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A WOODEN STRUCTURE LARGE ENOUGH TO HOLD THE
BREAD OF LIFE!



A manger, as someone succinctly put it, is a wooden structure large
enough to hold the Bread of Life. See how this common stable
fixture is lifted up to a place of sacred significance. A manger is
not enough, though, not even one that holds the Bread of Life. It
is only a beginning. The fulfillment lies in another wooden
fixture. Looming in the midnight shadows of the manger, there is
the figure of the Cross. Like the manger, it is a wooden structure
large enough to hold the Bread of Life. The manger is a symbol of
joy, but a very peculiar joy, for even as we celebrate Christmas,
we know that the day of Crucifixion is also at hand.



In these meditations for Advent and Christmas, come and consider
the King who was born in a stable, crowned with thorns and now
reigns forever. Trace the path of prophets who foresaw Him, angels
who announced Him, shepherds who witnessed Him and wise men who
pursued Him. Ponder with Zechariah and Elizabeth, Joseph and Mary,
Simeon and Anna what it means to watch, wait, listen and believe.
Learn why Jesus came and how His birth, life, death and
resurrection are the reason for every season.
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Christmas in Isaiah



ISAIAH 40 is rich with Christmas, the coming of Christ into the
world. George Frederick Handel found it to be fertile soil for
his Messiah oratorio, which is often presented at
Christmastime.

Speaking to a people who would soon be going
into Babylonian captivity, Isaiah prophecies a wondrous future
beyond. It begins in verse 1 with a promise of comfort for a
troubled people:

 


Comfort, yes, comfort My people!” says your God.

 


In verse three, there is the voice of one
crying in the wilderness:

 


Prepare the way of the Lord;

Make straight in the desert,

A highway for our God.

 


The Gospel writers reveal this figure as John
the Baptist. In verse 9, there is the promise of the Gospel, good
news to Israel:

 


O Zion, you who bring good tidings,

Get up into the high mountain;

O Jerusalem, you who bring good tidings,

Lift up your voice with strength,

Lift it up, be not afraid;

Say to the cities of Judah, “Behold your God!”

 


There are four “Beholds” to consider in this
prophesy. When God tells us to behold something, it is to fix our
attention, our focus, our gaze upon something that our human eyes
cannot yet discern. It is to look into the realm of the spirit and
see truth “behind the scenes.” It signals something unexpected,
something that is known only because God reveals it to us.

In verse 9, the command is
to “Behold your God!” There is the dimension of the divine, but
there is also the personal aspect, because He is called
our God. After the time of
captivity and darkness, the Good News comes: Our God is now here to
deliver and take care of His people. The second “Behold”
immediately follows, in verse 10:

 


Behold, the Lord God shall come with a strong
hand.

And His arm shall rule for Him.

 


Our God comes exercising power and authority.
Then comes the third “Behold,” also in verse 10:

 


Behold, His reward is with Him,

And His work before Him.

 


The NIV has the second line as “And His
recompense accompanies Him.” These are the spoils of victory, for
our Lord comes to destroy the works of the enemy and set the
captives free, while making prisoners of those who held His people
hostage. He lifts up the humble but repays those enemies who have
lifted themselves up in pride against Him.

 


For this purpose the Son of God was manifested, that
He might destroy the works of the devil. (1 John 3:8)

 


Therefore He says: “When He ascended on high, He led
captivity captive, and gave gifts to men.” (Ephesians 4:8)

 


In Isaiah 40:11, we find that our warrior
God, who prevails so powerfully against our oppressors, is also a
tender shepherd:

 


He will feed His sheep like a shepherd;

He will gather the lambs with His arm,

And carry them in His bosom,

And gently lead those who are with young.

 


Handel’s Messiah marries this text to Matthew
11:28-29:

 


Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden,
and I will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me,
for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your
souls.

 


But we are also drawn to the Good Shepherd in
John 10:


I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd gives His life for
the sheep. (John 10:11)

 


The fourth “Behold” comes in Isaiah
40:15.

 


Behold, the nations are as a drop in a bucket,

And are counted as the small dust on the scales;

Look, He lifts up the isles as a very little
thing.

 


God is big! All the nations taken together
cannot compare to Him. They do not even come close. Do not let the
nations shake you, for God will shake the nations and bring them
into line. He is not like the false gods and idols of those
nations, but the true God and Judge who comes to set things right.
Therefore, “lift up your eyes on high” (v. 26).

