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Praise for iRejoice

“Here is an invitation to pause, rest, appreciate, rejoice, and delight in God. Here is some help in preparing for Christmas, that is, in preparing our own hearts, as we prepare for everything else. Written for 21st Century people, iRejoice is a practical, tasteful, yet thoughtful treasure of personal testimonies, real life (and sometimes fictitious) stories, anecdotes, reflections, and encouragements to generosity and authenticity. Encapsulating the real spirit of Christmas, one finds in iRejoice a breath of fresh air, and an invitation to pause and ponder at the marvel of God Eternal coming to visit and to save us.”


  -Pierre Constant:  
  Titulaire de la chaire d’ etudes neo- testamentaires, Chair of New Testament Studies 



  Toronto Baptist Seminary, Toronto, Ontario.


“iRejoice captures and presents the Christmas Story in a short, creative, and inspirational way, which makes it live again in a contemporary setting.”


  -Peter Mkolesia:  
  Lifewords Regional Director (Africa)- Nairobi, Kenya


“The reflections and collection of stories in iRejoice will help us all prepare differently for Christmas this year as we are caused to rethink our priorities. From Jesus’ Story to our story; from giving gifts to giving glory; from parties to persecution- all will take on new meaning for us as individuals, as families, and as communities of believers if daily, through Advent, we intentionally follow the themes laid out for us in this book.”


  -Dave Barker:  
  Pastor Emerita, Calvary Baptist Church- Coquitlam, British Columbia


“Lawson’s devotional guide of biblical reflections on the first coming of Jesus our Lord leads to new heights of worship and praise. While iRejoice looks back to the birth of Jesus, it also looks forward to the next great event: the glorious appearing of our great God and Saviour Jesus Christ. So join in the journey and you will be much encourages and blessed.”


  -Ken Peake:  
  Chairman Emerita – Board of Directors, SGM Canada


“iRejoice is an inspiring daily devotional to help effectively focus our attention through the Advent season and prepare our hearts for a time of worship and celebration on Christmas day.”


  -Daniel Degeer: 
  President- Kawartha Lakes Bible College


“One of the challenges of Christmas is to be ready for it- not just the food and presents and stuff, but ready to rejoice in its significance. iRejoice is one of the best tools I have ever encountered to help individuals and families to be ready to fully respond to, and enjoy Christmas. Use it- it is a great resource.”


  -David Humphreys:  
  Emeritus Professor- McMaster University, Hamilton, Ontario


“In iRejoice, Lawson has provided us with a very practical and useful tool to be used in the celebration of Advent. What I think will be found to be especially challenging are the “Life Questions.” I personally believe that anyone who honestly seeks to address these on a daily basis will experience one of their most meaningful Advent seasons. I heartily recommend this book as a help to truly enriching the celebration of Advent.”


  -Paul Hooper:  
  Vice President Personnel – Wycliffe Bible Translators


“iRejoice combines heart-wrenching narratives with proactive applications for the body of believers. It caused me to soberly reflect on my responsibility to be the light of Christ to those less fortunate, while inviting me to share in the joy and anticipation of the Advent season. How refreshing to have a book that brings you to tears at one point and causes you to laugh out loud at the next.”


  -Matthew Murray:  
  Student Activities Coordinator – Tyndale University


“… probably one of the best Advent books I have read … The joy of what Jesus has done for each of us and the reality of his love percolates through iRejoice and draws us closer to Jesus- you will be blessed!”


  -Simon Marrable: 
  I.N. Network- Canadian National Director, Church Partnerships


“In these busy days it’s all too easy to forget the true message of Christmas and not take the necessary time to prepare our hearts for the coming of the Messiah. iRejoice captures and arrests our very heart and soul and makes the Christmas season come alive … Once you begin, this book will engage and challenge you to live and make very personable the greatest story ever told. I highly recommend iRejoice to you. Take the journey and be blessed.”


  -Paul Mercer:  
  Director of Global Development – The Gideon’s International in Canada
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Books by Lawson W. Murray


  Inspirational Books



  Seize the Day: Meditations for the Year



  iConnect:  Life Words for Growth, for Story, for Community



  iBelieve:  Lenten Words for Growth, for Story, for Community



  iRejoice:  Advent Words for Growth, for Story, for Community


 


  Bible Engagement Blog



  www.jumpintotheword.com
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Dedication

 


  


Soli Deo Gloria – Glory to God alone


  He touches my tongue, His word to spread.



  He guides my hands, His work to pursue.



  He moves my feet, His way to tread.



  He stirs my heart, His will to do.


  No one else has any right to the glory but Jesus – take it Lord.
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Foreword


  


I love Christmas Day – from the moment I wake up and check out the contents of my stocking, to the opening of the presents, to the nap after eating far too much turkey and stuffing, to finally falling into bed, grateful for a good day with those I love the most. But as I read the book you are now reading, I was reminded over and over that I love the days leading up to Christmas just as much. Not because of the busyness of the season, but because of those times of quiet reflection when I am reminded of what this lovely time of the year is all about for the follower of Jesus Christ.

Lawson Murray has done something pretty amazing in writing this book. He has taken the age-old Christmas story and brought it alive again. The Advent season is an ancient tradition designed to give us time to prepare for the celebration of the arrival of Immanuel – God with us. But even that can get routine, the “same old same old” year after year. In this book, you will meet the familiar cast of the first Christmas – Mary and Joseph, Elizabeth and the angels, and others. But you will also meet the lonely and the persecuted and the immigrant – and you will be called to respond. And more than anything else, you will meet Jesus, in a new and fresh way. That, after all, is what Advent is all about.

I urge you to be consistent – don’t miss a day as you read through this book. Find a quiet place, grab a hot beverage, your Bible and a box of tissues (you will need Kleenex). By the time Christmas Day arrives, your heart will be ready to experience the mystery of the Incarnation once again.

Oh, one other thing. Get ready to rejoice. You’ll do lots of that as you read this book. Jesus has stepped into our world, and you’re going to sense his abiding presence in fresh new ways over the next few weeks. And while you will experience a variety of emotions, the most common will be joy. The angels were right: the good news of Jesus’ arrival does bring great joy! It will bring joy to you this Advent season.


  Bob Beasley



  
  Bible League Canada
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Introduction


  


The Lord put it in my heart to write this book in February 2009. A month later I tentatively struck the first letter on my keyboard. I was thinking about how my heart’s desire was for God to take my feeble efforts at writing and make them something more than something about me – to make it all about Him, to make the writing and reading of this book a life changing encounter with the One who took on flesh and became man.

My previous book, iConnect: Life Words for Growth, for Story, for Community, developed the thought that life in Christ is the end of life, that living only all for the glory of God is the journey and the destination. iRejoice has the fragrance of iConnect, with an Advent focus. Advent, which traditionally begins on the Sunday nearest to November 30, is a time of preparation, hope and joy – a journey in which we draw progressively closer to the anticipated arrival of Christ.

In iRejoice the journey is traveled by means of a twenty-four day countdown to Christmas. Ideally, you begin the book on December 1 and, much like an Advent calendar, open a new ‘window’ or ‘door’ each day. Each new ‘window’ or ‘door’ contains an Advent text (we must live in the Word to live out of the Word), a life question (invitations to act on the Bible’s life words and live a transformed life), a prayer (praise, petition, examine, devotion, surrender, formation, confession, thanksgiving, or meeting), and a reading (stories, poems, conversations in progress, words of information and transformation, inspirational and imaginative interactions with the Advent Story).

iRejoice is not a book that’s been written by someone who’s arrived – far from it! I’m a spiritual nomad, roaming from place to place in search of God, and as I find Him, I seek to know Him and live for Him. I invite you to roam with me, and Lord willing, our hearts will be opened to Christ along the way. May God guard your path and guide your step. Beannachd Dia dhuit (Gaelic for: Blessings of God be with you).


