Joseph the Real Hero
Matthew 2: 13-23
Well Christmas is over? Or is it really? I am sure there are some people who have taken down their Christmas decorations or at least started. I remember growing up that we tried to have all the decorations down and put away by New Years.  It seemed like we worked so hard to get everything ready only to tear it down so quickly. As I grew older, I convince my parents to let the decorations up until at least my birthday which is January 7th. After all it is the Orthodox Christmas. Growing up I would always go to my friend Rob’s house to celebrate their Christmas with them. After all, It was a free meal, fresh lamb on a spit or a pig. Today, I try to leave up the tree and decorations, as long, as, the tree holds up because it is a real tree. Usually by the second weekend in January, I am ready to start to put things away. For some people Christmas was a day or two at most, if you counted Christmas Eve. Growing up seemed like the twelve days between Christmas day and Epiphany were nothing more than a vacation from school.
The older I get, the more I appreciate the span of time that forms a bridge between the birth of Jesus and his presentation to the World as its Savior. Now we don’t know much about the years between Bethlehem and Jesus’ appearance at the Jordan River, asking to be baptized by John.  It seems appropriate that we should pause here, on the first Sunday of the season of Christmas, to consider how Jesus got from the manger to Nazareth, the village where he would grow to adulthood.
In our text today Matthew gives us a clear pattern to tell us this story. The story describes three dreams, three obedience’s, and three geographic locations to describe how the prophecies about the Messiah are fulfilled in the birth of our savior Jesus Christ. Our text today continues where we left off on Christmas Eve. The magi have come to pay homage to this new born King. But be reminded as to what happened on their way. They had stopped to ask Herod where to find him. Herod does everything he could to try and persuade the magi into letting him know their findings, but what happens? An angel of the Lord warns them to go home a different way than they had traveled. This turned out to be good advice. Now, it is important to point out that the main character in this story is not the magi who just left, and its not Mary who gave birth to Jesus. Its not Herod, the evil King.  This is Joseph’s story. Let us look at verse 13:
Now after they had left, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; for Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him.” Then Joseph got up, took the child and his mother by night, and went to Egypt, and remained there until the death of Herod. This was to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet, Hosea: “Out of Egypt I have called my son.” And notice that when Herod had realized that he was tricked by the wise men, he became angry and had all the children who were two years and younger, that were in and around Bethlehem killed.  
Now, the next dream came when Herod had died. An angel of the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those who were seeking the child’s life are dead.” Then Joseph got up, took the child and his mother, and went to the land of Israel. But when he heard that Archelaus was ruling over Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. And after being warned in a dream, he went away to the district of Galilee. There he made his home in a town called Nazareth, so that what had been spoken through the prophets might be fulfilled, “He would be called a Nazorean.”
While Matthew’s story may be a little messy, he still gives us that image to focus on Jesus and what his life was like growing up. Matthew connects the story of Jesus’ early travels to God’s call, protection, and provision for his people throughout history.  It’s a powerful connection.  And there are certainly strong connections between Jesus the Refugee and the plight of refugees throughout the world right now.  Refugees who have been displaced by politics, war, and poverty struggle with the same fears and anxiety that Joseph and Mary must have experienced, as they did whatever they could to protect the young child, Jesus. The young family’s trip back home to Israel reminds us of the journey Moses led through the wilderness, as the Israelites escaped their captivity in Egypt and headed toward the Promised Land.  
The question that I get so often is How can a just and loving God allow evil to exist?  How can God let innocent people suffer, while evil people thrive and prosper?  The book of Job is filled with this question. In my Theology studies, I learned that Theologians have been struggling with this question for many years to find an answer.  This doesn’t help when it becomes personal.  When it’s your child being put to the sword, the question is no longer hypothetical.  The pain is real, and the only question we can raise is “Why, God?”
Make no mistake: the slaughter of those children in Bethlehem was not God’s idea.  It was Herod’s.  Herod the Great wasn’t even a Jew.  Herod never felt his position was secure, and he was known for his paranoia and brutality.  He even had his favorite wife and some of his sons murdered when he suspected them of treachery.  He decreed that forty Jewish nobles should be brought to Jericho to be killed when he died, so that there would be abundant of mourning throughout the land at his death.  Thankfully, the son who succeeded him decided not to carry out this final wish.
So, as we move through days, and weeks after Christmas, let us be reminded of the full story of Jesus’ life. Let us remember Joseph. A man who wanted to divorce Mary and have nothing to do with her. Joseph now is the focus because he followed the directions of the angels that appeared in his dreams. Joseph is the unsung hero who would save not only the Babe, but Mary also. So, the next time you ask God why? How is this part of my plan? Be reminded of Matthew’s account of Joseph and the picture of God’s providence and protection for his people. Being reminded that God is not willing for any to perish, but wants to give each of us eternal life might seem like an empty promise.  Knowing that bad things happening to innocent people has more to do with our sinful condition than God’s will for us might be difficult to explain.  But through faith we can be reassured that God is with us, even in our times of trials and tribulations. Friends, that is exactly why this story is part of the Christmas story.  Christ came to be God With Us – Immanuel.  He came to be God with us in our sorrow, God with us in our fear, God with us in our wandering, God with us.  Always.
There is not much detail in Joseph’s story but we know that every time an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream, he immediately did what he was told to do.  He didn’t ask “Why God?” Joseph simply got up in the night, packed his family’s things and went where he was told to go, despite being afraid he went. Only Joseph saw the angel.  Only Joseph had the dreams.  Only Joseph knew the magnitude of his task, to protect the Messiah from the danger of Herod’s henchmen.  Just as Mary did not argue with the angel who told her she would give birth to the Savior of the World, Joseph did not argue with the angel who said, “Go!”  He just went.  He answered God’s call with action.
God is calling us, today.  He is calling us to be a voice for peace, justice, and grace.  He is calling us to challenge the way things are in the world, to stand against evil when we see it, to be the presence of God for those who suffer violence and abuse, to let them know that God is with us, Immanuel.  May we be like Joseph, and answer that call without hesitation, knowing that God is with us, Immanuel.  Amen.
