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Of all the seasons, Advent probably feels the most familiar. Many people, regardless of 
faith, have used an Advent calendar—the ones with little windows to help you count 
down the days until Christmas. Yet, even though Advent is certainly about anticipating 
the coming of the Messiah, we don’t seem to be very good at it, and what we generally call 
“Advent” looks pretty different than what the Church historically has called “Advent.”

Formed from a Latin word meaning “coming” or “arrival,” Advent is the traditional 
celebration of the first advent of Jesus in humility and the anxious awaiting of His second 
advent in glory. The season is a time for remembering and rejoicing, watching and 
waiting. In American Christianity, we’ve got that first part down. As soon as Thanksgiving 
is over (and sometimes even before), we start putting up the tree and listening to our 
favorite Christmas songs. There’s nothing wrong with doing these things, of course, but 
the whole point of Advent is to spend several weeks—four weeks, to be exact—preparing 
for Christmas instead of celebrating Christmas. It’s about stepping into the shoes of the 
Israelites, longing and crying out for the Messiah to come. It’s about reflecting on our 
sin and shortcomings and our need for a Savior. It’s about looking around at our broken 
world and hoping for the second coming of Jesus. And, once we get to Christmas Day, 
the celebration of Jesus’ birth becomes that much more spectacular and meaningful. 

As we remember and enter this story, the coming of Jesus Christ, we deconstruct and 
deny the false stories that we find ourselves caught up in, especially those connected 
to our culture’s concept of Christmas—individualism and consumerism. Instead, we 
reconstruct and embrace the true story of the gospel in our lives, specifically the focuses 
and themes of Advent. We recognize the weight of sin personally, corporately and 
cosmically and why we need Jesus Christ, Immanuel, to dwell among us, restoring and 
reconciling creation back to the Father by the Spirit. Celebrating the Son of God coming 
as a gift, not to be served but to serve, we respond out of praise and gratitude, using this 
season to serve and to give to others. 

INTRODUCTION
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The Advent season begins on the fourth Sunday before Christmas and continues up 
to Christmas Day, or Christmas Eve in some contexts. There are a variety of ways to 
celebrate the season, depending on tradition and background. Many people use an 
Advent calendar, typically made up of 24 “windows” containing Scriptures, stories, 
poems or gifts, to count down the days until Christmas. As each window is opened and 
the final day draws closer, our expectation increases. This reminds us of the hopeful 
yet anxious waiting God’s people experienced as they longed for the promised Savior 
to come. 

Another popular tradition is marking the progression of the season through an Advent 
wreath made up of five candles. This symbol is borrowed from the emphasis throughout 
Scripture of Jesus Christ being the Light of the World (Matt. 4:16; John 1:4-9; 8:12). Each 
week, a new candle is lit in anticipation of Christmas Eve. The last candle, called the 
Christ Candle, is lit on Christmas Eve to represent Jesus’ first advent. Through this 
theme of ever-increasing light penetrating the darkness, we see a picture of the gospel. 

Regardless of the tradition, Advent is a significant time in the life of the Church. It’s an 
opportunity for believers to remember God’s promise to send One who  would overcome 
sin and death forever. God promised a Savior, and He kept that promise perfectly.

Posture: yearning, expectant, hopeful, celebratory 

Colors: blue, gold, white 

Symbols: wreath, candles, trees 

Flowers and Greenery: red and white poinsettias, evergreens, holly  

HISTORY & TRADITIONS
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READING PL AN

Sunday: Amos 1-3; Psalm 1-2; Mark 1-3
Monday: Amos 4-6; Psalm 3; Mark 1-3
Tuesday: Amos 5-6; Psalm 4; Mark 4-6
Wednesday: Amos 7-9; Psalm 5:1-4; Mark 4-6
Thursday: Jeremiah 1; Psalm 5:5-12; Mark 4-6
Friday: Jeremiah 2-4:4; Psalm 6; Mark 7-9
Saturday: Reflect and catch up

PASSAGE:  ISAIAH 2:2- 5

It shall come to pass in the latter days 
     that the mountain of the house of the LORD 
shall be established as the highest of the mountains, 
     and shall be lifted up above the hills; 
and all the nations shall flow to it, 
     and many peoples shall come, and say: 
“Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, 
      to the house of the God of Jacob, 
that he may teach us his ways 
     and that we may walk in his paths.” 
For out of Zion shall go forth the law, 
     and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. 
He shall judge between the nations, 
     and shall decide disputes for many peoples; 
and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, 
     and their spears into pruning hooks; 
nation shall not lift up sword against nation, 
     neither shall they learn war anymore. 

