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Devotion Time: Christmas Devotions on Hymns


                  December 12 – December 17, 2011


monday, December 12
Prayer For Today’s DT

The LORD reigns, let the nations tremble; he sits enthroned between the cherubim, let the earth shake. Great is the LORD in Zion; he is exalted over all the nations. Let them praise your great and awesome name—he is holy. (Psalm 99:1-3)

DEVOTION HYMN, TEXT & REFLECTION QUESTIONS

The hymn “O Little Town of Bethlehem” expresses the silence with which the greatest gift to us was given.  The hymn also marks how the world was asleep, and oblivious even on the very night that “the hopes and fears of all the years” were being fulfilled through the birth of Jesus.  Read the words of the hymn and think about what is being expressed.  

O Little Town of Bethlehem

Author: Phillips Brooks

Composer: Lewis H. Redner

1
O little town of Bethlehem how still we see thee lie!

Above thy deep

and dreamless sleep

the silent stars go by

Yet in thy dark streets shineth the everlasting Light;

The hopes and fears

of all the years

are met in thee tonight.

2
For Christ is born of Mary, and gathered all above,

While mortals sleep,

the angels keep

their watch of wondering love.

O morning stars together, proclaim the holy birth,

And praises sing

to God the King,

and peace to men on earth!

3
How silently, how silently, the wondrous Gift is giv’n;

So God imparts

to human hearts

the blessings of His heav’n.

No ear may hear His coming, but in this world of sin,

Where meek souls will

receive Him still,

the dear Christ enters in.

4
O holy Child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we pray;

Cast out our sin,

and enter in,

be born in us today.

We hear the Christmas angels the great glad tidings tell;

O come to us,

abide with us,

our Lord Emmanuel!

The fact that the “Little Town of Bethlehem,” was about to have a huge thing happen in it was long-ago foretold by Micah the prophet in the Old Testament.  

Micah 5 
2     “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.﻿﻿” 

3     Therefore Israel will be abandoned 

until the time when she who is in labor gives birth 

and the rest of his brothers return 

to join the Israelites. 

4     He will stand and shepherd his flock 

in the strength of the Lord, 

in the majesty of the name of the Lord his God. 

And they will live securely, for then his greatness 

will reach to the ends of the earth. 

5     And he will be their peace. 

· What are some words used to describe Jesus in this passage, and how do these descriptions help you today?

Prayer

Write a prayer of based on stanza 4 for yourself and for all those into whose hearts Christ still needs to be born.

4
O holy Child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we pray;

Cast out our sin,

and enter in,

be born in us today.

We hear the Christmas angels the great glad tidings tell;

O come to us,

abide with us,

our Lord Emmanuel!

tuesday, December 13
Prayer For Today’s DT

I seek you with all my heart; do not let me stray from your commands.  I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you. Praise be to you, O LORD; teach me your decrees. (Psalm 119:10-12)
DEVOTION HYMN, TEXT & REFLECTION QUESTIONS

3
How silently, how silently, the wondrous Gift is giv’n;

So God imparts

to human hearts

the blessings of His heav’n.

No ear may hear His coming, but in this world of sin,

Where meek souls will

receive Him still,

the dear Christ enters in.
Although the hymn notes how Bethlehem was unaware of Jesus’ birth, the Bible describes that the residents of Jerusalem received clear notice of Christ’s coming, yet none of them experienced Christmas.
Matthew 2:1–8   

 After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem 2 and asked, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.” 
3 When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. 4 When he had called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Christ was to be born. 5 “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the prophet has written: 

6
“ ‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 


      are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 


for out of you will come a ruler 


      who will be the shepherd of my people Israel.’” 

7 Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared. 8 He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and make a careful search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.” 
· What warning is there from each of these characters in the text? Which character can you most identify with?

· Herod

· “all Jerusalem”

· priests and teachers of the law
· Think about the opening word of the Sermon on the Mount in light of the lines “… but in this world of sin, where meek souls will receive him still, the dear Christ enters in.”  
Matthew 5:3–5  
3
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, 

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

4
Blessed are those who mourn, 

for they will be comforted. 

5
Blessed are the meek, 

for they will inherit the earth. 

· What is the “wonderous gift” and why is it the case that only the meek would receive this gift?

James 4:6–10  
6 But he gives us more grace. That is why Scripture says: 

“God opposes the proud 

but gives grace to the humble.” 

