the other hand, stand on the hillsides.
They wear clothes that can get dirty, and they talk mostly to sheep.
David was both. He was a shepherd that God chose to be king. A shepherd would probably
make a very good king, since shepherds have to be humble and they probably care more
about people than about power.
Can you guess who else is a shepherd-king?
If you guessed Jesus, you’re exactly right. Jesus is the Good Shepherd. He knows all of us
as well as a shepherd knows his sheep, and he was willing to die so that we can live. Jesus
is also the King of kings. He beat the powers of sin and death. Now he sits on his throne,
ruling over all of creation.

 WONDER:
Why would a shepherd be a good king?

 PRAY:
King Jesus, thank you for having the heart of a shepherd! Would you help the leaders of our
cities and nations be as kind and gentle as shepherds, too? Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 12
			A
living temple
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 READ: A selection from 1 Kings 5-6
So I intend to build a house for the name of the Lord my God, as the Lord said to my father David, “Your son,
whom I will set on your throne in your place, shall build the house for my name.” …
Now the word of the Lord came to Solomon, “Concerning this house that you are building, if you will walk in
my statutes, obey my ordinances, and keep all my commandments by walking in them, then I will establish my
promise with you, which I made to your father David. I will dwell among the children of Israel, and will not
forsake my people Israel.”
So Solomon built the house, and finished it.
 LISTEN:
The temple was really important. (If you read all of 1 Kings 6, you’ll see how intricate and
beautiful it was! It was very tall, and the whole thing was made of gorgeous wood, with
pictures of trees and fruit and angels carved into it. The inside was covered in gold, so
everything gleamed and sparkled.)
It wasn’t just a building. It was the place where God and humans could meet. Before
Solomon built the temple, God met his people in a big tent called a tabernacle.
Inside the temple, there was a special room, called the Holy of Holies, where God lived. In
that place, God and humans could be together.
But God had even better plans. He didn’t want people to have to go into a tiny room to be
with him in person. (And not just anyone—only certain people—could go into the room.)
So God decided that he would become the temple. Jesus called himself the temple. He is
both God and human, the place where the two meet. We don’t have to go into a special
room anymore. Now we can know God directly because of Jesus!

 WONDER:
Why did God decide to let us meet him anywhere, not just in a special room in the temple?

 PRAY:
Jesus, thank you for being the temple, the place where I can meet God. By your Holy Spirit,
I am connected with God. Help me sense you with me today. Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 13
			A
powerful fire
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 READ: A selection from 1 Kings 18:17-39
At the time of the offering of the oblation, the prophet Elijah came near and said, “O Lord, God of Abraham,
Isaac, and Israel, let it be known this day that you are God in Israel, that I am your servant, and that I have
done all these things at your bidding. Answer me, O Lord, answer me, so that this people may know that you,
O Lord, are God, and that you have turned their hearts back.” Then the fire of the Lord fell and consumed the
burnt offering, the wood, the stones, and the dust, and even licked up the water that was in the trench. When
all the people saw it, they fell on their faces and said, “The Lord indeed is God; the Lord indeed is God.”
 LISTEN:
God doesn’t often seem very popular. In this story, there were a lot of people who trusted
in pretend gods, while only one person—Elijah—trusted in the one true God.
But just because God wasn’t popular doesn’t mean he wasn’t powerful. It didn’t matter how
many people believed in the pretend gods, Baal and Asherah. Those pretend gods were
exactly that: pretend. So of course they couldn’t actually help anybody! No matter how
hard people prayed to Baal and Asherah, nothing would ever happen. But as soon as Elijah
prayed to God, God lit the whole altar on fire!
God is the only one who can really help us. God’s power doesn’t come from his popularity.
God’s power comes from himself, from his deep love for other people. God showed his
love in the biggest way when he came to earth as Jesus. And God showed his power in the
biggest way when Jesus won the fight against evil and death.

 WONDER:
Would it be easy for you to trust in God if you saw a big display of his power?

