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As Christmas approaches, the days grow shorter and night falls earlier, 
but the holiday bustle can make the days seem long. The joyful sights 
and sounds of Christmas may contrast with the conflicts and struggles 

of our lives, but we have a promise from God that light will shine.

A Light in the Darkness
Isaiah 7–9

The people who walk in darkness will see a great light. For those who live in a 
land of deep darkness, a light will shine.—Isaiah 9:2

God sent Isaiah to tell King Ahaz not to fear the kings of Syria and Israel who were 
threatening Judah, and to ask God for a sign to confirm God’s promise the inva-

sion wouldn’t happen. Faithless Ahaz refused, pretending to want to avoid testing the 
Lord. So instead, Isaiah gave Ahaz a sign from God: a virgin would bear a son and call 
him Immanuel (which means “God with us”; the early Christian church quickly recog-
nized this as a prophecy of Jesus). In addition, Isaiah said, the kingdoms of Syria and 
Israel that Ahaz feared so much would soon be deserted.

Israel and Judah would be invaded by the Assyrians, Isaiah predicted, and the north-
ern kingdom would suffer the most (Israel’s capital, Samaria, fell to Assyria in 722 BC; 
the people of the north were captured and scattered). The darkness experienced by 
the north wouldn’t last forever, however. In the future that same land would see a great 
light—the coming of a child born to govern from David’s throne forever. “He will be 
called: Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace” (Isaiah 
9:6)—a clear prophecy of Jesus, the Light of the world (John 8:12).

Bringing light into darkness is a trademark of our merciful God. Where do you need 
His light to shine in your life today?

Father God, shine your light of love into my life  
and help me bring that light to others.  

Amen.
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At Christmastime the evil and injustice in our world may cause us to 
despair. We ask, “What hope is there?” That’s when we need to focus on 

Jesus. He is God’s message of hope.

The Branch
Isaiah 11–12

A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse;  
from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.—Isaiah 11:1 niv

Good gardeners know the importance of pruning the plants in their care. Cutting 
away dead or overgrown parts shapes a tree or bush and increases fruitfulness and 

growth. Too much cutting and chopping can destroy a plant, however.

When God destroyed Jerusalem at the hand of the Babylonians, Judah was like the 
stump of a tree cut down so far it could not grow again—but Isaiah said it would! From 
the stump that David’s royal line had become, a new Branch would grow, a powerful 
new ruler full of God’s Spirit whose reign would be peaceful and just—another proph-
ecy of Jesus the Messiah.

In chapters 13–23, Isaiah pronounces God’s messages of judgment on the godless na-
tions surrounding His people. But the nations of the world would not be without hope, 
because God’s plan involves the whole world. The Branch from David’s family, the heir 
to David’s throne, would be “a banner of salvation to all the world,” Isaiah said, and 
“the nations will rally to him” (Isaiah 11:10).

Isaiah saw that at the end of time, God will gather His people from all corners of the 
earth and live among them, as He planned. Jesus, the righteous Branch, has opened the 
kingdom of God to all who trust in Him.

Dear Lord, thank you for your Son, Jesus, the Branch,  
and His righteous rule in the lives of your people.  

Amen.
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Have you ever waited for a special guest to arrive for Christmas,  
someone whose coming would make your celebration complete?  

God promised that Jesus would come to make things right  
between God and His people once again.

Messengers
Malachi 3–4

“Behold, I am going to send My messenger, and he will clear the way before Me. 
And . . . the messenger of the covenant, in whom you delight, behold,  

He is coming,” says the Lord of hosts.—Malachi 3:1 nasb

Malachi’s book of prophecy closes the Old Testament. God wouldn’t speak again for 
another four hundred years, but He left the promise of two future messengers, 

one who would be sent to prepare the way for the other.

The first messenger would be like the prophet Elijah in the power of his message 
(Malachi 4:5). Jesus and the Gospel writers show us that this messenger was John the 
Baptist, sent to prepare God’s people to respond to Jesus when He began His ministry.

The second messenger was the Lord himself—Jesus, the Son of God, fully God and 
fully human. Malachi warned his listeners that, although they were eager to have God 
living among them as He promised, His presence would be a refining fire, burning 
away the dross in His people to reveal pure silver and gold and making it possible for 
them to worship Him again.

