


Over the next six days, I encourage you to use this devotional as a
way to reflect on the Hope that is found in Jesus leading up to
Christmas morning, reading each entry by yourself or with your
family.

Each day will also feature a key scripture that you can meditate on
or talk about as a family.

I encourage you to look up or create an uplifting Christmas Playlist
on Spotify or Apple Music. One of the best ways to lift your spirits
is to listen to great music!

Also, if you are reading as a family, we'll be giving short, easy, and
fun challenges to demonstrate the power of being tenacious when
it comes to refusing to give up Hope, refusing to give in to the
tenor of the world around us.

I would love to read about or see how your family does with the
challenges, so post your photos or videos to social media using
this tag: #fellowshiphopechallenge.

As followers of Jesus, we have been given the greatest gift of
Hope, and that is something that cannot be taken away,
something that is higher, greater, deeper and more powerful than
any system or mandate of man. Let's enjoy the season, not just
endure it!

- Pastor Matt
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Are you looking for something to hold on to? As life feels unstable
and chaotic, is there any reason to hope? Any reason to believe
things are going to get better? These are the questions that fill our
minds as we navigate these challenging times, but don't hold on
to someTHING...hold onto someONE who is unshakable. 

His track record is flawless and He will not let us down. And even
when all seems dark, even when all seems lost, God still has a plan.
All we have to do is remind ourselves that God always comes
through.

In fact, we don't even have to base that on hope alone. No,
shining light from darkness is something God has done before and
it's something He does over and over again.

So, as we get closer and closer to Christmas, remind yourself,
remind your children of that beautiful moment when God came
into this world, yes, as a child, but as a powerful King.

Jesus came as a baby so that we indeed may have life; but not just
a life of barely-get-by-and-suffer-through existence. No, He
promises that if we put our hope and trust in Him, He will never
fail, and there is always power in holding on to hope.

Hebrews 10:23 "Let us hold fast the confession of our hope
without wavering, for He who promised is faithful."
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What are you expecting today? Are you expecting something
good to happen? Are you expecting to get good news? Are you
going to be the one to spread that good news? 

Expectation is a powerful posture. Whether you are young or old,
you know how expectation works. If you go into a work situation
expecting the worst, it's possible that even the thought of the
worst thing can affect your attitude. If you are heading to school
expecting to do terribly on a test or quiz, it's also possible your
attitude will affect your confidence, and you might indeed get a
bad grade.

Although expectation is not an emotion itself, it can dramatically
affect your emotions. When an expectation is not met, it can make
you feel angry, upset, disappointed, frustrated, let
down...recognize any of those? Or maybe, on the other side of
expectation, when it's exceeded, when something performs better
than you expected, you feel happy, excited, elated, overjoyed. 

Again, expectation may not be able to change the actual outcome
of any situation, but it can position you well. Rather than fixate on
all the bad stuff, why not focus on the good stuff?

Remember, Jesus came to earth as a baby, in less than ideal
circumstances. All through His life people had unrealistic
expectations on Him, but He constantly stayed connected with
God the Father....

EXPECT | DEC 21



Just as Jesus stayed connected with God, we have to do the same.
In times like these, we have to be aggressive about holding onto
hope and not allowing our expectations to get the best of us. 

I'm aware this Christmas may not be like any other Christmas, but
that does not change the unfailing love of God and the amazing
promises that were given to us over 2,000 years ago. Hope was
born, and every time we expect that God is going to continue to
work and continue to show up in our lives, we renew and
strengthen that sense of hope in our everyday lives.

Philippians 1:20 "For I live in eager expectation and hope...that I
will always be ready to speak out boldly for Christ."
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FAMILY CHALLENGE
What good things will you expect today? Take the time to either
make a list as a family or record some fun videos of you and your
kids talking about what they will expect today. It can be about
Christmas or life in general. But here's the catch, they have to be
positive things filled with faith! AAAANNNND GO!

#fellowshiphopechallenge
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To hold onto hope, you have to consider the power of hope. Did
you know there is inherent power in hope? Which, when you think
about it, is a powerful thought. Again this year, it feels like many
things have been taken away from us. It feels like a year of endless
restrictions and business not as usual. And because it's the thing
we fixate on, we start using those aspects to consider what life is
all about.