 


Why do you say, O Jacob,

And speak, O Israel:

“My way is hidden from the
Lord,

And my just claim is passed over by my God”?

Have you not known?

Have you not heard?

The everlasting God, the Lord,



The Creator of the ends of the earth,

Neither faints nor is weary.

His understanding is unsearchable.

He gives power to the weak.

And to those who have no might He increases
strength.

Even the youths shall faint and be weary,

And the young men shall utterly fall,

But those who wait on the Lord

Shall renew their strength;

They shall mount up with wings like eagles,

They shall run and not be weary,

They shall walk and not faint.

(Isaiah 40:27-31)

 


We hear echoes of Isaiah’s
prophesy in the prayer of Mary, which is often referred to as
the Magnificat (“My
soul magnifies”). It is the song Mary sang when she visited her
cousin Elizabeth and received a blessing from her, for Elizabeth
recognized her as “The mother of my Lord” (Luke 1:43).

 


My soul magnifies the Lord,

And my spirit has rejoiced in God my Savior.

For He has regarded the lowly state of His
maidservant;

For behold, henceforth all generations will call me
blessed.

For He who is mighty has done great things for
me,

And holy is His name.

And His mercy is on those who fear Him

From generation to generation.

He has shown strength with His arm;

He has scattered the proud in the imagination of
their hearts.

He has put down the mighty from their thrones,

And exalted the lowly.

He has filled the hungry with good things,

And the rich He has sent away empty.

He has helped His servant Israel,

In remembrance of His mercy,

As He spoke to our fathers,

To Abraham and to his seed forever.

(Luke 1:46-55)

 


God has remembered His mercy and the promise
He gave to His people. It is the promise of Christmas.

 


 



 


Christmas in Mark

 The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.
(Mark 1:1)



IF we think of Christmas only as the nativity scene, then Mark has
nothing to offer us concerning it. No star, no shepherds, no wise
men, not even Joseph and Mary, or the infant in the manger. But if
we think of Christmas as the coming of Christ into the world, then
Mark has something very important to tell us: The gospel of Jesus
Christ has a beginning. Mark locates that beginning in John the
Baptist and the prophecy that lays out his mission:

 


Behold, I send My messenger before Your face,

Who will prepare Your way before You.

The voice of one crying in the wilderness:

“Prepare the way of the
Lord;

Make His paths straight.”

(Mark 1:2-3, quoting Malachi 3:1 and Isaiah
40:3)

 


Literally, the language refers to
road-building, the preparation of highways. The custom in those
days was for kings to send people ahead to make level and passable
the roads on which they would soon be traveling. Metaphorically, it
is about preparing the hearts of the people to receive the King.
That is what Mark is talking about. The role of John the Baptist
was to prepare the hearts of the people to receive the Messiah.

John came baptizing in the wilderness and
preaching a baptism of repentance for the remission of sins. Then
all the land of Judea, and those from Jerusalem, went out to him
and were all baptized by him in the Jordan River, confessing their
sins.

Now John was clothed with camel's hair and
with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild
honey. And he preached, saying, “There comes One after me who is
mightier than I, whose sandal strap I am not worthy to stoop down
and loose. I indeed baptized you with water, but He will baptize
you with the Holy Spirit.” (Mark 1:4-8)

Preparing the way for the Coming King, John
preached a baptism of “repentance.” The Greek word refers literally
to a change of mind, how one thinks about something. It was a
preparation of their hearts: First, concerning sin, that it did not
belong in their lives. Second, concerning how they could be
delivered from the bondage of sin and find forgiveness, for they
would not be able to deal with it themselves. Many came confessing
their sins, agreeing with God that they had been wrong to do such
things, but also looking to Him to do something about their
shortcomings. They were baptized, their bodies cleansed and their
hearts bathed in this new message John was bringing:

 


There comes One after me who is mightier than I,
whose sandal strap I am not worthy to stoop down and loose. I
indeed baptized you with water, but He will baptize you with the
Holy Spirit.

 


John’s baptism pointed them to Jesus the
Messiah, and prepared their hearts, by repentance, to receive Him.
But it was Jesus who would come and wash over them with the
life-changing reality of the Holy Spirit. This is the beginning of
the gospel of Jesus Christ, according to Mark.

