
The evangelical polling firm Barna just released the results of a survey of nearly 25,000 teens from 26 

countries, and one major finding is that more than half of teenagers around the world say that Jesus is 

loving, trustworthy and wise, and in the United States, the percentage is even higher.  

In an age of growing skepticism about religion and increasing numbers of people who say they have no 

religious affiliation, this seems to be a hopeful finding, and one that presents an opportunity for 

churches and our commission to make disciples of Jesus Christ. So for this installment of The Wired 

Word, we look in more detail at the study and consider its implications for the church as a whole and 

Christians as individuals. 

If you'd prefer a different topic, look at our second lesson, which begins with news that millions of 

Taylor Swift fans waited for hours to secure tickets to her upcoming concert tour, only to be 

disappointed when the Ticketmaster website kicked them off or crashed. Waiting is part of the human 

experience. The Advent Season, which begins today, provides the opportunity for us to consider the 

meaning of waiting for God to "show up" in our human experience. 
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In the News 

"The rumors of Christianity's demise among younger people are greatly exaggerated," said David 

Kinnaman, CEO of Barna Group, an evangelical polling firm. He made the comment based on a study his 

company recently completed.  

Barna has now released the first part of a three-part study on teenagers from 26 countries around the 

world, which asked them about their views on Jesus, the Bible and justice.  

The survey is the largest the Barna Group has done in its 38 years of operation, and it worked with seven 

partner organizations to poll nearly 25,000 individuals from Generation Z. 

Generation Z, often shortened to Gen Z or "Zoomers," is the generational cohort following millennials, 

and is usually defined as those born between 1997 and 2012. As far as Gen Z in the United States goes, it 

is reportedly the largest generation in American history and constitutes 27 percent of the country's 

population. The study didn't attempt to poll the entire age range of that cohort, but limited its reach to 

those who are currently teenagers, between the ages of 13 and 17. 

It is possible that Gen Z is not as homogeneous as demographers have implied by setting the boundaries 

of the cohort at 1997 and 2012, and that a separate category might be needed for the younger 

members currently included as Zoomers. The Barna survey is of those born between roughly 2005 and 

2009, and many of those kids spent as much as two years of their adolescence or pre-puberty in 



pandemic-imposed lockdowns, which may have affected their social skills, educational progress and 

outlook. Thus, their background and life events during those formative years differ significantly from the 

adolescence or pre-puberty experiences of those born even a few years earlier.   

Nonetheless, using the ages selected by Barna, the study found that in the United States, 65% of U.S. 

teenagers identify as Christians, which is a surprisingly high number when compared to declining rates 

of religious identity in America. 

But the Barna study wasn't limited to the United States; it reached teens in 26 countries, and found that 

worldwide, 52% of teens identify as Christians, and that the majority of those surveyed have positive 

things to say about Jesus, viewing him as loving, trustworthy and wise. About 60% say they are open to 

knowing more about him. 

The study found "a lot of just openness, country over country," said Daniel Copeland, lead researcher on 

the project, which was titled, "The Open Generation."  "You don't see any closedness around the globe. 

You don't see any rejection," Copeland said. 

As heartening as these findings may be, the larger issue as far as Christian adults go, is how to supply 

what those teens need to move from openness to Jesus to commitment to him. This is especially a 

concern when other studies have reported that the two generations ahead of Gen Z -- millennials and 

Gen X -- have become less involved in organized religion as they have aged. And a Pew Research Center 

survey this year shows the overall decline of Christianity, in the United States specifically, appears to be 

continuing. 

The Barna study may have found some way to help teenagers who are open to Jesus learn more about 

him. About 60% said they trust the Bible to steer them toward Jesus, and about the same percentage 

said they would rely on family to communicate more about Jesus. And 52% would count on members of 

the clergy to do the same. 

"I think that underscores so many of the positive findings of the study," Kinnaman said. "Despite all the 

changes, there are still some real conventional ways in which they're thinking about religion and the role 

of community and the role of sacred Scripture and Christianity in their lives." 

Barna's survey appears to be supported by findings from the American Bible Society. A 2021 study from 

that organization found that a strong majority of Gen Z say they're curious about the Bible and two-

thirds reported they wanted to read it more. 

On the other hand, as Christianity Today points out, a 2022 study from the Survey Center on American 

Life found that "Christian identity among Americans had dropped eight points from millennials to Gen Z, 

with only about 56 percent of those born after 1996 saying they were Christian. More than a third told 

the Survey Center that they were religiously unaffiliated 'nones,' continuing the trend that many 

religious surveys have seen." 

