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The Quarter Ahead
This quarter, we will explore the 

beginning and end of Jesus’ life, see-
ing the celebration of His birth, the 
uniqueness of His ministry, and the 
upside-down triumph of His death on 
the cross.

The first unit pairs Scripture about 
Jesus’ birth with the beginning of the 
last week of His life. In lesson 1, we 
read of the birth of Jesus Christ as one 
who will “save his people from their 
sins” (Matt. 1:21) and of an account of 
a woman preparing His body for buri-
al. We learn that the saving purposes 
of Christ are only to be accomplished 
through His death. In lesson 2, we 
learn that the birth of Christ in lesson 1 
was a fulfillment of a prophecy in Isa-
iah made seven hundred years earlier. 
This gives us context for the Jews’ 
hopeful cry of “Hosanna!”

To celebrate Christmas, we will look 
at Simeon’s reception of the baby Je-
sus as the One who would bring sal-
vation to all peoples, and Jesus’ own 
proclamation that He would bear fruit 
only through death. This also has im-
plications for His followers’ priorities. 
Finally, the first unit ends the day af-
ter Christmas with a meditation in the 
humility and service of God in the 
flesh—the Lord of Creation who took 
up the basin and towel to wash His 
disciples’ feet. 

In the second unit, the words of 
Jesus take center stage as we lis-
ten to His Farewell Discourse. In les-
son 5, we start the New Year with 
His explanation of how He is the 
only Way to the Father. Next comes  
Jesus’ powerful metaphor of the vine 
and the branches to help us see how 

much we need Him for every aspect 
of the Christian life. This becomes 
all the more important with lesson 
7’s emphasis that the Christian life is 
marked with momentary suffering on 
the way to everlasting joy. The unit 
ends with Jesus’ prayer for His dis-
ciples that God would protect them 
from evil—but not by removing them 
from the world.

The last unit explores Jesus’ arrest, 
crucifixion, and resurrection as the ul-
timate expression of His upside-down 
triumph over sin and death. Lesson 9 
examines His arrest and how He was 
obedient to the Father through every 
step. In the next lesson, we cover Je-
sus’ faithfulness against false accu-
sations in a criminal trial and Peter’s 
failure in informal conversation when 
confronted with the truth. Lesson 11 
focuses on Pilate’s role and how the 
political leaders gave in to the reli-
gious leaders to crucify Jesus. In so 
doing, Jesus explains that His king-
dom is not political or of this world, 
but of divine origin. 

In the penultimate lesson, we look 
at the horror and suffering of Jesus 
on the cross but also His willingness 
to humble Himself to a particular-
ly humiliating death so that He could 
redeem His people. Finally, Jesus’ tri-
umph is revealed in the last lesson as 
it relates His third appearance to His 
disciples after His resurrection. From 
the beginning of His life to the end, Je-
sus showed upside-down triumph. By 
serving, He led. By dying, He defeated 
sin, death, and the devil. By rising, He 
secured salvation for all who put their 
trust in Him.

PLEASE NOTE: Fundamental, sound doctrine is the objective of The Incorporated Trustees of the Gospel Worker Society, 
Union Gospel Press Division. The writers are prayerfully selected for their Bible knowledge and yieldedness to the Spirit of 
Truth, each writing in his own style as enlightened by the Holy Spirit. At best we know in part only. “They received the word with 
all readiness of mind, and searched the scriptures daily, whether those things were so” (Acts 17:11).
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It is one of the busiest times of the 
year. After we eat more food than is 
good for us at Thanksgiving, we put 
a tree in our home, placing upon it 
strings of lights and random decora-
tive spheres and other shapes. We lis-
ten to festive music about winter. Re-
tail stores try to reel us into their nest 
to buy gifts for people we spend little 
time with during the year. And in the 
midst of all this commerce, someone 
proclaims that we are missing “the 
reason for the season.”

But what is that reason? People 
speak as if we are to be excited about 
the birth of Mary’s child. Somehow, 
we are celebrating this typical birth of 
a man named Jesus as if it is the most 
triumphant event in the world. Yet 
when we think of triumph, childbirth is 
not what comes to mind. Sometimes 
we think of a parade. For instance, the 
end of World War II saw parades of 
the victorious allies in capital cities as 
well as processions in numerous small 
towns, and that seems much more tri-
umphant than a birth of a child.

But Christmas does not focus on 
these things at all. What is the reason 
for the season? Why is it a triumph 
that God came in human flesh?

