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Last week as we read the Bible passage from Matthew 2, we noted that Joseph had to take Mary and Jesus to Egypt for their safety. This may seem like an inconsequential event; however their journey to Egypt and back is important for us to understand. Let's take a look at the events and then understand what they mean for us today.
13When they had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream.  "Get up," he said, "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."  14So he got up, took the Child and His mother during the night and left for Egypt, 15where he stayed until the death of Herod.  And so was fulfilled what the Lord had said through the prophet: "Out of Egypt I called my Son." 

19After Herod died, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt 20and said, "Get up, take the Child and His mother and go to the land of Israel, for those who were trying to take the Child's life are dead." 

21So he got up, took the Child and His mother and went to the land of Israel. 22But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning in Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. Having been warned in a dream, he withdrew to the district of Galilee, 23and he went and lived in a town called Nazareth. So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets: "He will be called a Nazarene."

The first truth we will look at today involves the great importance of obeying God. Joseph obeyed God even though it meant taking his family to a foreign land.  This meant that Joseph had to take Mary and a very young child on a long arduous journey. Joseph could've easily objected, telling God this was not a good idea at that time. Joseph did not object, he obeyed. He trusted God more than he trusted his own wisdom. Because he did this, God was able to protect Joseph and his family.
Sometimes it seems God asks us to do difficult things. He asks us to do things that we often question. We wonder if that is really the best for us or the wisest course to take. We read things in the Bible that we think may not apply to our world anymore. The Bible is filled with God's instruction about how to live physically, emotionally, spiritually, sexually, mentally, and socially. Some of this advice seems strange and old-fashioned to us. Does God really know what is best for our lives in this modern world? We are faced with a choice. Who are we going to trust? Do we trust that God has a greater wisdom for our lives than we or the so-called "experts" around us in this world have? 

We are not the first generation to ask these questions. Every generation asks these questions. And every generation discovers the same truth. God's guidance for healthy life continues to be the accurate and trusted wisdom for all. Every experimentation to live differently than God teaches fails. Although we live in an age of computers and spaceships, God's wisdom for daily living in what is right and healthy for our lives continues to be completely applicable and reliable. The right way we live with God and each other has not changed, nor will it ever change.
So who we going to trust? Over and over we learned that when we trust God over our own inclinations, when we obey Him in faith that He knows better than we do what is right for us, our lives work out well. Because Joseph obeyed and took his family to Egypt, God protected Joseph, Mary and Jesus. When the Lord leads us to a new, strange or foreign place, we trust that He has the best planned for us. I learned this early in my life. Back in the 1960s when everyone else was coming to California, my father took a job back in Pennsylvania. We went against the common wisdom of the day. I had a very hard time living in Pennsylvania as a California boy. I felt like a foreigner living in a strange world. It was very hard for me as a teenager to fit in in this new culture. To make a long story short, although I never felt at home in Pennsylvania, that was right where God wanted me to be for those eight years. If I had not gone to Pennsylvania, I may never have learned to follow Jesus as my Lord and Savior. If I had not gone to Pennsylvania, I may not have heard the call to become a pastor. If I had not done the Pennsylvania, I would never have met my wife. It turned out that moving to Pennsylvania was one of the best things that ever happened to me. How about you? Have you discovered that when you follow Jesus, even when it seems strange or difficult, you discover He has the best for you?
Deuteronomy 28:1-3 tells us that when we obey God we discover all His blessings for us no matter where we live. “If you fully obey the LORD your God and carefully follow all His commands I give you today, the LORD your God will set you high above all the nations on earth. All these blessings will come upon you and accompany you if you obey the LORD your God. You will be blessed in the city and blessed in the country.”
The second truth I want to share with you today from this passage concerns how we take care of foreigners and strangers in our midst. When Joseph, Mary and Jesus went to Egypt, I hope they were well taken care of by the people of Egypt. Egypt becomes the only place outside of Israel where Jesus physically walked. They were blessed to have Jesus among them. The Lord has a great concern for those who feel strange or foreign. Jesus likes to include, not exclude, people. Jesus offers love to all no matter where they come from. The same must be true Jesus' people. Because Israel spent 400 years as foreigners in Egypt they knew how it felt to be a foreigner. So God commanded them in Exodus 23:9 “Do not oppress a foreigner; you yourselves know how it feels to be foreigners, because you were foreigners in Egypt.” We are all really foreigners too. I'm not a Native American. My family came from mostly England and Ireland. My wife's family came from Prague and Germany. Where did your family come from? Africa, Asia, Latin America, Europe, Indonesia, Australia? All are welcome here. We've all felt like strangers. We know how nice it is to be treated with a warm welcome. Hebrews 13:12 teaches us “Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it.” There is great reward in entertaining angels, but we never know when we are doing so. There is great reward caring for the foreigners and strangers among us. I want you to think carefully about how each of you treats people different from you; people from other cultures and lands. Do you treat them as Jesus wants you to treat them? Our nation needs to reconsider these questions, but it begins with us in our personal relationships. OK!?
The third truth for today is found in this amazing fact. Jesus’ journey from Bethlehem to Egypt and back to Israel parallels the history of the people of Israel. The Israelites left the Promised Land in a time of hardship (famine) and lived in Egypt, to return to Israel 400 years later as the new people of God.  Jesus repeats that history as God shows that Jesus fulfills the promise of the Old Testament and expands that promise. For the people of Israel one of their great heroes and early saviors was Moses. The similarities of Moses’ life to Jesus’ life are amazing. Moses was protected from an evil Pharaoh who was killing young boys. Jesus was protected from evil Herod killing young boys. Moses leads God's people to the Promised Land. He led them out of physical slavery to freedom of God's people. Jesus leads God's people to the greater promised land of God's eternal kingdom. He leads us out of spiritual slavery to sin to freedom to be God's holy people.