It's unclear why Barna's survey found a more optimistic result than other surveys. But in any case, 

teenagers will be going through many changes in the years ahead, and some of those changes may be in 
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their interest in spiritual matters. No one can say with certainty what will happen to their faith going 

forward. 

More on this story can be found at these links: 

Global Teens Share Their Perceptions of Jesus, the Bible & Justice. Barna 

Study: Gen Z Wants to Know More About Jesus. Christianity Today 

Why Are So Many Teens Ignorant About the Bible? Bill's Faith Matters blog  

Applying the News Story  

At some point, you may have heard someone say that "Christianity is always one generation away from 

extinction." That statement is sometimes used to urge Christians to be diligent in sharing their faith and 

witnessing about Christ to young people. And people making that assertion do so with the best of 

intentions. 

On first hearing, there seems to be a certain logic to it: If a whole generation of humankind failed to 

receive Christ, who would there be to tell the generations coming along after that cohort about him? 

The story of Jesus would be lost, the statement implies. 

But on deeper examination, the claim doesn't hold up. For one thing, it fails to account for the overlap 

of generations. There will always be some witnesses for Christ to share the Good News of the gospel. 

More importantly, however, it also fails to recognize that the gospel is first of all, God's message. It is 

God who awakens in the human heart the yearning for connection to that which is greater than oneself 

and who stirs in the human mind the willingness to seek and learn. We can trust God not to let the 

gospel be forever silenced. 

Nonetheless, we who follow Jesus can help yearners and seekers by telling the Christian story, by 

sharing our experience of the Christian way and by pointing to the One who said "I am the way, and the 

truth and the life."  

The Barna survey indicates that right now, there is a noticeable openness among many members of Gen 

Z to knowing about Jesus, and in that, we who follow him may hear a call to be intentional about sharing 

the Good News. 

The Big Questions 

1. What cues and clues show and tell you that a young person is curious about Jesus? Why? 

2. When discussing Jesus with a young person, what scripture references are helpful to explain Jesus' 

divinity and humanity? What scriptures are helpful to express the mercy and love God has for us? 

3. What is a good summary statement about what Jesus means to you? 

4. In what passive way might we witness to the reality of our faith in Christ? In what active ways might 

we do the same? 
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5. When you were a teenager, what attracted you to Jesus and by contrast, what, if anything, made you 

question your faith, if any, in him then? 

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope 

Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion: 

Matthew 28:18-20 

And Jesus came and said to [his disciples], "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, 

I am with you always, to the end of the age." (For context, read Matthew 28:16-20.) 

These instructions, often referred to as "the Great Commission," were among Jesus' final words to his 

immediate followers, and Christians ever since have understood them as an ongoing call to the whole 

church. It wasn't an easy thing Jesus was asking his followers to do, but that first generation of Christians 

obeyed Jesus, and the church was born and the faith was spread and people's lives were changed for the 

better. 

In these words of Jesus we have a goal and direction and authority to make disciples and to baptize and 

teach about him. 

Questions: How is Jesus' commission here similar to and different from his earlier one to his disciples 

in Matthew 10:5-7? How are Jesus' followers to make disciples? With what resources? Toward what 

end? 

Psalm 78:4-7 

… we will tell to the coming generation 

the glorious deeds of the LORD and his might 

    and the wonders that he has done. 

He established a decree in Jacob 

    and appointed a law in Israel, 

which he commanded our ancestors 

    to teach to their children, 

that the next generation might know them, 

    the children yet unborn, 

and rise up and tell them to their children, 

    so that they should set their hope in God, 

and not forget the works of God, 

    but keep his commandments … 

(For context, read Psalm 78:1-8.) 

This psalm calls us to share the good news of God, and it reminds us that our own children are an 

essential place to start. The psalmist who penned these words almost certainly was thinking of God's 
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instructions, given through Moses, in Deuteronomy 6:4-9, which tell the Israelites to teach their children 

what they have learned of God's will for them.  

Psalm 78 is a creative retelling of Israel's story, and in the broadest sense, the purpose of the psalm is to 

teach, but not simply in the sense of imparting information so that one can pass a history quiz. Rather, 

the teaching is intended to inspire hope and obedience in the immediate hearers as well as, through 

them, to subsequent generations. That is to say that this kind of history is as much or more concerned 

with the present and the future as it is with the past. 

Questions: What are some good ways to share the good news of God and Christ with your children 

and/or grandchildren? What are some good ways to share it with the generations of which your children 

and/or grandchildren are a part? 

Colossians 1:19-20 

For in [Christ] all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile 

to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross. (For 

context, read Colossians 1:15-23.) 

