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INTRODUCTION 

One of my favorite Advent hymns is “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.” The hymn was 
originally written in Latin and has gone through various translations, but the truth 
of the song is straight from Scripture. In Hebrew, “Emmanuel” means “God with us.” 
I love this hymn because I think it conveys Israel’s deep longing while in exile and 
estrangement for God to come and deliver his people. 

The story of Christmas—and the story of the Bible—is the story of Emmanuel, of 
God coming to be with his people. From the Garden of Eden, where God breathed 
life into creation and walked with Adam and Eve in the cool of the evening, to the 
holy city at the end of Revelation—New Jerusalem, where God will wipe away all of 
our tears and make his home with us—all of the Bible is the story of God’s presence 
dwelling with his people. 

My hope this Advent is that as you read each day’s passages and devotions and 
journey through the story of Scripture, you’ll be encouraged by the truth that God is 
Emmanuel, the God who has come to be with his people. May you know the love, joy, 
and hope of a God who dwells with his people, who promises to never leave and never 
forsake us, and who proclaims that one day, he will make all things new and make his 
home with us in a place where suffering is no more.

Amy M. Hirs ch 
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One of the most challenging aspects of the quarantines 
during the COVID-19 pandemic was the feeling of isolation 
as people were asked to stay away from others in hopes 
of preventing the spread of the virus. Many people like to 
be alone to rest and recharge for a short period of time, 
but humans struggle with prolonged periods of seclusion. 
Humans were created to be in the presence of others.

We learn of God’s design for people to be in relationship 
with others in the opening chapters of the Bible. As the 
author of Genesis describes God’s work of creation in 
Genesis 1–2, there are two passages that highlight our 
need for relationship. First, in Genesis 1:26–27, we learn 
that God made humans in his own image. Because God is 
Triune, fellowship has always been at the center of God’s 
existence. The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit have enjoyed 
perfect fellowship with one another from eternity past; so, 
when God made humans in his own image, he created them 
with a desire for relationship. Second, in Genesis 2:20–24, 

we learn that no animal in creation was suitable for Adam’s 
relational needs. He needed a person created like him to 
fulfill his need for relationship. Consequently, the Lord 
created Eve. In the Garden, Adam and Eve enjoyed perfect 
fellowship with one another and with God.

Today, we long for the fellowship Adam and Eve enjoyed 
in the Garden of Eden. Even as we are emerging from the 
pandemic and can be in the presence of others, we recognize 
that our best times of fellowship in this fallen world fall short 
of the ideal for which we were created. During this season of 
Advent, we celebrate the truth that God’s first Advent into 
the world in the person of Jesus Christ is a sure and certain 
sign that Jesus will one day return to earth to complete the 
work of redemption he initiated through his life, death, and 
resurrection. As we walk through this season of Advent, take 
heart in the truth that one day Jesus will return, and we will 
experience perfect fellowship with God and with other people 
for all of eternity. 

“CREATED FOR FELLOWSHIP”
Sunday, November  27 |  Genes i s  1–2 |  Wayne  Splawn 
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“HOPE REMAINS”
Monday, November  28 |  Genes i s  3  |  Mark Rector

Has there ever been a moment when you did something 
wrong or bad that you immediately regretted? When I was 
in seventh grade (all the way back in 2006!), I went to a big 
birthday party for someone in my grade one night, and I 
definitely had a bad moment that I regretted immediately.

Believe it or not, there was a time when the iPhone didn’t 
exist. In fact, there was a time—at least according to my 
seventh-grade self—when the Motorola Razr phone was 
all the rage, and I had to have it. So, at this birthday party 
on that fateful night, I broke my Samsung flip phone . . . on 
purpose. Several of my “friends” showed off their Razrs, and I 
convinced myself that if I broke my phone, my parents would 
have to buy me a new one.

Every time I remember breaking my phone on purpose, I 
cringe. What was I thinking?! Just so you know, my parents 
did not buy me a Razr. In fact, I went most of seventh 
grade without my own cell phone. How could I have felt so 
entitled? How could I have possibly thought it was a good 
idea or that my plan would work? I remember telling my 
parents that I broke my phone on purpose as soon as they 
picked me up from the party. I felt ashamed and embarrassed, 
and I knew on many levels that what I did was wrong.

I think it’s easy for some of us to read Genesis 3 and wonder 
how Adam and Eve could have sinned against God when 

everything God had created at that time was perfect. What 
were Adam and Eve thinking? Why did they eat the apple 
and feel the need to do things their way? The answer is 
relatively simple: Adam and Eve thought they could do 
things better and be better than how God had made them. 
Essentially, Adam and Eve wanted to be their own god 
(verses 4–6).

Like Adam and Eve, I wanted to be my own god when 
I broke my phone on purpose. I thought I knew better 
than my parents and could do things my way without any 
consequences. All of us, on some level, have the inclination 
to try to be our own god. This is the root of sin, but if there’s 
any good news from Genesis 3 and the fall of man, it is that 
God promises to remain with his people and provide for 
them even when they do not deserve it.

While Adam and Eve were banished from the Garden, they 
were not left without hope. And as ashamed, embarrassed, 
guilty, or inadequate as we might feel from the effects of our 
own sin, we are not left without hope either. The fall of man 
wasn’t the end of the story; from this point on, the Bible 
continually points to a Redeemer who will be “God with us.” 
His name is Emmanuel. He is Jesus Christ, our only hope 
in life and in death. This is who and what we long for this 
Advent season. I hope and pray you will be reminded of this 
great truth. 
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“FATHER ABRAHAM”
Tuesday, November  29 |  Genes i s  12:1–9, 15:1–6, 21:1–7 |  Amy Hirs ch

What does “Father Abraham” have to do with Christmas? As 
I read about Abraham and pondered his story, the children’s 
song “Father Abraham” echoed in my head. Although 
kids love that song because of all the motions, there’s a 
deeper truth within the lyrics: “How many sons has Father 
Abraham? I am one of them, and so are you, so let’s just 
praise the Lord!” 

But he wasn’t always known as “Father Abraham.” In Genesis 
12, the Lord called Abraham to go from his homeland and 
his family to a land God would reveal to him. God promised 
to give him a people, a place, and a name, and declared that 
through Abraham, all the nations of the earth would be 
blessed. There was a little problem, though: Abraham was 
old, and his wife was barren. All of a sudden, God showed up 
and called them to leave everything and everyone familiar to 
them and to go to some unknown land—and, most absurd of 
all, God said he would give them a child! 

I wonder if I would have responded like Abraham. When 
God called, Abraham obeyed. Now, sometimes Abraham 
wondered if God could really do the seemingly impossible. 
Yet even in the midst of his doubts, God continued to meet 
Abraham in the unknown, to reassure him, to give him signs 

that he would keep the promises he made to Abraham (of 
descendants and a place), and that through his offspring, the 
nations would be blessed. 

The Old Testament is the story of God keeping his 
promises to Abraham. Abraham had Isaac, Isaac had Jacob 
and Esau, and so on, until God’s people truly outnumbered 
the stars in the sky. And God gave them the Promised 
Land. But when we turn to the genealogy in Matthew 1 at 
the beginning of the New Testament, we see how “Father 
Abraham” intersects with Christmas. As Matthew lists 
Jesus’ family tree, we see that Christ was one of Abraham’s 
many sons—one of his descendants. And the promises God 
made to Abraham long before would ultimately find their 
fulfillment in Jesus. Through Abraham’s lineage, all the 
nations would be blessed, because in Christ, God would 
come again to live among his people. 

This is where the blessing comes in. We are given the gift of 
the Holy Spirit so that we might be a blessing to the nations 
so that others would come to know the same hope that we 
know and the same hope that Abraham knew: the hope of a 
God who keeps his promises to us, who comes to be with us, 
and who never forsakes us.
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“GOD’S PRESENCE IS  THE GIF T ”
Wednesday, November  30 |  Exodus  3 :1–12 |  Mar y  Splawn

It’s easy for things to get overlooked during the holidays. 
With all that we have going on, in addition to full social 
calendars and added responsibilities related to gift-giving, 
we are bound to let something fall. And when we do, we are 
reminded of our finite nature. We are well aware that we 
don’t have it all together. But God, on the other hand, never 
overlooks things. He is infinite in nature, keeping all plates 
spinning without a single hiccup. 

He sees all, he knows all, and he is present with all his 
covenant people. We are reminded of this in Exodus 3:1–12. 
God tells Moses he has seen the misery of his people and 
he has heard their cries. And when Moses objects to God 
sending him, our Lord reminds Moses that God’s presence 
will go with him. 

Perhaps Moses didn’t feel worthy to fulfill God’s mission. 
Maybe he felt shame about his past failures (see Exodus 
2:11–15). Maybe he dreaded the opposition he knew was to 
come. Whatever inhibited him, we can be sure he was well 

aware of his inadequacy to be the deliverer God would use.
The liberating point of this passage is that God didn’t need 
Moses to be perfect or self-sufficient. Rather, God wanted 
his humble obedience and complete dependence. And the 
promise God gave Moses by the burning bush stands for us 
today as well: “I will be with you.”

In this harried season, let us rest in God’s love and presence. 
He doesn’t overlook his children, and he uses us in spite 
of our past mistakes and current insecurities. Our Father 
welcomes us into his plans to liberate the world from the 
wages of sin. And he promises that he will never leave us or 
forsake us (Deuteronomy 31:8).

