OVERCOMING POST – CHRISTMAS BLAHS
December 26th, 2010 – Matthew 2:13 - 23
A customer make this comment to a cashier at a gas station in a growling voice: I am SO GLAD that Christmas is over! How was your Christmas? For some Christmas is blah. Greek Orthodox and Armenian priests came to blows in a dispute over how to clean the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem following the Christmas celebrations. Priests were actually seen swinging brooms and throwing stones at each other! Seven people were injured in this 15-minute unholy melee on the site where many believe Jesus was born. Time to go back to our complicated and chaotic lives.

Chuck Swindoll composed this poem called: Twas the Day after Christmas: ’Twas the day after Christmas, when all through the place; there were arguments and depression—even Mom had a long face. The stockings hung empty, and the house was a mess; the new clothes didn’t fit...And Dad was under stress! The family was irritable, and the children--no one could please; because the instructions for the swing set; were written in Chinese! The bells no longer jingled, and no carolers came around; the sink was stacked with dishes, and the tree was turning brown.   The stores were full of people; returning things that fizzled and failed, and the shoppers were discouraged; because everything they’d bought was now on half-price sale! ’Twas the day AFTER Christmas—the spirit of joy had disappeared; the only hope on the horizon; was twelve bowl games the first day of the New Year!  
Do you know anyone who ever gets the post – Christmas blahs? I wonder if Joseph and Mary had a letdown as well. They were joyfully greeted by the shepherds and then some time later a bunch of wise guys from out east came and worshipped the Christ child, bringing expensive gifts with them but then things head south, literally. While Luke’s account has no songs of sadness, Matthew’s narrative is drenched in tears and fears, pain and problems, blood and lament. The picture is not pretty and is usually kept off the cover of our Christmas cards and our Christmas carols. Today’s Gospel, Matthew 2:13-23 does not normally get much attention. Let me make a few observations before we look at two truths that break the blahs!
OBSERVATIONS
Escape to Egypt (13-15): After the wise men head back home, an angel of the Lord appears to Joseph while he’s dreaming and says, Get up, 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. Note that “the child” is listed before “his mother,” which shows us who is most important. In verses 14-15 we read: So he got up, took the child and his mother during the night and left for Egypt, where 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.
Every year we read of people who steal figurines from nativity sets. The Daily Leader ran a story on Christmas Eve out of Florida with the headline “GPS Jesus.” Because the baby Jesus statue had been stolen even after having bolted down, they decided to equip the new one with a GPS system. Dina Cellini, who oversees the display, made these comments: I don’t anticipate this will ever happen again, but we may need to rely on technology to save our Savior. I don’t think Jesus needs the help of technology but as we look at our passage today we will see that He did need to be saved from Herod’s anger. I don’t have access to a GPS but this map shows their probable route. 

If you know your Old Testament, you’ll recognize the significance of Egypt. On the one hand it represents bondage and worldliness. On the other, it signifies safety and security. Joseph’s namesake had a tough time there before God blessed him and Jacob, his forefather, made a very similar journey in Genesis 46:3-4: Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for I will make you into a great nation there. I will go down to Egypt with you, and I will surely bring you back again. The presence of an angry ruler, a helpless infant, the slaughter of…children, and the land of Egypt – all of these things call to mind the events of the beginnings of the people of God – the accounts of Jacob and Joseph, of Moses, Pharaoh and the Exodus. This trip from Bethlehem to the border of Egypt was about 80 miles long and then they likely traveled another 100 miles to Alexandria, a city known to be home for 1 million Jews at this time. The family would have been safe there. The total trip could have taken up to two weeks.

