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“The Word became flesh and made his 
dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, 

the glory of the one and only Son, who came 
from the Father, full of grace and truth.” 
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E
verybody likes good news. We thirst for it and lap it up 
with delight when it’s set before us. 

It feels like 2017 has been a bad year for good news and a 
banner year for bad news. Natural disasters and manmade 
horrors vie for our attention almost every day. We grieve. 

We worry. We get angry. And we yearn for what’s wrong in the world 
to be set right, for what’s broken in the world to be made whole, and 
for what’s ugly in the world to be made beautiful. We need some 
good news.

So did the nation of Israel a couple of millennia ago. The reign of 
Caesar Augustus had made the political power of Rome over the 
Jews even more onerous. They were oppressed and humiliated, 
servants in their own land. But then, with the glory of the Lord 
shattering the darkness of an ebony sky, an angel proclaimed to a 
group of frightened shepherds, “Don’t be afraid. Behold, I bring you 
good news that will bring great joy for all people” (Luke 2:10, NLT).

During this past year I’ve been tempted to wish that the angel of 
the Lord would show up in the nighttime sky over my backyard and 
make that same announcement. But he doesn’t need to. Jesus is the 
embodiment of the good news announced by the angel. And we 
have seen it, heard it, believed it, and been changed by it because of 
our faith in Him. We who have believed in Jesus are the people of 
good news.

Just as the people of Israel longed for good news over 2,000 years 
ago, so our neighbors yearn to hear good news as well. As we 
celebrate the good news embodied by the One whose birth we 
remember during this Advent season, let’s resolve to be that good 
news in the ears of all who know us.

Rejoicing in good news,

Mark Young
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“In a loud voice 
she exclaimed: 
‘Blessed are you 
among women, 
and blessed is 
the child you will 
bear! But why am 
I so favored, that 
the mother of my 
Lord should come 
to me?’” 
—Luke 1:42–43

Elizabeth and Mary, both unexpectedly expecting, deepen their 
journey together in Luke’s telling of the Christmas narrative. 

They have family and scandal in common. Mary is young, Elizabeth 
well along in her years. Mary is the talk of her community—she is 
not supposed to be pregnant, a shaky teenager. Elizabeth is married 
to the priest, Zechariah, and for years they have tried to conceive. 
Elizabeth has walked the market and the streets of her town to 
whispers and wonder: “What’s wrong with her that she cannot have 
a child? What did she do wrong in God’s eyes?” Both women know 
the sound of whispers.

One afternoon, Mary arrives on Elizabeth’s doorstep. No text, no 
phone call, nothing to prepare for Mary’s arrival, yet instinctively, 
Elizabeth and the child in her womb recognize the presence of 
the divine. Elizabeth marvels at the favor she has just received: a 
visit from the mother of Jesus. The women are together, pregnant, 
hopeful, confused, terrified. The beauty of their story comes out in 
verse 56: “Mary stayed with Elizabeth for about three months and 
then returned home.” In the confusion, in the chaos, in the trial, 
they companioned one another.

And Elizabeth asks, Why am I so favored? Why would God shine 
upon me? What have I done to deserve this? God’s favor rests 
upon those whom He loves. Elizabeth has spent a life of devotion 
to God, a life of worship, of everyday faith, of carrying on in her 
circumstances. Her life may not have appeared overly faith-filled, 
but she carried on, day after day. She made mistakes, she doubted, 
she wondered.

And yet, she receives God’s favor. What have I done to deserve this 
favor?  We do not receive an answer in this text. Is it possible the 
answer is simple: “nothing.” God has favor upon us, His people, 
who do not deserve His majesty, glory, love, or grace. God grants 
to us what He gives out of sheer love and abundance. Why are any 
of us so favored? We tarry on, we move through our days, we make 
faithful decisions (or at least we try). We try to honor God with our 
lives, but none of this adds up to “deserving” God’s favor.

Blessed are those upon whom God’s favor rests. As we settle into 
this season of Advent, waiting and longing for the favor of God, let 
us be ever present to the fact that God’s favor is an undeserved gift 
we receive and His presence can knock at our door any moment.

Tracey Bianchi, MDiv
Alumna and Board Member

Why Am I So Favored?
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2The two hours I had to wait that Friday in December felt much 
longer. My son called, anxious, from his cell phone in his 

classroom. They were on lockdown, he said, because a shooting 
had happened at a nearby high school. At first I despaired over the 
atrocity. But soon I settled. I realized that he was safe, that each of 
my sons was safe, and I would have all three of them back that day. 
But I had to wait before I could see my family together again. While 
waiting, I was surprised to discover an unusual feeling settling into 
my heart: trembling joy.

Joy is a bit unnatural. When we observe the state of our world and 
what we do to one another, it often seems as though there’s no 
reason to feel joy. But to persevere through the darkness, we need 
something to guide us. That’s what joy does. It never strays beyond 
our reach.

I looked to the Scriptures asking, “Am I off? Is joy bigger and 
closer than I think?” Here is what I found: The joy of the Lord is our 
strength (Neh. 8:10). Joy is God’s presence with us (Ps. 16:11). 
Joy is an apt answer (Pr. 15:23). Joy is justice done (Pr. 21:15). 
Joy is the perfection of beauty (Lam. 2:15). Joy is a gift from God 
(Eccl. 2:26). Joy is a fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22).

The good news of great joy is strength, God’s presence, truth, 
justice, beauty—all of it a gift from our triune God in the form of 
that Babe in the manger. Joy is a steady push toward trust in God. 
It doesn’t always have to be happy, just thankful or hopeful. 

I waited two hours for my children to come home. Imagine waiting 
400 silent years, as God’s people did, for things to be made right, 
before His promise was fulfilled. When we finally receive the 
fulfillment of that promise, we feel great joy, just as the shepherds 
did. 

Even as our fears cause us to tremble, Christmas gives us a reason 
to feel joy.

Debra Anderson, MA
Mentoring Director

“An angel of the 
Lord appeared 
to them, and the 
glory of the Lord 
shone around 
them, and they 
were terrified. But 
the angel said to 
them, ‘Do not be 
afraid. I bring you 
good news that 
will cause great 
joy for all the 
people.’”
—Luke 2:9-10

Trembling Joy
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“Sing to the Lord 
a new song.” 
—Psalm 98:1

We looked through five-and-dime stores for hours, searching 
for Christmas cards showing black faces in the glistening 

holiday scenes. Instead, when I was a child, my mother rarely 
found Christmas cards to send to friends that showed people who 
looked like us. 

Every jolly Santa on a card was white. So was every joyous family, 
every happy child, every robed choir, every heavenly angel, every 
worshiping wise man, and, indeed, so were every Mary, Joseph, 
and swaddled Baby Jesus. All white. Always.

How, then, did we as black believers prepare for His coming? In 
our Jim Crow circumstance—limited in a land that enacted laws 
to lock us down, lock us up, and turn us away—how could we 
prepare to welcome the Christ?

First, we sang about Him. Sang pretty loud, in fact.

