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Filling in the Story 
A Daily Advent & Christmas  

Devotional Journal (and Coloring Book!)

Come thou long expected Savior…

The story of Christmas doesn’t come out of nowhere. It’s preceded by centuries of expectation and 
followed by generations of people welcoming Christ into their lives and changing the world by the love 
of God. In this season, at Christ UMC, we are going to “fill in” the story by connecting the birth of Christ 
to the whole of Scripture, including the journeys of ancient Israel, their poetry in the Psalms, the retelling 
of Jesus’s adult ministry, and the application of God’s grace in the formation of early Christian ethics. As 
you follow along in this devotional journal, each day will draw from different parts of the Bible, and offer 
questions for you to ponder for the day. The readings are chosen based on the current “Grow Pray Study  
Guide” offered every week at cedarmillchristumc.org/grow/grow-pray-study. The guide follows this logic: 
 

Monday: a reading chosen to follow up the themes of Sunday’s online gathering
Tuesday: a Gospel reading (currently reading through the Gospel of Mark)
Wednesday: the Psalm selected for the coming Sunday’s online gathering
Thursday: a reading from the Hebrew Bible (currently reading through Numbers)
Friday: a reading from the New Testament letters (currently reading through 1 Corinthians)
Saturday:  the Scripture lesson for the coming Sunday’s online gathering

Following this pattern, not every reading will feel very Christmas-y! That’s okay! The Christmas story 
happens in the midst of all these lessons from Scripture. Our task this season is to come to the manger 
in Bethlehem with new insights drawn from all of Scripture. Through these pages, there will be spaces for 
you to journal and color as you spend time with God, and “fill in” the story of Christmas.  

If you would like, you can join me every weekday morning at 8 am, for a 10-15 minute devotional, based 
on these readings, live on Facebook at facebook.com/cedarmillchristumc or on our website at 
cedarmillchristumc.org/live-online/daily-morning-devotionals.

May God guide you in your Advent and Christmas journey through these pages! 

I love you and I’m praying for you,

Pastor Ric Shewell
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Week 1 

MON 11/30/20: Luke 1:56-66, He can’t wait to say it 
Imagine experiencing an angel, getting the promise that the Messiah is 
actually going to happen in your life time, and then being struck without 
words. What would you be dying to say? What would your first words be 
when communication was restored? For Zechariah, it was the name of his son, and he named 
him “John” which means “God is gracious.” He couldn’t wait to say it. What’s bubbling up inside 
you? What do you need to say? 

TUE 12/1/20: Mark 11:1-19, Flipping over our religious practices 
When Jesus turns over tables in the temple, notice that he quotes Isaiah 
56. Jesus doesn’t flip the religious structures for the sake of chaos. Jesus 
hopes the religion can be restored to its original intent: a place of prayer 

for all. In a real way, our religious practices have been flipped this year 
(though I don’t attribute all of that to Jesus). Perhaps this is a time for us to 
restore our practices to an original intent. How are your spiritual practices 

orienting you to God? 

WED 12/2/20: Psalm 85, Justice and Peace kiss each other 
There is a hope in a God of restoration. There is coming a time 
and space when things are “as they should be” according to God. 
The metaphor lifted up is a joining together of virtues: love and 
faithfulness come together; righteousness and peace kiss each 
other. What does it mean to hold these things together? Can you 
think of a time when we’ve sought one thing and not the other? 

What is God saying to you in this psalm? 
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THU 12/3/20: Numbers 22:22-35, The talking donkey 
It’s not clear if there was a donkey in Jesus’ stable, but there was a 
talking donkey in the Hebrew bible! The Moabite king, Balak, 
summons Balaam to come and curse the Israelites for him. As 
Balaam makes his way, an unseen angel stands in his way. 
Balaam’s donkey sees the angel and tries to stop or detour 
the journey. When Balaam strikes the donkey for his bad 
behavior, the donkey talks back! During this whole episode, 
God has been trying to get Balaam’s attention. Balaam didn’t 
get it until his donkey spoke. How might God be trying to get 
your attention today?

FRI 12/4/20: 1 Corinthians 11:17-34, Getting drunk on communion  
Focusing again on religious practices, another conflict has occurred around communion. Some 
are getting drunk and full before others have a chance to eat at all. Some members of the 
community are so poor that they have even lost their lives over malnutrition. How can this be? 
This behavior warrants Paul’s fiercest rebuke. When we gather for communion, are we being 
aware of the needs of the people around us? If not, then we are mistreating this act of worship.

