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Daily Devotionals — December 26 to January 1, 2021

To Encourage Franklin in Such a Time As This
By Dr. Charles Qualls and Rev. Steve Gibson-- Franklin Baptist Church

This brief series of daily devotionals are designed to speak into the days in which we live.
But we frame that sacred time in the challenging days of the Covid-19 or
Novel CoronaVirus that is spreading across our globe.
Take in these daily words of devotion. We hope you will
experience wisdom, perspective and yes even hope!

They draw from the Revised Common Lectionary Daily Readings by date.
(All scriptures will use the New Revised Standard Version unless otherwise noted)

Saturday, December 26 - John 1:1-14
by Dr. Charles Qualls
And The Word Became Flesh

1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was in the
beginning with God. 3 All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into
being. What has come into being 4 in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.

5 The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.

6 There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 7 He came as a witness to testify to the
light, so that all might believe through him. 8 He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the
light.

9 The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. 10 He was in the world, and the
world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him. 11 He came to what was his own,
and his own people did not accept him. 12 But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he
gave power to become children of God,13 who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of
the will of man, but of God. 14 And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his
glory, the glory as of a father's only son, full of grace and truth.

Devotion:
And the Word became flesh and lived among us.

| want to pick up on and repeat a line | used in the Christmas Eve service. Henri Nouwen’s skillfully
expressed notion that in Christmas God didn’t do what we humans normally do. We are geared, from
our enculturation, to try to move upward. Especially economically, but also in other ways, we think we
must always climb.

Nouwen says, “God, instead, thought of life as moving downward.”



God noticed our plight, our need, and decided to live among us. And the Word became flesh and lived
among us. God saw that we needed to be transformed. And the Word became flesh and lived among

us. God saw that we needed a light to shine into the darkness. And the Word became flesh and lived

among us.

I hope in some small way this Advent and Christmas time you have caught a glimpse of the Christ child.
Maybe someone spoke Christ into your life. Maybe you had your own chance to visit benevolence,
goodness, forgiveness or hope into someone's life. | hope you have seen the Word that became flesh
and lived among us.

That is what can happen at Christmas, in 2020 or in any other year. My prayer is that you have
experienced love, hope, peace and joy in these days. If so, you have much for which to be thankful.

Prayer:
God of our hardship and Lord of our ease, whatever the reality of our 2020 has been may you preside
over it all. Lead us forward with hope that believes! Amen.

Sunday, December 27 - Galatians 4:4-7
by Dr. Charles Qualls
Beyond Our Enslavement

4 But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, 5 in
order to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as children. 6 And
because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, "Abba! Father!" 7
So you are no longer a slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, through God.

Devotion:
In part, that’'s what we celebrated this Christmas. Any other Christmas, too.

That the fullness of time did come, and God sent a Son to redeem humanity. The “fullness of time” is a
mystery we’ll never solve, you know. God’s understanding of time and circumstance form a concoction
we don’t know how to measure nor to make. But, it is a good thing for us to have awareness of in our
spirits.

The fullness of time.

So, Christmas is more than just a baby being born. It is the hope found in why that baby showed up.
For all of us were, and still are, under the law somehow. In his time, “the Law” was the collective
Mosaic law that dominated the religious system. The Church had become enslaved to the keeping of
that law, and the bean-counters held all the power. The more laws you could add, the more power you
had over everyone who was doomed to failure.

Today, you and | will cry out still, “Abba! Father!” For we are enslaved to other laws. Laws that we can
describe or discuss. Laws that operate in more spiritual or relational realms that may be beyond us. So,
we still need the gift that the Christ Child gave in showing up. Because of him, we can move beyond
our enslavement if we will choose to. We can even become “children” and heirs of God’s grace and
eternity.

Will you remember to give thanks for that next Christmas?



Prayer:
God of our hopes, instill in us a gratitude that lasts. Stir our hearts in appreciation for what a small child
brought to us. Amen.

Monday, December 28 - Matthew 2:13-18
by Dr. Charles Qualls
The Escape to Egypt and Massacre of Infants

13 Now after they had left, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Get up, take
the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until | tell you; for Herod is about to search
for the child, to destroy him.”

14 Then Joseph got up, took the child and his mother by night, and went to Egypt, 15 and remained
there until the death of Herod. This was to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet,
“Out of Egypt | have called my son.”