 PRAY:
God, thank you for showing me your power and your love through Jesus. Help me to trust
in him. Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 14
			A
big risk
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 READ: A selection from Esther 4
When they told Mordecai what Esther had said, Mordecai told them to reply to Esther, “Do not think that in
the king’s palace you will escape any more than all the other Jews. For if you keep silence at such a time as this,
relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another quarter, but you and your father’s family will perish.
Who knows? Perhaps you have come to royal dignity for just such a time as this.” Then Esther said in reply to
Mordecai, “Go, gather all the Jews to be found in Susa, and hold a fast on my behalf, and neither eat nor drink
for three days, night or day. I and my maids will also fast as you do. After that I will go to the king, though it is
against the law; and if I perish, I perish.”
 LISTEN:
King Ahasuerus just agreed to order all the Jews to be killed. So Queen Esther decided that
she would try to talk him out of it. It might mean that she would be killed, too, since no one
was allowed to talk to the king without being invited.
She was willing to die to save her people.
Does that sound familiar? Jesus was also willing to die to save his people. And he wasn’t
just willing to die. He actually died, and his death brought us life. Jesus took the biggest
risk of all, which frees us to take risks, too.
Death isn’t so scary anymore when we remember that Jesus has already died and beat
death.
Esther’s life belonged to Jesus, so she was free to risk her life. By taking that risk, she
brought life for her people. The risks we take might also bring life to other people!

 WONDER:
What hard or scary things can you do that can help make other people’s lives better?

 PRAY:
Jesus Christ, thank you for making death less scary. Help me be brave so I can help other
people. Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 15
			A
bright light
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 READ: A selection from Isaiah 9:2-7
The people who walked in darkness
have seen a great light;
those who lived in a land of deep darkness—
on them light has shined.
 LISTEN:
Have you ever been in a place where it’s pitch black? If you’ve ever gone camping, maybe
you know the feeling of not being able to see anything. You’re in the woods at night, and
you can’t see the moon or stars. You can’t see anything at all.
Or maybe it’s just really dark in your bedroom at night. That can feel scary and confusing,
can’t it? When you don’t know what’s around you, you might feel afraid and lonely and not
want to move.
This is the kind of deep darkness the people of Israel walked in. Well, it wasn’t actually
nighttime all the time, but it had started to feel that way. They couldn’t see the person who
was coming to save them. After a while, they started to think he might never come. They
had no hope.
This chapter in Isaiah reminds the people of Israel of the light that is coming. The sun will
come up in the morning! It won’t be nighttime forever.
The light that is coming is a person, and his name is Jesus. He is coming to save his people.
When he is here, we don’t have to be scared or sad anymore. We can feel full of peace and
joy.
Jesus is the light of the world. From now until Christmas, we are getting ready to have the
night become day. Jesus is on his way!

 WONDER:
How do you feel when it’s completely dark? What about during the day, when it’s bright?

 PRAY:
God of light, I can’t wait for you to come. Would you turn the world’s darkness into light?
Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 16
			A
new parade

81
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 READ: Isaiah 11:6-9
The wolf shall live with the lamb,
the leopard shall lie down with the kid,
the calf and the lion and the fatling together,
and a little child shall lead them.
The cow and the bear shall graze,
their young shall lie down together;
and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.
The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp,
and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den.
They will not hurt or destroy
on all my holy mountain;
for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord
as the waters cover the sea.
 LISTEN:
This scene reminds me of a silly parade! A wolf walks next to a lamb. A baby cow and a
bear and a lion march in a line, led by a child. Halfway through, the child stops to play with
a snake. And on the edge of the street, a leopard and a baby goat sit on their picnic blanket
to watch.
Can you imagine a parade like that? If you’ve ever been to the zoo, you know those animals
can’t be together. The wolf would eat the lamb! The bear and the lion would attack the
cow. The snake would bite the child. The leopard would gobble up the goat. It would be the
worst parade ever!
But this is the world God imagines. God is creating a world where that parade is just an
average Monday. Predators and prey will get along. Instead of fighting, we’ll work together
and play together.
That’s the world where Jesus Christ is king.
 WONDER:
When all the animals get along, which one do you want to play with?
 PRAY:
God, I’m excited for the day when we can have a parade with lions and bears. I pray that
your kingdom would come soon! Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 17
			

