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A great deal has been said about the timing of that first Christmas.
The Greek culture had permeated the world of Jesus’ day. Greek philosophy changed the
way people thought about life and influenced almost every aspect of the culture. Rome
was the world power of Jesus’ day and the government exerted influence and control over
the behaviors and laws of the people. The Greco/Roman world was drastically different
than the world King David had known. The Hebrew nation had been subdued and no
longer could claim ownership of the land God had promised would be theirs. Jewish
worship continued in the synagogues but had become more about a routine adherence to
priestly rules than about a personal relationship with their Creator. As always, a remnant
of the faithful remained. The Remnant was waiting, hopeful that their Messiah would
come and change the world.
The Old Testament records that God sent confusion to the people after they
tried to build the Tower of Babel. Then God sent a flood upon Noah’s world because they
had become degenerate and disinterested in the ways of God. When the Egyptian
Pharaoh refused to heed God’s warnings from Moses, his people endured continual
plagues until he finally acknowledged God’s authority and let the Hebrew people go free.
The Israelites became the nation of power and influence in the world until they chose to
blend with the world. God’s chosen people stopped listening to God’s chosen prophets,
and therefore exchanged God’s blessing for discipline and judgment.
But “God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever
believes in him, shall not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). Jesus came to change
the world that first Christmas. And he did.
This advent guide is written to help you understand the world Jesus chose to
enter, and chose to change. I pray he will do the same this year, through each of us.

WEEK ONE: HE CAME TO CHANGE OUR THOUGHTS

November 27, 2011
“In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin
pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name
was Mary. The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The
Lord is with you” Luke 1:26-28.
Joseph was a descendant of King David and had been taught the Oral Law
from the time he was a young boy. Mary’s cousin Elizabeth was married to a priest,
indicating her family’s values. Jesus would grow up in a loving home that observed the
Jewish laws. But Jesus was conceived in a way that appeared to conflict with those
Jewish laws. Mary and Joseph were betrothed. Betrothal was nothing like today’s
“engagement” period. Mary and Joseph did not live together, but their betrothal was
an arrangement so binding, that it could not be ended except by divorce. When Joseph
found out Mary was pregnant, the Oral Law gave him an additional option. He could
have had Mary killed by stoning. Yet Scripture tells us that Mary was “highly favored!”
Scripture says the Lord was with Mary . . . and the Lord was with Joseph. The
presence of God enabled Joseph to believe and trust that the rules of his religion were
to be submitted to the Author of his religion. If Joseph had obeyed what he thought
was right, he would have missed obeying the One who is right.
Jesus was born into a religion that had become a set of rules and traditions
to obey. His conception was an early indicator that he came to clarify the rules about
God through a relationship with God. Will God call us to step outside of what is
“conventional thought” in order to obey him this Christmas? Will you say “Merry Christmas” even if you are encouraged to say “Happy Holidays”? Will you gladly share the
story of Jesus with a world that prefers Santa? Will you wish people joy even if they say
“Bah Humbug”? The angel told Mary she was “highly favored” and “The Lord is with
you.” Then she was told to faithfully accept a path that appeared to disobey the laws of
her day. May all of us submit what seems to be right, to the One who is right.
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WEEK ONE: HE CAME TO CHANGE OUR THOUGHTS

November 28, 2011
Tracing a person’s genealogy was a very Jewish thing to do. The Jews considered themselves to be a chosen people and it was important to know which of the
twelve tribes their family had descended from. Tracing Jesus’ lineage back to King
David was crucial to proving his Messiahship. Most theologians believe that Matthew
provides Joseph’s lineage and Luke traces Mary’s. Both lists prove that Jesus was born
into the family tree of King David. Interestingly, Matthew makes a point to include a
few of the “bad apples” on that family tree. Matthew’s genealogy mentions Rahab, the
prostitute who helped Joshua and his men; Ruth, a Gentile, married to a Jewish man
(not something highly thought of); Matthew also mentions “Solomon, whose mother
had been Uriah’s wife” – another “low point” in Jewish history. Luke uses his genealogy to trace Jesus’ roots back to Adam, indicating that Jesus belonged to the human
race, not just the twelve tribes of Israel. Matthew and Luke wanted to prove that Jesus
was born a descendant of King David – the necessary lineage of the Messiah.
But Matthew and Luke are both careful to point out Jesus’ most important
lineage. In Luke, chapter one, Mary questioned the angel, asking how she could be
pregnant while still a virgin. The angel responded by saying, “The Holy Spirit will come
upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be
born will be called the Son of God” (verse 35). Matthew records the angel telling
Joseph, “Do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife because what is conceived in
her is from the Holy Spirit” (1:20).
Jesus was born to a culture that valued family lineage. His unique lineage
was defined by the angel who revealed him to be “the Son of God.” John wrote about
the lineage of Jesus in his gospel as well. He said Jesus “came to that which was his
own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who received him, to those who
believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God – children born not
of natural descent or a husband’s will, but born of God” (John 1:11-13). The Hebrew
people had no problem thinking of Jesus as the son of Mary and Joseph and therefore
a descendant of King David. Many could not think of him as the Son of God. “His own
did not receive him.” People struggle with what to think about Jesus today. Most can
accept his humanity – the struggle comes in understanding his divinity.
Each person you will spend time with this Christmas has an important family
genealogy. (Hopefully some will share yours!) Take some time, however, to consider
their spiritual genealogy. Who will you share the holiday with that has not yet become
the “child of God”? Jesus was born with a powerful lineage – a descendant of King
David. He was also born to provide a powerful lineage – to all that would believe in his
name. Will there be someone who celebrates Christmas this year as a Christian
because you helped them understand that the baby in the manger, the One they think
of as the son of Mary and Joseph, is also the Son of God? Take a moment and pray for
them by name.
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WEEK ONE: HE CAME TO CHANGE OUR THOUGHTS

November 29, 2011
Mary and Joseph didn’t get to choose the name of their baby. The angel told
Joseph that Mary would give birth to a son, and then commanded, “you are to give him
the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21).
There is a unique way to write in the Greek language that creates emphasis
that is hard to translate. The verse above literally says, “you will call his name Jesus.”
The language used is called “future imperatival force” in the Greek. In other words,
naming Jesus was not a choice that Mary and Joseph would have. The angel explained
to Joseph why the name of the baby would be Jesus, the Greek form of Joshua. The
name means “Yahweh is salvation” or “Yahweh saves.” The angel commanded Joseph
to name the baby Jesus “because he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew
1:21). And when Jesus was born, Joseph “gave him the name Jesus” (verse 24).
The people of Jesus’ day were looking for their Messiah. Scripture had
promised them the Messiah would restore the Kingdom of David, and they were
anxious for that to happen. When David was King, the Jewish nation owned their
Promised Land and the people were governed by a King of God’s choosing. The people
of Jesus’ day hoped for that kind of life, but they had never experienced it. Jesus came
to change the world. His name indicates that he would “save” the world – but not in
the way people believed it would happen. Jesus came to save his people “from their
sins.” Most of the Jewish nation were not satisfied with their Messiah and refused to
believe. Most of the people who celebrate Christmas this year will not be celebrating
their Messiah.
Why did Jesus come to save people from their sins instead of saving them
from an abusive government? Why does Jesus save us from our sins but not from all
the difficulties in our lives? Why don’t you and I live in the Garden of Eden? Because of
sin. Jesus came to change the way we think. Do you think of Jesus as the One who
came to save you from your sin or the One you want to save you from your troubles? We
all want to live in a sinless, perfect world. Jesus was born to provide us that world . . .
after we no longer live in this one. This Christmas, focus on the name of the baby in the
manger. No other name was possible and no other name was necessary. Pray you will
be able to use his name this Christmas in powerful ways.
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WEEK ONE: HE CAME TO CHANGE OUR THOUGHTS