16 When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, he was infuriated, and he sent and
killed all the children in and around Bethlehem who were two years old or under, according to the time
that he had learned from the wise men.17 Then was fulfilled what had been spoken through the prophet
Jeremiah:

18 “A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; she
refused to be consoled, because they are no more.”

Devotion:
Wait. Whaa...??! Jesus in Egypt?

I know that some of you are well acquainted with this part of Jesus’ story. But for others, we just broke
news. Let’'s take a second and catch up on this just now. V16 really gives us the best context for the
whole thing. Herod realized he’d been tricked by the Wise Men. They had figured out that he only
wanted to find the Baby Jesus so that he could eliminate this child. You will remember that they “went
home by another way” so as not to have to report to him what they had found.

In his fury, in his blatant and rabid insecurity, Herod ordered the death of all the children around
Bethlehem who were two years old and younger. This is unthinkable, and the Bible narrates itself here
to point out a prophecy this fulfilled. Jeremiah had predicted a time when Ramah and Rachel would be
weeping inconsolably for the loss of children there.

Ramah was a city within the territorial land of the tribe of Benjamin. It was just north of Bethlehem.
Rachel, beloved wife of Jacob, was the ancestral mother of Benjamin. In fact, she died in childbirth
while having him on the road near Bethlehem. She was buried at Ramah after they had journeyed on
just a little farther. So, her son Benjamin was both the cause of her death and the cause for her to die in
hope for the future.

Rachel, well-known and ever a symbol of motherhood in Bethlehem, is seen as watching over the
Israelites. Now, at the slaughter of these innocents, her memory cries out again. Matthew digs back to
Jeremiah’s prophecy for this note. Meanwhile, Jesus was already safely spirited away. It is thought that
the holy family lived for a time, perhaps three years, in the large Egyptian city of Alexandria. Upon
Herod’s death, they were given the all-clear to leave Egypt.



This brief text today illustrates the unfairness or evil that can be found in life. But also the hope that God
is constantly moving proactively. God is ahead of us. Bringing life and connection, hope and provision
to our world. Jesus would grow up to become our Savior, having found ironic shelter in a country that
had once enslaved his ancestors.

Prayer:

Lord, what you do among us can boggle the mind. Help us to have trust that you are moving ahead of
us and faster than we may sometimes see. You are accomplishing your purposes while we adjust to
the realities of life itself. Amen.

Tuesday, December 29 - Matthew 12:46-50
by Dr. Charles Qualls
The True Kindred of Jesus

46 While he was still speaking to the crowds, his mother and his brothers were standing outside,
wanting to speak to him. 47 Someone told him, “Look, your mother and your brothers are standing
outside, wanting to speak to you.” 48 But to the one who had told him this, Jesus replied, “Who is my
mother, and who are my brothers?” 49 And pointing to his disciples, he said, “Here are my mother and
my brothers! 50 For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother.”

Devotion:
Isn’t that the whole point? Especially during a season like Advent, aren’t we working to be the true
kindred of Jesus?

This is Matthew’s telling of an incident that is also told in Mark’s and Luke’s gospels. Each presents this
story from a slightly different angle, emphasizing varying details while leaving others out. The story can
be uncomfortable -- at least to me -- in all of them.

To state that his followers are his family, especially those we readily identify as Jesus’ “disciples,” is to
imply that his traditional (read: biological) relatives are not. Jesus was entering a crucial stretch of his
pre-crucifixion ministry here. He was laying down his teachings and his identity in matter-of-fact fashion.
He had little time nor inclination to let distractions sideline him.

Two things to take away here, at least. First, “chosen” family can be so vital to our healthy lives. Jesus’
closest and most loyal followers were surrounding him. Sometimes, for a season or for a lifetime, our
blood kindred may not be. The gospels suggest that Jesus’ own family had a stretch where they may
have felt caught in-between Jesus’ ministry and their own standing within the Temple culture. They may
have struggled to get on board with Jesus’ own movement compared with his disciples.

Second, his chosen family sustained him with trust, company and service. Perhaps Jesus spent more
time at Bethany, for instance, and less time in Galilee after his home folks rejected him in the
Synagogue. Here now, in our text, Jesus lays out his truth. Those who opposed him, even those he
loved, were not his priority. Those who might even lovingly hold him back were now going to have to
take a seat on the sideline. Nothing would thwart the movement of God long-term. Jesus sends a signal
here that dedication to God makes us true kindred. Anything less leaves us behind.

