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From Nazareth to Bethlehem: An Undesired Journey

Luke 2:1-7

Introduction:  Have you ever had to go somewhere you really didn’t want to go?  Or you had to go at a really inconvenient time?  It happened to me several times in my life.  One such time was when I was drafted in the army.  In Romania military service used to be mandatory for all male high-school graduates and we knew that.  My friends and I knew that as soon as we graduated we would be drafted.  And I remember how much I hated that.  I had other plans for my life yet I had to go in the army for 14 months.  Only after I finished my service however I realized it was worthy.  I went in as a young boy and came out as a man.  Those 14 months were tough yet they prepared me to face the hardships of life better, to see people and life in a whole new light, and also to be more faithful to God.  He used this short journey in my life to make me a better person and a better believer, and I believe that was in His plan for my life.

In our text from Luke it says that Augustus who was the Roman Emperor when Jesus was born issued a population census decree.  And he did it right when Mary was 9 months pregnant, not before and not after.  He could have done it a month or two before or a month or two after, but no he issued the census right when the time came for Jesus to be born.  Why?

What Luke wants us to understand here is that behind emperors and governments there was the hand of God orchestrating all the events in such a way that all the prophecies made about Jesus would be fulfilled accordingly.  God announced through the prophet Micah that Messiah would be born in Bethlehem the city of David and God was now fulfilling His plans to the last detail.

The lesson for us this morning is that when God has a certain plan for your life and mine He will fulfill it to the last detail and He will use everything in His Wisdom and Power to make it happen.

Now Mary and Joseph have been pretty faithful up to this time.  You remember that both of them accepted obediently to be the earthly parents of Messiah even if that implied great sacrifices for both.  Mary accepted the news when she first heard it from the Angel although according to the Law a girl who got pregnant before the wedding day could have been killed.  Joseph initially wanted to leave her but after the Angel revealed to him in a dream and told him that Marry was carrying Messiah in her womb he obediently chose to keep her as his wife.  They have been very faithful and yet I believe they would have really wished not to go in such a long trip to Bethlehem.  Let’s put ourselves in Mary’s shoes.  She is 9 months pregnant.  Would you have really wanted to stay home or travel a long journey?

Let’s look this morning at what Joseph and Mary would have really wanted as the delivery of the baby came close and what they really discovered when they took this less desired trip.  

1. They Would Have Liked The Comfort of Nazareth.

First, they would have liked the comfort of Nazareth yet they had to go to an uncomfortable Bethlehem.  I am sure Joseph and Mary prepared everything in their own home from Nazareth.  I believe Joseph built a nice crib for the baby, Mary had nice and clean clothes ready, they told the Midwife to be ready too, and Mary would have been resting now more than do anything else.  That’s what 9 months pregnant ladies do mostly.  They rest on the couch and the husbands are serving them.  So they did all these preparations to enjoy the comfort of their home when suddenly they have to live in a long and tiresome trip.

Now what we need to understand here is that there are about 100 miles between Nazareth and Bethlehem and it took about 10 days of traveling in normal conditions.  Yet I am sure Mary could have not kept a normal waking pace so it took them probably double the normal time.

Another aspect is that Nazareth is about 1,200 feet above the sea level and the route to the south quickly descended 700 feet and then began a long ascent to the Olivet Mount which was 2,800 feet above sea level before they descended back to where Bethlehem was.  So it was a lot of ascending and very little descending in between the two towns.  Now most of the holiday cards we have about Mary and Joseph going to Bethlehem show her riding on a donkey but Luke doesn’t mention any help as they traveled.  She could have been riding a donkey or maybe other travelers would have taken her in their wagons but that is not for sure so she could have had to walk the whole trip.  It was certainly an undesired and inconvenient journey and yet God had it in His plan and will for their lives even though it meant robbing them off their comfort zone.

Why does God challenge us sometimes to leave our comfort zone and follow Him in inconvenient journeys?  There are three major answers at this point:

First, through hardships and in sufferings we discover God’s power more.  In ch. 42 of his book, Job the man of suffering said, “I have heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you…” In suffering Job discovered God and experienced His power more than through a nice and comfortable life.