O house of Jacob, 
     come, let us walk 
     in the light of the LORD.

WEEK 1
D E C E M B E R  2  –  8
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DEVOTIONAL 

The brokenness of our world is inescapable. Watching a newscast or quickly scrolling 
through your social media timeline reveals atrocity upon atrocity. Whether it’s acts of 
terror or nations warring or genocide or injustice or senseless acts of murder, we remain 
a people bombarded with this reality: Things are not as they should be.

The season of Advent breaks into our broken world and reorients our hearts around a 
better reality—the present darkness which shrouds creation has been defeated in Jesus 
Christ and will one day be fully realized. Advent is a turning away from despair and 
toward hope.

The prophet Isaiah heralded this hope to Israel, and like him we can look ahead in hope 
when the instruments of war, destruction and death of our day are hammered into 
plowshares and pruning hooks. The Light of the World shines into the darkness. Let us 
join with the prophet Isaiah in his exhortation, “O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in 
the light of the LORD.”

REFLECTION

Think of an event in your life where you waited with a longing expectation. What were 
you waiting for? How did you feel in the waiting? What was it like when the event finally 
happened?

What are some evidences of the brokenness of this world that you’ve seen this week? 
How does the return of Christ help reframe the way you see them?

Think about someone you know who might be feeling overcome by darkness. What are 
some ways you can point them to the hope of Christ’s advent this week? 

SONG:  “O COME,  O  COME,  EMMANUEL” 

O come, O come, Emmanuel
And ransom captive Israel
That mourns in lonely exile here
Until the Son of God appear
Rejoice, rejoice, Emmanuel
Shall come to thee, oh Israel
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O come, Thou Dayspring, come and cheer
Our spirits by Thine advent here
Disperse the gloomy clouds of night
And death’s dark shadows put to flight
Rejoice, rejoice, Emmanuel
Shall come to thee, oh Israel
Rejoice, rejoice, Emmanuel
Shall come to thee, oh Israel

O come, desire of nations bind
In one the hearts of all mankind
Bid thou our sad divisions cease
And be Thyself our King of Peace
Rejoice, rejoice, Emmanuel
Shall come to thee, oh Israel
Rejoice, rejoice, Emmanuel
Shall come to thee, oh Israel

PRAYER

Almighty God, give us grace to cast away the works of darkness, and put on the armor of 
light, now in the time of this mortal life in which your Son, Jesus Christ, came to visit us 
in great humility; that in the last day, when he shall come again in his glorious majesty 
to judge both the living and the dead, we may rise to the life immortal; through him who 
lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen.

–The Book of Common Prayer
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READING PL AN

Sunday: Jeremiah 4:5-5:13; Psalm 6; Mark 7-9
Monday: Jeremiah 5:14-6:30; Psalm 7:1-7; Mark 7-9
Tuesday: Jeremiah 7:1-29; Psalm 7:8-17; Mark 10-12
Wednesday: Jeremiah 7:30-9:26; Psalm 8; Mark 10-12
Thursday: Jeremiah 10; Psalm 9:1-7; Mark 10-12
Friday: Jeremiah 11-12; Psalm 9:8-20; Mark 13-14
Saturday: Reflect and catch up

PASSAGE:  MARK 13:32-37

“But concerning that day or that hour, no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor 
the Son, but only the Father. Be on guard, keep awake. For you do not know when the 
time will come. It is like a man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his 
servants in charge, each with his work, and commands the doorkeeper to stay awake. 
Therefore stay awake—for you do not know when the master of the house will come, in 
the evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or in the morning—lest he come 
suddenly and find you asleep. And what I say to you I say to all: Stay awake.”
 