Prayer:
Lord, we seek to be your true kindred. Nudge us with your Spirit to understand that our faith is about
more than just believing. Your true kindred surround you and are with you. Amen.



Wednesday, December 30 - Psalm 148
by Rev. Steven R. Gibson
Praise for God’s Universal Glory

! Praise the Lord! Praise the Lord from the heavens; praise him in the heights!

2Praise him, all his angels; praise him, all his host!

3 Praise him, sun and moon; praise him, all you shining stars!

“ Praise him, you highest heavens, and you waters above the heavens!

5 Let them praise the name of the Lord, for he commanded and they were created.

6 He established them forever and ever; he fixed their bounds, which cannot be passed.

"Praise the Lord from the earth, you sea monsters and all deeps, 8fire and hail, snow and frost, stormy
wind fulfilling his command!

° Mountains and all hills, fruit trees and all cedars!

owild animals and all cattle, creeping things and flying birds!

11Kings of the earth and all peoples, princes and all rulers of the earth!
12Young men and women alike, old and young together!

13 Let them praise the name of the Lord, for his name alone is exalted; his glory is above earth and
heaven.

14 He has raised up a horn for his people, praise for all his faithful, for the people of Israel who are close
to him. Praise the Lord!

Devotion:

As we approach the end of the year, many thoughts race through our minds. Thanksgiving, Advent and
Christmas provided a little glimmer of hope during this pandemic. Celebrations were scaled back, at
best and many were just cancelled out of an abundance of caution. The friendship rituals were eerily
missing -- the embraces between friends and family were nonexistent.

Challenges were many in our community with increased pressures on families and businesses. Even
our church was closed to in-person worship, but thankfully has now reopened. While in-person worship
is better than staying at home, the ban on singing carols adds to the lack of normalcy. In addition to all
of that, it was not safe to share in one of the most loved Christmas traditions -- sharing in passing the
light via candles on Christmas Eve. But all of these beloved traditions were temporarily suspended in
order to save lives. So we end the year with many thoughts on our minds, and also have anticipation for
the year 2021.

What do people do when their hopes are dashed? How do we respond to radical adversity? How are
we able to share the light of Christ in such a time? | believe that we need to remember how God has
provided for us in times past. | believe that today’s Psalm has clues to help us begin the New Year with
a new attitude.



Psalm 148, a Psalm of praise, calls all of creation to praise God. This Psalm sums up the theological
heart of the psalter -- God reigns! In spite of all of the hardships of the people of Israel, they are called
to praise God. The praise of God includes the following: The beings and inhabitants of the heavens, the
heavens themselves, animate and inanimate objects, sun and moon and stars. All of the heavenly
beings are called to praise God’'s name -- that is God’s essential character and purposes, representing
God’s very self. God’s character and purpose are revealed in God’s acts in creation and are the basis
for praise. We recall that God’s mode of creation was by his speech.

Then the praise resounds from the earth and all of its inhabitants. Reminiscent of the creation account
in Genesis, the crowning focus is on humanity. This is achieved when humans recognize the ultimate
sovereignty of God.

Why do we praise God? People have been given the opportunity to exercise “dominion” over the earth
in the same way that God exercises power: as a servant. We fulfill our vocation by praising God, that is
in imitating God.

By having this Psalm in the Christmas season, the church affirms that Jesus Christ both announced
and embodied God’s reign in the form of a servant and a suffering servant at that. This Psalm
anticipates that the Christian who greets Jesus as Lord is to recognize God’s sovereign claim on our
lives. To praise God is to join Jesus in the power of the suffering servanthood. For this reason, Psalm
148 is a Psalm for all seasons.

Prayer:
As we approach the end of the year 2020, we ask you O God that next year might be different. Give
your people hope and perseverance as we seek to serve you. Amen.

Thursday, December 31 - John 8:12-19
by Rev. Steven R. Gibson
Jesus the Light of the World

12 Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, “| am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in
darkness but will have the light of life.” 13 Then the Pharisees said to him, “You are testifying on your
own behalf; your testimony is not valid.” ** Jesus answered, “Even if | testify on my own behalf, my
testimony is valid because | know where | have come from and where | am going, but you do not know
where | come from or where | am going. *®* You judge by human standards; | judge no one. ¢ Yet even if
| do judge, my judgment is valid; for it is not | alone who judge, but | and the Father who sent me.

7In your law it is written that the testimony of two witnesses is valid. 1 testify on my own behalf, and
the Father who sent me testifies on my behalf.” 1° Then they said to him, “Where is your Father?” Jesus
answered, “You know neither me nor my Father. If you knew me, you would know my Father also.”

