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O Come,  
Immanuel

THE FIRST WEEK OF ADVENT

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
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In the months before my husband was diagnosed, at age 
30, with Type I Diabetes, he was unquenchably thirsty: 

several glasses of water before breakfast, copious amounts 
of soda during the day, milk with dinner, and more water 
before bed. Only later would we realize that his body, 
which had stopped making insulin, prevented him from 
slaking his desperate thirst.

My husband never visibly panted, but this is the 
closest I come to imagining the parched state that David 
describes in Psalm 42—a quality of spiritual longing 
that, if I’m honest, I don’t experience often enough. I am 
not my diabetic husband, drinking long drafts of God to 
slake my spirit. God is not water, necessary to my every 
moment’s survival. 

Nineteenth-century preacher Charles Spurgeon 
insisted that the panting language of Psalm 42 was evi-
dence of sin and grace co-mingled. In one sense, we can 
lament that we ever pant for the God, who would readily 
pour himself out for his people. Isn’t it ours to enjoy him 
forever? In another, we can fall to our knees in gratitude 
for every occasion of spiritual cotton-mouth. To be thirsty 

As the deer pants for 
streams of water, so my 
soul pants for you, my God.
Psalm 42:1

for God is a gift indeed. 
During Advent, we commit to learning to long, even 

pant, after Christ and his kingdom coming. Holy longing 
is a burden of the not-yet world: the world of Israel, as she 
craned her neck for a glimpse at the coming Messiah; our 
world as we watch for his return. The world is not yet as 
it should be, but Someone is coming for her rescue. The 
psalmists understood this kind of longing, necessarily 
attended by grief, to be an act of patience, much like that 
of city watchmen waiting out the night. 

It is easy to dull the inner restlessness of which Saint 
Augustine wrote, easier still when Amazon Prime prom-
ises to deliver the good life in two days’ time. To become 
the patient, expectant, thirsty people of God, we must, for 
longer than a moment, see the daily harrow of living here, 
where the curse sets the city ablaze, and the fire licks up 
life. Only in view of suffering will we learn to watch for the 
dawn—and thirst for its merciful rain. 

Jen Pollock Michel is the author of Teach Us to Want and 
Keeping Place. She lives in Toronto with her family.

R E F L E C T  
Contemplate 
Psalms 42:1–2 and 
63:1–8. How can 
you cultivate and 
dwell within your 
longing for the 
God whose love is 
“better than life”?
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ObedienceDecisive

Here is where Joseph finds himself: Mary, the woman 
he loves and wants to marry, is pregnant. She claims 

her pregnancy is from God. If Joseph marries her, he loses 
his reputation. But, he asks himself, what if Mary is right? 
What if the baby is a miracle baby?

Joseph wants to know what to do. He is caught on 
the horns of a dilemma: Will he love God by obeying the 
Torah (as understood in his circle), or will he love Mary 
and take her as his wife?

With his reputation grasping for control, he chooses 
a “private” divorce to avoid a public spectacle . . . until an 
angel tells him not to fear. Not to “fear”—why? Joseph is 
acutely aware that few of his friends will believe his story 
about the angelic visitation, and (surely) no one will buy 

When Joseph woke up, he did 
what the angel of the Lord 
had commanded him and took 
Mary home as his wife.
Matthew 1:24

the report of a conception through the Holy Spirit. 
Sometimes the implication of listening to the voice 

of God is that we ruin our reputation in the public square. 
Loving God involves surrendering ourselves to God in 
heart, soul, mind, strength—and reputation. The minute 
we turn exclusively to the Lord to find our true identity 
is the day reputation dies. We learn, as Thomas à Kempis 
puts it, that when you surrender your reputation, “you 
won’t care a fig for the waggles of ten thousand tongues.” 

Joseph turns to God. The decisive act of Joseph is 
found in a simple expression: “He did as he was told.” Soon 
Joseph gives Mary’s little boy a name, and so makes the 
relationship to the child legal.

Joseph learns that who is his before God (his identity) 
is more important than who he is in the circle of his pious 
friends (his reputation). Legally, now, Joseph is tied to two 
persons with sullied reputations: Mary is perceived as an 
adulteress and Jesus is considered an illegitimate child. 
For Joseph it is a decision of obedience, for now he finds 
his identity in God.

Scot McKnight is Julias R. Mantey Chair of New Testament at 
Northern Seminary and is the author of The Jesus Creed and 
several other books.

R E F L E C T  
Contemplate 
Matthew 1:24–25. 
How does Joseph’s 
costly obedience 
inspire you?
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Taken from The Jesus Creed: Loving God, Loving 
Others,  © 2004 by Scot McKnight.  Reprinted by 
permission of Paraclete Press. ParacletePress.com.
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• Zechariah was the first to learn that God’s plan of redemp-
tion was swinging into action but then he had to spend 
months in silence. Consider what it would have been like 
to carry such wondrous news in quietness by trying a 
silence challenge. With younger kids, play a few rounds 
of a “silent game,” seeing who can stay quiet the longest. 
With older kids or teens, take on a challenge together to 
spend an hour in intentional silence. 