During the Christmas season, it is 
particularly instructive to link the fa-
miliar events of Christ’s arrival at His 
birth with the events of His last days 
on earth. We see the truth of the con-
nections in Christ’s life in many plac-
es. The circumstances of His birth and 
death might not seem triumphant at 
first glance, but through every part of 
His life, He fulfilled a definite purpose 
and completed a triumphant mission.

What is that mission, and why is it 
so triumphant? Before the Child was 

The Reason for the Advent
The ediTors

born, an angel told Joseph that He was 
to be named Jesus because He would 
save His people from their sin (Matt. 
1:21). Sin is anything that falls short of 
God’s holiness—in other words, any 
wrongdoing. Ever since Adam ate of 
the fruit in the garden, all have sinned 
and are worthy of the wrath of God (cf. 
Rom. 3:23; 5:12).

Jesus’ mission is triumphant be-
cause it solves a problem that is 
almost as old as Creation itself. 
Because our sin merits death, His 
mission led inevitably to His atoning 
death and His burial. For this, Mary, 
the sister of Martha, prepared Him by 
anointing Him with precious perfume 
(John 12:1-8).

Further, Jesus’ advent is triumphant 
because it had been prophesied for so 
long. When Isaiah the prophet foretold 
the birth of Jesus, he told of the birth 
of a king (Isa. 9:6-7). On Palm Sunday, 
Jesus was acclaimed as King as He 
entered Jerusalem. The crowds drew 
not only on Isaiah’s prophecy, but the 
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prophecies of the psalmists and the 
prophet Zechariah as well.

Indeed, the connections between 
the beginning and end of Jesus’ life 
are everywhere in Scripture. So when 
Simeon beheld the infant Jesus, he 
declared His glory (Luke 2:32). As 
His death neared, Jesus said that it 
was time for Him to be glorified (John 
12:23). Jesus’ birth and death define a 
path of glory and greatness—a glory 
and greatness manifested through hu-
mility and sacrifice.

Paul describes Jesus’ humility by 
noting that though He was God, He 
did not use His deity to His own ben-
efit, but instead took on human nature 
(Phil. 2:6-8). As a human, He still did not 
seek status as a means of self-benefit; 
in one notable occasion, He took upon 
Himself the lowliest of positions and 
washed His own disciples’ feet (John 
13). But for Paul, Jesus’ greatest act 
of humility was His obedience “unto 
death, even the death of the cross” 
(Phil. 2:8).

Jesus’ mission was all about bring-
ing salvation from sin. As such, the 
reason why we celebrate His birth at 
Christmas is deeply connected to why 
we celebrate His death and resurrec-
tion at Easter. Jesus called Himself “the 
way, the truth, and the life” (John 14:6). 
There is no other way to the Father, 
except to believe that in His death He 
saved those who believe in Him from 
the punishment for their sin.

Though it is tempting to come to 
the Father through faith in Jesus and 
then afterward pursue a closer rela-
tionship by works, He instead urged 
His followers to abide in Him. That is 
the essential way to grow in our rela-
tionship with God.

Jesus did not pretend that this would 
be easy. Just as His triumphant mission 
was only possible through suffering and 
death, so too He promises that His ser-
vants’ lives and ministry will be marked 
by suffering. But because in His death 

He has overcome the world, we can 
have peace in Him (John 16:33). Jesus 
then prays for His disciples because 
of this future suffering. He states that 
they are not of the world and so will be 
hated by the world. But He does not 
want us to be taken out of the world, 
but kept from the evil one.

When we think of conquering he-
roes, we do not normally envision be-
trayal and death, but that is what hap-
pened to Jesus. He was arrested on 
trumped-up charges, faced conviction 
at a rigged trial, and was denied by His 
most intimate followers (John 18). The 
Roman official who finally condemned 
Jesus to death was apathetic about 
knowing truth, even as he faced the 
Truth (vs. 38).

For our world, death is the end. For 
Jesus, it was the beginning: He arose 
triumphantly from the dead. Yet instead 
of staging a public victory parade, Je-
sus quietly met with His disciples on the 
shores of a lake (John 21). Even then, 
having fully overcome the world and 
reigning in His glorified body, He stoops 
to serve His disciples fish and bread.

Jesus recognizes the trials His fol-
lowers face. He provides comfort to 
us in the midst of difficulty. He pro-
vides guidance and empowerment 
to those who follow Him. His triumph 
was attained not by political or military 
means but in the destruction of sin 
and death. It continues in the growth 
of the church—all who place their trust 
in Him for salvation.