November 30, 2011
People often think in strange ways. Baseball players will wear the same pair of
socks, the same cap or go through a same routine for every game, thinking these actions
will brings them a better chance to win. Parents will work to manage their child’s
classroom, sport’s team or friendships believing this will insure success and popularity. It
often does – temporarily. It is common to want to believe – even if deep down you know
it’s not true.
I still remember the Sunday morning Ryan came home from church and asked
me about Santa. I had made the decision early on that if my children asked me a question
I would give them an honest answer. (But I considered re-considering that Sunday
morning.) In the end, I told Ryan about St. Nicolas and why we “celebrate” his memory at
Christmas with stockings and gifts. Then I told Ryan that each family needed to decide
what to tell their children about “Santa Claus” so he needed to “honor” that by not telling
what he knew. Ryan didn’t quite agree with that last part. Let’s just say that telling Ryan
the truth wasn’t my most popular decision that Christmas – but I’m still glad I did.
There were a lot of strange beliefs at the time of Christ. The Romans had
adopted the Greek philosophy. They gave Roman names to the Greek gods and believed
those gods had powers and personalities. The Oracle of Delphi was a popular belief in
Jesus’ day. A goat herder noticed his goats were acting strangely and, upon investigation,
saw that the goats had been inhaling vapors emitting from a certain rock. From that
experience a belief developed that these vapors, if inhaled by a priestess, the Oracle, could
be used to divine great truths. For centuries, people endured the long, difficult journey to
an elaborate temple built for the Oracle of Delphi. People would deliver offerings and
hope for a word of truth and guidance from the Oracle. A great deal of history was
affected because some prominent world leaders believed in the power of the Oracle of
Delphi.
Jesus was born into a world that was governed by people who believed that
their false gods could provide power and success and trusted an oracle to give divine
advice. The leaders of the world were being misled because they believed in false gods
and thought they were real. It is no surprise that the angels appeared that first Christmas,
not to the strong and powerful leaders, but to a group of humble shepherds (Luke
2:8-20). The message of Christmas came to those who would believe the truth.
As a child I would lie in bed on Christmas Eve and wish that Santa was real. I
wished reindeer could fly and a pudgy old man could squeeze down countless chimneys
with presents. But I’m glad that I have chosen to believe the truth and that I can rejoice
with those shepherds who heard the angels say, “Glory to God in the highest, and on
earth peace to all men on whom his favor rests.” May God’s favor rest on all of us this
Christmas as we teach the truth of the season. One final word: The prophesying of the
Oracle of Delphi was abolished in the fourth century . . . because it contradicted Christianity. Jesus came to change the way people think. Enjoy telling people the truth about
Christmas!
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WEEK ONE: HE CAME TO CHANGE OUR THOUGHTS

December 1, 2011
Jesus was born in Bethlehem but he was considered a Nazarene, a person
from Nazareth. Nazareth was an obscure, insignificant place at the time of Christ’s
birth. It was close to, but not adjacent to, a major roadway where caravans would pass.
Jesus grew up in a small valley where most people relied on agriculture to support
their families. The area had a bad reputation because of its moral weakness and crude
Galilean dialect. Jesus was born to what could be referred to today as a “hillbilly”
lifestyle. Could the “dialect” of Joseph have contributed to his being given a stable
instead of a room at the inn? How surprised were the wise men when they were led to
present valuable gifts to the humble child? Jesus could have been born to anyone God
chose – and he was.
The concept of “social standing” is not a new one. That concept has existed
in every culture in some form or another. The Christmas story tells of kings, of a
humble family and of those who belonged to the lowest social order, the shepherds.
Three kings chose to honor the Christ child, while another king wanted him killed. All
manner of people were gathered in Bethlehem because of a census, only One was
there to fulfill prophecy. The shepherds would have remained unnoticeable by the
average person but each of them is still honored today.
Christmas is a good time to take stock of your “social standing.” Does your
position in the community mean that you count in certain circles, but haven’t yet been
counted “present” by the Christ child? Are you offering gifts to a long list of friends and
family but not to the One whose birthday is celebrated? It has always been true that a
fast-paced social life makes it hard to find those quiet moments to think about the real
meaning of Christmas. How sad it is that while people were eating, sleeping and
socializing in the inn – the King of Kings was being born a few yards away, and they
missed it.
Jesus chose a humble birth and a humble family. He chose shepherds to be
“first” that day. He chose kings to be last. And he chose all of this to prove he would
choose all of us. No one is too “low” and no one is “high” enough to deserve an audience
with the Christmas child. But he became one of us – so we could be one with him.
Take some time to give up something social for something spiritual. All of us
will be “standing” someplace – let’s choose a field where angels appear and show us
the glory of God. Humble yourselves and he will lift you up (1 Peter 5:6). And may that
be what we consider good “social standing!”
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WEEK ONE: HE CAME TO CHANGE OUR THOUGHTS

December 2, 2011
At the time of Jesus’ birth, devout Jewish men studied the written Law,
called the Torah, and the Oral Law, called the Mishnah. The Oral Law was a record of
the important oral traditions and teachings that stood alongside the written Law. The
Mishnah dealt mostly with subjects that appear in the book of Leviticus, attempting to
provide more elaborate explanations than were given in the written Law. Joseph, and
later Jesus, would have been educated in both of these Laws.
Matthew wrote his Gospel for Jewish Christians. He is careful to note that
“Joseph was a righteous man and did not want to expose her (Mary) to public disgrace, he
had in mind to divorce her quietly” (Matthew 1:19). Nazareth was a small village, and
a divorce would have been a disgrace, not just to Mary – but to her family and to
Joseph’s family as well. Joseph wanted to protect her from the gossip and condemnation that would have fallen on her, and their families.
The Mishnah also spoke to the subject of gossip. Gossip was punished
severely according to the Oral Law. It was a common rabbinic thought that leprosy was
a consequence of gossip. This lesson came from the passage describing a time Miriam
was given leprosy for a week, as a punishment for speaking against Moses behind his
back. It is almost impossible to adequately stress what Joseph must have felt when he
learned his betrothed was already pregnant. Joseph’s early decision to divorce Mary
shows his great compassion, not only for his betrothed, but for all who may have
committed the sin of gossip when they discovered the pregnancy.
Why would God have chosen this set of circumstances to surround the birth
of Christ? Later, in the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus would teach his disciples that he had
not come to abolish the Law or the Prophets, but to fulfill them (Matthew 5:17).
Jesus was born into a culture that needed a greater understanding of their
religion. The circumstances of Jesus’ birth were thought to be a “disgrace” when, in
truth, they were about “grace.” Our culture needs a greater understanding of who
Jesus is as well. Many people feel condemned by our religion and therefore make
Christmas about anything but Christ. Every family has a story of “disgrace” and Christmas teaches us that we can respond with grace. If we follow Joseph’s example we may
earn the right to share the truth about Christmas more often. “For God did not send his
Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him” (John
3:17). Look for the chance to share the grace of Christmas with someone, maybe even
someone you love, today.

