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Today in the town of David a Savior has been  
born to you; he is the Messiah, the Lord.

LUKE 2:11

A D V E N T  W E E K  F O U R

The promised Messiah—
the light illuminating our 
darkness—was born! God 

made flesh, he dwelt among 
us. This week, celebrate the 
birth of the Savior who will 

one day come again.
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M y favorite thing to do on a day 
off is to take a long walk out in 
the woods. I love to go where 

it’s quiet enough to hear the bird songs. 
Under a canopy of trees, I can more 
easily feel the presence of God.

Back in family life, faith feels less 
monastic and serene. I get frustrated 
and short-fused with my family when 
circumstances are stressful. For better 
and worse, growth in faith and maturity 
does not only happen in the woods.  

First Thessalonians 3 describes the 
longing of friendship and the longing 
for Jesus’ return. There is mutual 
encouragement and struggle, too. 
Paul encourages his friends, “May he 
strengthen your hearts so that you will 
be blameless and holy . . . when our Lord 
Jesus comes” (v. 13).

Our hope for Jesus’ return is hum-
ming in the background of all of life. 
In the ache of waiting, it’s sometimes 
easier to stay busy with all the things 
that seem more important. We may 
distract ourselves from waiting for Jesus 

 by superficially placing our hope in the 
approval of others or in our work per-
formance. But when we deny our deep 
longings and look elsewhere for fulfill-
ment, we are perpetually disappointed. 

There’s freedom when we allow 
ourselves to feel our need for his return. 
And there’s freedom in admitting that 
we are actually not able to love one other 
blamelessly or live holy lives apart from 
his grace. Only as we look to Jesus, the 
Source of love and generosity, we can 
just be ourselves. We can love as we have 
been loved. (1 John 4:19).

Advent is an invitation to make space 
for rest and relationship. Whether it’s in 
the solitude of a walk in the woods or in the 
noise of family life, God provides the grace 
to love and be loved as we wait for him.

–Sandra McCracken

Reflect on 1 Thessalonians 3:6–13. 

How is God increasing your love and 

strengthening your heart as you grow 

in holiness, awaiting Christ’s return?

I recently spent the afternoon at the 
DMV. Draw a number. Wait in line. 
Then, go stand in another line to fill 

out a form. Go back to the start and wait 
some more.

After traversing several lines, the 
woman at the counter told me flatly 
that they’d call my name when they 
were ready. “Any estimate of how long 
it might be?” I asked. She explained 
slowly, “They push the red button. They 
call a name. You just have to wait.” So, 
I sat in a tiny chair between the other 
people in tiny chairs. 

Waiting is hardest when there’s no 
telling how long it might take. Waiting 
for DMV paperwork is small stuff, no 
doubt. But we are also waiting for the 
fulfillment of our hope—for Jesus to 
return. Open-ended waiting is hard.  

As we await Christ’s return, we are 
also reminded that “with the Lord a day 
is like a thousand years, and a thousand 
years are like a day” (2 Pet. 3:8). As we 
come to know him more, we become 
more like him. God alone can increase 

our capacity for patience, even as our 
longing for his return deepens. “Estab-
lish your heart,” James tells us. “Be 
patient, therefore, brothers, until the 
coming of the Lord” (5:7, ESV). 

God hasn’t asked us to take a num-
ber. He doesn’t push a red button and 
call a name. His patience is not slow as 
the DMV is slow. “The Lord is not slow 
to fulfill his promise as some count 
slowness, but is patient toward you” (2 
Pet. 3:9, ESV). God’s patience is inten-
tional and measured for good.

We can establish our hearts in God’s 
presence even when it feels like we’re 
stuck in a waiting room chair. We can trust 
him in his patience. He’s got this under 
control, and he is with us while we wait. 

–Sandra McCracken

Ponder James 5:7–10 and 2 Peter 

3:8–15. How would you describe God’s 

patience? How do patience and longing 

interact in your own spiritual life as you 

await Christ’s return?

May he strengthen your hearts so that you will be 
blameless and holy in the presence of our God and 

Father when our Lord Jesus comes.

1  THESSALONIANS 3:13

Be patient. Establish your hearts,  
for the coming of the Lord is at hand.

JAMES 5:8,  ESV

7
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Freed to LoveEstablish Your Heart6
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he appears again, he will bring shalom 
to all things, righting all wrongs. 

As I contemplate the peace of 
Christ, I am reminded of a precious 
bit of wisdom from Seraphim of Sarov, 
an 18th-century Russian saint in the 
Orthodox church: “Acquire the Spirit 
of peace and thousands around you will 
be saved.” Jesus is working peace into 
us which then flows out of us and into 
the lives of others and all of creation. 
Yet we must be open to receiving it. We 
must do our part by seeking the Holy 
Spirit of peace and praying for peace 
so that we might acquire it. As we pray, 
seek, and trust, we can be confident God 
will gradually grant us the good gift of 
peace. As we allow God to put to death 
the violence within, peace can reign.