Massacre in Bethlehem (16-18).Verses 16-18: When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi. Then what was said through the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled: A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more. Herod is angry because the wise men had outwitted him!
Herod was 25 years old, when named governor of Galilee. The Roman Senate named him “King of the Jews.”        It was a title the Jews hated because he was anything but religious and that explains why he went berserk when he heard that a baby had been born “king of Jews.” After becoming King, he wiped out several bands of guerrillas who were terrorizing the countryside. He held tightly to the reins of power and brutally removed anyone who got in his way. Over the years he killed many people: His brother-in-law, his mother-in-law, two of his sons, and his wife. 
Herod the Great had become the Butcher of Bethlehem. His name could be placed by Hitler or Stalin or Saddam Hussein. He ordered the cold-blooded murder of all males less than two years of age. While extremely tragic, this probably involved far fewer babies than is often stated. Bethlehem and its surroundings only had a population of around 1,000 people. There were definitely not thousands of babies killed. Perhaps more like 20 to 30. The great historian Josephus called him “barbaric” and another writer has dubbed him “the malevolent maniac.” Caesar Augustus reportedly said: It’s better to be Herod’s pig than his son because pigs were protected by law.  
This fulfills Jeremiah’s prophecy! Rachel is buried in Bethlehem and her tears are figuratively spilling into the soil again as mothers were weeping and crying inconsolably. The carol would go: O little town of heartaches, how troubled we see thee lie. Throughout thy deep & dream-tossed sleep our fears go marching by.  And in thy dark thoughts dwelleth our everlasting fright. The dread & tears of all the years are visiting tonight. Ramah is located about five miles north of Jerusalem and historically was the holding place for Jewish captives as they were prepared for deportation to Babylon, much like Terezin was for prisoners before they were sent to Auschwitz.  
Return to Nazareth (19-23). Some time later, perhaps a year or so, Herod dies and then an angel appears in another dream to Joseph and says: 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. This echoes Exodus 4:19 where God said to Moses: Go back to Egypt, for all the men who wanted to kill you are dead. After Joseph heard this:…he got up, took the child and his mother and went to the land of Israel. After making it back to the Bethlehem area, Joseph finds out that Herod’s son Archaeleus is now on the throne and he becomes afraid. This son was even more sinister than Herod. I wonder if Joseph was bothered and bummed out. He and his young family have been gone from Nazareth for a long time. They were refugees and immigrants and he probably longed to just settle down somewhere. Once again, he has a dream and then withdrew to the district of Galilee, and he went and lived in a town called Nazareth. So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets: He will be called a Nazarene. Notice the last six words!
He will be called a Nazarene. You’ll be hard pressed to find this verse in the Old Testament but the explanation comes in the word right before the quote. Do you see it? It’s the word “prophets.” Matthew is putting a couple verses together here, using wordplay to show that Jesus was the branch (nezer) from Isaiah 11:1 and was despised (nezer) from Isaiah 53:3.  Jesus was often called “The Nazarene” as a title of ridicule. Nathaniel summed up what people thought of this town in John 1: 46: Nazareth! Can anything good come from there? No one lived in Nazareth except those who could not afford to live anywhere else. Even in His death, the sign on the top of the cross was used to mock Him. The letters I.N.R.I. were the Latin abbreviation for: Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews. We face a world that mocks and ridicules the true meaning of Christmas. The secular emphasis is on “happy holidays” and getting rather than the spiritual “Merry Christmas” and salvation from sin and serving others!
BEAT THE BLAHS!
Lucy walks up to Charlie Brown just before Christmas and says to him: Charlie Brown, since it is Christmas, I suggest that we lay aside all our differences and be friends for this season of the year. Charlie Brown responds: That’s a great idea, Lucy, but why does it have to be just at this time of the year? Why can’t we be friends all year long? Lucy looks at Charlie Brown with disgust: What are you, a fanatic or something? The Lucy’s of life want to rob you of your joy and keep you feeling blah. Let’s look at two truths that help break up the blahs!
During Times of Uncertainty, God Leads Us Through: Think of the uncertainty in the lives of Mary & Joseph as they packed up their meager belongings to leave Bethlehem & head for Egypt. When we travel most of us know where we are gong and where we are going to stay. But Mary & Joseph fled to Egypt, not knowing where they would stay. They didn’t know what the future held for them. All they knew was God leading the way. 

Joseph had gone through some of the toughest times of his life beginning with the discovery of Mary's pregnancy.   It is in this context that an angel comes to give guidance: Speaking to Joseph's Fear: Don't be afraid to take Mary as your wife.  Giving Direction: Call him Jesus… Escape to Egypt….Leave Egypt and go to the land of Israel.   Live in Nazareth. God doesn’t always tell us everything about the future!  If we want to know God’s will then do the will of God that you already know. Many times we ask God to tell us what to do. He says: I’ve already told you in my Word but you’re not doing what you already know. I find it very interesting that God did not tell Joseph to go to Nazareth until he had first obeyed and went to Judea. The old adage is true: God doesn’t steer parked cars.
A British newspaper ran a story reported by the staff members of Dorsett County Hospital. It concerned a little boy's personal account of his recent tonsillectomy at the hospital. When I went into the big room it was very bright there were two lady angels dressed in white. Then two men angels looked down my throat and one said: God! Look at that child's tonsils. Then God looked and said: I'll take them out at once. The lad obviously mistook a doctor for an angel. And yet, it seemed perfectly natural to him that angels should be in the operating room watching out for him. 

During the Christmas season we've sung :  Hark the herald angels sing...Angels from the realms of glory...Angels we have heard on high...It came upon the midnight clear, that glorious song of old.. from angels bending near the earth... Sing, choirs of angels, sing in exultation...The first noel, the angels did say... There are 305 references to angels in the bible. That's 35 more references than there are to the word faith.  In many quarters of the modern church there is a distinct prejudice against all things supernatural. Morton Kelsey, in a book called, Dreams, A Way to Listen to God, asks the question: Why has the modern church, for the most part, ceased to become a channel for humankind to experience the power of Christ? Answering the question, Kelsey says: The sad answer to this question is that the Christian philosophies of the past three hundred years have overlooked the fact that God wants to come into contact with men and women and that they can actually know and experience God.