In the last century, a then well-known intellectual atheist named Bertrand Russell wrote an article titled 

"Why I Am Not a Christian." In it, he stated what he thought was the minimum that people needed to 

believe to be considered a Christian. According to Russell, you must 1) believe in God, 2) believe in 

immortality and 3) believe something about Christ, at least that he was "the best and wisest of men." 

For many Christians, Russell's argument against Christianity was not convincing, in part, because while 

he was right with #1 about believing in God, he got both #2 and #3 wrong. Regarding #2, Christians don't 

believe in immortality as a power unto itself; we believe in resurrection as a gift of God. 

Regarding #3. Christians don't simply believe that Jesus was the best and wisest of men. The apostle 

Paul gives a much better definition of Jesus in a passage from Colossians, part of which we have quoted 

above. Read the whole context passage and notice that it says nothing about Jesus being simply the best 

and wisest of men. The claim Paul makes reaches much further that: "For in [Christ] all the fullness of 

God was pleased to dwell." 

Christians believe that in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, God entered human life, interacting 

with people in the first century -- but also, through Jesus' ongoing presence after the Resurrection, 

interacting with us today as well. In other words, he is alive today. 

All of that may also make Jesus the best and wisest of men, but that's not why we worship and follow 

him. We do that first of all, because he embodies God himself. 

What's more, we also follow Jesus because he is the means of restoring our relationship to God. Paul 

refers to this in verses 21-23, included in the context verses. 

Questions: Read the context verses again. Which lines do you find most helpful in knowing about Jesus? 

How might you impart that information -- and the application of it -- to a member of Gen Z? 
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John 7:16-17 

Then Jesus answered them, "My teaching is not mine but his who sent me. Anyone who resolves to do 

the will of God will know whether the teaching is from God or whether I am speaking on my own." (For 

context, read John 7:14-18.) 

We can hear these words of Jesus as an invitation to assess the truthfulness of his teaching by taking the 

"experience test": Resolve to do (and actually do) the will of God, and from that perch, see whether 

Jesus' teachings about the Father, about himself and about how we should live our lives together with 

others ring true. 

Questions: In what ways have you taken the experience test? In what ways might you invite others to 

take it? 

For Further Discussion 

1. Read 11 Fascinating Facts About Gen Z and discuss what challenges and opportunities those 11 

characteristics of the Gen Z cohort present for evangelizing and teaching about Jesus among them.  

2. Respond to this, heard in a sermon: "Christ calls us to be active witnesses. Being faithful to our 

commission from Christ also means that, in the right settings, we give actual verbal testimony to what 

we believe. And one of the right settings is in our home. There is no question that one of the ways the 

faith spreads is as one generation teaches it to the next. Much, and perhaps most, about our faith is 

passed on to our children by our actions, by our Christian behavior in the home and by our practice of 

taking them to church. But there come moments with our children where it is important to say, 'We 

don't treat others badly because we believe in the love of Jesus.' Or, 'We trust God to keep his promises 

to us.' Or some other expressions of our Christian commitment. 

              "Part of being a faithful witness means that we speak about Jesus to those growing up right in 

our own homes." 

3. Consider this, from TWW team member Stan Purdum: "Several years ago, I was an associate pastor at 

a church in downtown Youngstown, Ohio. One day, when I was not in the building, a young drifter 

stopped in the church for some help. He had hitchhiked from Portland, Maine, to Youngstown and was 

on his way home to Missouri. The young man had decided to wire home for money to complete the trip 

and needed a place to stay while he waited for it to arrive. One of the church secretaries graciously 

invited him to stay with her family overnight. 

              "The next day, while waiting for the money to arrive, the man sat in a room at the church. 

Charlie, the church's senior pastor, began talking with him and learned his story. The young man had 

never completed high school and had been working as a day laborer back east. He was now heading 

home to St. Louis to give a kidney to his father, who was seriously ill. He didn't know what he was going 

to do after that. Charlie later described him as a man without goals who had not found his niche in life. 

              "For Charlie, it seemed like the right moment to tell this young man about the love of God and 

how God had a purpose for him. Charlie spent maybe six or eight minutes telling this wanderer how to 

submit himself to God and how to start the Christian journey. 

              "Charlie later told me that he had seldom seen a more appreciative response from someone. 
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The man said that he'd always felt that there had to be some meaning and purpose to his life. Charlie 

added that when the man finished thanking him, Charlie felt as if he had just told a starving man where 

to find food."  

4. Although this lesson is focused on the part of Barna's finding regarding the view of Jesus among many 

in Generation Z, Barna also found a strong interest in justice among that cohort. The Barna report says, 

"The third and final [part of] this series, How Teens Around the World Can Make an Impact, paints a 

clear picture of how teens desire to be a positive force for change in their homes, their communities and 

the world. Data show that scripture seems to call teens toward justice. 