Devotion:

It is early on Saturday, December 12 and | am writing at my kitchen table with fresh coffee in my cup.
The darkness of the night is slowly giving way the promise of another day with the sun peeking ever so
slightly. Then | open my text for this day, and it hits me -- just as the light of the world approaches the
horizon, the true light of the world approaches us.

John’s Gospel is famous for its “I am” statements: | am the light of the world is such an example. More
than forty times we encounter the “| am” statements in this Gospel. Exactly what was Jesus trying to
achieve with these statements? Jesus is telling us that he is connected to God, and so are his works
connected to God’s works.



The Jewish Festival, the Feast of the Tabernacles, is the historical basis for this passage. And in this
passage the Gospel writer equates Jesus with light. This feast was celebrated in the fall giving thanks
to God for the harvest. This festival also recalled Israel’s wandering in the desert following the exodus
from Egypt. Lampstands were in the Temple, symbolizing the light of God on this and other Jewish holy
days.

At the time of this writing, the temple no longer existed but the writer recalls a time when the temple
held a central place in Jewish life. When Jesus states “| am the light of the world,” he links himself to
both the temple and a symbol of the presence of God. In effect, Jesus is the light of God on full display
for all to see.

Jesus as the light of the world first appeared in this Gospel in Chapter 1, the prologue. John has
anticipated in the prologue that he (John) came to testify to the light, but the true light would come
soon. In Chapter 8, there is no mistaking that Jesus is the true light whose purpose is to enlighten
everyone.

All was on track until the Pharisees had a problem with Jesus’ unique relationship to God without
anyone to witness his testimony. The law stated that two persons were needed to verify a particular
claim, so Jesus is questioned about testifying on his own behalf. They stated that no one was present
to verify Jesus’s claims. Jesus responded that he and God constitute the two witnesses required by the
law. Surely the testimony of not one, but two divine testimonies would be more than adequate to fulfill
the laws demands.

In today’s world chocked full of darkness, we are reminded that God has noticed our plight. God’s best
message to us is his son Jesus who is the light of the world. We are called to believe in the true light of
God, that light which enlightens all. Darkness may endure for a time, but God’s true light will prevail.
That is the basis for our faith and our existence.

Prayer:

llluminating God, help our unbelief during this time. Change us from a people walking in darkness to a
people who embrace the great light of Christ. Amen.

Friday, January 1 - Ecclesiastes 3:1-13

by Rev. Steven R. Gibson

Everything Has Its Time

1 For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven:

2 a time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted,;
3 a time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up;

4 a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance;

5 a time to throw away stones, and a time to gather stones together; a time to embrace, and a time to
refrain from embracing;

6 a time to seek, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to throw away;

7 a time to tear, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to speak;



8 a time to love, and a time to hate; a time for war, and a time for peace.
9 What gain have the workers from their toil?
10 I have seen the business that God has given to everyone to be busy with.

11 He has made everything suitable for its time; moreover he has put a sense of past and future into
their minds, yet they cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end.

12 | know that there is nothing better for them than to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they
live;

13 moreover, it is God's gift that all should eat and drink and take pleasure in all their toil.

Devotion:

Happy New Year! Many of us are happy to begin another year, if for no other reason than to say
goodbye and good riddance to 2020. This past year has not been kind to us, but yet here we are
beginning a new year. 2020 was not the best year, but it could have been worse. In spite of the issues
of 2020, we move forward in faith into the year 2021.

This passage contains the cycles of time that all of us face. The cycles are acknowledged, but not
feared. The cycles reign true for all of creation, and as such, the writer endorses the cycles of time. It is
in these cycles of time that we find dependability and order in life. Because life begins and ends, we
have a method of calculating time, and also for ordering our lives. Life has its ups and downs, but
ultimately time has a way of assisting us in our lives.

For everything there is a season reassures me in today’s pandemic. This tells me that good news is
coming -- that this pandemic had a time to be born and it will also have an expiration date! Life is full of
beginnings and endings and also the time in the middle of them. It is our duty and also our delight to be
coworkers with God in this present time. My prayer for 2021 is that we might see a loosening of the
effects of Covid and that we might return to some sort of normal.

Prayer:
God of the ages, we give you thanks for your blessings of hope, joy, love and peace. May they be
found abundant in our lives in 2021. Amen.