HeTo Change
CameThe World

2011 ADVENT DEVOTIONAL

WEEK ONE: HE CAME TO CHANGE OUR THOUGHTS

December 3, 2011
Christ was born at a remarkable time in history. The nation of Rome was not
at war, the roads had been built and were safe for travel, most people spoke or understood Greek, making communication possible – and many were beginning to question
the religious practices of the day. The Romans adopted the Greek gods, but thought of
them as national figures, not personal deities. Many Greeks believed themselves to
have advanced philosophically to the point that they were above believing the crude
stories of Homer’s gods. Neither the Greeks nor the Romans believed a god could be
personal or care about an individual need.
The Jewish community was, for the most part, a series of rules to obey and
even the Jewish leaders disputed how that obedience should be accomplished. The
Pharisees disagreed with the Sadducees and much of what took place in the temple
was about running the institution and maintaining the schedule. The synagogue was
a business to run and worship was about a routine more than a relationship.
The world was ready for genuine religion, with genuine followers who
worshiped a genuine God. Jesus chose this remarkable time to enter the world. The
wise men were searching for the truth – and they found him. Anna and Simeon had
been waiting for the Messiah, and they recognized him. Joseph and Mary knew Jesus
was the Messiah, and they protected him.
Our culture today shares remarkable similarities to the culture of Jesus’ day.
The Internet has made any number of “gods” a possibility. The intellectual population
often considers themselves above the ability to follow a religion, believing it to be
something for people of lesser IQ. Even those who believe religion to have value, can
limit it to something that is good but doesn’t apply to their personal lives. Many of
God’s people attend worship, but leave the building without having experienced
worship. The world is ready for genuine religion, with genuine followers who worship a
genuine God.
This year, let’s not settle for anything but a genuine Christmas. Pray often
about that. Jesus came to change the way people think . . .may he begin with us.
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WEEK TWO: HE CAME TO CHANGE OUR VALUES

December 4, 2011
Large, extended families were an important aspect of the Middle Eastern
culture. The family provided home, safety, and provision, especially for women. The
fact that Jesus was born into a large family is significant. Zechariah, a priest, was
married to Elizabeth, Mary’s relative. Their son, John (the Baptist), was a close relative
of Jesus. Many theologians believe that the apostles James and John were relatives,
possibly cousins, of Jesus as well. While some traditions believe that Mary remained a
virgin for her entire life, most theologians believe Mary and Joseph had other children,
half-brothers and sisters of Jesus. Why did God choose for Jesus to have a family?
Jesus would one day ask John, the only disciple at the cross, to take care of
his mother, an indicator that his brothers and sisters were not yet believers. The early
days of Christianity were difficult times for families. If a person converted from
Judaism to Christianity, they were considered “dead” to their family. This is still true in
some Orthodox homes today. For a person living in this time, to lose their family was
to lose almost everything.
History verifies that John honored Jesus’ request and cared for Mary until she
died. Jesus made sure she would have a family to care for her. After Jesus’ death,
leaders were chosen in the church and given the responsibility of caring for “the
widows” (Acts 6:1). These women were probably converts who had been shunned by
their families. Christians refer to each other as “brothers and sisters” and the church
was organized to be a family of believers, caring for each other.
Jesus was born into a family that was faithful to God, then at some point
became “unfaithful” to God (Mark 3:21; John 7:5), and then at least one came to faith
in Christ as the Messiah. (James, the author of the book that bears his name, is thought
to be Jesus’ half-brother.) Paul would later teach that Christians were the “adopted”
children of God, heirs with Jesus Christ (Romans 8:17). God has always valued the
family – and Jesus was born, not of “natural descent” into his family, just like we are
born, not of “natural descent” into his.
Is there discord in your family this Christmas? Jesus understands. Do you
know someone who needs a family? Mary would encourage you to help them. Do you
belong to, and serve, the family of God? That would be the perfect gift to give the Lord
for his birthday. This Christmas, will God’s family grow because we “adopted” a broader
understanding of who our family should be? Christmas is a special time – for families.
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WEEK TWO: HE CAME TO CHANGE OUR VALUES

December 5, 2011
The story of Christmas includes people of all ages, backgrounds and social
standing. Jesus was born at an interesting period in human history. The culture Jesus was
born to did not suffer from war and money was plentiful, but this was not true for those
that did not serve the values of Rome. The Christmas story introduces us to the danger
that Jesus would face from a government that opposed God.
The Romans had been in power over Israel for sixty years. Jesus was born while
Herod the Great was ruler. This is the Herod that the Magi would visit in order to find the
one who had been born “king of the Jews” (Matthew 2:2). Matthew records that “When
King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him” (v. 3). When Herod
was upset or afraid, the entire land would pay the price. Herod the Great is thought to
have suffered from insanity, possibly paranoid schizophrenia. There are many recorded
instances of horrible acts of cruelty. One such time, is his order to kill all of the Jewish
baby boys, two years of age and younger. Mary and Joseph were forced to take Jesus and
flee to Egypt until Herod’s death. After Herod the Great, the country was divided and
given to his descendants, giving each region a local governor. Jesus would grow up, ruled
by a government that did not value his religion.
When Jesus walked the roads of his country, or passed through the streets of
any city, there would have been Roman soldiers everywhere. At any moment a Roman
soldier could insist a Jewish boy provide him a service, and the boy would have no choice
in the matter. Jewish boys were subjects of a government they did not trust. Throughout
his ministry Jesus would speak to this issue, encouraging his followers to turn the other
cheek, give a cloak in addition to the coat, and love enemies and persecutors.
Jesus even chose tax collectors for his ministry. A tax-collector was a Jewish
man who worked for the Roman government and these men were despised by their
fellow Jews. Matthew was a tax-collector and became one of the twelve apostles.
Zacchaeus was a tax-collector and offered to repay all the people he had defrauded after
coming to faith in Christ. Tax-collectors were educated, rich men who gave up a great
deal in order to be a follower of Christ.
Jesus came to teach the world that faith is of high value and worth any sacrifice
that must be given. Joseph and Mary sacrificed a great deal to flee to Egypt. The Magi
sacrificed time and wealth in order to find, and honor the “king of the Jews.” Countless
families had to sacrifice their baby boys because Jesus was born to a Roman world that
did not value their religion.
This Christmas, take time to value a government that grants us freedom to
worship and celebrate the Christ child. Work to make certain that our religion will always
be valued. Imagine living in a country that did not allow Christmas and then pray for
those that do live in such a place. God will bless America by blessing Americans – who are
faithful to share his values.
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WEEK TWO: HE CAME TO CHANGE OUR VALUES

