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I remember once when my fami-
ly opened Christmas gifts and my 
mother had almost nothing under 

the tree. Finally, she opened the small-
est of packages. All it had inside was a 
piece of paper, telling her to look out-
side. She opened the curtains to see a 
new car, gift-wrapped with a bow. The 
saying fit well: “Good things come in 
small packages.”

Let’s carry this thought 
further. Christ came to us 
in human form. His body 
developed in Mary’s womb, 
beginning with a few cells. 
That’s a small package. 
Take a moment to think 
about its implications:

1. God’s gift. Emmanuel means “God 
with us.” It is a name given to Jesus. He 
came to be with us, that He might reside 

within us. We know He lives within us 
because of seemingly small things. The 
faith to believe may seem almost infini-
tesimal; it cannot be measured. And yet 
it is through faith in the work of Christ 
that we are saved. The prodding and 
convictions of the Holy Spirit also seem 
to be a very small thing. Yet, they are 
reminders that we are sealed for the day 
of our redemption; our future is secured 
by God (Ephesians 1:13-14). 

When is the last time you thanked God 
for the small evidences of your salvation?

2. Our giving.  We can easily slip into 
wrong thinking, into assumptions that 
God will not be happy with us until we 
do some magnificent exploits to prove 
ourselves. But once we realize that 
Christ came to us out of love, we come to 
believe that love itself is a very great gift. 
It is the number one gift we must share 
with each other. The Lord gave to us the 
Great Commandment to remind us this 
is so (see Matthew 22:37-38). Without 
God’s love in our hearts, everything else 

is worthless (1 Corinthians 13:1).

When is the last time you told your 
spouse, child, parent, or friend that you 
love them?

3. When it’s all gone. When we step 
into glory, our net worth will not be 
measured by what we had in the bank 
but by how we used what we had. Be-
ginning with our attitudes, small things 
will matter in the end. We should then 
value most not what the world seeks but 
what God sees in our hearts and lives: 
our integrity, faithfulness, holiness, and 
obedience. When we consider God’s 
honor and glory a big thing, we will be 
faithful in such “small” things.

When is the last time you asked God to 
show you the small things that matter 
most?
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This time of year always makes me 
think of relatives, especially my 
grandparents who are now home with 
Jesus. I am thankful to my grand-
mother for instilling in me a deep love 
for two things: cooking and family.

Every major holiday, our family would 
gather together. All of grandmother 
and grandfather’s kids (five total) plus 
their spouses and children, and my 
great-grandparents would come to-
gether for an incredible meal at a mas-
sive row of tables that as a kid seemed 
to be a mile long. We would stuff our-
selves on all the specialties each fami-
ly brought to the dinner table.

This was followed by the children 
playing in the massive back yard and 
the men watching football—pretty 
much in silence as Morris men are 
not a talkative bunch. All the women 
would gather in the kitchen to clean 
up the piles of dishes, preparing the 
leftovers for the evening meal, and 
getting caught up on each other’s lives.

Being the oldest grandchild, I was al-
ways keen to be sure to get recipes 
and tips on how to prepare my favor-
ite dishes brought to these gatherings. 
Grandmother taught me how to prepare 

pie crust and pies, not to mention the 
turkey and gravy (my mom couldn’t 
successfully make any of these). I gath-
ered cake and salad recipes as well but 
was sure to avoid my mother’s in-de-
mand asparagus casserole (which even 
to this day, I can’t stand).

But my all-time favorite 
dish was the homemade 
cranberry salad always made 
by my great-grandmother. 
One Christmas, though, it 
dawned on me that my great-
grandmother was really 
getting old, and if I didn’t act 
quickly, that recipe would 
die with her. So, sheepishly, 
I asked her for it.

My great-grandmother, mind you, was 
a very large farm woman. She put her 
hands on her hips and in her very 
Okie accent proclaimed, “Honey, it’s 
on the back of the package!” Oh my, 
was I ever embarrassed. It had never 
occurred to me to look on the back of 
the cranberry package.

Needless to say, I see this relating to 
our walk with God. So many profess-
ing Christians are quick to tell you 
they don’t understand why they do 
what they do, or they cannot figure 
out how to be a better person/Chris-
tian. They want a magic formula, a 
recipe so to speak. But it is simple…
look inside the Book! Your walk with 
God is not going to grow stronger and 
your life will not change unless you 
read your Bible—that is our recipe for 
being a Christian.

Jesus answered, “It is written: 
‘Man shall not live on bread alone, 
but on every word that comes out of 
the mouth of God.’” (Matthew 4:4)

(And yes, I still make the cranberry 
sauce from that same recipe on the 
back of the package every Christmas!)

Don’t Forget the Recipe

SUSIE SHIELDS
JCM Executive Editor, Program 
Director Beyond Words Radio 
Administrator AWAKE! WNC.
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C	 Center your heart on Christ’s birth and mis-
sion, the deeper meaning of the holidays. 
This will help everyone become easier to get 
along with because the heart of the holiday 
will remain intact.

H	 Hear what your friends and family are voic-
ing as their stress and listen carefully to 
them—a gift that will lower their stress.

R	 Reach out as a family to help others in order 
to keep the proper perspective on what is re-
ally important in life.

I	 Invest in memories, not material goods. 
Make time for family baking, tree decorat-
ing, or board games.

