The Best
IS Yet to Be



An Invitation

The Season of Advent, 1998 that we first published a Thome grown" devotional for Advent. For three years (1998, 199¢
wrote it myself. Then in 2001 my colleague, Jack Houdeshel saw me struggling to meet a deadline for publication, and f
could help. We had such fun doing it together that we made it a tradition. This is our eleventh and our final publication «
Devotional Booklet.

Adventis a season of anticipation. The commercial world captured that season by turning it into a shopping season fc
However, thisis notwhat the early church anticipated when it established the Sunday after Christ the King Sunday to be th
inAdvent. On Christthe King Sunday we proclaim that Jesusis Lord of Lords and King of Kings. The following Sunday, the
in Advent, we start the cycle of anticipation all over again. We anticipate the second coming of Christ. We wait in expectatic
which tells of his incarnation (first coming), and we listen again to the prophecies which remind us that he will come age
establish hisreign onthe earth (his second coming).

We believe that the scriptures of the Old and New Testaments give witness to this coming kingdom. We believe that a:
story ofthe birth of Jesusis, itis not the end of the story. The bestis yetto be.

Because we are Itwo old men" writing for the final time together, we have chosen atheme from the poem Br&ebert Bro
Old Along With Me

Grow old along with me!
The best is yet to be,
The last of life, for which the first was made:
Our times are in His hand
Who saith "Awhole | planned,
Youth shows but half; trust God: see all, nor 'be afraid!

We believe the Bible is the continual story of God's promised best which is yet to be, and we have chosen to give yol

(continued)



biblical characters (both Old and New Testament) which highlights this truth. Neither of us fears death. We know that one ¢
see Godfacetoface, and we will experielhestheat God has promised: life eternal. Asyou anticipate Christmas this year, ma

)| yourealize thatwhileitisagreatholiday, the bestis yetto be.
e asked If he

ofan Advent Allow me to thank you for the privilege of being your guide for fourteen of my sixteen Advents with you. And thank yc

¢ Christ gi%/ilege of sharing that journey with my colleague, mentor, and friend, Jack Houdeshel, for eleven of those years. Wh
e first Sunadgyvell tothis annualtask, we know that there is more ministry to come through this church b#oabsstisyetiiebe.

= first Sunday _ _
n forthe df3RReV- Randolph T. Riggs, D.Min.
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NOVEMBER 27

Read:Genesis9:8-17

Reflect: It may seem a strange place to begin if your focus is on the Christmas Story. However, if you see the Christmas Sto
larger covenant promise of God, itis the perfect place to start.

The first three chapters of Genesis are the poetic retelling of how God created the heavens and the earth and sa
very good. However, in Chapter 4 things start to go south. Adam and Eve have two sons and in the first sibling rivalry
(Cain) kills his brother (Abel). Thus the descendents of the first man and first woman are born into an evil world, and b
has had enough of their destructive ways. So God decides to destroy the very world God created with a flood.

However, if we have ever wondered about God's heart being tender toward those whom God has created, we se
very first book of the Bible. God reverses the decision to destroy what God has created and called good, and God allo
an ark to save his family and the animals of the earth. In our text for today God makes a promise. Never again will Goc
with a flood. God is not done with humahhg peist is yet to be.

The story is akin to the most-sacred symbol in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. It is a tree: a sprawling, shade-bearin
American EIm. Tourists drive from miles around to see her. People pose for pictures beneath her. Arborists carefully pr
adorns posters and letterhead. Other trees grow la@rgeerujiexener. But not one is equally cherished. The city treasures
tree not because of her appearance, but her endurance. She endured the Oklahoma City bombing.

Timothy McVeigh parked his death-laden truck only yards from her. His malice killed 168 people, wounded 850, c
Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building, and buried the tree in rubble. No one expected it to survive. No one, in fact, gave ar
dusty, branch-stripped tree. But then she began to bud.

Sprouts pressed through damaged bark; green leaves pushed away gray soot. Life resurrected from an acre of death.
The tree modeled the resilience the victims desired. So they gave the elm a name: the Suriant Cread&dtecerg Your
Giants (W Publishing Group, 2006), p. 43-44]

PrayerEven when we might want to give up on ourselves or on our world, O God, we are reminded that you have not given
working with us to establish the kingdom of God in our lives and in the life of ourworld. Amen.



November 28

Read:Genesis12:1-9 The Testimony of Abraham

yas paﬁ&‘g&%His name was originally Abram = Exalted Father. What we primarily know of himis contained in the Book of Genesis ]
v that | Vr\lllgg is quite alarge section of the Bible. When God directed him to leave his native area of Haran and migrate to an unspeci
one of ffeWEAk This kind of unquestioning obedience to the guidance of God resulted in the statement, "Abraham believed Goc
/ chapt@feogeigd unto him as righteousness” (Genesis 15:6). It also resulted in his being considered as the "Father of the Fe

fulfillment of that title was justified in the reality that he was, in fact, the progenitor of the three major religions in the world todz

e it beg@iwistit@ty, and Islam. His name was changed to Abraham = Father of a Multitude.

;Vz Noah to bullle i5urmeyed, he took with him as a part of his family, his wife, Sarah, and his nephew, Lot, also many servants ar
estrgy e Eddhumber of livestock. He had been promised by God that he and Sarah would have a son, but the years passed be

whe gshey felt that this would be possible so they resorted to the plan of having Sarah's maid, Hagar, serve as the mother of t
), 80'3;]‘?/9:5' Lé/wmael, but he was not the son who was to receive the paternal blessing. In due time, Sarah did have a son whowas n
otect NGk, Pifas he who was to carry forward the line of spiritual descendants.

the
Abraham livedto be 175 years of age inwhat mightwell be called arich and successful life, but we believe that even for h

lestroyétlgido be.”

ly thought to the
Prayer:In prayer consider God's blessings and ponder what still lies ahead.

People noticed.

up on us. Keep



November 29

Read: Genesis 28: 322

Reflect:One of the best courses | have ever taken wadeetitest God's Forgotten Language.  The profess@t@big look
placesinthe Bible where God uses a dream to communicate another aspect of God's grace.

In our scripture for today we read about the dream that Jacob had at the place hdmaseef Beithel ( It w
of comfort for him.

