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O Come, O Come, Emmanuel

Sunday, December 1
Hymn: “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” (ELW 257, st. 1)
On this first Sunday of Advent, we wait. We are expecting a great gift. Like 
a child who can hardly wait to rip open a Christmas present, we wait with 
anticipation for a gift that will change our lives, a gift that will rescue us from 
things holding us back, a gift that will speak to the losses we’ve experienced 
this year, a gift that will help us realize that we are not alone.

In the first verse of this hymn, we describe the gift we are waiting to receive. 
We’re waiting for the gift of Emmanuel, God-with-us. That’s the gift we need 
more than any other—the gift of being more aware of God’s presence among us. 
Jesus—God in human flesh—is that gift. May we be more aware of the presence 
of Jesus as we enter this season of Advent.

Jesus, thank you for being a gift to anyone who will receive you. Please help us to be 
more aware of how you are with us in the midst of our everyday lives as we enter this 
Advent season. Amen.

Monday, December 2
Isaiah 11:1–10
A few years ago, my family and I witnessed some wolves in the Lamar Valley of 
Yellowstone National Park chasing down some young bison. I thought we were 
on a nature channel! Having watched those wolves, it’s hard to imagine a lamb 
dwelling with a wolf as today’s reading describes—or a calf hanging out with 
a lion for that matter. But Isaiah’s words foreshadow a kind of unimaginable 
peace that will result from the reign of the Branch that will sprout from the root 
of Jesse, Jesus Christ.

Jesus, the great-great-great-great … grandson of Jesse, brings this peace 
by the power of God’s Spirit. This Spirit working in Jesus brings wisdom, 
understanding, might, counsel, knowledge, and respect for God. Jesus, the 
Prince of Peace, will be our righteous judge who stands with the meek. In Jesus’ 
kingdom, the little children will lead us. Jesus is God’s gift of peace to us all. 

God of peace, we need your peace more than ever. We pray for the kind of peace 
described in this passage to come into our world. Thank you for the gift of peace in 
Jesus. Amen.
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Tuesday, December 3
Psalm 72:1–7, 18–19
This psalm is in part a prayer that the king ruling over Israel would be a good 
king. It is a prayer that the king would rule with justice and righteousness. It is 
a prayer that the king would pay attention to the needs of the poor and needy 
while not letting oppressors get away with their unjust actions.

Many of the kings of Israel (and Judah) that we read about in the Bible didn’t 
live up to the hopes of this prayer—not even close! The result was suffering 
and hardship for many people. We learn in the New Testament that Jesus is 
God’s true King—the King of kings and Lord of lords. Jesus is God’s gift of a 
truly righteous king who can ensure justice, provide relief for the poor, and resist 
the oppressors. May we receive the gift of Jesus’ leadership in our lives and our 
communities this Advent season.

God who makes wrong things right, help us to trust Jesus as our leader and our Savior. 
Show us how we can be part of Jesus’ rule as we go through our daily lives. May your 
kingdom come, your will be done. Amen.

Wednesday, December 4
Romans 15:4–13
There was a man who had dealt with addiction for a large part of his life. He 
had found help in a community of people who weren’t afraid to admit they 
needed help. They spoke about a higher power. He wondered, “Who or what is 
this higher power? What does that have to do with my life?”

Paul is helping the Gentiles in Rome see how God planned to include them in 
the salvation offered in Jesus Christ. “You’re included,” Paul is saying, “through 
your faith in Jesus. This was always God’s plan. Jesus is God’s gift of hope.”

The man in the story discovered he was included, too. Some Christians 
shared their stories with him. He received the gift of God’s grace in Jesus and 
experienced the joy and peace that come from believing. By the power of 
God’s Spirit, now he too has hope.

God of hope, remind us today that no matter our circumstances, we always have hope 
in you. Fill us with the joy of knowing that nothing can separate us from your love. Help 
us be aware of others in our lives who might need to hear about this gift of hope we have 
in Jesus. Amen.
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Thursday, December 5
Matthew 3:1–12
Have you ever received a gift that didn’t look like what was inside? Maybe 
someone put a really small gift in a big box. Or maybe someone you didn’t 
expect to give you a gift surprised you with something meaningful. Today’s 
Gospel reading offers a very precious gift given by someone few people 
expected to be a gift-giver.