Inspired by the psalmist, our small black Denver church was 
filled to bursting during Advent with celebrating song. Defying 
our humble size, the tiny congregation dared to mount ambitious 
productions of Handel’s Messiah, some years presenting the whole 
oratorio—not just the “Hallelujah” chorus. Filled with passion, we 
also sang the spirituals, or field music, of our ancestors: enslaved 
Africans who helped build our nation from the ground up. Their 
unpaid toil guaranteed wealth, comfort, and privilege for people 
who used God’s Word to exploit them and segregate us. Still,  
we sang. 

Second, to prepare for Christ despite injustice, we lit candles. In 
the dark Sunday mornings of December, the church assigned one 
family a week to light the Advent tapers. That family then led us in 
yet more singing: Walk in the light … Jesus, the light of the world.

Third, we opened the church to people who needed Him—perhaps 
more than we did. Lonely or lost, they were folks who’d somehow 
neglected Jesus all year, but returned to church before Christmas 
for His warmth. Their response? Many sang.

None of it made total sense, all of this singing despite so much 
existential pain. Years later, however, long after greeting card 
companies launched “black Christmas” card designs, and many 
unjust laws were struck down, we remembered why we sang. Our 
praise prepared room for the One arriving to heal us. All of us.  
And that’s the best way to sing His welcome. In harmony. Together.

Patricia Raybon, MA
Board Member

Sing Together, Children
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4What are believers to do when even “Keep the Christ in 
Christmas” has become a slogan for profit? Christmas has 

been thoroughly commercialized; Charlie Brown got that right 
back in 1965. Over half a century later, we could certainly allow 
ourselves to become bitter and slink further into the shadows of 
subculture. But it would be much better to take back lost ground 
with two powerful weapons of spiritual warfare: truth and love. 

Our God is unlike the other gods of this age. Though majestic and 
awesome, God is also the One who did not despise a manger for 
His first bed. As Pierce Pettis put it, “No banners were unfurled 
when God stepped into the world, held in the arms of a little 
girl named Miriam.” God incarnate was born of a young woman 
almost universally suspected of adultery. Long before the Magi 
arrived with appropriately royal gifts, Jesus was heralded by lowly 
shepherds. Despite all human attempts to co-opt Him, the real 
Christ of Christmas defies commercialization. He can neither be 
packaged nor purchased. 

While all the weary world recycles ways to remove Christ from 
Christmas, we can simply tell the truth. Linus did it back in 1965, 
when he recited part of Luke 2 to Charlie Brown. We can remind 
ourselves and those whom we meet that God’s love is the only 
essential gift of Christmas. We do not need reindeer, Santa, or even 
a budget, but we do need a return to the love that only comes from 
relationship with God.

The song of Moses and Miriam celebrates that God will lead the 
people He has redeemed in unfailing love (Ex. 15:13). His unfailing 
love and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit are more than enough 
to spur us on to yet more love. Perhaps this Advent, we should 
contemplate the sub-culture that was the early church. What 
rocked the Roman world was not Christianity’s economic potential 
or its appeal to sophisticated consumers of religion. It was love. 
Followers of Jesus loved one another and their enemies as well. 
Instead of embracing the ultimately unsatisfying holidays or railing 
against them in anger, let us reclaim our holy days by finding ways 
and persons to love. 

Elodie Ballantine Emig, MA
Instructor of Greek

“Who among the 
gods is like you, 
LORD? Who  
is like you—
majestic in 
holiness, awesome 
in glory, working 
wonders?” 
—Exodus 15:11

Defying  
Commercialization
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Angels at the Manger?

“And again, when 
God brings his 
firstborn into the 
world, he says, 
‘Let all God’s 
angels worship 
him.’” 
—Hebrews 1:6

Manger scenes often put a whole array of figures together 
who were never with Mary, Joseph, and Jesus at the same 

time. Most notably, the Magi show up the night of Christ’s birth 
and mingle with the shepherds, even though they couldn’t have 
arrived until much later, when they found the family in a house 
(Matt. 2:11). And sometimes the collection of animals looks like 
something out of a modern barnyard.

But one gaffe I’ve never seen (probably just due to my 
inexperience!) is angels worshiping the Christ-child in the manger. 
Luke makes it very clear they were out in the fields (2:8), and he 
says nothing about them following the shepherds to Bethlehem. 
Instead they return to heaven (v. 15).

It might not be historically correct to have angels on bended knee 
at the manger, but it would be theologically correct. Hebrews 1:6, 
as part of the author’s contrast between Jesus and the angels, 
quotes Deuteronomy 32:43 to the effect that angels should worship 
God’s Son when He becomes incarnate. Of course, this raises new 
questions.

For example, what does “firstborn” mean? Was Christ God’s first 
created being? No, as John 1:1 and plenty of other passages 
clarify. The Greek word for firstborn (pròtotokos) often meant “first 
in rank or prominence,” and that is almost certainly what it means 
here.

Somewhat stranger is the fact that standard Hebrew Bibles—the 
Masoretic Text (MT) from which English Old Testaments are 
translated—do not have anything corresponding to the words 
that Hebrews quotes here. But the Septuagint—the ancient Greek 
translation of the Old Testament—along with the Dead Sea Scrolls’ 
Hebrew version of Deuteronomy (both about 1,000 years older than 
the MT) do contain these words, so they may well have been what 
appeared in the original manuscript.

We know from Revelation 4–5 that angels worship Jesus in heaven. 
Perhaps the very ones who appeared to the shepherds worshiped 
Him from heaven that same night. So if you take the Magi out of 
your manger scene, as we like to do, and put them across the room 
from your tree, still en route, feel free to add in some angels. And 
then remember that if angels worship Him, we can do no less.

Craig Blomberg, PhD
Distinguished Professor of New Testament
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“What then shall 
we say to these 
things? If God is 
for us, who can 
be against us? He 
who did not spare 
his own Son but 
gave him up for 
us all, how will he 
not also with him 
graciously give us 
all things?”  
—Romans 8:31–32

Giving and Receiving
During my childhood, Christmas brought me so much excitement 

and joy: a few weeks of vacation from school, presents, 
Christmas tree decorations, holiday treats, presents, a visit to Santa 
at the mall, and did I mention presents? My siblings and I would 
wake up around 3:00 a.m. on Christmas morning and send my 
youngest brother to wake up my parents. (We knew he wouldn’t get 
in trouble.) My parents would send him back to bed, we would wait 
a half hour, and then we would do it again. This would go on until 
my parents were so annoyed that they couldn’t go back to sleep. 
Then we commenced our much-anticipated march down  
the hallway to our waiting presents.

Many people have fond memories of the happy frenzy surrounding 
the Christmas season. As adults, we describe other major life 
events by saying, “It feels like Christmas morning.”