In that dream, God renews with Jacob the covenant promises made to Abraham (Genesis 12:1-4a and 22:15-18). The
also activate the recent blessing given to Jacob by his father Isaac (28:3-4).

Verses 13b through 15 are significant not only for Jacob's life but for the life of his descendants. Jacob would latel
Israel (Genesis 32:28) and for all of humanity. There is a promise of land and of numerous offspring, who would sprea
and who would have a role in the blessihtpeffamilies of the €arth.

Further, and even more powerfully, in verse 15 Yahweh personally assures Jacob Vtiothebdtarmrdsth you
andwill keep yowherever you go, and will bring you back to this land; for I will not leave you until | have done what | h:
you (italics added).

Whatever God promises, God carries out. These promises, unlike some other bibliogal promises, are conditional.
itwillhappen. It doesn't depend here on Jacob's or Israel's or odihebeshseyet to be.

Vernon Grounds tells the story of an atheist and a Christian were engaged in an intense public debate. On the blackb
podium the atheist printed in large capital letters, "GOD IS NOWHERE."

When the Christian rose to offer his rebuttal, he rubbed out the W at the beginning of where and added that letter
preceding word no. Then the statement read, "GOD IS NOW HERErh¢8dBroands, Radical Commitment. Christianity
Today, Vol. 30, ng. 7.

Prayer:Ever faithful God, who speaks to us in so many ways, assure us in this Advent season that you are still speaking toc
tofind aword of hope on which to build and aword of faith to propel us forward into an uncertain future. Amen.



November 30

ReadGenesis37:2-11 The Testimony of Joseph

Reflect:Joseph had ten older brothers. They were really only what we would call "half-brothers," for he did not have the sam
é@hof them. His birth is recorded in Genesis 30:23,24, and his entire biography is in Genesis 37:3 through Genesis 50:24
novelist, Thomas Mann, required two complete volumes to tell the whole story.
. LORD! Frr m the day of his birth, his elder "half-brothers" were jealous of him and loathed him, and their loathing almost led the
’ putiistRad they sold himinto slavery to a caravan going to Egypt, feeling thatwould be the lastthey would ever see or hear of
be ren e(an the other hand, God had revealed to Joseph, through special d_reams, thathe was to l_)ecome avery famous and poy
d far alﬁgﬁiﬁ and that the day would come when his 10 elder brothers, not being able to recognize him, actually would bow before |

with him to give them food to take back to their families in Canaan.

The entire accountis full of "ups and downs" as it seems there are so many times when God's plan for Joseph will be thwarte
e pro,ﬁwntwhich gives great supportto our theological certainty of the "Sovereignty of God."

Inaddition to all of the victories which God gave to Joseph in this life, and all of the special honors and political power, we

God spéwaforhim, asforourselves, “the bestis yettobe."

/as a dr

oard beRiry¢hin prayer, review the ways in which you have received so m&gmaspsftah God, and offer Him your thanksgiving and
praise. Inthe Name of Jesus Christ, Amen.
to the

jay. Allow us



December 1

Read: Exodus 3:1-15

Reflect:Names are a part of our identity. Whenever we baptize a child, we ask the parents to name the child in front of the
Then we tell the parents that we are, in effect, giving them a new surname; the name Christian. As a person baptized it
Christ, we are known not only by our family name, but by the name of the one#vlesasidisiss We are known forever as a
Christian.

From the burning bush God called Moses by his name and commissions him to lead the Israelites out of Egypt into t
Land. When Moses asks God for God's name, God tellsfoshs,| afiThe Hebrew sentenceskyeh asher ehyeh, which
can mean either"lamwho I am," or "I willbe who I willbe." There is asense of both the presentand the future in the name t
histrusted servant. 1am here now. lwillbe withyouinthe future. The onlythingyouhavetodoistrustme. (The Bestisyet

In his book Exodus and Revolution, Michael Walzer shares three lessons we can all learn from the way God used Mose
that wherever you live, itis probably Egypt. Second, that there is a better place, a world more attractive, a promised land.
"the way tothe landis through the wilderness." [Source: Michael Walzer, Exodus and Revolution (Basic Books, 1986), p. 1

Perhaps there is a fourth thing to learn, as well: That even in the wilderness, God will be with us, and that from th
our lives, God will lead us to a promised land which is better than anything we can imagine. The Best is yet to be.

Prayer:O God, in this season of Advent teach us that you know our names, and you call us by name. Then you invite us t
you into an uncertain promise but only with the affirmation that You will be with us. Grantus the eyesto see and the mindt
presence. Amen.



December 2

Read:Joshual:1-7 The Testimony of Joshua

Reflect:Inthe book which bears his name, Joshua s presented first of all as one of the "spies", along with his partner, Caleb.
commissioned with ten other mento go into the country which God had promised to Abraham and his descendants and take
| Comm@mmses. Alltwelve of them came back with the reportthat it was indeed a land "flowing with milk and honey" and as evidenc

) the ndteugiht back some "samples” of the produce - including very large clusters of grapes.
However, ten of the "spies" also added that there were already people living there who seemed to very capable of re
encroachment from another group of people. Joshua and Caleb agreed that there were inhabitants in that land, but they mu
he Proifidkieir God was with them and was directing them to go forward. For that report and advice, Joshua and Caleb were almc
death. Thusitwasthatthe entire generation of people who had left Egypt were condemned to spend 40 years wandering in th
hat God giVél¢hat entire generation of adults who had left Egypt, except Joshua and Caleb, died. During that time, Moses also died
tobe) Wasappointedtobe his successor
s. Thefirst -%oshua was a "gifted" leader and was able to encourage the people to move forward to the land of the Promise. Th
And thiF&t}’tN‘éﬁiCh they confronted was Jericho. It was there that God directed Joshua to a most unusual plan of attack - just me
49] around the wall of the city for six days in silence. Then on the seventh day, they were to walk around it seven times, wit
- wildeffsampaniment of all of their instruments and at the seventh circuit voicing a mighty shout. And, as the song says, "The
a-tumbling down!"

o moveriMer: Thanksgiving for reminders of the way inwhich God has directed and preserved His people inthe past. Amen.
o discern your



December 3

Read:Judges4:4-16

Reflect: The authors of this devotional feel sorry for men who have had not had the privilege of learning lessons of faith frc
women in their families. Pastor Houdeshel was married to a strong and tender woman, Skip, and is surrounded by three v
independent daughters. Pastor Riggs is married to a strong and tender woman, Cherie, and is surrounded two strong an
daughters and two granddaughters. Whatever vestiges of male chauvinism may remain in our culture, it has been erased |
Women have always played animportantrole in their lives.