December 6, 2011
How much flour is purchased between Thanksgiving and Christmas? I tried to
google that question, but couldn’t find the answer. Thanksgiving to Christmas is the best
food of the year – which is why January is the number one month for diet foods and the
sale of exercise equipment. We take for granted that we can run out of flour, right in the
middle of baking for a party that starts in a few hours (and yes, I’m speaking personally)
– and we can hop in a car, be back with flour, bake pumpkin bread, and still arrive at the
party on time (probably without earrings – and yes, I’m speaking personally!). I’ve often
said I was born at the right time in human history.
When Mary wanted to make her family bread, it was a much more difficult
process. Joseph was a carpenter, which meant he probably wasn’t a farmer. He would
have built, and taught Jesus to build, the ploughs, yokes, threshing sleds and winnowing
fans that farmers needed. If Mary needed to bake bread, Joseph would need to buy the
grain at the local agora. Yes, the men did the shopping in Jesus’ day. (To the men reading
this: you have eighteen shopping days left. In my home— PLENTY of time! But I digress . . .)
Arriving at the agora, Joseph would have found the grain piled in big heaps
and he would have gone to his favorite dealer and bargained for what he purchased. The
grain was scooped with deep, round, wooden measures, shaken and pressed down (see
Luke 6:38). Then Joseph would pay for his purchase. Jesus would probably accompany
Joseph to the Agora so that he could learn how to shop and help carry the grain home.
Once the grain was purchased, Mary would have begun her work. The grain
purchased was usually dirty and filled with rocks and straw. Mary would place the grain
in a sieve and sift out the grain from everything else. The good grain would be placed
between millstones and, because the millstones were so heavy, Mary and another
woman would grind just the amount needed for the day.
Jesus grew up understanding the value of the bread that he ate and the value
of the labor that it took to produce it. One day Jesus said to his disciples, “I tell you the
truth, it is not Moses who has given you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who
gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is he who comes down from
heaven and gives life to the world” (John 6:33).
This Christmas, take time to value all that you have, especially the bread from
heaven, the baby Jesus, born to give life to the world. May yours be a plentiful celebration
of joy!
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WEEK TWO: HE CAME TO CHANGE OUR VALUES

December 7, 2011
When Joseph and Mary left Nazareth for Bethlehem they would have needed
to pack carefully for the ninety-mile trip. It was the spring, so the weather would have
been unpredictable, the roads would be crowded with other census travelers, and Mary
was “great with child.” The weather in Israel could be highly unpredictable, especially in
the spring and fall seasons. Even today, people are killed by the flash floods that occur in
that part of the world.
The “shepherds were in the fields watching over the sheep,” which meant that
there was vegetation for them to eat and the weather had warmed. The people of Jesus’
day had great respect for the forces of nature, and therefore knew to value God for their
protection and provision from the elements. When Mary and Joseph arrived in Bethlehem they needed someplace warm, and dry so the Son of God would be safe at his birth.
The numerous caves in the Holy Land were often used to shelter livestock. In
the spring, the livestock would most likely have preferred to be outdoors where the grass
was plentiful. Joseph and Mary probably had some cleaning to do when they arrived in
the cave, or stable, but it was likely empty at the time. They must have been grateful to
have shelter after such a difficult journey.
Jesus could have been born anywhere, but God chose a stable. Jesus probably
had a cradle, built by Joseph and waiting at home, but instead he was laid in a borrowed
feed trough. And one day, he would be laid in a borrowed tomb. Jesus was born in a place
that was not home. He was taken to Egypt, a country that was not his home. Even when
he returned to Nazareth and lived in a house with Mary and Joseph, he still would not
have been home.
Jesus was speaking to his disciples, encouraging them for the difficult days they
would soon experience at his death. He said, “If anyone loves me, he will obey my
teaching. My Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with
him” (John 14:23). Home for Jesus was where his Father was and if we love Jesus, we
have a home with them.
Look at the place you live, probably decorated for the Christmas season, and
realize in your soul, that it is just “temporary housing.” All who have accepted Jesus as
their Lord have an eternal home in heaven. Jesus taught his followers to value that which
is eternal over that which is temporary. The old expression says, “home is where the heart
is.” May your heart be filled with love for the Christmas child and be at home with him this
holiday season.
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WEEK TWO: HE CAME TO CHANGE OUR VALUES