Father, give us wisdom and courage as we seek to do your will. 
When we overlook things, help us to rest, knowing that our 
inability to do all things well is meant to point us to you—the 
only one who can do all things. When you call us to act, help us to 
be totally dependent upon you and fill us with trust in your love 
and deliverance. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.
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“BEHOLDING GOD’S GLORY ”
Thursday, December  1  |  Exodus  24 |  Joe l  Burks

The Exodus is one of my favorite stories of the Bible. It 
might be because of how epic the tale feels or because The 
Prince of Egypt is my favorite biblically-based feature film. 
Or it could be because of the significance of this moment 
to Judaism and even our faith. For the children of Israel, 
this one singular event would cement a lifetime of practices 
that still have not ceased to this day. Practices such as the 
observance of Passover are traditions that all religious Jews 
continue to celebrate despite the vast time that has passed 
since the event first occurred.

But what was it that made the Exodus event so memorable? 
The list is quite long. The Exodus sent the Israelites on a 
course that would lead them to take the Promised Land—a 
land that had been promised to Abraham many years before. 
The Exodus gave the Israelites a sturdy leader in the figure 
of Moses and also helped solidify Israelite ethics through the 
receiving of the Ten Commandments.

This event also put Israel in contact with their deliverer. 
God made himself known to the Israelites both through his 
servant Moses and through physical manifestations, such as 
the ones we read about in Exodus 24. The moments at the 
base of Mount Sinai really helped the Israelites understand 
exactly who delivered them. Up until this moment, they had 
only seen the works of this God: the parting of the Red Sea, 
the pillars of cloud by day and of fire by night, the plagues, 

and all the many wonders in Egypt. But now, at the base of 
Mount Sinai, the Israelites could see the cloud that covered 
the top of the mountain, and they had an experience with 
God that we can’t fully even comprehend.

After the Law was written down and the covenant was 
confirmed, the people were sprinkled with blood, and Moses, 
Aaron, Aaron’s sons, and 70 other elders went up to see the 
God of Israel. The text says they beheld him and they ate 
and drank (verses 9–11), sharing in this feast to celebrate the 
covenant God had made with his people.

As amazing as it must have been to witness everything God 
did in Egypt through the plagues (can you imagine the Nile 
turning into blood?), this scene seems even more incredible 
as these leaders enjoyed the presence of God in a way they—
apart from Moses—had probably never had before. Perhaps 
these moments were defining moments in their faith and in 
their relationship with the Lord.

As you think about your own life, where have you witnessed 
God’s deliverance? Have you experienced spiritual 
mountaintops where you have enjoyed a great awareness 
of God’s presence with you? How have these memorable 
moments defined your story? Give thanks to God for 
the ways he delivers us, sustains us, and reminds us of his 
continual presence and glory.
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“THE GIVER IS  BE T TER”
Friday, December  2  |  Exodus  33–34:10 |  Amy Hirs ch

The book of Exodus contains a lot of highs and lows, and 
Exodus 32 is pretty far down on the list of lows. After God 
hears his peoples’ cries and delivers them from Egyptian 
slavery, after God declares them to be his treasured 
possession, after God appears to them in glory to make 
a covenant with them as his chosen people, they find 
themselves bored while Moses meets with God. So they 
decide to break God’s Law before the figurative ink has even 
dried by asking Aaron to make gods for them. They create 
gods with their own hands from the gold they plundered 
from the Egyptians, worshiping them as if they are the gods 
who delivered them from Egypt. 

Exodus 33–34:10 details the fallout of their false worship, and 
the scene isn’t pretty. Moses and the Lord go back and forth 
as Moses pleads with God to show the people mercy. God 
responds by telling Moses that he will keep his word to give 
them the land he promised their forefathers, but they will go 
into the land alone, without his presence. They all realize this 
announcement is a “disastrous word” (Exodus 33:4 ESV). 

Moses realizes that no matter how good that land might be 
after generations of slavery, no matter how much milk and 

honey might flow through its rivers, no matter how many 
gardens might grow in it ripe with fruit, if God isn’t going 
with them, it doesn’t really matter. In fact, Moses tells God, 
“If you aren’t going with us, I don’t want to go.” Moses knew 
the value of the Giver over and above the value of the gift. 
Without God’s presence, they would just be a people like 
anyone else, living in a land like anywhere else. What set them 
apart was the promise of God going with them, a God who is 
like no other god: merciful, gracious, slow to anger, abounding 
in steadfast love, and perfectly just (Exodus 34:6–7). 

During Advent, we’re in the rhythm of thinking about gifts 
and making Christmas plans. As you think about your life 
and your relationship with God, do you live in such a way 
that acknowledges the value of the Giver above the gifts he 
gives? All we have is a gift from God, but as wonderful as 
those gifts are, the Giver is better. He is God alone, the Lord 
who made heaven and earth, who breathes life into what 
was once dead, who keeps steadfast love for his children and 
moves mountains and even seas to make a way for us. This 
is the God who goes before you, who abounds in love, who 
forgives your sin, and who keeps his promises. 
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“GOD’S PRESENCE IN THE WILDERNESS”
Saturday, December  3  |  Exodus  40 |  Wayne  Splawn

Challenging seasons of life seem more manageable when 
we have other people to walk alongside us. Whether we are 
grieving the death of a loved one, rehabbing from a surgery 
or injury, or training for a 5K or marathon, we endure 
difficulty more easily when we are not alone. The presence of 
another person helps us persevere.

The Lord gave Moses the difficult task of providing 
leadership for God’s people during their wilderness 
wandering. Moses was willing to accept the challenge 
provided because God promised to be with them (Exodus 
33:12–16). The Lord granted Moses’ request by dwelling 
among the people in the tabernacle. God made his presence 
visible to the people in the form of a cloud by day and a fire 
by night. The people did not make a move apart from the 
assurance provided by the presence of God.

In the season of Advent, we celebrate the truth that God 
made his dwelling among us in the person of Jesus Christ. 
We have seen the glory of God in the person of Jesus, and 
God’s presence in Jesus is a clearer sign of God’s presence 
than the cloud or fire that filled the tabernacle in the 
wilderness. We believe that we will one day behold the glory 
of God in the person of Jesus Christ when Jesus returns to 
the earth. On that day, we will dwell in the presence of God 
and our challenges and hardships will finally cease. Between 
this day and that day, may we be comforted by the truth that 
even now, God dwells among us in the person of the Holy 
Spirit, and he will never leave us or forsake us as we seek to 
follow him faithfully in a fallen world.
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“THE HELP OF THE LORD”
Sunday, December  4  |  Jo shua 1  |  Mark Rector

One of the many lessons children learn as they grow up in 
church is the ways in which God helps people do difficult 
things. Think of all the ways God helped his people: He 
spared Noah and his family from a catastrophic flood, he 
freed Moses and the Israelites from slavery, he strengthened 
David to defeat Goliath, he remained with Jesus as he 
endured the cross, and he blessed Paul to take the message of 
Jesus across the world—just to name a few. The Bible, in one 
sense, is one big story of how God continually cares for and 
provides for his people.

Because God has a divine track record of helping his people, 
our response is to trust the help we know we will receive 
from him as his people. And as the book of Joshua shows, we 
have every reason to be confident in God’s help. We are so 
bold in the help we know we have from God that we can be 
strong and courageous in the way we approach any and every 
situation that life gives us.

Joshua took up the mantle of leadership after Moses died. 
Like many leaders who are thrust into such a role, I imagine 
Joshua didn’t have things figured out all at once. Joshua’s 
charge was to lead his people into the Promised Land, no 
matter what he and the Israelites faced. Over and over 
again, God reminds Joshua and the Israelites that he is with 

them “wherever [they] go” (verse 9). Like Joshua, we do not 
have to motivate ourselves to be strong and courageous. 
Rather, we are strong and courageous because God reminds 
us he is with us all the time, and he promises to lead us in 
ways that bring him glory.

Anne and I try our best to encourage our kids to be strong 
and courageous because God is their help. Our oldest, Josh, 
loves to recite Joshua 1:9 (NIV): “Be strong and courageous. 
Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged, for the Lord 
your God will be with you wherever you go.” And instead 
of saying “Joshua 1:9” as he finishes reciting the verse, Josh 
instead goes, “Joshua, don’t be scared!” Even though most of 
us are older than my four-year-old son, we need that extra 
reminder to not be scared.

As we journey nearer to the manger this Advent season, I 
challenge you to place your fears in the loving and tender 
arms of Jesus—our strength and our help. In and through 
him, we are strengthened and we are courageous as he 
supplies our needs and helps us in our weakness. May we all 
“lift up [our] eyes to the mountains—where does my help 
come from? My help comes from the Lord, the Maker of 
heaven and earth” (Psalm 121:1–2 NIV).  
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“GOD’S HOUSE”
Monday, December  5  |  2  Samuel  7  |  Amy Hirs ch

Years have passed since Israel’s conquest of the Promised 
Land under Joshua. God has established Israel in the land, 
and the nation has been ruled by a series of judges and even 
one king—Saul—prior to David’s reign. When David finally 
makes it to the throne, he decides he wants to build God a 
house. While this impulse might sound odd to us, most kings 
serving in that area of the world during that time would have 
built some kind of structure to honor the god they served. 

