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Matthew 2:13-16





Midweek 4 ~ November 21, 2005

God Protects Our Family


The text for tonight is our Gospel lesson, Matthew 2:13-16, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Joseph and Mary had made a very risky trip from Nazareth to Bethlehem in the last week of Mary’s pregnancy.  They had no guarantees that the baby would wait for them to get to Bethlehem before His arrival.  But they made it!  The baby waited until they were settled into a stable before His birth.  And then, Joseph would be able to find a house for them to live while they were in Bethlehem.

Joseph and Mary were comfortable in Bethlehem.  There they could remain anonymous.  No one had to know about the unusual circumstances that brought them there.  No one had to know that Jesus’ birth came too early to be respectable.  Explanations weren’t necessary here!  They could keep the circumstances of Jesus’ conception to themselves and no one would know the difference.

But Jesus’ birth didn’t go unnoticed.  God made sure that it attracted plenty of attention.  His angels announced Jesus’ birth to the shepherds of Bethlehem.  The Good News got out and spread through the town that the Savior had been born.  God knew where this struggling, new family was, and He made sure they were cared for.  His star led the Magi from the East to bring gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh and praise to God’s newborn Son.  The family “that almost wasn’t” had survived with God’s help.  Mary and Joseph’s dream of being a family had come true.  In spite of the obstacles they had faced, God guided them, protected them and showered His great affection on them.

But the wonderful dream turned abruptly into a nightmare when Joseph learned that not all the attention Jesus’ birth attracted was good.  Jesus’ birth also attracted the hatred of evil King Herod.  He was determined to destroy anything or anyone who would threaten his position as the King of the Jews.

That same night the Magi left to return to their home in the East, the angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph again.  “Get up, take the child and his mother and escape to Egypt.  Stay there until I tell you, for Herod is going to search for the child to kill Him” (v. 13b).  The same angel who had told Joseph not to be afraid to take Mary as his wife now warned him that he didn’t have a moment to spare.  Herod henchmen were hot on their heels and wanted to kill the young child that the evil king feared would threaten his rule.

When the dream was over, the nightmare began!  Joseph woke Mary.  They immediately gathered all their things.  There was no time for good-byes.  It was just as well.  If their new neighbors didn’t know where the couple was headed, they wouldn’t be able to tell Herod’s men.  Joseph and Mary had just enough time to slip out of town before Herod’s murdering men would arrive with orders to slaughter Bethlehem’s baby boys.

It had to be frightening for Joseph and Mary to learn that someone wanted their special Child murdered.  It must have been difficult to understand how, in the same evening, men from far away could come to adore Jesus with precious gifts while others from closer to home would try to take His life.

But imagine the great comfort they felt in knowing that God’s warning and protection would keep them safe.  God would watch over them as they made the difficult ten-day journey to Egypt.  No matter what problems they would encounter, no matter how frightening the threat, no matter how lonely their journey, God would protect His Family!

Can we relate to Joseph’s and Mary’s situations and feelings?  I think we can!  We’ve all had frightening feelings when we think about the difficult situations facing our family.  Even though our family may be strong and bound together tightly by love, it’s not immune from attack.  Even though we do everything we can to protect our loved ones and give them our very best, we can’t guarantee their safety.  All the wonderful hopes and dreams we have for our family can be shattered and become a nightmare!

It’s scary when you consider the difficult choices confronting our children.  Even at an early age, they must make decisions that will determine the direction of the rest of their lives.  An innocent and carefree childhood can so easily become a future of chemical dependency or parental responsibility.  Without warning, our children’s dreams can become nightmares!

We sometimes bring our nightmares upon ourselves.  It’s frightening to think how distracted we can become as we pursue our separate responsibilities—so distracted we fail to notice our spouse’s plea for attention.  At other times, our lives seem to be haunted by temptations to be unfaithful to our spouse.  Subtly, the sweet dreams of our marriage can become a nightmare!