December 8, 2011
When Jesus was born, he was wrapped in swaddling cloths. The purpose of
these cloths was to restrict the movement of the baby. Mary would have been taught to
swaddle a baby because it was believed this ensured the proper development of the
baby’s arms and legs. Mary showed her baby great love and care by wrapping him up as
she did.
Later Jesus would have dressed in the traditional Middle Eastern style. The
basic garment was an ankle length robe with long, loose sleeves. The robe was tied with
a belt. Jesus’ robe would likely have been made of cotton, as silk was used for those who
were wealthy. Most robes were a natural color or bleached white. On occasion a robe was
dyed using ground vegetables or flowers as dyes. A belt could be made of wool, silk or
leather. A pouch inside the belt, called the purse, was used to carry coins and small
valuables. When men would need to do active work they would gather the robe up in
front, and twist it into the belt. This action was called “girding the loins” and that phrase
was used in Scripture to indicate a person was getting ready for hard work.
Cloaks were worn over the robes, and were the garment that was often used to
indicate a person’s social stature. A wealthy man’s cloak was often more decorative than
practical while a poor man’s cloak was likely made of camel hair, which was warm and
waterproof. John the Baptist wore such a cloak. John 19:23 records the soldiers casting
lots for the cloak of Jesus after he had been crucified and was dying on the cross. The
verse says, “this garment was seamless, woven in one piece from top to bottom.” The fact
that the garment was seamless indicates that it was expensive, so the soldiers cast lots for
the right to own it.
How much value would be placed on the swaddling cloths if they could be
found and sold at auction? What would the garment be worth today that the soldiers cast
lots for as Jesus died? The word priceless would definitely apply to those garments today.
Jesus was teaching his disciples about ministry and said, “I was thirsty and you
gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in. I needed clothes and
you clothed me. I was sick and you looked after me” (Matthew 25:35-36).
When the disciples couldn’t remember doing any of those things, Jesus told
them, “Whatever you did for the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me” (verse 40).
This Christmas, will you and your family clothe someone else in the name of
Christ? Eternally, those clothes will be of the highest value.
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It is Friday and that means there is a sale in every major department store at the
mall, not to mention every store you will pass along the way. Men, you now have only 16
shopping days left until Christmas. (I know . . . that means you don’t have a THING to
worry about – yet.) Have you ever thought about the fact that Mary and Joseph never
purchased a Christmas gift? Imagine December without Christmas!
There was “shopping” during the time of Christ. Most towns and major cities
had areas where the people would go to purchase items they needed for home. Most of
these shopping areas were arranged along narrow walkways. The shop owners often
lived in homes behind their shops. Could Joseph and Mary have lived in such a place?
Most of the time merchants would be grouped according to the goods they sold, much
like a row of car dealerships in our day and time. The people of Jesus’ day would go to the
particular area that sold the product they were needing, and at once the shop owners
would begin to shout and bargain loudly, trying to make the sale. These shopping areas,
or bazaars, were as popular in Jesus’ day as malls are today.
It is somehow hard to picture Jesus selling his father’s carpentry in this way.
Jesus was thirty before he began his public ministry. He would have spent many years
doing the work of a carpenter. But there would have been no “Christmas rush” he would
have contended with.
When did the focus of Christmas change from worship and honoring the Christ
child to shopping and gifts? When did the value of the holiday become commercial
rather than spiritual? Are you ready for a different focus?
The wise men gave gifts – to Jesus. May all of us shop wisely this Christmas and
avoid the financial and emotional stress our culture has created. May the value of the
holiday be found, not in what is under the tree, but in those who are around it. Look for
numerous ways to honor the Christ child this Christmas. I hope your home and family are
blessed by his Presence and his pleasure this holiday season.
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Jesus was born in Bethlehem, in Judaea, but he was raised in Nazareth, in the
region of Galilee. Jerusalem was in Judaea, as were most of the religious leaders in the
Jewish faith. Judaea was the center of religious and educational training. Judaea was
mountainous with rough roads and stony valleys. Jewish pilgrims from all parts of the
world came to Jerusalem for the three annual feasts but otherwise the city had very few
travelers. The Jewish leaders wanted it that way. They felt that keeping their area
separate from the Gentile population kept them purer, maintained their Jewish identity,
and enabled them to live with higher standards for education and lifestyle.
Galilee, on the other hand, was a very multi-cultural region. The Romans had
built roads that were used as trade routes throughout the area. Many Gentiles owned
businesses in Galilee, including the brothels and inns that catered to the Gentile
merchants and travelers. The town of Nazareth was part of this network of roads and did
not have a good reputation because of its location.
Jesus, the Son of God, didn’t grow up in a sheltered city, and he would not have
been protected from Gentile influence. The religious leaders of the day would have
thought him less educated because he was not taught by the priests and rabbis in Jerusalem. Could this be why the religious leaders were “amazed” at his questions when he
went to the temple at the age of twelve?
God chose for his Son to be raised in a multi-cultural, often non-Jewish,
environment. He wasn’t secluded in a temple, but worked and lived on a Gentile, Roman
trade route. Jesus was the light of the world and didn’t keep that light hidden from the
darkness. Jesus knew what it meant to be “in the world, but not of it.” Jesus didn’t isolate
himself from the Gentile population, he live with and died for them.
Each Christmas we attend office parties, social events and church functions.
Some events will be Christ-honoring and others will require you to be the one who honors
Christ. Jesus said you too, are the light of the world. I hope every room you enter is
brighter, because of Christ’s presence in you.
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Joseph would likely have been the one to teach Jesus about the mezuzah that
hung on the doorpost of their home. He may have lifted Jesus high each time they
walked in or out their door, just so Jesus could touch it, too. A mezuzah is a small piece of
parchment inscribed with Deuteronomy 6:4-9 and 11:13-21 and placed inside a decorative tube. It was then hung at an angle, on the right-hand doorpost of every Jewish
home. The mezuzah served as a constant reminder for the people to “write God’s law on
the doorposts of the home” and remember to “hold God’s teaching in their hearts.”
Jewish fathers also taught their sons to wear phylacteries. These were prayer
boxes for the head or left arm, worn for special religious occasions. In addition, Jesus
would have been taught to wash his hands and pray before eating. The Jewish ritual of
cleansing was about physical and spiritual health. All of these practices are still in place
in the Jewish faith today.
Christmas is an annual reminder to the world that Jesus Christ was born. It is a
perfect time to speak of your faith and to celebrate that you have been given a Savior.
What “rituals” do you have at Christmas that help you remember to “hold God’s word in
your heart”?
The mezuzah marked each home, telling all who would pass by or enter that
God was honored in that place. Christmas is celebrated by Christians and non-Christians.
How can we make certain others understand our celebration honors God’s Son. How will
you “wear” your faith today? Your words and actions may be the only biblical truth some
people experience this Christmas. I hope our actions will share the true meaning of
Christmas with someone today. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if, this year, they can hold God’s
word in their hearts too?