In the season of Advent, we prepare our
hearts to celebrate the birth of our King, even as we watch for His
return. It is a season of repentance, to let go of the expectations
we have set upon ourselves, that we may more fully anticipate Him.
Even now, He will bathe us with His Spirit and change the
world.

 


 



 


Watching, Waiting, Listening, Believing


The four weeks before Christmas are known as
Advent. Advent means “coming.” It is a season of spiritual
preparation as we make our hearts ready to celebrate the coming of
the Lord Jesus Christ into the world. It is a time of watching and
waiting, of listening and believing. The Christmas story is full of
such things.



ZECHARIAH was a priest waiting for his opportunity to perform
Temple service, which would come only once in his lifetime. He had
also been waiting for a child, a son, for which he and his wife
Elizabeth had prayed many years. But Elizabeth had remained barren,
and now they were well past the time of having children (Luke
1:5-25).

Finally, as his life was much nearer the end
than the beginning, the lot fell for Zechariah to burn incense in
the Temple of the Lord. This offering symbolized the prayers of
God’s people. As the smoke of the burning incense rose up inside
the Temple, the prayers of the people likewise ascended to heaven.
For they, also, were waiting for God’s Messiah to come.

Their wait would not now be long, for the
angel of the Lord appeared to Zechariah. He stood near the altar of
incense and said, “Your prayer is heard, and your wife Elizabeth
will have a son. You shall call his name John. You will have joy
and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth. He will be great
in the sight of the Lord. He will be filled with the Holy Spirit,
even in his mother’s womb. And he will go before the Lord in the
spirit and power of Elijah.”

“How shall I know this?” Zechariah asked.

“I am Gabriel,” the angel answered, “who
stands in the presence of God, and was sent to speak to you and
bring you this good news. But now you will be silent and not able
to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my
words.”

Zechariah had been waiting and watching, but
when the time came, he was not ready. The words of his mouth
betrayed the secret of his heart and revealed his unbelief.
Mercifully, the angel stilled his tongue and prevented him from
further speech, that he might learn to listen and believe.

When his Temple duty was fulfilled, Zechariah
returned home. Elizabeth became pregnant, just as the angel had
said.



SIX months passed. Mary was waiting to begin a family with her
husband, Joseph. They had not yet come together because their
betrothal period was not yet complete. Mary was a young girl, a
virgin whose heart was receptive to the Lord. The Lord sent the
angel Gabriel to her (Luke 1:26-38).

Gabriel told her that she would conceive and
bring forth a Son, Jesus. “He will be great, and will be called the
Son of the Highest; and the Lord God will give Him the throne of
His father David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever,
and of His kingdom there will be no end.”

Mary listened. “How will this be,” she asked,
“since I am a virgin?”

The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will
come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.
That Holy One who is to be born will be called the Son of God.”

Mary believed. “Behold the Lord’s servant!
Let it be to me according to your word.”



JOSEPH was waiting for Mary, his bride (Matthew 1:18-24). When she
was found to be with child, he, being a just man and not willing to
disgrace her, thought to divorce her quietly. But while he was
watching over these things, considering what to do, an angel of the
Lord appeared to him in a dream.

“Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to
take to you Mary your wife,” the angel said, “for that which is
conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit. She will bring forth a Son,
and you shall call His name Jesus, for He will save His people from
their sins.”

Joseph listened, and in obedient faith, took
Mary as his wife.



ELIZABETH, Mary’s cousin, had prayed for a son right along with her
husband Zechariah. The only difference was that, when the promise
came, she believed and received what they both had waited for so
long (Luke 1:24-25). “The Lord has done this,” she said. “In these
days He has shown His favor and taken away my disgrace among the
people.”

She was in her sixth month of waiting when
Mary, now pregnant, came to visit (Luke 1:39-45). She was still
listening, for when Mary greeted her, the babe leaped in her womb
for joy. The child, watching and waiting in the womb, and filled
with the Holy Spirit, as the angel promised, recognized the
presence of the Lord Jesus.

Elizabeth, too, was filled with the Holy
Spirit and, listening to His inward prompting, said to Mary,
“Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your
womb! Blessed is she who believed, for there will be a fulfillment
of those things which were told her from the Lord.”