Apostle Paul tells us in 2Cor. 10:8 that he appealed to the Lord three times to heal him of his illness and Jesus told him, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.”   God’s power is made perfect in our lives not when everything goes well and we are comfortable and successful but when we have to travel inconvenient journeys of hardships.

Second, through endurance we grow stronger in faith.  God wants every one of us to be strong believers so He will both challenge and help us to grow in faith, and one way by which He will make us stronger is to take us on journeys that require endurance.  Like a trainer who trains his athletes through exercises that require endurance so God will train us when it comes to grow in faith and sometimes that means passing through trials.  Now listen to what James says in his letter ch.2: 2-4, “My brothers and sisters whenever you face trials, consider it nothing but joy, because you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance; and let endurance have its full effect, so that you might be mature and complete, lacking nothing.” 

Third, through perseverance we accomplish God’s plans for our lives.  God has a plan and a will for each one of us and fulfill it it’s not going to be easy.  To accomplish His plan in our lives requires a lot of perseverance.  It involves praying again and again, doing what God tells us to do again and again, going where he wants us to go again and again, following Him again and again.  We are not going to build the new church over night.  It’s going to take a lot of perseverance but if we will persevere God will make us successful.

Hebrews 12:1-2, says, “let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith…”  

Joseph and Mary would have liked the comfort of Nazareth yet God made them go on an undesired and hard journey and yet I am sure they experienced God’s power and provisions more deeply during it, at the of it they came out stronger in faith, and they fulfilled God’s plan for their lives.  

2. They Would Have Liked the Company of Family and Friends.

Second, they would have liked the company of family and friends when the baby was born yet they had to go to an unfamiliar Bethlehem.  Luke is telling us that Joseph was from the line of David so that is why they had to go to Bethlehem.  All the people from the tribe of Judah would be recorded there yet that doesn’t mean Joseph was born there and had family members there.  They did not now anybody in that town or closer otherwise they would stop at relatives or friends.  

Now let me ask you a question: How many of you had your children born in a foreign place far from family and friends?  Not many.  Our children were born here and yet Corina’s parents were here as well as my brother and his wife, so we still had family close by plus many friends from Asbury Seminary.  Joseph and Mary did not have any family or known friends and yet God sent them a wonderful company.  First, maybe the wife of the innkeeper could have been there and kept them company or some servant girls.  Second, God sent them the shepherds.  Why the shepherds?  Why did the Angel announced Jesus birth to the shepherds and sent them to keep the parents and the child company?  The shepherds symbolize several aspects:

First, they were humble persons.  And we need to have humble friends and be humble friends to others.  Second, they were simple persons.  Third, they were sincere.  Forth they were faithful, and fifth they were caring people. They did not laugh at Mary giving birth in a manger, nor gossip about Joseph not being able to do better for her, nor brag they were better off than this strange family, but rejoice with them, were glad to keep them company, and praised God for sending them the promised Messiah.

David describes God in Psalm 23 as our Divine Shepherd and Jesus said about himself, “I am the good shepherd.” 

Family members and friends like the shepherds are the best people God can send across our ways; we should always pray for such people to have in our lives and associate with and we should be such family members and friends to those around us.

The great lesson for us at this point is that in Jesus we are given many wonderful and true friends.  Have you ever thought about how many true friends you have in Jesus?  We have many brothers and sisters where we live as well as around the world.  

Illustration:  John Carson from our national office told me how he went to Bulgaria two years ago to visit a Congregational Church and how the pastor and the whole church there treated him like their own family member.  They cooked the best meals and hosted him in the nicest house and let him to preach as long as he wanted.  Then before he left they told him, “please come back soon and when you come bring more brothers and sisters from America to visit us.”  

Everywhere we go on this earth we have true friends in Jesus and here through our local church every one of us are brothers and sisters in Christ.  Have you ever thought how lonely you could have been without your brothers and sisters in Christ?