7 Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 8 Come near to God and he will come near to you. Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. 9 Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. 10 Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up. 
· Think about human pride. Why do people become proud or boastful?  Is this true in reality?
Prayer

wednesday, December 14
Prayer For Today’s DT
If you, O LORD, kept a record of sins, O Lord, who could stand?  But with you there is forgiveness; therefore you are feared. (Psalm 130:3-4)
DEVOTION HYMN, TEXT & REFLECTION QUESTIONS

It Came upon the Midnight Clear

Author:
Edmund H. Sears

Composer: Richard Storrs Willis
1
It came upon the midnight clear, 
That glorious song of old, 
From angels bending near the earth, 
To touch their harps of gold: 
“Peace on the earth, good will to men,” 
From heav’n’s all-gracious King. 
The world in solemn stillness lay, 
To hear the angels sing!
2
Yet with the woes of sin and strife 
The world has suffered long, 
Beneath the angel strain have rolled 
Two thousand years of wrong; 
And man, at war with man, hears not 
The love song which they bring: 
O hush the noise, ye men of strife, 
And hear the angels sing!
3
All ye, beneath life’s crushing load, 
Whose forms are bending low, 
Who toil along the climbing way 
With painful steps and slow, 
Look, now! for glad and golden hours 
Come swiftly on the wing: 
O rest beside the weary road, 
And hear the angels sing!

4
For lo! the days are hast’ning on, 
By prophet bards foretold, 
When with the ever-circling years 
Comes round the age of gold; 
When peace shall over all the earth 
Its ancient splendors fling, 
And the whole world give back the song 
Which now the angels sing!
Stanza 1 of this hymn expresses the often repeated message of peace that accompanies Christmas, but then takes on a very different note in the second and third stanza.  

Although the angels had announced “good news of great joy for all the people” and the heavenly hosts had declared glory to God and peace to men (Luke 2:10–14), Jesus’ ministry was often characterized by conflict.  In fact, Jesus said some harsh things to people who were very religious.   

Matthew 23:27–33  
27 “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean. 28 In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness. 

29 “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You build tombs for the prophets and decorate the graves of the righteous. 30 And you say, ‘If we had lived in the days of our forefathers, we would not have taken part with them in shedding the blood of the prophets.’ 31 So you testify against yourselves that you are the descendants of those who murdered the prophets. 32 Fill up, then, the measure of the sin of your forefathers! 

33 “You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell?  
· How is this picture of Jesus still true when it says “good news of great joy for all the people” (Luke 2:10)?

It seems that Jesus is only good news to those who are able to see that they are sinners.  It is a “paradox.”  On the one hand, there are passages that speak of cosmic peace and wellness on the “Day of the Lord” when the Messiah comes (Isaiah 11), but others that express judgment.
 Isaiah 11:1–9  
 
A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; 
from his roots a Branch will bear fruit. 

2
The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him— 

the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, 

the Spirit of counsel and of power, 

the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord— 

3
and he will delight in the fear of the Lord. 

He will not judge by what he sees with his eyes, 

or decide by what he hears with his ears; 

4
but with righteousness he will judge the needy, 

with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth. 

He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth; 

with the breath of his lips he will slay the wicked. 

5
Righteousness will be his belt 

and faithfulness the sash around his waist. 

6
The wolf will live with the lamb, 

the leopard will lie down with the goat, 

the calf and the lion and the yearling together; 

and a little child will lead them. 

7
The cow will feed with the bear, 

their young will lie down together, 

and the lion will eat straw like the ox. 

8
The infant will play near the hole of the cobra, 

and the young child put his hand into the viper’s nest. 

9
They will neither harm nor destroy 

on all my holy mountain, 

for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord 

as the waters cover the sea. 

Malachi 3:1–2  
“See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come,” says the Lord Almighty. 

2 But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a refiner’s fire or a launderer’s soap.

Amos 5:18–20  
18
Woe to you who long 
for the day of the Lord! 

Why do you long for the day of the Lord? 

That day will be darkness, not light. 

19
It will be as though a man fled from a lion 

only to meet a bear, 

as though he entered his house 

and rested his hand on the wall 

only to have a snake bite him. 