DEVOTIONAL 

It happens every year—what we expect to be a slower-paced summer whirs by, and 
before we know it, it’s Labor Day weekend. Autumn comes and goes faster than a 
withered leaf falling to the ground from a lofty branch. Fireworks give way to football, 
then pumpkins to pilgrims. Now, it’s all we can do to finish our Christmas shopping and 
get our yuletide greetings in the mail before the “guaranteed delivery by Christmas” 
date. And the reality is, if left unchecked, we’ll be right here again this time next year 
wondering, “Where did the time go?”

The Advent season calls us out of our slumber. It bursts into our passive experience 
of time and calls us to “stay awake.” Jesus’ words from Mark 13:32-37 are a stunning 
reminder that Jesus is coming again. Our Master has departed on a journey, but He’s 

WEEK 2
D E C E M B E R  9  –  1 5
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left us with work to do while He’s away. And the work we’re called into cannot be put 
off until later because Jesus’ second advent will come at a day and hour that only the 
Father knows.

It’s so easy to get lulled into slumber by the turning of time, buzzing by at what seems 
to be an ever-increasing pace. But this sleepy apathy toward time’s passing is not the 
life we’ve been called to live. Advent reminds us that we are a commissioned people, 
granted a stewardship of the gospel message. We have the privilege of heralding this 
message day by day, season by season, year by year, eagerly anticipating the return of 
Christ. Our Master is away, but He’s coming again. May we be a people about His work, 
hastening His return.

REFLECTION

Think about the past year. What seasons did you experience? Were they slow or fast-
paced? What did you learn about God through them? About yourself?

How does the immanence of Christ’s return impact how you view what you’re doing in 
the here and now? How does the way you structure your life reflect a belief that Jesus 
really is coming back? 

Jesus calls His disciples to “be on guard” and “stay awake.” Is there a conversation with a 
friend or loved one about the gospel that you’ve been putting off? What steps could you 
take to make that conversation happen this week?

SONG:  “COME,  THOU LONG EXPECTED JESUS” 

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
Israel’s strength and consolation
Hope of all the earth Thou art
Dear desire of every nation
Joy of every longing heart

Born Thy people to deliver
Born a child and yet a King
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Born to reign in us forever
Now Thy gracious kingdom bring
By Thine own eternal spirit
Rule in all our hearts alone
By Thine all sufficient merit
Raise us to Thy glorious throne

PRAYER

O SON OF GOD AND SON OF MAN,

Thou wast incarnate, didst suffer, rise, ascend
     for my sake;
Thy departure was not a token of separation
     but a pledge of return;
Thy Word, promises, sacraments, show thy death
     until thou come again.
That day is no horror to me,
     for thy death has redeemed me,
     thy Spirit fills me,
     thy love animates me,
     thy Word governs me.
I have trusted thee and thou hast not betrayed
     my trust;
     waited for thee, and not waited in vain.
Thou wilt come to raise my body from the dust,
     and re-unite it to my soul,
     by a wonderful work of infinite power and love,
     greater than that which bounds the oceans’ waters,
     ebbs and flows the tides,
     keeps the stars in their courses,
     and gives life to all creatures.
This corruptible shall put on incorruption,
     this mortal, immortality,
     this natural body, a spiritual body,
     this dishonoured body, a glorious body,
     this weak body, a body of power.
I triumph now in thy promises as I shall do 
     in their performance,
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     for the head cannot live if the members are dead;
Beyond the grave is resurrection, judgment,
     acquittal, dominion.
Every event and circumstance of my life will be
     dealt with —
     the sins of my youth, my secret sins,
     the sins of abusing thee, of disobeying thy Word,
     the sins of neglecting ministers’ admonitions,
     the sins of violating my conscience —
     all will be judged;
And after judgment, peace and rest, life and service,
     employment and enjoyment, for thine elect.
O God, keep me in this faith,
     and ever looking for Christ’s return.