SAT 12/5/20: Luke 1:26-28, Picking up the forgotten plot 
As you read this familiar story, think of other miraculous birth 
announcements in Scripture. There’s Hannah and her son Samuel. 
There’s the announcement of strong guy Samson’s birth. There’s also 
the announcement of Isaac to Abraham and Sarah that gets the 
whole history of Israel started. God resurrects the old story and 
puts a new twist on it in Mary. Join in worship as we fill in the story 
of Mary. Join us online at 10:30 am, Sundays. You matter to God. 
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Week 2 

MON 12/7/20: Luke 1:46-55, Mary’s song  
Our brave Mary responds to her daunting call, not with fear or anxiety, but 
with worship and singing. She sings about God who looks with favor on the 

lowly. She sings about God’s mercy for everyone. And she recalls God’s 
promises to Abraham. I imagine the angel’s words ringing in her ear, “Nothing 
is impossible with God.” As you read this song, what jumps out at you? 
Where do you need to hear “Nothing is impossible with God”?

TUE 12/8/20: Mark 12:1-12, What will the vineyard owner do? 
At the end of the parable, Jesus asks what we think the vineyard owner will do to the tenants 
who killed his son. The answer is obvious, the owner will destroy them. Therefore, as readers of 
the Gospel, we should then expect God to destroy the world when Jesus is killed, but that is 
not what happens. Our expectations of God are shattered. We think God will do one thing, but 
God does another thing entirely. God forgives. God loves. Amazing.

WED 12/9/20: Psalm 126, Those who go out crying and carrying seed 
For the psalmist, there is no doubt that God is the source of all provision. So here is a prayer 
for God to provide abundance again. However, there is an expectation of work. It is the one 
who both cries to God and carries the seed that will reap a large harvest. God blesses the work 
we do. What seeds are you called to carry? How have you experienced God’s blessings and 
harvest?
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THU 12/10/20: Numbers 23:1-12, Cursing those God has not cursed
We will finish up the story of Balaam today. King Balak attempts to use divine forces 
to curse his enemies, the Israelites. Balaam, an esteemed seer in the land, would 
usually invoke the gods’ blessings or curses for the right price. However, this 
time, Balaam is truly open to the words of the One True God, and the word is 
don’t curse those God has not cursed. The sentiment is echoed in Acts 10, when 
Peter hears from God to no longer consider unclean what God has made clean. 
When we are certain that God is against a group of people, we should proceed 
with extreme caution. God may surprise us yet.

FRI 12/11/20: 1 Corinthians 12:1-31, The body of Christ  
Not only are we the temple of God, but Paul calls us the body of Christ. We are in Christ, and 
Christ is in us. We are connected to one another. At the center of all the controversy at Corinth 
is the need to set oneself apart (and above) someone else in the church. Paul tells us that we 
are united, we are all valuable and necessary to the body. We each have unique roles and 
shouldn’t be jealous of one another. What is your role in the church? How has God gifted you 
to build up the body?

SAT 12/12/20: Matthew 1:18-25, Raising the Stakes 
There is more to the story than Mary saying yes to God’s plan. Mary’s 
pregnancy complicates her relationship with her fiancé (to say the least). In fact, 
the pregnancy puts her life and future at risk. Joseph, her fiancé, rises to the 
occasion to love this family in an extraordinary way. Join in worship as we fill in 
the story of Joseph. Live Sunday mornings, online at 10:30 am. You matter to 
God. 
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Week 3 

MON 12/14/20: Matthew 2:1-18, Keeping Herod in Christmas 
The promise of Christ included the promise of a new King and Kingdom––where shalom 

would be available for all. In Matthew’s Gospel, we are quickly reminded that the old 
kingdoms, the old rulers, and the old ways do not go quietly. This is the tension of 
Advent. While Christ’s coming gives us hope, we must acknowledge that we are 
“not there yet.” In our world, what are some “old kingdom” ways that are still 
trying to oppose God’s shalom? Pray, thy kingdom come.

TUE 12/15/20: Mark 12:18-40, Questioning Jesus 
In Jesus’ last week, we witness the questioning of Jesus by the religious leaders. Coming to Jesus 
with questions is always welcome, but what are the motives to these questions? They come 
attempting to trick Jesus in a religious catch-22, and so miss the opportunity to engage Jesus in a 
life-giving conversation and relationship. It is only when we uncover the heart of the religion: 
Loving God and loving neighbor, that Jesus reveals how close we are to the kingdom of God.

WED 12/16/20: Psalm 89:19-37, God’s promises to the Messiah 
Messiah comes from the Hebrew meaning “anointed one.” It was a word 

reserved for kings. This psalm would have been used to celebrate a new king 
in ancient Israel, but as time marched on, and the line of kings was lost, this psalm 

became a hope for a new king. Christians read this psalm in light of Jesus Christ. How 
does God’s faithfulness to Jesus pour out as blessing on to us? Does it?
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THU 12/17/20: Numbers 27:1-11, New justice for daughters
The Old Testament can appear like a brutal, savage, and ancient collection 
of stories. However, as we read through the story of Ancient Israel, time 
and time again, we come across moments of culturally challenging grace. The 
story of Zelophehad’s daughters is such a story. These daughters, in their 
appeal to authorities, and in Moses’ appeal to God, move the nation in a 
direction that allows women to hold property. This is happening 3,000+ 
years ago. What is surprising to you in this story? How does this cast a 
different light on the Old Testament and what God is doing in Ancient Israel?