John the Baptist, Jesus’ cousin, lived out in the wilderness on the margins of his 
society. God’s Spirit called him to point out what other people couldn’t see: that 
Jesus was the Messiah. Jesus is the gift of God’s kingdom showing up on earth. 
The kingdom of heaven came to us through a man born to a poor, relatively 
insignificant family. The kingdom of heaven came to us from a town no one 
thought important. This gift didn’t look like many people expected. Jesus is a 
gift that doesn’t come in the normal box.

Jesus, help us to receive the gift you are offering to us, even if it doesn’t come in the 
way we might expect. Help us to notice where your kingdom is breaking into our 
everyday lives. Amen.

Friday, December 6
Matthew 3:1–12
Sometimes our lives become so cluttered that it is hard to focus on what is 
important. It can be a real gift to get rid of things we don’t need so the clutter 
doesn’t define our lives.

Today’s Gospel reading suggests that part of the gift of Jesus is a new 
experience of the Holy Spirit to declutter our connection with God. John the 
Baptist tells the established religious leaders that their ancestry will not make 
them right with God. These religious leaders followed many religious rules 
and regulations that didn’t bring connection to God but merely cluttered up 
people’s lives.

There is a different way. By repenting of our sins and placing our faith in Jesus, 
we can experience the Holy Spirit clearing away those things that keep us from 
joining God’s work each and every day. This keeps us focused on the things 
that matter most to God. What a gift!

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, we too repent of our sins and ask for your forgiveness. 
Allow us to experience the presence of the Holy Spirit in a fresh way. Declutter our 
lives, and help us focus on what matters most to you. Amen.
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Saturday, December 7
Hymn: “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” (ELW 257, st. 3)
It’s easy to lose track of what matters most in the midst of the Advent season. 
Maybe you are finding this month filled with events and activities unique 
to the season. It can be a wonderful time of celebration but it can also be 
overwhelming.

The third verse of our theme hymn speaks about God giving the law in the 
form of the Ten Commandments. These commandments were a gift to the 
Israelites so they would know what mattered most to God. This law helped 
them understand how to honor God in the covenant relationship God was 
offering to them.

God’s boundaries are a gift that helps us know when we need to say no. We 
can never live up to the expectations of the law, but through faith—which is 
also a gift of the Holy Spirit to us—Jesus meets those expectations for us. We 
are free to live within God’s boundaries and focus on what matters most.

Mighty God, help us to receive the gift of your boundaries this Advent season. We know 
we can’t do it all; help us to receive your grace and focus on what matters most. Amen.

Sunday, December 8
Hymn: “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” (ELW 257, st. 3)
It seems there is a new superhero movie every other month. These films tell 
stories about individuals who can fly, control time, run at incredible speeds, and 
lift buildings. They paint a picture of what it is like to be “super.”

This hymn reminds us of God’s might. But God’s might is different than that 
displayed in our superhero movies. God’s power goes beyond the kinds of 
abilities that are highlighted in those stories. God’s might is an upside-down 
kind of power that takes what might not be considered valuable and gives 
it importance. God’s might isn’t limited to God’s own action, but also works 
through those God has created.

God uses power to love, transform, and redeem the world God created. The 
mighty God chooses to become one of us, to embrace suffering and death, in 
order to restore right relationship with us and the world. Now that’s a superhero!

Powerful God, help us understand the way you use power in the world you love. Give 
us a picture of how your love defines your might. Thank you for using your power to 
create eternal relationship with us. Amen.
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Monday, December 9
Isaiah 35:1–10
God will make the wrong things right. This is one way to explain to children 
what will happen when God’s kingdom comes. Isaiah 35 describes a number 
of ways in which God will make the wrong things right. God has the power to 
make things right in all of creation. God has the power to overcome evil and 
make a clear path for God’s people to walk in God’s love and salvation. And 
God promises to do all of these things.

