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Guiding all generations to know and follow Christ

Introduction
Matthew 1:22-23 — All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet:  “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel” (which means, God with us).
 Immanuel. What a classic Christmas word. We casually read it each December in the Christmas story. “Immanuel” graciously adorns many of our heartwarming Christmas cards, proudly on display in our homes. We sing it on repeat in our cherished Christmas songs and carols. And although we sometimes see Immanuel spelled with a leading E instead of I, its barely-recognized, weighty meaning remains faithfully unchanged:  God With Us.
Each year at Christmas, we return to the unfathomable events that have shaped all eternity—the wonder, the joy, the hope, the peace, and the glory of this wondrous story in which God Himself became one of us. And yet, this overwhelming wonder seems to slip from our minds and our hearts about as swiftly as the December calendar rushes toward the new year. So deep is the marvel of Advent; but so quick is the passing of both the season and our awe of its meaning.
What doesn’t change or slip away, though, is the immortal truth of which we’re reminded each Christmas season, the very center of our holy worship during Advent:  God is with us. Indeed, this togetherness has been our Maker’s plan all along, even from time immemorial—God with us, so that we can be with God.
“God with us” is what moved our loving Lord to shower us with His merciful grace.
“God with us” is what sustains us through the long, often difficult journey of this earthly life.
“God with us” is what will make Heaven so (pardon the obvious term) heavenly.
A similar sense of togetherness has been a sometimes understated focus for First Hurst in this calendar year of 2024. Our BC24 emphasis has centered around Biblical Community, which, by its very definition, includes our being with one another. We can see this spiritual drive toward community as part of God’s own eternal purpose to be with us.
Of course, that purpose comes to a head in the unparalleled celebration of God with us at Christmas; but we will also see it unfold across the pages of Scripture in these twenty-five daily devotions for this Advent season. In keeping with our community emphasis, we’ve made this devotional a community project, with entries written by each of our Lead Pastors, Ministers, and Ministry Directors from both campuses of First Hurst. From the beginning of creation in the garden, to the eternal joys of Christ’s soon return, we’ll find all along the way that “God With Us” is much more than a seasonal sentiment. We hope that you’ll come back to this resource each day of Advent to steady and steer your heart toward the worship of our great, worthy God, the very One who came to be with us at Christmas.

Sunday, 12/1 — God With Us In the Garden — by Jason Meyer
Genesis 3:8 — And they heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden.
For many, one of the great joys of the Christmas season is the opportunity to enjoy cherished, uninterrupted time with family in the home again. The collegiate student ventures from her distant dorm back to her old bedroom, strategically accompanied by a mountain of unwashed laundry. She knows that Mom will be all too happy to wash and fold for the simple reward of time with her precious daughter. The out-of-town son places his well-established young adult life on pause to return again to his hometown and spend a week reacquainting and reminiscing. The quiet calm of an empty nest is temporarily discarded, as the home bustles once more with the activity and noise of a full house. And for all the extra messes and meals, Mom and Dad find it marvelously pleasant simply to have the family together again, if only for a few glorious, lazy days at Christmas.
In God’s original creation, we’re not told just how long it was before the fall took place, but for that brief time, Adam and Eve knew perfect, uninterrupted fellowship and time together with God Himself. More fulfilling and joyous than even the sweet satisfaction of a spirited game of Skip-Bo the day after Christmas, the first humans enjoyed the unspeakable pleasure of rewarding time in God’s very presence. Imagine it, and try not to be jealous. God was with them. In fact, the indication of Genesis 3:8 is that God “walking in the garden in the cool of the day” had become a normal, expected event. This was God’s plan and part of His very purpose in creation, to be God with us.
But then, sin entered the frame. Suddenly separated from the Lord, Adam and his bride found themselves, for the first time, fearful of the presence of God. The sumptuous source of their unimaginable joy and peace was now to them a terror from which they felt the need to hide. Such is the consequence of our sin; it holds the power only to separate and destroy.
God’s Word, though, is His reassuring revelation to us of how He renews that which was broken by sin. He renews it back to His original design. Though wrecked by the fall, creation itself is being redeemed by the Father. Even more heartening, Scripture reveals that God’s crowning creation—people made in His own image—can be gloriously and graciously redeemed through the sacrifice of His own Son. As Ephesians 2:13 reminds us, though we were once “far off,” we can be “brought near by the blood of Christ.”
This grand ministry of grace extended to us as wretched sinners began at the very scene of the crime, in the Garden of Eden. For our loving Father, though unbound by time, wasted none in announcing His plan to redeem man. Many generations and multiple millennia would pass as man anxiously awaited the fulfillment of the Father’s merciful promise. Today, from our vantage point, we look back in jubilant celebration of that fulfillment. Between the ancient fall in the garden and today’s recognized hope in the completed, sufficient Gospel, at the center of it all is the celebrated Savior born in Bethlehem:  God with us.
His reception, as He came in flesh to be among His own created beings, was, in many ways, less celebrated than a laundry-toting college freshman coming home for Christmas. Besides Joseph, Mary, and some smelly shepherds, no one immediately recognized the majesty of what happened that Bethlehem night. Like He had once come in the cool of the day to be with Adam and Eve, so God came in the cool of the evening to be with us; but this time, we didn’t have to hide from His presence. He came, you see, to restore the uninterrupted fellowship for which He created us.
With whom are you most excited to spend time this Christmas season? Soak in that joyous time, but don’t neglect to spend time in God’s presence as you worship Him this Christmas.
 

Monday, 12/2 — Created for Fellowship — by Kyle Marcus
Matthew 1:23 — “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel” (which means, God with us).
Have you ever thought about how amazing it is that God, the Creator of the universe, desires to be friends with you? In John 15:14-15, Jesus says, "You are my friends if you do what I command you. No longer do I call you servants, for the servant does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have made known to you." This is truly mind-blowing if you pause to grasp its full significance. The eternal, all-powerful Creator of the universe doesn't just tolerate you—He wants to be in a personal friendship with YOU. So much so that He emptied Himself of all His heavenly glory (Philippians 2:7), stepped down from His throne in Heaven, and came to Earth as a humble Servant born of a virgin. When He did, He was called Immanuel, meaning "God with us." That name alone reveals His desire to be near us.
Have you ever had a friend where the relationship seemed more about what you could get out of it? Maybe it was their connections or access to their resources. Perhaps it was the friend with a boat or vacation home, and being their friend meant access to those things. If you're honest with yourself, how often have you treated your relationship with Christ in a similar way? Do you see Him as a divine butler, only called upon when a request arises? Or maybe like an EMT when a crisis strikes? Sometimes He’s treated like a genie when there’s something you desire, or even like a comforting grandparent when you need a hug. But Jesus longs for a deeper connection. He desires for you to truly know Him, not for what you can get from Him. He created you for fellowship, for a friendship that is rich and real.
Stay in awe of the fact that the Creator
wants to be your Friend.
So, as you move through your day—and especially during this Christmas season—how can you be a better friend to Jesus? One way is by simply spending time with Him. If you’ve heard of The 5 Love Languages by Gary Chapman, you know that quality time is one of them, and Christ loves quality time. Spend time in His Word today. Not just seeking answers for your life, but seeking to understand Him. He wants to show you more of who He is. Pray throughout your day, not only bringing requests but beginning with adoration—praising God for who He is. Take moments to listen as well. You know that friend who dominates every conversation and never listens? Don’t be that friend in your relationship with Christ. Finally, spend time confessing where you've approached your friendship with Christ selfishly, where you’ve focused more on what He can do for you than on knowing Him.
Above all, stay in awe of the fact that the eternal, omnipotent Creator of everything wants to be your Friend. There’s nothing more profound than that.
 