A dark fish belly
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 READ: Jonah 3:1-5
The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time, saying, “Get up, go to Nineveh, that great city, and
proclaim to it the message that I tell you.” So Jonah set out and went to Nineveh, according to the word of the
Lord. Now Nineveh was an exceedingly large city, a three days’ walk across. Jonah began to go into the city,
going a day’s walk. And he cried out, “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” And the people of
Nineveh believed God; they proclaimed a fast, and everyone, great and small, put on sackcloth.
 LISTEN:
Jonah was not a very good listener. Or actually, maybe he could hear just fine, but he
wasn’t so great at obeying. When God told him to go to Nineveh, he hopped on the first
boat in the other direction!
God loved the people of Nineveh and wanted them to know him, so he stirred up a big
storm to get Jonah’s attention. Jonah asked the sailors to throw him off the ship to get
the storm to stop, which they did. And then a giant fish came along and gulped him down.
Jonah stayed in that fish’s belly for three days.
When the fish spit him back out, Jonah decided to obey God and go to Nineveh. He arrived
in Nineveh, told the people God’s message, and they believed!
Jonah wasn’t the only person to hang out in a dark, damp place for three days. That’s what
Jesus did while he was in the tomb. Jesus was much more willing to obey than Jonah was,
and Jesus’s obedience also meant that lots of people had the chance to trust God!

 WONDER:
Why do you think the people of Nineveh believed God?

 PRAY:
God, help me to obey you so that other people can know you. What things do you want me
to do to follow you? Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 18
			The
best lion

81
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 READ: A selection from Daniel 6
The conspirators came and found Daniel praying and seeking mercy before his God. Then they approached
the king and said concerning the interdict, “O king! Did you not sign an interdict, that anyone who prays
to anyone, divine or human, within thirty days except to you, O king, shall be thrown into a den of lions?”
The king answered, “The thing stands fast, according to the law of the Medes and Persians, which cannot be
revoked.” …
Then the king gave the command, and Daniel was brought and thrown into the den of lions …
Then, at break of day, the king got up and hurried to the den of lions. When he came near the den where Daniel
was, he cried out anxiously to Daniel, “O Daniel, servant of the living God, has your God whom you faithfully
serve been able to deliver you from the lions?” Daniel then said to the king, “O king, live forever! My God sent
his angel and shut the lions’ mouths so that they would not hurt me, because I was found blameless before him;
and also before you, O king, I have done no wrong.”
 LISTEN:
Daniel was brave. The reason he was brave was because he trusted God. Daniel knew that
God was powerful and would take care of him.
Daniel wasn’t scared to pray to God, even though the king had made a rule that people
could only pray to the king. Daniel wasn’t scared to go into the lions’ den, even though the
lions were hungry and ready to eat him. Daniel knew that God would take care of him.
And God did! God sent an angel to shut the lions’ mouths so they couldn’t bite Daniel.
Did you know that when God sends an angel, it’s almost like he sends himself? Angels are
not just God’s friends. They represent God. So the angel in the den with Daniel was almost
like God in the den with Daniel.
God himself was protecting Daniel! God—the Lion of Judah—showed the lions of Babylon
that he was more powerful and that he would protect Daniel.

 WONDER:
When is a time that God helped you feel brave? What is it like to feel God’s presence with
you?

 PRAY:
God, thank you for being powerful and protecting me. Would you help me trust you? Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 19
			

A promise of peace
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 READ: A selection from Micah 5:1-5
But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah,
who are one of the little clans of Judah,
from you shall come forth for me
one who is to rule in Israel,
whose origin is from of old,
from ancient days.
Therefore he shall give them up until the time
when she who is in labor has brought forth;

then the rest of his kindred shall return
to the people of Israel.
And he shall stand and feed his flock
in the strength of the Lord,
in the majesty of the name of the Lord his God.
And they shall live secure, for now he shall be great
to the ends of the earth;
and he shall be the one of peace.

 LISTEN:
Do you know what a prophecy is? It’s kind of like a promise about the future. A prophecy
tells us what’s going to happen.
When someone tells you something that’s going to happen, do you usually believe it?
Maybe you believe it if your dad says he’ll pick you up from school, but not if your sister
says she’ll let you play with her toy. It depends on who is making the promise!
When God or his prophets say something, it will definitely happen. So when God’s prophet
Micah says that someone is coming who will rule Israel, he really means it. A king is coming
who will stand and feed his flock—he’ll take care of his people. And he will bring peace
everywhere he goes.
Micah prophesied that many, many years ago. But Jesus really came! He cared for his
people and was full of peace.
We can be confident that Jesus will come again and his peaceful kingdom will stay forever.
He is the Prince of Peace.