But in 2 Samuel 7, this exchange between the Lord and 
David, mediated by Nathan, tells us that the Lord is unlike 
all of the other gods. David wants to build the God of heaven 
and earth a house, a place where he might dwell and be 
present with his people. God rehearses a bit of history with 
Nathan in a dream, which Nathan communicates to David. 
God never asked his people to build him a house, because 
he didn’t need a house in order to dwell among his people. 
While the ark (and later the temple that Solomon would 
build) served as symbols of God’s presence with his people, 
he was never bound by those symbols, because he is the Lord 
of heaven and earth. 

Yet in this beautiful reversal, God basically says to David, 
“You wanted to build me a house, but guess what? I’m going 

to build you a house!” God makes an eternal covenant with 
David, declaring that he will give David a lineage of kings 
who will come after him and rule on his throne, establishing 
his house and his kingdom forever. 

And even when it seems like that promise is in danger of 
being broken, as David’s descendants fail to walk in the ways 
of their forefather—a man after God’s own heart—and as 
God’s people are taken away from the Promised Land, forced 
to live under the rule of foreigners, the good news is that 
when you make a covenant with the Lord, the Lord always 
keeps his promises, because he is faithful and true, and his 
word can be trusted. 

God indeed builds David a house, and David’s eternal lineage 
leads us to the genealogy of Matthew, where we read of the 
birth of Jesus, the Son of David and the Son of God, the one 
who is worthy to sit on David’s throne and receive worship, 
honor, and glory. God would choose to dwell among his 
people not in a house of cedar but in a house of humanity, 
by taking on flesh in the form of a servant. Praise God! His 
promises are better than any of our plans.
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“NEVER OVERSTAY YOUR WELCOME”
Tuesday, December  6  |  Psa lm 27 |  Mar y  Splawn

Once, a divinity school professor of mine admitted that 
when he welcomed seminary students into his home, they 
had a habit of lingering until way past bedtime. One night, 
he decided to find a way to gracefully ask them to leave. He 
said to his wife, “Honey, let’s go to bed and let these good 
people go home.”

The students were well-meaning and they loved being with 
their teacher, but they had overstayed their welcome. 

As I think about the concept of being in God’s house, it strikes 
me that we can never overstay our welcome in his presence. 
God welcomes us into communion with him. He teaches us to 
seek him daily and to delight ourselves in his Word. 

As we seek God’s presence through prayer and worship, our 
perspective is reoriented around his. When we meditate 
on his beauty, we are reminded of the goodness and all-
surpassing wonder of our Creator God. When we trust in his 
promises, we don’t have to fear. 

This Advent season, my prayer for us is that we desire to be 
in the house of the Lord and to experience his presence with 
us. As we linger in God’s holy presence, may our hearts be 
filled with love, joy, peace, and hope.

Dear Father, would you bless us with abundant time in your 
presence? Help us to be renewed and encouraged so that we might 
be conduits of your love and grace to others! Amen.
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“GOD'S PRESENCE IS  HERE AND NOW”
Wednesday, December  7  |  1  Kings  8  |  Nathan King

In the eighth chapter of 1 Kings, we read about the 
dedication and consecration of the temple built by Solomon. 
We see the priests carry the ark of the covenant up to the 
temple and carefully situate it in the holy of holies, a place 
where God was to dwell. Soon after the priests exit the holy 
place, the text says that “a cloud filled the house of the Lord 
. . . for the glory of the Lord filled the house of the Lord” 
(1 Kings 8:10–11 NRSV).

What is particularly interesting about this passage is the 
layout of the temple and what that signifies about God’s 
presence with the Israelites. Much like the architecture of 
the tabernacle in the wilderness, the temple was designed 
with three separate spaces: the outer courtyard, the holy 
place, and the holy of holies. As the names suggest, the 
further one went into the temple, the closer they were to the 

actual, tangible presence of God. And what is particularly 
interesting is that the text says that the presence of God does 
not appear until after the ark of the covenant is placed in the 
holy of holies. 

What is so special about this season of Advent is that it 
reminds us of the name of Jesus, Emmanuel, which literally 
means “God with us.” And if we take that into account 
when considering the story of the temple in 1 Kings, we can 
admire the fact that there is nothing that stands in the way 
between us and God. No longer does God dwell apart from 
us in a separate room; God dwells with us here and now 
through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. That’s what 
this season is all about. We can delight in God’s presence 
because Jesus makes it possible. 
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“A COMING DAY OF PEACE”
Thursday, December  8  |  Psa lm 46 |  Joe l  Burks

It seems like every day, we are bombarded with devastating 
news stories from around the world. Sometimes the story 
is from the world abroad, sometimes it is on the national or 
state level, and sometimes it is even in our communities.

Psalm 46 paints a similar picture. From the context of the 
psalm, we can read how the world of the psalmist seems to be 
on uneven ground. The descriptions of mountains falling into 
the sea and the water roaring are strikingly similar to the way 
I’ve heard people describe the world at large in today’s age.

Yet standing in stark contrast to the world that the psalmist 
describes is the city of God. It is a place of refuge from the 
worries going on all around him. It is a place of serenity and 
peace and joy. In the city of God, a stream flows through it 
and there is a holy place where God dwells. While outside of 
the walls the nations seem to be uprooted and in chaos, the 
city of God will never fall.

We all long for this kind of peace in the midst of the 
craziness of life. The hope that we have as Christians is that 
this city is coming even now. The end of the psalm speaks 
to this coming, idyllic world where there are no more wars. 
People will throw their shields into giant piles and strike a 
match, setting them on fire. Bows and spears alike will be set 
aside, and God will tell all to be still. The kingdom of God 
will be at hand and God will be with his people in a way the 
Israelites could never fully comprehend.

How do we know that this is coming? Jesus’ birth set us on 
a path toward the initiation of this kingdom of God. Later, 
when Jesus would be raised from the dead, God would set 
into motion the redemption of all things. Someday we will 
see that vision of a world with no more war, and God will 
dwell among his people in a city that has no end.
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“A GREATER PRIVILEGE”
Friday, December  9  |  Psa lm 84 |  Fal lon  Far ley

Psalm 84 is a hymn of praise. The psalmist is celebrating 
his pilgrimage to Jerusalem and delighting in being able 
to worship God in his very dwelling place. The temple in 
Jerusalem is where God resides and has made his presence 
available to his people. God’s dwelling place is “lovely” and 
alluring, because it is where the worshiper actually meets the 
“living God”! The psalmist’s soul “longs, yes, faints” to be in 
God’s presence, and his “heart and flesh” sing for joy at the 
very thought of encountering God. Here, we see a man living 
out and rejoicing in the very purpose we were created for: to 
be in relationship with God and to live in his presence.

This purpose is reinforced by the very nature of God’s house. 
The psalmist describes God’s house as a place where “even 
the sparrow finds a home,” and the swallow, too. If even birds, 
so lowly and insignificant, are welcomed into the Father’s 
home, how much more does God desire for us to dwell—to 
live our lives—in his house? The truth that God’s house is 
a welcoming place is marvelous. The psalmist sees it as an 
overwhelming privilege to be allowed access into God’s very 
presence, which is why he says, “for a day in your courts is 
better than a thousand elsewhere” (Psalm 84:10 ESV). He 
knows that his ultimate fulfillment is in dwelling in God’s 

presence, so he rejoices for the opportunity to have even one 
day in God’s temple among his Lord.

As believers today, we have an even greater privilege than the 
psalmist. No longer do we have to make a pilgrimage to the 
temple to encounter the living God. We now have the Spirit 
of the living God living inside of us! Our bodies are now the 
temples where God resides (1 Corinthians 3:16). God made 
his presence always available to us by giving us the Holy 
Spirit (Acts 2:4). No longer do our souls have to long to be in 
God’s presence. We are welcomed and able to endlessly dwell 
with our Father. And the only reason we have greater access 
to God than the psalmist is because of Jesus.

Jesus Christ, Emmanuel, God with us (Matthew 1:23)—he 
is the one who redeemed our relationship with God and 
allows us to forever live in God’s presence. The Holy Spirit 
is his gift to us ( John 14:15–17) so that we are not without 
God’s presence and power as we wait for his return. How 
much should we rejoice over that? In this season of Advent, 
may we imitate the psalmist’s joy, gratitude, and praise as we 
remember the gift of Jesus and rest deeply in God’s presence.
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“DO NOT TAKE GOD FOR GRANTED”
Saturday, December  10 |  Ezekie l  10 |  Wayne  Splawn

I admit that I take people and things for granted far too 
often. Most every day, I wake up in a climate-controlled 
home, eat food kept fresh in my refrigerator, and drink 
clean water from my faucet. Each of these activities is 
made possible because I have electricity powering my air 
conditioning unit and refrigerator and clean water flowing 
through the plumbing system in my home. It is only when 
the power is out or the water has been shut off due to 
maintenance that I realize how privileged I am to enjoy these 
creature comforts many people in the world do not have.

The people of God in Ezekiel’s day had grown accustomed to 
the presence of God. They took him for granted and figured 
they would always enjoy his presence regardless of how they 
lived. Due to their complacency, the land was characterized 
by evil and injustice on the part of God’s people and 
their leaders. They never once considered that God might 
withdraw his presence from among them. However, in 

Ezekiel 10, we read the sobering account of God’s presence 
leaving the temple. God’s presence was the thing that made 
them distinct from all the other peoples of the earth, and 
now they were facing the prospect of losing God’s presence 
among them.