Jesus does many of the things listed in this passage. Jesus helps the blind to 
see and the deaf to hear. Jesus helps the lame to walk. In Jesus, God makes the 
wrong things right. We are invited to place our faith in Jesus, receive healing 
and forgiveness, and join God’s work of making the wrong things right.

Jesus, there are many wrong things in our world and in our lives that need to be made 
right. Transform us through our faith in you, and show us how to be part of your work 
in the world. Amen.

Tuesday, December 10
Luke 1:46b–55
God chooses to do mighty things through people who often don’t have much 
power in the world. Today’s reading describes how surprised some of those 
people are to be chosen by God to do these mighty things. Mary is shocked 
that the God of the universe would choose her to do such an incredible thing. 
Mary’s song is a mix of celebration, surprise, and wonder that God has chosen 
her to give birth to God’s Son. This teenage girl is amazed that God can do 
such incredible things through the humblest of people.

How do we expect God to act today? And through whom? In the midst of our 
many challenges, today’s Gospel reading reminds us to look for God’s powerful 
acts to emerge from humble people who have faith. No matter your position in 
life, God can work through you to show God’s love to the world.

Thank you, God, for choosing to work through those who trust you. Help us to be open 
to whatever role you have for us to play in showing your love to the world. Amen.
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Wednesday, December 11
James 5:7–10
I have several friends who have been waiting for God to act in a mighty way 
for a long time. Some of them are confused about why it is taking God so long. 
As a pastor in their life, I too wish God would act more quickly to bring healing 
and wholeness. I don’t always have a good answer for their questions.

Today’s reading reminds us that patience is part of faith. Waiting for God to 
act is an essential part of our faith. Many of the saints who have gone before 
us waited in anticipation for God’s action. Some never saw what they were 
waiting for, but they held to the belief that one day, God would fulfill God’s 
promises. For those of us living after the death and resurrection of Jesus, we 
wait patiently for his return. Come, Lord Jesus, come!

Jesus, we pray for you to return soon. We want to see you make the wrong things right 
in our world. Give us patience to wait for you, even when the waiting is hard. Help us 
devote ourselves to doing your will while we wait. Amen.

Thursday, December 12
Matthew 11:2–11
This Gospel text has always amazed me. How could John the Baptist express 
such doubt about Jesus after he had told others about Jesus the Messiah? Now 
John is facing death, and he’s experiencing some doubt about Jesus. He sends 
his disciples for confirmation that what he is giving his life for is worth it.

Most of us have gone through periods of doubt in our lives. In this story we find 
we are in good company. Wondering if faith in Jesus is real or worth it was part 
of John’s story, too. Jesus responds in a way that is reassuring to John—and 
to us. Jesus tells John’s disciples to remind him of what they have seen God do 
through Jesus. God’s mighty acts provide proof of who Jesus is. Jesus sends 
John a reassuring message: I am who you think I am. What you are doing with 
your life is worth it.

Holy Spirit, reassure us today that our faith in Jesus is worth it. Remind us of the 
amazing things you have done in our lives and in the lives of others. Help us trust you 
deeply as we go about our day. Amen.
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Friday, December 13
Matthew 11:2–11
What mighty things has God done in your life and the lives of those around 
you? We need to be able to point to the tangible difference Jesus makes in our 
lives—both for our own faith and for the faith of those around us.

In this Gospel text, Jesus names a number of concrete changes that have taken 
place through his ministry: the blind see, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, 
the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor receive good news. These 
changes are evidence of God’s power in Jesus.

Jesus tells us that we will do even greater things than he did when we receive 
the Holy Spirit (John 14:12). Pause today and name one way the Holy Spirit 
has brought about healing, reconciliation, comfort, justice, forgiveness, and 
hope in your life and in the lives of those around you. Tell someone else!

Mighty God, give us eyes to see the amazing things you are doing in and through our 
lives. Give us ears to hear the words you are speaking to us and to the world. Amen.

Saturday, December 14
Hymn: “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” (ELW 257, st. 4)
Satan has fallen on hard times in western Christianity. He has become a relic 
of bygone historical eras when humanity needed an enemy to explain away 
things like illnesses and natural disasters. Although the powers of Satan are still 
felt in Christian communities around the world, we in the West like to say that 
we have science. 