 

Tuesday, 12/3 — Time With Jesus — by Glory Joy Robinson
 Psalm 16:11 — You make known to me the path of life; in your presence is fullness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures forevermore.
Time in the Lord’s presence is so sweet. I leave filled and reminded of my purpose on Earth and my purpose when I get to Heaven. When I am in the presence of the Lord, I leave renewed and restored. This presence is “fullness of joy” that only comes from Jesus.
It’s His same joyful presence that I always felt in Thailand over Christmas time, because of all the family traditions we had and the many ways to share the good news of Jesus’ birth. Growing up as a missionary kid in Chiang Mai, we loved our annual Christmas caroling as a church family. We didn’t have snow in Thailand, but we would bundle up anyways and go out and sing to our neighbors. Christmas time always brings up these special memories for me.
I also remember from a young age that nightly family devotions were normal in the Robinson household. My dad would lead us, and he prioritized time spent together as a family in the Word of God. As a child, I learned to find delight in gathering as a family to read Scripture, sing a hymn, and learn about a missionary that served the Lord with their life.
I personally feel the presence of the Lord when I draw near to Him. “You need to be in His Word to know His Word,” as my dad would always say. That couldn’t be truer. The outside noise is loud, but God is louder. Even when the world around me is trying to fill me with distractions, the voice of the Lord is calm and can be heard clearly when I choose to listen. The Lord’s presence is everywhere, and I want to be in His presence to discern the right from the wrong. Psalm 46:10 says, “Be still and know that I am God.” When I choose to be still and lean into His Word and teaching, I know my worth. I know my purpose, and I know who I was created to be.
Spending time in the Lord’s presence developed this beautiful relationship with Jesus, a relationship that allows me to know my Creator, to understand His character, and to experience a comfort and peace that only Jesus can give in a world of chaos. I get my strength from Jesus; He provides all the strength I need to be motivated to face life’s challenges. We all know that life is not always easy and that things happen that are not easy to face. But I know the Lord’s character in the Bible, and I know that He is the same God that never let the Israelites starve in the wilderness. The Lord keeps His promises and is faithful and reliable, and He upholds His never-changing Word. The more time you spend in the Lord’s presence, the more you will never want to leave His presence.
What time with Jesus looks like to me is talking to Him throughout the day, if it’s a frustration, a blessing, or even to tell Him about my good or bad day. I want to tell Jesus about it. Nobody understands me like He does. Time in His Word brings me closer to who my Maker is and who He created me to be. It is when I choose to spend time in God’s presence that I am made more like Him.
During this busy Christmas season, what does time with the Lord look like for you?
 

Wednesday, 12/4 — What Distracts Us? — by Mark Garner
2 Corinthians 5:18 — All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation;
I’m three years older than my brother, Charles. One can imagine how his arrival into our family affected my current role as “the baby!” It was a role that I didn’t want to relinquish very easily. Our modest home at the time, in Itta Bena, Mississippi, had three rooms that were connected by doorways. My daily routine when my mother needed solace to rock and feed Charles became marching around the house through each of the rooms, like I was in a marching band! I think I remember my mom saying something like, “Why don’t you march around while I feed your little brother?” She was probably trying to channel my endless energy and keep me occupied on a goal, to stay out of her way! It was a good plan, but as you can imagine, after I had made a couple of trips around the rooms, I got easily DISTRACTED. Something would catch my eye, like a book on a bookshelf or a knickknack that was just in reach.
On one particular day, I had picked up a bobby pin that I had found on the floor. It probably fell out of my mom’s 1960s beehive hair-do, no doubt. This day I was not only marching around like usual, but I had a bobby pin in my hand, and I began to run through the house. My mom didn’t know I had found the bobby pin; she was just relishing the fact that her plan to keep me occupied while she nursed my brother seemed to be working flawlessly. That is, until I was easily DISTRACTED once again by an electrical socket on the wall. This was before the day of electrical socket plastic covers, and, well, you guessed it, I decided to try a little experiment of my own. You can imagine the sights and sound of a three-year-old placing a bobby pin into a 220-volt socket and the effects of the voltage shooting through a small little boy’s body. It shot me across the room, tripped all the breakers in the house, and definitely got the attention of my mom and little brother. Talk about a DISTRACTION!
Three-year-old boys are prone to get distracted. Fifty-seven years later, I’m still apt to get distracted—especially around the holidays. Sometimes the distractions are caused by getting out of my regular schedule, while sometimes they are just good things keeping me from what’s best.
What can we do, particularly this Christmas season, to silence the distractions and enjoy the peace of His presence? Here are ten practical steps to help us all focus on the Christ of Christmas.
	Build into your schedule down time this holiday season. You can say “no” to good things in order to do the best thing.

	Turn off your phone.

	Turn off the TV.

	Turn off everything.

	Find a quiet place to pray.

	Meditate on one familiar Scripture.

	Ask God to quiet your heart.

	Eliminate something from your schedule that causes you to be distracted from what’s best.

	Think of a person that is a distraction and ask God to help you discern when spending time with this person is a good thing and when it isn’t.

	Commit to plugging into the source of peace and joy. (It might just shock you into a better place!)

Listen to the song “God with Us” by All Sons and Daughters and reflect on these words from the chorus.
Our Deliverer, You are Savior. In Your presence we find our strength.
Over everything, Our redemption. God with us. You are God with us.

Thursday, 12/5 — Brokenness to Redemption — by Sterling Shanks
2 Corinthians 5:18-19 — All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation.
As I reflect on my family being formed through adoption, I am often reminded of the brokenness that exists in our world. Each adoption story shows love overcoming adversity, yet it often comes with a backdrop of pain—loss, separation, and longing. In the heart of Christmas, we are reminded that amidst this brokenness, there is a profound gift:  the gift of redemption through Christ, who adopts us into His family.
In 2 Corinthians 5:19, Paul articulates this truth: “That is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation.” This verse shows the essence of God’s redemptive plan, a plan initiated by God Himself to remedy the consequences of sin.
Sin is a reality we all face. It distorts relationships, causes barriers, and leads to feelings of isolation and despair. Just as the journey of adoption often reveals the heart-wrenching stories of abandonment and broken homes, our own lives reflect the impact of sin. It is easy to overlook the ways in which sin creeps into our thoughts and actions—through bitterness, pride, and disconnection from God and each other.
This brokenness can feel overwhelming, especially during a season like Christmas. Yet, we must confront the truth:  the consequences of sin affect us deeply. They rob us of peace, joy, and the ability to fully experience the love God desires for us. In our brokenness, we often find ourselves yearning for something more—a longing for connection, acceptance, and healing.
Christmas is a beautiful reminder that God made a plan to address the consequences of our sin. Jesus, born in a humble manger, signifies hope and redemption. This child, so precious and innocent, was destined to be our Savior. He would grow to bear the weight of our sins on the cross, reconciling us to God and offering us a path to restoration.
The beauty of this season is not just in the decorations or personal traditions, but in the profound truth that God loves us so deeply that He sent His Son to bridge the gap created by our sin. Jesus’ birth was the first step in a journey that would lead Him to the cross—a journey motivated by love and grace.
In our family, the act of adoption signified a new beginning. In the same way, through Christ’s redemptive work, we are offered a new identity as children of God. Our past mistakes and failures do not define us. Instead, we are invited into a relationship marked by grace, love, and acceptance.
As we celebrate Christmas, we are called to reflect on the significance of this gift. The message of reconciliation that Paul speaks of in 2 Corinthians 5:19 is not just for us; it is a message we are entrusted to share with others. Just as God took the initiative to reach out to us, we, too, are called to reach out to those around us, offering hope and love.
This season, consider how you might embody the gift of redemption in your interactions with family and friends. Are there relationships in your life that need healing? Is there someone who feels lost or broken that you can extend grace to? Think of steps you can take to reach out and share the love and grace you have received through Christ.
As we gather with friends and family this season, let us remember the true meaning of Christmas—the Savior who came to redeem us from our sins, offering us the gift of belonging and the chance to start anew.
 