              "A new group of teens is introduced in this journal: Justice-motivated teens, those who have the 

highest motivation or potential for promoting justice. 

              "Justice-motivated teens are motivated by the Bible not only to do good work, but to grow in 

their faith and relationship to Jesus. Far more than their Christian peers, justice-motivated Christian 

teens say the Bible motivates them to stand up against the wrongdoings of others (66% vs. 36%), 

promote fairness and justice (73% vs. 42%), make a positive impact on others' lives (73% vs. 42%) and 

take care of people who need help (75% vs. 44%)." 

              What do you think accounts for this motivation among Zoomers? 

Responding to the News 

This is a good time to review the ways your church shares the gospel message with young people, and to 

consider if the Barna survey findings about Gen Z offer any insight in how to tailor those efforts to 

respond to the yearnings and questions the members of that cohort may be asking.  

Prayer 

Help us to learn, O Lord, how to practice the Great Commission in ways that make sense today and 

faithfully impart the gospel message to all generations alive today. In Jesus' name. Amen. 

Other News This Week 

Swift Tickets Don't Come Swiftly to Those Who Wait 

The Wired Word for the Week of November 27, 2022 

Editor's note: This lesson focuses on the message of the liturgical season of Advent. We are aware that 

some subscribers to TWW belong to non-liturgical churches that may not observe Advent per se. But all 

Christians are invested in the two "arrivals" (which is what "advent" means) that Advent highlights: the 

first coming of Jesus (the Incarnation) and the return of Jesus (the Second Coming). Thus we believe all 

users of TWW can find value in this lesson. 

In the News 

Millions of fans of multiple top music award winner, singer-songwriter Taylor Swift, flocked to 

Ticketmaster recently to purchase tickets to her first concert tour since before the pandemic, only to be 

frustrated by hours of waiting in long lines. Demand was so heavy that the website crashed. Some 



"verified presale fans with codes" waited in "the presale waiting room" for hours just to get in line for 

tickets, before getting the message that their codes didn't work or being "booted" out. 

Someone with the Twitter handle "shawty lynn" tweeted, "8 billion people in the world and every single 

one of them is ahead of me in the taylor swift ticketmaster queue apparently." 

According to Bookies.com, after presales and tickets purchased by ticket brokers, just 102,389 tickets 

were available for sale to the general public, at a price from $49 to $449. Fans were left with only a 2% 

chance of obtaining tickets at face value. Tickets were being offered for resale by third parties for as 

much as $6,300-45,000 per ticket! 

Meanwhile, in the political arena, Americans are still waiting for some congressional races to be called 

after the November 8 midterm general election, with at least one Senate seat headed for a December 

runoff. The consensus now is that the Senate will remain in the hands of Democrats, while Republicans 

will flip the House, though the exact size of both majorities is still in question.  

"Every day I check the tally," said Colorado voter Laura Van Deusen, while Gene Trujillo said he had 

resisted constant checking of the count, as it "kind of weighs heavy on the heart sometimes," and 

another Coloradan, Doug Wight, shrugged: "Whatever happens, happens." 

According to a January 2021 article on The Fact Site, "The average person throughout their lifetime 

spends five years waiting in lines and queues where roughly six months of that is waiting at traffic 

lights." 

Humans spend a lot of time waiting. Some waiting is unavoidable and beyond our ability to control. 

Other times people choose to wait for something they value.  

Some things we wait for may be insignificant in the grand scheme of things. Waiting in line at the 

grocery store. Waiting in bumper-to-bumper traffic on highways. Waiting to find out who won the 

lottery.  

Other times we wait for things that could have a serious, or even a life-or-death consequence. Waiting 

to find out if you got into the school you want to attend, or if you got the job or the partner you desire. 

Waiting for a solution for depression, anxiety or panic attacks. Waiting for votes to be counted and 

recounted, for runoff elections to be held, and for winners to be announced. Waiting in line for a food 

box. Waiting for a wayward child to come home, for an end to war, to the pandemic, for a cure for 

cancer and Alzheimers. Waiting for justice, for a parent or spouse or lover or politician to solve all our 

problems, for a sign that we are loved and forgiven.  

More on this story can be found at these links: 

What Is the Taylor Swift Presale Waiting Room and Why Is it Crashing? The Focus 

In Colorado, Republicans and Democrats Unite ... in Waiting. The Christian Science Monitor 

Why Nevada Election Results Are Taking Days. Associated Press 
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Applying the News Story  

Many Christians are observing the season of Advent, beginning today. It is a time of remembering the 

historical season of waiting that preceded the Incarnation, the First Advent (Coming) of Christ. Christ-

followers have been waiting for the Second Advent (Coming) of Jesus for 2,000 years, since he ascended 

into heaven after his resurrection.  

