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INTRODUCTION


Thousands of Years Before Bethlehem


“My King who is alive from everlasting ages past!” Micah 5:2, tlb 


Have you noticed it? Behind the scenes, many of today’s scientists, historians, and educators have been working overtime trying to remove the familiar calendar designations of “BC” and “AD.”


It’s a small, subtle thing, of course.


But it has worlds of significance.


As we all know, BC means “Before Christ.” And AD stands for “Anno Domini,” a Latin term meaning “Year of Our Lord.” According to one keen observer, “The change was made to mask the Christian basis for the dating system, in a bid to accommodate non-Christians and maintain political correctness.”1 Now you are seeing BCE, which means “Before Common Era,” and CE, which means “Common Era.”


To put it plainly, some people want to remove Jesus—or any hint or trace of Him—from our calendars and textbooks and culture. They don’t want to be reminded of His name. They don’t want to admit that He was born of a virgin mother in a stable in Bethlehem. They don’t want to acknowledge that He walked this earth, died on a cross, and rose from the grave. They don’t want to be reminded that Jesus changed history. They don’t want to admit the truth that for 2,000 years our calendars have hinged on the day of His birth.


That hinge is Christmas.


When the Son of God was born to Mary in Bethlehem of Judea, everything changed. Through time and eternity, nothing would or could ever be the same.


Christmas changed everything.


Christ changes everything—and all the politically correct scholars and “woke” writers in all the newsrooms and universities of the world can’t change that truth. It is the hinge of history. When God Himself entered the world in human form, when the great Creator of the universe became a baby boy, planet Earth was transformed forever. And so were we.


Jesus, of course, did not begin life when He was conceived in Mary’s womb or when He was born in that humble animal shelter. He has always existed as the Son of God, the third Person of the Trinity.


The real story of Christmas goes way, way back before Bethlehem, before Mary and Joseph, before the shepherds and wise men and innkeepers and King Herod and all of the people who played a part on that best of all nights 2,000 years ago.


How could that be? How could there be a Christmas story before Jesus came?


The answer is simply this: The story of Christmas is actually an integral part of an even greater story that goes all the way back to the beginning. It is the story of our redemption.


God had a plan to save humanity before it ever fell away from Him. God had a plan to offer salvation to you and to me before we ever saw the light of day.


Jesus knew you BC.


Think about that for a minute or two. He loved you thousands of years before Bethlehem. David the psalmist exclaimed, “You saw me before I was born and scheduled each day of my life before I began to breathe. Every day was recorded in your book! How precious it is, Lord, to realize that you are thinking about me constantly! I can’t even count how many times a day your thoughts turn toward me” (Psalm 139:16-18, TLB).


Yes, at the right moment the Lord came to us, born on a back street in the backwater town of Bethlehem. As it says in the book of Galatians: “When the fullness of the time had come, God sent forth His Son, born of a woman” (Galatians 4:4, NKJV). A better translation would be: “When the time was just right, God sent His Son. . . .”


That is where He began life on earth, as the God-Man. This is where He first drew His lungs full of the air He had created. But the life of the Son of God goes back to the beginning of the beginning of the beginning. And before that! Speaking over seven centuries before the Lord’s birth, the prophet Micah wrote these words:


“But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah,


though you are small among the clans of Judah,


out of you will come for me


one who will be ruler over Israel,


whose origins are from of old,


from ancient times.”


(Micah 5:2, NIV)


“Origins from of old!” Another translation captures it like this: “O Bethlehem Ephrathah, you are but a small Judean village, yet you will be the birthplace of my King who is alive from everlasting ages past!”2


The truth is, Jesus knew you and loved you before you were you.


Before your parents met.


Before your parents’ parents’ parents met.


Before our forefathers signed the Declaration of Independence.


Before Columbus set out from Spain.


Before Bethlehem.


Before Adam and Eve drew a breath.


Before the first star caught fire in the vault of space.