Friday, 12/6 — Have You Ever Hidden From God? — by Nikki Viengluang
Proverbs 28:13 — Whoever conceals his transgressions will not prosper, but he who confesses and forsakes them will obtain mercy.
When Adam and Eve disobeyed God by eating from the one tree in the garden He said not to eat from, without anyone telling them, they knew they had messed up. Their eyes were opened. They were now aware they were naked and hid from God (Genesis 3:7-8).
Have you ever hidden from God? It seems like a silly question. How can we hide from God, when He is omniscient and omnipresent? But from the very first sin, that is what man did:  hide. Sin creates fear and shame to separate us from God, and at times we feel like we should hide from him.
A time in my life when I hid from God was when I was pregnant with my first child. Unlike Mary, I was single, young, and my sin showed like a scarlet letter everywhere I went. It was the loneliest I have ever felt in my life. I was afraid, embarrassed, and ashamed of the situation I was in. Mary knew she was carrying the Son of God, for Gabriel, an angel sent by God, told Mary, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God” (Luke 1:30). Although she knew that she was carrying the Son of God, can you imagine how she felt? Lonely, ashamed, heartbroken, and more. I am sure among those feelings there was a time she wanted to hide from those around her. She was going to be getting married to Joseph, but now she was pregnant before they could marry. The man she was engaged to didn’t believe her and wanted to divorce her, until an angel told him in a dream not to be afraid. Mary was carrying a baby who would be a boy they would name Jesus and would save people from their sins. It would fulfill what God had spoken through a prophet:  “‘Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel’ (which means, God with us)” (Matthew 1:18-23).
God was with Mary through all the fear, loneliness, and other emotions she had felt. Just like He was with Adam and Eve. Just like He was with me and like He is with you. No matter what we do, we don’t have to hide from God and be alone in it. Through the difficulty of having a child young, God used that situation for His glory. During my pregnancy, I met a family who shared the gospel with me and discipled me. I learned of a love and forgiveness that God offers so that I would never have to feel the loneliness I had felt before. I would no longer feel like hiding. It was something that I had been searching for, but I didn’t know God was who I was looking for. What was meant for evil, God used for good (Genesis 50:20). I pray this Christmas season you receive the gift of mercy He has to offer you. “People who conceal their sins will not prosper, but if they confess and turn from them, they will receive mercy” (Proverbs 28:13).
“Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel.”
 

Saturday, 12/7 — The Anticipation — by Chuy Segura
Galatians 4:4 — But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son…
We live in a time and in a culture that does not know how to wait. As we say in Mexico, we have a “mecha corta”—a “short fuse”—which means that we want everything as soon as possible. Five minutes in the drive-thru for many is an eternity.
God's timing is different from ours. God’s timing is perfect, and His wonderful promises help us to persevere and trust that God will fulfill what He promises. The greatest promise of the Savior is found initially in Genesis 3:15, which says, “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel.” Kings, kingdoms, and characters came and went, and the promise of God was there, provoking in us the feeling of anticipation of the fervent desire for our Savior, our Messiah.
While we were anticipating His coming, God made everything perfect. He put everything in order. The birth of our Lord Jesus is a perfect execution of a symphony of love from our good God. “When the fullness of time had come” (Galatians 4:4), the Savior arrived—Jesus, the perfect Gift for the world. In that moment, history changed for everyone. There was no need to wait any longer, for what was anticipated was now a reality. The promise had been fulfilled; Christmas was here. We now celebrate with great joy the story of the birth of our Lord. We celebrate that all those who were waiting for His coming experienced the fulfillment of the great promise, and our hearts rejoice.
Like many of you, my favorite time of year is Christmas. Over and over again throughout the year, I repeat the phrase in my mind, “How many days until Christmas?” The reason for Christmas is Jesus and His birth; but I want to be honest:  every Christmas (and some other times), I wonder what it will be like to be face-to-face with our Lord. It is up to us to remember His great promise that He will return, not as a baby, but as a King, as the Groom who comes to meet the bride, who is His Church. Our Lord has not left us adrift in these times and circumstances. His Spirit is here with us to comfort, instruct, and guide our lives toward His plans.
We anticipate His coming. For many of us, we consider that Jesus’ coming is not for our time or generation. To anticipate his coming means to wish for it to be soon, to fervently long to meet him face-to-face. This Christmas, let us remember and celebrate the birth of our Savior, but also let it be a time to anticipate his coming as Lord and King. Jesus Christ is coming soon; you and I anticipate his coming.
What do you anticipate now? What emotions do you have as you experience it? There is only one story, and it is the story of God in our lives. Are you ready to receive the King?
 

Sunday, 12/8 — God With Us In the Tabernacle — by Jason Meyer
Isaiah 59:2 — But your iniquities have separated between you and your God, and your sins have hid his face from you…
Maybe you’re wondering just what in the world the Old Testament Tabernacle has to do with Christmas. That’s a fair question. The Tabernacle was essentially a portable temple, used by the people of Israel while they were wandering in the wilderness toward Canaan. Through Moses, God had instructed them to construct the Tabernacle with meticulous detail. It moved as often as did their camp, yet it was a place of holy, revered tradition and sacrifice. Beyond the courtyard sectioned off by its outer curtains, particular furniture resided in the Holy Place. Even more sacred, though, was the Holy of Holies, for in it dwelt the Ark of the Covenant. Almighty God declared that He would dwell above the Ark, between the cherubim adorning its lid, called the mercy seat.
God had chosen again to be with man, but His presence was hidden deep within the Tabernacle, literally veiled from the eyes and even the presence of men. It probably didn’t feel all that “with us.” To blame for this ongoing separation from God’s holiness was man’s sin, still doing its shameful work of separating and destroying.
It wasn’t sin, but longstanding, agonizing tradition that brought about another great separation in the blistering Texas heat of late July, 1993. I spent a particularly anxious Friday intentionally apart from the young bride whom I would claim as my own that very evening. Knowing that wedding vows and a committed life together lay before us, I conceded to the age-old tradition of not seeing the bride all day long. I overheard others talking about her, but I couldn’t be with her…until that magical moment when the pianist pounded a welcome and familiar tune, and packed pews of friends and family stood to their feet, as the sanctuary doors finally flung open. And there she stood—in radiant, mesmerizing beauty. Within moments, we were together again, and the celebration began.
The Tabernacle of old stood as an even more potent reminder of a more enduring separation. Although engulfed in its own lavish, traditional observances, entire generations came and went with no magical moment, no celebrated musical accompaniment, no sudden rush of excitement and adoration. Oh, but then came a couple of newlyweds, anxiously struggling their uncomfortable way across the Judaean countryside to make it to Bethlehem by evening. And on that wondrous night, all the whispers and talk of a promised Savior that they’d overheard their entire lives was finally realized. Not a bridal march, but an angelic chorus welcomed His glorious arrival. Instead of crowds standing to their feet, a small, simple band of shepherds knelt before the One whose now-veiled beauty had radiated throughout the heavens for eternity. And in those unprecedented moments, sin’s separation was forgotten, for in Jesus, God Himself had come to be with us as Immanuel.
He lived quietly among us. Years later, He offered up His life for us, as that temple veil was supernaturally torn from top to bottom. And three impossibly anxious days later, He took up His own life once more, to secure salvation for us. All this He did, so that we could be with Him again, just as He purposed in creation.
Yet, the separation of sin persists still today. To be with Him, free from sin’s sinister separation, each of us must receive the gift of salvation Jesus has made available through His glorious Gospel. Immanuel, God with us, has made a way for us to enter the most holy place of His presence by the blood of His cross. Praise God! You can be with Him for eternity.
Have you ever repented of sin and trusted Jesus as your Savior? There’s no traditional need to remain separated from Him a moment longer. You can trust Him even now.
 

Monday, 12/9 — A People for Himself — by Kimberly Wirt
Exodus 6:7a — I will take you to be my people, and I will be your God, and you shall know that I am the Lord your God…
Picture this:  it was December, 1969, and I was a fourth grader who was very frail because I was recovering from double pneumonia. We didn’t get to decorate the house for Christmas because my parents informed us that we were going to move from our home in Redmond, Washington, back to their hometown in Mattoon, Illinois. I chose to ride in the Ryder truck with my dad, and my siblings rode in the car with my mom. We don’t know if the bumpy truck ride and a horse ride I participated in a day after we arrived caused my appendix to inflame, but I ended up in the ER just three days after arriving in Illinois. In the ER, my grandparents’ pastor prayed over me, and even though it kind of scared me at first, I knew that God was in control. This may surprise you, but growing up, my family did not go to church. I knew my grandparents were Christians, but I did not know much about God. I was lost but was looking for hope. Once I got out of the hospital, my family started going to church. I don’t know if we did it because they were trying to please my grandparents, but we went. Now, we only lived in Illinois about half a year. My dad ended up getting a job in Texas. Funny, but my dad made a deal with God:  if he got my dad a job in Texas, my dad would keep going to church. My entire family found a church home at First Hurst, and we were happy.
I experienced Biblical Community during my time in Illinois and in Texas. I was loved and nurtured in Illinois at my grandparents’ church, and my family was warmly welcomed at church in Texas. God revealed Himself to me many times through people. In Exodus 6:7, it is a reminder that no matter what you go through, God will reveal Himself to you. The key is for you to be willing to accept Him and worship Him. He wants to redeem us and make us His own.
I look back to when I was in the hospital in Illinois and understand that God was revealing Himself to me through different people who would stop by and check on me. Even though I did not understand about God, my heart knew my parents were financially tight that Christmas, so I did not want to ask for a bike. Nevertheless, I got a bike for Christmas. No, I did not pray a “give me” prayer to God and ask for a bike, but looking back, I think God was softening my heart to hear the true meaning of Christmas and to prepare me spiritually. It wasn’t until I was eleven years old that I asked Jesus to forgive me of my sins and be Boss of my life, but I know that people planted spiritual seeds, and I finally responded. So, whatever challenges you may be facing, remember God made you and desires for you to have a relationship with Him. If you are a believer, be challenged to reach out to those who need to know about who God is and who may need to feel loved and accepted by you.
Are you willing to hear what God has for you this Christmas season?
 

