Life is a Mixed Bag

Life is a mixed bag!

There are some wonderful parts of life that we wouldn’t miss for anything:


The birth of children and grandchildren!


Special anniversaries of events we like to remember.


Visits from friends and family that we really look forward to.


A slow and pleasurable summer barbecue with sizzling meat and a good wine.


An evening of entertainment in the Botanical Gardens.

Sometimes it’s good to be alive!

But it’s a mixed bag.

For every good part of life there seems to be a competing ugly bit:

Illnessseparationaccident
death and grief-stricken anniversaries
LonelinessMental illnessstrained relationships
Family members and erstwhile friends that seem bent on making misery.

Worries about money
Worries about work
You can fill in the gaps with your own ugly bits, I’m sure!

Life is a mixed bag!

But sometimes we have the idea that if God is in it

then life should be neat and tidy.

Doesn’t God somehow make things so life isn’t difficult?

Well, not if your experience or mine is anything to go by!

And not if the experience of the Jesus family is anything to go by.

Our reading from the second chapter of Matthew today is intriguing:

Matthew writes to reassure his Jewish readers.

There’s a reassuring refrain through this story:

It happens the way I’m telling it, says Matthew,

In order to show that what the prophet foretold is true.

It’s reliable.

The prophets that you depend on for truth-telling told it like this,

And I’m telling it like this too.

So you see that this Jesus I’m writing about is the very same One the prophets foretold.

So it’s true
But listen to what it is that is true.

Matthew gives us three cameos of horror
ghastly snippets of stories worthy of the Holmes Show.

The first and third cameo are about Jesus and his family,

and in between there is another about the families of Bethlehem.

There’ll be a reason for the way Matthew has written these cameos in this order.

Let’s see if we can discover it.

First Cameo of Horror:

An angel of the Lord appears in a dream to Joseph and says:

Herod will be looking for the child in order to kill him!

So take some preventative action.

Don’t hang around, Joseph, waiting passively for horror to descend.

Get up.

Take the child and his mother

And escape to Egypt.

Stay there until I tell you to leave.

Egyptthat place where another Joseph was taken as an unwilling prisoner, sold into slavery by his brothers.

Not exactly the place of preference for an Israelite man to take his wife and young child.

But it’s better than sudden death by sword!

So Joseph got uptook the child and his mother

And left during the night for Egypt.

There had been a night previously of peace and good will,

But this wasn’t that night.

This night was one of horror and fear;

of warning and escape.

There had been a night ablaze with starlight and song,

But on this night Joseph and Mary slunk through the back streets of Bethlehem hoping for no starlight
hoping that shadows would offer some protection.

And once they arrived in Egypt they stayed there until Herod died.

This was done, writes Matthew, to make come true what the Lord had said through the prophet, “I called my son out of Egypt.”

Strange.

The prophet spoke God’s word.

This is the God who had so recently sent his Son into the world.

And now all was chaos and his Son already threatened by death
already involved in the pain and difficulty of being flesh and dwelling among us.

And God allowed it!

So before he was hardly able to talk

the Saviour of the world was living 

in the ancient land of bondage and shame,

experiencing what his human ancestors had experienced before him.

Second Cameo of Horror:

Herod and his cruel plan to ensure the continuance of his own power:

When he realized that the visitors from the East,

had gone home without seeing him
without telling him where this new king had been born;

when he realized that they’d pulled one over him,

he determined to have the last word.

No one was going to threaten his interests or his power.

There’s always something more we can do 

if we are determined to look after our own interests.

Always something more, that is, 

if we don’t mind what we do 

and who we hurt in the process.

Herod didn’t.

We’ve seen similar acting out of self-interest in recent times.

Herod’s evil was furious and ugly.

He gave orders to kill all the boys 

in and around Bethlehem

who were two years old and younger.

That matches with what the wise men had told him about the time the star appeared.

He wasn’t going to take any chances.

Better sure than sorry!

And Matthew writes that this cameo of horror 

proved that another prophet was right:

Jeremiah had prophesied about bitter weeping of mothers who refused comfort because their children were dead.

For those most concerned about prophets and whether or not they told the truth maybe this is helpful.

For those most concerned about God’s whereabouts in pain and sorrow this is alarming.

Where was God in the chaos and fear that was Bethlehem?

Had he abandoned them?

If we just had this second cameo

we might well reason abandonment,

But we reserve judgement on that as we address the

Third Cameo of Horror:

After Herod died.

Whew!

Thank goodness that evil one is finally taken out.

After he had died,

An angel of the Lord gets busy with the Jesus family again.

He appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt,

And we recall that other Joseph who also had dreams in Egypt.

Egypt
it was from there that Moses led the people of Israel out of slavery and into the promised land.

And the angel of the Lord said to our Joseph,

“Get up, take the child and his mother, 

and go back to the promised land of Israel

Because those who tried to kill the child are dead.

It’s OK Joseph.

Your time in protective exile has come to an end.

It’s time to enjoy life again at home where you belong.

Get out of this old land of slavery

And take that young child who is to be the saviour of the world and get him and you and his mother into a more appropriate home.

The horror has passed.

So Joseph did what Joseph is very good at doing in these stories told by Matthew.

He obeyed.

He got up, 

took the child and his mother 

and went back to Israel to pick up the threads 

and start living again.

BUTit wasn’t just that simple.

Life hardly ever is!

Have you noticed that?

When Joseph heard that Archelaus had succeeded his father as king of Judea he was afraid to go there.

Good, obedient, faithful grace-hero Joseph 

was stopped in his tracks by ordinary old fear.

Sure, Herod was dead, but what if like father like son?

What if Archelaus was just the same as his Dad?

So Joseph was stuck like we are sometimes.

He’d had a dreadful few years what with one thing and another,

and just as things were beginning to look up 

he was immoblised with fear.

He needed help and he was given more instructions in a dream,

So he didn’t go to Judea after all.

This time he went to the province of Galilee and made his home in a town named Nazareth.

And so, writes Matthew,

What the prophets had said came true.

“He will be called a Nazarene.”

So what the prophets had said was true.

One would come who would be saviour

And that one would be a suffering servant.
That one would experience life with all its pain and difficulty.

That One would know what it was like to feel abandoned by God.

He would suffer as those he came to save suffer.

But always God was there in the middle of it all.

Always there was an overarching huge story of God-being-there, God-knowing, God-with-us.

The mothers of Bethlehem are like all mothers,

Like all parents, all people
They suffered in a way that made thoughts of recovery impossible
And yet 

their story is wrapped right round with the story of the Jesus family before and after.

God didn’t stop Herod making his choices.

Nor did he feel obliged to explain Herod’s evil.

No more does God stop other evil in our world today

Nor offer a rational explanation of it.

Strangely God doesn’t stop us in our choices either.

We are left free.

Free to choose life.  

Free to choose death.
God did not remove his gift of freedom from Herod 

who chose to use it for evil purposes,

But he was there in midst of the chaos.

Ensuring that Jesus our Saviour was also in the chaos, experiencing it, 

understanding how it is for us,

and coming through the chaos to bring light and life.

The darkness has not overcome it.

