The First Christmas Journeys #2

“The Journey of the Interrupted”
Luke 2:1-7

A popular saying goes: “If you want to see God laugh, make a plan.” The first time I heard that, I didn’t get it, but when the meaning finally sunk in, I thought it presented God in a cruel, arbitrary light. But the more I thought about it, I realized the nugget of truth contained in those words.


Mankind likes to think that they’ve got it all under control. We’ll plan and project our futures, right down to the last minute. Go into the office supply section of any store and look at how many items are available for scheduling: calendars, day-planners, even smart phone apps that allow us to keep track of our hectic schedules.


But when something unexpected happens—like the recent tornadoes that hit our area—all of those plans and schedules get interrupted. Toss in something beyond our realm and we find out just how little control we have in our lives.


This holiday season we are considering the first Christmas journeys. Turn with me in your Bibles to Luke 2:1-7,

In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) And everyone went to his own town to register. So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.


Here is a very familiar text to most of us. It is the basis of the Christmas carols “O Little Town of Bethlehem” and “Away in a Manger,” among others. I can’t read these verses without hearing in my mind the voice of Linus from “A Charlie Brown Christmas” recite these words. But let us take a look at this familiar passage from an unfamiliar angle this morning. I would like to consider this account from the vantage point of Joseph and Mary. 


Let’s review their situation. They are living in Nazareth, a small town in Galilee (northern Palestine). They were engaged to be married, and Mary was found to be pregnant. Joseph had some doubts about his fiancée’s supernatural explanation, but after an angelic messenger reassured him, he took Mary to be his wife—though they did not consummate their marriage, according to Matthew 1:24-25.


After Mary returned home from visiting her relative Elizabeth, the couple probably spent considerable time and effort preparing for the upcoming birth. Joseph may have used his carpentry skills to make a crib, a changing table, or even a rocking chair for Mary! For her part, Mary probably lined up a local midwife to deliver the baby. Together they prepared their humble home for the King of Kings and Lord of Lords.


Then came the news: All men were required to enroll in the Roman census (used for taxation purposes) in their original hometowns. For Joseph, this meant traveling the 70-80 miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem, the City of David, not far from Jerusalem. Why did Joseph have to go immediately? John MacArthur explains,

History tells us that, due to various delays and difficulties, Caesar’s census was not carried out in Palestine until two to four years after it was first announced. But finally, Augustus imposed a strict deadline for compliance, and therefore average Jewish citizens like Joseph and Mary had to hasten their obedience to the edict.


That Mary ever had to endure the rigors of this eighty-mile journey on the back of a jogging donkey while in a state of very advanced pregnancy has been doubted by some scholars. Rome never required her subjects to return to their original homes for such enrollments, they claim, and Luke must have garbled his facts. But this view has been disproved by the discovery of a Roman census edict from 104 a.d. in neighboring Egypt, in which taxpayers who were living elsewhere were ordered to return to their original homes for registration.

Most scholars believe that Joseph had to go to Bethlehem because he was a descendant of David, but it is doubtful that Rome cared about a person’s ancestry that far back. Another explanation may make more sense: Pottery samples suggest a recent migration of people from the Bethlehem area to Nazareth around this time; Joseph’s legal residence may have still Bethlehem at that time, where he had been raised.

For whatever reason, Joseph had to go to Bethlehem, and he had to go now. Why take Mary, though, when she was so close to delivery? It is highly unlikely that she had to register for the census, so why didn’t she stay behind? We cannot say with certainty, but perhaps Joseph wished to avoid leaving her alone this late in her pregnancy, especially if the circumstances of her pregnancy had deprived her of other friends.
 Her family may have disowned her, and she was probably the hot topic of gossip among the townsfolk.

Given these difficult conditions, there’s no way Joseph would have made the trip to Bethlehem without taking the nine-months’-pregnant Mary with him. Humanly speaking, the trip allowed him to remove her from a difficult social environment and to ensure his presence with her when the baby was born.

Once they made the trip to Bethlehem, they found no place to stay. The couple ended up in an animal stall—perhaps a cave, often used in this area to keep animals out of the weather. While there, Mary went into labor. From all accounts of the Nativity, it seems that no one assisted Mary at the birth of Jesus—not even Joseph, for husbands were not to play the role of midwives.
 Maybe Mary’s experience with Elizabeth gave her an idea of what childbirth involved.
Mary wrapped the infant Jesus in long strips of cloth called “swaddling cloths” in order to keep His limbs straight. She placed Him in a manger or feeding trough for animals. His humble stable birth emphasizes the poverty and obscurity that surrounded His early years.

“Yeah, yeah,” I can imagine some of you thinking, “tell me something I don’t already know!”

Have you thought about how this journey interrupted the lives of Joseph and Mary? All of the planning and preparation they had been doing for months was now miles away back in Nazareth. No home, no nursery furniture, no bed, no midwife—nothing they had planned! Their reality was far removed from their anticipation.

Doesn’t this still happen today? Sure it does—usually at the busiest times of our lives! And what time of the year is busier than the Christmas season? From this story we can learn some important lessons when our lives are interrupted.