Before all Creation.


Never, never imagine that your life is random or without meaning. How could it be, when the Lord and Creator of the universe has loved you a million years before you were born.
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DECEMBER 1


Seven Miracle Miles


“I am First, I am Last, I’m Alive.”


Revelation 1:17-18, MSG


Did Jesus preexist before Bethlehem? Was there a


Jesus before the nativity?


Yes and yes.


Bethlehem was the time and location where the incarnation took place—that is, when God began life as a human. But that is not when Jesus came into being. Jesus is God, and as God, He is eternal; He has always been and He always will be. In the book of Revelation, He says, “I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and now look, I am alive for ever and ever!” (1:17-18, NIV).


Even though both Matthew and Luke chose to begin their Gospels with the birth of Christ, John’s Gospel begins by going back before, before, before, to the very beginning of everything.


In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made through Him, and without Him nothing was made that was made. In Him was life, and the life was the light of men. And the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it. (John 1:1-5, NKJV)


Most of our Bible translations have a definite article before the word “beginning.” We read, “In the beginning was the Word . . .” In the original language, however, there is no definite article. That means you cannot pinpoint the moment in time where there was a beginning, because John is looking all the way back through time to eternity past. He is going back further than our minds can imagine.


Jesus existed before there was a world, before planets, stars, and galaxies, before light and darkness, before there was any matter whatsoever. In fact, the book of Hebrews tells us that Jesus Himself was the Author of creation. God made the world through Him.


God promised everything to the Son as an inheritance, and through the Son he created the universe. (Hebrews 1:2, NLT)


The Godhead is eternal; Jesus Christ is coequal, coeternal, and coexistent with the Father and the Holy Spirit. He was with God. He was God. He is God.


When Jesus entered our world as a human being, He became an embryo, and then . . . deity in diapers. Jesus left the safety of Heaven, stepped into time and space, breathed our air, shared our pain, walked in our shoes, lived our life, and died our death.


God had a face.


Jesus did not become identical to us, but He did become identified with us. In fact, He could not have identified with us any more closely than He did. It was total identification without the loss of identity, for He became one of us without ceasing to be Himself. He became human without ceasing to be God.


Jesus Christ was fully God and fully man. Now when I say “fully man,” I don’t mean He had the capacity to sin; being God, that could not or would not happen. Yet He was a man in a human body, feeling emotion, facing physical limitations, and experiencing real pain. Though actual blood coursed through His veins, He was and is deity. God in human form.


The old Christmas carol said it well:


Veiled in flesh, the Godhead see;


Hail the incarnate Deity.


Pleased as man with man to dwell


Jesus our Emmanuel. . . .


John chapter 1 tells us that “the Word was with God,” which literally means that “the word was continually toward God.” This gives us a glimpse into the relationship of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The preposition “with” carries the idea of nearness along with a sense of movement toward God. That’s another way of saying that there has always been the deepest equality and intimacy within the Trinity. Jesus summed it up in John 17:5 (NKJV), when He prayed to the Father, saying, “And now, O Father, glorify Me together with Yourself, with the glory which I had with You before the world was.”


Another translation renders that verse like this:


And now, Father, glorify me with your very own splendor, 


The very splendor I had in your presence 


Before there was a world.3


Before there was a world!


There was never a time when Christ did not exist. Yet this eternal Son of God became a man, and that is what we celebrate at Christmas. In Isaiah 9:6 (NKJV), written centuries before the Lord’s birth, the prophet says of Him, “Unto us a Child is born; unto us a Son is given.” This passage perfectly sums up what happened on Christmas, giving us both the Heavenly and the earthly perspective. We tend to view Christmas from our viewpoint: the Child being born. But then Isaiah portrays it from the Heavenly perspective: a Son is given. Christmas, then, is the story of an arrival and the story of a departure. He arrived on earth, but He departed from Heaven.