With Moses the Promised Land was only for the Israelites. Now the Promised Land is for all who follow Jesus. Ephesians 2:12-13 “Remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ.” It no longer matters where we live to enjoy the promise of God. We are far away from Israel, but Christ is right here among us. We were far away from God, but Jesus brought us near to God through His death and resurrection. All of us were separated from the Lord, citizens of whatever nation we came from, living without hope and purpose to our lives. But now in Jesus Christ we are citizens of the greatest kingdom, the kingdom of God. Now in Jesus Christ we live with the assurance that all of God's promises are ours to enjoy. Now in Jesus Christ we live with God in this world and forever in His world to come.
Do you feel like a foreigner or stranger? Do you feel alone and far away from God and His people? You don't have to feel that way anymore. You have a permanent home with Jesus. You have a family in Christ here in Church of the Valley. Everyone who seeks Jesus is welcome here. Everyone who will follow and obey Jesus will discover the blessings and benefits of being part of God's chosen people.

And because of that, because Jesus is here with us, here is one more truth from these verses I want to emphasize today. Following God's direction, Joseph obediently took his family to Egypt to be protected and blessed. Then, also directed by God, Joseph obediently takes his family back to the Promised Land. It seems Joseph wanted to take Jesus back to live in Bethlehem because it was the city of David. It made sense to him that since Jesus was the son of David, Jesus should live there. Joseph also thought about taking Jesus back to live in Jerusalem. He thought the Messiah should probably grow up in the city He would lead. However Joseph was told these places were not safe for Jesus. Instead he takes Jesus to grow up in Galilee in the small town of Nazareth. When I say the Nazareth was small-town back then, I really mean it was a small town. At most, in Jesus' time Nazareth contained 400 people. Nazareth was so small that it was not even listed in the historical records of that time as a town. The people of Nazareth were looked down upon as nobodies who came from nowhere. Later when Jesus was doing His ministry, one of the complaints against Him was that He was from Nazareth because no one important came from Nazareth. Yet the most important one who ever walked this earth grew up in Nazareth.

That is a wonderful truth for us today. Since God chose Nazareth to be the place where Jesus grew up, there is no out of the way or unimportant place where Jesus cannot be found. No place is too small or inconsequential for Jesus. You know we take a ribbing when we tell people that we live in the High Desert. I have had people literally tell me that we live in the middle of nowhere. I jokingly say back to them, "This is not the middle of nowhere, but we can see it from here." But here's the real truth. Here in the High Desert, we can love, serve and bring glory to God in significant ways, because Jesus is here too. There is so much we can do for Jesus here. We are right where God wants us to be. We are right where Jesus places us to make a difference in the lives of those around us. So always trusts this truth; in every place we live, in every situation we face, in every relationship we experience, Jesus is right with us. He changes everything for the better. I want you to listen carefully to this direction from Jesus for our lives found in Colossians 3:17 “And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him.”
When we obey God even when it seems like a strange command, we receive His greater blessings. We are honored to treat foreigners with respect and welcome strangers into our church family. We all draw near in Christ to God and enter into the Promised Land. We discover that even in the most out-of-the-way places Jesus is right here with us. Jesus is the new Israel. Jesus is the first among the new people of God. As we follow Him we are the new people of God. Never forget that! You are chosen. You are special to God. You are citizens of His greater kingdom. You are sons and daughters of the heavenly King. You are destined for greater things. Remember who you are! Be the people of God this week! Colossians 3:17 “And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him.”
Cover Quote:

“Faithfully Following Jesus” by Oswald Chambers (My Utmost for His Highest, pg. 79)

Faith never knows where it is being led, but it loves and knows the One Who is leading.  It is a life of faith, not of intellect and reason, but a life of knowing Who makes us go.  The root of faith is the knowledge of a Person…  The life of faith is not a life of mounting up with wings, but a life of walking and not fainting.”