Malachi closed his book with a reminder that a day of judgment will come. When that 
future day arrives, however, those who love and fear God will experience freedom rath-
er than judgment. Jesus, the messenger of the covenant, was coming to make things 
right again.

Father God, thank you for your plan to save us and for the Old Testa-
ment record that shows us your love preparing to send your Son, Jesus. 

Amen.
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Our most important Christmas memories are not often the programs, 
presents, decorations, or dinners.  

Our most meaningful memories of Christmas are often the small,  
quiet moments of shared relationship and peace.

Insignificant
Micah 1–5

“But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are little among the thousands of 
Judah, yet out of you shall come forth to Me the One to be Ruler in Israel,  

whose goings forth are from of old, from everlasting.”—Micah 5:2 nkjv

God often chooses the insignificant to do something extremely significant.

Micah prophesied in Judah from 735–686 BC, during the reigns of kings Jotham, 
Ahaz, and Hezekiah. He was a contemporary of Isaiah, and like Isaiah he warned of the 
judgment coming to both Israel and Judah because of the idol worship, oppression, 
and corruption among God’s people. Also like Isaiah, Micah saw wonderful hope for 
the future. He prophesied about a day when the Lord’s teaching would go out from 
Jerusalem to the entire world.

Micah’s book of prophecy in the Bible contains seven chapters; the book of Isaiah has 
sixty-six. Length is the primary reason the prophets are called either major prophets or 
minor prophets. Did Micah ever feel insignificant, overshadowed by Isaiah? We don’t 
know. I hope not, because Micah is the prophet who foretold Jesus’ birthplace—tiny, 
seemingly insignificant Bethlehem, in the district of Ephrathah in Judah.

Though only a small village, Bethlehem experienced notable happenings. Jacob’s wife 
Rachel was buried there, Ruth met and married Boaz there, and Samuel anointed King 
David there. But most significant of all would be the birth Micah prophesied, the com-
ing of the Savior, Jesus.

Heavenly Father, thank you for sometimes choosing the small to do great things! 
Help me remember the only thing that matters is staying faithful to you.  

Amen.
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The needs of people in our community and around the world become 
more apparent to us at Christmas, and we can find it hard to know how 
to respond to them all, or even if we should. But we can ask God what 
He would have us do . . . and then follow through with trusting faith.

Surprised by an Angel
Luke 1

“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High  
will overshadow you. So the baby to be born will be holy,  

and he will be called the Son of God.”—Luke 1:35

When Zechariah found himself face-to-face with the angel Gabriel in the temple, 
he asked Gabriel for a sign that what he said was true. But Mary responded 

much differently to Gabriel’s words to her.

Mary could have been a teenager when Gabriel appeared to her with the astounding 
message that God had chosen her to bear His Son. Mary’s betrothal to Joseph—much 
more binding than a couple’s engagement today—meant that being found pregnant 
before the wedding could result in divorce and much social shame.

But Mary accepted Gabriel’s announcement with calm submission. She didn’t ask why. 
She didn’t ask for a sign. She only asked for more information. Since she was a virgin, 
just how would she conceive?

By the power of God, Gabriel said.

Mary’s mind and emotions had to be swirling as she considered this. What would she 
tell her family? What would she tell Joseph?

“‘I am the Lord’s servant,’ Mary answered. ‘May your word to me be fulfilled’”  
(Luke 1:38 niv).

May you and I always respond to God’s direction with such amazing, unwavering submission!

Dear God, what you ask of us, you empower us to do.  
I want to trust and follow you fully, as Mary did.  

Amen.
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It’s easy to get caught up in our own holiday traditions and miss that 
others feel left out of Christmas. The gospel message, however,  
is for everyone. Could you reach out to include someone new  

as you celebrate “God with us” this year?

One Message
Matthew 1

All this 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”).—Matthew 1:22–23 niv

Four books we call Gospels open the New Testament, but there’s just one gospel mes-
sage: Jesus is the Messiah (or Christ, in Greek)—the Anointed One—and the Son of 

God. Each Gospel author had a specific purpose for writing and an intended audience.