We live between the two advents of Jesus -- the Incarnation and the Second Coming -- when God's 

kingdom has begun to arrive but has not yet come in its fullness. That's why, in the Lord's Prayer, we 

pray "Thy kingdom come."  

"Jesus has already come" and "Jesus has not yet come again."  

When we sing Advent hymns, such as "O Come, O Come, Emmanuel" and "Come, Thou Long-Expected 

Jesus," we reflect on the hope of Israel in the long-ago past, and also express our hope for the return of 

Jesus in the future. 

As we enter this season of Advent, we affirm this truth: Whatever agonies and adversities we may be 

experiencing, in the kingdom to come, God is committed to finishing his plan. Paul wrote that "the one 

who began a good work in you will continue to complete it until the day of Jesus Christ" (the day of his 

Second Advent) (Philippians 1:6). 

Even while we wait, of this we can be sure.  

The Big Questions 

1. What's the longest time you have ever waited for anything or anyone? Was the thing or person you 

were waiting for worth the time you devoted to it? Would you do it again if you had the chance? Why or 

why not? 

2. Have you had times when you were especially aware that Christ had come to you? If so, what did you 

take away from that experience? If you've not had that awareness, does that mean that Christ in fact 

has not been present with you? Why or why not? 

3. In what ways do you draw hope from what you believe God is yet to do? 

4. When, if ever, have you hoped God would show up and felt disappointed because his coming seemed 

to be unnecessarily, even cruelly, delayed while you waited and waited? How do you reconcile such 

waiting periods with the hope spoken about in the Bible?   

5. What should we do as we wait for Christ's return to make sure we don't just waste that time? What 

does the Bible mean by the phrase, "Wait for the LORD" (as in, for example, Psalm 27:14; Psalm 

37:9 and other places)? 

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope 

Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion: 
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Isaiah 40:3-5, 9-10 

A voice cries out: 

"In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD; 

    make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 

Every valley shall be lifted up, 

    and every mountain and hill be made low; 

the uneven ground shall become level, 

    and the rough places a plain. 

Then the glory of the LORD shall be revealed, 

    and all flesh shall see it together, 

    for the mouth of the LORD has spoken." ...  

Get you up to a high mountain, 

    O Zion, herald of good news; 

lift up your voice with strength, 

    O Jerusalem, herald of good news; 

    lift it up, do not fear; 

say to the cities of Judah, 

    "Here is your God!" 

See, the Lord GOD comes with might, 

    and his arm rules for him; 

his reward is with him 

    and his recompense before him. 

(For context, read Isaiah 40:1-11, 27-31.) 

In 586 B.C., the Babylonian army had conquered the Hebrew kingdom of Judah; destroyed the temple 

and much of Jerusalem, the royal city; and marched many of its leading citizens off to exile in Babylonia, 

where they remained captives for decades. Many of the Jews understood their defeat as punishment for 

their sins and evidence that God had abandoned them.  

But God raised up a prophet who began proclaiming a new message of grace and compassion, the heart 

of which is contained in this text: 

Then the glory of the LORD shall be revealed, 

    … O Jerusalem, herald of good news …  

say to the cities of Judah, 

    "Here is your God!" 

See, the Lord GOD comes with might! 

The prophet announces that God is returning to his people, restoring their relationship with him, and 

their years of captivity will soon end and they will be permitted to return to Judah. In 538 B.C., a year 

after the Persians defeated the Babylonians, Persia's King Cyrus granted permission for any of the exiles 

who wished to do so to return to Judah. 
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Since going home would require a long and arduous journey across "desert" and "wilderness," both of 

which are referenced in verse 3, we might assume this message is saying that God is going to ease their 

journey through the geographic corridor between Babylon and Judah. Isaiah 35:8-10 describes such a 

highway by which the exiles can return to Zion (Jerusalem). 

But in this text, the highway is the metaphorical way God will take as he returns to his people. The voice 

crying in the wilderness to an unspecified audience commands the listeners to make the road straight 

and smooth so that nothing will delay God from getting to his people. 

U.S. Route 62 starts in Niagara Falls, New York, and ends in El Paso, Texas. In between, it passes through 

ten states and runs variously on rural roads, city thoroughfares, small-town streets, two-lane blacktops, 

four-lane expressways, and occasionally, even on Interstate superslabs. Because of its angled course 

across the country, in some places, 62 is designated as an east-west road and other places as a north-

south road. When first made a numbered highway, U.S. 62 ran for 2,289 miles, but now it has shrunk to 

2,248 miles, due to improved highway engineering; it still starts and ends in the same places, however.  