I think each of us is prone to taking God’s presence for 
granted. Rather than waking up each morning grateful that 
God will be with us and seeking to live every moment in 
a way that would please him, we sometimes go through 
the motions of the day with no regard for the presence of 
God. Today, I encourage you to begin and end your day by 
acknowledging the privilege of God’s presence dwelling in 
you in the person of the Holy Spirit. Ask the Lord to help 
you take comfort in the truth that he is with you and to give 
you the power you need to follow him faithfully. Whatever 
you do, do not take for granted God’s presence in your life.
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“LEARN TO L AMENT ”
Sunday, December  11 |  Lamentat ions  5  |  Mark Rector 

Lamentations 5 is a bleak picture of the weight and totality 
of sin. Exiled from their home land, the Israelites can hardly 
bear things much longer. They have lost their inheritance 
(verse 2); they are motherless and fatherless, and their 
families have been broken apart (verse 3). They do not know 
where their next meal will come from (verse 9). Their work 
is for little profit and difficult beyond belief (verse 13). These 
are but a few examples of the hardships the Israelites faced.

As we read Lamentations 5, the situation and circumstances 
surrounding the Israelites may not be all that different 
from circumstances we or our neighbors and world face 
on a regular basis. The book of Lamentations helps us look 
around at our world and see that not only are things not as 
they should be, but that things are bad and in desperate need 
of redemption, restoration, and reconciliation. The book of 
Lamentations also does not excuse us from the evil, the pain, 
and the suffering we go through, see around us, and hear 
about in the news. Instead, our call as Christians is to bear 
evil, pain, and suffering.

And while this might cause us to want to throw in the towel 
and give up on the world, grief and lament actually lead us 
to the exact opposite. Grief and lament point to hope in the 
midst of affliction. In a strange way, the better we lament and 
the better we grieve, the more we’re reminded of the hope 
that we as Christians have in Jesus.

It’s no coincidence how the book of Lamentations ends: 
“You, Lord, reign forever; your throne endures from 
generation to generation. Why do you always forget us? Why 
do you forsake us so long? Restore us to yourself, Lord, that 
we may return; renew our days as of old unless you have 
utterly rejected us and are angry with us beyond measure” 
(Lamentations 5:19–22 NIV).

Here in these last four verses, there is an acknowledgment of 
God’s sovereignty (verse 19), one last lament (verse 20), and a 
plea for restoration. Through it all, in the midst of our grief and 
lament, our answer is found in the coming of Jesus, the one 
in whom the “hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee 
tonight” (Phillips Brooks, “O Little Town of Bethlehem”).
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“WHEN GOD SEEMS SILENT ”
Monday, December  12 |  I sa iah  64 |  Amy Hirs ch

I am a person who, by nature, hates conflict. This doesn’t 
make me any holier than anyone else—in fact, I would 
contend to say that my inclination toward people-pleasing is 
just another form of sinfulness. Yet conflict is always bound 
to happen, and we hurt the people we love. For me when that 
happens, receiving the silent treatment really does feel like 
torture. I just want the conflict to be over, to hear the other 
person say they’ve forgiven me, and for us to move on. 

In Isaiah 64, God’s people have faced exile as a result of 
their sins, and they’re ready to hear from him. They’re tired 
of God giving them what they perceive to be the silent 
treatment. They’re ready to hear God speak. After all, as 
Isaiah recounts their history, we’re reminded that God acted 
on Israel’s behalf; the other nations stood in awe of the 
amazing things God did for his people and how he acted on 
their behalf—something they had never seen in their false 
worship of other gods.

But now, things are different. “In our sins we have been a 
long time,” Isaiah admits, and then asks the question, “And 
shall we be saved?” (verse 5). Isaiah recounts the devastation 
of Jerusalem, which has come because of the people’s sin. 
There is no more temple. There is no more Promised Land. 
There is only exile and a God who seems to be silent. “Will 

we be saved?” they ask. “Will you call us your people again? 
Will you come and be with us? Will you just speak, Lord?” 

Have you ever felt this way? Have you ever wondered where 
God was and wondered why he seemed to be silent? In 
this season, although the lights are bright and the mood 
is jolly, all is not always well. The pains of loss, separation, 
and our own sin can seem even more severe in the seasonal 
merriment. Prophecies like this, along with lament psalms, 
give us the language we need to call out to God when he 
feels far away—either because of our own sin (which is the 
case in Isaiah 64) or because of circumstances beyond our 
control as we face the brokenness of this world. 

So when the moments come where God feels far away, we 
call out to him and we ask him to reveal himself to us. We 
confess our sins. We read the Bible, because it is God’s Word 
revealed to us. We remind ourselves of how we have seen him 
work in the past. We remember that he is our Father who 
cares for us, one who is near to the brokenhearted and who 
saves the crushed in spirit (Psalm 34:18). We recall the truth 
that through the Holy Spirit, God dwells in us, even when it 
seems as if he is far off. And we wait in hope, trusting that he 
will speak again.
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“FEAR NOT ”
Tuesday, December  13 |  I sa iah  43:1–44:8  |  Amanda McKay

Isaiah 43 and 44 are set in a time after Israel has received the 
consequences of their sin. Now, God’s chosen people live in 
exile in a foreign land with foreign gods, living as servants to 
the Babylonian king. In the midst of their difficulties, they 
wonder if God has forgotten about them. Surely, this is not 
the life God intended for them. Furthermore, they begin 
to wonder if God really is who he says he is. Is God really 
all-powerful? Is he really good? I can imagine all of these 
questions flooding the minds of the Israelites as their faith 
gives way to fear.

The words in these chapters are written from God’s 
perspective as a response to Israel’s doubts. While they are 
a defense, these words are first and foremost meant to be an 
anthem of hope, as God fiercely defends his own glory by 
reminding the people of Israel not just who he is, but who 
they are. He is the Lord, the Holy One of Israel, Creator, 
Redeemer, and Savior, a God whose presence is literally 
with his people from the crossing of the Red Sea to the fiery 
furnaces of Babylon. Thus, they have no reason to fear. Israel 
has not and will not be abandoned nor forgotten. The Lord 
their God has chosen them and will save them.

Though they have wearied God with their transgressions and 
their hearts are far from their Creator, he will make a way 
for these transgressions to be blotted out, giving nations in 
exchange for them. This is the free gift of grace, and his plan 

for their redemption will be unlike anything the world has 
ever seen or expected.

We know this plan of redemption comes through Jesus, a 
native of the nation of Israel. Through him, the presence 
of God now dwells with his people. The promises of Isaiah 
have been fulfilled and are being fulfilled; he is doing a new 
thing. Though the people are still blind in their sins and deaf 
to the Lord’s voice, the Holy One of Israel has sent a Savior. 
And, through him, redemption comes—but the cost for this 
redemption was much greater than the nations referred to 
in Isaiah. Jesus, God’s son, offered his life as the ransom for 
Israel and the nations. God demonstrated his glory in the 
manger and on the cross so that hearts that were once distant 
could return and take up a new name in praise of Jesus.

Through the first Advent of Christ, we are living in the days 
foretold in Isaiah as the Spirit has been poured out. And yet, 
like the Israelites, we are in days of exile, for this is not our 
true home. We endure hardship, suffering, and difficulty, and 
our faith might even be threatened. Hopelessness comes and 
wreaks havoc on our lives. Many times, the fears of the exiled 
Israelites become ours as well. “Has God forgotten me? Is 
God really who he says he is? Is God really good?”

(Continued on next page)
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In the coming of Christ and the pouring out of the Spirit, 
the answer to these is a resounding no. Hope bursts 
forth through the ashes of our grief and anxieties. Our 
redemption and salvation have been assured, and we have 
the very presence of God with us in the middle of the pain 
and brokenness, comforting us and strengthening us as we 
yearn for Christ’s second coming when all things are made 
new. Here, all nations will be gathered unto him as sons 
and daughters dwelling eternally in the Father’s presence. I 
can imagine the face of our Father as he looks upon us on 
that day. Perhaps he’ll welcome us home and say, “I have 
redeemed you. I have summoned you by name. You are 
mine.” Until then, fear not. He is with us even now.

“FEAR NOT ” (CONTINUED)
Tuesday, December  13 |  I sa iah  43:1–44:8  |  Amanda McKay
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“DEAD BONES L IVE”
Wednesday, December  14 |  Ezekie l  37 |  Amy Hirs ch

Some books of the Bible are weirder than others. The book 
of Ezekiel is one of those—but then again, Ezekiel saw some 
crazy things, including the exile of his people. So, when 
Ezekiel starts seeing this odd vision of dead bones come to 
life in Ezekiel 37, we shouldn’t be all that surprised.

Ezekiel’s vision seems to first say that the dream of God’s 
people is dead. The valley full of bones is a symbolic picture 
of the hopes of God’s chosen nation. The kingdom has been 
split. Israel and Judah have been exiled and are being ruled by 
foreigners. But the good news is that God is in the business 
of bringing life out of death. In language that might remind 
us of Genesis 1–2, God breathes life into the dead bones, just 
as he breathed life into Adam. God will restore his people 
and will reunite the broken kingdoms, and they will serve 
him as one people, under the authority of David’s lineage.

