
IN THE MIDDLE OF THE MESS II 

Scripture Reading:  Matthew 2:1-18 

 

 

We just sang the carol: “Away in a manger, no crib for a bed, the little Lord Jesus laid 

down his sweet head.  The stars in the bright sky look down where He lay, the little Lord 

Jesus asleep on the hay.”  We’ve sung these familiar words since we were children, and 

the picture they bring to our minds is one of peace, safety, and tranquility; of pastoral 

and almost romantic imagery.  But the reality of the situation was of an entirely different 

nature and far removed from any romantic image. 

 

The Christmas story is not an easy story, and it was far from being peaceful and serene.  

Last week we would have celebrated Epiphany, the day on the liturgical calendar when 

Christians celebrate the coming of the Magi to visit the Christ Child.  And the scriptural 

description of their appearance gives us some insight into the world into which Jesus 

was born.  For he was born into a world where people from far away were drawn to find 

and worship the King that had been prophesied; while at the same time his own people 

were blind to his coming; and their ruler was prepared to kill him from fear of being 

replaced on his throne.  It was a world, much like ours, where oppressed people are 

randomly persecuted and killed every day because they are a threat to someone. 

 

However, God often does His greatest work in the darkest hour and in the most lowly of 

places.  The Roman Empire had come into full flower and basically ruled the world.  The 

Pax Romana, or Roman Peace, had been established by Caesar Augustus, bringing 
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into existence the golden age of Roman literature and architecture.  And in the context 

of that, in the eyes of the Roman Empire and the rest of the world, Israel was nothing.   

The Jewish people were nothing.  And within that context, Mary and Joseph were less 

than nothing.  They were ordinary human beings, among one of the lowest orders of 

society, and they were completely inconsequential within their society; but in the hand of 

God they were everything!   

 

John 1:5 tells us, “The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood 

it.”  And that truth illustrates the fact that God’s work was, and is today, often hidden 

from the world; that He shows His power in understated and seemingly absurd ways; 

that often He comes to the lowly and downtrodden in a homely and unspectacular 

manner.  As we are told in 1 Corinthians 1:18-21:  “The message of the cross is foolish 

to those who are headed for destruction!  But those who are being saved know it is the 

very power of God.  As the Scriptures say: ‘I will destroy the wisdom of the wise and 

discard the intelligence of the intelligent.’  So where does this leave the philosophers, 

the scholars, and the world’s brilliant debaters?  God has made the wisdom of this world 

look foolish.  Since God in his wisdom saw to it that the world would never know him 

through human wisdom, he has used our foolish preaching to save those who believer.” 

 

It is important for us to understand that when God is working in our lives He doesn’t 

necessarily change our circumstances.   Mary could have been stoned to death had not 

Joseph intervened.  And she would have been rejected by Joseph had not the Angel of 

the Lord intervened.  Then, because of the timing of the decree from Caesar Augustus, 
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Mary was forced to undertake a very inconvenient and, I would imagine, uncomfortable 

journey prior to giving birth.   

 

Scholars are shedding new light on the facts of the birth of Jesus.  It has come to be 

understood that probably Mary and Joseph were actually with relatives when the child 

was born.  The word used in scripture that has been translated as “inn” is “kataluma”, 

which actually means “guest room.”  And the scriptures tell us that “while they were 

there the time came for her to be delivered.”  So it is probable that Mary and Joseph 

were already in Bethlehem and housed with relatives.  However, because the guest 

rooms were already filled with other relatives, because of the census, Mary and Joseph 

had to stay in the “basement”, so to speak.  The area under the house where the 

animals were sheltered. 

 

Our Christmas Carol brings to mind an image of gentle animals, softly breathing and 

chewing their food while the baby is being birthed.  However, can you just imagine how 

the place must have smelled?  And what about being relegated to living with the 

animals because no one would give up their place in the house for you, even though 

you were pregnant?  For this could certainly have played into the scenario.  How 

awkward it must have been to not have a proper crib for your baby; to have to lay him in 

the animals’ feeding trough.  And you think you have been inconvenienced by one thing 

and another this past week!  It was not a recipe, I would think, for a joyous, or even a 

safe, birthing.   