The theologians have a word for an appearance of God in the Old Testament: theophany. We might also use the word Christophany, which means an appearance of Christ before Bethlehem.


Are all theophanies Christophanies?


Maybe, because the apostle tells us that “No one has ever seen God. But the unique One, who is himself God, is near to the Father’s heart. He has revealed God to us” (John 1:18, NLT). When God makes an appearance in the Old Testament, then, we can assume that it’s Jesus, the Son of God.


How do we know He did this?


Consider this exchange that Jesus had with the Jewish leaders, who were all for holding onto Abraham but rejecting Jesus. The Lord speaks first here:


“Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad.”


“You are not yet fifty years old,” [the Jews] said to him, “and you have seen Abraham!”


“Very truly I tell you,” Jesus answered, “before Abraham was born, I am!” (John 8:58, NIV)


The Lord was indicating that at some point in His life, the patriarch Abraham had met Him, in what we call a pre-incarnate appearance.


For me, the account of the two disciples on the Emmaus road in the Gospel of Luke really settles the issue of Jesus making multiple appearances in the Old Testament. Do you remember that remarkable story? The two disciples were deeply dejected over what they had just seen: the arrest and crucifixion of their Lord. That’s when the risen Christ Himself walked up behind them and asked why they were so despondent. And, at that moment, they didn’t recognize Him. They explained to Jesus what had just happened, and how they were perplexed by reports of His missing body. It was all too sad and confusing. They decided they might as well pack up and go home to Emmaus. That’s when their mysterious companion spoke up.


Then Jesus said to them, “You foolish people! You find it so hard to believe all that the prophets wrote in the Scriptures. Wasn’t it clearly predicted that the Messiah would have to suffer all these things before entering his glory?” Then Jesus took them through the writings of Moses and all the prophets, explaining from all the Scriptures the things concerning himself. (Luke 24:25-27, NLT)


Wow, wouldn’t you have loved to listen in on that conversation? He took them through all of the passages in the Bible that allude to Messiah: The types, the pictures, and no doubt the Christophanies themselves. I wish someone could have followed about two paces behind that little group, recording them on an iPhone. (And I wish that someone could have been me.) When I get to Heaven, I would definitely love to have a conversation with Jesus just like that one.


Think of it. Those two men enjoyed the company of Jesus for seven amazing miles as they walked the dusty road from Jerusalem to the village of Emmaus. For the rest of their lives, they would never forget those seven miracle miles.


But consider this: We have something even better. We have a Savior and friend who walks with us every mile of our lives. He never leaves. We are never alone in life.


The One who was before time and created time will be with you through all the times of your life, until time runs into the wonders of eternity. Isn’t that what the psalmist David wrote?


“You are my God.


My times are in your hands.”


(Psalm 31:14-15, NIV)


Thanks and Praise 


Lord, it’s hard wrapping my mind around this: You knew me and loved me before You created the world. I can’t process a concept that big. But I praise You that even if I can’t wrap my thoughts around You, You have wrapped Your thoughts around me. If You were small enough for my mind, You would not be big enough for my problems. Thank You for loving me. 
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DECEMBER 2


A Twisted Family Tree


“What are you talking about? . . . We’re not illegitimate!”


John 8:41, TPT 


The song says, “There’s no place like home for the holidays . . .”


Well, yes and no.


It’s very true that I would rather be home with my little family at Christmas than anywhere else in the world. But “home for Christmas” can also mean getting together with extended family—relatives you don’t see or have to deal with very often.


And that can be just a little bit stressful.


Let’s face it, we all have weird families. We all have that obnoxious uncle, that strange aunt, those twisted cousins. And Grandpa? Well, you never know what he’s going to say.


Maybe your parents divorced and you find yourself contending with half-brothers, half-sisters, and family members who (if you were honest) really don’t seem much like family at all. Maybe you have to go visit Mom and her new boyfriend, or Dad and his new lady, and it’s just a little bit awkward.


