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Welcome

welcome to the exhale you’ve only hoped would be possible during a 
season that’s often  jam-  packed with obligations and distractions. gifts 
to buy, decorations to hang, parties to host and attend, family photos to 
snap, christmas cards to sign and  send—  where, then, is the room for 
peace, for contemplation, for consideration of the true intent of advent? 
when do we stop and sit and wonder and wait? when do we wait on all 
that’s to come?

 advent—  literally, “to come.” we wait here in  advent—  wait for the 
arrival of our king. we wait with open hands and open hearts, knowing 
this coming will be grand. it will be worth the wait.

and so, The Greatest Gift discussion guide. your guide, i pray, into 
that waiting. into the looking and lingering, the laughter and love that is 
this season. yes, beneath all the preparation and orchestration, the busy-
ness and business of “the holidays,” lies the tiny baby in the crèche, divin-
ity wrapped in humanity, reminding us that He has come, He will come 
again, He is coming for us, through us, with  us—  every moment of every 
day. will we stop and look? will we linger over this truth, this advent? 
will we let our shoulders drop and exhale in honor of Him?

breathe. breathe easy of the best present of all: the presence of Him. 
gather with your friends or your neighbors or your family, and during 
these four weeks of advent, may you simply breathe Him in. Prepare 
your Jesse Tree, if you so desire (for instructions, see pages  xiii-  xiv in The 
Greatest Gift), put four meetings on your collective calendar, come with 
soulish expectation, and see what god will do.

come and see.
come and hear.
come and participate.
come and partake.
This advent, come.

Ann Voskamp





Ideas for Group 
Discussion

This discussion guide is organized into four sessions, in correlation with 
the four weeks of advent. To this end, you’ll find prompts suggesting 
that participants read six or seven devotional entries in The Greatest Gift 
each week. if you need to adjust this rhythm, it is recommended that you 
adjust the reading schedule so that no devotional entries are missed. (For 
example, if your group meets twice a week for two weeks only, you could 
have participants read two entries per day.) The content of this discussion 
guide hinges on the book’s content; thus, you’ll want to read each entry 
to experience the full impact.

To get the most from your group experience, consider the suggestions 
aimed at various groups below.

 Church-  Based Small Groups
consider taking a break from your typical  small-  group study during 
the christmas season in order to implement this curriculum. be sure all 
group members have a copy of the devotional book so they can complete 
the readings prior to the sessions. you might rotate leadership of the ma-
terial so a different person can lead the discussion each week. if you have 
additional members who want to be involved, you might invite them to 
oversee the prayer, read scripture, or facilitate the icebreaker questions at 
the beginning of your time together.
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Families
if your family wishes to discuss The Greatest Gift together, decide how 
many copies of the devotional book will be necessary in order for each 
member of your family to review the week’s content prior to your discus-
sion. For younger children, you might select portions of the devotional 
readings most pertinent to their life stages and adapt the verbiage accord-
ingly. alternatively, you might consider purchasing the family edition 
(Unwrapping the Greatest Gift), which is suitable for children of all ages. 
To engage active children, consider allowing them to oversee the Jesse 
Tree experience each week.

Women’s Groups
many churches offer women’s group meetings throughout the week, and 
The Greatest Gift is a fitting complement to that menu. be sure each par-
ticipant has her own copy of the devotional book, and consider assigning 
one person to lead the rest of the group in an opening prayer and to tran-
sition between the video and the  small-  group discussion time. consider 
purchasing a small artificial christmas tree for each table so group 
members have the opportunity to participate in the Jesse Tree experience 
together.

Neighbors and Work Associates
To implement The Greatest Gift with neighbors, consider inviting those 
in your building, on your street, or in your place of employment who 
have expressed spiritual interest in the past. let them know that this 
study includes four  small-  group discussions about the love story known 
as christmas. be sensitive to the fact that some participants may not 
agree with concepts such as the authority of god or the preeminent 
position of christ presented in this curriculum. instead of letting dis-
agreements splinter the group, use them as opportunities for honest 
discussion, heartfelt prayer, and a chance to see life through lenses other 
than your own.
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Beforehand
in preparation for session 1, read the devotional entries for december 
1–6, found on pages 1–54 in The Greatest Gift.

Beginning
select one of the following questions to help center your group prior 
to viewing this session’s video. you might think through your responses 
ahead of time, in case you choose to kick off the conversation yourself.

 1. what is your family’s favorite christmas tradition? How did it begin?
 2. what does  advent—  the word, the season, the  observances—  mean to 

you? what personal experiences have shaped your understanding of 
advent?