As all this highway straightening has taken place, the ride on Route 62 has gotten a lot smoother as well. 

TWW team member Stan Purdum wrote: "Some years ago, I pedaled my bicycle the full length of U.S. 

62, and I saw some of this leveling taking place. A few miles northwest of Harrison [Arkansas], I found 

the road under construction, being widened from two lanes to four. The old road, still in place, sustained 

the current traffic and apparently was to be retained as the westbound lanes. The new road would 

become the eastbound lanes, with a grassy strip between old and new.  

"Clearly, the new portion was being built to newer standards than the original road, and I soon came to 

a spot where the difference was obvious. From the bottom of a hill, I could see the old road climbing its 

way upward in irregular fashion, humping over the contours of the land. The new lanes, however, 

climbed steadily because the irregularities had been scraped and filled. Also, the modern lanes didn't 

have to go as high because the very top of the hill had been lopped off." 

Of course, the prophet in our text wasn't talking about actual highway construction, but about a 

preparation of mind and emotions to be ready for God's return to his people. 

The gospel writers all identify John the Baptist as the voice in the wilderness calling for the leveling and 

straightening of the highway to speed the arrival (that is, the advent) of God's Messiah (Luke 3:1-

14; Matthew 3:1-3; Mark 1:1-5; John 1:23). John calls on the people in his audience to do the roadwork -

- to "produce fruit that shows we have changed our hearts and lives." John also announces that Jesus is 

the one to come, about whom the prophet spoke (John 1:14-15, 23-34).  

To the exiles who have lost confidence that God still wants to have a relationship with them, the 

prophet says, while the grass withers and the flower fades, the word of our God will stand forever 

(Isaiah 40:8). Never doubt God's desire to have a relationship with you. God knows and understands our 

every weakness, and does not faint or grow weary; when we grow faint and weary, we can renew our 

strength if we wait for the Lord (Isaiah 40:27-31). 
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Questions: If John were addressing us today regarding the soul work needed to remove any roadblocks 

that might hinder God's arrival in our lives, how do you think he would tailor his directives to the 

circumstances of our lives? Give examples of the kind of spiritual bumps, potholes and circuitous ways in 

our lives that might need to be corrected to make connecting with God easier? 

Luke 1:52-53 

[Mary sang,] He has brought down the powerful from their thrones 

    and lifted up the lowly; 

he has filled the hungry with good things 

    and sent the rich away empty. (For context, read Luke 1:39-56.) 

After an angel of the Lord appeared to Mary to tell her that she was to bear God's Son, Mary agreed to 

be part of God's plan (v. 38). Then Mary set out to visit her relative Elizabeth, who was pregnant with a 

son, even though she was well past childbearing age. Elizabeth's child leapt for joy in her womb, upon 

hearing Mary's greeting. 

Then Mary began to sing joyful praise to God in a song we call the Magnificat, after the opening phrase, 

"My soul magnifies the Lord!" Mary believed that God had set a saving plan in motion, and so she 

rejoiced in "God my Savior" (vv. 46-47). She expressed her confidence in God's present activity ("he has 

looked with favor on the lowly state of his servant ... for the Mighty one has done great things for me") 

and in God's ancient promise ("his mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation") (vv. 

48-50). 

The key point in Mary's song, however, is that the coming salvation will be a great reversal of fortunes: 

The powerful proud will be made low, and the humble poor raised up. The Magnificat describes the kind 

of salvation Jesus brings. The proud and powerful who use their position for their own advantage at the 

expense of others will not welcome it, because it brings justice, calling the unjust and unrighteous into 

account. For the humble and lowly, however, and for those suffering injustice, that salvation is truly 

good news. 

When, we might ask, will that happen? Such reversals may happen from time to time, but not as often, 

in this world, as many of us think it should. 

But when it does happen, often it is a sign of God's activity in the world. That Jesus was born in a stable 

instead of in a palace or the first-century equivalent of a modern hospital is itself an indicator of God at 

work. 

Jesus' whole life and ministry is an extension of this great reversal theme. The trappings of power, 

wealth and success were never his goal. We call him Lord but he didn't come to lord it over us. He came 

as a servant.  

Advent is a waiting period, a time of looking forward to the appearance of the One who ushers in the 

great reversal. In Mary's day, people were looking for a Messiah who would bring a reversal of fortunes, 

thinking that the poor and weak would just trade places with the rich and powerful.  
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But what good would that do? The world would be little different; we'd simply have different people in 

the same old roles. But Jesus was not interested in that kind of role reversal, which didn't go far enough. 