Women have played an important role in the history of God's people, as well. In our scripture for today, we read of tt
Deborah as aleader of God's people and how, with Barak, she defeated the last vestiges of Canaanite power. The Israelite
important area from the Canaanites - the fertile and strategic plains of the Promised Land - marked the last significa
resistance to Israelite control over the region. The Canaanites effectively ceased to be a significant military threat to the cho

St. Jerome, a fourth century Roman priest, once wrote of those who diminish the leadership role of women in the life
These people do not know that while Barak trembled, Deborah saved Israel; that Esther delivered from supreme peril the
Isitnotto women that our Lord appeared after His Resurrection? Yes, and the men could then blush for not having soughtw
had found.

Andwhat of the birth of Jesus? Imagine what the outcome of the story might have been without the courage of Elizabe
We have muchtolearn from the faith of womeninthe Bible.

Prayer:Help us to understand the witness of strong women of faith in our history as a people, O God. Thank you for remindi
are bestwhen we work together and diminished when we deny thisimportant truth.



December 4

ReadJudges6:11-18 The Testimony of Gideon

m the R&@B6t: Gideon was one whom we would call a "no-nonsense" person. When commissioned by an angel to serve God in a ve
ery stigag #Hddlemanded not one but two "signs." The first is in the passage we have read. Itinvolved his preparing a special meal f
d ind%ﬂﬁfﬂ%commissioned him. In a very convincing way, the angel demonstrated the validity of his person and message. When
ntheinfamilRSstaff the meal which Gideon had prepared, it was immediately consumed by a flash of fire. Being thus convince

P}roge dedto destroy, theimage and altar of Baal which had been setup in his father's house.
e strengt

‘ en God called him to a further task - leading the army of Israel against the Midianites, he asked for another sign. Overni
’nctaggjrqrggﬁité'gece" (a sheepskin with the wool still on it). He asked God to make the fleece wet with dew, but have all of the groun
w.sen pg&mgﬁetely dry -anditwas done. Just as an extra precaution, he asked God to give yet one more sign - this time for the fleece t
of the Bl QfdRe ground around it soaked with dew. And it was done. With confidence in those two "signs,” Gideon committed himselft

hildrel. @Q d had called him and was victorious over the Midinites - even with a greatly diminished military force as directed by Gc
hatthe wdrd wing that example, we often desire some kind of "sign" or confirmation regarding some service we are to render

done, gives us much joy; but that is but a clue of the future where the best is yet to be.
th and Mary?

Prayer:Recall and give thanks for those times when you have felt God's guidance in a special way.

ng us thatwe



December 5
Read:Ruth4:7-18

Reflect: Without Ruth and Boaz, there is no Obed. Without Obed, there is no Jesse. Without Jesse there is no David. W
God's chosen people may have losttheirway. Itwas because of the faith of Ruth and Boaz that God gave Israel afuture. The
authenticated Jesus as the Messiah was connection to the Daltidiewhsai¢he house and lineage of DE@lprophet, Isaiah
writes this aboutthe Messiahwhoisto come (Isaiah 11:1-5):

' A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.
*The Spirit of the LORD will rest #nthénSpirit of wisdom and of understanding,

the Spirit of counsel and of might, the Spirit of the knowledge and fe& of the LORD
*and he will delight in the fear of the LORD.

He will not judge by what he sees with his eyes,

or decide by what he hears with his ears;
*but with righteousness he will judge the needy,

with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth.
He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth;

with the breath of his lips he will slay the wicked.
° Righteousness will be his belt

and faithfulness the sash around his waist.

It all begins with Ruth and Boaz and their love for one another. It is the way God has been saving the world for thousands
parents loving each other enough to bring a child into their life who is then nurtured to be an instrument of God's grace. |
learnedto accepthisidentity asthe sonof God. Itis how God will continue to save the world. The bestisyetto be.

Prayer: Thank you, God, for the gift of family and for bringing our children through us so that we may teach them of our
Continue to do your work of salvation in this most ordinary way, and help us to nurture our children to be men and women of f;
your good news. Amen.



December 6

ithout d%?/ﬂfj ISamuel1:21-28,2:1-10 TheTestimonyofHannah

credentials that _ . . L . . .
Reflect: According to the Biblical record it seems that one of the distinctive features which God requires of God's servants |

The prime example, of course, is Job. But there are many others and surely Hannah is among them. For years, she and r
Elkanah, had been longing to have a son, but with the passing of so much time and their advancing age, it just didn't seem
goingto happen.

Itwas their practice to make an annual pilgrimage to Shiloh, where there was a Sanctuary for the worship of God with Eli s
priest. While they were there one year, Hannah began to pour out her heart to God in a fervent prayer, beseeching God for
earnestness of her prayer, even though there were no audible words, her lips were moving. When Eli saw this, he jumped
conclusionthatshe was drunk and upbraided her forit.

She told him that she was praying out of great anguish and grief. In response, Eli said, "Go in peace, and may the God of
you what you have asked of Him." Early the next morning, they returned to their home. In the course of time, Hannah did c
gave birth to a son. She named him Samuel - which can be rather freely translated as "one who was asked of the Lord." Ir
gratitude, she gave hersontothe Lord, so that after he was weaned, she took himto the Sanctuary to serve Eli, the priest. She
there eachyear, bringing a new robe for the growing child.

His parents had muchjoy atthattime, butalso learned that"The bestwasyettobe."
of years. Itis
tis how Jesus

Prayer:For patience and the gracious Providence of God, leading us to the "best.”

love for you.
aith proclaiming



December 7

Read: | Samuel 3:1-14

Reflect:Samuel was the leader who anointed David and set him apart as the future King of Israel. However, before he cou
as God's will, he had to learn how to listen for the call of God in his own life. Our text today is the story of how Samuel learn

God.
Twotimesthe Lord calls Samuel. Two times Eli sends him away before the text, in an aside to the reader, explains that "

yet know the LORD, and the word of the LORD had not yet been revealed to him" (v.7). Not only does this explanation st
Samuel's repeated misidentification of the voice he hears, but it prepares the reader now to expect some proper response
this story who did know the Lord and who had received the Lord's word in the past: Eli.

