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For my daughters, 
Sadie, Norah, and Lilly, 

“Daddy loves you as big as outer space!”

And in memory of Kelly Roach, 
“I’ll see you again 

when the stars fall from the sky 
and the moon turns red . . .”
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Introduction 
A New Mission

NASA’s Apollo 13 had one mission: land on the moon. 
On April 13, 1971, the spacecraft carrying three astronauts 
was half way to the moon when an oxygen tank exploded. 
Now tumbling through space while leaking breathable air, 
losing power, and drifting off course, Commander Jim Lovell 
radioed to mission control: “Houston, we’ve had a problem,” 
and their mission immediately changed. It was now a rescue 
mission, and the goal was to get back to Earth alive.

After they splashed down in the Pacific Ocean four days 
later, their mission was dubbed “the successful failure” 
because they lost their original goal of landing on the moon 
but made it back to Earth alive. 

Our story begins with a simple mission: “The LORD God 
placed the man in the Garden of Eden to tend and watch over 
it” (Gen. 2:15). 

But soon there was the big lie, rebellino, and so Eden, we’ve 
had a problem.

Now God had a new mission: save us from our sin and its 
catastrophic effects. It is a succesful failure because we lost 
our original creation goal, but God has succeeded in saving 
us through Jesus Christ. 
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INTRODUCTION

The meaning of the word mission is “a sending; a charge to 
go and perform a specific duty.” This leads us to the mission 
statement of Scripture, John 3:16–17: “For God so loved the 
world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever 
believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God 
did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, 
but to save the world through him.”

This time of year we go straight to Christmas, the first part 
of the mission. But what about Advent, which is the last part 
of the mission? The first stage is Jesus’ arrival in the manger. 
The final stage is his arrival in the clouds. 

Maybe we lose sight of the real meaning of Advent because, 
for many of us, Advent is the launching pad to Christmas 
morning: a twenty-four-day countdown to stockings and 
presents. We don’t think about Advent as first being about 
the second coming. After all, it’s been two millennia since 
Christ was born, crucified, rose from the dead, ascended into 
heaven, and sent the Holy Spirit. And for two thousand years, 
we’ve been living somewhere between forgetting about or 
fretting over his return.

In his book Give Them Christ, Stephen Seamands writes, 
“the second coming should therefore not cause us to 
abandon this world or look for an escape from its suffering 
and evil. Instead, it should move us to become passionately 
and actively engaged in it.”1

1. Stephen Seamands, Give Them Christ: Preaching His Incarnation, Crucifixion, 
Resurrection, Ascension and Return (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2012), 176.
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INTRODUCTION

Preparing for that kind of Advent before we celebrate 
Christmas is how we get in on God’s rescue mission. Consider 
these devotionals a launch manual for our mission together. 

To get started, maybe we need to add a line to the mystery 
of our faith, which is really our mission hope: Christ was born. 
Christ has died. Christ is risen. Christ will come again!

Let the countdown begin . . . 
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Happy New Year 
ROMANS 13:11–14 | This is all the more urgent, for you know 
how late it is; time is running out. Wake up, for our salvation 
is nearer now than when we first believed. The night is almost 
gone; the day of salvation will soon be here. So remove your 
dark deeds like dirty clothes, and put on the shining armor 
of right living. Because we belong to the day, we must live 
decent lives for all to see. Don’t participate in the darkness of 
wild parties and drunkenness, or in sexual promiscuity and 
immoral living, or in quarreling and jealousy. Instead, clothe 
yourself with the presence of the Lord Jesus Christ. And don’t 
let yourself think about ways to indulge your evil desires.

Consider This
Do you remember New Year’s 2000? I sort of do. I’m not 

one for New Year’s Eve parties. In fact, I would rather go to 
bed before midnight and wake up in a new year. But this was 
the arrival of a new millennium! The entire earth was cele-
brating this historic moment in space and time across the 
globe, and I was all alone. 

All of my plans had fallen through, so I sat by myself at 
home watching the news show fireworks and celebrations 
as the clock struck midnight across each time zone, from the 
Great Pyramids in Egypt to the Statue of Liberty in New York. 

1
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When the new millennium arrived for me in Dallas, I drank 
too much champagne . . . more out of depression than cele-
bration. More than a new year, it was a new era, and this was 
how I was starting out my resolutions to do things different: 
by getting a hangover. Instead of celebrating, I got disoriented. 