S	 Speak your love in words. The best gift you 
can give is for a person to hear their value 
and worth from your lips.

T	 Take time for romance. The greatest gift you 
can give your children is a happy marriage.

M	 Make time to reach out to extended family. 
Visit or call grandparents, aunts, and uncles.

A	 Assume nothing; ask those who are cele-
brating with you what their expectations are 
and communicate the plan clearly, so people 
feel informed.

S	 Stay flexible. Don’t be a “Christmas boss,” 
ordering family around. Instead slow the 
pace, gather consensus, and give options so 
that you create an environment of connect-
ing and sharing.

Relationship Tips 
for the Christmas 
Season

PAM FARREL
Relationship expert and co-
authored 48 bestselling books with 
her husband. www.lovewise.com
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O n December 24, 1818, in Ober-
ndorf, Austria, twenty-five-year-
old priest Joseph Mohr arrived 

at St. Nicholas Church to get things 
ready for the Christmas Eve Service—
the biggest, most anticipated event 
of the year—only to discover the or-
gan wouldn’t work. The suddenly 
panicked young man raced across 
snow-covered streets to the home of 
Franz Gruber, praying the school-
teacher and accomplished organist 
had an idea for repairing the ancient 
instrument. Sadly, Gruber didn’t.

Discouraged, the novice clergyman 
prepared to face a disappointed com-
munity when Gruber offered to play 
his guitar at the service. A now-mo-
rose Mohr tossed cold water onto the 
suggestion by explaining the program 
had been built around organ music. 
Unwilling to throw in the towel, the 
teacher suggested they write a new 
song. And, as if struck by lightning, the 
priest remembered a poem he’d writ-
ten two years before while on a walk 
through the woods. Hurrying back to 
his home, Mohr retrieved the compo-
sition, and after Gruber created an el-
ementary melody, the two men taught 
it to the choir. It was literally the song 
that saved Christmas in Oberndorf!

In January, Karl Mauracher, who trav-
eled across Europe repairing organs, 

arrived to fix the faulty instrument at 
St. Nicholas. While he worked, Mohr 
told the story of the song he and Gru-
ber had composed. Mauracher was so 
impressed with the men’s ingenuity, he 
had the priest play the original number 
while he wrote down the words and 
music. Then Mauracher left to never 
again set foot in the tiny church.

Almost three decades later, Joseph 
Mohr was walking along a street in 
a large German city and heard his 
song being sung by a cathedral choir. 
As he had never attempted to have it 
published, he was naturally confused. 
Upon talking to the choirmaster, the 
small-town priest was awestruck. 

His simple little carol had 
somehow become the 
most popular Christmas 
song in the world. How 
had this happened? 

Over the next few years, Mohr and 
Gruber would discover that Karl Mau-
racher had become the Johnny Apple-
seed of “Silent Night” by teaching it to 
people everywhere he traveled.

The story of “Silent Night” reflects the 
very nature of Christian faith. Just 
as Mohr employed something he had 

created to put the focus on Christ at a 
Christmas Eve service, the first follow-
ers of Jesus lived lives that reflected 
the grace, compassion, and love they 
had seen in God’s Son. These early 
Christians had no idea their message 
would spread to places where billions 
across the globe would worship the 
Jesus many of them had met, heard, 
and spoken to. Yet, the seemingly little 
things they did became the foundation 
of a faith that changed everything.

Mohr’s poem, written to capture a 
personal moment he had experienced 
while walking on a snowy night, 
was only shared out of necessity. Yet, 
thanks to the inspiration behind those 
words, “Silent Night” has become the 
best known of all Christmas carols. 
Perhaps more importantly, the carol 
is an example of why we must never 
underestimate the potential of sharing 
our faith in our own words with oth-
ers. Two centuries ago a young man 
did just that, and hundreds of mil-
lions are still singing his song of love 
and grace.

Silent Night

ACE COLLINS
Speaker, storyteller, authored 
96 books: novels, biographies, 
children’s, history, culture, and faith.
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In Spite of the Chaos 
Christ Came

M aybe your Christmas season 
feels “less than.” More tear than 
cheer. More yuck than yule.

The sight of happy children is a re-
minder of a vacant crib. The busy so-
cial schedule of some only highlights 
your empty one. Images of families 
together reinforce your pain of a fam-
ily apart.

If this season is hard for you, if you’re 
looking forward to December 26 
more than December 25, then I have 
a story for you to consider. A story of 
a young girl.

As much as she tried to keep a good 
attitude, it was not easy. She was far 
from home, miles from family and 
her own bed. She had spent the last 
few days on crowded roads enduring 
the winter chill. Money was scarce. 
Friends were nowhere near. A warm 
bed and a hot meal? The prospects 
were slim.

Ask her which was worse, the pain 
in her heart or the pain in her back, 
and she’d be hard pressed to make a 
choice.

Her heart ached for her family. She 
felt estranged from them. Under nor-
mal circumstances they would have 
been thrilled to learn of her pregnan-
cy. But pregnant before the wedding? 

With her conservative family and her 
bizarre explanation? And to have to 
tell the man she was to marry that she 
was carrying a child who wasn’t his? 
It was a miracle he still married her. 
And another miracle was what she 
needed that night.