On the third occasion of the voice's calling "Samuel," and the boy's rushing in to Eli's side, the old prophet finally does
perceived thatthe LORD was calling the boy" (v.8). Even though Eli himself never hears this voice, he finally picks up the v
auspicious moment and is at last able to help Samuel understand what is happening and how to respond. Eli knows how a
must be received: "Say 'Speak, LORD, foryour servantislistening™ (v.9). Elireveals that to be God's prophetfirstand foren

listening ear. Before God can use any of us we have to be willing to listen.
Two men were talking over coffee one day. One said: "I'm concerned about my wife. She talks to herself a lot these da

said: "Mine doestoo, but she doesn'tknow it. She thinks I'm listening."
Thatwon'twork if we wantto be used by God. We mustlearnto listen, to hear, and be willing to respond to God's callino

Prayer:Lord, we needto listen so that you might speak to us in this time of waiting. Remind us that we have been given two
mouth so that we mightlistentwice as much as we speak. Come, Lord Jesus. We are listening.



December 8

Read: | Samuel16:6-13 The Testimony of David (1)

d disc?ﬁﬂé’ﬂ@ct: It would seem that the type of government which God had intended for Israel was that of a Theocracy. That is, ¢

edto I'SE\‘E(‘ﬂ‘rﬁinstration in which God would be the supreme ruler who would reveal God's various directions through God's mess:
g h?ts. Thiswas not at all whatthe people of Israel desired. They wanted to have a king who would have absolute authorit

Samuelﬁl Pb . . . .

able to lead them into battles which would be waged against other people who had kings.

2rve to excuse . . : : - ) . :

fromthe one ain, itwould seem that it was only with great reluctance that God was willing to designate a king for Israel. God direct

?o anoint a man from the tribe of Benjamin, named Saul. Unfortunately, as Saul aged, he became what we would describe

catch Owittktﬁ\e resultthat the people then called for a successor. God directed the prophet, Samuel, to go to the home of Jesse, and

G gﬂ?'ﬁﬁ,onsto be Saul's successor.

ibrations of this . o

wision” fS% each son came before him, Samuel was quite impressed and felt that any one of them would serve Israel well as the
0 |ngicated thatwas notto be. "God judges persons differently than humans do. Men and women look at the face; God lo

1ostden|)‘ands" . .

eart." (The Message). Seven sons of Jesse came before Samuel who was directed to reject each one. He was told ther

s." The/QIHger, watching over the sheep. David was brought before Samuel, who was directed by God to anoint him as the nextKin

o Itwas quite achange for David - from the sheep-fold eventually to the palace - and even beyond that. For David also, the
urlives. tobe.

ears anf xer-Ponder the ways inwhich God has been directing your life.



December 9

Read:ll Samuel2:1-7 The Testimony of David

Reflect: David spent a great deal of his life waiting. David had to wait something like 15 years from the time he was first
Samuelto the time he became king over Judah (as recorded in our text). It was another seven years before David was anc
allIsrael. This means David waited over 20 years of his life to be made king.

After nearly 15 years of waiting, most spent fleeing from Saul, David learns of Saul's death and the death of three of |
mourning their deaths, David inquires of the Lord, seeking to learn what he should doinresponse to Saul's death. God indi
and hismenshould returnto the city of Hebron in the land of Judah. Itis there that the men of Judah anoint David king of Jud

For most of us itis hard to wait; even when we know that God is in the midst of the waiting. We want results now. We
now. We don'twantto wait even when we know the good stufftakes time.

Margaret Feinberg discovered that any good wine maker must adopt a long-term approach to their work or their wines
writes: The first year a vintner plants shoots of vines rather than seeds because these yield the strongest vines. At the

growing season, he cuts them back. A second year passes. He cuts them back again. Only after the third year does he se
clusters of grapes. Serious vintners leave those clusters on the vines. For most vintners, it's not until year four that they b
harvest.

For those growing grapes for winemaking, they'll bottle their harvest, but won't taste the fruit of their labors until year
Mostvineyards in Napa Valley won'treach a breakeven pointfor their investment until year fifteen, eighteen or beyond.

The same istrue ofthe life of faith. Itdoes nothappen all atonce. We have to nurture the seedlings of faith and help the
the unproductive shoots and keep waiting. Whenthe timeisright, God bringsinthe harvest.

PrayerHelp me to be patient like David, Lord. Help me to believe the bestis yet to be; to trust you with the future; and to wa
harvestyouwantto produceinus.



December 10

Read:ll Samuel 7:4-17 The Testimony of Nathan

anomte@%ﬂeCt This is one of those passages in the Bible which engages in a "play on words." It's not always very easy to have suc
inted k|H\6)5%rWhen one is going from one language to another, but in this case it seems to work quite well - even though the two I
Hebrew and English.

nis sons. Aftédnce David was firmly established as the King of Israel, he built a wonderful palace for himself and his rather extensi
cates thahlawie thought came to him that while he was living in this fine palace, the Ark of God (symbolic of God's presence) was stil
ah. in a tent. He consulted with the prophet, Nathan, telling him of his concern and suggesting that it might be well for him to
vant anyREsderation to the project of building a more permanent type of building - a Temple - to house the Ark of the Covenant - h

which would be the primary location for the offering of sacrifices and the worship of God. At first, Nathan commended Davi

:}Vrllésol:f:ﬁ; ?epcouraged him to proceed with it. However, that night, God spoke to Nathan and gave him quite a different message

- his first\ASHE “Play onwords.”
ring in their fies@vid desired to build God a house. The word which came to Nathan was, "David does not need to build Me ahouse. w

a'house." But the definition of that "house" was different from that which David intended. The "house" which God planned tc
seven oneighd.royal famflyo be referred to in all the years to come as the "House (Family and Descendants) of David." Moreover, it\