  Lawson W. Murray





1
Firstborn of Creation


  



  He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation 


Colossians 1:15


   


Spring was in the air when I wrote this piece. The sun was shining, the snow banks melting, and 5 degrees Celsius felt like mid- summer after what had been a long cold winter. While typing this line, the local Christian radio station, Life 100.3, was playing a song with the lyrics, “All things are possible!” It was a word in season. Looking up from my laptop I noticed the small buds on the tips of the skeletal branches of the maple tree in the back yard, and gave thanks that it wouldn’t be long until the new life, yet lying dormant in the buds, would begin to unfurl.

New life: I was born on December 4, 1959. My existence began nine months earlier in my mother’s womb. Before that I didn’t exist – though the days ordained for me were written in God’s book before one of them came to be (cf. Psalm 139:16). My story, in respect of my birth, is straightforward. I was conceived, “was made in the secret place” (Psalm 139:15), and entered the world in London, England.

The birth of Jesus Christ is similar, yet dissimilar to our births. He was born some two-thousand years ago in a stable in Bethlehem . . . and yet His existence pre-dated His conception. When the One who was (and is) immortal became mortal, it presented some difficulties – like where and how do we start telling His Story?

Maybe that’s why no two stories of Christ’s birth start in the same place. The Apostle Matthew starts his narrative with a genealogy; tracing the human family line of Jesus back to Abraham. The Apostle Mark kicks off with a prophecy from Isaiah about a messenger who prepares the way for the One who will come. Dr. Luke takes a historical approach, “In the time of Herod king of Judea . . .” (Luke 1:5). John the Beloved pushes back to a time before time when he says, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1). And then several lines on says, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (John 1:14). And the Apostle Paul begins the story before the beginning, writing that Jesus is, “the firstborn over all creation” (Colossians 1:15).

If you wanted His Story to be delineated with a start and a close, it isn’t. God doesn’t fit into our boxes, not in any way, and no less so in respect to the birth of Jesus Christ. He was born before He was born, and before that He was! And I think that’s fantastic. The mystery surrounding the birth of Christ, the fact that it’s something bigger and more complex than your birth or mine, makes it extra special. In fact the struggle we have in knowing where to start telling His Story, is good reason to rejoice. After all, it points to the fact that there’s nothing regular about the birth of Christ. It’s extraordinary and supernatural. And because it is, because it’s both like and unlike our stories – because it’s God’s Story – we rejoice!

Life Question:  How does my story intersect with Christ’s Story?

Prayer:  Thank you Jesus. You are the One who was and is, and is to come. – Amen.
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In Anticipation


  



  
    Prepare the way for the Lord; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God
  


Isaiah 40:3

 

“Prepare the way for the Lord; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God” (Isaiah 40:3). And so this Advent season begins, not with stars and shepherds and singing, but with the call to prepare. But what are we preparing for? Some of us know the story of the incarnation inside out. We’ve heard about the birth in the manger, the triumphant chorus of the angels, and the visit of the Magi from the East. So what are we supposed to prepare? . . . Us!

As the prophet Isaiah implored the people of centuries past to prepare their lives for the coming of the Saviour, so he entreats us in a like manner. He calls us to examine our hearts and thereby “prepare the way for the Lord.” In the midst of the wilderness of commercialism and consumerism, the prophet calls out to us to make a “highway for our God” – to put in order the road to our hearts.

This will only be possible if we nourish our hearts with prayer and meditate on His Word. And we must clear the way by asking Him to remove the clutter of wrongdoing that we’ve gathered through sins of omission and commission. Let’s take an honest look within and ask Him to make the necessary changes and preparations for this month of celebration. And let’s enter the Advent season with the anticipation that God will shape us, mold us, and change us in ways that get us ready for His coming.

Amazing things can happen in the days ahead if we prepare for the coming of the Lord. So “clear the way in the desert.” But why should we do this, why should we ask God to cleanse our hearts – to forgive us our sin as we forgive those who sin against us? Because God’s desire is to pour out His “Spirit on all people” (Acts 2:17), to fill our mouths with laughter and our lips with shouts of joy (cf. Job 8:21), and to build a people of power and praise who will move through this land by His Spirit, and glorify His precious name. But, for this to happen we’ve got to have clean hearts . . .

 

“Then cleansed be every heart from sin;

Make straight the way for God within,

And let us all our hearts prepare

For Christ to come and enter there”


  -Anonymous.


Life Question:  How might I prepare my heart for the coming of the Lord?

Prayer:  Father, cleanse my heart from sin. In the name of the Incarnate One, Jesus Christ, I pray. – Amen.
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The Advent Calendar


  



  I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut 


Revelation 3:8

 

This book is designed around the concept of an Advent calendar. The origin of the Advent calendar comes from 19th Century German Lutherans, who would count down the twenty-four days to Christmas by drawing chalk lines on the doors of their homes each day, beginning on the first day of December. Candles were also used, with twenty-four of them being placed in an ‘Advent Clock’ with a new one lit each day. By the turn of the 20th Century, cardboard calendars were being printed with little doors or windows which opened to reveal something to do with the story of Christ’s birth.

In more recent years, companies have marketed their products utilizing Advent calendars. LEGO produces a calendar with LEGO pieces behind each door. Cadbury’s has chocolates behind the numbered windows (a ‘must have’ when I was a child!).

Before our children left home we used to have a string of red numbered felt teddy bear pockets which my mother in-law fills with chocolates and candies. It hung in our kitchen, and Jonathan, who was several years younger than his siblings, opened and ate the treats (despite the fact that our adult children, Christie and Matthew thought this was unfair!). We also gathered around the supper table every night to read, pray, and chat about the Christmas Story.

Other Advent calendars include the Community Calendar in Rathaus, Germany, where the town hall, which fortuitously has 24 main windows, has each window painted or decorated by local artists, a window being unveiled each evening. In Scandinavian countries, the Julkalender or Julekalender is a television show which starts on December 1 and ends on Christmas Eve.

Advent Calendars are also common on the Web. The BBC has a virtual calendar called A Bach Christmas with music and information about the famous composer. The Tate Gallery, not to be outdone, has an Advent calendar featuring twenty-four favourite works of art, while Electric December has an Advent calendar showcasing films made by young people from across Europe. My favourite online calendar is the Advent Calendar Blog at www.cartoonchurch.com which has cartoons drawn for the Church Times by Dave Walker.

In the USA, Election Day Advent calendars are a new twist, revealing the changing political scene. One of these, The Obama Family White House Christmas, depicts celebrities and well known politicians behind the doors. Oprah Winfrey is the Sugar Plum Fairy, Jesse Jackson the Nutcracker, and on Christmas Day the President and Mrs Claus are revealed!

Yet when everything is said and done, the only true Advent calendars, for me, are those depicting the Nativity . . .

Life Question:  What ‘Advent calendar’ could I make (or do) with my family?

Prayer:  “Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel.” – Amen.
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Elizabeth's Story


  



  
    . . . the Lord had shown her great mercy, and they shared her joy
  


Luke 1:57

 

If you were to ask me five months ago to summarize my life in one word, it would have been: disgraced! I’d lived in disgrace and believed I’d die in disgrace. That’s not to say that I was like the Moabite woman, you know the one who lives by the old olive tree . . . she’s never been caught, but I’ve seen the glances that pass between her and some of the young men. No, I wasn’t like her – I’ve kept the commandments and regulations all my life.

