ST TIMOTHY'S CHURCH - SERMON NOTES + GROUP NOTES

	DATE
	SUBJECT     (also at StTims.org.uk)
	TEXTS      

	04/01/09
	How can this be God’s plan?
	Mt 2.13-21 + references


Some people say that the best years of your life the childhood years. I'm not sure how many people would agree with that statement these days, but for many people there is a significant element of truth about it.

And if there is any truth in a statement, it possibly has to do with the fact that life is much simpler when you are a child. A lot of the worrying about life is taken off you by your parents. And there is the hope and expectancy that your parents will be able to sort out any major problems that may lie before you.

As you grow older your parents ability to sort out the problems of your life may begin to wane. But for small children they see their parents as kind of godlike! My dad is bigger than yours, my dad can do this, my mum can do that. I shouldn't think that many small children are too worried about the prospects for 2009. 

Part of that security lies in the understanding that your parents have been around a pretty long time, and know how to sort things out even if you don't. They are big and strong (by comparison to a very small child) and seemingly invincible! Often your parents do in fact know best.

Of course you may not agree when they tell you when to go to bed, who you can play with, when you can play, when you have to tidy bedroom, why you have to eat their greens, why you can't eat sweets all the time, etc.

But by and large if you have good parents, childhood can be a fantastic time in which the love of wisdom and experience in your parents sets you free to enjoy life day by day, even though it may not be exactly the way that you would plan it.

It's important to appreciate this when we consider the fact that Jesus teaches us to put our trust in God, like a child puts his or her trust in their parents. Unless you receive the Kingdom of Heaven like a child, you cannot enter -- so Jesus tells us in Mark 10.15. And perhaps he might also have said… unless you continue to have the faith of a small child you cannot continue to live in the Kingdom of Heaven.

Such faith is vital as we look ahead to the future. Remember that it is said “So do not worry about tomorrow; it will have enough worries of its own. There is no need to add to the troubles each day brings.” Matthew 6.34
In the light of all this, how do you feel about the coming year? As Christians we should have confidence about the future, but faith is not exactly simple, and maybe we have had our fingers burnt? If God is in control, why does life turnout the way it seems to sometimes? He promises to work all things together for our good if we love him (Romans 8.28). But sometimes it is very difficult to understand how this can be true when life continues to be difficult, when there seems to be no light at the end of the tunnel.

To help us to work this through, I believe today's reading is very helpful. Matthew 2.13 -- 21.

The subject of the reading are two painful episodes, both of which are to do with the jealousy of Herod, who was very worried about the possibility of a baby born in Bethlehem who might become king of Israel and so rival him.

His violent aggression brings hardship and suffering to two groups of people. 

Firstly to Mary Joseph and the baby Jesus who had to flee to Egypt and stay there as refugees for many months. We often hear these days of the plight of families across the world having to flee their homes because of the violent act of various ruling powers. It must be absolutely terrible to have to run for your life with very little belongings and go to live in a strange place, far from home - with the Sudan, the Congo, Iraq, Afghanistan, Zimbabwe, or any other similar places of social unrest. It doesn't take much imagination to consider the hardship and anxiety that Mary and Joseph must have felt in having to flee to a foreign country, taking what little belongings they had with them.

Secondly the families of small boys who lived in Bethlehem and the surrounding area. We don't know how many children were killed, but this must have been horrendous for all the families concerned. The sheer horror of seeing soldiers come in with swords, take hold of these small helpless boys and run them through. You might wonder if the families ever got over such a traumatic experience.

What have they done to deserve this? Well certainly in the case of Mary and Joseph, nothing. All they had done was be obedient to the command of God through his angel. And look what became of that. And no doubt there would have been many innocent mothers, who try to be good Jewish women, worshipping and serving God day by day. And yet suddenly their lives were torn apart. How can this be God's will? How can this be part of God's perfect plan for their lives? How can they look ahead to the future with confidence? What kind of security and peace can they ever know again? 
And if all this tragedy happened to good God-fearing folk, how can we, 2000 years later, have confidence today?

Let's look at the passage again. We see that part of the purpose that Matthew had been telling these stories were to show that each of them was a fulfilment of a very ancient prophecy in the old Testament. 
The flight to Egypt was in fulfilment of something written in the book of the eighth century Prophet Hosea: "I called my son out of Egypt." (Hosea 11.1)

The slaughter of the children was a fulfilment of the sixth century prophet Jeremiah (31.15) "a sound is heard in Ramah, the sound of bitter weeping. Rachel is crying for her children; she refuses to be comforted, for they are dead."

In fact this was true of many of the incidents recorded in the first three chapters of his gospel, which are the fulfilment of seven old Testament prophecies.

Another interesting fact here is the original context these old Testament prophecies, fulfilled in the coming of Jesus: 

The original context of each of the prophecies was yet another tragic experience in the life of God's people.

The prophecy from Jeremiah about the crying of the mothers grieving over their children, comes from a reference to the time when God's people - including many children - were taken into exile in Babylon, with all the pain and suffering that entailed. This lasted for 70 years. How difficult it must have been for those who were faithful to God at that time. To understand how God could allow this to happen and why.