I will never forget Christmas Day of 2009. My oldest son, and only 
child at the time, was two years old. This was the first Christmas for 
which he was old enough to understand what was happening and 
to show genuine excitement. He had recently discovered the joy of 
toy trains, and that Christmas, my wife and I bought him several 
train sets that interlinked. On Christmas Eve, we put him to bed, 
and I spent the next several hours putting the train sets together. 
The track went around the Christmas tree, over the fireplace hearth, 
and through the mass of wrapped presents on the floor.

That night I couldn’t sleep. I was filled with the anticipation of 
watching my son come down the stairs, of seeing the look on his 
face in the morning. That was the Christmas I truly discovered the 
joy of giving. To my surprise, it was far greater than the joy I had 
experienced on Christmas mornings as a child, focused only on 
receiving.

Romans 8 reminds us of God’s love for us. He gave His Son for 
us. The joy we experience when receiving Christ can only be 
surpassed by God’s joy in giving Him. At Christmas we often focus 
on the fact of Christ’s arrival. Let us also remember that He was 
sent to us by the Father, the greatest gift-giver of all.

Adam Young
Current Student, Master of Theology with a Concentration in New Testament 



DECEMBER 

12

7

“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.” 
—Luke 1:38, ESV

Two years after my husband and I got married, we decided to
start a family. Many of our friends began having kids around 

the same time, and we watched the children multiply around us 
as we inexplicably struggled to conceive our first. Five years have 
passed, and to this day our efforts have been entirely in vain. It may 
seem odd that in the midst of a struggle with unexplained infertility, 
I would feel a deep kinship with Mary, the mother of Jesus. She 
didn’t have to try at all to get pregnant with her first child. Yet, 
as I reflect on her story this Advent season, I am struck by her 
exceptional statement: “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord;  
let it be to me according to your word.” 

For much of my life, I blitzed right past this verse. I grew up in a 
church that didn’t talk much about suffering, so when the angel 
approached the virgin Mary with news that her entire life would be 
turned upside down, I was taught that Mary’s obedient response 
indicated that she possessed a heroic faith able to disregard her 
own circumstances and accept without difficulty her new reality. If 
that were true, I would find her faith unattainable and her flippancy 
unbelievable. Our faith shouldn’t require us to deny reality. 

Thinking about it now, I believe the key to understanding Mary’s 
response is actually found in the verse immediately prior, when the 
angel reminds her that “nothing will be impossible with God” (v. 
37). Mary didn’t have the luxury of disregarding her circumstances. 
She was an underprivileged minority woman living under Roman 
oppression who would become inexplicably pregnant with the child 
who would overthrow the world with His kingdom. Her situation 
would cause her suffering on every strata of her life, and in that 
moment, it probably seemed impossible to manage. She didn’t 
need to disregard the difficulty of her situation; she needed a God 
larger than her situation. Her courage and obedience poured from 
her understanding of the magnitude of God’s character: He keeps 
His promises, carries us in our suffering, and provides all that we 
need. 

This Advent season, may we remember that, even in the midst 
of our circumstances, we serve a God with whom nothing is 
impossible. He is worthy of our faith.

Amy Carr
Director of Admissions

Nothing is  
Impossible with God
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“You, Bethlehem 
Ephrathah, 
though you are 
small among the 
clans of Judah, 
out of you will 
come for me one 
who will be ruler 
of Israel ...” 
—Micah 5:2

Over the centuries, Bethlehem witnessed the worst and the best 
of history. At a time when there was no king in Israel, a Levite 

took a concubine from Bethlehem and gave her to sinful men who 
abused her to the point of death. During the same era, Bethlehem 
experienced a famine so severe that Elimelech, Naomi, and their 
sons left in search of food in Moab. Over the centuries, Bethlehem 
became a place of grief and mourning. Rachel, Izban, Asahel, and 
many others were buried in Bethlehem.

However, during the time of the united monarchy, God began to 
redeem the reputation of Bethlehem. He sent the prophet Samuel to 
Jesse of Bethlehem to find the young man who would become king 
over His people: David. This king, identified as a man after God’s 
own heart, became an important link in the lineage of the Messiah. 
In the eighth century BC, the prophet Micah declared, “You, 
Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of 
Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler of Israel, 
whose origins are from of old, from ancient times. Israel will be 
abandoned until the time when she who is in labor bears a son. … 
He will stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of the Lord,  
in the majesty of the name of the Lord his God” (Mic. 5:2–4).

Matthew and John both refer to this prophecy and confirm that 
the divine Ruler and Shepherd of Israel indeed came down from 
heaven to this little town of Bethlehem. Bethlehem, a place once 
known for its dark history, witnessed the glory of God through the 
advent of a celestial choir of angels, the visit of curious shepherds 
from surrounding fields, the love of a young Jewish couple who 
believed God’s promise, and most of all, through the birth of the 
divine child, Jesus. Two thousand years later, we still remember the 
little town of Bethlehem, that special place God chose to send His 
Son, Jesus, as the Redeemer and Savior of humanity.

Bethlehem was never the same after the birth of Jesus. To this day, 
multitudes from all nations gather in Bethlehem to see the golden 
star in the Church of the Nativity, the traditional place of the birth of 
Jesus. God sure knows how to turn small and insignificant places 
into great and important places. With Jesus in our lives, we also 
have been transformed from small and insignificant into great and 
important—we are now the temples of the Living God. May His 
glory shine out of our lives increasingly every day, especially as  
we remember His coming to the little town of Bethlehem.

Hélène Dallaire, PhD
Professor of Old Testament and  
Director of Messianic Judaism Program

O Little Town  
of Bethlehem
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Visitation of Infinite Love, 
Mercy, and Grace

“How great is 
God—beyond our
understanding!
The number of  
his year is past
finding out.” 
—Job 36:26

Musings on eternity have occupied my mind of late. Perhaps 
this is due to graduate studies in mathematics or because I’m 

getting closer to eternity. Last year’s Advent devotional reflected on 
the multitude of stars in the universe and asked the question, Why 
should God at Advent have concerned himself with human specks 
of dust on planet earth? (Psalm 8:3-4). Scanning the heavens 
through the Hubbel Space Telescope, astronomers estimate the 
diameter of the universe to be 93 billion light years containing  
100 billion galaxies and trillions of stars.

A new and more powerful telescope is certain to reveal a universe 
far more immense. While secular scientists generally judge that the 
universe is finite, Christians believe that the universe may well be 
infinite—still expanding from the original Big Bang—consistent 
with the biblical creation account. How might our finite minds 
possibly contemplate a Creator and a cosmos that are infinite? 
Some imagine a string wrapped around our planet with a tiny 
knot tied in it somewhere in the Pacific Ocean. Historical time is 
represented by the knot, whereas infinity is portrayed by the 25,000 
miles of string wrapped around earth’s circumference. This, of 
course, is a limiting illustration of what is in reality.