HeTo Change
CameThe World

2011 ADVENT DEVOTIONAL

WEEK THREE: HE CAME TO CHANGE OUR ACTIONS

December 12, 2011
Jesus was born in a borrowed cave and laid in a borrowed manger. The wise
men presented Jesus with valuable gifts. Those gifts were likely used to help Joseph and
Mary flee to Egypt and keep Jesus safe during that time. Joseph might have found work
in a foreign country, but it would have been difficult. From the beginning, God led others
to give for the sake of his Son.
The Jewish faith had three important “pillars” that all were to follow. Prayer,
fasting and charity were three important ways for a Jew to atone for his sin. In the
women’s courtyard at the Temple there were thirteen trumpet shaped boxes used for the
offering. The widow Jesus spoke of would have placed her “mite” in a box like this. It was
also a common practice in Jesus’ day for the wealthy to give of their riches to the poor.
Interestingly, the way the poor knew when to come was that a servant would blow a
trumpet loudly, announcing that money was being given away. While the trumpet had a
practical use, it certainly drew wanted attention to the giver as well.
An odd practice existed in Jesus’ day that still occurs today. Because charity was
one of the three pillars of atonement, there were men who functioned as professional
beggars, and this was an acceptable trade. The position is justified because these men are
providing a way for people to atone for sin, therefore what they are doing in considered
honorable. There are stories of professional beggars who lived in luxury because they
were good at their profession.
Could a professional beggar or a trumpeted giver have caused Jesus to point
out the widow who gave her “two copper coins” that day at the temple? He told his
disciples, “I tell you the truth, this poor widow has put in more than all the others” (Luke
21:3). The value of a gift is not the amount that follows the dollar sign on the check. In
God’s eyes, the value of a gift is the motivation of the giver.
Pray, worship, and give. Not because you want to atone for sin, but because the
Christ child was born to atone for your sin. Pray, worship, and give, because when you are
filled with joy and gratitude for Jesus, you can do nothing less.
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I used to teach second grade and Christmas was one of the happiest times in
the classroom. The children were excited, the lessons were fun, the art projects were
glittered and all of us were anticipating two weeks off! I loved being a teacher for many
reasons. The Christmas break was one of my favorites!
Education was an important aspect of Jesus’ life growing up. The Oral Law
taught that men were to begin teaching their children Psalms and other verses as soon as
they could speak. About seventy years before Jesus was born, schools were started in the
region of Galilee. Education became compulsory for all Jewish boys from the age of five
or six. Every community with twenty-five boys was required to have a school. The
synagogue served as the schoolhouse but much of the time the boys gathered outside
while the Rabbis taught them Scripture. The first book taught was Leviticus. Later they
were taught the Mishnah, or Oral Law, and the Torah, the written Law. Some Jewish
households owned scrolls containing portions of Scripture, but most of the Scripture and
teaching was held in the minds and hearts of the Jewish people.
The only purpose of education in Jesus’ time was moral and religious learning.
God’s people couldn’t pull a Bible from a shelf, open a computer or check a commentary
for knowledge. There wasn’t television, radio or an iPod to experience God’s word. And
the people of Jesus’ day knew a great deal more Scripture than people today, even with,
or maybe because of, our easy access.
John begins his gospel, “In the beginning was the Word (Jesus), and the Word
was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning” (John 1:1).
Not only do we have the chance to know God’s word, we have been given the chance to
know God’s Word – because of Christmas. Devote yourself to both and you will experience a
blessed and holy holiday. Then teach children what you have learned.
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The road from Nazareth to Bethlehem is called Highway 60 today. It is a
four-hour drive through beautiful, fertile land. The terraced hillsides are planted with
food crops and vineyards. The road passes the northern part of what is known today as
the West Bank. Joseph and Mary made that trip on foot and by donkey. It would probably
have taken more than a week for them to arrive, only to find the city crowded with those
who had arrived earlier. I recently complained about a three-hour flight, on a small plane,
with really uncomfortable seats. I don’t think Jesus understood my concern!
Travel in Jesus’ day was a difficult undertaking. They didn’t wheel a suitcase,
hopefully weighing less than fifty pounds, to a conveyor belt. Mary and Joseph packed
food and clothing, and walked for a week or more, in order to fulfill the Roman law for a
census.
What if our country were instantly to be drained of every drop of gasoline?
How would our lives be changed if we had to walk wherever we went? We would have to
do a LOT less. We would appreciate those times when we saw our friends and families a
LOT more. We would have great appreciation for a cool glass of tea, a cup of hot coffee or
a good meal. We would not worry about our weight or most of the diseases associated
with our hearts, because we would be walking miles each day.
We would need to know our neighbors because we could share the work and
responsibilities of growing and gathering food. We would no longer count on the huge
grocery trucks to make deliveries at stores and restaurants. Women would have to find a
use for all of those high-heeled shoes and men would have to play sports instead of
watching them on TV. (How would the teams and ESPN travel?!!)
There would be relationships with people we would never have met, except we
were walking somewhere and struck up a conversation to pass the time. We would spend
a lot more time with our children and less with other peoples’ because car pools, after
school sports, and similar activities would be a thing of the past.
The fact that Jesus walked everywhere is an interesting thought. Truthfully,
there are some real positives to the lifestyle. Think about what it would be like if you
couldn’t hop in your car today. How would your day improve? How would your holiday
change? Now, think about what you want to remove from your schedule this week.
Maybe that is why gas prices are what they are! Is God trying to make some suggestions?
“Walk in the way the Lord you God has commanded you, so that you may live and prosper
and prolong your days” (Deut. 5:33). May we take time for a great walk today.
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You have ten days until Christmas. How are you sleeping? Are you burning the
“midnight oil”? That expression relates to ancient times. In the first century, an oil lamp
was a necessary and prized possession. Sunlight and occasionally moonlight provided
light at this time. People didn’t work after dark very often because lamp oil was expensive
and the light it offered was minimal. Time was measured by the sunrises and sunsets and
by seasonal changes. Days were set apart by holidays, and especially for the Jewish
people, by the Sabbath.
Time was a very different priority for the Middle Eastern culture. Hospitality
was a highly valued characteristic of the people Jesus knew. All work would be set aside
to provide for guests and spend time in conversation with them. Greetings and farewells
were not perfunctory words but were considered an activity. The Christmas story is often
altered for the sake of a sermon point. Truthfully, it was probably not unusual for the
innkeeper to find a place for Joseph and Mary. That would have been expected hospitality
in the culture of that day.
Chances are time feels a little “short” at this point in the season. Our culture
measures time as a measure of success and sometimes popularity. Those with a great
deal of spare time are often considered unlucky in our way of thinking. How did that happen?
Everyone knows that time is being abused today. When I was a child I had three
television stations and at some point in the evening the only thing available to watch was
the big Indian chief’s head or a bunch of snow! (If you know what I mean, you have just
aged yourself!) Today there is television, radio, telephone and Internet – 24/7. You and
your kids can communicate with others at any time of the day. Work can be brought
home and accomplished at any time. Maybe we do need to get back to burning the
“midnight oil.” Maybe when the lights on the Christmas tree are on, the computers should
be off. Maybe when the Charlie Brown Christmas special is over, the television should be
turned off and a game pulled out. Maybe conversations should be more important than
those office e-mails.
Savor a cup of hot chocolate with your kids. Share a great story with your
spouse. Spend time talking to your friends. And get some sleep . . . Santa Claus is coming
to town!