Yet, if Satan is a force that is greater than each of us, and one that can wreak 
havoc on communities and individuals, perhaps we are not quite as free 
from Satan’s tyranny as we would like to think. Today’s predatory capitalism, 
political polarization, and scientific capacities to clone or alter living beings 
are all enormous forces that wreak havoc—even if they were meant to help 
and heal us. In Ephesians 6, Paul called such forces “powers and principalities.” 
Jesus Christ is born to save us from such tyrannies that have become bigger—
and more powerful—than we ever intended them to be.

Please, Jesus, come and rescue us from tyranny of any kind. Help us see that our 
struggle is not against one another but against the forces that have given rise to our 
suffering and death. Amen.
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Sunday, December 15
Hymn: “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” (ELW 257, st. 4)
In medieval Christianity, it was widely believed that Christ’s death on the 
cross sent him down into the depths of hell. Christian art shows Christ there, 
stomping on the head of Satan and opening the gates of hell. Christians 
streamed out toward this victorious Christ—the Christus Victor. This imagination 
about Christ’s victory over hell is hopeful and helpful, even if we are no longer 
sure that hell is a particular supernatural place. What we do know is that hell 
happens all over the globe when entire communities are destroyed by natural 
disasters, when war makes neighborhoods into killing zones, when entire 
peoples are threatened by genocidal impulses. The experience of disasters or 
tragic death and displacement can leave people in a state of trauma and “hell” 
that will never entirely leave them.

Christ’s descent into hell reminds us all that even though we may not be able 
to heal all who are traumatized, Christ can and does. He calls us to join him in 
stomping down the gates of hell.

Jesus, hell is a painful, terrible state of being. Thank you for not being afraid to move 
into that terrible space with us and take on our trauma so that we are not abandoned 
in our pain. Amen.

Monday, December 16
Isaiah 7:10–16
About 700 years before Christ was born, the nasty King Ahaz of Judah was 
facing hostile neighbors (the northern kingdom, Israel; Damascus; and Assyria). 
The prophet Isaiah offered Ahaz a vision to help him find a way out of his 
political mess. Ahaz did not want any advice but Isaiah gave it to him anyway: 
a sign of a young teen who would give birth to a Messiah—“the Deliverer.” 
The story of Ahaz is an awkward one but its message is clear. God has things 
to say to us even when we do not want to hear. Those messages may come 
from places we never thought to look. Jesus Christ comes among us and lives 
among us as a clear sign from God: We will be delivered. Christ delivers us from 
our own ignorance and arrogance.

O beautiful One with the name Immanuel, thank you for knowing our stubbornness 
and our arrogance. Save us from being our own worst enemies. Amen.
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Tuesday, December 17
Psalm 80:1–7, 17–19
Like the story about Ahaz in yesterday’s reading, this psalm comes from 
about 700 years before Christ’s birth, when Israel was threatened by Assyria. 
The people plead with God to save them from the ruins of war with a hostile 
neighbor. What does Christ have to do with this ancient civilization’s political 
troubles? Perhaps nothing. We should proceed with caution when attaching 
the name of Jesus Christ to these kinds of texts, written so long before his birth.

And yet, even so long ago, Israel yearned to see God’s shining face—just as we 
do today. They were longing to see God in action. They were looking for God 
to use God’s power to restore their civilization as it faced destruction. We often 
ask God to bless our nation. But what if Christ’s coming is about a restoration to 
justice and peaceful relationships and not about shoring up a civilization? Christ’s 
word of grace will stand forever even as civilizations crumble.

Jesus Christ, do not let us be the ones who scorn or threaten others. Do not let us be the 
enemies laughing among ourselves while others fear for their lives. Teach us to be the 
peacemakers, Lord. Amen.