• Together, sing the hymn “Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence.” 
Unlike most carols, this hymn has a mournful tune. Discuss 
how quietness and sadness are both part of the journey 
toward Christmas.

• Gather around a Nativity scene (or create a drawing of 
the main people in the Nativity story). Engage your imag-
inations as you read Luke 1:26–2:40 together, aiming to 
have the sights and smells come to life in your minds. Talk 
about what the various people might have felt, thought, 
or wondered as this story unfolded. Ask: Who can you 
relate to? How might you have felt or responded if you 
were in his or her place? How does that person inspire or 
challenge you?

• Both Mary and Zechariah responded to God with songs of 
praise (Luke 1:46–55 and 67–79). Create a unique stained-
glass window as a family: Use dry-erase markers (on a 
window or sliding-glass door) to write words and draw 
pictures that declare praise and thanks to God.

ICEBREAKERS
• Start your meeting by saying, “Today we’re going to do 

something wonderful that we usually don’t have much 
time to do.” Then, without explanation, sit silently for 
two minutes—which will feel like forever. Afterward 
discuss: How did you feel during that time of silence? 
How did you react? How often do you intentionally 
spend time in silence? 

• When have you experienced an answer to prayer that 
was different from what you expected?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
• Zechariah spent an extended amount of time in silence. 

How did it affect his faith? How might spending time 
in silence affect our faith?

• What usually comes to mind when you think of Christ-
mas? How do these ideas line up with the themes 
present in the Christmas story in Scripture?

• Will obeying God always align with what’s accepted 
or popular in our society? Why or why not? 

OTHER IDEAS
• Even in the midst of uncertainty, Mary praised God. 

Lead a group prayer time inviting each person to 
pray by finishing this sentence: I praise you, God, 
because______. Allow group members to pray as 
many times as they’d like, listing additional reasons.

• Read Luke 1:39–56 and discuss: How does Mary’s 
example challenge you how you respond to difficulties?

Ask group members to 
read each day’s reading, 
then choose from these 
questions and activities 
to supplement what 
you’ve read during the 
week. To incorporate 
Scripture, choose from 
any of the passages used 
this week.

Families
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Select one or two  
of these experiences 

to do as a family 
during this second 

week of Advent.

GroupsIdeas forIdeas for

BROUGHT TO YOU BY
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Pain and Joy
Mary said yes to God. God’s trust of her is deep enough 

not only to fill her with his heavy glory but also to 
draw her into the agony of Incarnation, to share with her 
the inevitable clash of spirit with flesh, of infinite with 
finite. There was as much pain as there was promise in 
that moment when Mary became a mother-to-be. 

From the hour of Announcement on, dark pain lay 
ahead for Mary—friends’ incredulity, lack of understand-
ing, accusations of promiscuity and her son’s illegitimacy, 
to begin with. She also faced the possible loss of her 
betrothed, Joseph; until the angel reversed his direction 
through a dream, Joseph had resolved to break the con-
tract between them and leave Mary to carry and bear her 
baby alone. After she had returned from Elizabeth to her 
own village, Mary experienced the weariness of months 
of pregnancy—an unsensational hardship, culminating in 
the long, southward journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem. 

She and Joseph were poor, and even if they had a 
donkey to ride, a blanket on the back of an ass is no easy 
seat for a woman nine months pregnant, her body cold and 
stiff from sitting on the plodding animal for hours at a time. 
Bethlehem, in turn, seemed so harsh and unwelcoming 
in the winter night. Perhaps her first uneasy cramping of 

She wrapped him in cloths 
and placed him in a manger, 
because there was no guest 
room available to them. 
Luke 2:7

labor had begun, and the panic of helplessness as the busy 
innkeeper turned them away.

From the way Luke 2:4–7 is written, there is no 
indication that the baby born so infelicitously to Mary 
is anything unusual—just another out-of-wedlock child 
born to a teenager on the road. It is the shepherds who 
receive the birth announcement who see and identify this 
newborn as someone unique. That red, squashed, baby 
face is the brightest thing a manger has ever contained.

Reading and meditating about Mary, I am reminded 
of the juxtaposition of opposites that recur in the Bible. 
The pain of childbirth joined with the exhilaration of 
having produced the manchild who was God. The pain of 
place—an animal shelter, humble and primitive—coupled 
with, the glory of the shepherds’ numinous experience: 
an affirmation of the miraculous. Joy and pain must have 
struggled for supremacy in Mary’s emotions as she tried, 
in her soul’s privacy, to put it all together, to weigh each 
event and wait for its meaning to come clear. 

Luci Shaw is the author of eleven volumes of poetry and 
several books non-fiction prose books, including Thumbprint 
in the Clay.