Like many of us, I look to New Year’s as a time to start 
over, because “this year is going to be better.” But when we 
try to do it all in one day—in the midst of a frantic holiday 
season—we wake up still lost and disoriented, having given 
up on our resolutions by the end of the week. 

Instead of a single day, we need a season. We need Advent.
We need Advent because it takes time for reorientation: 

to prepare, to repent, and to wake up to all that Christmas 
morning aspires to be. Advent is not a season to get lost in 
earthly celebration, but to be found in what God has done, is 
doing, and will do through Jesus Christ in a disoriented world.

Advent is New Year’s for the church: the first season in the 
Christian calendar. Advent means “the arrival of a notable 
person, thing, or event.” For Christians, it marks the celebra-
tion of the arrival of Jesus Christ, but not in the ways we often 
think of in the midst of mistletoe and holly. 

In the Christian calendar, the end is the beginning. Before 
we celebrate Jesus’ silent-night first arrival in the manger, 
we prepare for his trumpet-blasting second coming in the 
clouds. He will come back and bring history to a close, and 
we don’t need to be afraid. Because as we’ll see this season, 
his return is a good thing. 
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The earth has completed another trek around the sun, 
finishing its four seasons and preparing to make another 
orbit. Where will we find ourselves this year? Advent is an 
alternate to New Year’s as an opportunity to let the church’s 
seasons, not the world’s, set the orbit for our lives.

CHRIST WAS BORN. CHRIST HAS DIED. CHRIST IS RISEN. 
CHRIST WILL COME AGAIN!

The Good Earth
GENESIS 1:1–10 | In the beginning God created the heavens 
and the earth. The earth was formless and empty, and darkness 
covered the deep waters. And the Spirit of God was hovering 
over the surface of the waters.

Then God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. And 
God saw that the light was good. Then he separated the light 
from the darkness. God called the light “day” and the darkness 
“night.” 

And evening passed and morning came, marking the first day.

Then God said, “Let there be a space between the waters, to 
separate the waters of the heavens from the waters of the 
earth.” And that is what happened. God made this space to 
separate the waters of the earth from the waters of the heavens. 
God called the space “sky.”

And evening passed and morning came, marking the second day.

2
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Then God said, “Let the waters beneath the sky flow together 
into one place, so dry ground may appear.” And that is what 
happened. God called the dry ground “land” and the waters 
“seas.” And God saw that it was good.

Consider This
On Christmas Eve 1968, the crew of Apollo 8 became the 

first humans to orbit the moon. That evening, during the 
most-watched television event at the time, they sent back 
the first live images of Earth. At the end of the broadcast 
the three astronauts took turns reading today’s text from 
Genesis, and ended with, “And from the crew of Apollo 8, we 
close with good night, good luck, a Merry Christmas—and 
God bless all of you, all of you on the good Earth.”

It was an appropriate text for the first glimpse of our 
planet from the heavens, and the image was aptly titled, 
“Earth-Rise.”

But we know what happened next in the Genesis story: 
mission failure. 

God created humanity in his image, but we turned away 
in fear and rebellion, and all of creation still suffers. When 
we look at the world today, we see this isn’t the way it was 
supposed to be: Floods. Cancer. Mass shootings. Sexual 
assault. Terrorism. War. Hunger. Anxiety. Depression. And 
on and on.

But remember, in the beginning it was the good earth, 
and that’s what Advent is about: the final stage of the new 
mission God began after humanity fell. We get that Jesus was 
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born, crucified, and is risen . . . but we often lose sight that 
he’s also enthroned in heaven, interceding for the world, and 
will one day return to make all things new again.

Advent helps us see his mission and get in on it. 
One of the Apollo 8 astronauts, Bill Anders, said they had 

prepared to explore the moon, but ended up discovering 
Earth.2 That’s what’s needed here: a new way to see the earth. 
Theologically speaking, we need the Google Earth view, if you 
will. In our day-to-day lives, we spend most of our time on 
Google Street View, seeing only what’s right in front of us. 
Our day-to-day view tends to be more oriented by the dark-
ness of the world around us than by God’s love for it.

Part of the reason we may not be ready for the return of 
Jesus is because we’ve not yet fully embraced the view of 
“For this is how God loved the world: He gave his one and 
only Son” (John 3:16, emphasis mine), where Jesus is ahead 
of us, present now through the Holy Spirit, working out the 
restoration of the whole world.