It was a paradox. I couldn’t figure out why Yahweh hadn’t blessed me. What had I done to be out of favour with God? Why had He given me a dry womb? Why did my husband have to live with the shame of my barrenness? Why had my hopes been dashed, my faith undermined, my piety placed in doubt? And what had my husband done to inherit such shame? He’s a good man. Why did he have to be embarrassed like he was? I saw it in his eyes every time he returned home from a circumcision. But he never complained, never blamed me, and never stopped loving me. not even when we had family gatherings. He thought I didn’t know, but I heard the whispered questions, saw the pained look in his mother’s eyes, blessed be her long departed soul . . .

But that all seems like a long time ago now. Miracle of miracles, our prayers have been answered! God has given me a child in my old age, I feel him growing in me every day! When Zechariah returned from the temple last summer, the first thing he wanted to do was . . . well you know . . . it was completely unexpected, he didn’t say a word, and now the birth is just a few months away.

That’s why I owe you an apology. Please forgive me for hiding away these past months. I was such a jumble of emotions . . .  I couldn’t believe it at first, and didn’t know how to tell you. And, I must admit, I wanted to be careful, wanted to be sure that the baby would be all-right . . . Place yourself in my sandals; my hope had been gnawed away. I was barren in my womb and my heart. And then I got pregnant! At my age too! I needed time to adjust, to think about this great thing that the Lord has done for me.

God is indeed merciful. Barukh attah, adonai eloheinu, melekh ha-olam . . . He hears the prayers of even an old woman like me. Praise the name of Yahweh! In these days He has shown His favour and taken away my disgrace among the people. Blessed be the name of the Lord!

Life Question:  What prayers of thanksgiving might I offer God today?

Prayer:  “Praise be to the name of God for ever and ever; wisdom and power are his” (Daniel 2:20).
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Countdown


  



  
    The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned
  


Isaiah 9:2

 

December is a month that’s best counted backwards. That’s why it’s like no other month. Sure, today is December 5th and tomorrow’s December 6th (if you started reading this book on December 1st and have been keeping to one reading a day) but that’s just the way the calendar works, the dates don’t really matter. What’s important is the countdown. As most everyone knows, it’s only twenty days to Christmas.

Retailers just love to count backwards. The countdown is an essential part of the commercial hype and hoopla. They make sure we know exactly how many days of shopping we have left until we’re completely spent. So as we visit the malls in the annual race to find the perfect gift, the retailers monitor our progress with the precision of a rocket launch. There’s no getting away from it. As we spend our money, they’re counting; “Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one, blastoff!”

In the midst of the commercial hustle and bustle, let’s remember what’s truly important. What really matters is the gift that was never packaged in foil or purchased in a store. The greatest gift of all is the One who was wrapped in swaddling clothes and born in a stall.

Now that’s not to say that buying Christmas presents for loved ones is wrong. Generosity through gift giving is an authentic expression of love. But this is a reminder that Christmas is more than boxes and bags under the Christmas tree. We count backwards primarily because we’re remembering the earthly birthday of “the Son of the Most High” (Luke 1:32).

Christ’s birth isn’t the only reason why we count backwards. We count backwards because we also know that as each day passes, it brings us ever closer to Christ’s return. For in Christ’s first coming. the countdown was started for His second coming. Here’s a truth we don’t always associate with Advent: This Christmas may be the last time we celebrate the birth of Christ. By next Christmas we may have celebrated seeing Him face to face!

Are you counting down? I am. Not numerically; I don’t know the day or the hour of His second coming, so I don’t know how many days until (should He come before I die) I’m caught up “in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air” (1 Thessalonians 4:17).

Whether I live to see Christ’s second coming or get caught up along with the dead, I know a time of rejoicing will come that will trump all Christmas celebrations. Can you imagine His return? I can. Hear Him as He says, “Behold, I am coming soon!” (Revelation 22:7).

Life Question:  Am I ready, not just for Christmas, but for Christ’s return?

Prayer:  Come, long expected Jesus, come! – Amen.
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Who Started Christmas?


  



  
    On him we have set our hope that he will continue to deliver us
  


2 Corinthians 1:10

 

A friend told me about a woman who was out Christmas shopping with her two children. After hours of scanning the shelves of toys and everything else imaginable, and after hearing her children begging for all the things they wanted, she finally made it to the elevator. The doors opened and typically, the elevator was packed with people. But she managed to squeeze in with her bags and children. When the doors closed she let out an exhausted sigh and said, “Whoever started this whole Christmas thing should be found, strung up, and shot!” From the back of the elevator a voice responded, “Don’t worry, we already crucified him!”

In the busyness of the season it’s easy to forget who started Christmas. Cards have to be written and mailed out, special treats cooked (and tasted!), parties attended, shopping bags filled, the tree trimmed, lights hung, relatives phoned, the dog groomed, the snow shoveled, the house cleaned, and more. It’s tiring just thinking about it!

Which is why we need to keep a clear focus: Christmas isn’t about us, it’s about Him. It’s about the Word who became flesh. It’s about the One who left a spotless castle for a dirty stable. It’s about the One who exchanged the worship of angels for the company of liars, thieves and killers. It’s about the One who swapped the splendour of heaven for the straw of a barn. It’s about the One who can hold the universe in the palm of His hand, but gave that up to float in the womb of a teenage girl. And it’s about the sinless One who came to die for sinners like you and me.

So let’s not forget who started Christmas or why He started it. Remember Him when you’re lighting a candle, wrapping a gift, or carving the turkey. Think about Him in the mall when you hear Santa’s, “Ho! Ho! Ho!” And keep Him in mind when you’re singing, “Chestnuts Roasting On An Open Fire.”

At the end of the day Advent is about putting Jesus first. After all, He put us first. He started it all when He humbled Himself and became a man – a man who lived and died as the once-for-all sacrifice for our sin. Praise the Lord! The salvation of our lives was more important than the saving of His life. He gave up His glory so we could go to glory. That’s the rub. Christ started Christmas because our souls were His highest concern . . .

Life Question:  Is my focus on the stuff of Christmas or on the One who started Christmas?

Prayer:  Father, keep me from the distractions of the season and help me to focus on the reason for the season, Jesus Christ. – Amen.
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Incarnating the Truth


  



  
    The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us 
  


John 1:14

 

That Jesus Christ, the Son of God, should choose to live here on earth among us is absolutely mind shattering. When Jesus became flesh and blood, when He moved into our neighborhood, He demonstrated how truth cannot and should not be confined by time and space. The incarnation of Christ made truth more than religion, more than doctrine, more than knowledge. Through the birth of Christ, propositional truth walked, became an action. The truth that was previously at a distance came close. The truth that was previously invisible became visible.

The implications of Christ’s incarnation are enormous. The second Secretary General of the United Nations, Dag Hammarskjold, said, “The truth is so simple that it is regarded as pretentious banality.” Commercialization, among many factors, has reduced Christmas to just another celebration. Remembering Christ’s birth has become commonplace even among His most ardent followers. But we should never lose sight of the mystery and majesty of the incarnation. We should never allow the truth of Advent to lack force or originality. God stepped down to earth and clothed Himself in swaddling clothes- a simple act, yet deeply profound. Let’s never forget that the incarnation was a one of a kind event – the Son of God became the Son of Man.

Truth cannot and should not be fragmented. Truth, as embodied in the person and work of Jesus Christ, must be all encompassing. There can be no compromising of truth, it should be all or nothing. Followers of Christ must walk steadfastly in His truth. There can be no swerving to the left or right. Truth must have a single focus and purpose: to imitate Christ’s love and faithfulness. To add or subtract from Christ is to deny the truth. To create Christ in any image other than how He revealed Himself through the Word is apostasy. Christmas is only Christmas when we worship the Christ of the Bible.