She’d envisioned giving birth at home: 
Mom holding one hand, an aunt the 
other; a midwife, doting relatives, Jo-
seph, and a crowd of neighbors out-
side the door. Perhaps if they all could 
have experienced the birth of her 
firstborn together, then they would 
believe her story.

At least that’s how I imagine Mary 
felt. Of course, I could be wrong. Per-
haps the feed trough and stable were 
her idea. But I don’t think so. 

I’ve yet to meet a mother-
to-be who dreams of using a 
cow stall for a delivery room 
and a manger for a bassinet. 
I doubt Mary did either. 

So, when Joseph returned from the 
inn and asked if she was allergic to 
sheep, it’s a safe hunch to say she 
was chagrined. This wasn’t how she 
had planned to celebrate the birth of 
Jesus.

MAX LUCADO
America’s bestselling inspirational 
author, with more than 130 million 
products in print. www.maxlucado.com

Joseph led the donkey down a steep 
path that ended at the mouth of a cave 
carved out years before by the wind 
and the rain, used as long as anyone 
could remember for a barn. He low-
ered Mary off the back of the donkey. 
He looked at her face, fatigued and 
powdery from the road. He apologized 
for the austere accommodations. She 
touched his check and smiled and en-
tered the grotto.

Joseph built a fire and heated water. 
Mary cleared a spot on the straw and 
set about the task of bringing God into 
the world. With cows as her witness-
es and Joseph as her midwife, she did 
just that.

Within moments the hand of the Star 
Hanger clutched Mary’s finger. The 
feet of the Sky Walker lay in Joseph’s 
palm. No wonder the angels filled the 
sky with worship. Any doubt of the 
Father’s love disappeared the night 
God was wrapped in barnyard towels 
so the hay wouldn’t scratch his back.

In that moment Mary knew it was all 
worth it. The ache in her back, the 
ache in her heart—they faded away. 
The questions of how, the wonderings 
of when—they didn’t linger. The inn 
had no place for her Son; that was all 
right. He would find a place in people’s 
hearts. She and Joseph were far from 
home on the night of Jesus’ birth; that 
was all right. Jesus was even farther 
from His. There was no warm bed in 
which Jesus could sleep? No problem.

In spite of the chaos, Christ came.

————— 
Excerpted from Because of Bethlehem by Max Lucado 
Copyright © 2016 by Thomas Nelson Books. Used by 
permission of Thomas Nelson. www.thomasnelson.com. 
www.MaxLucado.com
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As the holiday season approaches, 
it’s easy to be swept up in the hus-
tle and bustle that accompanies this 
celebratory time of year. Christmas 
cards, gatherings and gifts, cooking, 
crafts, coordinating calendars, cred-
it card chaos, and family festivities; 
the details and demands can stir us 
to weariness leaving us longing for 
peace of mind rather than the Prince 
of Peace. We can in turn overlook the 
heart of the holiday, the celebration 
of Jesus’ birth, as well as the Giver 
of this wonderful, life changing gift: 
God Himself.

Maybe you’d enjoy the opportunity to 
shift your focus a bit in order to savor 
this season in a fresh way. If so, con-
sider setting aside time each day to 
personally and prayerfully ponder the 
character and loving kindness of God 
who gave mankind the greatest gift 
ever given: His Son. Some of this ex-
pression of God’s character is demon-
strated through His names found in 
the Bible including: 

Emmanuel—God With Us:	  
So do not fear, for I am with you; do 
not be dismayed, for I am your God. I 
will strengthen you and help you; I will 

uphold you with my righteous right 
hand. (Isaiah 41:10)

Deliverer:	  
Do not be afraid of them; the LORD 
your God Himself will fight for you. 
(Deuteronomy 3:22)

El Roi—One Who Sees:	  
Nothing in all creation is hidden from 
God’s sight. (Hebrews 4:13a)

Abba—Father:	  
As a father has compassion on his chil-
dren, so the LORD has compassion on 
those who fear Him; for he knows how 
we are formed, and remembers that we 
are dust. (Psalm 103:13-14)

Yahweh—I Am:	  
Be still and know that I Am God. 
(Psalm 46:10a)

Maker of Heaven and Earth:	  
My help comes from the LORD, the Mak-
er of heaven and earth. (Psalm 121:2)

Jehovah Mekadesh—the LORD	
Who Sanctifies You:	 	  
I delight greatly in the LORD; my soul 
rejoices in my God. For he has clothed 
me with garments of salvation and ar-
rayed me in a robe of his righteousness. 
(Isaiah 61:10a-b)

Lover of Your Soul:	  
Let the morning bring me word of your 
unfailing love, for I have put my trust 
in you. (Psalm 143:8a)

Shelter in the Storm:	  
Yes, my soul, find rest in God; my hope 
comes from him. Truly he is my rock 
and my salvation; he is my fortress, I 
will not be shaken. (Psalm 62: 5-6)

Many more wonderful names for God 
are contained throughout the pages of 
Scripture. To discover these, you can 
look in the concordance located in the 
back of most Bibles or google “Names 
of God.” You can also explore via the 
internet websites that contain “30 
days of Praying the Names and Attri-
butes of God;” references designed to 
lead you to greater awareness of and 
intimacy with the glorious One who 
gave us the greatest gift ever given: 
the gift of salvation through His Son, 
Jesus Christ.