This might sound too good to be true, and if you know 
Israel’s track record, your hesitation is warranted. So what if 
God raises up his people and takes them back into the land? 
What will keep them from sinning again, from turning to 
the other gods and forsaking the Lord? Will they really be 
able to walk in God’s ways and obey his statutes? In Hebrew, 
the word here for “breathe” is also the same word used for 
“spirit.” God breathes life into his people, yes; but the life he 

breathes into them is his Spirit. God’s Spirit brings life to 
what is dead. God is going to bring his people home, and he 
will “set [his] sanctuary in their midst forevermore” (Ezekiel 
37:26 ESV). But the amazing thing that is going to happen 
is not the rebuilding of a temple but the resurrection of what 
was once dead. God will breathe life into his people by giving 
them new hearts and by helping them to obey his Word 
through the power of his Spirit at work in their lives.

The valley of dry bones was not the end of the story for 
Israel, because God wasn’t finished yet. These promises 
extend to us. When we were dead in our trespasses, God 
breathed life into us by the power of the Holy Spirit. The 
Holy Spirit dwells in us and helps us obey God, even when 
every inclination we have on our part is to sin. God keeps 
rattling the bones and bringing life out of death. And even 
when we stare into the face of the grave, into death before 
our eyes, we have confidence because the same Spirit that 
raised Christ from the dead will give life to our spirits 
(Romans 8:11). For those who are in Christ, the end of the 
story is not the grave, but it is the new heaven and the new 
earth when we will dwell in the very presence of a God who 
is strong enough to defeat death, and kind enough to wipe 
away every tear from our eyes (Revelation 21:1–4).
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“WHEN GOD ARRIVES”
Thursday, December  15 |  I sa iah  35 |  Joe l  Burks

Isaiah is an oft-quoted prophet during Christmastime. His 
prophecies about the coming Davidic King will resound in 
chapels and sanctuaries all across the world this December. 
Contextually, however, Isaiah did not live in the most festive 
of times. Isaiah ministered to the kingdom of Judah in or 
around the eighth century BC. While Amos and Hosea 
addressed the needs of the northern kingdom of Israel, 
Micah and Isaiah focused their counsel on Judah. This was 
the age of the rise of the Assyrians, a terrible and cruel nation 
that would ultimately cause the end of the northern kingdom 
of Israel. All four of the aforementioned prophets believed 
that the Assyrians were divinely guided, a “rod of wrath” in 
God’s hand meant to chastise Israel and Judah for their sins.

Yet even in the midst of preparing the people of Judah for 
the coming hardship, Isaiah encourages them to look forward 
to a day when they will be redeemed and will return to the 
right relationship between God and themselves. Isaiah points 
out that God will come and everything will be different. 
Notice the drastic way in which situations begin to change 

as God arrives in this chapter of Isaiah. Dry and dead places 
begin to bloom. The deaf begin to hear. The blind can see 
again. The burning sand becomes a pool. This kind of writing 
must have encouraged the people of Judah. The idea was that 
the Lord would intervene in the affairs of his people in a 
magnificent way. He would save them despite their sin. After 
this great miracle, the result, as described by Isaiah, would 
be praise. Joyful singing would fill the streets, and gladness 
would overtake the people of God.

Judah would indeed face its share of trials during the days 
of Isaiah, but God followed through and would bring them 
through each one. As believers in Christ anticipate a world 
like the one described in Isaiah 35 this Christmas season, let 
us attempt to do our part to come alongside the Holy Spirit 
in the work he has already started. As one of my favorite 
worship songs encourages, we can have faith in the God who 
can turn graves into gardens and seas into highways because 
he’s the only one who can (Brandon Lake and Elevation 
Worship, “Graves Into Gardens”).
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“ALL PEOPLE EVERY WHERE”
Friday, December  16 |  Joe l  2 :18–32 |  Amy Hirs ch

In seminary, I spent several semesters studying the minor 
prophets. They’re only called “minor” because they are shorter 
in length than prophets like Isaiah and Jeremiah. One of 
the things I grew to appreciate is how the prophets follow a 
typical pattern. They call the people out for their sin and for 
the ways they’ve broken God’s covenant. They call the people 
to repentance. And they hold out hope that God will restore 
and redeem what is broken.

The book of Joel follows this same pattern. Joel foretold God’s 
judgment, which would come in the form of a locust plague 
that would devastate the economy and wreak havoc on their 
supply chain. He called the people to turn from their sin, 
holding out hope that perhaps God would withhold judgment 
if the people repented. But then in Joel 2:18–32, Joel paints 
this beautiful picture of hope that goes beyond God holding 
off the locusts and sending rain to water the crops: God is 
going to pour out his Spirit “on all flesh” ( Joel 2:28 ESV).

What does “all flesh” mean? Joel spells it out in the rest of 
the chapter: sons, daughters, old men, young men, even male 
and female servants. This would have been a revolutionary 
idea for his listeners. In the Old Testament and in the time 
of Joel’s prophecy, God set his Spirit on certain special 
individuals—people like Moses, the prophets, and David. 

Men were the leaders of the Jewish faith, and only the high 
priest could enter into the holy of holies on the Day of 
Atonement before the presence of the Lord. But Joel looks 
forward to a day when “everyone who calls on the name of 
the Lord shall be saved” ( Joel 2:32 ESV).

And in Galatians, Paul tells us that this promise uttered 
by an Israelite prophet extends to us as Gentiles, for all 
people, everywhere. There are no barriers, no dividing walls 
within our faith. Whether you are rich or poor, learned or 
uneducated, a majority or a minority, married or single, 
young or old, male or female—if you have trusted in Jesus for 
salvation and called upon his name, you are a recipient of his 
Spirit and a prophet of the Most High.

And while it might sound weird to think of yourself as a 
prophet, walking in faithfulness to Christ is walking in the 
life of a prophet. You call others to faithfulness and speak 
the truth in love about sin. You pray for repentance and 
examine the areas in your own heart where you have sinned 
and need the Lord. And you are a beacon of hope in a dark 
world, because you are a herald like those angels on that first 
Christmas night, proclaiming the good news of great joy for 
all people, everywhere.



28 29

“THE EVERL ASTING LORD”
Saturday, December  17 |  I sa iah  40 |  Wayne  Splawn

Sometimes the challenges of life can be overwhelming. 
We might be overwhelmed by the personal or professional 
challenges we face. It may be that we are burdened by the 
global atrocities we read about in the newspaper or see 
covered on the news. Whether we experience difficulties on 
a local or global scale or some combination of the two, we 
often feel despair as we see all that is wrong in the world 
and acknowledge that we simply do not have the resources 
to right all the wrongs we see. To whom can we turn for 
strength and comfort in such seasons?

Isaiah 40 contains a comforting word for the burdened and 
downcast. In this chapter, Isaiah does not offer assurance 
to God’s people by giving them a pep talk or assuring them 
they can overcome if they will only work harder. Isaiah 
acknowledges the limitations of human beings. All flesh is 
here today and gone tomorrow, and even young people are 
weary and exhausted. Rather than encouraging the people 

of God to look to themselves for salvation, Isaiah implores 
them to turn their eyes to the everlasting God. This God is 
far greater than all the false gods and idols of the nations. He 
created the universe by the power of his Word and sustains 
every square inch of creation, even calling out the stars each 
evening by name (Isaiah 40:26). God’s power and wisdom are 
matchless, and God’s people ought to be comforted by the 
truth that this powerful God will deliver them if they only 
wait for him.

If you are overwhelmed by challenges in your life or the 
hardships you see in the world, take comfort in the truth 
that God is with you and will certainly accomplish his good 
purposes in your life and in this world. Rather than looking 
to yourself or other people for strength and encouragement, 
look to the Lord of all creation. Wait for him with the sure 
and certain hope that he will renew your strength and guide 
you as a shepherd guides and provides for his sheep.
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“DE TAILS MAT TER”
Sunday, December  18 |  Luke  1 :1–25 |  Mark Rector

The gospel of Luke is meticulous in its use of details. This 
isn’t necessarily surprising, as Luke was a physician by trade; 
he was good at keeping records and sticking to the details. 
For Luke, it is why “it seemed good to me also, having 
followed all things closely for some time past, to write an 
orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, that you 
may have certainty concerning the things you have been 
taught” (Luke 1:3–4 ESV).

Before Luke narrates the Christmas story we all know so 
well—how Mary and Joseph traveled to Bethlehem for the 
Roman census, how Jesus was wrapped in swaddling clothes 
in a manger, how shepherds traveled to behold the newborn 
Jesus, and how a multitude of angels praised God in the 
highest—Luke feels the need to add the details about Jesus’ 
aunt, uncle, and cousin: Elizabeth, Zechariah, and John.

There’s always been a part of me that has wondered why 
Luke adds so many details about Zechariah, Elizabeth, and 
John. Of course, all three play an important role in the story 
and life of Jesus, especially John who, as an adult, confesses, 
“after me comes he who is mightier than I, the strap of whose 
sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie” (Mark 
1:7 ESV). At the end of the day, why did the details about 

Zechariah, Elizabeth, and John matter so much to Luke?