"House" thatthe Messiah was to be born.
m grow; prune

Prayer:Ask God what plans or projects God might have for you.

it for the good



December 11

Read:: 1Kings 3:3-14

Reflect: Solomon's request for the wisdom needed to rule God's people provides our first hint of his reputation as Israel's
Kings 3:16-28; 4:29-34; 10:1-10, 23-24). God is pleased that Solomon does not seek the predictable things that humar
prayer (long life, riches, revenge upon their enemies), and promises to give Solomon long life and riches specifically bec

requestthem!(1Kings 3:11-13). Instead, Solomon asks for wisdom.
Walter Wangrin makes this observation about his request: Atthe beginning of his reign, King Solomon prayed for ol

from God. Not wealth, not long life, but something far more valuable--he asked for "an understanding heart,” which trans
heart. He asked, we say, for wisdom. But the genius of wisdom ... is the ability to open a room in one's heart for the talk-

presence--of another. Wisdom is none other than the ability to listen.
In this season when we are regularly asking for what we want for Christmas, perhaps wisdom would be a good reque

hearts forthe presence of another and listento whatitis God might wantto give us.

Prayer: Help usto ask for the best when we make our requests of you, O God. Help us to ask for wisdom; an understanding



December 12

Read: Isaiah9:6,7

wisest kiRgftect:For many of us, these majestic verses fromthe pen of Isaiah, are bestknown through the way inwhich they have bee
s often B nppired music of George F. Handel in his majestic Oratorio, "The Messiah." Perhaps we recall the titles and the way
ause he'§sayd to the strong beats of the tyridyami: -Gewuful, -selor, tii&ddightyEverldbting Father, Pritloe of Peace !
The interesting thingis thatall of these titles are to be ascribed to a new-born child who has yetto be born, yet all of the w
e superin&‘ﬁPaSttensWhiCh is the nature of prophetic writing.
Since it has been our destiny in the Providence of God to come into this world at this time, we can read or listen to these

lated, a hearing . . . .
nt| el?/ different manner from those who read or heard them originally. For them and many succeeding generations, these

-and so &ﬂ

flnethefuture. Itisforustobe able tolook back uponthem and recognize their fulfillment.

_ It is our conviction that Jesus of Nazareth fulfilled all of these prophetic words which describe the coming Messiah -
St to OPAN8Hted One" (Hebrew) or The Christ (Greek); thus we refer to and address Him by means of those titles.

We believe also that this "Messianic Age" has not yet come in all of its fulness, but that there is yet before us and this wc

heart Aynvgir?h has been setin the Father's will, when all of these things will take place. In short, we continue with our affirmation: "Th
pel”

Prayer:To be kept faithfulin thistime of expectation, holding fastto the assurance these things willindeed come to pass. Ame



December 13
Read: Isaiah40:1-11

Reflect: The yearis 539 B.C., some 48 years since the final destruction of Jerusalem at the hands of the Babylonians, th
Cyrusthe Great of Persia conquered Babylon and issued his famous edict granting those who had been resettled in Baby
return to their original homes and to rebuild the temples of their gods (2 Chronicles 36:23.) To persuade the Israelites that |
was the will of God required two things: Convincing them that they really were forgiven for the sins which had led tc
convincing themthatthey would be able to survive the journey.

For those who thought that the exile would last forever, Isaiah 40:1-2 announces God's pardon. Isaiah 40:3-5 addre:
concern by describing the miraculous new highway that God will create in the wilderness to make the people's return pos
this the new road on which the exiles will travel, a road with all the obstacles removed, all the hills lowered and the valleys |
road on which God himself will come out to meet them! The highway is a divine one on which the merciful God will con
people and lead them back to their rightfulhome.

Mary Leonard of Louisville, Kentucky, dealt with arare inflammatory tissue disease thatinvades the muscles. Thereis
or cure. In March of 2010, Mary was told by doctors that she had 24-48 hours to live. Mary lived and is now reflecting on't
take place when you learn your time is short. [Source: Ruth Schenk, "What Changes When You Only Have 24 Hours to L
Outlook (7-1-10)]

Here are the lessons she says she learned through the ordeal:
Know that prayer is powerful.

Mend fences now.

Releasethe reins oflife to God.

Knowthat God is a&bhore than able.

Putyourfocus onwhatreally matters.

abrwn e

Prayer: Lead us, O God, to whatis truly important in life. Remove the fear we may have of making the journey to wholene
God, tothe bestyou have for us, in Jesus name. Amen.



December 14

e year ifY@di@eremiah 30:18-22 The Prophecy of Jeremiah

lon permissionto

eturningriefletaeFor the most part it seems that Jeremiah is a prophet of doom and gloom. Many times he is described as "the weepi

 the exifgytaRdt is not the whole story. He does tell of a time of tragedy and sorrow which is going to come upon his nation as a r
faithlessness and desertion of the worship of the one true God. But this will not be a permanent condition. If his people are

’:f)lsghﬁ Cf?eﬁurn totheir former faithfulnessin worship and conduct, there is the bright hope for amuch happier and more blessed f

)alsed itis an.l is aproclamation of the infinite love and mercy of a God who loves with alove which is truly boundless. The promised

e to red€reARed in glowing terms inthe translation of Eugene Petersonin "The Message:"

"I'll turn things around for Jacob, I'll compassionately come in and rebuild homes. The town will be rebuilt on its old fou
no knovimangigas will be splendid again. Thanksgivings will pour out of the windows, Laughter will spill through the doors. Things wil
he charlgeiéen&lepressiondays are over.”
ive?" SoutHa®&p our vantage pointin history, we know that the prophecy was fulfilled. The promised restoration did take place. But |

arelapse and anothertime ofjudgement.

Butalso from our living on this side of the coming of Jesus and His message, we have the assurance of a future when the "bes

Prayer: Thanksgiving that in the Providence of God, we have been born in a time after the coming of God to earth in the P
only-begotten Son, Jesus, the Christ.

ss. Lead us, O



DECEMBER 15

Read:Ezekiel 20:3314

Reflect:The prophet Ezekiel frequently acted strangely and spoke harshly. Butin Ezekiel 34, God offers words of hope eve
judgment. In our passage (explore Ezekiel 34 as a whole, along with the closely parallel Jeremiah 23:1-8), God will rern
irresponsible shepherds (leaders) of his sheep (people), and he will judge those sheep who mistreat other sheep. God
good Shepherd, both directly and through#David" an especially appropriate word Advent as we wait for the promised M
House and Lineage of David.