The Glorious Giver of the Greatest Gift Ever Given

PATTY STUMP
Licensed Christian counselor,
author, and speaker for
women’s events.
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As the decisive revelation of the tran-
scendent God in human history, the In-
carnation is the central mystery of the 
Christian faith. That the Creator God 
would lower Himself to take on human 
flesh and bear our guilt, sin, and shame 
is a historical fact that I will never com-
pletely wrap my mind around as long 
as I live. And yet He did it—He de-
scended that we might ascend.

Not only did the King of Glory take 
on human flesh, but He suffered in 
His earthly body—enduring the same 
types of limitations, temptations, sor-
rows, and pains we face. As I explain 
in my new book, Shaped by Suffering 
(centered around Peter’s first epistle 
and forthcoming in February 2020), Je-
sus’ suffering had three key character-
istics. It was sinless (1 Peter 2:22), si-
lent (1 Peter 2:23), and substitutionary:

His decision to suffer in our 
place shows a love greater 
than we can comprehend. 
His substitutionary death on 
the cross was the most un-
deserved suffering ever ex-
perienced by a human, and 
his resurrection—the final 
triumph over death and suf-

fering—is the greatest picture 
of the redemptive purpose of 
adversity.1 

The Suffering Servant submitted to the 
authority of God just as you and I are 
called to do in our own sufferings. As 
we submit to our loving heavenly Fa-
ther’s authority over our lives, it helps 
if an eternal perspective on our suffer-
ings undergirds us. That perspective is 
summed up well in 1 Peter 5:10 (NASB):

After you have suffered for 
a little while, the God of all 
grace, who called you to His 
eternal glory in Christ, will 
Himself perfect, confirm, 
strengthen and establish you.

In other words, while our suffering 
feels long-lasting, it’s actually very 
brief on the scales of eternity. In addi-
tion, contrary to the message peddled 
by prosperity-gospel teachers, our 
suffering is to be expected as part of 
our earthly sojourn (“after you have 
suffered,” not “if you suffer”); it’s a re-
quired course in the university of life. 
Although suffering will not be part of 

our eternal home in heaven (praise 
God!), He often uses adversity here 
on earth to prepare us for that home 
(to “perfect, confirm, strengthen, and 
establish” us). Thus, we shouldn’t be 
caught off-guard when it comes our 
way (see 1 Peter 4:12).

As we celebrate the Incarnation, may 
Christ’s example, especially the ex-
ample He set in His sufferings, in-
spire your own response to difficul-
ties in your life. And may you know 
that, in your pain, He is with you, 
providing the final, permanent solu-
tion to all despair experienced in this 
world. As the carol says, through 
Him, God has “open[ed] wide our 
heavenly home” and “close[ed] the 
path to misery” at last.2

————— 
1  Kenneth Boa with Jenny Abel, Shaped by Suffering: 
How Temporary Hardships Prepare Us for Our 
Eternal Home (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
forthcoming in 2020), 99. 
2 “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.”

From Suffering Servant to King of Glory

KEN BOA
Dr. Boa is an author, speaker, and 
president of Reflections Ministries. 
www.KenBoa.org 
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SIMPLICITY…FINDING THE 
CROSS 
CINDI WOOD

Today’s woman longs for a life that’s 
fulfilled but WORRY often keeps her 
from experiencing all that Jesus has 
in store. As a woman, learn to place 
your focus on the power available 
through the Cross of Christ to tackle 
today’s anxieties. Order yours at 
www.frazzledfemale.com

Price: $15.00

THE REVELATION OF JESUS 
CHRIST 
DR. GREG T. MATHIS

The Revelation of Jesus Christ is a 
90-day devotional guide through 
the book of Revelation in three 
volumes. Available by calling Mud 
Creek Baptist Church at 828-692-
1262 x101 or emailing lynnpace@
mudcreekchurch.org

Price: $15.00 ea / $40.00 full set

STORIES BEHIND THE SONGS 
AND HYMNS ABOUT HEAVEN 
ACE COLLINS

So many songs like “Amazing 
Grace,” “I’ll Fly Away,” and “Victory 
in Jesus” were written as a result of 
great personal pain. By hearing the 
songwriters’ stories, we can find 
great comfort in our times of need. 
amazon.com/Stories-behind-Songs-
Hymns-Heaven/dp/0801094674/

Price: $14.99
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It’s a sad, frustrating story punctuated 
by Scripture’s first glimmer of hope and 
redemption. Genesis 3 details the fall 
of mankind in which Adam and Eve 
plummet from the pedestal of God’s cre-
ation—His crowning achievement—to 
the depths of sin and expulsion from 
Eden. Their disobedience brings sober-
ing consequences of God’s judgment, 
drawing Scripture’s first clear picture of 
the fact that God’s righteous character 
cannot and will not tolerate sin.

At the same time, nestled securely into 
Genesis 3 is a pivotal turning point that 
pits divine provision against spiritual 
poverty. Early Church leaders coined 
the text of verse 15 as proto-evangelism, 
otherwise known as the initial delivery 
or preaching of the Gospel. Before the 
prophets delivered their divinely-in-
spired visions, before Israel was a na-
tion, before Noah built and boarded the 
ark with family and animals in tow, be-
fore there was a human to be found oth-
er than Adam and Eve—God unveiled 
His promise of One who would come 
to redeem you and me. This passage 
delivers two notable pieces of news—
one grand; the other not so much—that 
make it arguably unique.