So, in the midst of the commercial 
dinosaur that is Christmas, we must re-
member that the reason for the season 
is found in the reason for the advent.  
Jesus’ birth is worth celebrating be-
cause from birth, He was on a mission 
to triumph over sin. He is on a mission 
to take the wrath of God that should be 
ours. He is on a mission to save His peo-
ple from their sin. And that mission is ac-
complished only through His sacrificial 
death and subsequent resurrection.
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LESSON 1 DECEMBER 5, 2021

SCRIPTURE LESSON TEXT

NOTES

MATT. 1:18 Now the birth of  
Jesus Christ was on this wise: When 
as his mother Mary was espoused to 
Joseph, before they came together, 
she was found with child of the Holy 
Ghost.

19 Then Joseph her husband, 
being a just man, and not willing to 
make her a publick example, was 
minded to put her away privily.

20 But while he thought on these 
things, behold, the angel of the Lord 
appeared unto him in a dream, say-
ing, Joseph, thou son of David, fear 
not to take unto thee Mary thy wife: 
for that which is conceived in her is 
of the Holy Ghost.

21 And she shall bring forth a 
son, and thou shalt call his name 
JESUS: for he shall save his people 
from their sins.

JOHN 12:1 Then Jesus six days be-
fore the passover came to Bethany,  
where Lazarus was which had been 
dead, whom he raised from the 
dead.

 2 There they made him a 
supper; and Martha served: but 
Lazarus was one of them that sat 
at the table with him.

 3 Then took Mary a pound of 
ointment of spikenard, very costly, 
and anointed the feet of Jesus, and 
wiped his feet with her hair: and the 
house was filled with the odour of 
the ointment.

 4 Then saith one of his disci-
ples, Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, 
which should betray him,

 5 Why was not this ointment 
sold for three hundred pence, and 
given to the poor?

 6 This he said, not that he 
cared for the poor; but because he 
was a thief, and had the bag, and 
bare what was put therein.

 7 Then said Jesus, Let her alone: 
against the day of my burying hath 
she kept this.

 8 For the poor always ye have 
with you; but me ye have not al-
ways.
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A MOMENTOUS ANNOUNCE-
MENT—Matt. 1:18-21

Mary’s condition (Matt. 1:18). 
Since Matthew’s Gospel was ad-
dressed to a Jewish audience, the au-
thor is careful to trace the lineage of 
Jesus, as He was “the son of David, 
the son of Abraham” (1:1). 

The narrative begins by telling us 
that Joseph and Mary were promised 
in marriage to each other. While today 
we might use the words “betrothed” or 
“engaged” for their status, neither term 
accurately describes their relationship. 
Betrothal in New Testament Jewish 
culture was a legal arrangement made 
about one year before the actual mar-
riage ceremony and consummation. 
To remove oneself from such a be-
trothal required a legal divorce. 

At some point it was discovered 
that Mary was with child. The concep-
tion had come about by the power of 
the Holy Spirit. In both Matthew’s and 
Luke’s account of the birth of Christ, 
there is no doubt that Mary was a virgin. 

Joseph’s dilemma (Matt. 1:19-21). 
Since Joseph was a godly man, he did 
not wish to be married to a woman 
who had presumably been unfaithful 

to him with another man during their 
betrothal. Nor did he wish to disgrace 
Mary publicly or have her punished for 
her assumed unfaithfulness. Rather, 
he was “minded to put her away priv-
ily”; that is, he intended to divorce her 
secretly. Note that Joseph is referred 
to here as Mary’s husband, reflecting 
what was stated earlier concerning the 
binding nature of espousal.

Rather than making a hasty deci-
sion about his future with Mary, Jo-
seph “thought on these things,” mull-
ing them over in his mind (vs. 20). No 
doubt he experienced many emotions, 
everything from anger to sorrow to 
confusion to despair. Exactly how Jo-
seph had discovered Mary’s pregnan-
cy is not stated, though it is likely that 
Mary herself told him, perhaps sharing 
the details of how the angel Gabriel 
had appeared to her (Luke 1:26-38). 

It was while Joseph was considering 
the dilemma in which he found himself 
that an angel of the Lord appeared to 
him. Encouraging him not to be afraid 
to wed Mary, the angel revealed that 
the child in Mary’s womb actually was 
conceived by the Holy Spirit (Matt. 
1:20). Joseph was further instructed 

Lesson Exposition

Sorrow Before Triumph
Lesson Text: Matthew 1:18-21; John 12:1-8 

Related Scriptures: Matthew 26:6-13; Mark 14:3-9; Luke 7:37-39

TIMES: 6 or 5 b.c.; a.d. 30 PLACES: Nazareth; Bethany

GOLDEN TEXT—“Verily I say unto you, Wheresoever this gospel shall be preached in the 
whole world, there shall also this, that this woman hath done, be told for a memorial of 
her” (Matthew 26:13).