–“The Second Coming,” from The Valley of Vision
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READING PL AN

Sunday: Jeremiah 13; Psalm 10:1-8; Mark 13-14
Monday: Jeremiah 14-15; Psalm 10:9-18; Mark 13-14
Tuesday: Jeremiah 16-18; Psalm 11; Mark 15-16
Wednesday: Jeremiah 19-20; Psalm 12; Mark 15-16
Thursday: Jeremiah 21-22; Psalm 13; Mark 15-16
Friday: Jeremiah 23; Psalm 14; 1 Thessalonians 1-3
Saturday: Reflect and catch up

PASSAGE:  LUKE 1 :26 -38

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of Galilee named 
Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. 
And the virgin’s name was Mary. And he came to her and said, “Greetings, O favored one, 
the Lord is with you!” But she was greatly troubled at the saying, and tried to discern 
what sort of greeting this might be. And the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for 
you have found favor with God. And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a 
son, and you shall call his name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the 
Most High. And the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will 
reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.”
 
And Mary said to the angel, “How will this be, since I am a virgin?” 

And the angel answered her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of 
the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy—
the Son of God. And behold, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived 
a son, and this is the sixth month with her who was called barren. For nothing will be 
impossible with God.” And Mary said, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to 
me according to your word.” And the angel departed from her.

WEEK 3
D E C E M B E R  1 6  –  2 2
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DEVOTIONAL

As incomprehensible as an angelic visitation and pronouncement that she would carry 
the Son of God in her womb were for Mary, that event was just the beginning. The angel 
left, and the reality of the news began to settle in. The incredible promise spoken by 
Gabriel faded into the reality of being a young, not-yet-married woman who had to 
answer to her future husband, her family and all those she encountered about the 
nature of her pregnancy. 

Luke tells us that Mary stayed with Elizabeth for three months, but we aren’t told 
much else about what her pregnancy was like. As with any pregnancy, there were likely 
difficult days, happy days and all kinds of days in between. Regardless, her pregnancy 
must have been marked by a sense of expectancy. Not just because she was anticipating 
the arrival of the Son of God, but because she was…expecting. 

We are between the two advents of Christ, and we can relate to the expectancy Mary 
must have felt. Mary received the good news that she would be carrying in her womb 
the King who would sit on David’s throne. Those who put their faith in Christ, too, 
have received the good news that a King has come. Now, we wait longingly, through 
sometimes difficult and trying circumstances, for the return of the Son of God to fully 
establish His kingdom on earth.

REFLECTION

Think of a time when you or someone close to you was pregnant. How did a sense of 
expectancy mark the pregnancy? Did attitudes and expectations change throughout? 
How does this inform the way you think about expecting Christ’s return?

When Mary was approached by Gabriel with the news of her child, she exhibited an 
incredible openness to God. In what areas might God be calling you to a deeper faith 
and openness toward His will?

Is there a brother or sister in Christ around you that is struggling to believe that God 
will fulfill all He has promised? How can you minister to them in light of the hope of 
Jesus’ return?
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SONG:  “LIFT UP YOUR  HEADS,  O  YE GATES”  FROM HANDEL’S  MESSIAH

Lift up your heads, O ye gates
And be ye lift up, ye everlasting doors
And the King of Glory shall come in
Who is this King of Glory?
The Lord strong and mighty, the Lord mighty in battle
Lift up your heads, O ye gates
And be lift up, ye everlasting doors
And the King of Glory shall come in
Who is this King of Glory?
The Lord of Hosts, He is the King of Glory

PRAYER

Lord, Blessed Trinity, to You alone be the glory this day.
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, thank You.
I thank You for the grace and mercy of Your wondrous salvation.
I have done nothing to deserve such a tremendous gift.
Even calling salvation a “tremendous gift” does not encompass
The fullness of its beauty and wonder.

God, You have sent Jesus, Your only beloved Son,
To die on the cross and rise three days later
To obtain the salvation that may only be found in Him.
All who receive Jesus, You have given the right
To become Your children, O mighty God.
You have saved me.
Thank You, Lord.

But how easily I forget this salvation in my current daily life.
How easily I take it for granted and stop at its face value.
But Spirit, You have been, and continue to be,
Faithful in helping me to see more of this wondrous salvation.
You are saving me.
Thank You, Lord.

Yet this salvation is also my future guarantee.
What I experience right now in part, I will experience later in full.
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This salvation gives me a living, breathing, active hope
That is certain as it moves me forward to the life that is to come.
You will save me.
Thank You, Lord.