R E F L E C T  
Reread Luke 2:4–7. 
Focus on Mary’s 
perspective: What 
do you imagine  
she felt, thought,  
or wondered?
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19 Downward 
Mobility
T here are so many things that compel me about Jesus, 

but one of them is what I call “the story of downward 
mobility.” It completely contradicts the movement of upward 
mobility that is pervasive in our culture. We want to upgrade 
everything at every opportunity: We want the bestest, the 
fastest, the slickest, the coolest, the newest, the largest, the 
most horsepowerest, and the list goes on. Upward mobility 
never stops, because we go through this cycle constantly.

The Incarnation is the story of how Jesus humbled 
himself and chose not to exercise his divine rights, instead 
choosing to take on flesh and bone and assume full humanity—
being fully God but also fully man. Born in a manger to simple 
commoners, Jesus assumed a simple lifestyle as a carpenter. 
Throughout his life, he owned nothing but the things he could 
take with him. His life is the mind-boggling, heart-compelling, 
countercultural story of downward mobility. 

This is a lesson and a story we all have to get behind. This 
is the Jesus we have to get behind—the Jesus of downward 
mobility. He is not the Jesus of bling-bling, the Jesus of total 
prosperity theology, a Jesus of exclusivity and elitism, a 
Jesus of health and wealth, or the Jesus of “send forty-nine 
dollars and we’ll mail you this special anointed cloth for your 
personal miracle.” 

Contentment does not come from our upward mobility. 
Our contentment comes from a life of gratitude and generos-
ity. Our contentment comes in living in the truth that Jesus 
emptied himself and invites us to live in countercultural 
obedience to him. 

Eugene Cho is lead pastor of Quest Church in Seattle, founder 
of One Day’s Wages, and the author of Overrated.

Being in 
very nature 

God . . . he 
made himself 

nothing.
Philippians 2:6–7

R E F L E C T 
Contemplate 

Philippians 2:5–11. 
How does Jesus’ 

“downward mobility” 
challenge your 

own dreams and 
ambitions?

© 2014 Eugene Cho. Overrated: Are We More in Love 
with the Idea of Changing the World Than Actually 
Changing the World? is published by David C Cook. 
All rights reserved, used by permission.

Our Humble 
Savior
Innumerable Christmas devotionals point out the hum-

ble circumstances of Jesus’ birth—among shepherds, 
in a crude stable, with a feed trough for a bassinet. When 
Jesus himself tried to summarize why people should take 
up the yoke of following him, he said it was because he was 
meek and humble (Matt. 11:29). Seldom, however, do we 
explore the full implications of how Jesus’ radical humility 
shapes the way we live our lives every day.

Humility is crucial for Christians. We can only receive 
Christ through meekness and humility (Matt. 5:3, 5; 18:3–4). 
Jesus humbled himself and was exalted by God (Phil. 
2:8–9); therefore joy and power through humility is the very 
dynamic of the Christian life (Luke 14:11; 18:14; 1 Pet. 5:5). 

The teaching seems simple and obvious. The problem 
is that it takes great humility to understand humility. Chris-
tian humility is not thinking less of yourself; it is thinking of 
yourself less, as C. S. Lewis so memorably said. It is to be no 
longer always noticing yourself and how you are doing and 
how you are being treated. It is “blessed self-forgetfulness.”

Humility is only achieved as a byproduct of under-
standing, believing, and marveling in the gospel of grace. 
In the gospel, we have a confidence not based in our per-
formance but in the love of God in Christ (Rom. 3:22-24). 
This frees us from having to always be looking at ourselves. 
Our sin was so great, nothing less than the death of Jesus 
could save us. He had to die for us. But his love for us was 
so great, Jesus was glad to die for us. 

Timothy Keller is founder and pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian 
Church in Manhattan and author of several books, including 
Prayer: Experiencing Awe and Intimacy with God. 

Take my yoke 
upon you and 
learn from me, 
for I am gentle 
and humble  
in heart.
Matthew 11:29

R E F L E C T 
Contemplate 
Matthew 11:29 
together with 
Philippians 2:5–11. 
How do you desire 
to learn from  
Jesus’ humility?
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Let the just rejoice,

for their Justifier is born.

Let the sick and infirm rejoice,

For their Savior is born.

Let the captives rejoice,

For their Redeemer is born.

Let slaves rejoice,

for their Master is born.

Let free men rejoice,

For their Liberator is born.

Let All Christians rejoice,

For Jesus Christ is born.

Public Domain
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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.  

Of the greatness of his government  

and peace there will be no end. He will 

reign on David’s throne and over his 

kingdom, establishing and upholding it 

with justice and righteousness from that 

time on and forever.

Isaiah 9:6–7

T he four weeks of Advent all lead up to this: Christmas 
Day. Today we shift from a focus on waiting to truly 

celebrating the birth of Jesus. Mark this day by taking 
time, individually or as a family, to praise God using this 
“Nativity Prayer” attributed to Augustine of Hippo.