The 2nd Century church father, Irenaeus, said, “He was made what we are that He might make us what He is Himself.” If the focus and purpose of truth is to imitate Christ, then truth is relational. Truth is multi-faceted; it holds fact, faith, and feelings in dynamic tension. Truth that embraces abstractions about God, to the exclusion of experiences of God, is baffling at best. If the incarnation is given nothing more than intellectual assent, truth becomes disembodied. The central commitment of truth must always be emotional and intellectual. Any religious tradition that emphasizes sense over senses or senses over sense has failed to grasp what is truly meant by the Word becoming flesh. Truth in the mind must intersect with truth in the heart. Men and women of truth know it’s not enough to love with words or tongue, actions count. To incarnate the truth you do something . . . you love others as Christ loved you.

Life Question:  Am I an ambassador of truth to my friends and neighbors?

Prayer:  One thing I ask of You, Lord, this is what I seek: That You will establish me in the way of truth. – Amen.
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The Cradle, the Cross, the Cave


  



  



  



  



  
    Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift!
  


2 Corinthians 9:15

 

The cradle, the cross and the cave

Each tell a Story, each show the way

Each bring salvation to a world gone astray

For the cradle, the cross, and the cave telescope

In these three we find, in Christ there is hope

 

The cradle revealed, in a barn He was born

Reaching out to the world, all sinners to warn

That the link to restore the lost was now here

In strips of cloth bound, God’s message was clear

 

The cross resulted, at the place called the Skull

The sinless One crucified, death to annul

The penalty paid, for you and for me

Stripped of all liberty, to set captives free

 

The cave replied, hewn from the rock

The Song of God laid, the door to unlock

Wrapped in clean linen, the burial done

But the grave couldn’t hold Him, Resurrection had come!

 

The cradle, the cross, the cave, all three

Good news declared, you must agree

Hope is alive, His power conquers all

And death is defeated when before Him we fall

 Life Question:  How might I express what is inexpressible, and thank God for the greatest of all gifts- the Saviour, Jesus Christ?

Prayer:  “Now thank we all our God, with heart and hands and voices. Who wondrous things has done, in whom this world rejoices.” (Martin Rinkart, Lutheran Minister, circa 1636).




9
How to Keep Christmas


  



  
    . . . keep your heart on the right path
  


Proverbs 23:19

 

In the closing statement of Dickens, A Christmas Carol, Ebenezer Scrooge was said to “know how to keep Christmas well, if any man possessed the knowledge.” Dickens draws our attention to something important; We should know how to “keep Christmas well.” The Bible tells us how to do this:

 

Keep God’s covenant (cf. Genesis 17:9, Exodus 19:5).

Keep God’s commandments (cf. Exodus 20:6, Leviticus 22:31, Proverbs 4:4).

Keep God’s decrees and laws (cf. Leviticus 18:5, 19:37, 20:8, 2 Kings 17:37).

Keep away from everything impure (cf. Deuteronomy 23:9).

Keep your tongue from evil (cf. Psalm 34:13, Proverbs 4:24, 1 Peter 3:10).

Keep your lips from speaking lies (cf. Psalm 34:13).

Keep His way (cf. Psalm 37:34, Proverbs 23:26).

Keep His statutes (cf. Psalm 119:2).

Keep to the paths of the righteous (cf. Proverbs 2:20).

Keep your foot from evil (cf. Proverbs 4:27).

Keep your heart on the right path (cf. Proverbs 23:19).

Keep calm and don’t be afraid (cf. Isaiah 7:4).

Keep God’s name holy (cf. Isaiah 29:23).

Keep watch for the Lord’s return (cf. Matthew 24:42, 25:13).

Keep watch over yourself (cf. Acts 20:28).

Keep your conscience clear before God and man (cf. Acts 24:16).

Keep your spiritual fervour, serving the Lord (cf. Romans 12:11).

Keep away from those who cause divisions (cf. Romans 16:17).

Keep in step with the Spirit (cf. Galatians 5:25).

Keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace (cf. Ephesians 4:3).

Keep on praying for all the saints (cf. Ephesians 6:18).

Keep yourself pure (cf. 1 Timothy 5:22, James 1:27).

Keep your head in all situations (cf. 2 Timothy 4:5).

Keep on loving each other as brothers (cf. Hebrews 13:1).

Keep your lives free from the love of money (cf. Hebrews 13:5).

Keep yourself from idols (cf. 1 John 5:21).

Keep yourselves in God’s love (cf. Jude 1:21).

Keep God’s Word (cf. Revelation 22:9).

Life Question:  What one thing do I need to focus on in order to “keep Christmas well”?

Prayer:  Lord, help me “keep Christmas well” – to keep myself in Your love, to keep Your Word, and keep to Your way. – Amen
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Making Christmas Meaningful


  



  



  
    For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace
  


Isaiah 9:6

 

There are only fifteen days left until Christmas (if you’re using this book like an Advent calendar). Which means the season of anticipation, preparation, and exhaustion is well under way! If your family is anything like mine, you’re going flat out. There are parties at work, shopping that still needs to be done, grandma phoning for suggestions for the grandchildren’s presents, and cooking and baking to boot.

That’s why it’s time to call a halt – to take a breather. Rest up. Stop what you’re doing. Slow down. Step away from the urgent and do what’s important. And what is important? I’m glad you asked! Making this Christmas meaningful, is important. Here are some suggestions as to how you might make this Christmas meaningful.

Find time to pray. Al Scalpone said, “The family that prays together stays together.” Don’t take this lightly. Families experience added stress over Christmas and the best way to deal with stress is to turn it over to God. Schedule a family date night: Invite the other members of the family to take a time out, turn off the TV, turn off the phones and  the computer, and connect . . . chat about things that matter, listen to each other, maybe read the Scriptures or meditate on Isaiah 9:6, and then turn to the Lord in prayer.

Make every effort to play. If you rush around and forget about the importance of playing and laughing together, you’ll be making a mistake. If we can take some license with the maxim, maybe it’s also true to say that the family that plays together stays together. Plan to share some quality and quantity time with the family. Hang out with parents, siblings or cousins. Play some board games, pop some corn, roast some chestnuts, go skating, or whatever floats the family boat.

Do what it takes to pull together. If you’re going to have the Christmas you’ve always longed for then it may be helpful to call a family powwow and discuss your mutual hopes and aspirations for the rest of the Advent season. And, as you do, don’t forget to talk about ways in which you can celebrate Christ’s birth in creative and special ways.

Life Question:   What more could I do to make Christmas meaningful?

Prayer:  Slow me down, Lord. Ease the pounding of my heart by the quieting of my mind. And silence my haste so that I can take time with You. -Amen.
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Joseph's Story


  



  



  
    The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son . . .
  


Matthew 1:23

 


  “To put it bluntly, I was ticked off! You’d be too if your fiancée told you she was pregnant and you knew you had nothing to do with it.



  To make matters worse, she was delusional to boot. She dreamt up this cock-and-bull story about a spirit making her pregnant. I ask you, have you ever heard of something like that? It’s unbelievable! Maybe she’s possessed . . .



  Now don’t get me wrong, she’s got a good heart. But you can’t blame me for being skeptical. Would you believe your fiancée if she told you she was pregnant but insisted she hadn’t been unfaithful to you? It’s a no brainer.



  So you’ll understand why I’m breaking off the relationship. I’ll do it on the quiet of course. I’m only telling you so you’ll understand – I’ve still got feelings for her – and yes, I’m frustrated, but I don’t want her to be disgraced. Anyway, I’ll let you know how it goes.”


I came across the above note the other day. I’d intended on sending it to you, but it got misplaced – a good thing too. You see, after I wrote it I was going to her father’s place to tell him I was calling off the marriage. On the way I stopped for a rest by the stream near Elud’s place, to figure out what I was going to say, and with the stress of it all and the warmth of the mid-day sun, I dozed off.