FRI 12/18/20: 1 Corinthians 13:1-13, The more excellent way 
After having read all the problems the Corinthians are going through, this love chapter takes a 
different shape! This chapter is not merely a poem about the beauty of love, it is the answer to a 
community that is divided by arrogance and selfishness. As Paul describes how love works, he is 
countering all the ways this community is currently working. For those who have pursued the 
higher spiritual gifts, Paul argues that love is the greatest. How can you deepen your love for 
God and neighbor this week?

SAT 12/19/20: Luke 2:8-18, The First Run 
Every year, a highly anticipated toy comes out that is at the 
top of everyone’s list. Usually, the average person doesn’t 
have a shot at getting the toy in the first production run. For Israel, nothing 
was more anticipated than the Messiah, and the first people to receive him, the 
shepherds, were not the kind of people who normally get things first. Join us in 
worship on Sunday, online at 10:30 am, as we fill in the story of the shepherds in 
Bethlehem. You matter to God. 
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Week 4 

MON 12/21/20: Micah 5:1-5, Out of Bethlehem  
The name Bethlehem literally means, “house of bread,” in Hebrews. For 

Christians, the symbolism is important. Christ was born in a feeding trough, in 
a town called “House of Bread.” Every Gospel writer will tell us that Christ 

gives himself for our nourishment, our spiritual health. Jesus is our bread from 
heaven. As we come to Christmas this week, what does it mean for you to receive 
Christ as the bread from heaven? 

TUE 12/22/20: Mark 13:1-13, Birthing pangs of the Kingdom of God 
As the end nears for Jesus, he tells us of impending destruction. First, the temple–the symbol 
and center of the sacrificial system–will be torn down (a prediction of a new sacrificial system 
to take its place). Second, kingdoms will war (as God’s kingdom enters, the old ones don’t go 
without a fight). Finally, disciples will be hated. It’s not cheery, but Jesus’ announcements 
realistically portray the “birthing pangs” as God’s kingdom and reign begins on earth, the 
beginning of all things being made right. What “birthing pangs” do we witness in the world as 
God’s kingdom enters?

WED 12/23/20: Psalm 96, Sing to the Lord a new song 
This psalm is the chosen psalm for every Christmas eve. It is a psalm of joy, thanksgiving, and 
hope. What do you hope for in this coming year? Where do you need to see God’s goodness? 

This can be a new year, and you can sing a new song!
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THU 12/24/20: Deuteronomy 6:1-9, Our first love  
The verses we read today are some of the most crucial verses for Judaism and Christianity. 
Verse 4, known as the Shema, is one of the earliest assertions that there is only one God. This 
belief will set the Israelites apart from all other nations, and is a milestone for the history of 
religion. Verses 5 and 6 are quoted by Jesus as the greatest commandment. How strange that the 
highest command in a moral code is to maintain an affectionate relationship with the Divine. If 
our first love is God, how we should live will come into better focus.

FRI 12/25/20: Luke 2:1-20, The Christmas Story 
We do not (and cannot) ascend to God’s heights. Instead, God comes 
down on our level. If we can’t be with God in heaven, God will be on 
earth with us. That is the celebration! As you celebrate today, go big! 
Enjoy each other, gifts, food, and treats. Celebrate and be happy 
because God is with us. Merry Christmas! 

SAT 12/26/20: Psalm 148, The entire universe gives praise! 
See how this psalm is ordered: starting with angels and heavenly realms, and ending with us, 
human beings. We even come after the animals! All creation is lit up with joy for God is good 
and with us! How does this song of praise fill you today? Join us in a special online worship 
service with churches all around the Columbia District this Sunday, online at 10:30 am. 
Celebrate! You matter to God. 
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Week 5 

MON 12/28/20: Luke 2:39-52, Jesus grows in grace 
This brief story is all that we have in the Bible about Jesus’ childhood. Jesus 
grew in wisdom, years, and favor. Did Jesus have to grow? An old theologian once 
said, “The unassumed is the unhealed,” meaning that Jesus experienced the 
whole range of humanity in order to heal all of humanity. In this case, Jesus 
experiences growing up, getting in trouble, learning, etc. Jesus truly knows us. 
What does it mean to you that Jesus had to grow in grace?