As Saint Seraphim knew, we acquire 
the peace of Christ as the Spirit bears 
fruit in our lives. As we do, we can trust 
our peace will affect others, institu-
tions, and creation for generations—
thousands until Jesus the Messiah, the 
Prince of Peace, permanently ushers it 
in at the Second Advent.

–Marlena Graves

Meditate on Isaiah 9:2–7. Consider: 

How has Christ brought light and 

peace to the world? How is God 

bringing peace and light to you and 

through you to others?

O ne of the texts we regularly 
hear during the Advent season 
is Isaiah 9:6–7: “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.” This proph-
ecy speaks poignantly about the nature 
and character of Jesus the Messiah. 
However, given the current state of our 
world, we might be tempted toward dis-
belief about this prophecy—not disbelief 
about Jesus being the “Prince of Peace,” 
mind you, but disbelief over whether 
there really is any sort of peace on earth 
or goodwill toward humankind as was 
proclaimed in the first Advent announce-
ment to the shepherds (Luke 2:14). 

And yet, as Jesus lived and loved 
among the disciples, he worked peace 
into their lives through the Holy 
Spirit. Even after Jesus ascended into 
heaven, their profound experience of 
Jesus the Messiah as the “Wonderful 
Counselor,” “Mighty God,” “Prince 
of Peace” and son of the “Everlasting 
Father” propelled them to resolutely 
face crucifixion, beheading, and all 
sorts of torture. Nothing compared to 
the glory of knowing Jesus. Nothing. 
Knowing Jesus the Messiah was more 
important than their very lives.

Today, Jesus continues to act in the 
world and in us. He tells us he is making 
all things new (Rev. 21:5). One day, when 

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.

ISAIAH 9:6–7

Peace Is Possible15
D E C
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The word of God came to John son of Zechariah. . . . As it  
is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet:  

“A voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the  
way for the Lord, make straight paths for him.’ ”

LUKE 3:2,  4

The Word of God Came16
D E C

I f we were to create a list of import-
ant first-century figures, most 
would highlight biblical charac-

ters. We might begin with Jesus, before 
making our way to the Twelve, Paul, and 
Mary. Had we been alive at the time, 
however, the list would have been quite 
different. It would have been similar to 
the names in Luke 3 that serve as the 
backdrop to John the Baptist’s ministry: 
Tiberius Caesar, the second emperor 
of Rome; Pontius Pilate, a middling 
man who seems to have come from a 
family of Roman politicians; Herod and 
Philip, brothers in a ruling family that 
held sway over Judea; and finally Annas 
and Caiaphas, members of a family that 
kept a tight grip on the high priesthood 
for a generation. These are the seem-
ingly important people with political, 
religious, and military power to shape 
first-century life. 

Luke lists them, perhaps, to dismiss 
such notions. When God acted to save 
his people, he did not turn to Tiberius 
or Annas or Herod to accomplish his 
purposes. Instead, “the word of God 
came to John son of Zechariah” (v. 2). 
God had chosen the son of a lowly but 
faithful priest and his previously barren 
wife to spread God’s message. 

God is not limited by our percep-
tions of power to accomplish his pur-
poses. He can use whomever he chooses 
to accomplish his will. Therefore, our 

hope is never limited to what we think 
is possible. It is often precisely when all 
options seem to be exhausted that God 
reveals himself as the one mighty to 
save. This is exactly why Isaiah 40 serves 
as framework for John’s ministry. Isaiah 
40:1–11 declared God’s action to end 
Israel’s exile and estrangement from 
God. It opens with the words “Comfort, 
comfort my people.” They could be com-
forted because God was on the way, and 
their sin would be paid for (v. 2). 

In the same way, John the Baptist 
declared that Israel’s—and the world’s—
comfort arose from the truth that Jesus, 
the Son of God and Messiah, had come 
to save the world from its sins and usher 
in the kingdom. Further, there was only 
one thing for people to do: Repent of 
their sins and prepare their hearts for 
the advent of God. As it was then, it is 
now. We who have seen him come once 
are reminded of the continual need to 
repent and prepare our hearts for the 
Second Advent of our king who will 
come to judge and to save.

–Esau McCaulley

Read Luke 3:1–6 as well as Isaiah 40:1–

11. What’s your reaction to Luke setting 

John the Baptist’s ministry against this 

backdrop of powerful leaders? How 

does Isaiah’s prophecy enrich your 

understanding of John’s ministry?
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