However, when we look to God's Word, we see the opposite.
When we look to Jesus, we see the opposite play out. Jesus didn't
just consider the facts around Him; He also considered the plan
and work of God the Father and then put His faith to action.

How many times this year have you considered the facts over the
promise of faith? How many times have we all considered the
annoying and negative aspects of our current situation over the
fact that God's Word has endured wars, sickness, plague,
persecution, natural disaster; and yet His Word endures, and
because of it, our hope endures as well!

That's where the power comes in! Sure, we have the facts at hand,
but they cannot suspend hope. No matter what happens in this
world, we know that we belong to the Kingdom, that we belong to
God. When you start considering that, when you consider Jesus
came into a broken world, you start to scratch the amazing surface
of all God was setting up for us....
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An old church song said it this way, "This hope that I have, the
world didn't give it to me. The world didn't give it and the world
can't take it away." That doesn't mean the circumstances around
us go away or immediately improve, but Hope is fixed. Hope is
eternal, and it is always found in Christ.

So if you start to feel uneasy this Christmas, if Christmas feels
innately sad or void of joy, remember that Hope isn't just a
characteristic of God; no, Hope was born. And for those who
believe in Him, Hope was given to us that day!

Isaiah 9:6 "For a child has been born—for us! The gift of a son—
for us! He’ll take over the running of the world. His names will be:
Amazing Counselor, Strong God, Eternal Father, Prince of
Wholeness."
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Let's get crafty today! Whether it's with play-dough or finger
paints or even creating a meme (yes, I'm talking to you older kids),
create something beautiful with the names of God from Isaiah 9:6.
While you are doing this, consider the Hope that comes from
Jesus this Christmas season. And show us online!

#fellowshiphopechallenge

FAMILY CHALLENGE
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Fair warning about today's entry....I'm going to ask you to suspend
whatever negative feeling you have today, to let go of any
disappointment you've experienced recently, and simply rejoice. 

That word sounds "churchy" doesn't it? However, to rejoice is
quite simple. It means to put joy on repeat. That's as simple as I
can state it. So many other things have been on repeat this
year...disappointment, bickering and fighting online...and so
today, I want you to pause all of those things (maybe even come
off social media for a day), and instead, fix your attention on the
hope that is found in Jesus. 

This is what makes the Christmas season so important! It's the one
time of the year that the entire world is more focused on the idea
of hope and joy and giving goodwill to one another. Who couldn't
use some of that right now?!

And I can't help but see the parallels between how things look and
feel today in comparison to how they were many years ago. The
world was hurting and sin had separated mankind from God. The
world felt dark, filled with anger, and lacking peace. Something
needed to change and we all needed the arrival of a Promise. 

The prophets had talked about it. They had prophesied a King
would come and provide a way back to God the Father.
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And though His arrival came in a way that was unorthodox, though
it may not have happened in the way people believed He should
have arrived–on an early morning, laying swaddled in a manger–
He arrived.

So today, like the prophets of old, we bow down and worship
Jesus. We rejoice in the goodness of God. We choose to put our
hope on repeat today. We refuse to give into the hopelessness of
the world because our Messiah has come. 

And like a ripple from a single source in a vast expanse of water,
when Christ entered the world that morning, our lives were
changed forever.

Matthew 2:10,11 "When they saw the star, they rejoiced
exceedingly with great joy. And going into the house, they saw the
child with Mary His mother, and they fell down and worshiped
Him."
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FAMILY CHALLENGE
Today is not a day to be upset or cynical. Nope! Get over your
cute little self and instead take the dance/lipsync challenge by
yourself or with your family, let's see you get moving or do your
best lip-syncing to Tori Kelly's Joy to the World (psst, look it up on
Spotify or Apple Music).

#fellowshiphopechallenge

(continued)



No one likes to be in a holding pattern. No one likes to suspend a
game due to inclement weather; and yet, sometimes you have to
wait. Talk to anyone who's excited about getting married while
they are engaged and you will tap into the anticipation and
excitement. 

There are countless moments in life when you have to wait. And
though today's culture is addicted to instant gratification, when
you look back over your life, you realize that waiting is an
important aspect of your journey. 

You don't just arrive overnight and things don't just miraculously
resolve themselves. It takes time, energy, learning the lessons God
has for you...and, at times, a lot of waiting. 