Tuesday, 12/10 — A Place to Meet With God — by Todd Campbell
Colossians 1:27 — To them God chose to make known how great among the Gentiles are the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.
Throughout my life God has used places of retreat for me to meet with Him. Whether it be desolate places on the mission field (where I first sensed His call to ministry), or places like Falls Creek Encampment in Oklahoma (where I finally surrendered my life to His call), or even places like my own living room during my quiet time alone with Him (where I meet with Him daily), God desires to meet with us.
We read in the Christmas story in Luke 2 how Mary and Joseph would travel to his hometown, Bethlehem, for the census Caesar Augustus had issued. While baby Jesus was being formed in Mary’s womb, it was in Bethlehem where they would meet God, Immanuel, “God with us,” face-to-face.
Exodus 25:8 tells us how, long before that, God desired a place to dwell in the midst of His people; and thus, the Tabernacle was established as a temporary place to meet with God. And we know that later under King Solomon God established a more permanent place for His people to meet with Him.
However, all of that changed with the birth of Jesus, the long-awaited Savior of the world! John 1:14 tells us, “And the Word [Jesus] became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” The Greek word for “dwelt” is the same word used for tabernacle in the Greek version of the Old Testament. Jesus became flesh and “tabernacled” among us.
Later in John 2:19-21, the idea becomes even more clear. “Jesus answered them, 'Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.’ The Jews then said, ‘It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in three days?’ But he was speaking about the temple of his body.” Here, Jesus tells us that He is the Temple!
As we continue through the Gospels, Matthew 27:51 tells us that, when Jesus died on the cross, the physical curtain that separated the Holy of Holies in the temple was torn in two, top to bottom. Through His sacrificial death on the cross, He broke through the barrier of our sin and made a way for us to be reconciled to God.
He broke through the barrier of our sin and made a way for us to be reconciled to God.
But it gets even better! In 1 Corinthians 3:16 we read that as followers of Jesus who have been saved by His grace, we are now His temple! “Do you not know that you are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells in you?” For the Old Testament worshipper of God, it was a blessing to go to the Tabernacle or Temple. For us the blessing is that we are now His temple, and we get to enjoy God’s presence in us!
Think about it…this changes everything. As blood-bought followers of Jesus, we don’t have to travel to a place to meet with God, for the Spirit of God is indwelling each of us! We can meet with Him every hour of every day…for He is with us!
 

Wednesday, 12/11 — His Presence Sealed Away — by Kyle Marcus
John 1:14 — And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.
When you think of amazing events in history, what comes to mind? Perhaps it’s the fall of the Roman Empire? Maybe the Protestant Reformation in 1517? Or possibly it’s the signing of the Declaration of Independence in 1776, or the end of WWII. What about the Apollo 11 moon landing in 1969? We certainly can’t forget about the Texas Rangers winning the World Series on November 1, 2023! It is possible, though, that the most amazing event in all of history is what is described in John 1:14, which says, “and the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” The eternal, omnipotent, omnipresent, infinitely holy God took on human nature and lived among humanity as one who was both God and man at the same time, in one person.
 In the Old Testament, God chose to dwell among His people. However, His presence was sealed away, deep within the Tabernacle between the cherubim, above the mercy seat, in the Holy of Holies, behind the veil, and beyond the holy place (Exodus 25:22). But when Jesus came, God’s own presence was among His people. No longer was His presence sealed away. In Jesus, we see God's heart, His love, and His purpose for humanity. We no longer need to wonder about God’s character because He has made Himself known.
Another significant event in history is the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. For nearly 30 years, the Berlin Wall separated families, friends, and an entire nation, serving as a symbol of division. Its fall in 1989 allowed people to freely cross from East to West, signifying freedom and unity. Similarly, when Jesus came, He tore down the "wall" between humanity and God. Before His coming, God's presence was behind a veil, but through Christ, access to God is now open and free to all, just as the people of Berlin could cross freely once the wall came down. This act of tearing down the spiritual barrier ushered in a new era of relationship, where all people, regardless of background, can experience God's love. Just as the Berlin Wall's fall united a divided nation, Jesus' coming united humanity with the Creator, bringing reconciliation and restoration where separation once reigned. His incarnation marked the beginning of a personal, transformative connection with God for everyone.
God’s presence is no longer sealed away in a temple or accessed only by priests, so how should that change the way we approach Him in our daily lives? In what ways do we still sometimes act as if God’s presence is “behind a veil,” even though Jesus has removed that barrier? Do we live with the awareness that He is near and present in every moment, or do we still view Him as distant or difficult to reach? What does it mean for our personal relationship with God that He chose to make Himself fully accessible through Jesus? How does that change our understanding of prayer, worship, or even Bible study?
These are all things to think through today as you focus on the One who “became flesh and dwelt among us.”
God’s presence is no longer sealed away.
 

Thursday, 12/12 — A Day Like No Other — by Kellie Charbonneau
Hebrews 6:19-20 — We have this as a sure and steadfast anchor of the soul, a hope that enters into the inner place behind the curtain, where Jesus has gone as a forerunner on our behalf, having become a high priest forever after the order of Melchizedek.
It was a special day. A day like no other, filled with joyful anticipation. I jumped out of bed (after not getting much sleep) eagerly awaiting the pampering and preparations that were about to take place. We had planned for months. Actually, if you count the days I spent as a teenager in the mall with my friends, planning and picking out a full registry of gifts, it would be years of preparation. The anticipation of this day was wonderfully exciting—and the day was finally here! You see, it was my wedding day. In just a few short hours I was about to be Mrs. Scott Charbonneau. Dressed in a beautiful gown and veil, I was ready to be a bride. I had even practiced writing my new name many times over. It’s not as easy as you might think. There are a lot of letters in Charbonneau! Twenty-five years later, this day is still one of the most special days of my life. However, what makes this day truly special was not all the preparations, but what it represented, my marriage covenant.
Ancient Israel had a special day, too. It was called the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur). It was a day like no other. On that day, the High Priest entered the Holy of Holies behind the Tabernacle’s thick veil to make atonement for the people’s sins. It was the one day he could step into God’s presence on their behalf, a day of both reverence and anticipation. He would bring a blood sacrifice to atone for the sins of the entire nation. It was a heavy responsibility and a deeply reverent moment; no one else was allowed behind that veil. Only the High Priest, and only on that day.
For them, the Day of Atonement was a reminder of two things:  their separation from God due to their sin and God’s grace in providing a way for them to be made right with Him. It was a mixture of somber gratitude, and a day of humility and hope.
Hebrews 6:19-20 tells us that Jesus became our High Priest, securing a hope that is “an anchor of the soul.” When the veil tore at Jesus’ death on the cross, it wasn’t just a symbolic gesture, it was an invitation. Because of Jesus, we don’t have to wait for one special day each year to enter God’s presence. We can approach Him with confidence, anytime, anywhere. 
In many ways, Christmas should feel like both a celebration and a time of reflection. We’re overjoyed at the birth of Jesus, but we also know He came for a purpose:  to be the final atonement for our sins. Christmas isn’t just about celebrating His birth; it’s about remembering and rejoicing that His birth set into motion a plan to tear down every barrier that stood between us and God. We are now invited in.
Are you allowing your sin to separate you from God,
or have you chosen to live in His grace?
 