While I was sleeping I had this dream. I’ve got to tell you, it wasn’t like any dream I’ve ever had before . . . it was real . . . there was this angel of the Lord who said, “Joseph, son of David, don’t hesitate to get married. God’s Holy Spirit has made Mary pregnant. She’ll have a son, and when she does you’ll name him Jesus . . .” That’s exactly what he said, word for word. And you know, it settled all my doubts and concerns.

I went right on home after that. It may sound crazy to you, but after the thing with the angel I was no longer skeptical or cynical, all my fears had melted away – I was thoroughly convinced that Mary’s story was true, that she’d conceived a baby by the Holy Spirit. But the real clincher was when the angel told me I was to name the baby Jesus. What do you think? Is it a long shot? I’m wondering if this might be the promised Messiah, the One who will save us . . .

All that to say, I’m a believer . . . Mary’s pregnancy is obviously supernatural. I don’t say that lightly and I’m not nuts. You know me, you know how I love the Torah, how I worship the Lord. And that’s why I know this is a God thing and why I plan on taking Mary home as my wife . . .

Life Question:  Joseph was the skeptic who believed. Do I believe?

Prayer:  Father, hear my prayer for ____________ (name of person). Break through his/her skepticism and bring ____________ (name of person) to belief in You, through Jesus Christ our Lord. – Amen.
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T'was the Night Before Christmas


  



  



  



  
    …look after orphans and widows in their distress…
  


James 1:27

 

Twas the night before Christmas and she lived all alone

In a rent controlled house, not much did she own

 

I was caroling with friends when she welcomed us in

A lonely old widow, stooped, frail, and thin

 

I looked all about, it was surprising to see

No presents, no decor, not even a tree

 

No stocking by mantle, no flickering lights

No fire in the hearth, no scrumptious delights

 

With a lump in my throat, I started to sing

“Away in a Manger” – the best we could bring

 

When we finished the song there was a tear in her eye

We made for the door, I wanted to cry

 

But holding it in, I went on my way

It was the season of joy, yet I felt dark dismay

 

Then a voice in my spirit, a Word from above

“Why are you downcast? Show her My love”

 

So away to the shops I flew in a flash

To buy tinsel and turkey, I gladly paid cash

 

And back to her home with a smile on my face

A box full of goodies to bring her Christ’s grace

 

When she opened the door it all became clear

It’s not about me, it’s about others to cheer

 

“Blessings,” I said, “It’s a wonderful night!”

“Merry Christmas,” she replied. And I knew she was right

 Life Question:  What can I do to bring some Christmas cheer to a widow or orphan?

Prayer:  Father, visit the widows in their distress, according to Your Word.- Amen




13





The Story Behind the Story


  



  



  



  
    Remember those in prison as if you were their fellow prisoners, and those who are mistreated as if you yourselves were suffering
  


Hebrews 13:3

 

Many of us know and love the Advent Story. It’s about Immanuel – God with us; the birth of the One who would save His people from their sins; peace on earth and goodwill toward all men.

Peace on earth . . . goodwill . . . these are the things we like to think about at Christmas. Which is maybe why I’ve never seen a Christmas play that involves a dramatic re-enactment of Herod’s soldiers brutally murdering the baby boys in Bethlehem (cf. Matthew 2:16-18). Conflict and brutality don’t fit with the mellow, scandal free, sanitized version of Christmas we’ve created. The story we pass on to our children is usually purged of injustice and infanticide, and the fact that Christ’s cradle led to the agony and ignominy of the cross is also sometimes left out of the story.

Something’s lost when we truncate the story. The whole story really should be told. Christ entered the world amid struggle and strife. Let’s not forget the massacre of the innocents and that Joseph and his family had to flee to Egypt – were refugees in a foreign land (cf. Matthew 2:13-15).

Just as Christ endured persecution from the time of His birth, the persecution of His followers continues today. In some countries, if a person confesses Christ as Lord and Saviour, s/he can be imprisoned, tortured and even killed. Half of the world is closed to the Gospel of Christ. One-hundred million Christians were martyred in the 20th Century for believing in Him. When we unwrap presents on Christmas day there’ll be children in Liberia being sold into slavery. While we sing, Away In A Manger, a Coptic Christian shopkeeper in Egypt may be cleaning up the mess in the aftermath of her business being torched. And when we sit down to feast on a turkey dinner with our children and grandchildren, giving thanks for family and food, a child in Darfur may be newly orphaned because his parents have been murdered by the Sudanese military.

So don’t forget the story behind the Story. Pray for the persecuted church, for the victims of genocide, sexual exploitation, violence and other human rights abuses. Pray for the thirty-eight million refugees in our world. And as you pray, remember that Advent is about peace on earth – a peace that can only come when people encounter the One who came into a sin sick world to save sinners.

Life Question:  How can I look on victims of abuse as if what happened to them had happened to me?

Prayer:  Hear my prayer Jesus, for those who are homeless, hungry, persecuted for faith in You, sexually abused, unjustly imprisoned or fleeing from danger. – Amen.
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Glorify the Lord


  



  



  
    My soul glorifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour . . .
  


Luke 1:46-47

 

One of the great songs in the Bible is found in the opening chapter of the Gospel of Luke. It’s a song of thanks; a spontaneous and heartfelt explosion of praise as Mary rejoices in the favour bestowed on her by God. I can picture the moment: a modest teenage girl giddy with excitement and unable to contain her emotions, bubbling over with a melody that celebrates her pregnancy.

Mary’s song is popularly called the Magnificat because its opening words in the Latin Bible are “Magnificat animum mea Dominum,” which means, “My soul magnifies the Lord.” There was certainly much for which Mary wanted to glorify God. He had chosen to enter our world, not in a famous city like Rome or Jerusalem, but in a rural village; not in a palace, but in humble surroundings; and not to royalty, but to a peasant girl engaged to a carpenter. Mary’s song celebrates more than a young mother excited about her pregnancy; it’s an expression of gratitude to the God who takes the side of the small fry, the poor and the lowly. And it’s an outburst of tribute to the One who heaps unlimited grace and mercy on those who live for Him.

The story of Christ’s birth is filled with music. In the first two chapters of Luke’s Gospel there are five songs – a concentration of singing not found anywhere else in the Bible. Everyone seems to be singing: Elizabeth sings a blessing over Mary (Luke 1:42-45); Mary sings the Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55); Zechariah sings about redemption (Luke 1:68-79); the angels sing, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favour rests” (Luke 2:14); and Simeon sings about seeing the fulfillment of God’s salvation (Luke 2:29-32).

With all the singing that took place around the time of Christ’s birth, it’s not surprising that Christmas is a season of singing and joy. And why shouldn’t it be? After all, we’re rejoicing because the birth of Christ is good news of great joy to all the people of the world – a Saviour to “save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21). Hallelujah! “. . . holy is His name. His mercy extends to those who fear him, from generation to generation. He has performed mighty deeds with his arm; he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts. He has brought down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up the humble. He has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty. He has helped his servant Israel, remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his descendants forever, even as he said to our fathers” (Luke 1:49-55). Praise the Lord!

Life Question:  What song or Christmas carol might I sing to glorify the Lord?

Prayer:  “My heart leaps for joy and I will give thanks to Him in song” (Psalm 28:7)
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Do not be Afraid


  



  



  



  
    If God is for us. who can be against us?
  


Romans 8:31

 

One particular dark and stormy Christmas Eve, a mother was tucking her young son into bed. She was about to turn off the bedside light when he clasped her hand and, in a shaky voice, asked, “Mommy, will you stay with me tonight?” With a smile the mother gave him a reassuring hug and tenderly said, “I can’t dear. I have to sleep with Daddy.” There was a moment of silence, then turning to his mother, and with a trembling voice said, “That big wimp!”