–Book of Prayers (Vol. 2), from The Village Church
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READING PL AN

Sunday: Jeremiah 24-26; Psalm 15; 1 Thessalonians 1-3
Monday (Christmas Eve): Jeremiah 27-28; Psalm 16; 1 Thessalonians 1-3
Tuesday: Jeremiah 29; Psalm 17:1-5; 1 Thessalonians 4-5
Wednesday: Jeremiah 30-31; Psalm 17:6-15; 1 Thessalonians 4-5
Thursday: Jeremiah 32; Psalm 18:1-6; 1 Thessalonians 4-5
Friday: Jeremiah 33; Psalm 18:7-13; 2 Thessalonians 1-3
Saturday: Reflect and catch up

PASSAGE:  ISAIAH 9:2-7

The people who walked in darkness 
     have seen a great light; 
those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness, 
     on them has light shone. 
You have multiplied the nation; 
     you have increased its joy; 
they rejoice before you 
     as with joy at the harvest, 
     as they are glad when they divide the spoil. 
For the yoke of his burden, 
     and the staff for his shoulder, 
     the rod of his oppressor, 
     you have broken as on the day of Midian. 
For every boot of the tramping warrior in battle tumult 
     and every garment rolled in blood 
     will be burned as fuel for the fire. 
For to us a child is born, 
     to us a son is given; 
and the government shall be upon his shoulder, 
     and his name shall be called 
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 
     Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

WEEK 4
D E C E M B E R  2 3  –  2 9
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Of the increase of his government and of peace 
     there will be no end, 
on the throne of David and over his kingdom, 
     to establish it and to uphold it 
with justice and with righteousness 
     from this time forth and forevermore. 
The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this.

DEVOTIONAL 

There’s a feeling common to most of us; it usually comes on in late afternoon or early evening 
Christmas Day. After all the presents have been opened and most of the food has been eaten 
(at least the first round of it), you look around at the remnants of Christmas morning and a 
sense of sadness begins to creep in. All the buildup over the last month (or half of the year for 
your favorite craft store)—the decorations, the music, the parties, the shopping—has led to 
this moment, and now it’s over. Christmas melodies fade into post-Christmas melancholy. 

It’s because there is more. We’re conditioned to think that Christmas is an end in and of 
itself—that the gifts and the lights are the real stuff. And so, when the day has passed, we’re 
left with 365 days to wait until we do it all over again. But here’s the truth—Christmas does 
not signify an end, but a beginning. As Jesus begins His earthly ministry in Mark’s Gospel, 
He proclaims, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe 
in the gospel.” The good news is that Jesus has come to reign as our King and is coming again 
soon to fully realize His kingship.

REFLECTION

What was Christmas typically like when you were growing up? What event signaled the 
end of Christmas for you? How did you feel as the season came to a close?

What are some practical ways you can continue to live in the joy of the Savior’s reign, even 
after the Christmas activities are all finished?

Isaiah reminds us that Jesus is the Prince of Peace and of His government and peace 
there will be no end. Where might God be leading you to be a messenger of His peace this 
season? What steps can you take this week to speak words of Jesus’ peace?
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SONG:  “JOY TO THE WORLD” 

Joy to the world, the Lord is come
Let earth receive her King
Let every heart prepare Him room
And heav’n and nature sing
And heav’n and nature sing
And heav’n and heav’n and nature sing

Joy to the world, the Savior reigns
Let men their songs employ
While fields and floods, rocks, hills and plains
Repeat the sounding joy
Repeat the sounding joy
Repeat, repeat the sounding joy

He rules the world with truth and grace
And makes the nations prove
The glories of His righteousness
And wonders of His love
And wonders of His love
And wonders, wonders of His love

PRAYER

Dear Heavenly Father, we sing with great enthusiasm, “Joy to the world, the Lord has 
come, let earth receive her King.” Yet as we review the true desires of our hearts we would 
confess that we are more prone to seek the gifts and benefits that Christ can grant than 
actually receive him deep within our lives. There are times when we are frightened by 
what might happen if we truly took Jesus seriously and resolved to invite him into all the 
diverse dimensions of our lives. Lord, have mercy upon us and cleanse us. Forgive the 
distorted images we hold of Christ which prevent us from living with him with the same 
trust and obedience as Joseph and Mary. Renew your sustaining Spirit within us that we 
might truly know and live in your joy through Jesus’ redeeming name. Amen!