First the “not so much:” Verse 15 states 
with clarity that as a result of the first 

couple’s disobedience to God’s com-
mand, an ongoing and tireless enmity 
will wedge itself tightly between two 
distinct classes of mankind. 

Go with me into the waters 
for a moment here because, 
in a culture grasping for 
unity, what I’m about to 
say is a hard-hitting fact. 
Right here—as a result of 
the Fall—God divides His 
creation into two sectors 
that to this day remain.

One sector involves enmity between 
Eve and the serpent as God tells the ser-
pent (or Satan) that “I will put enmity 
between you and the woman.” Despite 
the fact that she and Adam themselves 
chose to disobey God, why would Eve 
not resent or downright abhor this 
being? His betrayal and lies forever 
changed her life. And because humans 
were now the object of God’s love and 
protection, why would Satan not loathe 
Eve and those who would be forever as-
sociated with the human race? 

And now the grand news: verse 15 states 

that serpent will strike the heel of Eve’s 
descendant or “seed” while that same 
seed will crush the serpent’s head. This 
prophecy finds complete and utter ful-
fillment in the very incarnation—the 
virgin birth—of Jesus Christ! One of the 
most interesting points of the Advent 
season reveals that the prophecy issued 
in this verse spans not only the course 
of Eve’s lifetime; it also spans centuries 
to the very day when Jesus would be 
born of Mary. 

Genesis 3:15 confirms this theory 
through its use of the masculine Hebrew 
pronoun that concludes the statement, 
“I will put enmity between you and the 
woman, and between your offspring 
and hers; he will crush your head.” That 
masculine pronoun—rendered as such 
in its original language—indicates that 
the fulfillment of this promise would be 
a human of male gender, Jesus Christ of 
Nazareth.

That, praise God, is a plot twist worth 
celebrating!

Love So Amazing—With a Twist

CAROLE ANNE HALLYBURTON
(BA, MA) is a Christian educator 
with BibleJourney Inc. 
www.HisOwnHeartMinistries.com
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The leaves are falling; the air is get-
ting cooler; and for some, the most 
wonderful season is making its way 
into our lives as 2019 comes to a 
close. As I think of these things, I am 
reminded that God has prepared sea-
sons in our own lives. Parents have 
the season of birth that changes to the 
season of pre-teens. Before we know 
it, the season of watching our children 
become adults and having their own 
families is upon us. 

Parents have the blessed, yet difficult, 
job of bringing our children into this 
world only to give them back. Our 
children will have their own seasons 
in life. As a mom, I know how hard 
this can be to watch. Questions flow 
through our minds and doubt creeps 
into our hearts. I want to take a mo-
ment to remind us that these seasons 
are God-ordained. He has laid them 
out for our benefit and His glory. 

Daniel 2:21 states: “He changes the 
times and seasons; he removes kings 
and establishes kings. He gives wis-
dom to the wise and knowledge to 
those who have understanding.” In 
other words, God has already set in 
motion the seasons of change that 

will happen in our lives. As parents, 
we are not immune to them; they will 
come. In the second half of this verse, 
God tells us that He gives knowledge 
and wisdom. We only need under-
standing to receive these gifts. 

Our children will have 
seasons in their lives through 
which we, as parents, will 
need to guide them. If we 
are spending time with God 
and meditating on His word, 
our seasons will come with 
knowledge and wisdom that 
we can pass that on to our 
children. Our trust in the Lord 
will only get stronger. Our 
confidence in Him will only 
become more grounded.

As the seasons of life come and go, 
our children desperately need us to 
be grounded in the Word of God. 
Without His guidance, we cannot ef-
fectively help our children through 
their seasons.

God sent His Son to this earth at the 
appointed time. He took His Son back 
at the appointed time: “When the 
time came to completion, God sent 
His son, born of a woman, born under 
the law, to redeem those under the 
law, so that we might receive adop-
tion as sons” (Galatians 4:4). God had 
appointed a time for this sending just 
as He has appointed a time for the 
events in our life.

Seasons of parenting are always 
changing. Sometimes they are beau-
tiful, and then they turn ugly. In each 
of these seasons, remember that God 
ordained them as He told the proph-
et Daniel. He appointed them for His 
glory when He sent His Son to this 
earth to save us from our sins. 

Cherish your seasons as 
the appointed time to 
glorify God.

The Cove

A God-Ordained Season

ASHLEY HOOKER
Freelance writer, stay-at-home 
mom, and supportive wife of her 
husband studying to be a pastor.
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What is the authentic key to sincerely 
and excitedly celebrating Christ?

Pastor Harry Ironside reflects on an 
incident that happened at his father’s 
deathbed that sheds light on the an-
swer. In the last few minutes of his 
father’s life, his dad repeated over and 
over a phrase:

“A great sheet and wild beasts 
and, and, and…” 

In desperation, he seemed to be 
searching for the words to finish his 
thought and could not recall them. 
Luckily a friend, who was by his bed-
side, finally caught on and whispered 
in Ironside’s ear the completion of his 
thought, which was from Acts 10:11-
12 (KJV):

And he (Peter) saw…a great sheet 
knit at the four corners, and let 
down to earth: wherein were all 
manner of four-footed beasts of the 
earth, and wild beasts, and creep-
ing things…

Whereupon Ironside’s father perked up 
and said, “Oh, yes. That is how I got in. 
Just a poor, good-for-nothing, ‘creeping 
thing,’ but I got in—saved by grace.”