Matthew (also known as Levi) was a Jewish tax collector who became a disciple when 
Jesus called him (Matthew 9:9). Matthew wrote to a Jewish readership to convey that 
the Messiah whom God had promised through the prophets had come. To make this 
point, Matthew frequently quotes the prophets (especially Isaiah), as he does in chapter 
1 while recounting Jesus’ birth to Mary, a virgin.

The genealogy that opens Matthew’s Gospel traces Jesus’ legal lineage from Abraham 
through David to Joseph, the husband of Mary, Jesus’ mother. Arranged in three blocks 
of fourteen generations each, Matthew’s genealogy makes omissions his Jewish read-
ers would have understood. However, they would not have expected the presence of 
four names in the list—Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, and Bathsheba (“the wife of Uriah”)—four 
women, two of them foreigners. Their mention in Jesus’ lineage signals the fact that 
Jesus came not only for the Jewish people—He came for all.

Heavenly Father, thank you for the Gospels and the singular gospel 
message they convey—Jesus is the Savior who came for all who believe. 

Amen.
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We tend to measure time by Christmas. We mark the chapters of our 
lives by Christmases past and we ponder the future— 

what Christmases does it hold? For now, however, we can tend to this 
year’s celebration and confidently entrust every unknown to God.

Shepherds and Prophets
Luke 2

But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. 
—Luke 2:19 niv

Gabriel had told Mary that her son would receive the throne of his ancestor David 
and that He would reign over a kingdom with no end (Luke 1:32–33). After Jesus 

was born, God gave Mary more insight about the baby’s future.

First came the shepherds, looking for a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying 
in a manger. Finding Mary, Joseph, and the baby exactly as the angel had described to 
them, the shepherds couldn’t stop talking about the angel’s message that this baby was 
the Savior, God’s Messiah.

Later, when Jesus was forty days old, two prophets of God spoke to Mary and Joseph 
when they brought the baby to the temple. Simeon praised God for letting him see the 
One who would bring salvation to Jews and Gentiles alike. But Simeon also prophesied 
about the divisions and sorrows that awaited. Anna, another prophet in the temple that 
day, “gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to 
the redemption of Jerusalem” (Luke 2:38 niv).

Luke tells us that Mary treasured everything the shepherds told her and stored up their 
words to ponder in her heart. Surely she added the prophets’ words to her treasure 
store as well. The future would unfold in time, but for now, she had a special boy—a 
gift from God—to raise.

Heavenly Father, may I seek insight in your Word and strength from 
your Spirit and confidently face the tasks you give me, as Mary did. 

Amen.



9

What kinds of thoughts fill your heart as you prepare for Christmas?  
Do you have a Christmas wish? What—or Who—are you looking for?  

He is waiting for you!

Worship Him
Matthew 2

“Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we saw his star when it 
rose and have come to worship him.”—Matthew 2:2 esv

Who were the wise men, and how did they know the new star they saw was a sign 
a new king had been born?

In the ancient world, wise men (also called magi) were scholars interested in astrology, 
often called on to interpret dreams and signs. Babylon and Persia lay east of Judea, as 
the lands of Israel were called. Perhaps as a result of the Jewish exile, the Jewish scrip-
tures spread and were studied by these wise men from the east. They could have read 
this prophecy by Balaam: “I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near. A star 
will come out of Jacob; a scepter will rise out of Israel” (Numbers 24:17 niv).

Somehow they knew. Somehow they were watching. And somehow they desired to see 
this newborn king, to worship Him! God surely guided them to the house in Bethle-
hem where they found the child with His mother. They gave Him gifts of gold, frank-
incense, and myrrh—gifts that could finance a hurried trip and stay in Egypt to keep 
the child safe from the angry, apprehensive King Herod. Then, through a dream, God 
guided them home by a different route.

Wise men, those magi. They heard about a powerful king sent from God, they watched 
for Him, and they sought Him out. May you and I be wise like them.

Dear Lord, how you work things together according to your plan!  
May I always seek and worship Jesus.  

Amen.
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The meditations in this  
special Christmas devotional  

are taken from  
Encountering God’s Heart for You:  

365 Devotions from Genesis Through Revelation.  
To learn more and  

to purchase the book,  
visit DianeStortz.com.