Friday, 12/13 — Brought Near by Sacrifice — by Mark Garner
Luke 2:22-24 — When the time came for the purification rites required by the Law of Moses, Joseph and Mary took him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the Law of the Lord, “Every firstborn male is to be consecrated to the Lord”), and to offer a sacrifice in keeping with what is said in the Law of the Lord:  “a pair of doves or two young pigeons.”
Hebrews 9:26 — for then he would have had to suffer repeatedly since the foundation of the world. But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself.
 It was only by sacrifices that the High Priest could enter God’s presence on the Day of Atonement. Like every mother, it was only by personal sacrifice that Mary could bring Jesus physically into the world. She was required to literally offer sacrifices following His birth. And it was only by sacrificing Himself that Jesus could bring us to Heaven.
Her heartbeat is the first sound you heard. Yes, your mom’s heartbeat. Scientists have discovered that you hear your mother’s heartbeat at thirteen to sixteen weeks. It’s the first sound even before you hear her voice. Imagine Jesus hearing Mary’s heartbeat in the womb. Then imagine Mary leaning over a manger bed to hear the heartbeat of her son, our Lord. God in the flesh, the incarnation. We get the word incarnation from the Latin word incarnatus, which means “to make flesh.”
Whether we know our mother or not, our own birth came with a sacrifice. Mothers make quite the physical sacrifice. Mothers carry their children for nine months, enduring the discomforts of pregnancy, and they face the perils of childbirth. They may also experience permanent marks on their bodies from the pregnancy.
We know there’s a physical sacrifice, but there’s also the emotional and mental sacrifice. Just ask a mom. She may be reluctant to talk about it, but if you ask, she just might tell you. Maybe about the kicking, the stretching, or what food you liked or didn’t like in the womb. Did she carry you through the summer? Then she was probably hot. If she carried you through the winter? Then she was still probably hot! Yes, she sacrificed her own needs in order to take care of you. Each pregnancy is different, obviously, but physical life comes at the sacrifice of the mother.
Our spiritual salvation comes at a much higher sacrifice. Jesus was born to die. He was born to die for me and for you. For the believer, Christmas and Easter are intertwined, but for others, they may just be a holiday or a family get-together. For those who believe, those who’ve trusted Christ, we understand that from Jesus’ first breath, He was on a mission. He would grow up and endure great sacrifice just for me and just for you.
Find a quiet place today to reflect on the sacrifice your mother made so you could have life. If she’s still living, call her and thank her. If she’s passed, take a moment to thank the Lord for her memory. If you never knew her, thank the Lord for the gift of life you were given.
Now thank the Lord for His sacrifice. That He gave His life for you.
Christ, by highest Heaven adored
Christ the everlasting Lord
Late in time, behold Him come
Offspring of the favoured one
Veiled in flesh, the Godhead see
Hail the incarnate deity
Pleased, as man with men to dwell
Jesus, our Emmanuel
 

Saturday, 12/14 — The Holiness of the Season — by Brandi Johnson
Hebrews 10:19-20 — Therefore, brothers and sisters, since we have boldness to enter the sanctuary through the blood of Jesus—He has inaugurated for us a new and living way through the curtain (that is, through his flesh)”
There is a yearning for me at Christmas to carve out time to sit and savor the stillness and quiet of the season. I LOVE Christmas music, movies, candles, and this special cinnamon decaffeinated tea. I cherish being with my family and spending time with those in our biblical community. I adore the aroma and taste of homemade gingerbread, but sitting in silence and looking up at the lights of the Christmas tree, free from the distractions of the season, is a holy moment for me. Sitting during this time of year and being still is not something that comes naturally for me, but it is a need and desire of my heart. If this doesn’t sound like the Christmas season that you experience, try it. Find a way to sit in the dark, surrounded only by the light of a Christmas tree. There is something wonderful about those moments that can be truly holy, being alone with the Savior.
I have often wondered what it might have been like to have been in the “Holy of Holies,” the place where God dwelt with man on Earth in the Tabernacle. Scripture describes an inner area, partitioned off by four pillars, that held up a floor-to-ceiling multicolored curtain. Behind this curtain, or veil, was where the Shekinah, the presence and glory of God, resided. This was a place accessible only to the High Priest, and there were numerous Levitical laws detailing the precise protocol for the High Priest to follow as he entered and exited the place where the presence of the Lord resided.
When the Lord descended to Earth as a baby born in a manger, Jesus became the dwelling place, the Holy of Holies of God. Colossians 2:9 reveals that within Christ lives all the fullness of God in a human body. We see that the glory was somewhat “veiled” and that Jesus “didn’t have an impressive form or majesty that we should look at him, no appearance that we should desire him” (Isaiah 53:2). He came to be the sin offering required for both those in the past and for us now, in an amazing, extraordinary, majestic, mysterious, and prophetic manner. As His body was torn and broken on the cross for our sin, the veil to the actual temple tore. He invited us into His presence at that moment. We are welcomed into the Holy of Holies, into His divine presence.
If the glory of the Lord is described as radiant light, much brighter and more beautiful than my moments sitting in my living room beside my Christmas tree, imagine that beauty multiplied, amplified! Think of the audible gasp we will make when we are in His physical and Heavenly presence one day! That beauty will captivate our eyes so immensely that we will never move them off of Him. The wonder and awe of being in His glory will surpass that of any lit Christmas tree, leaving us utterly overwhelmed. So, until then, eagerly wait. Allow yourself to be drawn to holy moments with Him.
What does the unveiling of your heart
look like when you sit in His presence?
 

Sunday, 12/15 — God With Us In the Holy Spirit — by Jason Meyer
John 14:16-17 — And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Helper, to be with you forever, even the Spirit of truth…You know him, for he dwells with you and will be in you.
For more than three years, Peter, James, and the rest of Jesus’ chosen disciples had learned and grown and worshiped and served in the literal shadow of Immanuel. It took some time for them to understand that this captivating rabbi was more than a man, more than a prophet, more than a great teacher. He was indeed God with us. And about the time they finally began to piece it all together, as the astounding miracles and His authoritative interpretation of sacred Scripture started to make sense, He revealed to them that He would soon be leaving them.
When it came to hard truths, the disciples’ track record was filled with despondent doubt. Although Jesus told them plainly on multiple occasions that He would be captured and killed by the Jewish authorities, they seemed to section off that teaching as the Master’s fanciful analogy they had yet to understand. Even adding the specificity of His resurrection left them wondering and doubting. And so, when Jesus was preparing His closest followers for His approaching departure, it’s little surprise that they met this, too, with confused doubt.
Just as they were coming to recognize the reality of who Jesus is, the disciples shuddered at the thought that God with us would no longer be with us. But in His comforting grace, the sweet Savior promised the abiding presence of the indwelling Holy Spirit. God would be with us—indeed, within us. The Spirit’s ministry as God with us remains one of some mystery to us. Like the disciples, for all our years of walking with Jesus, we have yet to really understand how the third Person of the Trinity ministers to us as our Helper, our Advocate, our Counselor, our Comforter.
In the week ahead, though, we’ll take some time each day to ponder the misunderstood ministry of the Holy Spirit dwelling within believers. He is the One who:
Draws us unto Himself
Redeems us
Seals us in Christ
Conforms us to the image of Christ
Comforts us
Guides us
Like me, you may have often wondered at how majestically fulfilling it must have been for the shepherds who adored the Christ child on the night of His birth. How amazing—and probably also quite frustrating—to have been one of the siblings growing up beside Him in the humble home of Joseph and Mary. Oh, to have been among Jesus’ disciples, spellbound witnesses to the multiplied loaves and fish, the calming of the storm-tossed sea, and the boundless joy of oppressed souls who found healing in the miraculous compassion of the Savior! If only we could have been among those who stood in the presence of Immanuel, God with us…
But, you see, we who have received the saving grace of Jesus through His Gospel, we are those who walk in the presence of the holy One. God is with us each day in the Holy Spirit who dwells within us and continues a miraculous ministry among us.
What miracles is the Holy Spirit working in your life during this Christmas season?
 