–The Services of the Christian Year (Vol. 5) by Robert Webber
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Advent is a season of celebrating the truth that God kept His promise to send a Savior 
to rescue us from sin. That Savior is Jesus! The Son of God, the King of heaven, left 
His perfect home to be born as a baby on earth. He became fragile and helpless. He 
was born in a stable among dirty animals. But on that night, everything changed. God’s 
plan to save sinners was coming true! As we celebrate Advent with our families, we get 
to remember how God made a way, through this baby that was born in Bethlehem, for 
sinners to be reconciled to God and adopted into His family. And we continue to wait, 
with eager anticipation, for Jesus to come again. 

SONGS

Jesus Came to Save Sinners
Away in a Manger
O Come, O Come, Emmanuel
God With Us

DECORATIONS

To help your family remember the birth narrative, place nativity sets in prominent 
places in your home. Consider how many of your Christmas decorations point to Jesus 
and how many don’t. What can you include in your decorations that remind you of 
Jesus’ birth? Easy and fun ideas include stars, angels and sheep. Stores like Hobby 
Lobby typically have lots of cheap, fun decorations for children that you can place in 
their rooms or bathrooms (like rubber duck nativity sets!). Write Scripture from the 
Advent stories you read on chalkboards, mirrors or banners in your home.

It’s also helpful to consider how you might build anticipation for Christmas Day, moving 
from darkness to light, through the decorations in your home. Maybe you can add lights 
to the tree or around the house as Christmas approaches. 

IDEAS FOR FAMILY DISCIPLESHIP



A D V E N T   33

FAMILY DISCIPLESHIP TIME 

The Birth of Jesus
The story of Jesus’ birth is one that many people know and tell. Even though it’s a 
familiar story, take time to read the account in Luke 2:1-7 of this miraculous moment 
in history with your family. If you have preschoolers, read the story “He’s Here” in The 
Jesus Storybook Bible (p. 176). If you have older children, reading the account directly 
from the Bible can be a sweet time to grow together as family. Help your kids find the 
story in their Bibles using the table of contents and the chapter and verse numbers.

After reading the account of Jesus’ birth, talk about where Jesus was born. Was He born 
in a hospital? Were there doctors and nurses there to help take care of Mary and baby 
Jesus? Was it warm and clean? Was it quiet and calm? Jesus is God. He left heaven to be 
born a helpless baby. This was part of God’s good plan to save sinners! Sing the first verse 
of “Away in a Manger” together as a family. Then make a list of how you think the stable 
and manger looked, smelled and felt. Praise God for being generous and humbling 
Himself to be born as a baby.

The Shepherds and Angels Share the Good News of Jesus
On the night Jesus was born, God began to share the good news of His birth. But He 
didn’t tell the leaders or important people. Instead, He told a group of shepherds whom 
no one really liked. Read about the shepherds and the angels in Luke 2:8-20 or in “The 
Light of the Whole World” from The Jesus Storybook Bible (p. 184). Who did God send to 
tell the shepherds the good news that Jesus had been born? What did the angels say? 
What did the shepherds do when they heard the good news? 

Spend time reenacting the story of the shepherds and angels together as a family. Use 
flashlights and sleeping bags to add to the fun. Sing songs together to celebrate the good 
news that Jesus came to save sinners and wants everyone to know His story.

Christmas Eve Service
Attend one of our Christmas Eve services together as a family. Make sure your child 
gets a candle and is able to see the screens so they can read along as we sing and read 
Scripture. After the service, ask your child what they thought about the service and if 
they have any questions.

Jesus Will Come Again
Jesus came to earth once to rescue us from sin. He was born as a baby and lived a perfect 
life. He died on the cross for our sin, but He did not stay dead. He rose from the grave! 
And before He went back to heaven, Jesus promised to return so we could be with God 
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forever. Read Luke 21:27-28 and “A Dream of Heaven” from The Jesus Storybook Bible     
(p. 342). When Jesus comes back, will He come as a baby again? Who will bow down and 
worship Him? Who and what will be defeated? Jesus is coming again! 