Hebrews 1:14: Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation? We trust that God is with us no matter what the circumstance. There may be times when you wonder, but God is there and it is very possible that the Lord may have a personal representative at your side during your toughest times. 
When Sara was three years old she had a very high fever. We prayed before we went to bed that night. During the night she woke up, pointed in the air and said: Angels! Angels! In the morning the fever had broken. Most of the time we do not give a second thought to these ministering spirits called angels. Many of us have been helped by them over the years and not even realize it. Let’s take some time this week to thank God for His angels!

What kind of uncertainty are you facing today? Teenagers are wondering if they will be accepted into the college of their choice! If they get their degree, will it be a degree that will have any relevancy 10 years from now? Will they be able to make enough money to support their families? Those who are older are wondering if they will have a job next year, if they will ever get their houses paid for, if their children will be safe. Is the pain in our back just a minor pain, or is it serious? Will we ever be able to retire? Will there be any money left in Social Security when we do? And as Christians, we have the advantage of knowing that while we do not know what tomorrow holds, we do know Him who holds our tomorrows in His hands, & He wants us to let Him lead the way. There is uncertainty, but there is a God who leads us through that uncertainty, & that is one way to beat the post- Christmas blahs!

During Times of Suffering, Jesus Bears Our Sorrow: Can you imagine the suffering the parents went through who had their babies murdered? There are many who are who are grieving this time of year. Many in our world are suffering.  Today’s Gospel reminds us of that many times death has crossed our path. We miss the sound of their voices & the touch of their hands. We miss their company & their friendship. There is emptiness and a scar in our life that will probably never heal because death is real. God doesn’t come to take it away. It will always be here, just as suffering is here, & death is here.  The Christmas message is: God takes away the sting of death, because Jesus Christ has conquered & given us victory over it. Jesus bears our sorrow during times of grief!       This world is not our home, & the grave is not our goal. He reminds us the best is yet to come! 
The story is told of a family who lost a 7-year-old son. They experienced all the dynamics of grief as they dealt with the different stages, listening to the counselors & the experts, trying to do everything exactly as it is supposed to be done. And they felt that they were dealing with their grief in a fairly successful way. Until Christmas came & it was time to put up the Christmas tree. When the family gathered to put up the tree & start hanging ornaments on its limbs, the mother realized that some of the ornaments had been made by their son who was now gone. So as she was putting up those ornaments her tears began to flow. Their older son, whose name was Jim, all of 10 years old came to her & put his arm around her & said: Mom, you miss Dougie, don’t you? She answered: Oh yes, I miss him more than you’ll ever know. He said: Well, mom, Christmas is when we celebrate the birth of Jesus, isn’t it? She said:  Yes, that’s right, Jim. It is. He said: If Dougie has gone to be with Jesus, then that must mean Dougie is having more fun than we are. Mom said: I guess that’s right. He’s having more fun than we are. You see, that’s what Christmas means. Even though death is real, Jesus came to giver us victory over. He bears our sorrow. The best is yet to come!

A family started putting up a nativity scene in their front yard. Finally everything was in place - Mary & Joseph & the manger & the baby, & angels & shepherds & all the barnyard animals.  Then little Scott came out carrying one of his favorite toys, the figure of the fierce Tyrannosaurus Rex, king of the dinosaurs. It was one of those plastic figures that you inflate, & in comparison to the other figures it was an enormous thing, towering over them all, & certainly not something to have in a nativity scene.  Dad said: Scott, you have to take that back because it doesn’t belong there. Dinosaurs existed thousands of years before the baby Jesus, & it just doesn’t belong in a nativity scene. Little Scott insisted. They finally put it there behind all the other figures - a fierce dinosaur hovering over the manger & everything else. Dad later commented: As we stood back & looked at it, we realized that maybe that dinosaur says more than we realized. For over each of us there is this menacing character that threatens to rob us of all our joy & peace & cheer.  But Christmas reminds us that the baby in the manger is stronger than all the dinosaurs in your life or mine. And God has given us the victory through the gift of His Son.  
Dave Veerman has written a poem, Many Happy Returns: Twas the day after Christmas and all through the room strewn wrappings were crying  for use of a broom. The children were scattered the friends’ gifts exploring since now most of theirs were broken or boring. All tummies were stuffed from the fabulous feast; leftovers would serve for one month at least. And mama and papa  were countryside ranging, those unwanted gifts returned or exchanging. Yes Christmas is past with its bustle and noise, sales and carols, Santa’s and toys. Decorations are packed the Yule tree’s discarded the holiday’s over just as we got started. Dear Jesus, please help us to stop and remember that you came to earth not just for December. But from birth in a manger to death on a cross You gave up glory and counted it loss. So now as we trust You - God’s only Son - The real celebration Has only begun!                If that does not beat the blahs I don’t know what will! AMEN!