Monday, 12/16 — Spirit, Fall On Me — by Sterling Shanks
Luke 1:35 — The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come on 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.”
A little over 10 years ago, I started working as an Associate at First Hurst. Many members might not know that my first job here was directing the youth choir for the church. I remember singing a song called “Spirit Fall.” The lyrics echoed, “Spirit fall, fall on me; magnify the Son, Savior of the world, the hope for everyone.” As I started to write this devotion, the words of the song came to me. I think the song is fitting during the Christmas season, as they capture the essence of the Holy Spirit’s role in our lives.
As we celebrate the birth of our Savior, we cannot overlook the miraculous work of the Holy Spirit in bringing Jesus into the world. In Luke 1:35, the angel tells Mary, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.” It was through the Holy Spirit that the Son of God was conceived, bringing forth the hope of salvation for all humankind.
In a different but equally profound way, the Holy Spirit continues to draw us to God. Just as truly as He conceived Jesus within Mary, He cultivates faith within us, helping us to believe and understand the truths of God. This divine influence is not merely a one-time event; it is an ongoing relationship that enriches our lives and transforms our hearts.
Sometimes, we may overlook how vital the Holy Spirit is in our spiritual journey. Jesus Himself emphasized this importance in John 16:8, where He explains, “When He comes, He will convict the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment.” The Holy Spirit not only convicts us of our need for a Savior but also comforts and guides us in our daily lives.
Many believers might think, “If only I could have lived to see Jesus in person!” While it’s natural to long for that experience, we must remember that God has provided us with the Holy Spirit, who is just as present and active today. The Holy Spirit serves as our Helper, Teacher, and Advocate, drawing us closer to God. He prompts us in our hearts, guiding us through prayer and Scripture, making the truths of God’s Word come alive.
In my own life, I have experienced moments where the Holy Spirit has drawn me nearer to God, whether through a gentle nudge during prayer or a sudden understanding of a Bible passage that had once felt distant. These moments remind me that God is always seeking to connect with us. The Holy Spirit is that connection, bridging the gap between our human experience and our heavenly Father.
As we celebrate Christmas, we can find peace in knowing that we have not been left alone. God’s Spirit is with us, working in our hearts and lives, reminding us of the hope we have in Christ. The very same Spirit that empowered Jesus during His earthly ministry is at work in us today, helping us to live out our faith authentically.
How can you draw nearer to God this Christmas season through the Holy Spirit? What steps can you take to cultivate a deeper relationship with Him, allowing the Spirit to guide and shape your faith?
This Christmas, let us open our hearts to the Holy Spirit, allowing Him to draw us closer to God. As we reflect on the gift of Jesus, let us also be mindful of the gift of the Holy Spirit, who nurtures our faith and reminds us of God’s unwavering love.
 

Tuesday, 12/17 — He Redeems and Seals Us — Kennedy Bleicher
Ephesians 1:13-14 — In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, who is the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it, to the praise of his glory.
Everyone loves a good redemption story. There’s just something powerful about watching characters we know and love go through a real transformation. Take your favorite Christmas movie, for instance—maybe it’s the Grinch discovering the true joy of Christmas or Ebenezer Scrooge turning from his stingy ways (believe it or not, I finally watched A Christmas Carol for the first time last year—don’t judge!). And if Christmas movies aren’t your thing, consider Iron Man choosing to use his gifts for good. Their transformations are memorable because we see them go from self-centered and broken to becoming someone new. However, the best redemption story isn’t from a book or a movie. It’s the story of what God does in our lives through Jesus. When we believe in Jesus, we’re not only forgiven; we’re sealed with the Holy Spirit. This isn’t just a stamp of approval—it’s the presence of God Himself coming to live within us, making us new from the inside out.
Think about the miraculous moment when Mary found out she carried life in her womb. By the power of the Holy Spirit, God Himself was dwelling within her! Although Mary’s experience is incredibly unique, it parallels what happens to every believer. When we trust in Christ for salvation, the Holy Spirit comes to dwell within us, marking us as God’s own. And the best part? He’s also with us every step of the way, strengthening, comforting, and changing us as we live out that new life. The moment we believe in Jesus, the Holy Spirit seals us. Think about what it means to be sealed. A seal was used to mark something as genuine and to secure it. God’s seal of the Holy Spirit marks us as His. It’s as if God’s saying, “This one is Mine.” So, just like the famous redemption stories, we go from brokenness to new life. And this time, it’s not fiction or a cozy Christmas movie; it’s our reality.
Sometimes we might feel unworthy or inadequate, wondering, “Can God really dwell with me? Can He really use me?” But the truth is, He can, and He does. The Holy Spirit is proof that God doesn’t just save us and leave us to figure things out on our own. He’s involved in every part of our lives, helping us grow, teaching us, and reminding us of the promises of God. And let’s be real:  we’re all a work in progress, right? We mess up, we struggle, and sometimes we wonder how God could love us. But just like Ebenezer Scrooge couldn’t go back to living the same way once he’d experienced real change, the Holy Spirit in us continually reminds us of our new life in Christ and guides us to live it out despite our struggles and our feelings of inadequacy.
The Holy Spirit is a guarantee—a down payment of our inheritance—that God is committed to us. It's like that little “order confirmation” email you get when you buy something online. You’re not holding it in your hands yet, but you know it’s coming! The Holy Spirit's presence in us is a reminder that we are God’s forever.
As you go about your day, think of this:  God isn’t just with you; He’s in you, making you new and reminding you that you’re His. Live in the confidence that your story has already been redeemed. And the best part? It’s still unfolding, filled with hope and new life through the Holy Spirit. So ask yourself, “How is God calling me to live in the confidence of being redeemed and sealed as His own today?”
 

Wednesday, 12/18 — He Conforms Us to Christ’s Image — by Todd Campbell
Romans 8:29 — For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son…
One of the great joys of any parent is to see their child or children grow, with every step forward and sometimes backwards, into fully-functioning adults…no doubt there are times we wonder if they will ever make it! Melissa and I have sure been there (and maybe still are). But for the follower of Jesus, it is seeing our children come to faith in Jesus and grow to follow Him with abandon that brings us the most joy.
It was no different for Jesus’ earthly parents, Mary and Joseph. Watching their son grow up day-by-day, they were clearly blown away with what was happening before them.
Luke 2:52 tells us, “And Jesus increased in wisdom and in stature and in favor with God and man.” As Jesus sat among the teachers in the temple asking them questions, He grew in wisdom. Doing the work of a carpenter alongside His father, Joseph, His physical development took shape. Perhaps He even began displaying some of His mother Mary’s own features. As He spent time alone with God, as He studied the Scriptures, and as He began His earthly ministry being baptized by John, there is no doubt that His Heavenly Father was pleased. And through it all, He grew in favor with those who needed Him most:  those with physical ailments, those who were poor in spirit and in life, those in bondage to sin…the list goes on and on.
But think about it…spiritually, it was ultimately His image into which they would develop. Second Corinthians 3:18 tells us, “And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit.” In the same way, the Spirit of God is still conforming Christ’s followers into His image today. It is Christ in us—God with us—who is conforming us into His own image. He is at work in us, transforming us to be like Himself.
And as He does so, the fruit of His work can be found in our lives, as we love one another, as we walk in joy, as we know His peace, as we express His patience, His kindness, His goodness, His faithfulness, His gentleness, and His self-control (Galatians 5:22-23).
And He does this as we yield ourselves to Him. Are you positioning yourself for Him to do His work through your time alone with Him, through your obedience to His Word, through you ministry to others, through your gospel conversations with those around you?
If so, then there’s no doubt, as the Apostle Paul reminds us in Philippians 1:6, “And I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.”
He is at work in us, transforming us to be like Himself.
 