While gasping for his last breaths, he 
was celebrating what Christ had done 
for him, and he realized exactly who 
he was, “a creeping thing—saved by 
grace!” He also understood clearly 
who Christ was and the wonder of the 
family he had been adopted into.

That is the thought that 
lies at the center of sincere 
and excited celebration 
of Christ: a proper view of 
oneself, a proper view of 
Christ, and proper value on 
the Royal family.

I—me, an infinite sinner—through 
no effort of my own, no merit I have 
earned, no position I inherited, no 
knowledge or thinking originating in 
me, no good deed I have done, have 
been made right with an infinitely 
holy, all-knowing, all-powerful God by 
the life, work, sacrifice, and interven-
tion of the God-Man-Son Jesus Christ. 
On top of that, I have been joined to 
God’s family with all the rights, privi-
leges, and power that entails.

Do we see ourselves the way Iron-

side’s father did—creeping things, the 
lowest on the totem pole of recruits to 
be in the eternal family of God? Isn’t it 
easy for us to succumb to the world’s 
idea that “I’m a pretty good person?” 
or “Why wouldn’t God want me with 
Him? Compared to all those other 
folks, I measure up pretty well.”

Do we see our sins as infinite offens-
es against God—even and especially 
the smallest of them?  Isn’t it easy for 
us to rationalize our own sins as frail-
ties, minor, hereditary, “just the way I 
am,” “God made me this way,” or un-
changeable? Surely, God couldn’t be 
too troubled with my shortcomings, 
we may say.

If we truly desire to honor Christ and 
celebrate Him, we need to ask God for 
a clear picture of ourselves, a clear 
understanding of Christ, and an ap-
preciation of the benefits of being in 
the Family of God. 

I sincerely hope we all celebrate Christ 
well!

The Key to Celebrating Christ

BILL NEWTON
Pastors a start-up church, writes, 
and serves on 3 boards. US Naval 
Academy graduate & Harvard MBA.



JourneyChristianMagazine.com December 2019       15

I love receiving mail in the mailbox. 
You know, the real mailbox outside 
of the house. Yes, I enjoy emails and 
Facebook messages a whole bunch, 
but there is nothing like opening the 
door to the mailbox and finding a let-
ter or card. (I am not too happy about 
getting bills though.)

While sitting in my chair at the com-
puter desk, I can hear the mail truck 
coming down the street. I know that 
approximately 10-12 minutes will 
pass, and then the letter carrier will 
be at our mailbox. I get so excited!!!! 
After waiting for the mail to be deliv-
ered—because I don’t want to scare 
the letter carrier by running outside 
right away—I walk outside and greet 

the mailbox with joyful anticipation.

This time of year, many people are 
sending cards to loved ones and even 
to people they don’t know. I love to 
send cards as much as I love to get 
them. How wonderful to know that a 
person’s day will be brightened by the 
thought that someone took the time 
and effort to write and mail a card or 
note to them.

I have been asked why I send cards 
and notes. I believe that God’s love is 
shining through in each card and note 
that I send. I pray that whoever re-
ceives mail knows that they are loved 
by God and that He sent His only Son, 
Jesus, to save us from our sins.

John 3:16 is my favorite Scripture. 
That was the first Scripture my daddy 
ever taught me.

For God so loved the world, that 
he gave his only begotten Son, that 
whosoever believeth in him should 
not perish, but have everlasting life.

This Christmas take time to send a 
note or card to someone and let them 
know that God loves them and that 
you love them, too.

Merry Christmas!

Waiting for the Letter Carrier

MELISSA HENDERSON
Writes inspirational articles, 
devotions, and more to draw people 
into a closer relationship with God.

In 2019, 655 churches from 35 denominations, 
200,000 volunteers in 50 states and 24 
countries came together to celebrate 100,000 
honored guests with special needs in what 
has become not just a nationwide event, but a 
worldwide movement, celebrating people with 
special needs. Come serve and celebrate!

Friday, February 7, 2020

Destination Church 
5575 Hendersonville Road 
Fletcher, NC 28732

To register, volunteer, and donate 
go to www.DestinationChurchNC.com
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The people walking in darkness 
have seen a great light; on those 
living in the land of deep darkness 
a light has dawned. (Isaiah 9:2)

We’re all familiar with the com-
plaints. Back-to-school days start up 
in July, Halloween is a “blip” on the 
radar, and Christmas begins—on the 
retail level—before Thanksgiving 
arrives; in fact, before the fall color 
fades. Then there’s the commercial-
ization of Christmas that has turned 
it into a Black Friday nightmare. It’s 
no wonder that by the time Christ-
mas morning rolls around, all anyone 
wants to do is blow through a stack 
of presents, eat a big meal, and take 
a nap. (Depending on your age one of 
those three will match up fine.)