What do you think it will look like when Jesus returns? The Bible tells us He will come 
down out of the clouds. Make an art project of what you think the sky might look like. 
Pray and ask God to help you wait patiently and tell others about Jesus until He returns. 
Parents, pray for your child’s salvation out loud over them. 

FAMILY DISCIPLESHIP MOMENTS

Christmas Caroling
During Advent, you will hopefully either see Christmas carolers or get to go Christmas 
caroling yourselves. Many of the Christmas carols we sing and hear are about the birth 
of Jesus. Capture the moment to remind your children that one of the ways we celebrate 
the birth of Jesus is by sharing the good news with others that Jesus came to save sinners. 
We can share this good news in many ways, including singing, speaking, writing, art or 
in how we treat people. Encourage each other to share the good news of Jesus’ birth with 
another person this week. 

Hints and Clues
God gave His people many hints and clues about the birth of Jesus all through the Old 
Testament. God was helping His people wait for their Savior. At Christmastime, we have 
lots of opportunities to give hints and clues—about gifts, fun activities, food and more. 
Capture opportunities to give hints and clues to your family about things you will be 
doing this Advent season. Help build anticipation and joy. When those hints and clues 
are fulfilled, remind your family that God gave hints and clues about Jesus. And every 
hint, clue and promise He made came true! 

Sky Watching
During this Advent season, capture moments to watch the sky both during the day and 
night. At night, look at the stars. Imagine what it might look like with a big, new star in 
it, like the one God put in the sky the night Jesus was born. Or what it might look like 
filled with angels singing about how great God is. During the day, watch the clouds. 
Imagine what it might look like for Jesus to come down from the clouds to take those 
who love and trust Him to be with God forever. Praise God for using all of creation, like 
the sky, to remind us of His greatness.
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It’s the Friday after Thanksgiving, and we’re already full throttle into the holiday season. 
The lights are already up, Christmas music is playing, people are talking about gift ideas, 
and the commercials have started. It’s on. And some of us didn’t even have the decency 
to wait for Thanksgiving to be over before we coated every surface in tinsel and fake 
snow. The “Christmas season” seems to start a little earlier every year.

As a culture, we’re drawn to the whole holiday thing, and I’m no exception to that. 
I’m not full-on Clark Griswold, but we’ll decorate our house, put up a tree and hang 
stockings. The Chandlers love all the trappings of Christmas.

But despite all the decorations and parties, not everyone enjoys the season. People 
get the “Christmas blues,” finding the holidays to be a time when they’re particularly 
vulnerable to depression. And then there’s the “Christmas hangover.” It’s not the one 
caused by too much eggnog; it’s the one that hits after the presents are opened, the 
stockings are empty, and the meal is over. We find ourselves thinking, “That’s it?”

The Christmas blues and the Christmas hangover both happen when unbridled 
expectations slam into reality. They happen any time we build up an expectation 
for something that it can’t possibly meet. We have plenty of help building these 
expectations—radio, television, Pinterest and people’s perfectly filtered Instagram 
posts all feed our inflated idea of what the Christmas holiday can deliver. They paint the 
picture that our loneliness will be turned into joy and that the gift we want so badly will 
ultimately satisfy.

These expectations can’t possibly be met. Sometimes the holidays don’t bring families 
together. Or, they bring families together just to let a grenade go off among them. 
Sometimes you get everything you want, and still that nagging, empty feeling is there. 
Sometimes the season is terribly lonely because you have lost a loved one. Unbridled 
expectations slam into reality.

Separating Substance from Shadow
In Colossians 2:16-17, Paul says, “Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions 
of food and drink, or with regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath. These are a 
shadow of the things to come, but the substance belongs to Christ.” Paul is saying to the 
churches in Colossae that feasts and festivals are good, but they’re just a shadow of the 

SUBSTANCE OVER SHADOWS
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greater truth of Christ. They’re not the substance; He is. You can’t get your arms around 
a shadow. You can’t be comforted by a shadow. It takes the substance to do that.