TUE 12/29/20: Mark 13:21-37, Keep watch, Christ is coming 
What is our hope? What is the destiny of the earth? When we read passages like this, we 
sometimes fall into a belief that the destiny of creation is destruction. Remember that we pray, 
“Thy kingdom come.” Our hope is that God’s will and Reign will be established fully on earth. 
That’s a good thing! In order to get there, there will be struggle, pain, and hardship. Elsewhere, 
the Bible describes the coming of Christ as birth-pangs for the new creation. When Christ 
returns, it is a new day dawning. God’s Reign will be established. It’s a good thing. Keep watch.

WED 12/30/20: Psalm 147, God in everything  
Notice how the psalmist sees God’s work in everything–the inclusion of outsiders, the 
rebuilding of cities, the stars, the sky, animals, fields . . . The list can go on! Where do you see 
God today? Find something near you in which you see God.
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THU 12/31/20: Deuteronomy 8:6-18, Remember when you prosper  
Central to Israel’s law were the themes of Sabbath. When we take 
a break from work, we confess that our prosperity does not 
depend on our own labors alone, and that we trust in God to 
provide. God calls us to work and blesses our work, but we 
need to take time to remember that God opens doors for us, 
empowers us for work, and provides even when we fail. Our 
successes may not have happened without our hard work, but 
they certainly did not happen without God’s grace. How has 
God been at work in your life, blessing your work? 

FRI 1/1/21: 1 Corinthians 14:1-12, Prophesying vs. Speaking in Tongues  
Happy New Year! Love is the greatest spiritual gift, but we ought to talk about the lesser (and 
more mystical) ones. For Paul, prophesying (more truth-telling than future-telling) is better than 
praying in tongues because it benefits the whole community. The guiding value for Paul here is 
the health of the community over the heightened-spirituality of the individual. Our gifts are for 
the benefit of the community. How are you blessing the community?

SAT 1/2/21: John 1:10-18, The Story needs tellers 
We've been filling in the Christmas story throughout this season, and one character we only 
briefly mentioned was John the Baptist. He was the forerunner of Christ, announcing the story 
ahead of time. Why? Why does God use intermediates like John to tell the story? It seems God 
still depends on people to tell the story. Join in worship on Sunday, online at 10:30 am, as we 
take a deeper look at John and what his story might mean for our story. You 
matter to God. 
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Week 6 

MON 1/4/21: Luke 3:1-18, “What should we do?” 
John’s message was so much more than “prepare your hearts to make a 

faith commitment to God!” John’s message was about preparing our lives for 
Jesus by changing the way we live. If we have more than we need, we should 

give. We should establish just practices in our dealings. We should be content 
with our pay. What do these things — righteous living — have to do with being 
prepared for Jesus’ reign? 

TUE 1/5/21: Mark 14:1-9, Wasting money on worship 
Just days before the crucifixion, a woman comes and pours out expensive perfume on Jesus. 
Some critique the waste of money (John’s Gospel names Judas as the critic). The story calls us 
to wrestle with the use of money when it comes to mission and worship. Clearly, the Gospel is 
telling us that there is value in worship. Funds spent on worship are not wasted. What questions 
does this bring up for you? Why is worship valuable?

WED 1/6/21: Psalm 29, God’s strength 
This psalm proclaims God’s strength and power over absolutely everything 

imaginable! God is greater and stronger than the strongest things on earth and 
in heaven. Then the psalm ends with the promise that this most powerful God 
gives strength to us. God’s power is available to us!
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THU 1/7/21: Deuteronomy 10:12-22, What the LORD requires  
The Scripture is primarily a story. It is a story of God’s work in creation that 
continues today in us. As we have been studying Deuteronomy, we have been 
witnessing how God has rescued a people from slavery and is now forming 
them into a people who will bless the world. Where do we fit in the story? 
Are we like the Israelites? How does God treat us differently today? What 
does the LORD require of us?   

FRI 1/8/21: 1 Corinthians 14:26-40, Why the Bible is difficult 
Continuing the discussion about prophecy and tongues, there is this strange interruption about 
women speaking in church (vv. 34-36). Many scholars doubt that Paul wrote these words, since 
Paul instructs women on how to speak in church in ch 11. This interruption also has nothing to 
do with prophecy, which is picked up immediately in v 37. For these reasons, the NRSV puts vv. 
34-36 in parentheses. In any case, we have them here, and we cannot simply ignore them. What 
is at the heart of this whole argument (Chapters 11-14) is not misogyny but a worshipping 
community that is not divisive, disordered, or confusing to outsiders. How can we apply this to 
our church?

SAT 1/9/21: Matthew 2:1-12, Epilogue: 3 Magicians 
The Christmas Season ends with a story of strange visitors to the child 
Jesus. We’re so used to hearing this story as 3 wisemen that these 
characters seem like anything but dangerous. This isn’t the case for the 
original audience and the original language, however. These are foreign 
sorcerers, people and activities that were excluded from Israel’s kingdom. 
What do they have to do with the story of Jesus? Join us in worship as we see a 
different side to the visitation of the wisemen. You matter to God.
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