In contrast to the about-to-be deposed evil shepherds of Israel, the Lord God himself would become the good Shepht
(vv. 11-16a). He would search for his scattered sheep, areference to the Jewish exiles. The book of Ezekiel is set in the ¢
and Ezekiel is a prophet to those Jews exiled. Ezekiel places a lot of blame for the exile on Israelite kings for failing to le
properly. In contrast to them, God would bring about a new exodus by seeking out his exiled people and rescuing them ar
backto"graze"intheirownland.

Earnest Shackleton led a daring expedition in 1914 to reach Antarctica. A year earlier, a lesser-known Canadian:
headed in the other direction to explore the North Pole. Both ships, the Karluk in the north and the Endurance in the
themselves trapped by solid ice packs. Each crew was faced with a fight for survival. But the outcomes of the two expeditic
been more different. The crew of the Karluk perished, while Shackleton's crew faced th# saldefpoubitimtages, stress,
and anxietybut his crew responded with teamwork, self-sacrifice, and astonishing good cheer.

Shackleton's leadership focused on the value and dignity of his teammates. At one of the lowest points of his trip, Sh
"The task was now to secure the safety of the party.” The well-being of his team drove himto put othersfirst. Shackleton eve
mittens and boots and volunteered for the longest night watches. By valuing each person, Shackleton forged a team th
share their rations with each other, even on the brink of starvation. Through his example of sacrificial leadership, Shackl
accomplish his ultimate objective: saving the lives of his crew members. [Source: Dennis N. T. Perkins, Leading at the E
2000), pp. xiii-xiv]

Prayer:Help usto see you asthe Good Shepherd, O God. Letus listen for your voice in the midst of all the competing voice:
May we see the difference between the life you offer and the death offered by our culture. Amen.



December 16

ninthe I%%%g(:j}oel 2:25-29 The Prophecy of Joel

love the current
will beceragete Joel's book is included in the collection of the 12 which we usually refer to as the "Minor Prophets." The word "Mi
essiah %r‘i’t@i@ﬁefers not to its relative importance, but rather to the size of the book. It would be more nearly accurate to use the wi

rdofhi ead of "Minor".
>rd o 'S g here in Lancaster County, we have the opportunity to witness at first-hand the way in which God provides for u:

:ggiﬁg.ﬁaz% IgUnshlne and rain, all of which, for the most part, seem to be in an advantageous proportion; the products of the fari

\d bring F?gﬁs the seed, fertilizer and insecticide companies. As well as research which is continually being done in our variou
colleges. Apparently thatis all quite a bit different from what we read in the Biblical text regarding agricultural endeavor.

led expeditfpparently one ofthe greatestfears of those farmers was a plague of locusts. These could come atany time and in such!

> south Wishisgich voracious appetites that they could destroy an entire crop of grain in a matter of a few days or less. Joel compar

ns couldpirfiaskhealth and strength of his people and proclaims a coming time when, in opposition to the powers of evil, the Spirit ¢

"poured out" onthe people and will strengthen and inspire them and the prophetic gifts will be granted to them.
Evenas Joel'slisteners and readers longed and looked forward to that day, we who have been privileged to have seenth

ackleton-wiBkRie to look forward to the complete victory of God through Jesus Christ, being confident that the bestis yetto be.
>N gave away his

at was willing to

Ztgg (vx\a fé)ylgﬁl%or confidenceinthe Sovereignty of God and the final triumph of Jesus Christ.

s of our culture.



December 17

Read:Micah5:2-5

Reflect: This passage is well-known due to its connection to Christmas. When we hear these verses from Micah, they eli
memory of the town in Judah where the infant Messiah was born. In Matthew's Christmas story, when the Magi question K
the exactlocation of the birthplace of the king of the Jews, Herod's chief priests and teachers quote Micah.

The meaning of this prophetic reading is not completely clear. In verse 2, God is speaking to Bethlehem, saying tha
insignificance, one day itwill produce another David to rule Israel. Ephrathah was the name of the districtin which Bethlehe
The clans of Judah were the small administrative districts that made up rural Judah, and of all of the villages of Judah, only
aclaimtofaith: The ancienttown of Bethlehem was the home of King David.

The implication is that Bethlehem's history will one day repeat itself in the birth of a Messiah -- the coming ruler will be fr
andthatruler will be anew David. God's choice tends to be forthe smallest, the least likely to be able to accomplish God's p

There is a story of a mother who wanted to encourage her young son's progress at the piano, who bought tickets for

performance. When the night arrived, they found their seats near the front of the concert hall and eyed the majestic Steir
stage. Soon the mother found a friend to talk to, and the boy slipped away. When eight o'clock arrived, the spotlights
audience quieted, and only then did they notice the boy up on the bench, innocently picking out "Twinkle, Twinkle, Little S
gasped, but before she could retrieve her son, the master appeared on the stage and quickly moved to the keyboard. "C
playing," he whispered to the boy. Leaning over, Paderewski reached down with his left hand and began filling in abass pat
armreached around the other side, encircling the child, to add arunning obbligato. Together, the old master and the young

crowd mesmerized.
Inourlives, unpolished though we may be, itis the Christ who surrounds us and whispersin our ear, time and again, "D

playing."And as we do, he augments and supplements untilawork of amazing beauty is created.

Prayer: When we feel small and diminished, O God, remind us that when we work with you, great things can happen. Use u
Amen.