20
Will not the day of the Lord be darkness, not light— 

pitch-dark, without a ray of brightness? 
· What is the nature of true peace?  How can there be peace between God and man?

· How does the following passage (specifically, vs. 21) resolve the paradox of human sinfulness and God’s rightful judgment of it?  i.e.,  given the reality of human sin and strife described in stanzas 2 and 3, how will the “angel’s song” be fulfilled?
2 Corinthians 5:17–21  
17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! 18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. 21 God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. 

Prayer

thursday, december 15
Prayer For Today’s DT

I wait for the LORD, my soul waits, and in his word I put my hope. My soul waits for the Lord more than watchmen wait for the morning, more than watchmen wait for the morning. (Psalm 130:5-6)
DEVOTION HYMN, TEXT & REFLECTION QUESTIONS

It Came upon the Midnight Clear

Author:
Edmund H. Sears

Composer: Richard Storrs Willis
1
It came upon the midnight clear, 
That glorious song of old, 
From angels bending near the earth, 
To touch their harps of gold: 
“Peace on the earth, good will to men,” 
From heav’n’s all-gracious King. 
The world in solemn stillness lay, 
To hear the angels sing!
2
Yet with the woes of sin and strife 
The world has suffered long, 
Beneath the angel strain have rolled 
Two thousand years of wrong; 
And man, at war with man, hears not 
The love song which they bring: 
O hush the noise, ye men of strife, 
And hear the angels sing!
3
All ye, beneath life’s crushing load, 
Whose forms are bending low, 
Who toil along the climbing way 
With painful steps and slow, 
Look, now! for glad and golden hours 
Come swiftly on the wing: 
O rest beside the weary road, 
And hear the angels sing!

4
For lo! the days are hast’ning on, 
By prophet bards foretold, 
When with the ever-circling years 
Comes round the age of gold; 
When peace shall over all the earth 
Its ancient splendors fling, 
And the whole world give back the song 
Which now the angels sing!
· Although Jesus came to bring God’s true peace to humanity, the hymn points out that the world is full of “sin and strife,” and “man, at war with man, hears not the love song” of the angels at Christmas. Why would being “at war” with others, or being “men of strife” make it hard to “hear the angels sing”?

· Why would people not want to enter into the peace that Christ came to give?  

· Jesus himself declared that he will be the cause not of peace but of division.  Why would this be the case?

Luke 12:49–53  
49 “I have come to bring fire on the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled! 50 But I have a baptism to undergo, and how distressed I am until it is completed! 51 Do you think I came to bring peace on earth? No, I tell you, but division. 52 From now on there will be five in one family divided against each other, three against two and two against three. 53 They will be divided, father against son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter against mother, mother-in-law against daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law.” 

· To what extent have I experienced the fundamental realignment described here because of my response to Jesus?

· Reflect on the words of stanza 3.  What words can you relate to?
Prayer

· Write a prayer of thanksgiving (or confession) that in the midst of “crushing load,” “toil,” and “painful steps” God enabled you to “hear the angels sing.”


friday, december 16
Prayer For Today’s DT

My heart is not proud, O LORD, my eyes are not haughty; I do not concern myself with great matters or things too wonderful for me. But I have stilled and quieted my soul; like a weaned child with its mother, like a weaned child is my soul within me. 
(Psalm 131:1-2)
DEVOTION HYMN, TEXT & REFLECTION QUESTIONS

· Review the hymn and passages from yesterday and reflect on the following passages.
John 14:27  
27 Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid. 

John 16:33  
33 “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” 

John 20:19–23  
19 On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together, with the doors locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!” 20 After he said this, he showed them his hands and side. The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord. 
21 Again Jesus said, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” 22 And with that he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.” 

2 Corinthians 5:17–21  
17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! 18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. 21 God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. 

· What are some aspects of the peace that Jesus came to give his disciples? 

· In what ways have you experienced the peace that Jesus came to bring?

· What is your calling and responsibility with respect to this peace, and what would it look like for you to embrace this?
Prayer


saturday, december 17

Prayer For Today’s DT

Praise the LORD, all you servants of the LORD who minister by night in the house of the LORD.  Lift up your hands in the sanctuary and praise the LORD. May the LORD, the Maker of heaven and earth, bless you from Zion. (Psalm 134)
reflection questions / personal Prayer

· Review this week’s hymns.  Reflect on the words, and savor their meaning.