The young boy isn’t the only one who’s fearful. Most of us are afraid of something. Commonly known fears include acrophobia, arachnophobia, hydrophobia, claustrophobia and agoraphobia. Less commonly known fears include peladophobia (fear of baldness), porphyrophobia (fear of purple), calyprophobia (fear of obscure meanings) and phobophobia (fear of being afraid).

Research in the USA by R. H. Bruskin Associates reveals that public speaking heads the list of fears with forty percent of people interviewed. When my niece was younger she was afraid of clowns. My eldest son, Matthew, would freak out if he were ever put in a straight jacket. Jonathan, my youngest son, fears getting poor grades (he’s a straight A student!). Some other fears people struggle with include the fear of abandonment, fear of loneliness, fear of the future, fear of flying and fear of death.

In the story of Christ’s birth there’s a little phrase that’s repeated four times: “do not be afraid.” Why would Joseph (cf. Matthew 1:20), Zechariah (cf. Luke 1:13), Mary (cf. Luke 1:30), and the shepherds (cf. Luke 2:10) all be told to “not be afraid”? In Joseph’s case it was because God wanted him to know that his marriage to Mary should go ahead. With Zechariah it served to let him know that God answers even seemingly impossible prayers. Mary is told to “not be afraid” because she had “found favour” (literally “filled with grace”) with God. And the shepherds no longer needed to be fearful because even though their sin deserved the judgment of God, the “good news of great joy” (Luke 2:10) was that the Saviour had been born (cf. Luke 2:11).

Here’s a word of encouragement for everyone who’s sometimes fearful: we need “not be afraid” because the God of Joseph, Zechariah, Mary and the shepherds is the same God today as He always has been. He will continue, as we trust in Him, to watch over our marriages, answer our prayers, grant us favour, and bring us “good news of great joy” (Luke 2:10). Thanks be to God!

Life Question:  What fears or anxieties do I need to bring to the Lord?

Prayer:  Thank You Father God that I do not need to be anxious about anything because Your peace, which transcends all understanding, will guard my heart and mind in Christ Jesus (cf. Philippians 4:6-7). – Amen.
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Wise Men Still Seek Him


  



  



  
    Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him
  


Matthew 2:2

 

There’s a delightful Christmas song by Gary Miller with the chorus: “Wise men still seek Him and follow His star. Kings come to worship from near and from far. Like Christmas day He’ll be born in your heart. Seeking the Saviour – a wise one you are.”

In an audience with King Herod the wise men ask, “Where is the one who has been born the king of the Jews?” (Matthew 2:2). That’s a fascinating question and it reveals why the wise men embarked on an uncertain journey, with unseen dangers, following an unknown star. The wise men crossed trackless deserts and faced formidable odds at tremendous cost because they knew the importance of finding a virtually unnoticed King. Maybe that’s why we call them ‘wise men.’ They were wise because they made every effort, in faith, to find the One they’d never seen.

Seeking Christ can be a difficult journey. The wise men squared off against a quagmire of obstacles: In their trek from somewhere in Asia they didn’t have the luxury of a Greyhound bus, a dual carriageway, bridges across the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, restaurants and washrooms along the way, or a guarantee of safe passage. When they arrived in Jerusalem none of the locals seemed to know where Christ could be found. Herod, more concerned about keeping his throne, had little time for foreign dignitaries seeking a potentially rival king. And the local clergy? Though they knew where Christ would be (cf. Matthew 2:6) they snubbed the wise men and apathetically refused to get involved.

But the wise men pursued their quest for Christ despite rebuffs, difficulties and discouragement. They knew that wisdom is the art of knowing what to overlook, that perseverance is essential when we undertake a journey, and that the cost is negligible so long as we reach Him.

Those who persevere in seeking Christ are always rewarded. The wise men left Jerusalem “and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw the star they were overjoyed. On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him” (Matthew 2:9-11).

The whole point of the wise men’s search for Christ is to proskuneo him. This Greek word for worship literally means, “I come towards to kiss.” The wise men didn’t hold back. Ecstatic at finding Him, they unashamedly adored Him. Seeing the infinite in the infant they subordinated lesser things to the greatest thing – they rejoiced in finally meeting the King!

Life Question:  Seeking Christ isn’t a one-off affair. Do I still seek Him?

Prayer:  Almighty God, help me to stop at nothing, to pursue one thing- to worship the King. -Amen.
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How the Great Guest Came


  



  



  
    For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, 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, I was in prison and you came to visit me
  


Mathew 25:35-36

 

One of the classic Christmas story poems from the 19th Century is Edwin Markham’s How the Great Guest Came. It’s about Conrad, a cobbler in a European village who had a dramatic dream in which Christ appeared and told him He was going to visit his shop the following day. The dream felt so real that Conrad got up early the next morning, swept his shop clean, made bread for the Lord, shined the shelves, placed holly on the rafters, and waited for His arrival.

By late morning the Lord had not come. Conrad was watching out for Him when an old beggar with injured feet hobbled by. Deeply moved by the man’s plight, he invited him in and made a fine pair of shoes for him. Grateful that the Lord had not come during this time, Conrad said goodbye to the old man and cleaned up his shop. He waited, but still the Lord did not come.

At noon, Conrad heard a soft knock and rushed to the door. But it was an old woman carrying a load of sticks. “Sir, I’ve heard that you are a kind man. Could I have something to eat?” He didn’t have it in his heart to turn her away. Inviting her in, Conrad gave the old woman all he had – the bread he’d baked for the Lord.

The afternoon passed and Conrad began to doubt that the Lord would come. Then came another knock on the door and expectation leaped within him. But this time it was a lost and fearful child. He shared his milk and took the child home to his mother. Then rushing back to his shop he was relieved to find the Lord had not come while he was away. And, he waited . . .

 

“The day went down in the crimson west and with it the hope of the blessed guest,

And Conrad sighed as the world turned gray: ‘Why is it Lord, that your feet delay?

Did you forget that this was the day?’

 Then soft in the silence a Voice he heard: ‘Lift up your heart, for I have kept my word.

Three times I came to your friendly door. Three times my shadow was on your floor.

I was the beggar with the bruised feet; I was the woman you gave something to eat;

I was the child in the homeless street.’”

Life Question:  When did I last reach out to someone who needed clothes, was sick, or in prison?

Prayer:  Help me Father to see Jesus in those who are overlooked or ignored and, out of the bounty You’ve given me, to give others the food, drink or clothes they need. – Amen.
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Gabriel's Story


  



  



  
    For nothing is impossible with God
  


Luke 1:37

 

It was a delicate assignment – He stressed as much – a high priority mission to deliver a message. And it had to be done face to face. In my countless eons of service I never imagined I’d be asked to undertake a duty like this. It was unheavenly – out of the universe!

After receiving orders I went to my quarters, sat down, and took stock. Every detail and contingency had to be carefully planned. The strategic implications were enormous. And the timing was critical. I had to get in, get out, be gentle, and do it right.

When I arrived, I scouted the terrain, looking for the right place to make contact. I couldn’t afford interruptions or distractions. I had to get her in a place where she’d be alone – a place where running away wouldn’t be an option. The path that climbed up from the well was perfect. It was isolated and hemmed in by the walls of the wadi.

It was early morning when I went into action. She was climbing easily, a jar on her head. I stood up from behind the rock where I’d been waiting, and greeted her: “Good morning! You’re highly favoured – beautiful! God be with you.”

The colour drained from her face. She looked like she was going to bolt, but glancing around, realized there was nowhere to run. I was relieved, the spot was well chosen.

She was only a child really, maybe thirteen, not much more. I gave her a second to calm down and then reassured her: “Mary, you have nothing to fear. God has a surprise for you. You will become pregnant, give birth to a son, and name him Jesus.” The message shocked me. I couldn’t begin to imagine how it must have impacted her. I pressed on: “He will be great . . . the Son of the Most High . . . and his kingdom will never end.”