December 18

Read: Zephaniah3:16-20 The Prophecy of Zephaniah

it from y&dfiect: The verses are such a happy conclusion to the prophecy of Zephaniah. They speak of atime of restoration and reney
ng Herag@abedhise of a miraculous intervention of the power and majesty of God Who is to act on behalf of His people. God will de
tin spit wt Itfgave been oppressing God's people. Special care and consid_eration will pe shown to those who have some ki_nd. ofh
ém was 1808 §S well as those who have felt estranged from God. They will once again be restored to the full fellowship within th
Bethleheﬁ?@i%' of God.

urely Zephaniah's words must have brought great comfort to his listeners and readers - even as his message has
om BettidReagding times. Especially those times when the people of God have been subjected to various kinds of trials and persecu
Irpose. We can well give thanks and praise to God that we have not been exposed to such treatment by our contemporaries. St
a Pade@tlsii thanksgiving can be expressed in our daily practice of Bible reading, prayer, compassionate service to others, and
way wawiasoip.
came on, tlyen as we thinkin terms of the ways in which God has sustained and blessed the "Covenant People™ in the pastand be
tar." Hisanothime thanks for that record, our primary focus of attention is on the days and years before us believing that the bestis yett
)on't quit--keep
t. Soon Pigight Thanksgiving for all of God's works of Providence in the past and the promise which gives us assurance for that sam
‘novice Balgktird years to come. Amen.

on't quit--keep

stoyour glory.



December 19

Read:Habakkuk 1:1-4

ReflectWe know relatively little about the prophet Habakkuk or the circumstances during which he lived. He appearsto t
worked during the height of the Chaldean (Babylonian) Empire which is portrayed inthe book's opening chapter as the inst
judgment against Judah. The twin threats of internal unrest and external menace have been confronting God's people ft
time Habakkuk delivers a set of oracles and an extensive prayer on behalf of those people.

In verse 2 Habakkuk begins a conversation with God. He asks, in anguished detail, how long he must cry for help wit
from God. Habakkuk complains is that he is surroluicled &v. 2), a word that occurs in Habakkuk six times (here and at 1.2
2:8, 17twice), anunusual emphasisin such a brief book.

In some ways Habakkuk is like Job. He trusts God enough to cry out in anguish and to be brutally honest about his ¢
Finally, in chapter 3, his anguish is resolved. When we are going through a difficult time in our lives, itis sometimes hard to
bestisyettobe.

If you unfold a road map of Scotland and look at the West Country, over by Loch Lomond, you'll find a spotReshe mar
and Be Thankfulhat isn't an instruction from the mapmaker. It's actually the name of a mountain pass, noted for its breatf
The place gotits name because, in the days before automobiles, you had to slog through a long, uphill climb to getthere. O
the crest of the hill, you found yourself in a broad, level place, with a spe#tacatie althe sweeter by the knowledge that the
road was alldownhillfromthere.

Sometimes that's the way itis with God, too. The difficult moments in our lives may feel like they will never end, but the|
and see God's hand atwork in the midst of them and can be ditgedudithanhill from here.

Prayer: Waiting can be difficult, O Lord, and it is all the more difficult when the times we are experiencing are full of pain &
Help usto see your hand atwork and know that one day we will look back and know that you were with us allthe time. Amen



December 20

Read:Malachi4:1-6

lri\rlﬁélr\:t?g g%%t.gt is with these six verses that the Old Testament closes. The prophet proclaims that something new is about to happ

r awhilsSISARES and readers of the words of Malachi must have been greatly encouraged by them. There is the promise that all of the
will'be wiped diburned like so much stubble - absolutely nothing whatsoever left of them.

h no resporf3B the other hand, all those who have been faithful to the Covenant which God made with them at Horeb (another |

,9:  Sinai), endeavoring to live in accordance with that "Law," will experience something like a brand new sunrise. This new
bring with it a healing and restoration of all that is good.

rcumstancgsie symbol which Malachi uses to describe the exuberance of those who will be experiencing this new sunrise, is tl

believegbibHeof young calves being released from the stalls in which they have been "penned up" for some time. Of course, |

eople who have been reading and studying the prophecies of a coming "Messiah" for centuries - even as we have bee

nlabele(& " o .

taking Ui e trlum"phant return of tlrllat same "Messiah" - which is really what the seafon of Advent is all ab"out. -

nce you top Ig Church Fathers" set aside this time prior to our celebration of the "First Coming" of the "Messiah" to prepare o
m|n s for His "Second Coming." They don't want us to miss it, as did so many at the time of the "First Coming."

nwe look back
Prayer:Forthe guidance ofthe Holy Spiritthat we might be ready atany momentto welcome the "Second Coming" of Jesus.

\nd suffering.



December 21

Read:Matthew 25:31-46

Reflect: Whatever one says about Matthew 25:31-46, one thing is certain: this passage is disturbing. Beginning with vers
and punishment dominate the scene. Instead of reading about mercy, people face judgment for deeds done in their former
that, itappearsthatsalvationis by human effort, specifically by acts of kindness shown to others, and not by grace.

However, this passage about final judgment has rightly demanded our attention for centuries. U2's Bono referenced i
ago in an attempt to motivate complacent Christians to demonstrate more compassion for the poor of the world and to pr
participation in social justice issues, which might just be the parable's main purpose Rather than interpreting the heavenly |
perhaps Matthew is utilizing the parable to instruct his community about the "nations" or "people" who live in ways consiste
teaching of the law. When someone acts on behalf of the needy, Matthew's point is this: Whatever good he or she does
forgotten evenifit's only giving a cup of cold water inthe name of adisciple.

Timothy Keller, pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York, writes: Pastors often hear from their parishione
fingerstothe bone in this church, and what thanks do | get?" Is that the way itis? Your service was for thanks? Areyouin yc
Servanthood begins where gratitude and applause ends. [ Source: Timothy Keller, Ministries of Mercy (Presbyteriat
Publishing, 1997), p. 139]

Prayer:Lord, | don't have to look far to see those whom society would just as soon forget. Yet they are precious to you, and:
me thatif I reach outto them, I will discover you in the midst of my service. So this Christmas help us to serve those who have
recognitionthatwe have more thanwe need. Insoserving, letus discoveryour presence. Amen.