As the psalmist says:

For your unfailing love is as high as the heavens.
 Your faithfulness reaches to the clouds. 
Be exalted, O God, above the highest heavens.
 May your glory shine over all the earth. (Ps. 57:10–11)

So then, Advent is a reorientation that refuses to only 
look at the street view but is first pulling back to see all that 

2.  Nasa Content Administrator, “Apollo 8: Christmas at the Moon,” December 19, 
2014, www.nasa.gov/topics/history/features/apollo_8.html.
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God is doing to redeem all people’s stories into his great 
divine story through Jesus Christ. It gives us the opportunity 
to pause and take inventory—to start with the end in mind 
and see if our lives look like our beliefs and prayers—so that 
Jesus’ kingdom can come on earth as it is in heaven.

CHRIST WAS BORN. CHRIST HAS DIED. CHRIST IS RISEN. 
CHRIST WILL COME AGAIN!

The Reason for the 
Season(s)

JOHN 1:1–5 | In the beginning the Word already existed.
 The Word was with God,
 and the Word was God.
He existed in the beginning with God.
God created everything through him,
 and nothing was created except through him.
The Word gave life to everything that was created,
 and his life brought light to everyone.
The light shines in the darkness,
 and the darkness can never extinguish it.

Consider This
Today I’d like to settle the “Jesus is the reason for the 

season” kerfuffle.

3
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Previously, I shared the story of the Apollo 8 astronauts 
reading the creation story from Genesis 1 as they orbited the 
moon. They said they chose this text because it would be safe 
for all religions. 

To be sure, “In the beginning God created the heavens and 
the earth,” is a statement most Jews, Christians, or Muslims 
would agree with. However, John’s telling of the creation story 
creates a conflict. He makes it all about Jesus: “God created 
everything through [Jesus], and nothing was created except 
through him” (1:3).

And the writer of Hebrews agrees when he writes, 
“. . . through the Son [God] made the universe and everything 
in it” (1:2 NLT 1996).

The author Sally Lloyd-Jones says it poetically in her 
 children’s book, The Jesus Storybook Bible, with the story of 
Jesus calming the storm over the Sea of Galilee: “The wind 
and the waves recognized Jesus’ voice. (They had heard it 
before, of course—it was the same voice that made them, in 
the very beginning.)”3

In other words, before time . . . before creation . . . before 
sin . . . there was Jesus. The apostle Paul echoes John:

Christ is the visible image of the invisible God.
 He existed before anything was created and is 
supreme over all creation,
for through him God created everything
 in the heavenly realms and on earth.

3. Sally Lloyd-Jones, The Jesus Storybook Bible: Every Story Whispers His Name 
(Grand Rapids: Zonderkidz, 2012), 242.
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He made the things we can see
 and the things we can’t see—
such as thrones, kingdoms, rulers, and authorities in 
the unseen world.
 Everything was created through him and for him.
He existed before anything else,
 and he holds all creation together. (Col. 1:15–17)

Jesus is the one who created all of this. Jesus is the one 
who came down to be like one of us and redeem all this. 
And Jesus is the one who will come back and fully restore 
all of this. 

In the beginning, Jesus. In the end, Jesus. It’s why Advent is 
a season, not just a day. 

Because seasons form us. They tell which stories have the 
power to control the trajectory of our desires, time, money, 
resources, and affections. We orient ourselves to seasons 
and, in turn, they orient us.

Think about it: football season; hunting season; the school 
calendar; the fiscal year; the sacred days like the Fourth of 
July and Super Bowl Sunday; these and others dominate the 
orbit of our lives.

It’s why the seasons of the church calendar orbit around 
the life of Christ:

Advent: the return of Jesus to the world in final victory, 
because of . . . 

Christmas: the birth of Jesus into the world, which 
leads to . . . 

PREVIE
W

 C
OPY



THE ADVENT MISSION

11

Epiphany: the manifestation of Jesus to the world, which 
leads to . . . 

Lent: Jesus’ journey to the cross for the world, which 
leads to . . . 

Easter: the resurrection of Jesus in the world, which 
leads to . . . 

Ascension: the enthronement of Jesus over the world, 
which leads to . . . 

Pentecost: Jesus sending his Spirit into the world, which 
leads to . . . 

Kingdomtide: proclaiming the good news of Jesus to the 
world, which leads to . . . 