Wednesday, December 18
Romans 1:1–7
In today’s reading we have jumped at least 700 years from Ahaz and Israel’s 
woes to the Apostle Paul. He writes to the Christians at Rome and reminds 
them of his own pedigree as one set apart and called by God. But he also 
reminds the Romans that they are set apart because of what Christ has done 
for them. Christ does not call people into random tasks or empty rituals. Nor 
does he call people because of some kind of internal merit they may possess. 
Christ calls people into the specific actions of grace that reflect God’s saving 
grace. Christ’s presence on earth was and is the Shekinah—the glory of God 
that Israel so longed to see. Christ saves us from meaningless religion and 
oppressive culture. Paul reminds the Roman Christians that salvation includes 
the call to become a follower of Jesus Christ. We learn from Paul’s guidance 
as well.

Thank you for blessing us and calling us to be yours, Lord Jesus Christ. You have made 
us your beloved no matter where we live. Amen.
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Thursday, December 19
Matthew 1:18–25
We all know about the Annunciation of Mary, when an angel told her she would 
bear a son. She responded positively in her famous Magnificat (Luke 1), submitting 
herself to be a servant of God. Joseph, on the other hand, did not respond so 
well to the news that Mary was pregnant. In fact, he sought ways to get out of his 
relationship with her. He needed an annunciation, too. He needed to hear from an 
angel that Mary’s pregnancy would not ruin his life. 

Little did he know that as a member of the lineage of David, a descendent of 
Israel, he was the perfect earthly father for Jesus Christ. Joseph would have 
understood the words of the Lord through the prophet that pointed to Mary, 
the young woman who would give birth to a son and call him Emmanuel. Seven 
hundred years earlier, King Ahaz refused to accept any kind of sign from God. But 
Joseph listened to God; he had eyes to see and ears to hear. Joseph trusted the 
Lord, and unto us was born a son.

Lord, thank you for Joseph—that quiet guy about whom we know so little and yet 
without whom our salvation would not have taken place. He was “Abba” to the kid, 
Jesus. Thank you for dads this season. Amen.

Friday, December 20
Matthew 1:18–25
Undoubtedly, Mary’s pregnancy was not easy on the fledgling relationship 
between her and Joseph. The social consequences for Mary would have been 
shame and ostracism; was he worried she was trying to save herself from 
disgrace? Joseph must have spent many a tormented hour wondering what to do. 
But in the end, he trusted both her and the Lord and went ahead and married her. 
Did he really know what he was getting himself into? Do any of us ever know?

Christ does not come to save us from uncertainty or from the pain of love and 
loss. But he does come to be God-with-us—Emmanuel. God knows our deep 
human need to not be left alone. Hence, God sent an angel to Joseph so he 
would not have to endure such a risk alone. God did not abandon Joseph to an 
awkward and potentially shameful life decision. God gave him a sign. Jesus Christ 
is God’s most trustworthy and reliable sign to us that God will never abandon us 
in the uncertainty and riskiness of life.

Thank you again, God, for Joseph and for raising him up as a man who took a 
tremendous risk to trust. Only you could send the right messages to help us make 
gracious decisions. Amen.
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Saturday, December 21
Hymn: “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” (ELW 257, st. 5)
We may never know what Joseph was thinking when he decided to wed Mary. 
But clearly, Joseph was a Jew from the house of David. He would have known 
all the stories about a Messiah and would have shared the Jews’ longing for a 
Messiah. But did he understand exactly what his child was going to save the 
world from? Perhaps Joseph also thought Jesus would be a political messiah 
who would restore Israel to its lost unity. 

But Jesus’ mission was so much more. He was not simply coming to restore 
the Israelite nation; he was coming to bring us all to God. He was coming for a 
global purpose, not just a national or cultural purpose. He was coming to lead 
the world to safe and sure footing by being God’s own gracious presence in our 
midst. I think Joseph can be forgiven for perhaps not totally comprehending 
this about his son, Emmanuel.

Thank you for securing our paths into God’s grace, O Lord Jesus Christ. We rejoice 
even when we cannot fully comprehend the breadth of your gracious mission. Amen.