However, I think there is a beautiful lesson to learn in the waiting.
Think about it. The prophets had foretold the arrival of Jesus–He
who would make wrong things right–and yet, they had to wait.
They had to remain hopeful until Christ appeared. 

And just like the shepherds watched their flocks at night and the
Magi followed the star to Bethlehem, there was a sense of joyous
excitement. He who had been prophesied to come was nearly
here. 

But, they had to wait in darkness before the light appeared...
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Just like the shepherds had to wait, on this silent night, while
darkness is still upon us, a great joy is making its way to us and is
about to appear. You cannot have "Joy to the World" until the
silence of night has passed.

So we wait. Like a child eager for Christmas morning to come, we
shut our eyes tightly and anticipate that He will indeed come. And
when He comes, we will realize the Hope we have been waiting
for. We won't just talk about hope, but we will see Him with our
eyes.

Titus 2:11-14 "...While we wait for the blessed hope—the
appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ,
who gave Himself for us to redeem us..."

FAMILY CHALLENGE
Who doesn't love a full-contact family version of Red Light/Green
Light...yah, even you old kids (referring to the parents). We'd love
to see you play this game in the most competitive way...think
football helmets, shoulder pads, shin guards, mom on that whistle,
you know the drill. Take photos/videos aaand post!

#fellowshiphopechallenge
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Let's start off today with a very catchy phrase...but it's not simply
for the sake of being memorable. Ready for it? You become what
you behold.

On this glorious Christmas day, our prayer for you is that you
behold and look at more than just the presents around the tree or
the cute little faces of your family or friends. At the end of the day,
it's not that those things don't matter (they do to an extent), but
Jesus matters more!

It's because of Jesus, completely and totally, that we can even
hold on to hope. Jesus isn't just the reason for the season, He is
the reason we live and move and have our being (Acts 17:28).

Feel disconnected? Alone and hopeless? Look to Jesus! And
again, that's not some cliché term someone thought up, and it's
not a crutch that the world says Christians hold on to! Not at all.
Living the Christian life is tough! Living your life sold out to Jesus is
challenging. But the reward? The reward is so worth it. 

The gift you may not physically see under your Christmas tree
today is the gift of Jesus but He is the One who will sustain you.
He will carry you through seasons of drought, through seasons of
confusion...yes, even through seasons of a global pandemic. 

Again, you become what you behold, so Who are you looking
to?...
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FAMILY CHALLENGE
Last day, last challenge...and this one, well, it's a classic! We'd love
to see your family matching PJs, ugly sweaters, some fun shots or
videos of the kids opening presents (the funnier the better). Bonus
points for creativity! Boom! Challenge extended.

#fellowshiphopechallenge

There is no better time than now to double-down on your
commitment to Jesus--your unwavering confession that God is
faithful and He will come through. 

And rather than end with my words, Romans 8:31-39, in the
Message translation, states it perfectly...

"With God on our side like this, how can we lose? If God didn’t
hesitate to put everything on the line for us, embracing our
condition and exposing Himself to the worst by sending His own
Son, is there anything else He wouldn’t gladly and freely do for us?
And who would dare tangle with God by messing with one of
God’s chosen? Who would dare even to point a finger? The One
who died for us—who was raised to life for us!—is in the presence
of God at this very moment sticking up for us. Do you think
anyone is going to be able to drive a wedge between us and
Christ’s love for us? There is no way!" 
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What a good question to end on! So what?! Why take the time to
do this devotional, and now that it's over, what's your next step?
Again, great, great questions!

What you've hopefully learned over the past few days is an
important principle. The more you commit to hold onto Hope, the
more Hope (Jesus) holds onto you. And I don't mean that in terms
of commitment, as Christ is faithful-He sticks closer than a brother
at all times-but it's directed more at you and me.

We don't accidentally hold onto hope. We don't accidentally have
a good attitude. We don't accidentally pull our emotions together
based on the circumstances around us. Nope! That's just not how
it works.

Romans 4:18 says it this way in The Message translation, "When
everything was hopeless, Abraham believed anyway, deciding to
live not on the basis of what he saw he couldn’t do but on what
God said He would do."

Let's not base how we live on what we see, but instead, base it on
the faith and hope of God's Word. 

Merry Christmas and may God's peace compel you to hold onto
the hope we find during this season and into 2022.

SO WHAT?
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