RETURN to Zechariah (Luke 1:56-80). It was now the ninth month.
Mary, having stayed for the last three of those months, had now
returned home. Elizabeth’s time to deliver had come. Neighbors and
relatives rejoiced at the news of the birth. On the eighth day,
they came to circumcise the child and would have called him
Zechariah, after his father. But Elizabeth said, “No, he shall be
called John.”

They were perplexed. No one in the family was
called John. So they went to ask Zechariah, making signs to him.
Oddly, people who are silent are often presumed to be deaf as well.
But Zechariah was not deaf. He could hear. In fact, he could hear
better now than ever before in his life, for he had learned how to
listen — and believe.

He asked for a writing tablet and wrote, “His
name is John.” Immediately, his mouth was opened, his tongue was
loosed and he began speaking and praising God. All those who heard
were filled with wonder.

Then Zechariah, being filled with the Holy
Spirit, began to prophesy. Having learned to listen, he could now
hear the Holy Spirit in his own spirit, and he began to speak what
he was hearing the Spirit say. He prophesied over Israel, and over
his son.



CONSIDER the Shepherds (Luke 2:8-20). They were humble men, low on
the economic scale and little regarded. But they knew something
about watching. On the night the Lord Jesus was born, they were out
in the fields, watching over their flock. For them it was a night
like many other nights, until an angel of the Lord appeared and the
glory of the Lord shone all around. Then the focus of their
watching shifted. They were fearful, but attentive.

The angel calmed them with good news. “Today
in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; He is Christ
the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a Babe wrapped
in cloths and lying in a manger.”

Suddenly a great multitude of heavenly hosts
accompanied the angel, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth
peace, good will toward men!”

When the angels left, the shepherds said to
one another, “Let us go to Bethlehem now to see this thing that has
come to pass, which the Lord has made known to us.” The shepherds
not only heard the message, they were well aware from whom it came,
and they believed.

They went quickly and found Mary and Joseph,
and the Babe lying in a manger. They shared the word they received
from the angel and all those who heard were amazed. Then they
returned to their fields, praising and glorifying God for all they
had seen and heard.



SIMEON was waiting for the “Consolation of Israel” (Luke 2:25-35).
He was a righteous and devout man, and the Holy Spirit was upon
Him. He had heard from the Spirit that he would not die before he
had seen the Messiah.

He believed and was watching in the Temple,
as the Spirit led him, when Mary and Joseph brought Jesus to
present Him before the Lord. He saw that this was the One. Simeon
took the child in his arms and praised God: “Lord, now You let Your
servant go in peace. Your word has been fulfilled, for my own eyes
have seen Your salvation which You have prepared in the sight of
all people.”

Then Simeon, the Spirit upon him, blessed
them and prophesied to Mary: “This Child is destined for the fall
and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign which will be spoken
against (yes, a sword will pierce through your own soul also), that
the thoughts of many hearts may be revealed.”



ANNA, a prophetess, was watching nearby (Luke 2:36-38). She was
quite old, but had been widowed at a very early age. For many years
she had been in the Temple, day and night, watching and waiting
before the Lord with fasting and prayer. She knew how to
listen.

She came to Mary and Joseph while Simeon was
prophesying over Jesus. For she, too, recognized that this Child
was the Messiah. She gave thanks to God and spoke of Jesus to all
who were waiting for redemption in Jerusalem.



FINALLY, there were the Wise Men from the East (Matthew 2:1-12).
They had been watching the night sky, waiting for the King of the
Jews. They listened to what the prophets foretold about Messiah.
When they recognized His star in the East (Numbers 24:17), they
followed.

 


They believed. When they came to where the
Christ child was and found Him with His mother, they fell down and
worshiped Him. Then they opened up their treasures, as open as
their hearts, and presented Him with gifts.

They returned home, still watching and
listening. God warned them in a dream not to go back to Herod. So
they returned to their country by another way.

They were different men leaving than they had
been coming. They were changed. They knew that would happen, of
course, for they were wise men and realized that no one who watches
and waits and listens and believes can ever be the same again.

 


WATCHING, waiting, listening, believing.
Shepherd or sage, carpenter or King, we are all called to this, for
our God is not silent. He speaks. Through prophets and angels, He
reveals His plans. Through dreams, He gives us guidance and
warning. Through Word and Spirit, He speaks to us intimately, that
we might know His heart and speak it to the world.

The fruit is joy and wonder. For in watching,
waiting, listening and believing, we discover our Redeemer and
King, the Lord Jesus Christ.
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