You know from your own experience how sweet dreams can so easily become nightmares.  Your life might even seem like a nightmare now!  No matter how hard you toss and turn, you just can’t seem to wake up.  Around every corner, uncertainty and insecurity seem to lurk like a darkness that goes endlessly on and on.  No matter how hard you try to break the cycle of fear and failure, it feels like it will never end.  Will the nightmare ever end?

Christmas is the time God frees us from our nightmares and gives us His dream for our lives and families!  The lights we use on our Christmas trees are more than pretty decorations.  They’re reminders that God chose to send light into our dark and sinful world.  Christmas is Christ’s coming!  He comes to bring God’s solution to our restless and frightened consciences.

Christ came into our world to share in our nightmare.  He came to make Himself vulnerable, just like us.  He experienced the frightening world we live in.  He was haunted by the temptations of Satan.  He was confronted with the scary choices that we must face daily.  But with all the easy options available to Him to escape, He chose to live the nightmare of death on the Cross of Calvary.

Can you imagine that nightmare?  On the cross, Christ was made the object of God’s disgust, wrath, and judgment so that His death would be acceptable as ransom for our lifetime of sin.  Yes, Jesus knows what frightens and haunts us in life.  He lived all our nightmares on Calvary so that when He died, the nightmare would be over forever!

What a wonderful gift God gives us at Christmas!  Christ comes to shatter our nightmares and become a part of our dreams for the future.  Whenever we confess our sins and admit the nightmare that our neglect for God’s Word and will has created in our lives, He hears our plea.  God shatters that nightmare with His forgiveness and gives us the resolve to rely on Jesus as our personal Savior.  That’s His dream for our lives!

It doesn’t matter what condition our family is in.  Some of us are living in a traditional family; others are single.  Some are divorced and trying to cope with raising children alone.  Some are children, struggling as they split time between two parents who love them and whom they love, but who no longer love one another.  Some are making plans to start a family; others may find they are expecting a family much sooner than they’d planned.  But all have this in common.  Whether we’re dreaming or losing sleep over a life that has become a nightmare, God is offering us His dream of having our families be part of His Family.

Even if we have long forgotten our dreams, God has never forgotten His dream He gave us in our baptism.  Even if our life has been filled with uncertainty, God has never lost His dream for us.  His dream is to rescue us from the nightmare of our sin through His forgiveness so that He can guide and protect us in the future.  He rescues us from all the forces that would haunt and harm us and our families.

Even if we haven’t yet sensed the danger, God has, and He will provide a way to protect us and keep us safe.  His way may not be as easy as we would like.  His plans might even seem impossible when we see the challenges He has in mind for us.  But one thing we can know—God’s dreams are for us and He has plans for us and our families!  Because we are part of His dream, He protects us!

As Joseph and Mary slipped out of Bethlehem before the morning dawn and the arrival of Herod’s murdering men, they knew that God was protecting them.  Joseph knew that he and his family were part of God’s dream.  He knew God had a plan for them.  That knowledge didn’t make the trip to Egypt any shorter or the road any smoother.  They were still unsure of what the dawn might bring.  But Joseph and Mary knew that God would protect and bless them because their son was God’s Son!  They were connected to God through Jesus.  Through His Son, God would reveal His plan for their future.

God has plans for us and for our families, too!  Because Jesus has come into our families, the nightmare is over and God’s dream for us has begun!  His dream is to bless us with all the privileges and joys of being part of His Family.

What has God dreamed for you?  What plans does He have for you this Christmas and in the coming year?

Listen to His Word.  He’s describing His plans for you!  Make a standing reservation to receive the encouragement and strength He offers at His Table each week.  Through these means of grace you’ll receive that nourishment you need to prepare for your important role in His dream.  Get ready for the exciting challenges that God is, even now, offering you—challenges to share Jesus and His love with others.  Are you ready?  You better be!  It’s almost Christmas!  God’s Son is coming and He has plans for you!  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  