 WONDER:
How does it feel when a promise is broken? Why can we trust God’s promises?

 PRAY:
Prince of Peace, you are a good and loving king. I can’t wait for you to come back. Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 20
			A
long silence
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 READ: A selection from Luke 1:5-25
Then there appeared to him an angel of the Lord, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. When
Zechariah saw him, he was terrified; and fear overwhelmed him. But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid,
Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will name him
John. … He will turn many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. With the spirit and power of Elijah
he will go before him, to turn the hearts of parents to their children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the
righteous, to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” Zechariah said to the angel, “How will I know that
this is so? For I am an old man, and my wife is getting on in years.” The angel replied, “I am Gabriel. I stand
in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to bring you this good news. But now, because
you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their time, you will become mute, unable to speak, until
the day these things occur.”
 LISTEN:
Is it hard or easy for you to stay quiet for a long time? For most of us, it’s pretty hard. There
are so many things to talk about!
But Zechariah didn’t have a choice. God made him unable to speak for about nine months,
while his wife, Elizabeth, was pregnant with their son. He couldn’t talk to Elizabeth about
what things they needed to get ready for a baby. He couldn’t tell her that she made a
delicious dinner. He couldn’t talk to his friends about his job.
I wonder if being forced to be silent was actually very helpful for Zechariah. Sometimes,
when we’re so busy chatting, we don’t notice God’s quiet presence. Maybe not talking
helped Zechariah see God with him during the day.
I wonder if it would be helpful for us to have some quiet moments during Advent. If we
never turn off the Christmas music, we might drown out God’s voice.
God is with you right now, and if you’re quiet, you might notice him!

 WONDER:
If you were Zechariah, what things would you want to say? Where do you notice God
today?

 PRAY:
God, I’m calming down and trying to listen to you. What do you want to tell me? Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 21
			

A time to get ready
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 READ: Matthew 3:1-6
In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, proclaiming, “Repent, for the kingdom of
heaven has come near.” This is the one of whom the prophet Isaiah spoke when he said,
“The voice of one crying out in the wilderness:
‘Prepare the way of the Lord,
make his paths straight.’”
Now John wore clothing of camel’s hair with a leather belt around his waist, and his food was locusts and wild
honey. Then the people of Jerusalem and all Judea were going out to him, and all the region along the Jordan,
and they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.
 LISTEN:
When someone comes to your house, they don’t just come right in. They usually knock or
ring the doorbell. It’s how they announce that they’re coming.
If your mom or dad is especially tidy, they might pick up a few toys and stack a few papers
before they answer the door. The time between hearing the doorbell and answering the
door gives them a chance to clean up—to prepare for the person to come in.
John the Baptist was kind of like a doorbell for Jesus. He let everyone know that Jesus was
coming. John came first, giving everyone a chance to prepare their hearts for Jesus.
He invited people to confess their sins and be baptized, so that they could be clean when
Jesus arrived.
Like John and the people he baptized, we can prepare for Jesus to come. We can confess
and repent of our sins. We can ask God to make us clean. We can make our hearts ready to
receive Jesus at Christmas!

 WONDER:
What do you do before someone comes to your house? How can you, like John the Baptist,
be like a doorbell for Jesus?

 PRAY:
Lord, what parts of my heart are messy? Would you help me clean up and be ready for you
to come? Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 22
			A
new normal
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 READ: A selection from Luke 1:26-38
In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged
to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. And he came to her and
said, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.” But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered
what sort of greeting this might be. The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor
with God. And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. He 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 ancestor
David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.”
 LISTEN:
Ask your mom or dad what it’s like to be a parent. They might mention that it’s both
wonderful and hard, and that lots of it is bittersweet. They think you’re the coolest person
ever. (Yup, even if you have siblings! Shh, don’t tell.) They love seeing the person you’re
becoming. And every time you grow taller and more independent, they probably want to
cry.
When Mary agreed to become Jesus’s mom, she may not have realized all that she was
signing up for. She was probably doing something really normal, like brushing her teeth,
reading a book, or walking home from a friend’s house.
But once that angel showed up, nothing was normal anymore! Now Mary would be Jesus’s
mom—the mom of the Son of God. Her life was going to change a whole lot. She was going
to feel everything your parents feel, except maybe even more. Her son is definitely the
coolest person ever, and she got to help raise him! She also had to watch him die, which is
maybe the worst thing for a parent. But she also got to see him come back to life as the
Savior of the whole world.
Thanks to Mary, nothing is “normal” for us anymore, either. We get to live in a world where
God became a human being. God has chosen to save the world. Through Jesus, God is
making all things new!