Man’s Plans Are Fragile

First, man’s plans are fragile. Our scheduling and preparation can collapse as quickly and easily as a house of cards. As we read in James 4:13-14,

Now listen, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.” Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.

How many times have our great plans and preparations gone up in smoke? James claims that our lives are like a mist or a vapor—how about a day’s or week’s schedule? Perhaps the first step in dealing with life’s interruptions is to acknowledge that they exist.

What causes our plans to crack and crumble? I discovered several throughout Scripture. Sometimes God intervenes in the schemes of the wicked, as seen in Job 5:12, “He thwarts the plans of the crafty, so that their hands achieve no success.” At times our plans are interrupted by others in their spite. Psalm 14:6 states, “You evildoers frustrate the plans of the poor, but the Lord is their refuge.” Other times disaster and adversity intrude in our lives, as Job 17:11 records, “My days have passed, my plans are shattered, and so are the desires of my heart.” Then there are times when our own foolishness gets us into trouble, as in Proverbs 15:22: “Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers they succeed.”
We must not to try to control our own lives by meticulous and rigid planning. If we are not careful, we can plan God right out of our lives. And God does not take this lightly, as seen in Jesus’ words in Luke 12:16-20,

And he told them this parable: “The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop. He thought to himself, ‘What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.’ Then he said, ‘This is what I’ll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.”‘ But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?’”

I am not suggesting that all preparations and planning are wrong. A wise person is organized and anticipates the future, but he also recognizes how fragile these plans are.

I am also not suggesting that God is in the business of foiling human plans. The Bible teaches just the opposite: “May he give you the desire of your heart and make all your plans succeed” [Psa 20:4], and “Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart” [Psa 37:4]. But there is something that takes precedence over mankind’s plans: God’s purposes.

God’s Purposes Are Fixed

Secondly, God’s purposes are fixed. Psalm 33:10-11 declares, “The Lord foils the plans of the nations; he thwarts the purposes of the peoples. But the plans of the Lord stand firm forever, the purposes of his heart through all generations.” Solomon agrees in Proverbs 19:21, “Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.”
Bring that truth into the first Christmas story. Several hundred years before the first Christmas, the prophet Micah predicted that the Messiah would be born in the town of Bethlehem. John MacArthur notes, 

If events at the dawn of the first century had progressed just ordinarily, Jesus would not have been born in Bethlehem. But God worked in amazing and powerful ways to make the Lord’s birth occur precisely at the right time and place, thus verifying His own prophetic Word. God orchestrated Joseph and Mary’s visit to Bethlehem—and the circumstances related to it—in such a way that His Son was born exactly according to plan.

We should not take this to mean that God pulls every string, that people are mere puppets on a celestial stage. He has created us with a free will and allows us a lot of latitude in making choices. But as Almighty God, He works through human choices to fulfill divine designs. As Warren Wiersbe writes, “Augustus Caesar was ruling, but God was in charge, for He used Caesar’s edict to move Mary and Joseph eighty miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem to fulfill His Word.”
 

This is not the first time God used the decisions of others to fulfill His purposes. Cyrus, king of Persia, decreed that the Jews in exile could return to Jerusalem and rebuild the city—in fulfillment of God’s Word. In the life of Joseph, God worked through a number of bad choices by others—Joseph’s brothers selling him into slavery, Potiphar’s wife false accusation, the cupbearer’s forgetfulness—to bring about positive results. Joseph told his brothers in Genesis 50:20, “You meant evil against me, but God meant it for good…” [nas]. Former U. S. President James A. Garfield—an ordained Christian minister who could simultaneously write Hebrew with his left hand and Greek with his right hand—called history “the unrolled scroll of prophecy.”

Before we see God’s purposes for our lives negatively, consider the words of Jeremiah 29:11, “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” God truly has our best in view.

Our Perspective Should Be Flexible


Since God’s purposes are fixed and man’s plans are fragile, what can we do? According to the Scriptures, our perspective should be flexible. We ought to plan and prepare for the future, but we also need to leave room for God to be God. Solomon strikes this balance in Proverbs 16:1-4,

To man belong the plans of the heart, but from the Lord comes the reply of the tongue. All a man’s ways seem innocent to him, but motives are weighed by the Lord. Commit to the Lord whatever you do, and your plans will succeed. The Lord works out everything for his own ends—even the wicked for a day of disaster. 

He concludes in verse nine, “In his heart a man plans his course, but the Lord determines his steps.” Rather than being “either/or” with regard to God’s sovereignty and man’s free will, the Bible points to “both/and.”

Referring to a passage we saw earlier, James writes in James 4:13-17,

Now listen, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.” Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. Instead, you ought to say, “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.” As it is, you boast and brag. All such boasting is evil. Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins. 


During this time of year, we are tempted to fill our calendars with lots of activities and responsibilities. There is nothing wrong with this, but we should also factor in the interruptions, the unexpected events (and even people!) that throw off our schedules and plans.


What is true of the Christmas season also applies throughout the year. If we as Christians would become a little more flexible when it comes to the unexpected, we might have a better testimony to the world. We might make the lives around us more relaxed, and we might enjoy our own lives a little more as we watch God’s purposes being fulfilled though us.
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