Jesus' goal was to redefine our ideas and values, until we see that "weakness" demonstrated in such 

things as service, humility and compassion is real strength, and that "poverty" shown by not holding too 

tightly onto possessions is real wealth. 

The Magnificat reminds us that pain and trouble do not get the last word. We live with hope, brought by 

Jesus at Bethlehem and expressed in his suffering on Calvary, that God is with us, and nothing can 

separate us from his love. As Mary's song implies, "Hurt never has the final word; God does." 

Questions: In what ways have you found life to hurt more than you expected? What would you like to 

see reversed in your life? In what ways does the confidence expressed in Mary's song address your wish 

for things to be turned around? 

What things in society need to be reversed? Which of these does your commitment to follow Jesus call 

you to work on? What steps can you take in that direction? 

How might God want you to be a "magnifier" who brings God into closer focus for others? 

Acts 1:9-11 

When [Jesus] had said this, as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their 

sight. While he was going and they were gazing up toward heaven, suddenly two men in white robes 

stood by them. They said, "Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up toward heaven? This Jesus, who 

has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into 

heaven." (For context, read Acts 1:6-11.) 

At the beginning of his ministry, Jesus announced that the kingdom of God had begun. He said, "Now is 

the time! Here comes God's kingdom!" (Mark 1:15). And his last words, spoken from the cross, were "It 

is finished" (John 19:30). He was saying, "I have completed the work the Father has given me to do."  

Nonetheless, while Jesus completed his work of salvation through his death and resurrection, in his 

post-resurrection appearances, he made clear that there was much that wasn't completed. In the last 

post-resurrection instance Matthew records, Jesus told his followers, "Go therefore and make disciples 

of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit and 

teaching them to obey everything that I've commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to 

the end of the age" (Matthew 28:19-20).  

Just before he ascended into heaven, he told his disciples that they would receive power when the Holy 

Spirit came upon them, and they would be his witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to 

the ends of the earth" (Acts 1:8). 

God has begun to establish his kingdom in the hearts of those who love him, but it isn't here in its 

fullness yet. We may live with unresolved business in the meantime, but by God's grace, incompletions 

are not the end of our story. 
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Advent points us to the day when God's kingdom comes and God says, "See, I am making all things new" 

(Revelation 21:1-5) of the time when the kingdom of God will come in all its fullness. And for that 

kingdom to come, Christ must return.  

In the meantime, we shouldn't hesitate to undertake good things simply because we may not be able to 

finish them. Even God allows his kingdom to exist in an unfinished stage. 

Questions: What work has God given us to do that is not yet completed? What can we do to advance 

that work toward completion?  

In what ways might our incompletions be a gift from God? What might God want us to learn from them? 

1 Thessalonians 3:12-13 

And may the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all, just as we abound in 

love for you. And may he so strengthen your hearts in holiness that you may be blameless before our God 

and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints. (For context, read 1 Thessalonians 3:1-13.)  

At the time Paul wrote his first letter to the Thessalonian Christians both he and they expected Christ to 

come back any day. Although these particular verses have only a single reference to Christ's return (v. 

13), a significant portion of the whole first letter to the Thessalonians is given over to discussion about 

the Second Coming (see 4:13--5:11).  

In some of his later correspondence, Paul reckons with the possibility that he may die before the return 

of Christ (2 Corinthians 5:1-10; Philippians 1:21-23), and even later New Testament documents address 

the fact that Christ may not return as soon as the early followers of Jesus first thought (see 2 Peter 3:3-

10). But at the time of the Thessalonian correspondence, the expectation of Christ's return burned hot. 

Whether we believe Christ's return is imminent, or understand his second coming differently, we can all 

benefit from Paul's perspective. He prays for the Thessalonians to be strong in their faith, able to stand 

firm in the Lord, unshaken by persecution, growing in love for each other and for all, strengthened in 

holiness so as to be ready for Jesus whenever he comes. 

Questions: What would you pray for each other if you knew Jesus would come tomorrow? Next week? 

A hundred years from now? 

What would it mean for us to "increase and abound in love for one another"? What would "increasing 

and abounding in love for all" look like? How does God "strengthen [our] hearts in holiness"?  

What things do you need to change to increase and abound in love for one another and for all? What 

needs to be added to your daily activities to strengthen your heart in holiness? 

For Further Discussion 

1. While some Christians today expect a literal reappearing of Christ in the sky, others say the return will 

happen in some other form. But however it occurs, the implications for how we should live are the 

same. 
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              That is illustrated by an event that happened more than two centuries ago (as recounted in the 

sermon, "In the Interim," by Cornelius Plantinga Jr.): The Connecticut House of Representatives was in 

session on a bright day in May, and the delegates were working by natural light. But then, right in the 

middle of a debate, there was an eclipse of the sun, and everything turned to darkness. Some legislators 

thought it was the Second Coming, and so a clamor arose. Many wanted to adjourn. Others wanted to 

pray. People wanted to prepare for the coming of the Lord. 