Christian faith rests securely on the actuality of an infinite Creator 
who—not surprisingly—has created an infinite universe. The 
qualities of the infinite God are likewise infinite in nature, meaning 
that God is infinite—knowing no bounds—in knowledge, 
wisdom, and power. It also means that God is infinite in His love, 
mercy, and grace. The mind-boggling truth of Advent is that this 
infinitely loving, merciful, and gracious God has visited us finite 
creatures with the redemptive touch of infinity bound up in His 
Son, Immanuel—God with us. Again, our finite minds can hardly 
comprehend infinite love, infinite mercy, and infinite grace. But 
divine favor has enabled us to enter into these blessed realities by 
opening our hearts to God’s gift wrapped up in the person of His 
Son, Jesus, who visited us at Advent. How breathtaking that is! 
How fitting, then, that the heavenly host proclaimed to the startled 
shepherds, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth 
peace to those on whom his favor rests” (Luke 2:14).

Bruce Demarest, PhD
Senior Professor of Christian Formation
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“And Mary said: 
‘My soul glorifies 
the Lord and my 
spirit rejoices in 
God my Savior, 
for he has been 
mindful of the 
humble state 
of his servant. 
From now on all 
generations will 
call me blessed,  
for the Mighty 
One has done 
great things for 
me—holy is his 
name.”’ 
—Luke 1:46–49

After years of battling chronic kidney disease, I received a new  
 kidney. It was unexpected. At my age, having survived a 

bone marrow transplant two decade earlier, I did not deem myself 
eligible. I had settled into accepting dialysis as a future constant 
in my life. It was six months prior to the operation that my doctor 
shared the news: if a qualified donor came forward, I could receive 
a transplant.

Those months passed quickly. A friend approached and declared, 
“I’m giving you one of my kidneys.” My doctors looked at her  
(10 years my junior, never smoked or drank, worked as a physical 
therapist) and set the date. We passed every test. On August 11, 
2014, I received a new kidney. 

As the nurse rolled me out of the hospital, I remember exclaiming:  
“Oh God, what have You done?” My life, as I had imagined it, had 
changed. God had changed it.

Mary’s Song reveals her response to the change God wrought in 
her life. It is as if, through song, she turns her soul inside out for 
all to see. What she reveals is as instructive as it is inspiring.

•  She magnifies God. She gazes upon His greatness.

•  She marvels at God, that in His greatness He would bless someone of little 
stature, no social standing. 

•  She praises God for the implications of His act, that future generations will 
remember and glorify God because of what He has done.

•   She goes on (in the remainder of the song, verses 50–55) to declare 
God’s greatness as revealed in His character, deeds, and the surety of His 
promises.

When God moves in our lives, how do we respond? If we turned 
our souls inside out, what song would others hear? Who would our 
souls magnify, and what would we declare about His greatness? 

In Mary’s Song, she shares her joy. She also models how we 
might share ours. Moving through this Advent season, we would 
do well to remember Mary’s Song. And, as God fills, restores, and 
ministers to our souls, we would do well to learn from Mary how 
to sing.

Ted Travis, MDiv
Alumnus and Board Member

Sing
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“This is the 
message we have 
heard from him 
and declare to 
you: God is light; 
in him there is no 
darkness at all.” 
—John 1:5

The Light that  
Pierces the Darkness
Christmas is ultimately about light that radiates hope. Christ’s 

birth brings the light of new life into the darkness of sin and 
death that would otherwise swallow us. But what if Jesus had never 
come? 

My work with survivors of complex relational trauma (CT)—such 
as chronic child physical, sexual, psychological, or spiritual 
abuse—brings me face to face with the reality of such darkness. 
Only sin can explain how the very individuals who are supposed 
to protect a child—parents or step-parents, extended family 
members, pastors, coaches, and teachers—can instead inflict 
such harm on these little ones. I see the immeasurable damage that 
often pervades every aspect of the lives of such trauma survivors 
throughout their lifespans.

Entering into the lives of CT survivors has made me more aware 
than I would otherwise have been of the depths of depravity to 
which people can fall. It is incomprehensible to me how any adult 
could torture an innocent child. It is staring evil in the face to see 
the ongoing effects of such abuse, even decades later. 

Yet this is precisely why it was necessary for Christ to come! The 
birth of Jesus which we celebrate at Christmas represents the hope 
we have that evil will not swallow good. Just as the star that shone 
brightly in the night sky led the wise men to where Jesus lay, so, 
too, the light of God’s presence through Christ now pierces the 
darkness of sin and evil. May the star that sits atop your Christmas 
tree this year and the Christmas lights that adorn trees, houses, 
and buildings serve as reminders this holiday season that, no 
matter the depth of the darkness, the light of Jesus shines brighter. 

Heather Davediuk Gingrich, PhD
Professor of Counseling
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“The virgin will 
conceive and give 
birth to a son, 
and they will call 
him Immanuel.”  
—Matthew 1:22-23

How can any man not have a father? After creating our first 
parents, God ordained procreation for our entrance into His 

world. It was a good idea, since loving intimacy between a man 
and a woman is a beautiful and apt basis of new life in a woman’s 
womb. Yet one man joined the human race without benefit of a 
human father. He was conceived in a young Jewish virgin named 
Mary. That man was the Son of God, the promised Messiah. But 
what is the significance of Jesus being conceived and born without 
a human father to the Virgin Mary?

First, Jesus’ conception was a fulfillment of prophecy, and thus 
received God’s stamp of supernatural approval. The Gospel of 
Matthew tells us that the events involving Mary’s pregnancy “took 
place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: ‘The 
virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him 
Immanuel’ (which means ‘God with us’)” (Matt. 1:22–23; see also 
Luke 1:26–38). Isaiah’s prophecy (7:14) had finally come true. This 
was no ordinary man. As Paul wrote:

But when the set time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a 
woman, born under the law, to redeem those under the law, that we 
might receive adoption to sonship (Gal. 4:4–5).

The manner in which Jesus fulfills Isaiah’s prophecy singles Him 
out from every other human being—past, present, and future. No 
one else was born of a virgin, despite a few unsubstantiated myths 
to the contrary.

Second, the virgin birth helps us understand the pre-existence of 
Christ. The Son of God did not begin to exist when Mary conceived 
Him. Yes, a new baby came into the world for the first time. This 
supernatural event was the beginning of the Incarnation: God with 
us in human form (see John 1:1–5, 14). However, the Word had 
always existed as the divine Second Person of the Trinity. The 
virginal conception of Jesus opens up the human space for the 
Incarnation. But Jesus’ humanity was not the result of human-
with-human procreation. In that case, there would have been no 
room for God’s entrance into the human race as a human being. He 
would have been human only. But the Holy Spirit’s work in Mary 
insured otherwise. 

That Jesus was born of a virgin is no fairy tale; neither is it 
an incidental item of theology. His virgin birth is the way of 
Incarnation and necessary for His saving work for humankind. 

Doug Groothuis, PhD
Professor of Philosophy

Born of a Virgin
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“I wait for the 
LORD, my whole 
being waits,
And in his word  
I put my hope.” 
—Psalm 130:5

Wait for the Lord
The word advent refers to a coming or arrival. For the Advent 

season that leads to Christmas, the anticipated arrival is that 
of Jesus Christ. His first coming is at the heart of Christmas. 
However, He comes to each of us if we will open our hearts to Him 
and believe that Jesus is who He claims to be. He will also come 
again in His glory. That is something we look forward to, even 
though we do not know when this will take place.