HeTo Change
CameThe World

2011 ADVENT DEVOTIONAL

WEEK THREE: HE CAME TO CHANGE OUR ACTIONS

December 16, 2011
There is no record in Scripture that Jewish families celebrated birthdays. The
Bible only records two birthday celebrations, neither of which a Jewish, or Christian
person would want to celebrate. Genesis, Chapter 40 records the first “birthday” celebration. Joseph was in prison, falsely accused of crimes against Potiphar’s wife. He
interpreted two dreams pertaining to the Pharaoh’s cupbearer and baker. Scripture says,
“Now the third day was Pharaoh’s birthday, and he gave a feast for all of his officials: He
restored the chief cupbearer to his position . . .but he hanged the chief baker, just as Joseph
had said to them in his interpretation” (Gen. 40:20-22). Matthew records a birthday
celebration with a dark outcome as well. “On Herod’s birthday the daughter of Herodias
danced for them and pleased Herod so much that he promised with an oath to give her
whatever she asked. Prompted by her mother, she said, “Give me on a platter the head of
John the Baptist” (Matthew 14:6-8). It appears that Jesus would not have grown up
celebrating birthdays. Birthday parties were for pagan Gentiles, not God-fearing Jews.
When did the Church begin to celebrate Christmas as Christ’s birthday? That
answer is not known with certainty, but December 25th was chosen as the day the
Christian world would celebrate Christmas. The Christmas celebration may have begun as
a reaction to a Roman holiday that was celebrated two hundred years after Christ’s death.
Sol Invictus was the official sun god of the later Roman Empire. The festival for this god
concluded on December 25th and was celebrated by vile and cultish rituals. The Christian
church may have instituted a celebration of Christ’s birth as a response to that pagan
holiday.
While we cannot be sure of the origin for our Christmas holiday, Scripture
describes what I believe was the original celebration. The angel said to the shepherds,
“Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in
the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord” (Luke 2:10-11). Let’s
celebrate Christmas the way the shepherds celebrated when they heard the news. They
went to see Jesus and then “spread the word concerning what had been told them about
this child” (Luke 2:18). Our culture will choose to celebrate Christmas in a number of ways.
I hope you will “celebrate” the holiday like the shepherds did. May all of us say “Happy
Birthday and Merry Christmas” by spreading the word!
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The main road from Nazareth to Jerusalem passed between Mount Ebal and
Mount Gerizim in the land of Samaria. Jacob’s Well was located at the base of Mt. Gerizim
and would have been a popular stop for travelers to rest and get water for their journey.
There was great history at this place and the travelers would likely have discussed the stories.
Moses had preached from both mountains. The mountains are in such close
proximity that it is possible to stand on the side of either and be heard clearly in the valley
below. Moses stood on Mount Gerizim and told the people how God would bless them for
keeping the Law. He then crossed to Mount Ebal and explained the curses that would
come upon those who broke that Law.
Alexander the Great had constructed a temple at the top of Mount Gerizim that
was destroyed in 126 B.C. by a Hasmonean king during the Maccabean era. The Hasmoneans were a leading Jewish family that had worked to gain the Jews independence from
their Syrian rulers. The destruction of that temple was a high point in Jewish history, but
it didn’t last.
By the time Joseph and Mary would have passed by, the Samaritans had begun
to use the mountain for their worship. The Jewish people believed it was wrong for the
Samaritans to worship there, even though they were not welcome at the temple in
Jerusalem. Many Jewish leaders refused to go near Samaria because they believed it to
be an ungodly place. Joseph and Mary probably rested, watered their donkey, and then
continued their journey to Jerusalem.
Jesus would take this road during his ministry. Jacob’s Well is where he had his
encounter with the Samaritan woman. She asked him why the Jewish people thought it
was wrong to worship on Mount Gerizim, even when “their fathers had worshiped there.”
It was there he told her, “You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship
what we know, for salvation is from the Jews. Yet a time is coming and has now come
when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind
of worshipers the Father seeks” (John 4:22-23).
Tomorrow, as you head to church with your family, the message of Christ is the
same: “True worshipers worship the Father in spirit and truth” and “they are the kind of
worshipers the Father seeks.” Make sure, as the Christmas music is sung and the Christmas story is preached, you give the Christ child the kind of genuine worship he spoke
about that day at Jacob’s Well.
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When Mary and Joseph took their newborn son to the temple in Jerusalem,
they had a two-fold purpose. According to Leviticus 12, Mary needed to go to the temple
and participate in a purification rite. She was to go through the process of ritual immersion and then make the appropriate sacrifices. She would then be considered “clean” from
childbirth. Bethlehem is about five miles from Jerusalem so it would have taken Joseph
and Mary more than a day to travel, especially with an infant son. Mary would have gone
to the Temple first for her purification. After completing her sacrifice, she and Joseph
would be able to return with Jesus for his dedication.
After the first Passover, when the firstborn Jewish males had been delivered
from the Angel of Death, God chose all the firstborn males for himself. In other words, the
firstborn males were responsible for the religious duties on behalf of the nation of Israel.
Every firstborn male who was not from the tribe of Levi, had to be bought back, or
redeemed from their required temple service at the age of one month.
Mary and Joseph took Jesus to the temple and paid the redemption price for
their son. Simeon could have been the officiating priest at the temple the day Mary and
Joseph arrived. The less strenuous jobs of the priesthood were often given to the elderly.
Scripture says Simeon was “moved by the Spirit” and when he held the infant Jesus in his
arms he said, “Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, you now dismiss your servant in
peace. For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of all
people, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and glory to your people Israel” (Luke
2:29-32). Simeon realized he was holding the long awaited Messiah in the temple that day.
Mary and Joseph knew Jesus was special, the events pertaining to his conception had taught them that. Simeon assured them that his life would be unique as well.
Scripture says they “marveled at what was said” about Jesus. As you make the necessary
preparations for Christmas this week, take time to revisit those moments in the temple
when Simeon, an elderly man, sees his Messiah. Remember when you experienced the
moment of your salvation or your child’s. Christmas changed the way God would relate to
his creation. Salvation came in the form of a tiny baby boy. Rejoice with Simeon in that
thought today.
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The Jewish religious leaders at the time of Christ were a diverse group. Jesus
would have grown up understanding that each group had distinct opinions about the
work and will of God. Simeon rejoiced over the baby in his arms, his Messiah. Why is it
that the other religious leaders didn’t do the same?
The Zealots were a group of Jewish leaders that advocated force to drive Rome
from their land and from their temple. When Rome grew tired of the Zealots, many were
crucified because of their opposition.
The Sadducees were the complete opposite of their Zealot brothers. The
Sadducees were usually the wealthy, upper class priests who worked hard to stay on the
good side of the Roman government. They believed in making necessary compromises in
order to get along with those in authority over them.
The majority of the Jewish leaders would have been in the middle of the other
two groups. They did not like the Roman government and their interference in the lives
and religion of the Jewish population. Their priority was to be left alone by the government and allowed to practice their religion as they chose.
It is no wonder that the Jewish people were looking forward to a Messiah who
would come, overthrow the Roman government, and reestablish the throne of David. The
Messiah was to be the leader for everyone in the Jewish nation, ending the divisions that
currently represented their faith. The Messiah came, but only a few would accept the
Messiah he came to be.
Chances are that whatever groups you find yourself with this Christmas, there
are diverse opinions about matters of faith. Some families agree to discuss anything BUT
religion on the holiday. The principles of God’s word have been debated since the serpent
spoke to Adam and Eve in the Garden.
The Christmas story will be discussed this year, as it is every year. Religion will
be appreciated, tolerated, and deprecated during this holiday season. As this season
draws to a close, the important question is not what the world will do with Jesus. What
matters is what you will do with Christ. He came to be Lord of your life and Lord of your
holiday. Let all controversy grow quiet because of his peaceful presence.
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The Christmas story introduces Jesus as a miracle baby born in the manger. The
next time we hear of Jesus, he is once again traveling to Jerusalem. It was customary for
Jewish boys, at the age of twelve, to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem signifying they had
reached the age of responsibility for their own religious life. Jesus had been studying the
book of Leviticus since he was a small boy. Now he was at the temple, seeing the lessons
he had learned put to practice.
During the festival weeks, the Jewish scholars would be in Jerusalem, holding
classes for the pilgrims who crowded the streets. This was a time for men from small
villages to receive a higher level of teaching than was available to them at home. It was
probably these scholars that the Bible says Jesus was listening to and asking questions of.
Scripture says, “Everyone who heard him (Jesus) was amazed at his understanding and
his answers” (Luke 2:47). Jesus was obviously a boy, from a village in Galilee, yet he
amazed even the scholars of the day with his knowledge.
Jesus came to change the religious practices of the world. The birth of Christ
would bring about the birth of a new Covenant between God and his people. The same
scholars who were amazed by Jesus at twelve would one day become antagonistic to his
teaching.
Jesus was expected to be responsible for his faith from the time he was twelve
years old. Scripture makes it clear that twelve was an accurate age to accept that responsibility. Christmas is a wonderful time of year to speak to a child about Christ’s birth but it
is also a good time to speak about his life and death as well. Children need to know the
whole story behind the nativity. Jewish children were taught Scripture from the time
they could speak. By the time a child was twelve, he knew a great deal about God and
about the life of faith God wanted him to live.