So I’m challenging you men, as hus-
bands and fathers, to take Christmas 
back this year. Fight for the real rea-
son we celebrate. Change your fami-
ly’s patterns this season and do some-
thing different. Over the years our 
family has done multiple things to try 
to keep the Reason in focus. You can 
look for ways to serve others. Have 
your children pick out a gift for some-
one their age who is less fortunate. 

Help wrap gifts for families in need. 
Choose an Advent calendar and meet 
with your family daily in December to 
remember the Christmas story. If you 
miss a day or two, catch up or move 
on; but stay committed to reminding 
your family why we celebrate. Serve 
a meal to the homeless together or in-
vite someone who is alone this time of 
year to your table. There are so many 
ways we can take Christmas back 
from the world.

On Christmas morning, 
when your kids can’t wait 
to rip open some packages, 
stop and read the Christmas 
story from Luke or turn on 
Charlie Brown’s Christmas 
and let Linus read it (a 
classic in our household). 

If your family is big enough, find some 
props and assign each one a part and 
have them act out the story as you read 
from Luke. We did this with our adult 
children when our grand girls were 
younger. We laughed as the “Three 
Kings” (our three sons) showed up 

at the manger where their sister was 
an angel and their nieces were Joseph 
and Mary. It was silly, fun, and some-
times embarrassing, but the laughter 
was in good fun as we reminded each 
other of just WHY we celebrate.

The world has done a job on Christ-
mas and tried its best to drown out the 
real meaning. It’s up to us as follow-
ers of Christ to change that. So take 
back Christmas this year by leading 
your family in the celebration and not 
just sleeping on the couch! When you 
slow them down on Christmas morn-
ing with the story, they may moan 
and groan; but if you “write it on their 
hearts,” they will never forget the real 
reason we celebrate!

For to us a child is born, to us a 
son is given, and the government 
will be on his shoulders. And he 
will be called Wonderful Counsel-
or, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, 
Prince of Peace. (Isaiah 9:6)

It’s Time to Take Christmas Back!

TIM BRYANT
Tim is the Vice President of 
The Daniels Group. www.
itwasonmymind.blog
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Take a moment. Pause. Reflect on this 
past year. How did God use you? Did 
you experience the joy of leading some-
one (or many people) to Jesus? Great! 
Then celebrate what God has done.

In Luke 15, Jesus told us three stories 
about a lost sheep, a lost coin, and 
a lost son. In each one, a great cele-
bration was held when the lost was 
found. He tells us in verse 10, “In the 
same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing 
in the presence of the angels of God 
over one sinner who repents.”

That joy is contagious.

When Julie joined a team to witness 
in her community, she literally felt 
sick. She had never shared her faith 
and didn’t believe she could do it. 
But that changed when she person-
ally watched someone turn to Jesus. 
The joy of that moment overcame 
her fear; her confidence in what God 
could do began to grow. Today, she is 
excited at every opportunity to share 
her faith. She trains other believers how 
to overcome their fear of witnessing.

Zephaniah 3:17a says that “the LORD 
your God is with you, the Mighty War-
rior who saves.” We must remember 

that God goes with us when we share 
His love with others. He speaks to the 
hearts of those who hear His Word. 
Our job is simply to share what He has 
done for us, but we also get to join the 
celebration when someone prays to 
accept Him. Every soul that enters His 
Kingdom is worth celebrating! 

Joy drives us forward. It 
breaks our hearts for those 
who are lost and gives us the 
momentum to keep sharing 
the Gospel even when 
people reject it. 

Earlier this year, Brian had the oppor-
tunity to pray with someone to accept 
Jesus. He could not contain his excite-
ment. “I was able to stand and look 
at another individual who has gone 
through the same things I had and 
show him the goodness of God and 
what He’s done in my life, and God 
moved…This was my first time going 
out, but I’m going to keep going.” 

The Apostle Paul urges us to keep go-
ing. He says in Galatians 6:9, “Let us 
not grow weary in doing good, for at 

the proper time we will reap a harvest 
if we do not give up.”  

So don’t stop. Let the joy of 
celebrating salvation propel 
you to keep sharing your 
faith today and into next 
year, so that others might 
come to know Him. 

If you haven’t shared your faith re-
cently, or maybe never shared it, I 
have good news for you: it’s not too 
late! You can start today. The next 
person you meet may be desperate to 
find some hope—the hope that can 
only be offered through Jesus Christ. 
May God be with you as you go out 
and share His love.

The Joy of What God Has Done

REV. JOHN B. SORENSEN, D.D.
President/CEO of Evangelism
Explosion International.
www.evangelismexplosion.org
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It happened for several years. As 
preparations for Christmas began, 
we would put out two nativities. The 
short arms of our children could not 
reach the one, but their imaginations 
were engaged as they placed Mary, Jo-
seph, and Baby Jesus in the unbreak-
able children’s nativity. 

They decided where the cows, goats, 
and sheep would stand. Our one son 
was determined that Jesus should 
not be in the manger—yet. Not sur-
prisingly, I would come back after a 
while to find Jesus missing. When 
questioned about the absence of Je-
sus, our son would tell me, “Jesus 
didn’t come yet.” 

Then one year our son didn’t take Je-
sus out of the manger. When I asked 
him about it, he said with great en-
thusiasm, “Mom, Jesus is in my heart 
now!” Our son had personally en-
countered Jesus and understood what 
the birth, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus meant for him. The truth was 
that Jesus had come. While a pretend 
Jesus lay in the manger, the real Jesus 
was alive.