This week’s video focuses on the single greatest priority for our  lives— 
 from god’s perspective, anyway. it’s the priority of lineage, of our being 
grafted into His family tree.

s e s s i o n  1 

Look . . . for Hope

The heart that makes time and space for Him to come will 
be a glorious place. A place of sheer, radiant defiance in the 
face of a world careening mad and stressed. Because each 

day of Advent, we will actively wait. We will wait knowing 
that the remaking of everything has already begun.

THe greaTesT giFT
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Video
view video, session 1 [run time 15 minutes].

at the conclusion of the video, say a brief prayer, asking god to 
direct your conversation and shed His light on the parts of your life need-
ing illumination.

Questions for Discussion
work through the questions below that seem most pertinent to the 
group’s needs and desires.

 1. what word, phrase, promise, or refrain stood out to you most in the 
video? why?

 2. read isaiah 11:1-2, 10 and then respond to the idea presented in 
the video that “the mattering part is never the  chopped-  off stump.” 
if this is true, then why do we so often define ourselves and even 
describe ourselves to others in terms that reflect that  chopped-  off 
 stump—  that failure, that fear, that foible, that fallacy? why do we 
seem to relate more to the “stump” than to the shoot, the new  fruit- 
 bearing branch, Jesus christ?

 3. The essence of hope is ultimately  presence—  namely, god’s presence. 
and yet christmastime has a way of revealing to us the “other 
things” we hope  in—  goods and glitter, trinkets and lighted trees. 
what tends to distract you during this season of advent from 
training your  eyes—  and your  hope—  on christ alone?

 4. do you agree or disagree with the notion that “we only find out 
where we are when we find out where [god] is”? How would you 
describe “where you are” these days? are you satisfied with where you 
are?

 5. This session’s title is “look.” what are you really, truly, 
wholeheartedly looking for this christmas? 

if time permits, turn to page 44 in The Greatest Gift and answer the ques-
tions you find there. 

Ending
read aloud the devotional entry from december 1 in The Greatest Gift, 
found on pages 4–5. Then name the “unfurled grace” you would most 
like to see this advent season. Perhaps “unfurled grace” would look like a 
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prodigal child returning home or a few moments of stillness at the start 
of each december day. or it may look like release from a troubling addic-
tion or a  life-  giving conversation with a combative colleague. maybe it 
would look like a deep breath or a fresh appreciation for snowfall on tree 
limbs or ears to  hear—  really  hear—  the words of the wondrous carols. 
maybe it would look like eyes to see the word of god in new and per-
sonal ways. maybe it would look like true rest.

after everyone who wishes to share has spoken, close your discussion 
time in prayer. sample prayer points are provided below, which can be 
adapted for your group. or you are also free to pray along different lines 
based on the needs of your group.

• Thanksgiving for this  life—  stumps and  all—  and for the greatest 
imaginable  gift—  the shoot, Jesus christ

• intercession for the needs expressed during group discussion
• determination to seek after what really matters this christmas

Until Next Time
Prior to your next meeting, be sure to read the entries for december 
7–12 found on pages 55–120 in The Greatest Gift. To seal this ses-
sion’s core concept in your mind and heart, ponder these two questions 
between now and session 2:

 1. The stump. as you enter this christmas season, what “stump” 
troubles you most? a flagging relationship? Financial strain? an 
emotional valley? a moral dilemma? a general sense of purposeless, 
hopelessness, or pain? 

 2. The shoot. even if your life seems devoid of brazen miracles, what 
little  things—  events, circumstances, or other small but significant 
signs of new  life—  are coming together for you this advent season 
in a way that indicates god is behind them? 
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Beforehand
in preparation for session 2, read the devotional entries for december 
7–12, found on pages 55–120 in The Greatest Gift.

Beginning
select one of the following questions to help center your group prior 
to viewing this session’s video. you might think through your responses 
ahead of time, in case you choose to kick off the conversation yourself.

 1. which concept describes what’s capturing your attention this advent 
season: pace or peace?

 2. what rituals or rhythms generally help you and your loved ones 
stay focused on what really matters during the busy and sometimes 
stressful days leading up to christmas?

This week’s video focuses on the real purpose of  advent—  making space 
for christ.

s e s s i o n  2 

Linger . . . for Peace

When you are wrung out, that is the sign you’ve been 
reaching for rungs. The work at the very heart of salvation 

is the work of the very heart of Christmas: simply rest.

THe greaTesT giFT
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Video
view video, session 2 [run time 20 minutes].

at the conclusion of the video, say a brief prayer, asking god to 
direct your conversation and shed His light on the parts of life needing 
illumination.