The most important gift a child will ever receive is the gift of salvation. Pray for
the opportunity to share the story of Christ with a child this Christmas and the religious
principles he taught us to live by. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if our children amazed their
teachers with their faith!
Every Christmas there was at least one gift of faith under our tree for our
children. We taught them Scripture from an early age and Christmas always included
Christ. Both of them grew up to accept salvation and have accepted responsibility for
their personal walk with the Lord. I can think of no other thing that gives me greater joy
this holiday season. I wish the same for each of you.
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Jesus came to change the Church. . .with a capital “C”. The Church is the body of
Christ, not the institution. The church is a building, with a name, a budget, a staff and
often a denomination. The Church is made up of Christians who have been saved by Christ
and will spend eternity with him in heaven. Jesus came to change the Church because
that is who will change the church.
The church was both the temple and the synagogue during the time of Christ.
How excited Mary and Joseph must have been to arrive at the temple in Jerusalem with
their newborn son. Herod the Great was trying to improve his relationship with his
Jewish subjects in Jerusalem so he took forty-three years to re-build the temple and then
spent a great deal of money to make it beautiful. While the Jews loved the Temple, they
could never appreciate Herod and what he stood for.
The Temple was led by the priests and much of the work was done by the
Levites. Jewish pilgrims were awed by their temple in Jerusalem and made it a point to
travel there for the festival times or significant spiritual moments. Mary and Joseph must
have been pleased to be able to take their baby to the temple in Jerusalem.
The synagogue in Nazareth would have been Jesus’ home church. A synagogue
was a meeting place where the Jewish people could pray, participate in the reading of
Scripture, and worship. The people were involved in the work and leadership of the local
synagogue. It was primarily a place for worship and teaching, but the building was often
used as a center for the social life of the community as well. Jesus would likely have
attended school at the synagogue in Nazareth.
Jesus came to change the Church and one of his last acts was to change the
church. Jesus loved the temple and referred to it as the “house of God” and his “Father’s
house.” Sadly, he would twice purge the temple of the moneychangers and weep over its
destruction that he knew was coming. Herod’s temple was destroyed in A.D. 70 and never
rebuilt.
What would Jesus ask of the Church this Christmas? He said our bodies were
the Temple of God – what would he want to cleanse from our lives? He said that the
church was to be a house of prayer. What does the Church need to do for the church this
Christmas? I hope Jesus is welcome in every service at your church. I hope Jesus in
present and powerful in each of you who are the Church.
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There are no records concerning the life of Christ from the time Mary and
Joseph took Jesus to Egypt to the time they brought him to the temple at the age of
twelve. How old was Jesus when his family moved back to Nazareth? What was their
reception like when they returned? Were family members like Elizabeth anxious to see
and hold Mary and Joseph’s son? How much of the Christmas story did Mary and Joseph
reveal to their friends and family, or did they remain quiet about the amazing events that
had occurred?
There are many unanswered questions about the life of Christ, but none that
matter eternally. Jesus came to change the world, and we know that he did because of
the Scripture God preserved for us. Jesus came to change the church and much of that
change occurred through the letters we have in the Bible.
There are details about the Christmas story that we cannot know. Luke, a
physician, probably interviewed Mary when she lived in Ephesus with John. The fact she
was older and speaking with a physician is possibly why she was comfortable discussing
the details of the conception and birth. In Jesus’ day a woman would not typically have
spoken of such things with a man. While we wish for more information, how amazing
that we have the story, preserved throughout history, and pure in its truth and origin.
Many of the people you know have heard the Christmas story but have never
read it from the pages of Luke. While some know the outline of the events, many have
never read the actual words that we call Scripture. The Christmas story is a story, but more
importantly it is God’s word. Read Luke 1 and 2, then look for the chance to encourage
your family and friends to do the same. God’s word is powerful – and true – and still has
the power to change his Church.
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The shepherds told the people all that had happened concerning the Christ
child. The people were amazed, but what happened after that? The Magi came and
worshipped Jesus, but whom did they tell when they returned home? The Jewish
teachers were amazed when Jesus, as a young boy, met with them at the temple. But
what did they really think about the source of his knowledge?
Christians worldwide have celebrated Christmas for more than two thousand
years, but the Jewish people still do not believe that Jesus was their Messiah. Why are
Jewish people still waiting for Christmas?
Jewish people cannot accept the idea that Jesus was divine. They were looking
for a godly man, not a man who was God. They believe saying Jesus had equality with
God is blasphemous.
Jews believe their Messiah will be a man who is an earthly King, who will
restore the nation of Israel to its land and its sovereign position in the world. Jews are
waiting for a political figure, not a spiritual Savior.
Jews reject Christ because historically, Christians have treated them in horrible
ways. History is marked by the abuses done to the Jewish population in the name of
Christ. The Jews have been mistreated by the Muslims, but over the course of history, it is
the Christian population that has been most responsible for their hardships.
Why are there still so many Gentiles who do not believe Jesus is their Messiah?
For those same reasons the Jews struggle. Hebrews 11:1 says, “Faith is being sure of what
you hope for and certain of what we do not see.” Christmas requires faith. James 2:14
says, “What good is it, my brothers if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds?” Christians have a responsibility to the Jewish population because we know Jesus was their
Messiah. Christians have a responsibility to all who believe in Christmas – but don’t
believe in Christ. The world needs faith, and we need to share our faith with them.
Jesus was praying in the garden for his disciples. He prayed, “Righteous Father,
though the world does not know you, I know you, and they know that you have sent me. I
have made you known to them, and will continue to make you known in order that the love
you have for me may be in them, and that I myself may be in them” (John 17:25-26). Who
will you share Christ’s love, and your faith with this Christmas?
I hope we are the kindest people the world will encounter today. I hope we are
generous with our patience and gentle with those we meet. And then, may we have the
opportunity to explain that it is not us – but Christ in us – that has made the difference.
Maybe that will be enough to help someone take that necessary step of faith and believe in
the Christ of Christmas.
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What do you find yourself praying for on this last week before Christmas? Are
you praying for safe travel for someone you love this holiday season? Are you praying for
stamina to accomplish the tasks that remain? Are you praying for peace in your home
because a certain family member just called to say “he can make it for Christmas after
all”? Are you praying for joy because you are missing someone you love this Christmas?
Are you praying with joy because of a new person to love this Christmas? Are you praying
praises to the God who gave us Christmas?
• What was Joseph praying for when he arrived in Bethlehem? His wife had gone
into labor and there were so many people, everywhere. God gave him a cave –
but it was enough.
• What was Mary praying for as the pain grew worse? God gave her a son and she
wrapped him in those swaddling clothes.
• What did the shepherds pray for after they saw the newborn baby? God gave
them an audience of people who were amazed at their words.
• Did the Magi pray? They found Jesus, but at great expense to a lot of families.
•What did Joseph and Mary pray for as they left quickly for Egypt? God gave them
protection.
And I wonder what prayers should have been prayed but were left unspoken.
How many people were in that inn, just a short distance away? Was there a woman who
could have helped deliver the Son of God, but chose not to get involved? Was there a man
who could have helped Joseph clean the stable, but he didn’t want to get dirty? Who
missed being written into the Christmas story – because they didn’t pray, so God couldn’t
lead?
I hope none of us will miss Christmas because we didn’t pray. Or because we
didn’t care. Or because we didn’t help. Anything we can do to be part of someone’s Christmas story should be an honor. Pray without ceasing and then expect God to answer . . .
and bless.
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Mary rejoiced over the baby she would give birth to saying, “My soul glorifies
the Lord and my Spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has been mindful of the humble state
of his servant. From now on all generations will call me blessed, for the Mighty One has done
great things for me – holy is his name” (Luke 1:46-49).
Zechariah praised God for his son John saying, “And you my child, will be called a
prophet of the Most High; for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him, to
give his people the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins, because of
the tender mercy of our God, by which the rising sun will come to us from heaven to shine on
those living in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the path of peace”
(Luke 1:76-79).
The angels praised God saying, “Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace to
men on whom his favor rests” (Luke 1:14).
Simeon praised God saying, “For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you
have prepared in the sight of all people, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to
your people Israel” (Luke 2:30-32).
At the end of this day, what praise will you offer to God? What blessings are in
store for you this Christmas? What smiles will you remember? What kind words will you
say? How many times will you speak of Jesus, and honor his name today? There will be
the normal moments and there will probably be some moments to forget, even forgive.
But at the end of the day, what praise will you offer?
Jesus said, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full” (John
10:10). Jesus came to change the world because he wanted you to have a full and rich life
here and ultimately, in heaven. We wish you a Christmas day filled with Jesus – and a
heart full of praise for the gifts he will give – and the gift that he is.
We wish you a very Merry Christmas and a blessed New Year.
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