Sunday, December 22
Hymn: “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” (ELW 257, st. 5)
For certain, Joseph was miserable as he fretted about what to do about 
Mary. Mary, too, must have been miserable, especially as she rode that 
donkey into Bethlehem at eight or nine months pregnant! The nasty King 
Ahaz was probably miserable, knowing his people would be destroyed, and 
Israel was clearly miserable when they cried out to the Lord to save them 
from the Assyrians. We all experience misery. Life is miserable sometimes—
more often than not, perhaps—and often it is due to things out of our 
control. 

Jesus Christ does not protect us from the misery of life. Christ does not make 
us immune to the pain and heartbreak that lives with us in our time here on 
this earth. But he does make sure that we are not abandoned to it. Through 
Jesus Christ, the path into the ultimate misery of separation from God is 
closed off forever.

Jesus, Emmanuel, you are with us in our misery. You are with us when our worlds 
come crashing down. Your presence alone is the presence of heaven in our lives. 
Thank you. Amen.
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Monday, December 23
Isaiah 9:2–7
This psalm of the prophet Isaiah is quite a contrast to Psalm 80 (see December 
17 devotion), where Israel cries to God and accuses God of giving them only 
tears to eat as bread. Now they are not so worried about who was plundered, 
for the goods are all theirs! Enemy soldiers are dead, and Israel is back to 
thriving as a nation and as a culture. It is startling to see how quickly Israel 
goes from victim to victor. What do they need saving from now? 

Maybe they need saving from their short memory. Their confidence that there 
shall be endless peace for the throne of David places a strong trust in God, but 
can they uphold their end of the bargain? If history tells us anything, we know the 
answer is no. 

And yet, Jesus remains the one born unto us. He remains the light—the light in 
which we stand, the light in which our darkness is flooded out. Yes, Jesus saves 
us from our enemies. He also saves us from ourselves.

Thank you, Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Prince of Peace. Please continue to rule 
over us and remain with us so that we can turn the tide of history. Amen.

Tuesday, December 24
Luke 2:1–20
Thank goodness for the shepherds—this little crew who were most likely 
all men, who were not educated or connected to anyone important. They 
probably could not read, and they would not necessarily have been trained 
in the Jewish traditions of waiting for a Messiah. In fact, we do not even 
know if they were Jewish. They could have been foreigners. There is a good 
chance they were drinking that night as well—the night we now call Christmas 
Eve. When the shepherds saw the angel, they might have laughed the way 
Abraham’s wife, Sarah, laughed at God so long ago. They might have opened 
up another bottle of wine. They might have mock-toasted the heavenly 
hallucinations they had just seen. 

Instead, they were curious—perhaps because they were bored or spooked. In 
any case, they were curious. And their curiosity led them to witness the greatest 
thing that has ever happened on this earth: the baby Emmanuel, God-with-us. 
Without the shepherds, would any of us even know that Jesus Christ was born?

Thank you for the shepherds, Lord. Only you could pick the right people to witness 
your miracles and wonders. Help us find those people and listen to them. Amen.
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Wednesday, December 25  
Christmas Day
Hymn: “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” (ELW 257, refrain)
Christmas Day is a hard one for many folks. People remember loved ones 
no longer with them or times in their lives when holidays were so much more 
magical, fun, or peaceful. But Jesus isn’t worried about Christmas Day. It’s 
just another day. Our Advent hymn reminds us that Christmas Day isn’t the 
culmination of Christ’s presence with us. Thankfully, it is only the culmination of 
shopping and endless Christmas tunes and fake snow. For Jesus Christ, it’s just 
the beginning of his time among us humans. 

As part of the Triune being of God, Christ will always be with us, and be coming 
toward us, finding us, shining his beautiful light on our paths so that we can 
remain with him as we walk through our lives. He has come to save us from 
the despair that many of us feel around the holidays. He does not need 
our “Rejoice.” But he is also not too distant or mighty to want and cherish it, 
however loudly or softly we say or sing it. He gratefully accepts our “Rejoice!” 
any day of the year, whether we can muster it today or not.

Emmanuel, thank you that you understand all human emotions: sadness, grief, joy, 
and contentment. Just knowing you walk with each one of us opens up heaven to us. 
We rejoice in you. Amen.
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