I paused, letting the enormity of it sink in. I still didn’t get it myself – the entire enterprise resting on this young girl . . . She interrupted my brief reverie asking, “But how will this happen? I’ve never slept with a man?”

He had briefed me carefully on how to answer this question. I was relieved He had. Even if He’d given me a thousand years I wouldn’t have been able to dream up an answer like the one I was about to give: “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 . . . For nothing is impossible with God.”

The message delivered, I was ready to execute my exit strategy. Turning, I made to walk away when she said, “I am the Lord’s servant. May it be to me as you have said.”

Mission accomplished, I stepped back behind the rock . . .

Life Question:  Is there an Advent message God might want me to deliver to someone?

Prayer:  Gloria Patri: Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost. -Amen.
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If Christ had not Come


  



  



  
    If I had not come . . .
  


John 15:22

 

My favourite Christmas cards, for purely emotional reasons, are those made by family and friends. The Christmas card that best communicated the story about Christ’s birth was one that my personal assistant at SGM Canada, Heather Farrugia, created and gave to me in December 2007.

The most thought provoking Christmas card I’ve come across was titled, If Christ Had Not Come. It told the story of a pastor who, on Christmas Eve, had fallen asleep in his study while preparing his sermon for the Christmas Day service. In his sleep he dreamt of a world in which Christ had never come.

Looking through his home the pastor could find no stockings by the chimney, no bells or candles and no Advent wreath. Walking into the street he could see no church spires. He came back inside and went to sit down in his library, but every book about Christ, the church and the Christian faith had disappeared from the shelves.

Then the door-bell rang and a weeping child asked him to come and visit her dying mother. He rushed to the woman’s home and, sitting down at her bedside, said, “I’m going to read some words of comfort to you.” Opening the Bible he went to the back of the book only to discover it ended at Malachi. There was no New Testament, no Gospels, no good news of salvation in Christ Jesus, and no promise of life beyond the grave. Stripped of hope he bowed his head and wept in bitter despair.

The next scene in his dream saw him standing at the graveside beside the coffin of the mother who had died. He was conducting the funeral service, but there was no message of consolation, no word of a glorious resurrection and no mention of Heaven. There was just the pronouncement: “Dust to dust and ashes to ashes” followed by a long forlorn farewell. Overflowing with grief the pastor broke down, weeping pitifully.

Then, startled by the sound of nearby music, he woke up. A shout of joy and relief burst from his lips as he heard the choir singing in his church next door: “O come, all ye faithful, joyful and triumphant. O come ye, O come ye to Bethlehem. Come and behold Him, born the King of Angels. O come let us adore Him, O come let us adore Him, O come let us adore Him, Christ, the Lord.”

Life Question:  What would my life be like if Christ had not come?

Prayer:  Lord, it’s hard to imagine what this world would be like if You hadn’t come. Thank You for coming! – Amen.
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God to Cover Me


  
    Give ear and come to me; hear me, that your soul may live
  


Isaiah 55:3

 

In the Celtic faith there was a rich tradition of prayer which was passed down from one generation to the next through oral tradition. Simple rhymes and meters made them easy to memorize. Through the course of a lifetime, a person learned hundreds of these prayers and would pray or sing them on a daily basis.

The decline in the use of Gaelic resulted in these prayers falling into disuse and virtual extinction by the 19th Century. Fortunately a number of them were translated and recorded by Alexander Carmichael, a Scot, and published in a set of several volumes called Carmina Gadelica. The prayers preserved by Carmichael may be old, yet in the old there may be something new; something helpful for 21st Century people who are starving for intimacy and friendship with God that is simple, about everyday life, and infused with grace.

If ever there was a season marked by frenetic activity, it’s Advent. The Christmas dash doesn’t leave much time for anything – least of all prayer. That’s why, with five days to go to Christmas, an invitation is extended . . . an invitation to pause and pray; to renew your closeness and camaraderie with God, and, in the Celtic tradition, to enjoy the simple pleasure of walking with God and receiving grace from Him through the course of the day.

With this in mind, here’s one of my favourite Celtic prayers . . . to help you slow down and open your heart to the Triune God. [Note: It may be useful to read the prayer slowly and to read it over a few times]:


  God to Cover me


“I cover myself today

With God’s almighty love

 

I clothe myself with grace

And patience from above

 

With triune power of truth,

My willing feet are shod

 

Heaven’s wisdom crowns my head

And leads my soul to God”

Life Question:  How might I enrich my prayer life during this Advent season?

Prayer:  “I remembered you, Lord, and my prayer rose to you, to your holy temple” (Jonah 2:7).
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A South African Christmas Story


  



  



  



  
    . . . yet for your sakes he became poor . . .
  


2 Corinthians 8:9

 

Back when they held the census and made us register for new passbooks – that’s when you were born.

I remember it like yesterday. I was working part-time at the Tshepong Gold Mine near Odendaalsrus in the Free State. Times were hard and money scarce. Nobantu, your mother, did her best to make our one room concrete block house in Kutloanong as comfortable as possible for your arrival. For months she scraped and saved to buy curtains for the window and a small mattress which would one day be your bed. On Friday when I’d come home from the mine, she’d say, “Msizi, how much this week?” Then taking the money she’d count out a small portion, place it in a tin can, and standing on a plastic bucket, reach up and hide it in the rafters. A month, to the day, before your birth, she bought a set of yellow curtains, tied them to two nails she’d knocked into the wall, and proudly placed the white plastic mattress, with little pictures of blue birds, on the floor next to our bed.

Three weeks later I came up from the underground shift to find Umama waiting in the compound. She’d never come to the mine before. I called to her saying, “Hey there Mafuta!” Which as you know means ‘fat one’ – a term of endearment in our culture. But she didn’t smile, just rushed over and handed me a paper that had come from the government. It said we had to go to Empangeni, KwaZulu, (where Umama and I were born) for the passbooks. And we had to register before the end of the year.

It was Christmas Eve so I quickly found Mr Venter, the Underground Manager, and told him I’d return to work on the first of January. Taking a Toyota mini-bus to Welkom we hitched a ride with Uncle Sipho who drove a truck for Sappi Forest Products. He took us to Durban and dropped us at the station where we caught the bus to Empangeni.

We arrived on Christmas day. So tired! Umama counted the money and there was just enough to buy a loaf of white bread. We ate some small pieces and wrapped up the rest for the coming days. That night we went to the compound at Mr Boshof’s sugar cane farm to ask Nolwazi, my sister, if we could stay at her place. But she wasn’t allowed to have anyone sleep in her room, not even family, so she asked the baas (boss) if we could stay in the tractor shed. Mr Boshof said we could, and we made a bed with the old horse blankets he gave us. That night you were born – Christmas 1986, and we named you Domisani, which in English, as you know, means ‘give praises.’ And why did we choose Domisani for your name? Because Nkulinkulu (God) is good – all the time!

[Note: The characters and circumstances in this story are fictitious]

 Life Question:  Who, among the poor, does the Lord want me to encourage or help?

Prayer:  Lord, I lift up the poor and needy to You. Help me remember them and reach out to them. –Amen.
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The Christingle


  



  



  
    (Jesus) said, I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life
  


John 8:12

 

One of the wonderful Christmas traditions in the Western church is the Christingle. Christingle means “Christ-Light.” It was introduced in a Christmas Eve service in a Moravian church in Marienborn, Germany, in 1747. Bishop John de Watteville who was leading the service gave each of the children a lighted candle tied with a red ribbon to symbolise the coming of the Saviour. Handing out the candles he said, “Christ has kindled a flame in each heart which keeps burning to His joy and our happiness.”