 WONDER:
How did Mary feel about becoming Jesus’s mom? What’s different about the world because
she said yes?

 PRAY:
God, thanks for becoming a human being. Thanks for choosing to become one of us and
for saving the world. Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 23
			A
cool dad
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 READ: A selection from Matthew 1:18-25
Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph,
but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. Her husband Joseph, being
a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. But just when
he had resolved to do 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 as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a
son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”
 LISTEN:
Joseph could have said, “No way! I’m not going to marry her anymore. Even though I love
Mary, I want to have a normal life. I don’t want to be the adoptive dad of the Son of God.
That’s weird. People will think I’m weird.”
But he didn’t.
Joseph said, “Yes, I’ll marry her. I’ll help raise the Son of God. I’ll let people think I’m weird.”
Joseph cared less about what other people thought and more about what God thought. He
cared more about Mary and less about himself. And because of that, God gave him a pretty
cool part in God’s story. God used Joseph to raise Jesus. Joseph got to teach Jesus how
to use a hammer and build a chair, how to read the Bible, and how to love other people.
Joseph got to be Jesus’s dad.

 WONDER:
What things did Jesus learn from Joseph? What can you learn from Joseph?

 PRAY:
God, Joseph reminds me that you can use me in amazing ways when I let you. What part
do you want me to play in your story? Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 24
			A
long journey
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 READ: Luke 2:1-5
In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. This was
the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. All went to their own towns to
be registered. Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called
Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David. He went to be registered with Mary,
to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child.
 LISTEN:
We’re almost there! We’ve traveled through so much of the Bible this Advent, and now
we’re almost to Bethlehem. Who are we traveling with?
We’re traveling with Mary. Her pregnant belly is big and round, and she’s ready to have the
baby! She doesn’t want to be pregnant anymore. She wants to hold Jesus in her arms. As
we wait for Jesus to come again, we’re like Mary. We can get antsy, impatient for him to
come back and make everything right.
We’re traveling with Joseph, too. He doesn’t know what to expect. He’s never been a dad
before. He doesn’t even know how to hold a baby! We’re like Joseph because we don’t
know what to expect, either! We hope we’ve done enough to prepare for Jesus to come
again. We hope we’re ready.
Jesus, come soon! We’re excited for you to be here with us forever. We don’t want to wait
any more.

 WONDER:
What will it be like when Jesus comes again?

 PRAY:
Jesus, I’m excited for you to come again. Will you help me be ready? Amen.

DECEMBER

DECEMBER 25
			A
birth announcement
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 READ: A selection from Luke 2:6-21
While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and
wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.
In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. Then an angel
of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the
angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to
you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. … So they went with haste and
found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger. When they saw this, they made known what had
been told them about this child; and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them.
 LISTEN:
Eep! Have you heard the good news? Jesus is born!
A new branch is finally sprouting from the stump of Jesse.
Mary is pondering it all. As she nurses little Jesus, she’s thinking about what it means that
he is here, ready to save the world.
The angels are proclaiming it. They come as a huge choir, singing about how amazing God
is.
The shepherds are a part of it, too. God chooses to tell them first. The shepherds aren’t
fancy or important, but they’re the first ones who get to meet Jesus.
And today, you get to be there with the shepherds. You get to hear the good news. You get
to meet Jesus. You get to go tell other people about it. God has chosen you! He wants you
to have a part in his story.

 WONDER:
Why did God choose to tell the shepherds about Jesus before anyone else?

 PRAY:
Jesus, we’re so glad you’ve come! Thank you for being born into our world. Thank you for
loving us enough to come save us and live with us. Amen.
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