In Celtic Christianity, Advent begins six weeks before Christmas, 
to emphasize that we need to take time to wait. Our Advent guide 
begins the customary four weeks before that special day. What is 
most important is that we wait for the Lord, and that takes time. It 
is not something we do while giving our attention to other things. 
So the more time we can devote to waiting on God and to affirming 
His presence in our own heart, the better we will discern Christ in 
the world around us and the more we will appreciate the special 
holiday of Christmas for all that it means.

When our family came to America from Scotland, we needed 
immigration papers that would allow us to arrive and live here.  
My wife, Jean, trusted God and was convinced it would take place. 
Through a series of amazing miracles, God directed it all. I began 
that journey anxious because I could not see a way to reach a 
successful end. If only I too had learned to wait on God, I would 
have saved myself a great deal of worry. Let us take time each day 
to wait for the Lord.

Richard S. Hess, PhD
Distinguished Professor of Old Testament
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relentlessly to serve his Lord. It seemed he had labored in vain; 

the Israelites persisted in rejecting both God and the prophet. In 
the midst of Elijah’s deepest despair, God made Himself present 
to strengthen and instruct His tormented servant. High upon the 
mountain there came a destructive wind, a violent earthquake, and 
a ravaging fire. The powerful elements had nothing to offer frail 
humanity. Instead God’s revelation came through a gentle whisper. 
This encounter with stillness stirred something deep within Elijah’s 
spirit that strengthened him to continue his service.

God is tireless. He is unchanging and eternal. He has not altered 
the course of His mission since He spoke light into existence. 
His very word, even when whispered, holds the power of life and 
death. How often we find ourselves as Elijah—at the apex of chaos, 
senses assaulted, flesh weakened. In the midst of this calamity we 
crave tranquility, and our constant God remains present and active 
to offer us Himself. In loving pursuit He poses to each of us the 
same question He asked Elijah: “What are you doing here?” We 
need only to be still and to know He is God.

As we approach this season of celebration, we reflect upon our 
unassuming Savior. God sent His Son as a whisper: a baby 
wrapped in rags, a servant bending to wash feet, a friend to 
children and society’s rejects. No pomp. No circumstance. Instead, 
He relinquished for a time the fullness of His power in mercy and 
grace and extended a tender invitation to draw near to His presence 
and sit at His feet. It is not in our struggling or striving or stressing 
that the Prince of Peace makes Himself known. Rather, as we 
acquiesce to bend our knees and embrace the stillness, the Creator 
of heaven and earth responds with words of life and life to the full.

May we find time this Advent season to intentionally withdraw 
from the noise. May we escape from the errands and lists and 
events. Let us bask in the presence of our loving Father, revel in the 
salvation received from our Redeemer, and anticipate the Spirit’s 
whisper as He testifies to our inheritance as sons and daughters of 
the Living God! 

Judy Lynch
Admissions Advisor, West Texas Campus

“Then a great 
and powerful 
wind tore the 
mountains apart 
and shattered 
the rocks before 
the LORD, 
but the LORD 
was not in the 
wind. After the 
wind there was 
an earthquake, 
but the LORD 
was not in the 
earthquake. After 
the earthquake 
came a fire, but 
the LORD was 
not in the fire. 
And after the fire 
came a gentle 
whisper.” 
—1 Kings 19:11–12

Awaiting a Whisper
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“By this the 
love of God was 
manifested in us, 
that God has sent 
His only begotten 
Son into the  
world so that  
we might live 
through Him.”  
—1 John 4:9, NASB

In the Advent season, as we properly focus on God the Son 
becoming flesh, we read in the Johannine literature of the “only 

begotten” description of God the Son. Johannine texts related to 
the coming of Christ refer to Jesus Christ as “the only begotten 
from the Father” (John 1:14), “the only begotten God” (John 1:18), 
“His only begotten Son” (John 3:16), “the only begotten Son of 
God” (John 3:18), and “His only begotten Son” (1 John 4:9).  
What are we to make of this “only begotten” designation? 

From a review of the lexical data on the term “only begotten,” we 
may conclude that the emphasis in John’s usage is on the absolute 
uniqueness of Jesus Christ as the Son of God. He is the Son of 
God in a sense in which no others are. “Only begotten” is used as a 
title which God the Father ascribes to the Son. It conveys an honor 
which is unparalleled and incomparable. 

This absolute uniqueness of Jesus Christ may be seen in: (1) the 
being or nature of God the Son, “For there is one God, and one 
mediator also between God and humanity, the man Christ Jesus”  
(1 Tim. 2:5); (2) the revelatory role of God the Son to humanity, 
“No one has seen God at any time; the only begotten God, who is 
in the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him” (John 1:18);  
and (3) the provision of salvation through God the Son, “For 
God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that 
whoever believes in Him should not perish, but have eternal life” 
(John 3:16).

Such profound truths concerning the “only begotten” Son of 
God should evoke from us a sense of reverence, awe, wonder, 
and mystery at so great a salvation which has come to us in the 
Incarnation of the Son of God, the “only begotten” of the Father.

In the words of the fourth-century Christian Latin poet, Prudentius,

Of the Father’s love begotten,
Ere the worlds began to be.
He is Alpha and Omega,
He the source, the ending He.
Of the things that are, that have been,
And that future years shall see,
Evermore and evermore.
Praise be to God. Amen.  

Keith Wells, DMin
Associate Professor of Theological Bibliography and Research and
Director of Library

The Only Begotten Son
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beginning in 1985. For Christians, all trips to this Holy Land must 

include visits to two crucial churches: the Church of the Nativity 
in Bethlehem and the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem. 
These are the major Christian pilgrimage sites, for they mark the 
key events in our Savior’s life: the Incarnation and the Crucifixion. 
Over the years, I’ve been intrigued by the way American 
evangelicals respond to what they encounter in these churches. 
Two phenomena strike me especially at this Advent season. 

First, many describe the ornate décor of these churches as gaudy: 
gilded walls, icons, hanging lamps, candles, crucifixes, Madonna 
and Child depictions, and much more—very different from what 
they’re used to in churches back home. Many evangelicals find this 
style distracting and even off-putting. I have heard complaints that 
such features amount to meaningless ornaments or even idols. 
But I hope we can ask ourselves whether any kind of devotional 
art—western or northern, eastern or southern—is truly “better” 
than the others.

The other phenomenon happens with different visitors we 
encounter at these sites: pilgrims from many countries, social 
backgrounds, and Christian traditions. While evangelicals often 
approach these places like tourists, chatting and taking selfies,  
we always witness worshipers who fall prostrate before the altars 
or even kiss the floor. These visitors are genuinely moved by being 
in these places that celebrate where their Lord was born and died. 
Again, to generalize, our evangelical tradition does not express 
devotion in these ways, but I hope we wonder humbly who might 
be more devoted to Jesus. Who, after all, is the judge of what is 
“appropriate” devotion?