The details matter for Luke because God knows every detail 
of our lives and is with us in all of life’s complexity. The story 
of Zechariah, Elizabeth, and John demonstrates this. It 
matters that Zechariah was a priest of the division of Abijah 
because this was the reason he was at the temple to tend 
it and burn incense (Luke 1:5, 9). And because he was on 
temple duty, Zechariah saw an angel, who assured him his 
wife would have a baby with a special purpose for God’s plan 
of salvation (Luke 1:11–18). And because Elizabeth was with 
child, she could comfort and encourage Mary, Jesus’ mother.

The Advent story reminds us that God is with us in the 
details of our lives. And just like he does in the lives of 
Zechariah, Elizabeth, and John, God uses every detail for 
his ultimate plans and purposes so that we might enjoy 
him more and grow in relationship with him. I hope and 
pray you will be reminded how God has worked through 
you and dwelt with you in all of the details of your life this 
Advent season. And I hope and pray you will rejoice at all the 
wonderful details the Father has worked out for our good—
that we may dwell with our Lord Jesus Christ all of our days!
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“HE LOOKS DOWN LOW”
Monday, December  19 |  Luke  1 :26–56 |  Amy Hirs ch

I love the contrast of today’s passage with yesterday’s reading 
from Luke 1:1–25 and Gabriel appearing to Zechariah with 
the news that Elizabeth, his elderly, barren wife, would bear 
a son. Let’s be honest: If an angel appeared to any of us, it 
would be shocking. But if an angel was going to appear to 
someone, we might expect an angel to appear to a man like 
Zechariah, a priest who has been serving in the temple.

Yet the angel appearances don’t stop in Luke 1, do they? 
While we might not be all that surprised to witness a man 
like Zechariah encounter an angel, in Luke 1:26, God sends 
Gabriel to appear to someone else. If the story wasn’t so 
familiar to you, your jaw might drop as an angel appears to 
a young, unmarried woman, announcing that she will bear a 
son—Jesus—who will be the Savior of the world.

Mary is young. Mary is unmarried. Mary is impoverished. 
And, perhaps most significantly of all, Mary is a woman. Yet 
Gabriel declares this astounding truth in Luke 1:28 (ESV): 
“the Lord is with you!” The Lord was with Mary and chose 
to use her as the vessel through whom he would send his 
Son, Jesus—the one who would reign on David’s eternal 
throne and whose kingdom would have no end. Of all of 
the people in the world, God found favor with Mary and he 
chose to use her.

In Mary’s song, the Magnificat (Luke 1:46–55), she tells us 
more about this God who is with her. If you notice the cross-
references in your Bible, you’ll see that Mary’s song is steeped 
in the Old Testament; she knew her Bible! She references 
what others who have gone before her, like Hannah and the 
psalmists, had to say about God. What attributes of God do 
you notice in these verses? He is mighty, holy, and merciful. 
He is a helper. He meets our needs. And, in the words of one 
of my favorite artists, “he looks down low” (Paul Zach, “He 
Looks Down Low”). He isn’t a God who elevates the rich 
and the proud, but a God who brings down the mighty and 
haughty and who lifts up the lowly, like humble Mary.

God looks down low, and he sees. He sees the oppression and 
the greed and the pride that oppresses the lowly. He sees the 
faithful path of the humble walking in daily dependence on 
him. He sees the brokenness and sorrow and suffering we all 
face. And the good news is that he is a God who is mighty to 
act, whose arm is strong, whose hand can save. And how will 
God save his people? By coming down low to us, in the person 
of Jesus: “veiled in flesh the Godhead see; hail the incarnate 
deity, pleased as man with men to dwell, Jesus, our Emmanuel” 
(Charles Wesley, “Hark! the Herald Angels Sing”).
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“A SONG TO QUIE T THE SOUL”
Tuesday, December  20 |  Luke  1 :57–80 |  Mar y  Splawn

On the podcast, I love interviewing church members. I enjoy 
hearing stories of how people have come to faith and how 
God is at work in their daily lives.

One of the most heartwarming stories came from Amy 
Harwell—a new member in 2022—about her son, Graham. 
Amy, being a voice teacher and choir member, sang Christian 
lullabies over and over to her son in the womb. And when 
he was born, it quickly became evident that he knew the 
songs well. Anytime he was inconsolable, she would begin to 
sing, and he would immediately quiet down. The songs she 
sang (and still sings) during their bedtime routine speak of 
the Lord’s love for children, his care for their needs, and the 
armor of God which covers them from head to toe.

As I read of Elizabeth and Zechariah welcoming their new 
child, I imagined them singing over him as well. As you may 
remember, Zechariah doubted God’s message about John 
being born. Because he didn’t trust God, the Lord made him 
mute until John was named. And when Zechariah obeyed 
by naming him John, his tongue was loosed and he began to 
sing.

His song was a mixture of praise and blessing. He gave 
thanks to the Lord for salvation and deliverance, and he 
reminded John of his high calling to prepare the way for the 
Savior.

Perhaps when John got fussy as an infant, his dad rocked 
him and sang the promises again and again to comfort his 
heart. Maybe as John grew, Zechariah whispered the tune in 
his ear to give him confidence in who God had called him to 
be. And, when John left home to minister in the wilderness, 
I imagine Zechariah singing his song once again, reminding 
John to praise the Lord because he is the one who delivers us 
from darkness and leads us in paths of peace!

As we sing songs this week about the birth of our Savior, may 
our hearts be quieted and our souls be filled with joy. May 
our praises teach the next generation to rely on the tender 
mercy of our God.

Dear Father, fill our hearts with songs of joy that remind us of 
your character! Help us to sense your tender mercy. Quiet our souls 
and console our hearts. Give us joy and peace that only comes 
through knowing you. Amen.
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“UNEXPECTED PEOPLE RECEIVE UNEXPECTED NEWS”
Wednesday, December  21 |  Luke  2 :1–21 |  Joe l  Burks

The vision of the shepherds sitting on the hill that night 
tending sheep often plays in my head like a little movie. 
When I was a kid, I had a cassette tape that was basically 
a theatrical version of the Christmas story. Different actors 
played different roles, there were musical numbers—the tape 
was fantastic. I remember, though, that my favorite moment 
in the tape was the moment when the angels showed up. The 
angels sang together a song based on that Isaiah 9 passage: 
“and the government shall be upon his shoulders, and his 
kingdom shall have no end.” One line from the show that my 
family forever repeated was something one of the shepherds 
said when the entire host of angels appeared. He looked up at 
the sky and exclaimed, “ANGELS ARE EVERYWHERE!”

This announcement set things on a new course. God had 
come to be with his people. These shepherds lived hard lives, 
so this news must have imbued them with some hope about 
the world. The announcement of peace must have been like 
water in a desert. Roman occupation had been going on 
for some time, and I’m sure that the shepherds welcomed 

such an angelic proclamation. God, in the form of Christ 
the Son, had come to dwell amongst his people. The God 
who revealed himself to Moses, led his people out of Egypt 
and into the Promised Land, and burned on the lips of the 
prophets was now here in the flesh. The God of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob, the seed of David, had come to sit on his 
throne. Yet the King that the shepherds expected was born 
in a manger, a scene almost as unlikely as shepherds being 
chosen as the recipients of such a heavenly announcement.

God is still in the business of revealing himself to unexpected 
people. Each of us has a story of who we were before we 
really understood and embraced a relationship with God. 
The lives of those shepherds must have been changed in a 
very similar way. I pray that all of us continue to marvel at 
the fact that the great God of the universe humbled himself 
and took on the form of a human, all to be closer to us: “born 
thy people to deliver, born a child and yet a King” (Charles 
Wesley, “Come Thou Long-Expected Jesus”).
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“PRESENT WITH ONE ANOTHER”
Thursday, December  22 |  Luke  2 :22–40 |  Amy Hirs ch

Have you ever been on a trip somewhere and ran into 
someone from home and wondered, “What are the odds? 
We must have been in just the right place and at just the 
right time to cross paths.” Today’s passage reminds me of 
such scenarios. As Jesus is brought into the temple for his 
dedication—because Mary and Joseph were faithful Israelites 
following God’s commands (see Leviticus 12)—in just the 
right place and at just the right time, the family crosses 
paths in the temple (which was quite large!) with Anna and 
Simeon, who have been waiting to see God’s salvation. They 
offer blessings to Jesus, recognizing him as the salvation God 
has prepared for his people and as a light to the Gentiles.

Mary and Joseph “marveled at what was said about [ Jesus]” 
(Luke 2:33 ESV). Now, you might think, “Didn’t they know 
their son was special from the circumstances surrounding 
his conception, from Gabriel’s announcement, and from 
the angels and shepherds showing up to worship him that 
first Christmas night?” But there is a sense throughout the 
gospels of this unveiling of Christ’s mission—that he would 
come not only to save his people but to be a light to the 
Gentiles.

But I also think Mary and Joseph marveled at the words 
because they needed to hear them. Here is a couple who 
never expected to have a child in this way, and now they are 

parents to the Savior of the world. And in the providence 
and the power of God, the Holy Spirit led Simeon and Anna 
to encounter the family in the temple at just the right time—
to make these beautiful declarations about Jesus, yes, but also 
perhaps to encourage his parents.