Thursday, 12/19 — He Comforts Us — by Kimberly Wirt
John 14:16-17 — And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Helper, to be with you forever, even the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, for he dwells with you and will be in you.
Wow! It is six days until Christmas. I see everyone hustling and bustling around trying to get last-minute preparations ready. I know what we call “Christmas chaos” was not the same during the time that Mary was preparing to give birth to Jesus. However, amid Mary and Joseph trying to be ready for the arrival of Jesus, there were challenges, disappointments, roadblocks, and perhaps some fear. Nevertheless, once Jesus was born, what comfort Mary and Joseph had to hold their son, the Savior of the world, in their arms. Even though Jesus came to Earth as a baby, grew up, did miracles, was crucified, and rose from the dead, He said He would send a Comforter (the Holy Spirit) for those who believe in Him. I am so glad He did and that He is my Comforter.
Now, when you hear the word comforter, you may think of something on a bed, or you may even depict Linus, in the Peanuts cartoon, who carries a blanket around as his comforter. Linus was made fun of for always carrying his blanket everywhere. However, in the Peanuts Christmas story, Charlie Brown asks if anyone knows the meaning of Christmas, and Linus quotes Luke 2:8-14, which is the story of Christ’s birth. Nevertheless, right when Linus says, “Fear not,” he drops his blanket. His blanket was the one thing that he would cling to for comfort. It is at this point that Linus symbolizes that Jesus has provided our Comforter and he should no longer fear but depend on the one true Comforter.
Do you have comfort in Jesus Christ? I honestly could say that my family and I cling to the Holy Spirit as much as we can, and we doubly hang on during the holidays. You may ask why. Well, on December 7, 2014, my mother passed away from pneumonia; and on December 12, 2015, my son-in-law (he had just turned 33 years old) died of colon cancer. Christmas time can be hard, but we choose to not let it be a sad time. Yes, it was hard when my mom died. She was the rock of our family. For me, it even seemed harder when Colby died, because I saw our daughter mourn and our preschool-aged grandchildren asking Santa to bring their daddy home for Christmas. Those times were a challenge and were not easy. Yet, because of our faith in our Heavenly Father, we were able to stay strong, positive, and glorify the Lord during a difficult time in our lives. I want to emphasize that God did not leave us, and we did not turn our backs on Him. Do you know what helped us? There were family, friends, and even strangers who encouraged us, prayed for us, and supported us. We are so thankful to be part of a Christian community of believers who genuinely care.
Jesus is the best gift that you can receive.
Can I tell you a cool thing that did happen before Colby had to go to a hospice place? The hospice place made arrangements with an ambulance company who had a worker who was also a part-time Santa. They got this helper to bring Colby to his grandma’s house with Santa in the ambulance. For you “believers or nonbelievers” (no pun intended), it was such a blessing for Eli and Kathryn to get to see their daddy out of the hospital. The people who volunteered to help make this happen did not personally know us, but they loved the Lord and blessed us because of His love.
Do you love the Lord? Do you know Jesus as your Lord and Savior? Jesus is the best gift that you can receive. If you know Jesus, share Him with others.
 

Friday, 12/20 — He Guides Us — by Chuy Segura
John 16:13-15 — When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you. All that the Father has is mine; therefore I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you.
God is Spirit, and His Spirit lives in every person who has confessed Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior of his or her life. The presence of God through His Spirit goes with us and never leaves us. The Holy Spirit is the Guide. Probably the word “guide” is not used so much in our vocabulary. But let's look at the following example:  how many times a day do we use the Google Maps app? Does this sound familiar? Remember the days before GPS? In Mexico we have something called a “guia roja,” a red book. The purpose of this book is to provide us with detailed information on how to get from one place to another. It is exciting to identify the paths and places while using the book as a guide, because it ultimately provides the assurance that you will get to the desired place. Of course, you’ve probably come to the wrong place hundreds of times. But even if you got to the wrong place, you would go back to the red guide again.
One of the greatest promises of our God is that His presence will be with us. This promise does not depend on us, but on Him. And as a Guide, He has given us His Holy Spirit. Through the Bible we have the opportunity to see that the presence of God was the Guide for His people. In every time, circumstance, and place, we can find the intervention of God leading His children toward his plans and purposes. The most extraordinary figure of this that we can find in the Old Testament is in Exodus:
Exodus 13:21-22 — …and the Lord went before them by day in a pillar of cloud to lead them along the way, and by night in a pillar of fire to give them light, that they might travel by day and by night. The pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night did not depart from before the people.
History would have been different without God's guidance for His people. Another similar moment was the star guiding the wise men to the place where our Lord Jesus Christ was born. They would not have gotten there without the guidance of our God. We, as children of God now, do not need stars, clouds, or fire; now it is the presence of God, His Spirit in us.
I know that for many of us, these times of Christmas celebrations will be difficult, but my greatest wish is that the presence of God through His Spirit guides your life, is your comfort and your joy, is with you in your sadness and tears, and fills you with encouragement to experience the riches of His presence in you.
This promise does not depend on us, but on Him.
 

Saturday, 12/21 — No Need for a Camcorder — by Andrea Harris
Galatians 4:4-6 — But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons. And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!”
I think that one of the most life-changing moments for a mom is the very first time you get to hold your brand-new baby. It is a moment of closeness that nothing else in the world can compare. With our second child, Chris, this happened differently. He was born a few weeks early, but those few weeks caused his lungs to be underdeveloped. Right after birth, he stopped breathing and had to be intubated. I didn’t get to hold him right away and only briefly saw him in an incubator as I was still on the operating table, while he was whisked away to a waiting helicopter to rush him to the children’s hospital. His birth wasn’t how I imagined it. It wasn’t how it was supposed to be in a perfect world, but as we have all experienced, we live in a sinful and broken world.
I imagine that is just a tiny taste of what the garden would have been like for Adam and Eve. They had a perfect, close relationship with God that wasn’t tainted by brokenness. They could walk and talk with God. It was perfect, until sin.
Once sin entered the world, it was no longer perfect. There was no longer that closeness with God that they had once experienced. For the first time, there was separation. A divide was created between people and God. It was a separation that we could never fix on our own, even though we have tried repeatedly.
For the first 3 days of Chris’ life, my husband would drive back and forth between our 2 hospitals with a camcorder (this was in the days before FaceTime) to bring me video of our little baby and then let me record messages that he would play for him back at the hospital. There was the physical divide of about 13 miles, but we knew that was temporary.
For thousands of years, this is similar to the way God’s people communicated with God. There was still a divide between God and His people, but God, in His mercy, still wanted to communicate with them. God would give messages to the priests and prophets, and they would share those messages with the people. There was a barrier between God and His people, but it was also only temporary.
Eventually, Chris and I were both able to leave the hospital, and I finally got to hold my baby. The bond that we had was reestablished without the need for that camcorder. There was no longer that barrier between us.
From the beginning of time, God had a plan to fix the divide that separated us, and that is the reason we celebrate Christmas. As Galatians 4:4 says, “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the law so that we might receive an adoption as sons.” Jesus was born to provide us the way, the only way to heaven and a relationship with God. He would grow up, die on the cross, and rise again as the payment for our sin. He is the bridge to reconnect us to God.
That in and of itself is an amazing gift, but God didn’t stop there. The next two verses in Galatians say, “And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’” God gave us the Holy Spirit. We have heard this week about some of the roles of the Holy Spirit. All those roles are ultimately to draw us into a closer relationship with God.
In the last few days leading up to Christmas, how can you allow the Holy Spirit to draw you closer to God?
 

Sunday, 12/22 — The Joy of Flight — by Jeff Burnett
1 Thessalonians 4:16-17 — For the Lord Himself will descend from Heaven with a cry of command, with the voice of an archangel, and with the sound of the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we will always be with the Lord.
Taking flight has often been a source of joy for me:  from boarding Peter Pan’s Flight at Disneyland when I was 6 years old, to soaring above the metroplex in a helicopter for 25 seasons, serving with Santa USA (technically it was my cousin, Jelf the Elf, but we look a lot alike). Jana and I were aboard a six-seat twin-prop plane that landed on a glacier on Denali, North America’s highest peak. We have parasailed in tandem above the mesmerizing blue waters of Lake Tahoe and ridden a hot air balloon beside the Grand Tetons in Wyoming. Flight is fun.
Can you imagine the joy of the angels as they took flight from Heaven’s glory to bring to Earth the joyous news of the Savior’s birth that first Christmas? The skies were filled with the Heavenly host praising God and proclaiming the “good news of great joy that will be for all the people.” A joyful flight.
So, too, will ours be, when we soar into the clouds to meet our Lord Jesus in the air. As the old hymn says, “What a day of rejoicing that will be.” Overjoyed at His return, we will:
Behold Him (“Look, He is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see Him.” Rev 1:7)
Become like Him (“When He appears, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is.” 1 John 3:2)
Be with Him (“We…will…meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever.” 1 Thess 4:17)
Jesus came the first time that we might be saved through Him; He will come again that we might soar with Him. He came to Earth that we might be forgiven; He will return that we might take flight. Jesus came once to bring us hope; He will come again to take us home. Joyful, joyful we adore Him.
So, look to the skies. Anticipate His return. Prepare for the flight. With heightened fervor sing, “Joy to the world! The Lord is [and will] come.”
Far more extraordinary than a ride in any park, on a plane, or a highflying parasail; more exciting than ascending to great heights in a helicopter or a hot air balloon, will be the flight of pure joy we will one day take when we soar with our Savior!
Until then, we raise the chorus:
Come, Thou long-expected Jesus,
Born to set Thy people free;
From our fears and sins release us;
Let us find our rest in Thee.
Our ever strength and consolation,
Hope of all the earth Thou art;
Dear desire of every nation,
Joy of ev’ry longing heart.
As we long for His return, let me ask, how joyful is your heart? In light of what happened that first Christmas and what will occur at Christ’s second coming, how well are you experiencing and exhibiting joy in the present? Transcending mere happiness (which is dependent on favorable circumstances), joy is a condition of the heart—convinced and confident God is with us in every circumstance. Therefore, be ever watchful. Be always joyful.
I pray today your spirit will take flight and your soul will soar during this season of joy.