Advent: the return of Jesus to the world in final victory. 
Remember, Advent is an opportunity to once again let the 

church’s seasons, not the world’s, set the orbit of our lives . . . 
for the sake of the world God loves. 

So it’s settled. Jesus really is the reason for the season. All 
of them. 

CHRIST WAS BORN. CHRIST HAS DIED. CHRIST IS RISEN. 
CHRIST WILL COME AGAIN!

Apocalyptic Anxiety
MATTHEW 24:6–8, 29–30 | And you will hear of wars and 
threats of wars, but don’t panic. Yes, these things must take 
place, but the end won’t follow immediately. Nation will go to 
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war against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will 
be famines and earthquakes in many parts of the world. But all 
this is only the first of the birth pains, with more to come. . . .

“Immediately after the anguish of those days,
 the sun will be darkened,
  the moon will give no light,
 the stars will fall from the sky,
  and the powers in the heavens will be shaken.

And then at last, the sign that the Son of Man is coming will 
appear in the heavens, and there will be deep mourning among 
all the peoples of the earth. And they will see the Son of Man 
coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory.”

Consider This
We read Scripture like this and we panic. 
The return of Jesus is the end of the world as we know it, 

and it sounds terrifying. Many of us go to extremes: we either 
avoid it or try to control it. We steer clear of preaching and 
teaching about it altogether or spend an unhealthy amount 
of time trying to figure out a road map of the end times. 

That’s what fear does, and as Jedi Master Yoda says, 
“Fear leads to anger, anger leads to hate, and hate leads to 
suffering.”4

But Jesus says, “Don’t panic. I’m coming in great glory.”
So if his return is something to celebrate at Advent, why are 

4. Star Wars Episode I The Phantom Menace, dir. by George Lucas (1999; 20th 
Century Fox, 2007 DVD).
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we so afraid of it? Maybe before we look at what the return of 
Jesus is, we should look at what it isn’t.

Here’s a little story for you.
In my church youth group days, we spent a lot of time 

talking about how the world would end and getting married. 
For most us, the main takeaway was hoping we got married 
before Jesus came back. 

But a lot of folks took it very seriously, including my mom’s 
Sunday school teacher. Almost every lesson involved reading 
the headlines and getting ready for the end, which could 
come at any moment. She taught the class from cassette tapes 
and books by popular end-times preachers, who combined 
current events and Scripture in an attempt to predict a target 
date for the return of Christ. They said there would be global 
cataclysms to signal the end of the world, and the big ques-
tion was, “Are you ready?”

Then one day, the teacher and her family disappeared. 
They sold their house, quit their jobs, and moved to rural 
Texas. They bought some remote property, stocked up on 
food, water, and other supplies . . . and waited. 

And waited. 
Five years later we saw them at the grocery store after they 

moved back.
Don’t panic. I’m coming in great glory.
But panic has helped create an end-times industrial 

complex: preachers, teachers, conferences, books, movies—
all aimed at predicting when Christ will return and what will 
happen to the world—have steadily flooded the Christian 
consumer market.
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We’re not the first to have this problem. Paul also dealt with 
it and gives a warning: 

“Don’t be so easily shaken or alarmed by those who 
say that the day of the Lord has already begun. Don’t 
believe them, even if they claim to have had a spiritual 
vision, a revelation, or a letter supposedly from us. 
Don’t be fooled by what they say.” (2 Thess. 2:2–3)

But people are still fooled, and at the heart of this complex 
is a theology that says an already dark world will be plunged 
into utter despair, Christians will be taken away, and Jesus 
will return to settle the score and wipe the whole place out. 

This sounds more like revenge than restoration, and is that 
a reason to celebrate Advent? No. 

The return of Jesus is part of the gospel, which is good 
news. Anything that operates out of fear and violence is not 
good news.

Don’t panic. I’m coming in great glory.
Those wars, famines, and earthquakes—and the lives they 

destroy—aren’t God’s warm-up act for the end. They are the 
consequences of the sins Jesus is coming back to undo.

Whatever you believe about how the world will end in the 
future forms your posture to the world today. So things will 
be bad . . . and may get worse. But don’t panic. He’s going to 
come back in great glory. So let’s stop spreading fear about it, 
and instead spread some joy to the world. 

CHRIST WAS BORN. CHRIST HAS DIED. CHRIST IS RISEN. 
CHRIST WILL COME AGAIN!
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