This doesn’t mean that we are not allowed to enjoy the shadow. We don’t need to rail 
against stockings and lights. We just need to recognize that those things are a shadow. 
By all means, have fun with the shadow, but ultimately, go after the substance.

If we go through this holiday season and aren’t made more aware of Jesus, then we have 
failed our own hearts, we’ve failed our own families, and ultimately there’s nothing left 
except to be disappointed.

This is why, as a church, we take time each year to illuminate the substance of the 
Christmas season by observing Advent. Advent gives us the chance to press hard into 
the fact that God has made promises, God has kept those promises, and Christ has put 
on flesh and dwelt among us. We want to get our minds, our hearts and our arms around 
the substance, not at the expense of the shadow, but so that we learn to find our joy in 
what’s casting the shadow in the first place.

Change Your Focus
Set your heart and mind on the substance, not the shadow. By turning your attention 
onto the Word Made Flesh, you’ll be able to handle the weight of this season. By fixing 
our eyes on Jesus, the Author and Perfecter of our faith, all of a sudden the stress of the 
holidays lessens because our focus is where it should be.

You won’t go into the kind of debt that you normally do because you’ll realize      
everything you’re buying is of temporal significance. You won’t feel the pressure to 
buy affection from your kids because you’ll feel the weight of imparting to them what’s 
actually glorious.

You’ll begin to understand that our longing and our eager anticipation for Christmas 
morning is what we should feel—but do not feel—for Christ and His return. You’ll begin 
to get drawn into the substance that will never disappoint like the shadow does.

When we focus our hearts on the fulfilled expectation of Christ’s first coming and the 
glorious expectation of His second coming, the “Christmas blues” and the “Christmas 
hangover” begin to lose their power over us. This holiday season, ask the Holy Spirit to 
help you learn to keep your eyes fixed on Christ. By all means, put up the tree, play the 
carols, and eat the big meal. But don’t set your hope on those things. Enjoy the shadow, 
but find satisfaction in the substance.
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Scripture tells us that, as shepherds were watching their flock at night, an angel of the 
Lord came and told them of Christ’s birth. The stillness of the desert air and the calm of 
the darkness was interrupted by an angel of the Lord, fierce and mighty—God’s glory 
shining brightly. Surprised, terrified, in awe—the shepherds stared at the angel who 
said to them, “Fear not.”

You and I typically jump ahead to the next part of the story—that they made their way 
to see the baby boy. But stay a minute. Study this scene.

Think about that night—the sky opened up and the glory of the Lord shone around 
these shepherds. Their hearts trembled at the fierce angel who then said to them, “Fear 
not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. For 
unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.”

As if the presence of the one warrior angel was not enough to make the point for these 
shepherds, a multitude of hosts appeared and the night burned brightly with their 
praise: “Glory to God in the highest—and on earth peace among those with whom He 
is pleased!”

We see Mary and Joseph not too far away in the stable. Young Mary, trembling and 
preparing to give birth to the Hope of the ages, without midwife or doctor, let alone 
drugs to numb the imminent pain. She is held by her betrothed, Joseph, a man who 
months earlier was trying to arrange a quiet divorce. No doubt, he trembled then. But 
an angel of the Lord came to Joseph in the darkness and said, “Fear not.”

And so the Lord speaks to you and to me, saying, “Be not afraid, it is I.” Light has 
exposed the darkness of our own hearts and has overcome it by the cross. Our hearts 
indeed tremble now, not with fear at His appearing, but with gratitude because He has 
come to save us. In Him we have a Rescuer. Without Him we are, at most, thin veneers 
of who we wish to be. He has come to restore our humanity.

As we approach the day on which we remember His birth, we enter into a starlit night 
where the still air felt like velvet on the shoulders of shepherds. Stars burned with 
the brightness of childlike wonder. This night, the Hope of all the ages drew His first 
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breath. A young mother gazed at her child’s face. In her heart and in her hands she held 
the weight of the boy who had come to set His people free.

Our hearts tremble with love for that we have yet to see—as we long for the day when 
we see Him face to face.

Come, Lord Jesus.