December 22

Read:Luke 23:39-43 The Record of Luke
e 31, reward _ _
lives. O ?JI?BF These words must be handled with great care, reverence, and respect. They are the words of one dying man to an
man. This is no time for "cute" or "trite" sayings. When they were first spoken they must have had been a mostwonderful sou
- severaRjhpgace to the one towhomthey were spoken.
omote greald&ey were spokeninresponseto avery serious request. Thatrequest expressed a very basic desire - "to be remembere:
mages itiaglpame time they also embody a great and implicit faith - all the more impressive when we think that they are coming fro
nt with thasommmitted a crime so serious that he is being executed for it.
, it will not @éhe response of Jesus must have given much comfort to the one who asked for it. More than that, it provides great con
those ofuswhoreaditallthese years later.
2rs, "l work mifere have been many conjectures on the part of us human beings regarding what happens to us in the moment whenw
urrightiingeare so very directand satisfying. They do not speak of any kind of a"soul sleep - awaiting the day of some kind of "final j
1 & Refoemedery immediahis day |, thou shalt be with Me in Paradise.” The Greek word which tnistmslaseaston  "is”
same word whichisinthe Lord's Prayerinthe petitionthiSdeyus ' "our daily bread.". Thusitisimmediate.
Inamore "colloquial" expression, this has been expressed inthe words, "Itis a matter of 'good night' here and 'good morn

you ha"%?éqe the bestisyetto be.
> solittleintrue

Prayer:Thanksgiving for the precious promises we have regarding our eternal destiny. Amen.



December 23

Read:Revelation22:12-17

Reflect:Although the Revelation of John is filled with mysterious messages, magnificent visions and astounding, ever
events, itremains atits heart a letter. Inits most basic form, Revelation is simply a letter sent out by John, a prisoner-preac
be read aloud to the small and struggling churches scattered throughout the Asian region. Like Paul's letters, John's Re
with a standard formula of greeting and introduction. After all the fireworks and surprises, John's work concludes with a
closing. Chapter 22 is an epilogue. The content and verbal cues within this final chapter further remind us that like the
Christian leaders, Revelation was intended to be read during worship services, probably as an introduction to celebrating
ofthe Lord's Supper.

John offers both a promise and awarning in verses 12--13. Christreveals that his reward is present with him -- in fact, C
the rewardl am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning ‘aviett ttieeEenid.also a note of judgment
intimated by the promise giltevill give to each person according to what they ha@stiting.accounts works both ways.

Ann Lamott writéd:friend said mournfully the other day that he'd lived his life like the Professor on "Gilligan's Island.
found time to fashion generators out of palm fronds, vaccines out of algae, he never got around to fixing that huge hole in
couldgo home. How many people actua[gaa®e: Anne Lamott, "Sincere Meditations," theooze.com]

Prayer:The waiting time for Christmas is almost over, Lord. Help me toremember that as we celebrate the presence of Cr
Christmas day, the work of being ready for his coming againis justbeginning. Teach me the things I mustdoto beready.



December 24

Read:Matthew 1:1-17 The Genealogy Recordin Matthew

1 inexpligakle-t: There is a strong probability that Matthew was the most highly educated of all of the 12 disciples of Jesus and als
her, INt&PESAKY. He had a very good job, even though it alienated him from his fellow Jews. He had managed to get the position of ata
velationyheeiBian government. In that position, he had the authority (supported by a member of the Roman army of occupation) tc
similar [garaR oman taxes from his own fellow Jews. This did not make him very welcome in the company of his own people. It mu
etters Qf thiShing of a surprise, disappointment, and possibly even resentment on the part of the other disciples when Jesus invi
the Sagtamgstin their fellowship.

Nevertheless, because of his education and all of the information which he had received as a faithful Jew, and then
&P and preserve the teachings of Jesus and events of His life, we are very grateful that Jesus chose him to be one
circle" of the 12 disciples.

“While. As a Qew, Matthew obviously fe_It it necessary at the beginning of his pook to preserve the record of the genealogy ¢

the boéggg%fécatlon of the Jews as a special "Covenant People" of God began with Abraham, so, naturally, that is where Mattt
account. He has a very definite "outline" for his record, which lists three major sections: Abraham to David; David to the
captivity; the Babylonian captivity to the birth of Jesus.

rist with us &i9" those of us who are Gentiles (Goiim), we are glad also to read the genealogy in the Gospel According to Luke.
beginning of God's people all the way back to Adam (Luke 3:23 - 38).

hrist hi

Prayer:Thanksgiving to God forincluding us and all people under the terms of the New Covenant. Amen.



December 25

Read:Luke 2:1-20

Reflect:Itis of no small consequence that God chose the poor and the disenfranchised to receive the message of the angt
angels spoke, intheir audience was a peasant woman who had conceived a child out of wedlock, a carpenter, and a group
is notthe audience we mightexpect. Itis notthe plotwe mightenvision.

If we were going to announce the good news of God's love for all people, would we begin with the poor first, or would w
most powerful people inthe world as our audience?

Nevertheless, the God we worship is always a God of surprises. William Willimon, the former Dean of the Chapel at D
and now a United Methodist Bishop in Alabama, reflects on this passage and writes: When God came into this world, he ¢
powerful. He came to the weak, and that is a surprise. He came to anilliterate girl in a bruised world in a!@ek s@teaad salic
you among all the women of the'@adhhat is a surprise. And when she gave birth, it was in a town she didn't want to be i
wanted to be home, but she gave birth in a town where she was a stranger, and that is a surprise. The shepherds came
because she wasjustagirl, and they were rough hewn men. Butinstead of harming her, they told her they had seen a visiol
voices of angels saying thatthe one whom everyone was waiting for had come, and he will bringdé&aey teohidevedd her
baby mightbe the one, and thatwas a stirprise.

The Godwho sent Jesus into the world is a God full of surprises, and perhaps the most surprised is the one towhom Go
clearly: the poor and the disenfranchised. Likewise, if we want to sense where God is making himself known in the world, it
pullalongside of those who may feel poor and disenfranchised.

Prayer:How silently, How silently the wondrous giftis given. So God imparts to human hearts the blessings of His heaven
hear him coming, butin this world of sin; where meek souls will receive him still, the dear Christ entersin.
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Christmas Service Schedule

Christmas Eve Services

Family Pageant Servicavith our Cherub and Children's Choirs singing.

Traditional Service of Lessons and Carolwith brass and choirs. Service includes a Candle
Lighting Ceremony.

Candle Light Communion Service Carols, Candle Lighting and the Sacrament of Holy
Communion with a brief message by Pastor Riggs.

Sunday, Christmas Day

One Worship Service inthe Sanctuary