I have reflected on the many times 
I walked by that empty manger and 

thought that in a way, it was appropri-
ate. So many people put Jesus in the 
manger and celebrate His birth; but 
they forget that just like He is the real 
Reason for their seasonal celebration, 
the truths of fulfilled prophecies, and 
the future reality of Jesus’ return are 
daily reasons to continue the celebra-
tion began at His birth. 

A friend once told me 
that J-O-Y was a great 
acronym for Jesus On You. 
The very fact that God 
offered His Son for us so 
we could be forgiven and 
have a right relationship 
with Him is a daily reason 
to celebrate. 

Just as having Jesus in his heart for-
ever changed our son’s outlook on 
what was necessary to celebrate, the 
joy in our relationship with Jesus 
changes everything about every day. 
Celebrating that, no matter what, we 
are sons and daughters of the Most 
High King Jesus allows us to have 

continuous inner joy in our hearts—
joy not effected by life’s circumstanc-
es or the world. That joy in celebrat-
ing Jesus allows Him to use us to 
be transformational in the world as 
we share enthusiastically our stories 
about what the coming of Jesus has 
meant for us.

Celebrate? Absolutely! There is noth-
ing in this world better than knowing 
and believing all that God has done 
for us in the gift of His Son Jesus. 
Many fulfilled Scriptural prophecies 
have proven we can trust what has 
been written—the best is yet to come! 

“I am the Alpha and the Omega—
the beginning and the end,” says 
the Lord God. “I am the one who 
is, who always was, and who is 
still to come—the Almighty One.” 
(Revelation 1:8 NLT)

Celebrating Jesus

JANET JOHNSON
Pastor, spiritual mentor, author, and speaker, 
helping others experience God’s love and 
wholeness. joyfilledjan1@gmail.com
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G rowing up in Greensboro, NC, my 
grade school education included 
learning about one of the town’s 

more famous past residents, William 
Sydney Porter. Does this name ring 
a bell? Perhaps you’ve heard of his 
pseudonym, “O’Henry.” Porter (1862-
1910) left employment in his family’s 
local drug store, established himself 
as a writer., and is remembered for 
crafting one of America’s best-loved 
short stories, The Gift of the Magi.

The plotline of O’Henry’s 
Christmas story has captivated 
readers around the globe: a 
young couple, deeply in love 
but financially poor, sacrifices 
greatly in order to give gifts to 
each other. The husband sells 
an heirloom pocket watch in 
order to buy his wife a set of 
combs and pins for her hair (a 
century ago such things were 
made of tortoise shell, pearl, or 
ivory, and were very expensive). 
The wife—whose lovely hair 
was her pride and joy—sells it in 
order to buy the husband a gold 
chain for his beloved watch.

As a child, this Catch-22 story frus-
trated me. It took a few years of read-
ing before I understood that the au-
thor was renowned for such surprise 
endings. It would be even longer be-
fore I understood the ultimate act of 
sacrificial love on which O’Henry’s 
story was based.

The Old Testament book of Isaiah 
points to the coming Savior in a num-
ber of key passages. Isaiah famously 
speaks of the One who would some-
day be “led like a lamb to the slaugh-
ter” (Isaiah 53:7 NLT) and “by His 
stripes you are healed” (Isaiah 53:5 
NKJV; 1 Peter 2:24). Writing around 
750 BC, Isaiah amazingly portrays 
scenes from the Savior’s time on 
earth that we would later read about 
in the Gospels: He would be born of 
a virgin (c.f., Isaiah 7:14, Luke 1:34). 
The Messiah would be God incarnate 
(c.f. Isaiah 9:6, Mark 14:61-61, John 
10:30-33). He would be beaten be-
yond recognition, even before being 
put to death on the Cross (c.f. Isaiah 
52:14, Matthew 27:26-31).

Here is where the facts about Christ-
mas might seem to be as hard to 
reconcile as the ending of an O’Hen-
ry tale: clearly the Father loves and 
cherishes His unique and only Son, 
Jesus. The irony is that Isaiah 53:10 
says, “It pleased the Father to bruise 

Him” (literally, “to crush Him”). How 
can this be? How could God possibly 
have been pleased with the vicious 
execution of the One called “His be-
loved Son”? The wording of Isaiah 
and similar passages like John 3:16 
show the compassionate heart of the 
Father: If it means that you would 
be saved—restored in this life, saved 
from hell in the next—the Father’s 
heart in Isaiah 53:10 is essentially 
saying to all of us, “For your pre-
cious soul…I did all of this because 
I love you.”

Unlike even the best human writers, 
God leaves no holes in the plotline of 
His amazing drama! There is no un-
resolved tension in the story God has 
crafted. Think of it: in Jesus’ coming 
to earth, the Author wrote Himself 
into the play. What makes this even 
more than just “a great story” is the 
element that no other dramatist could 
include: the cliffhanger story of Jesus 
happens also to be…reality.

DR. ALEX MCFARLAND
Evangelist and co-host of “Exploring the 
Word,” heard daily on the AFR network. He 
is author of 18 books and speaks regularly 
around the US. www.alexmcfarland.com

The Christmas Story:  
The Template for All Other Stories
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