Or worse yet, they’re all coming to your house and you have to get the place ready, prepare meals, and find spots for everyone to sleep. The following song was written by my friend Dennis Agajanian’s father, to the tune of “Santa Claus Is Coming to Town.” But he called it, “Your Relatives Are Coming to Town.”


Well, you’d better give up on Christmas this year.


You haven’t a chance with everyone here,


your relatives are coming to town. 


They’re bringing their kids to add to your fun.


Staying ten days; you thought it was one.


Your relatives are coming to town. 


They will monopolize your bathroom,


and take your solitude.


They will eat you out of house and home,


and complain about your food.


There is only one way to save your Noel, 


give them your home and rent a motel 


Your relatives are coming to town. 


At this time of year, people can become abnormally stressed out. I remember reading a newspaper account about a guy who had dug out his tree lights and was trying to get things sorted so they could decorate. The problem was, his wife had left the lights in a great big, tangled ball the year before, and that made him angry. He set the mess down on the driveway to go into the house for something, and while his back was turned, his teenage daughter pulled her car in and drove over the lights.


He freaked out, and started screaming at her, “Can’t you see I am trying to put up the Christmas lights?” And then he told his wife he was going to go let off a little bit of steam. So he went into the backyard and started firing off rounds from his .45 caliber pistol. He was arrested for reckless endangerment and ended up in jail (which didn’t improve his mood at all).


Ah . . . family troubles!


Frankly, we all have them. And people who say they don’t are either delusional or outright lying. No one comes from a perfect family, because families are made up of flawed, fallible human beings.


Every now and then I hear people say, “Oh, I came from a dysfunctional home.” And I have to bite my tongue to keep from saying, “Stop letting that define you! We all came from dysfunctional homes.” Every one of us. I came from a dysfunctional home. Now I am the head of a dysfunctional home. What did you expect? That you would have parents like the Cleavers? More likely, they resemble the Simpsons.


Sometimes at Christmas we’re presented with ideal pictures of ideal families sitting together in ideal living rooms watching the snow fall outside, sipping cocoa, and singing carols together. And then we feel like we’ve fallen short because our family just doesn’t look like that. Well, guess what? No one’s does! You are not Jimmy Stewart or Donna Reed, and very few families today even slightly resemble the old movies. But that doesn’t mean we can’t build some good memories.


The fact is, every family has its share of problems, skeletons, dysfunctions, weird dynamics, and eccentric relatives.


It’s popular these days to go digging into your family tree, maybe using one of those handy genealogy websites that assists you in chasing down all the roots, branches, and twigs. I have a friend who’s really into this, and every time I see him, he’s made some new discovery about his heritage he wants to tell me about.


There’s nothing wrong with pursuing this as a hobby, as long as you remember it works both ways. You might discover that you’re related to some famous general or president or royal somebody. And you also might find out that your great grandma was a madam or your grandfather’s uncle was hung as a horse thief.


The human family produces as many bad apples as good ones. Probably more!


So what if you were researching your ancestors online and discovered you had a number of prostitutes populating your family tree? Is that something you’d want to tell people about? Your friend might say, “Hey, I found out that I’m a direct descendent of George Washington.” Another friend might counter, “Well, I found out I come from royal blood.” And you would say, “I discovered that we have three serial killers in our family tree.”


Is that something you would be proud of?


Why do I bring that up? Because as we begin to delve into the most famous family tree in human history—the family tree of Jesus Christ Himself—we find liars, cheats, adulterers, and prostitutes. The Lord’s family tree had some of the most notable sinners ever, so He knows all about embarrassing relatives and dysfunctional family situations. If you think you are alone in having problems this Christmas, you can know for sure that’s simply not the case.


But we also see something else at work in the family tree of our Lord.


Grace. 


Powerful, incredible, restoring, wonderful grace.


The unmerited favor of God. It was at work in the family line of Jesus just as it is at work in the lives and families of everyone who calls on the Lord for salvation.
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