These experiences bring me to consider what forms true worship 
can take and to notice what might distract a follower of Christ from 
such true worship. As we approach Christmas again this year, these 
questions can be relevant. Does our own décor show our devotion 
to Christ? Or does it merely reflect cultural values? Will we allow 
the Spirit to move us to grasp the significance of Christ’s birth and 
death, or will we choose to embrace the culture’s trappings, telling 
us, “It’s a Merry, Merry Christmas”? What will it look like for us to 
“worship in Spirit and in truth” this year?

William W. Klein, PhD
Professor of New Testament

“Yet a time is 
coming and 
has now come 
when the true 
worshipers will 
worship the 
Father in the 
Spirit and in 
truth, for they 
are the kind of 
worshipers the 
Father seeks. God 
is spirit, and his 
worshipers must 
worship in the 
Spirit and in 
truth.” 
—John 4:23–24

What Will Christmas 
Look Like?
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Christkind or Christ Child?

“Today in the 
town of David a 
Savior has been 
born to you; he  
is the Messiah, 
the Lord.” 
—Luke 2:11

“For to us a child 
is born …” 
—Isaiah 9:6

We recently brought out an old box of memories from our kids’ 
childhood days. One of our daughters, on seeing an old 

craft project, exclaimed, “I remember making this at the Vienna 
Christkindlmarkt!” This large Christmas market in front of Vienna’s 
old town hall is named after the Christkind—literally, the “Christ 
Child.” In our early days in Austria, we were impressed by the 
emphasis on Jesus, the Christ Child, in the Christmas celebrations 
of the city. Only as we came to understand the true identity of the 
Christkind did we understand how wrong we were.

The Christkind, rather than representing the baby Jesus, is a 
blond, winged, female angel/fairy who delivers the decorated 
Christmas tree and the gifts on Christmas Eve. She is the Central 
European equivalent to Santa Claus. Just as children write letters 
to Santa Claus in other countries, so children write letters to the 
Christkind, which are delivered to the Austrian town of Christkindl. 
The Christkind was probably invented by Martin Luther to replace 
the Roman Catholic reverence for Saint Nicholas with Jesus, the 
true Christ Child. But over the years, she was changed in popular 
imagination into the current fairy, who is intended to represent 
peace, harmony, and tranquility—which should characterize the 
Christmas season.

For those of us who have grown up with Jesus, it’s easy to forget 
how challenging it is to believe that a human child could be born  
of a virgin and be, in fact, almighty God, creator and sustainer of 
the universe. Many people prefer to place the story of Christ’s birth 
in the same category as the legend of the Christkind: both the 
Christ Child and the Christkind are nice folk tales which symbolize 
the desire of people to live in a world where peace, prosperity, and 
beauty reign. 

Through eyes of faith—God’s gift to us—we see that Jesus’ birth 
isn’t a fairy tale in the same category as Santa Claus, the Easter 
Bunny, or the Christkind, but true history. God chose to humble 
Himself and become human to save the world. The true Christ 
Child—“God in diapers,” in Luther’s memorable phrase—is 
eternally present. Although we celebrate His birth at Christmas, 
He is always there. As evocative as the image of the sweet baby is, 
He is not just the true Christkind, forever stuck in a manger; He is 
Immanuel, God with us.

Scott Klingsmith, PhD
Assistant Professor of Intercultural Studies
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“This is real love—
not that we loved 
God, but that 
he loved us and 
sent his Son as a 
sacrifice to take 
away our sins” 
—1 John 4:10, NLT

Christian “boot camp” for me was two summers spent at 
Lakeside Bible Conference serving children, including those 

with special needs, from New York City. The work was difficult, the 
circumstances were challenging, and the growth in faith—as we 
were led and mentored by a founder and director with the gift of 
faith—was indescribable.

My first summer, whether we could sing or not (I certainly could 
not), all the counselors formed a choir to represent the ministry 
of the camp at a church on Long Island. While having to sing 
was unsettling, I still recall the song “The Love of God,” written a 
hundred years ago by Frederick Lehman. The songwriter captured 
the inexhaustible nature of God’s love in stanzas describing His 
love as “greater far, than tongue or pen can tell, it goes beyond 
the highest star, and reaches to the lowest hell,” and “To write the 
love of God above, would drain the ocean dry. Nor could the scroll 
contain the whole, though stretched from sky to sky.”

The essence of Christmas is the demonstration of God’s love 
through the sending of His Son. “God showed how much he loved 
us by sending his one and only Son into the world so that we 
might have eternal life through him. This is real love—not that we 
loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to 
take away our sins” (1 John 4:9–10, NLT).

Such unfathomable love should fill us with deepest gratitude. 
Augustine of Hippo (354–430 AD) attempted to put the love of 
God in perspective: “He so loved that for our sakes he, through 
whom time was made, was made in time; and he, older by 
eternity than the world itself, was younger in age than many of 
his servants in the world; he who made man, was made man; he 
was given existence by a mother whom he brought into existence, 
he was carried in the hands which he formed; he nursed at 
breasts which he filled; he cried like a baby in the manger in 
speechless infancy—this Word without which human eloquence is 
speechless.”

It is in embracing God’s love for us through becoming followers of 
the Lord Jesus Christ that we are able to love others (including our 
enemies), commit our lives to kingdom values, and choose to live 
our lives for others.

Randy MacFarland, DMin
Provost and Dean

The Love of God
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Merry Broken Christmas

“For God so loved 
the world that he 
gave his one and 
only Son, that 
whoever believes 
in him shall not 
perish but will 
have eternal life.” 
—John 3:16

“‘The virgin will 
conceive and give 
birth to a son, 
and they will call 
him Immanuel’ 
(which means 
‘God with us’).” 
—Matthew 1:23

Christmas is supposed to be a lovely season … right? Filled with 
the twinkly glow of the holidays and the holy days. A celebration 

of met expectations and fulfilled hope. 

Except when it’s not. Except when it’s broken.

A cancer diagnosis. A child who’s far from home. A runaway 
spouse. Unemployment. Loneliness. A broken Christmas.

When life breaks all around us at Christmas, we wonder what we’ve 
done wrong. Where is God in a season like this?

He’s where He’s always been: Immanuel, God with us.

The very first Christmas was a broken Christmas. It began with a 
pregnant, unwed teen girl and a fiancé who wondered if she might 
have cheated on him. It continued with an elderly cousin of this 
teenager, also pregnant, whose pastor husband struggled at first 
to believe his wife could be pregnant. For his doubt, he was struck 
silent until the birth of his son. 

A census was ordered, and the young, betrothed couple underwent 
a three-day journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem, even though she 
was far along in her pregnancy. And then the Christ was born in a 
cattle trough, amongst animals, because there was no room for the 
little family in a proper inn.

Yes, the first Christmas was a broken Christmas, when God so 
loved our broken world that He gave His only Son to be born, to 
grow up and walk this broken planet, and to eventually die on a 
cross with His body broken for our need. 