Monday, 12/23 — The Long Wait — by Kellie Charbonneau
Titus 2:11-15 — For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age, waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works. Declare these things; exhort and rebuke with all authority. Let no one disregard you.
Maybe you are like me. I do not enjoy waiting. I’m afraid that I have become accustomed to the instant culture around me. I want what I want, right now. When forced to wait at a checkout line, in traffic, or even for a browser to load, I become impatient. This is not something that I like about myself. It is something that the Lord graciously refines in me, daily. Thankfully, I am a work in progress and do not serve an impatient Father.
There is one area in my life that has seemed like a long wait that I very much have appreciated. I am the mom to three amazing young adults. This year the baby of the family will join the ranks of her brothers in the “adult children” category, as she will graduate from high school and move on to college. This certainly has been a long wait. As parents, we have prayerfully anticipated the days when our children would “leave the nest” and, by the grace of God, live lives for His glory and for His purposes. As this season of the long wait seems to be near its finish line, I can’t help but wish for more of the days of footie pajamas, spelling tests, and even a skinned knee or two. Those days were tiresome and hard, but oh, how they were bursting with life, full of anticipation of the next season or adventure. While it was not always pretty, and no doubt we had our fair share of parenting failures, it has been a glorious season of life.
Christmas reminds us of another season of waiting. One that was far longer and infinitely more significant. For centuries, God’s people waited for the Savior to come, and at just the right time, grace appeared in the form of a sweet baby, Jesus, the Christ. Titus 2:11-15 speaks of this grace, which teaches us to live differently as we wait for the hope of Christ’s return.
Like the years of raising children, this waiting can be long and full of heartbreak and challenges. But as we reflect, we are reminded that God’s promise was fulfilled in Christ’s first coming as a baby, and He will fulfill it again when Christ returns.
So, let us embrace this waiting with patience and faithfulness. Let us remember that God is not impatient or slow, but purposeful in His timing. And as we wait for Christ’s return, may we continue to live lives zealous for good works, declaring His grace to the next generation (perhaps those in our own home) and to the world around us. So, the next time you are faced with an “opportunity” to practice waiting, let it remind you that our King is coming again, and it will be worth the wait as we see Him face to face.
Is your waiting a testimony to the
hope you have in Jesus?
 

Tuesday, 12/24 — God With Us In the Flesh — by Jason Meyer
John 1:14 — And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.
Fascinating are the technological developments that have made FaceTime available to us (or, as my technologically challenged aunt comically refers to it, “FaceTalk”). The entire genre of videoconferencing applications is amazingly advanced and of marvelous use to us. Our modern world is such that few extended families are able to all be together in the same place to celebrate Christmas. Thankfully, many are able to bridge that geographical gap with the wondrous connection of FaceTime.
Interacting with loved ones on a screen, though, will never quite compare to being with them in the flesh. Through the limited view of a telephone screen, you simply can’t feel the warmth of their skin in a comforting hug. The joy illumining their faces as they open a present seems skewed by pixels and the glitchy transfer of data packets. From a digital distance, you miss the inevitable struggle to break through all the extra, frustrating tape and packaging (another hallmark of my aunt). You can’t partake in the dread challenge of defeating the seemingly impenetrable clamshell plastic that encases so many of our gifts. Worse still, the screen does not allow you to get in the floor and engage that precious grandchild’s excitement as you giggle and play together with his newly unpackaged toy. For all the good that FaceTime brings, it still pales next to the blessing of time together—in the flesh—with those we love.
The overwhelming wonder of Christmas is the realization that the eternal Word, Jesus, became flesh and dwelt among us. Not on a screen. Not merely prophesied in an ancient scroll. No, He came to be among us in the flesh.
While we focus on unwrapping presents in the joyful hours to come, we remember that first Christmas night, when Jesus was suddenly separated from the cozy, comfortable 98.6 degrees of Mary’s womb. The newborn Savior likely shivered in the bitter chill of Bethlehem’s nighttime air, but Joseph looked on with pride as Mary anxiously and tenderly wrapped Jesus’ frail flesh in swaddling cloths to keep Him warm. In her arms she held Immanuel, God with us, the Word who became flesh. Years later, it was another Joseph who would take care to delicately wrap the cold flesh of Jesus—not to keep Him warm, but to prepare His barely recognizable corpse for burial. The wealthy man of Arimathea carefully took Jesus’ body down from that despised Roman cross, and he interred in his own tomb the fleshly shell that had once held the Savior. For three arduous days, God was no longer with us in the flesh.
But then, He arose in victory over death. He rose physically, bodily, in the flesh. He then appeared to His disciples on numerous occasions, physically, bodily, in the flesh. He ascended to the right hand of the majesty on high, physically, bodily, in the flesh. And one all-glorious day, the trumpet call of God will signal the Savior’s return, physically, bodily, in the flesh. Once more, He will be God with us in the flesh.
On this Christmas Eve, enjoy and celebrate the family and friends with whom you’re privileged to spend this holy time together. Risk some temporary soreness for the priceless prize of playing in the floor with a young child. Steal that reclusive hug from a reluctant teen. Speak affirming words of hope and peace to those you hold so close and so dear. Make the most of this gift of time with loved ones in the flesh, ever mindful of the Savior’s soon return.
While we revel in the joyous celebration of Jesus’ birth this majestic evening, do you also find yourself longing for His appearing, when He will return in the flesh?
 

Wednesday, 12/25 — Abundantly With Us — by Brandi Johnson
Ephesians 2:7 — …so that in the coming ages he might display the immeasurable riches of his grace through his kindness to us in Christ Jesus.
Every Christmas morning, our family celebrates with pancakes, sausage balls, Christmas coffee, and egg nog—all to our hearts’ content. We also always have fresh-squeezed orange juice. The orange juice IS NOT enjoyed in abundance. I mean, we have enough for each person to have a juice glass, but if more is desired…too bad. It’s over $12 a bottle! As a Christmas morning traditional treat, it is worth it. Two bottles…are not. The breakfast is always plentiful and is pretty extravagant for us. It is thoroughly enjoyed well into the late morning and sometimes early afternoon, but that orange juice is not a part of the “immeasurable riches” from the Johnson family kitchen.
Christmas morning has traditionally been a day of overflowing love and appreciation. It is a time of surplus, abundance, and the making of memories that so often are hard to erase. So many of all of our core memories come from Christmases. Even looking back into Christmases of those who historically lived before us, Christmas usually involves decorating, special foods, and treats, and these things seem to be a common thread.
Christmas can be a time of abundance. It is interesting that the Redeemer of the world came at Christmas to, most likely, a barren room with barely a place to lay his head, yet He is extravagant. The “heaven and nature that sings” around us is evidence of His extraordinary extravagance through His glorious, abundant grace. It is the extravagant grace of God that sent of Himself to Earth. This sacrificial and abundant grace redeems, pardons, saves, and delivers us from death, giving each of us who receives it the promise of eternal life in what must be—what will be—the most glorious of all places. There is more than a Christmas feasting that will happen in eternity. The abundance is more than we can fathom. In preparation and in return, we are to live in the light and joy of this salvation and towards the hope of that which is in Heaven. Paul speaks of this extravagant grace and love as he writes to the church at Ephesus. From his prayer, is mine for you and for those with me at breakfast this very day.
Ephesians 3:16-19 — I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the Lord’s holy people, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.
How can we daily live more extravagant and giving lives towards others? How can we show the abundant and immeasurable riches of His grace so that others know it is Christ in us and with us every day?
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