As I think about presence in this passage, there’s so much 
you could unpack. Consider the significance of Jesus being 
brought to the temple. The temple was once the symbol of 
God being present with his people, and now here again, God 
has entered into the temple in flesh through his Son, Jesus.

But we also see the power of personal presence. Anna and 
Simeon were there with Mary, Joseph, and Jesus because the 
Spirit led them to the right place and at the right time to 
declare truth and to encourage Mary and Joseph. In many 
ways, their presence in the temple helps instruct us about 
the importance of being present with one another. When 
the church gathers, we come together to worship God, to 
encourage one another, and to remind each other of what is 
really true: that our hope is in the Lord, who is with us. So 
when you come to worship, ask God to help you sense the 
Holy Spirit’s guidance, because you never know who God 
might bring into your path—in just the right place and at 
just the right time—so that you might encourage them and 
remind them of the hope of the gospel.
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“LIGHT IN THE DARKNESS”
Friday, December  23 |  John 1:1–18 |  Wayne  Splawn

I love the beautiful leaves, cooler temperatures, and advent 
of football season that accompany the arrival of fall each 
year. The only reason I do not like fall is I know the season 
will be marked by shorter days and longer nights. In the 
dead of winter, it feels like I drive to work in the dark and 
the sun has gone down before I exit my office to make the 
commute home. From time to time, I get a little down when 
surrounded by darkness, and I long for warmer, longer days 
that begin to return in the spring.

John 1:1–18 is one of the most beautiful and profound 
passages in all of Scripture. John describes Jesus as the glory 
of God that came into a dark world to bear witness to the 
grace and truth of God. No matter how dark things were, the 

darkness simply could not overcome the light of God’s love 
on display in Jesus Christ.

Two days ago was the shortest day of the year in Alabama. 
Even though we can hardly discern the lengthening of days 
that has begun, the truth remains that the darkest days 
are behind us, and the light of spring is on the way. More 
importantly, the light of the glory of God in the person of 
Jesus Christ has dawned in our world and the light of Christ 
will not be overcome. No matter how dark things may get in 
our world, we can be certain that one day, Jesus will return to 
finally and fully dispel the darkness of sin and establish the 
kingdom of God here on earth even as it is in heaven.
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“THERE WILL BE T IME”
Saturday, December  24 |  Matthew 17 |  Mark Rector

The focus of this passage is the Transfiguration, and how Peter, 
James, and John experience the glory of God in the presence of 
Jesus. We could also talk about the tent imagery here and how 
that connects with God coming to dwell with us in the person 
of Jesus. It would also be helpful to mention the healing of the 
boy possessed by the demon, as a reminder of Jesus coming in the 
flesh to live among us and to heal our diseases and our infirmities.

There have been several moments in my life that I would love to 
go back and relive. I’d love to go back and relive the night when 
my high school football team beat Hoover for the first time in 
school history. I’d love to go back and relive a trip my family 
took to California when I was in fifth grade. I'd love to go back 
and relive my wedding day and the three days my kids were 
born. These days were some of the happiest and most joy-filled 
days of my life.

When Dr. Mark Gignilliat came to preach on keeping the 
Sabbath holy back in September, he reminded us that God sets 
apart one day for us to rest, worship, and honor him. The fourth 
commandment isn’t something we just do because God tells us 
to do it (although that is super important!). As Jesus reminds us, 
the Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath (Mark 
2:27). The Sabbath is for our good and for God’s glory. Our God is 
the author of time and Ancient of Days (Daniel 7:9). Time is in 
no one but God’s hands.

So while we have times and seasons we might want to relive, 
we simply will not be able to. We cannot get time back and 
yet, we are called to make the best use of our time (Ephesians 
5:16) and enjoy the time God graciously gives us as the Sabbath 
commandment shows us (Exodus 20:8–11).

When Jesus is transfigured on the mountain in Matthew 17, 
Peter commits the error of trying to stop time in its tracks. Peter 
is right when he says, “Lord, it is good for us to be here. If you 
wish, I will put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses, 
and one for Elijah” (NIV). If there was ever a moment in time 
you wouldn’t want to go away, it is beholding Jesus’ glory in front 
of you as he is transfigured. Unfortunately for Peter, life—and 
time—marches forward, and he must come down the mountain. 
Coming down the mountain means there is work to do, ministry 
to perform, and family to take care of. You and I are just like 
Peter, seeking to stop time in its tracks and always having to 
come down the mountain.

Corrie ten Boom, a Christian writer whose family helped in the 
resistance movement against the Nazis in the Netherlands, says, 
“Memories are the key not to the past but to the future.” As much 
as Peter basked in Christ’s transfigured presence on the mountain, 
he, like you and I, will enjoy the Lord’s presence forever when he 
returns. But until that day, we are called to rejoice in the time we 
have to serve and love God and others well. And let us rejoice 
in the hope we have through Christ, who humbled himself and 
became like us to give us ultimate joy this Christmas season.
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“A PROMISE OF DIVINE INDWELLING”
Sunday, December  25 |  John 14 |  Fal lon  Far ley

John 14 is part of Jesus’ Farewell Discourse right before his 
passion narrative. Within that discourse, Jesus washes his 
disciples’ feet and then further instructs them as his followers. 
One of the most profound statements Jesus makes in this 
passage is that he is “the way, and the truth, and the life” 
(verse 6, ESV). Here, he is not simply claiming that he can 
show the way, or explain the truth, or give life. Rather, his 
very being is the way, the truth, and the life. Jesus is not just 
the deliverer of these things, he is the provider—the very 
source of these things! This statement is the same as God 
saying to Moses, “I am who I am” (Exodus 3:14 ESV). Jesus 
is explaining to his disciples that he is the Son of God. And 
because he is the Son of God, he is the only way to God—
the only way to be forever present with God.

In this passage, we also see Jesus promise to send another 
Helper to be with his followers. This is a promise of eternal 
divine presence. The Holy Spirit—God’s own Spirit—will 
indwell in believers, functioning as Jesus’ emissary in his 
physical absence. He will teach us, guide us, intercede for us, 
and bring us into unending holy community with the Triune 
God. The Holy Spirit is a gift of love and grace. God never 

intended for us to be outside of his presence, and his Spirit 
allows us to never be without him. Jesus knew this, which 
is why he later tells his disciples, “It is to your advantage 
that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Helper will not 
come to you. But if I go, I will send him to you” ( John 16:7 
ESV). Jesus knew he was going to return to the Father. No 
longer would he be in the world, physically present with his 
people. Therefore, he promises to send us God’s presence to 
live within us, uniting us with God in a deeper and more 
powerful way!

As believers, we have received the gift of the Holy Spirit. 
God’s very presence is living and active inside us. Never do 
we have to go without God’s comfort, peace, strength, and 
guidance, and it is all because of Jesus’ willingness to enter 
into this world and suffer on our behalf. Jesus alone grants 
us eternal unity with God. He is the Promised Savior, the 
way, the truth, and the life. My prayer for us is that, as we 
celebrate Christmas today, we will remember Jesus’ gift of the 
Holy Spirit and the reality of God’s presence will become 
so real to us that we will seek to encounter him more than 
anything else.
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“LIFE THROUGH DEATH”
Monday, December  26 |  Mark 15 |  Amy Hirs ch

At first, it might seem odd to be reading an account of the 
crucifixion on the day after Christmas. This is usually a 
time when we’re thinking about the sweet baby Jesus, asleep 
in the manger, surrounded by bleating sheep and mooing 
cows. But without Easter, Christmas loses its meaning. 
Jesus, the Son of God, came into the world in order that we 
might have life. And the life that he came to bring would 
only come through death.

As I was reading Mark 15, though, I was struck by Jesus’ final 
words on the cross according to Mark’s account: “My God, 
my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34 ESV). In 
Jesus’ final moments, he cried out to God in agony, quoting 
Psalm 22 to the Father. In those moments as he suffered on 
the cross, I can’t even imagine the physical torment he was 
facing. But the emotional torment he must have been feeling 
had to be unbearable. On the cross, Jesus took on the weight 
of our sin, and as he bore the penalty we deserved for sin, in 
those final moments he felt as if his Father had forsaken him.

Jesus knows what it is like to suffer. Every time we cry out, 
wondering where God is, I’m reminded of Jesus on the 
cross, who endured the kind of suffering I’ll never know on 
my behalf. He felt separated from the Father, and though it 
would have been impossible for God the Son to stop being 

God, in those moments on the cross he must have felt so far 
away from the Lord.

But his suffering was not pointless. In verses 37–38, as Jesus 
breathed his last, the curtain in the temple was torn into two, 
from top to bottom. While this might seem like an odd and 
insignificant detail to include, it wasn’t just any curtain—it 
was the curtain separating the holy place from the holy of 
holies, which the high priest would only enter once a year for 
the Day of Atonement. The thick curtain would have been 
60 feet high, 30 feet wide, and braided with many twisted 
plaits (ESV Study Bible, 1887). The feat of the curtain being 
torn like that is incredible, but the symbolism is what makes 
it even more meaningful. The author of Hebrews tells us 
that through Christ’s death, the curtain was torn and a way 
was made for all of us (not just the high priest!) to enter into 
the very holy presence of God—not through the blood of a 
sacrifice slaughtered on the Day of Atonement, but through 
Christ’s blood sprinkled on our hearts (Hebrews 10:19–20).