Aren’t you glad? Immanuel, God with us, comes to our broken 
world to mend us and make us whole. 

Merry broken Christmas. Immanuel comes to heal. 

Elisa Morgan, MDiv
Alumna and Board Member
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“Whomever 
the Lord has 
adopted and 
deemed worthy 
of His fellowship 
ought to prepare 
themselves for a 
hard, toilsome, 
and unquiet life, 
crammed with 
very many and 
various kinds  
of evil.”  
–John Calvin

“But when the 
fullness of the 
time had come, 
God sent forth 
His Son, born of 
a woman, born 
under the law, 
to redeem those 
who were under 
the law, that we 
might receive the 
adoption as sons.” 
—Galatians 4:4–5, 

NKJV

The holidays can be a stressful and difficult time for many people. 
This is especially true for singles and those who come from 

broken families like mine. One Christmas season, I was feeling 
very much alone and struggling with depression when I reached 
out for prayer. A fellow Christian took the time to learn what was 
troubling me and invited me to spend time with his family for the 
holidays. That compassionate concern and kind gesture was a 
lifeline for me that year. 

God sent Jesus into this world to redeem us, that we might receive 
adoption as sons and daughters of God (Gal. 4:4–5). We have been 
adopted into the family of God, and as such, are children of God 
and joint heirs with Christ (Rom. 8:16–17). It is vitally important 
to remember who we are at all times. Even if our natural families 
are broken and dysfunctional, we have access, by adoption, to a 
wonderful family in the body of believers. We are never alone, and 
we have unique access to all of the riches of the kingdom of God.

If you are feeling lonely and disconnected this holiday season, do 
not suffer alone. Pray and ask God to reveal someone with whom 
you can connect. Then take the bold step to reach out and let 
them know how you are feeling. Step out in faith, take a chance to 
connect with others, and do not isolate yourself.   

Alternatively, if you are blessed to be part of a healthy family or 
group of friends that enjoys gathering for fellowship during the 
holiday season, remember to be sensitive to others in your midst. 
There are people at your church, in your community, and at your 
job who feel left out of the holiday festivities this year. Perhaps you 
can reach out and invite them to join you for dinner or a family 
gathering. In doing so, you will be blessed beyond measure, 
because you are ultimately serving the Lord (Matt. 25:37–40). 

Debora Barr
Site Director, Washington DC Campus

Family Sorrows
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“And he will be 
called Wonderful 
Counselor, Mighty 
God, Everlasting 
Father, Prince of 
Peace.” 
—Isaiah 9:6

My favorite Christmas hymn is actually an Advent hymn, 
traditionally only sung in the days leading up to Christmas.  

It is a familiar, somber tune called “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.” 
It doesn’t feel very celebratory and doesn’t bring to mind joyous 
Christmas rituals or family gatherings. In fact, the minor key 
causes reflection and thoughtfulness while the lyrics themselves 
call singers and listeners toward longing and lament. So why is 
this my favorite hymn?

It focuses on the longing that should permeate the season of 
Advent. It recognizes and acknowledges the “lonely exile,” “death’s 
dark shadows,” and “Satan’s tyranny.” These experiences are life’s 
reality, and the hymn poetically and musically reminds us of life’s 
challenges. Yet the hymn yearns for the day when the Rod of Jesse, 
the Day-Spring, the Key of David will come to cheer our spirits and 
bring freedom. There is reason to rejoice and hope in the midst of 
pain and burden.

The experiences of grief, pain, and suffering lead us to a place of 
longing. When we face the injustice in our world, the brokenness of 
systems, institutions, and governments, along with the darkness in 
our own hearts, all we can do is yearn for someone to make it right.

The yearning of “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel”—and our own 
yearning—directs us to one of the most hopeful titles given to 
Jesus, found in Isaiah 9:6–7: “Prince of Peace.” Often, we interpret 
this to mean that Jesus will bring an end to conflict. That is 
true. However, peace is not only the absence of conflict; it is the 
establishment of all that is right. It is wholeness in relationships, 
just treatment and outcomes in society, and abundant provision for 
all. In fact, it is the flourishing of all people in communion with one 
another and God. This is the longing of our hearts. And this is what 
the Prince of Peace brings!

When we read the news in the morning and hear the stories of 
mourning and loss, of oppression and injustice, of greed and 
selfishness and our hearts break with longing, the words of Isaiah 
and the lyrics of this hymn can help us to hold pain and hope 
together. The Prince of Peace will come, and when He does, all will 
be right.

Patty Pell, MA
Director of Justice and Mission Program

Hearts of Longing
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 I am by the answers they elicit. When God asked Adam and 

Eve, “Where are you?” I don’t think He didn’t know; He wanted 
Adam and Eve to “fess up.” When Jesus asked, “Who do you 
say that I am?” He wasn’t seeking information but providing a 
transformational moment for His disciples.

When the Magi arrived in Jerusalem and started asking, “Where 
is he who has been born king of the Jews?” people knew they 
weren’t asking about Herod, the current king. Apparently word 
reached Herod about what they were asking, and even Herod knew 
they weren’t asking about him or his son, the presumed heir to the 
throne.

No, Herod immediately asked religious scholars where the 
Messiah, the long awaited Anointed One, was to be born. He 
somehow knew the question wasn’t about him but about another, 
and that, of course, was an inflammatory question for a king as 
volatile and erratic as Herod.

Did the Magi not know Herod would be more than a bit threatened 
by inquiries about a sovereign more legitimate than he? After all, 
he’d already killed would-be rivals to his throne, even one of his 
own sons. If the Magi were “wise men,” advisers to the rulers in 
the Parthian Empire east of Jerusalem, surely they knew how kings 
react when someone shows an interest in a soon-to-be king in their 
realm.

Perhaps the Magi had heard of this Anointed One from the prophet 
Daniel, himself a Magi centuries earlier (Dan. 2:48) and assumed 
the Messiah was still as longingly anticipated in Jerusalem as He 
had been long ago in Babylon. 

While their question did get them pointed in the right direction,  
to Bethlehem, it also unleashed Herod’s deadly paranoia. Whether 
the Magi could, or should, have seen that coming is a question we 
can’t answer.

What this episode clearly shows, however, is that word of the 
coming Messiah was known beyond Israel, even beyond the 
Roman Empire. These Magi from the east are evidence that Jesus’ 
arrival is an event with worldwide import. And despite Herod’s 
violent efforts, God’s Savior and the gospel He embodies, cannot 
be thwarted. 

Marshall Shelley, DD
Director of Doctor of Ministry Program and  
Associate Professor of Pastoral Leadership and Ministry 

“Where is he who 
has been born 
king of the Jews?” 
—Matthew 2:2

The Power of a Question



DECEMBER 

28

23

“We may venture 
more freely to call 
God our Father, 
because his only 
Son, in order that 
we might have a 
Father in common 
with him, chose to 
be our brother.”
—John Calvin, 
Commentary on 

a Harmony of the 

Evangelists

The story of Mary, Joseph, and the birth of Jesus is a family 
story. It’s unique, to be sure, but it is a story of family.