              But the Speaker of the House had a different idea. He was a Christian, and he rose to the 

occasion with good logic and good faith. We are all upset by the darkness, he said, and some of us are 

afraid. But "the day of the Lord is either approaching or it is not. If it is not, there is no cause for 

adjournment. And if it is, I for one, choose to be found doing my duty. I therefore request that candles 

be brought." The men went back to their tasks. 

              TWW team member and journalist Bill Tammeus wrote: "Years ago I heard what may be an 

apocryphal story about a press conference the pope (not sure which one) held for journalists. One of 

them, maybe Dan Rather, had this question: "What would you say to your followers if you had inside 

information that Jesus was coming back tomorrow?" After a brief pause, the pope replied, "I would say, 

'Look busy.'" 

2. Discuss this, from Don’t Forget the Child, by Alex A. Gondola Jr.: Gregory Fisher, a missionary who 

teaches at a Bible college in West Africa tells of talking to his students about the second advent of Christ. 

After Fisher read to them from 1 Thessalonians 4:16, where it says that Jesus will descend from heaven 

with "a cry of command," one of his students wanted to know what Christ would say in that shout. 

              The Bible doesn’t tell us, so Fisher couldn’t know exactly what Jesus might say. But the 

missionary thought about the question for a moment, recalling all the pain and suffering he witnessed 

every day in Africa -- including the starvation, disease, filth, lack of adequate medical care, tribal 

warfare, orphans, economic exploitation and all the problems that accompany those things. And then an 

answer occurred to him. 

              "When Jesus returns," Fisher told his students, "he will shout 'enough!'" He went on to explain, 

"Enough! Enough suffering. Enough starvation. Enough terror. Enough death. Enough indignity. Enough 

lives trapped in hopelessness. Enough sickness and disease ... Enough!" 

              What divine shout would convince you that the kingdom of God has fully come? How does 

contemplation of that make Advent a season of hope? 

3. There is a famous painting showing Jesus standing at a doorway in a garden, patiently knocking on the 

door. The painting is usually understood as symbolizing Christ's asking admission into our hearts. 

              But for some of us, the advent or coming of Christ into our lives was not so gentle. Jesus didn't 

seem to be asking our permission to enter our space. More likely he overwhelmed our defenses, like a 

battering ram punching an enormous hole in our excuses, equivocations or attempts to justify ourselves. 

He came in like an invader, commandeered space and made it clear that we'd better learn to live with 

his presence. 

              In his book, Mere Christianity, C.S. Lewis tells a parable from George MacDonald that gives us a 

way to picture both the harshness of Christ's coming and the ultimately satisfying result:  



              Imagine yourself as a living house. God comes in to rebuild that house. At first, perhaps, you can 

understand what he is doing. He is getting the drains right and stopping the leaks in the roof and so on 

... But presently he starts knocking the house about in a way that hurts abominably and does not seem 

to make sense. What on earth is he up to? 

              The explanation is that he is building quite a different house from the one you thought of -- 

throwing out a new wing here, putting on an extra floor there, running up towers, making courtyards. 

You thought you were going to be made into a decent little cottage: But he is building a palace. He 

intends to come and live in it himself. 

              In what ways have you experienced the roughness of Christ's advent? How has your life changed 

as a result?  

Responding to the News 

1. Consider what deliberate steps you will take to make Advent more spiritually meaningful and useful 

than simply a get-ready-for-Christmas period. 

2. Ask God for the ability to live righteously, to love one's neighbor, to forgive those who hurt you, and 

so on. Those are the qualities praying affects. The answer to our prayers most often comes in the form 

of spiritual graces in our lives, not in material treasures or in God changing the course of events. 

              Offer whatever might be slowing God's work to ?us? with a prayer, such as, "Lord, show me 

where I've placed obstacles and detours on the road over which Christ travels to me. I'm trying to follow 

your Son, but my self-centeredness (or whatever) creates a bottleneck in my life. Help me to surrender 

this hindering sin and open a wider thoroughfare to your presence. Amen." 

Prayer 

O God, who has come into our human experience in Christ, who continues to come as the Holy Spirit 

works in our hearts to create the Beloved Community built on Emmanuel, God-with-us, and who is to 

come to complete the work of salvation, help us to wait patiently, trustfully, and hopefully for the Day of 

Christ's coming again. Amen.  
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