Joseph and Mary enjoyed the company of true friends in a foreign and a familiar place as they traveled a hard journey, and God will provide us with true and wonderful friends as we follow Him in the journeys he has for our lives.  Remember this, “You will never be alone in your life’s journeys if you follow Christ.” 

3. They Would Have Used Their Own Stuff.  

Third, Joseph and Mary would have used their own stuff and belongings yet they had to go a hostile Bethlehem.  The point here is that had they stayed in Nazareth they probably already had everything they needed: a house, furniture, water, clothes, food, all the basic stuff we need on a daily basis.  In Bethlehem however because of the census the situation was critical.  Inns were full, food and supplies were short, business people very busy with so many customers, for a Joseph and his pregnant wife that place at that time was very hostile. 

And yet God took care of them.  The question here is why only a manger?  Couldn’t God do better?  Jesus was the Savior of the world; he was the king of kings, couldn’t God prepare for him a better place?  Yes God could have had Jesus born in the richest place, but He didn’t come for that.  He did not come to enjoy life and live comfortably, He came to suffer and live a low and humble life.

As Isaiah said about him, “he had no form or majesty that we should look at him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.  He was despised and rejected by others; a man of suffering and acquainted with infirmity…” (53:2-3). God prepared for baby Jesus a manger as a sign of his destiny in life, for he came to suffer in our place so we might be saved and also enjoy life.  Now if Jesus was to suffer this way it doesn’t mean God wants us to be poor.  No God will bless us if we are faithful to Him, and he will provide for us everything we need in life, although sometimes we might have to pass through trials and sufferings.  

One interesting aspect here is that although Jesus was born in a manger and Joseph and Mary had to travel an undesired journey to a hostile place, a little later they were blessed.  Remember when the magi came they brought Jesus gifts, and the biblical scholars estimates these gifts as being very expensive, so I am sure that Joseph and Mary were blessed to have such an extra help. 

The lesson for us at this point is that when we follow God where he calls us he will provide all we need in this life, sometimes it might be a little tougher other times much easier the point is that God will never let us suffer when it comes to our daily basic needs.

The church in Philippi was a very generous church toward Paul the Apostle.  The members of this church were sensitive to Paul’s needs and they sent him monetary gifts on a regular basis and Paul tells them, “I rejoice in the Lord greatly because of your love and support and also I know that God too will satisfy every need of yours according to His riches in glory in Christ Jesus.”  God satisfies the needs of His children and he is the One who makes us financially successful in this life.

4. They Would Have Kept Baby Jesus Inside.

Lastly, in Nazareth Joseph and Mary would have kept baby Jesus inside their own house yet in Bethlehem Jesus was in an open manger.  The stables for animals were open places with no doors, just few wooden boards with a roof and lots of hay but no doors.  What the Word of God is telling is here that Jesus came to be available at all times and for all people.  He did not come to stay inside a closed door but outside where everyone could see, hear, and touch Him.  Let me read you a very interesting passage in Mark 2 beginning with v.29.  Jesus stood by the door outside so the whole city could benefit from him.

The question for us is what do we do with Jesus?  Do we keep Him inside the doors of our church or do we take him outside to everybody?  Jesus doesn’t want to stay too much inside but He wants us to go with Him outside so that he could reach all people through us.  Have we let Jesus use us in reaching others through us?

Also as a church to do we share Jesus and His love with all the members and visitors in our church or only with those that we like.  Listen I don’t want to hear in our church remarks like, “I don’t like him or her,” or “Why did he teach the Sunday School” or “Who is he to tell us what to do?”  

I hear you often say, “Our church is the most loving church in LaGrange, there is so much love here.”  If there is so much true love then nobody should be judgmental toward nobody else and we all should share in and benefit from the love of Jesus for He came for all. 

God has a journey for you and me as individual believers and as a church; and these journeys might be hard and inconvenient but in the end we will be much more blessed and strengthen in our faith than if we would chose not to follow God.  Live your Nazareth today, follow God to Bethlehem and you will experience His care, love, and power, in unimaginable ways.  Amen.               