Through a miraculous work of the Holy Spirit, Mary was blessed by 
God when He chose her to be Jesus’ earthly mother (Luke 1:26–36, 
46–55). Joseph, “being a righteous man,” fulfilled his betrothal 
commitments, took Mary as his wife (Matt. 1:19, 24), and became 
Jesus’ earthly father. And, in due time, the promised Son was born 
(Luke 2:7). As a family, they stayed in the stable, and as a family, 
they received seekers—shepherds and nobles. As a family, they 
were received by Simeon and Anna in the temple, and as a family, 
they returned to Nazareth, where “the child grew” in the care of His 
parents (Luke 2:40).

In the process of proclaiming this story in his commentary on the 
Gospels, John Calvin helps us to see another “family story” that is 
central to the story of the Child who was born. “We may venture,” 
he writes, “more freely to call God our Father, because his only Son 
… chose to be our brother.” The birth of Jesus was the necessary 
and defining starting point for the story of His saving work. And the 
story of that saving work can be viewed, in part, as a family story in 
which we, by God’s grace, can share.

In coming to earth and taking humanity upon Himself, the Son of 
God became our brother, while also being our Creator, Lord, and 
Savior (Matt. 12:49; 25:40; Rom. 8:29; Heb. 2:11). He was born 
of a woman and lived a human life like ours, with only one all-
significant difference. At every point at which a choice was made, 
Jesus chose to do the will of His Father in heaven. And because 
of His unerring, life-and-death-long obedience to the Father, we, 
by grace through faith in Him, can be adopted and call His Father 
“Abba,” our Father (John 1:12–13; Rom. 8:15; Matt. 6:9). What  
a gift!

David Buschart, PhD 
Professor of Theology and Historical Studies

The Gift of Family

Note: In 2017, Protestant Christians around the world are celebrating the 500th 
anniversary of the Reformation. John Calvin was a leading theologian among 
“second generation” Protestant reformers.
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“Then the angel 
showed me the 
river of the water 
of life, as clear as 
crystal, flowing 
from the throne 
of God and of the 
Lamb down the 
middle of the great 
street of the city. 
On each side of 
the river stood the 
tree of life, bearing 
twelve crops of 
fruit, yielding its 
fruit every month. 
And the leaves 
of the tree are for 
the healing of the 
nations. No longer 
will there be  
any curse.” 
—Revelation 22:1–3

Reversing the Curse
The apostle John understood the significance of God’s work 

in and through time. He recognized Jesus’ Incarnation as the 
apex of time, the triumph over the curse of Genesis 3. In the book 
of Revelation, he describes the culmination of time, when all 
have access to the tree of life in the new creation and the curse 
is eradicated. The Incarnation is the turning point that moves 
the trajectory of history away from death and toward life. It is the 
reason for our hope, for we know that, ultimately, all things will be 
made right.

But clearly, that reality is not fully manifest; one glance at the news 
is enough to recognize this. In the face of the ongoing effects of 
the curse, we often gravitate toward one of two attitudes: either we 
focus so much on the fact that everything is not as it should be that 
we despair, or we concentrate so single-mindedly on the fact that 
everything will be made right that we neglect the present suffering 
of others around us. Both sides hold an element of truth, but if we 
focus on one without the other we become cynical or inactive.

The season of Advent requires the balance of these two certainties. 
In the darkest days of the year, we acknowledge the agony of 
waiting for Christmas joy, yet our waiting is not idle. We light 
candles, sing hymns, and reflect together on Christ’s birth. 

Advent parallels the tension we experience as believers living 
between Christ’s Incarnation and His Second Coming. We 
anticipate the moment when Christ will, as one famous Advent 
hymn says, “Disperse the gloomy clouds of night, and death’s dark 
shadows put to flight.” Advent is the season when we say both, 
“Not all is as it should be,” and “One day, all will be made right.” 
We acknowledge the darkness while hoping for the dawn.

Perhaps, in observing the darkness of our world, you identify with 
the temptation toward cynicism or inactivity. I encourage you to 
reflect on Revelation 22:1–3 this Advent and consider how Christ’s 
Incarnation serves as the turning point in history when the curse 
began unraveling. Remember that His coming freed us from the 
curse so we might truly love God and neighbor. And when the 
darkness of the world seems overwhelming, remember that the 
Light is coming. When He does, the curse will finally be no more. 
Hallelujah!

Julie Dykes
Current Student, Master of Arts with Concentrations in New Testament and  
Old Testament
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25 It’s a long way from the cradle to the cross, from a nighttime 
sky over Bethlehem ablaze with God’s glory and the praise of a 

heavenly host to the silence of a sunless, threatening sky over 
Golgotha. Or is it?

The birth of Jesus and His death on the cross are inextricably 
bound together. One makes no sense without the other. Without the 
cross, Jesus’ birth has no purpose; without the cradle, His death 
could not accomplish His purpose: atonement for the sins of the 
world. The apostle John makes the connection between the cradle 
and the cross in his majestic affirmation, “The Word became flesh 
and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the 
glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of 
grace and truth” (John 1:14).

It’s relatively easy to find Jesus’ birth in John’s elegant prose. “The 
Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.” And Luke 
makes it patently clear that at Jesus’ birth, the glory of the Lord was 
present both visually and audibly. None of Jesus’ disciples doubted 
His humanity. Yet they saw Him do things no one else had done, 
say things about God no one else had said, and commune with His 
Father in ways no one else could imagine. In all of that, they saw 
glimpses of God’s glory.

But where is the cross in John 1:14? “We have seen his glory, the 
glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of 
grace and truth.” The ultimate expression of God’s glory was the 
death and resurrection of Jesus. “Where the world’s hatred for God 
comes to its ultimate expression, so also does God’s love for the 
world.”1  That collision of the world’s malice and God’s compassion 
reveals His glory more vividly than anything else.

Several years ago, a friend gave us an unusual Christmas tree 
ornament: a large iron spike intended to replicate the nails driven 
through Jesus’ hands and feet on the cross. It’s so heavy that we 
have to place it near the trunk of the tree rather than on the end of 
the branches where the other ornaments hang. Each Christmas 
morning, when we gather around the tree, we pass that spike 
around, each person taking a moment to reflect on Jesus’ death on 
the cross. It brings a sense of purpose to our morning. You see, it’s 
not that far from the cradle to the cross.

Mark Young, PhD
President 

1. Craig Keener, The Gospel of John: A Commentary. Volume One, p. 411

“The Word 
became flesh and 
made his dwelling 
among us. We 
have seen his 
glory, the glory of 
the one and only 
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from the Father, 
full of grace  
and truth.”  
—John 1:14
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We trust that these Advent 
devotionals have enriched 

your celebration of the  
birth of our Savior.  

May you be filled with 
joy and gratitude this 

Christmas!

And the entire  
Denver Seminary Family