In more recent years the symbolism of the Christingle has been expanded to include an orange representing the world; a red ribbon tied around the orange representing salvation in Christ; skewered fruits and candies pushed into the orange representing the gifts we receive from God; and a candle stuck into the centre of the orange representing the light of the world, Jesus Christ. These arrangements can be prepared on a plate or in a basket.

The Christingle service is usually held in the evening and, with lights dimmed, the candles in the Christingle arrangement are lit, a procession enacted and the symbolism of the Christingle explained with appropriate Scriptures being read. At the conclusion of the service the Christingle arrangements are taken home by the children or given to the widows, the poor, or those whom the community of faith want to bless.

Some years ago I participated in a Christingle service where another dramatic element had been added: An opportunity was given, to each person who’d made a Christingle arrangement, to share the story of their encounter and relationship with Jesus Christ. It was a delightful supplement; weaving together both the Story of Jesus and the ways in which our stories intersect with, and become part of His Story.

Life Question:  Is there a widow, orphan, or someone I know to whom I could give, as a random act of kindness (and maybe done anonymously), a basket of fruit, sweets, candies, a candle, red ribbon, and a brief note wishing the person a merry Christmas and explaining the symbolism of the items in the basket and the story about the Christingle?

Prayer:  Lord Jesus, thank You for being the Light of the World. Please help me to walk in the light; for Your honour and glory. -Amen
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If Saint Nicholas were Here


  



  



  
    For my eyes have seen your salvation . . .
  


Luke 2:30

 

On Christmas Eve there will be parents who will help their children set out milk and cookies for Santa. The children will then be bundled up in bed and told that while they’re sleeping Santa will come down the chimney to fill the stockings hanging from the mantle. On Christmas Day the children will bound out of bed, rush into the living room, discover the empty glass of milk, and eyes shining, look at each other and say, “Santa’s come!” Rushing to the mantle, they’ll haul down the overstuffed stockings and happily tear into the presents . . . only if they’ve been nice and not naughty!

If St. Nicholas were here he’d certainly be amazed, maybe even appalled at the things we say and do in his name. Nicholas, the original “Santa,” was a 4th Century bishop in the city of Myra, a port on the Mediterranean, in present day southern Turkey. A generous and compassionate man who was known for his love for children, he struggled to keep the early church alive in the face of persecution. For several years he was imprisoned and suffered for his faith during the reign of the Roman emperor, Diocletian. Nicholas was a Jesus man. If he were here today he’d probably struggle with the odd ways in which we weave together the Saviour and the sleigh.

I confess, we do the Father Christmas (Santa Claus) thing in the Murray home. But we try to do it in a way that keeps the main thing the main thing. When our children were younger, we tucked them into their beds (now they tuck us into bed!) on Christmas Eve saying, “Get a good night’s sleep so we can enjoy celebrating Christ’s birthday,” or words to that effect. When they woke up the next morning they’d get to open the gifts in their stockings, and when that was done we’d share a Bible reading and thank God for the birth of His Son. Later in the day the Murray/Jarvis annual Christmas play (the Story of Christ’s birth) would be creatively presented as the parents egged the children on.

On whom is the spotlight shining in your home? Is Christmas centered on Santa, on yourself, on family, on friends, or on Christ? I ask, not in a judgmental way, but as one who sometimes feels like I’m not managing to fully get the Christmas celebrations focused on Christ. So here’s a reminder for me as much as it is for you: Christmas is about God loving us so much that He “sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins” (1 John 4:10). Jesus is the reason for the season. While Santa, the festivities, the singing of carols, and the boxes under the tree are a great addition to Christmas, they’re just that, they’re extras. The essence of Christmas is Christ. As St. Nicholas might say, if he were alive today, “Christmas is about the grace of God – the birth of the Saviour Son.”

Life Question:  Who is the spotlight shining on in my home?

Prayer:  “Praise be to the Lord . . . He has raised up a horn of salvation for us . . . to show mercy . . . to rescue us . . . and to enable us to serve him without fear . . .” (Luke 1:68-74).
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T'was Christmas Eve


  



  



  
    For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost
  


Luke 19:10

 

“Twas Christmas Eve I do believe, but still we were quite sad

The tree was lit, the stockings hung, and all we missed was Dad

Though we were in a summer clime, we’d rather be with you this time

Have a merry Christmas Dad, and a New Year too

And don’t forget the child at home who’s thinking about you

For as I kneel next to my bed and pray a silent prayer

My thoughts are all for you Daddy, for your good health and care.”

 Christie wrote this poem in December 1996 when she was eleven years old. The Daddy is me. I had recently immigrated to Canada from South Africa and the family were scheduled to join me in February 1997. You can imagine the circumstances: loneliness and longing on both sides of the Atlantic; love separated by the equator; a child’s handwritten poem on a piece of red paper; a father tearfully reading . . .

But the separation of the Murray family during the Christmas of 1996 is inconsequential compared to the circumstances of the first Christmas. Consider the situation of the Father and the Son: Christ had immigrated to Palestine from Heaven. He’d humbled Himself, made Himself nothing – a helpless babe. From holding the universe in the palm of His hand He became an infant in another’s hands. It was new territory for God: The Father in the distant Throne Room – the Son in the grubby stable. The Creator of all was now living in total dependence on His creation. The One who gave life and gives life was now suckling at His mother’s breast.

Christmas isn’t a romanticized fairy tale. When the Son of God became the Son of Man it was a concrete, flesh and blood fact. Christmas is more than a theological statement; it’s a biological reality.

So why would the Son leave the Father’s side? Why would He come to dwell among us? Because that’s what love does! And, in the Bible’s words of life, “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost” (Luke 19:10).

When my family left South Africa we hoped to find a better life in Canada. When Jesus left Heaven He came to give us fullness of life, life in abundance, eternal life. When we accept Jesus’ invitation to become citizens in His kingdom, we experience freedom from past sins and future fears, and more. So if you haven’t done so, why not choose to immigrate? Why not leave the kingdom of darkness for the kingdom of light? For the life found in Christ is the best of life!

Life Question:  What’s my ‘immigration’ story?

Prayer:  May Your name, the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, be praised and glorified on this eve of wonder and forever more. – Amen.
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He's Here!


  



  



  
    . . . the time came for the baby to be born . . .
  


Luke 2:6

 

The gloom of night was creeping in

And Joseph, worried, rubbed his chin

“We’ll find a place, I’m sure we will”

Yet through his body ran a chill.

 

Said Mary with a pain wracked grin

“The stars are bright, who needs an inn?

Hold onto faith, don’t fear the night

God knows our needs and sees our plight.”

 

They journeyed on, looked high and low

The darkness round them like a foe

It seemed as though no place they’d find

Cried Mary quietly, “I don’t mind.”

 

But care he did and bit his lip

What kind of husband took a trip

With nowhere for his wife to sleep

Except the rocks among the sheep

 

Short breaths, contractions, pushing down

Now Mary’s brow an anxious frown

“O God, not yet, O Lord, please wait

Please let my son, Your son, come late.”

 

Then just in time the search was done

A shepherd’s barn, the only one

And gathering straw he made the bed

“I feel Him coming,” Mary said.

 

A cry! He’s here! In Joseph’s hands

Wiped clean and wrapped in linen bands

To God on high, all praises be

Jesus so named to set us free!

Life Question:  In what ways does Christ’s birth affect me?

Prayer:  “Help us remember the birth of Jesus, that we may share in the song of the angels, the gladness of the shepherds, and worship of the wise men.” (Robert Louis Stevenson).
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Closing Words


  



  



  Jesus you come


In the voice of the poor

In the hurting of the sick

In the anguish of the oppressed


  Jesus you come


In the weakness of the vulnerable

In the questions of the doubting

In the fears of the dying


  Jesus come


Transform our indifference into caring

Transform our acquisition into sharing

Transform our hearts of stone to compassion


  Jesus come
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