The statement from the prophet Hosea about God calling his son out of Egypt refers, in its original context, to the way the God called his people out of slavery in Egypt during the time of Moses. Here is another example of tragedy. It is difficult to imagine what it must have been like to be one of God's people at that time, living in terrible conditions of slavery and hardship. For 450 years.
Another significant fact about these prophecies is the way that no one could have dreamt that they could have referred to some fulfilment in the coming of Jesus. The connection between God calling his children out of Egypt, to the flight of his son Jesus to Egypt is not one that we would have recognized. And the same is true of the grieving of Rachel at the time of the exile - no obvious connection with the grieving of the mothers in Bethlehem.

Summarising this…We see here is that the stories of the flight into Egypt, and the slaughter of the baby boys were 

1) the fulfilment of prophecies spoken or written hundreds and hundreds of years before
2) were themselves originally related to periods of even more tragic and long term suffering in the life of God's people, many of whom we can presume to have been relatively innocent.
3)   The prophecies were fulfilled through the coming of Jesus in a way that we would never have imagined.

What do learn from this? We need to see the bigger picture. A year or so back we were studying a book called the purpose driven life by an American pastor called rick warren. Somewhere in that book he tries to help us to get the scale of God's plan and purpose. Living in California he said that we should try to imagine a tape measure stretching all the way from San Francisco to New York -- which is around 2500 miles. He said the first inch of that tape measure corresponds to this life, and the rest is eternity.
In the same way, Matthew, by drawing upon the writings of prophets from hundreds of years before, from times when God's people struggled for many years, is trying to show that God’s sovereign plan for us, for all of his people, is far bigger than we can possibly understand, that he knows what he is doing, even though from our timescale we may think that God has forgotten about us, or that he does not care. The strange and mysterious way in which these old Testament prophecies were fulfilled in a way that we could never have imagined, reinforces the fact that God's ways are higher than our ways, as high as the heavens are above the Earth, as Isaiah puts it in chapter 55.
How does this comfort us today? How does this encourage me to have childlike trust in God? In what can trust his plan and purpose be for us, in the coming year, in the coming decade - if we are not to be exempt from tragedy and hardship?
Let's go back to Rick Warren and his tape measure. What is the point of God’s plan for your life this year - or any year?
The point is that in this life God is preparing us for eternity with him. His main purpose for us now in his life is to help us to get to know him better, so that we will be better able to enjoy him for ever in the next. 
NB the famous prayer of Reinhold Niebuhr (1892 - 1971)
GOD, grant me Serenity to accept the things I cannot change, 
Courage to change the things I can, and Wisdom to know the difference. 

Living one day at a time; Enjoying one moment at a time; Accepting hardship as a pathway to peace. 

Taking, as Jesus did, this sinful world as it is, Not as I would have it. 

Trusting that You will make all things right If I surrender to Your Will; 

So that I may be Reasonably happy in this life, and Supremely happy with You forever in the next. Amen.
Questions to consider:

1. Thinking of Jewish babies killed in Bethlehem, many innocent families exiled to Babylon for 70 years in 597BC, not to mention the Hebrew slaves in Egypt for 450, God’s people seem to suffer a lot in the Bible! 


Another example is this passage from Hebrews 11… “Others [i.e. faithful servants of God], refusing to accept freedom, died under torture in order to be raised to a better life. Some were mocked and whipped, and others were put in chains and taken off to prison. They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were killed by the sword. They went round clothed in skins of sheep or goats—poor, persecuted, and ill-treated. 38The world was not good enough for them! They wandered like refugees in the deserts and hills, living in caves and holes in the ground.
39What a record all of these have won by their faith! Yet they did not receive what God had promised, 40because God had decided on an even better plan for us. His purpose was that only in company with us would they be made perfect.”

2. How does all this seem fair?! 
3. How does the lot of these Godly people contrast with the expectations of many Christians living in the West (or in Crookes!) today? 
4. Why do you think there is a difference?
5. Considering the fairly routine suffering and struggle of God’s people in the Bible, how can we make sense of the promise that God works all things together for our good (Rom 8.28)?
6. How can we trust God to look after us and not worry about the future, as Jesus teaches in Matt 6.34?

7. What do you think Heb 11v40 (above) means? What is this better plan that God has for us?
8. What future security can we expect from God; what kind of security we can have peace about now?

9. God’s ultimate plan for us and his time scale may not be quite the same as ours... Consider the following passage from 2 Peter 3.8ff
But do not forget one thing, my dear friends! There is no difference in the Lord’s sight between one day and a thousand years; to him the two are the same. 9The Lord is not slow to do what he has promised, as some think. Instead, he is patient with you, because he does not want anyone to be destroyed, but wants all to turn away from their sins.

10 But the Day of the Lord will come like a thief. On that Day the heavens will disappear with a shrill noise, the heavenly bodies will burn up and be destroyed, and the earth with everything in it will vanish. 11Since all these things will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people should you be? Your lives should be holy and dedicated to God, 12as you wait for the Day of God and do your best to make it come soon—the Day when the heavens will burn up and be destroyed, and the heavenly bodies will be melted by the heat. But we wait for what God has promised: new heavens and a new earth, where righteousness will be at home.

What perspective is Peter trying to promote here? What difference does it make to us (and to the way we live our lives) if we see things this way?

10. How can we begin to develop a more Biblical perspective on our expectations and plans for the future?

11. How might the prayer of Reinhold Niebuhr help?