Questions for Discussion
work through the questions below that seem most pertinent to the 
group’s needs and desires.

 1. what word, phrase, promise, or refrain stood out to you most in the 
video? why?

 2. when we focus more on getting than  giving—  on receiving the gift 
of god’s grace instead of pouring endless energy into climbing and 
striving and doing more, more, more, we feel sure we’ll be exposed 
as the needy and “less than” people we fear we really are. what 
thoughts come to mind as you consider the idea that we’re not to be 
performers but rather dwelling places for god?

 3. review the story of abraham’s willingness to offer up his son isaac 
as a sacrifice to god, found in genesis 22:1-19. as you assess your 
life through the rearview mirror, what are a few of the “rams in the 
thicket” you’ve hoped for along the way? How did god provide for 
your needs?

 4. when have you experienced firsthand the promise that “god always 
sees, and He will always see to the matter”?

if time permits, turn to page 63 in The Greatest Gift and answer the first 
and third questions you find there.

Ending
read aloud the devotional entry from december 8 in The Greatest Gift, 
found on pages 68–70. Then name an area of life where you feel like 
Jacob these days. are you a debtor? a deluder? a desperado? one who 
is just plain dog tired? where do you feel weary, as though you’re trying 
and striving but failing every time? where are you most in need of peace?

after everyone who wishes to share has spoken, close your discussion 
time in prayer, either by using the prayer points that follow or by coming 
up with your own.
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• acknowledgment of those  person-  specific places in life that are 
most in need of peace

• Praise for god’s willingness to provide  custom-  fit peace for his 
children

• resolution to trust in god’s provision instead of fretting over 
hypotheticals and eventualities, realizing that at its core, “worry is 
belief gone wrong”

Until Next Time
Prior to your next meeting, read the entries for december 13–18 found 
on pages 121–184 in The Greatest Gift. To seal this session’s core concept 
in your mind and heart, reflect on the following thoughts and questions 
between now and session 3:

 1. a hurried pace often keeps us distracted from the fact that we’re 
actually rushing away from god. advent invites us to be courageous 
enough to slow our stride, to really see the one we’re desperate for, 
to still our souls long enough to linger for the sake of peace. so take 
some time today to stop. sit in god’s presence. Place your trembling 
hand in his. This is the purpose of  advent—  to receive the provision 
that He alone can provide.

 2. The refrain echoes throughout the  whisper-  thin pages of scripture: 
“i am yours.” The implied question is clear: Will you be Mine? what 
does your pace this advent reveal about your answer to that heartfelt 
probe?
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Beforehand
in preparation for session 3, read the devotional entries for december 
13–18, found on pages 121–184 in The Greatest Gift.

Beginning
select one of the following questions to help center your group prior 
to viewing this session’s video. you might think through your responses 
ahead of time, in case you choose to kick off the conversation yourself.

 1. what aspect of the holiday season never fails to put a smile on 
your face?

 2. what practices help you stay joyful during the busyness of 
christmastime?

This week’s video focuses on the fact that lovers of god, regardless of 
how messy and burdensome our circumstances are, can never be undone. 

s e s s i o n  3 

Laugh … for Joy

The unexpected Bethlehem King is the once and coming King, the 
King of the first and still coming second Advent, the King coming 

again to rule the earth and make all the sad things untrue.

THe greaTesT giFT
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Thanks to christ’s arrival on our scene, we can experience deep and abid-
ing joy. 

Video
view video, session 3 [run time 19 minutes].

at the conclusion of the video, ask god to direct your conversation 
and shed His light on the parts of life needing illumination.

Questions for Discussion
work through the questions below that seem most pertinent to the 
group’s needs and desires.

 1. what word, phrase, promise, or refrain stood out to you most in the 
video? why?

 2. respond to this idea: “when our lives are enlarged by christ, our 
lives will birth joy.”

 3. describe a time when laughter has seemed like an irresponsible or 
even irreverent response to your circumstances. How would you 
describe the difference between grasping the gravity of one’s situation 
and grasping the gravity of god’s grace?

 4. when have you been most keenly aware that god is “never absent, 
never impotent, never distant”? How does His divine presence relate 
to your ability to experience joy?

 5. respond to the assertion that “the opposite of joy is not unhappiness; 
the opposite of joy is unbelief.”

 6. The book of Hebrews says that Jesus went to the cross for “the joy 
set before him” (Hebrews 12:2, niv). what painful thing are you 
walking toward today? what might it look like to journey with joy?

if time permits, turn to page 152 in The Greatest Gift and answer the 
questions you find there.