Life comes through death. Through Jesus’ death on the cross, 
we’re offered abundant life and invited to enter into God’s 
presence. Though Jesus felt forsaken on the cross, because of 
his death, we can know that God will never abandon us and 
nothing can separate us from his love (Romans 8:31–39).
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“JESUS: THE GIF T AND THE GIVER”
Tuesday, December  27 |  John 20 |  Mar y  Splawn

Anytime I get an invitation to a child’s birthday party with 
the note, “No gifts, please,” I laugh . . . and take one anyway. 
My favorite pithy statement along these lines is, “Your 
presence is our present!”

While I deeply believe this to be true, and I don’t want 
to squelch anyone’s attempt to help their children avoid 
materialism, I still take the gift. Gifts are a way of saying we 
care, and our showing up for the party communicates our 
love and concern, as well.

This passage magnifies the truth that the giver and the 
gift are both important. As Jesus appears to Mary and 
the disciples, we see their fear and uncertainty turn to 
astonishment and joy. Jesus’ presence reassures them and 
brings them peace. And, when Jesus gives them the gift of 
the Holy Spirit, he displays his concern for them and their 

flourishing as his disciples even after he will ascend into 
heaven. And now, the present of Christ’s spiritual presence 
extends to all of us who trust in him.

As we celebrate Jesus’ first coming in these wonderful 
Christmas days, and as we long for his second Advent, let us 
spend time meditating on our Lord as the gift and the Giver. 
He is the one we’re seeking, and he gives us the hope, joy, 
peace, and love we are searching for.

Dear Father, thank you for your resurrection power displayed 
in Jesus our Lord. Thank you, Lord Jesus, for appearing to your 
disciples and reassuring them and us of your power over the grave. 
Thank you, Holy Spirit, for continuing to teach us about the Lord, 
for helping us to walk in his ways, and for comforting us in times 
of need. We praise you, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen.



38 39

“JESUS: GOD MADE VISIBLE”
Wednesday, December  28 |  Colo s s ians  1  |  Joe l  Burks

Have you ever learned something—or even just heard 
something—earlier in life and not fully comprehended it 
until later in life? This happened to me recently when I 
thought about God. Someone asked me, “When you think 
about God, what do you picture?” I responded that I picture 
someone sitting on a throne in a large, heavenly throne 
room. I was reminded in this conversation that if I picture 
God in human form, that I’m actually picturing Jesus. This 
is because God the Father is spirit and does not have a 
bodily form ( John 4:24).

In the book of Colossians, Paul tells his readers that Jesus 
is God made visible. And in the gospels, Jesus himself said, 
“Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” ( John 14:9 
ESV). Jesus was present with God at creation as the Father 
spoke the world into existence. He is the beginning, yes, but 

he is also the firstborn of the dead. Through his death, he has 
reconciled us to the Father, and now the Holy Spirit dwells 
within us. Jesus was never Plan B, but has always existed; in 
fact, in Revelation John calls him “the Lamb who was slain 
from the creation of the world” (Revelation 13:8 NIV).

This has many theological implications that we may 
sometimes take for granted. I know there was a time in my 
life when I had the tendency to think of God, Jesus, and 
the Holy Spirit almost as three separate, unrelated entities. 
But Christians believe in one God, not three. We could not 
worship God and this Jesus guy, and still believe in one God. 
Rather, we believe in the mystery of the Trinity. There is only 
one God, and he has revealed himself to us through three 
persons: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.
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“A HARD ROAD TO HOPE IN THE NOT YE T ”
Thursday, December  29 |  Romans  8  |  Nathan King

While reading the eighth chapter of Paul’s letter to the 
Romans, one thing that I found to be particularly gripping 
was verses 24–25.

“For in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not 
hope. For who hopes for what is seen? But if we hope for 
what we do not see, we wait for it with patience” (Romans 
8:24–25 NRSV).

I think this is compelling, given the season we find ourselves 
in. Winter (depending on where you live) tends to be dry, 
bleak, silent, and filled with an abundance of death. Trees 
have lost their leaves, the grass has turned brown, and many 
animals seclude themselves for hibernation. There seems to 
be a mass “waiting” that creation embarks on during this 
season. We all know that spring is just around the corner, 
but when caught in the depths of the frost and freezing 

temperatures, it’s really difficult to imagine that it’ll ever be 
warm again. But we know it will come. It always does.

This natural cycle of the seasons doesn’t seem too far off from 
seasons that emerge in our lives. This includes the winters. 
I’m sure most of us are too familiar with the feeling that our 
lives have plunged into a deep, dark winter that doesn’t seem 
to offer much warmth. Depression, loss, anxiety, loneliness, 
addiction, burnout—whatever it may be, we all know these 
to be part of our human experience. And it may seem like 
there is no end in sight: no spring, no warmth, no light. But, 
just as the trees and the hibernating animals silently hope for 
spring to come, we have an invitation to hope in that which 
is unseen. We have the opportunity to hope in the abundant 
life Jesus offers. As Jesus’ life did not end in death, neither 
will ours, with our hearts tethered to Christ’s love.
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“THIS MUST BE THE PL ACE”
Friday, December  30 |  Hebrews  12:18–29 |  Mark Rector

Hebrews 12:18–21 describes the situation surrounding the 
Israelites when they received the Law at Mount Sinai back 
in the Old Testament. When Moses received the Law from 
God at Sinai, it was a pretty terrifying scene: a burning fire, 
darkness, gloom, and storms. Animals were stoned to death 
if they touched the mountain, and Moses was recorded 
saying he was trembling with fear as he performed his role as 
mediator between God and the Israelites.

In Hebrews 12:18–29, God’s judgment takes front and 
center stage. Before an almighty God, Moses and the 
Israelites could hardly bear what was commanded (verse 
20), and they certainly could not be in God’s presence 
directly. But in the midst of this judgment, we see that God, 
the gracious and merciful Judge, has granted his people 
access to the place to dwell with him forever in Zion (verses 
22–24). Under the old covenant, access to the mountain was 
limited. However, under the new covenant—brought forth 
through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus—you and I 
are given access to the place where we can dwell with God 
and enjoy him and Christ forever.

On the surface, it’s a no-brainer: Who would want to go 
back to gloom, fear, darkness, and death when the living 
God, the assembly of angels, the church universal, and 
Christ himself are awaiting us in Zion—the new and 
better place? But the reality is that you and I do not always 
cherish and pursue things of eternal value and significance. 
In his address The Weight of Glory, C.S. Lewis comments, 
“It would seem that our Lord finds our desires not too 
strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, fooling 
about when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child 
who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he 
cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at 
the sea. We are far too easily pleased.”

At the end of this passage in Hebrews 12:28, we are 
promised that the kingdom—the place we have received—
cannot be shaken, and so we are called to be thankful 
and worshipful in all we say and do. Through Christ’s 
incarnation—his coming to us—our eternal place has been 
made. I hope and pray we all will dwell in that place with 
gladness and confidence in the days ahead.
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“WE WILL BE WITH GOD”
Saturday, December  31 |  Revelat ion 21 |  Amy Hirs ch

The first conversation I ever had with my husband was 
about traveling. He had recently traveled out west to visit 
several national parks, including the Grand Canyon, and I 
had recently returned from a trip to Abu Dhabi to visit my 
uncle. We both have a love for travel, so our days of dating 
were filled with day trips to all sorts of places, and we loved 
planning our honeymoon and subsequent anniversary trips. 
Between the pandemic and having a child, our traveling life 
has slowed down, but we still love to explore and see the 
world. Yet if you ask either of us, our favorite thing about 
traveling is doing it together as a family and being with one 
another. There are so many incredible things to see in the 
world, but I wouldn’t want to see them with anyone else.

In the book of Revelation, John experiences this glorious 
vision of a day to come when God will dwell with his people 
again in a way that we have never experienced. Revelation 
21 foretells the coming of the new heaven and earth, 
when God’s children are raised to immortality and given 
imperishable bodies to share in the resurrection of Jesus. As 
you read the chapter, you’ll note the beauty of this place; 
the Grand Canyon won’t be able to hold a candle to the 
splendor of the new heaven and earth. But John doesn’t start 
by talking about the beautiful walls built of jasper or the city 
built of gold. He doesn’t begin by describing the precious 

stones adorning the foundation of the city, the pearly gates, 
or the streets of gold.

No, John begins by describing this holy city, this New 
Jerusalem, as a place that will come down out of heaven 
for God as a preparation for his children. And the most 
significant thing about this city is not how it is constructed, 
but who will be there: “the dwelling place of God is with 
man” (Revelation 21:3 ESV). John tells us we will be with 
God; in fact, he repeats it three times in verse 3. And on that 
day, in God’s presence, he will tenderly wipe away every tear 
from our eyes. One day, when we stand before him, all sorrow 
will end.

This has been the journey of the entire Bible, hasn’t it? From 
the Garden, where God once walked with his people, to a 
city, where God will dwell with his people in a way we can’t 
fully comprehend and that we’ve never fully experienced on 
this side of heaven. There will be no more temple, because 
God himself will be our temple. There will be no more sun 
or moon, because God himself will be our light. There will be 
wonders to see beyond our imagination, but what will bring 
us to our knees in worship will be the realization of being 
with God forever, in a place where sorrow, suffering, and sin 
will be no more. 
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