Ending
read aloud the devotional entry from december 16 in The Greatest 
Gift, found on pages 159–161. Then respond to the idea that you aren’t 
equipped for life until you realize you aren’t equipped for life. 

after everyone who wishes to share has spoken, close your discussion 
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time in  prayer—  based either on the prayer points below or on topics that 
are suitable for your group. 

• gratitude for the gift of joy, the distinctive of the christian life
• acknowledgment of the aspects of this earthly existence that 

threaten to rob us of joy
• affirmation that regardless of our circumstances, we never can be 

undone

Until Next Time
Prior to your next meeting, read the entries for december 19–25 found 
on pages 185–259 in The Greatest Gift. To seal this session’s core concept 
in your mind and heart, consider the following thoughts and question 
between now and session 4:

 1. Give thanks; get joy. we tend to believe that joy comes 
 circumstantially—  that happy hearts come from happy times, that 
true rest requires easy days, easy hills, easy lives. of course, our 
thinking is all wrong here. Joy doesn’t enter our lives from the 
outside in but rather from the inside out. it seeps into our thinking, 
into our rhythms, into our lifeblood when we train our eyes and 
our hearts on the lavish provision that’s already been made for us. 
a loving god has seen to it that we have all we  need—  for success, 
for abundance, for now. Joy comes when we cease our search for ease 
and instead insist on saying thanks. what does your current level of 
joy reveal to you about the role gratitude plays in your  day-  by-  day 
existence? 
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Beforehand
in preparation for session 4, read the devotional entries for december 
19–25, found on pages 185–259 in The Greatest Gift.

Beginning
select one of the following questions to help center your group prior 
to viewing this session’s video. you might think through your responses 
ahead of time, in case you choose to kick off the conversation yourself.

 1. when do you feel most loving as a person? what dynamics tend to 
fuel a sense of lovingkindness in you?

 2. in what ways is the concept of love expressed in your family? How 
was it expressed in the home you grew up in?

This week’s video focuses on the idea that we are loved in order to love.

s e s s i o n  4 

Love . . . for Always

Relationship is the only reality; there is nothing else. 
The way He is with us and in us; the way we make 

space for Christ to grow us, unfold Love in us; the way 
the life of Christ stirs amazing grace within.

THe greaTesT giFT
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Video
view video, session 4 [run time 17 minutes].

at the conclusion of the video, say a brief prayer, asking god to 
direct your conversation and shed His light on the parts of life needing 
illumination.

Questions for Discussion
work through the questions below.

 1. what word, phrase, promise, or refrain stood out to you most in the 
video? why?

 2. respond to the idea that “everyone everywhere is really only saying 
one thing: i want you to love me.” why don’t we always read people’s 
actions and reactions as pleas for love?

 3. How does your own craving to be loved manifest itself in your  life— 
 in your thoughts, assumptions, behavior, and words?

 4. does your life experience seem to validate or invalidate the notion 
that “we can have as much of Jesus as we want . . . as much love, 
even, as we want”? explain your answer.

 5. How does our willingness to be loved facilitate our ability to love 
others? what does all this have to do with christmas?

if time permits, turn to page 204 in The Greatest Gift and answer the 
questions you find there.

Ending
read aloud the devotional entry from december 19 in The Greatest Gift, 
found on pages 188–190. Then respond to this question: even in your 
imperfect  state—  with a blossomless fig tree or two (or twenty?)—  what 
do you have to offer a world in great need?

after everyone who wishes to share has spoken, close your discussion 
time in prayer. suggested prayer points follow.

• awareness of god’s great  love—  the love that has been coming for 
us since the beginning of time

• gratitude for the ability to love others because we ourselves have 
been well loved
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• boldness to offer up the resources we have been given to a world 
so desperately in need

A Parting Thought
as a way to conclude this study, consider your response to the following 
passage:

Formed by love, for love. in a society that seems to prize possessions 
over people and performance over presence, it’s easy to become 
swept up in the belief that love is for lightweights, that leaning in 
and loving well are outdated, useless ideas. and yet how good it 
feels when someone leans in. and loves us well. in those moments 
we come  face-  to-  face with our deepest  need—  our need to be loved. 
and if we need to be loved, then what can we assume about everyone 
else? of course, they crave love too. The answer, god says, is a 
simple (yet astounding!) process: Let Me love you so that you can love 
them well. He fills our lives to overflowing and then places us in 
situations where the  spilling-  out will help most. if, that is, we allow 
His profound process to unfold. are you allowing god’s love to form 
you? To shape the way you live and move and breathe? and are you 
seeing that love spill out onto lives that are parched for love? who 
can be quenched by your love this advent? will you be courageous 
enough to extend it now?
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