 

And then, the little family received unlikely homage from shepherds and Wise Men  
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(although it is universally agreed that the Wise Men, or Magi, would not have arrived the 

night of Jesus’ birth.  In fact, it could have been as much as 2 years later.)  But 

regardless of the timing, this homage must have made Mary and Joseph wonder even 

more what was going on in their lives; for immediately after the visit they and the baby 

were required to flee from the coming atrocity that would be carried out in the context of 

the tyranny and oppression of the times; and to make a detour into Egypt; which must 

have been another huge inconvenience.  Talk about having your entire life turned 

upside down!  Imagine having to leave your home to journey to another town to pay 

your taxes and then not being able to return to your home and your work.  How did they 

support themselves, I wonder.  We are not told.  But obviously, God provided for them, 

because the story continues on. 

 

God didn’t change the circumstances to work out His plan.  In fact, He used, and 

probably even created some of the circumstances to fulfill the ancient Biblical prophecy 

of Micah: “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of 

Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are 

from of old, from ancient times.”  And God didn’t make Herod into a model king, 

overjoyed to have the Messiah being born into his kingdom.  He didn’t make sure that 

the last guest room would be free when Mary went into labor.  He brought forth His plan 

in the midst of entirely unsatisfactory and inconvenient circumstances.   

 

We, too, are living in times of great peril and degradation.  Society is disintegrating at an 

alarming rate.  Our families are being torn apart, our children’s innocence is being 

compromised, our basic freedoms are being challenged, and our minds are being 
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bombarded with violence and lies and ugliness.  Our world is on fire and our nation has 

been ripped apart.  And we pray and we plead and we keep waiting for God to intervene 

and resolve things; when what we really need to be doing is paying attention to what 

God is doing in our lives in the midst of the mess.  For, as we can see from the example 

of the Christmas story, God’s workings are subtle and often secret.  Although God is 

capable of the mightiest acts of power, as we have all witnessed in our lifetimes through 

weather patterns and disasters; He most often works behind the scenes, if you will, 

through quiet acts of kindness and redemption, forgiveness and mercy. 

 

For the fact is that what God is really doing in the middle of the mess of our lives is 

transforming us into the likeness of His Son.   What He is really doing is redeeming us 

from our self-centered lives and our mindless pursuits.  God created us in His image 

and He is committed to being in our lives in such a way as to produce that image.  He 

wants us to bear the likeness of His Son more than He wants us to be comfortable and 

prosperous. 

 

I came across a quote from the Rev. Barbara Brown Taylor, one of the more prominent 

preachers of our time.  She says, “God does not care…whether I am happy or not.  

What God cares about, with all the power of God’s holy being, is the quality of my 

life…not just the continuation of my breath and the health of my cells…but the quality of 

my life, the scope of my life…..fear of death always turns into fear of life, into a stingy, 

cautious way of living that is not really living at all….to follow Jesus means going 

beyond the limits of our own comfort and safety.  It means receiving our lives as gifts 

instead of guarding them as possessions.” 
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We think about Jesus, in the prime of his life, going to his horrible death on the cross for 

our sakes, and we are awed by the incredible courage that it must have taken.   But 

when you think about it, perhaps it took an even greater courage for Jesus to live than it 

did for him to die.  How do you accept being so different that people shun you?  Jesus’ 

brothers and sisters thought he was crazy.  How, as a human being – and Jesus was 

fully human as well as being fully Divine - how do you come to accept and own the fact 

that you are the Son of God?  How do you not sometimes think that perhaps you are 

crazy?  But Jesus obeyed the call of the Father and remained close to Him in constant 

prayer throughout his life; and he was given all that he needed to own his identity and to 

fulfill his calling and his purpose. 

 

It takes great courage for any of us to live.  We, too, are often forced to accept things in 

our lives that are beyond our control or our understanding.  We have family members 

who are going down the wrong path.  We know of so many who are suffering from 

incurable diseases or who are in chronic pain.  Things have been done to us that are 

totally unacceptable to our way of understanding.  And there are many things affecting 

our lives that we can do nothing about: the war in the Middle East; the rise of terrorism, 

the turning away from God by our nation, to mention only a few.   

 

But God has told us that nothing is impossible with Him and we know that He can do  

miracles – we’ve all read or heard stories that attest to that fact.  And so we cry out to 

God – “Where is my miracle?  Why aren’t You doing something about this unacceptable 

situation?  I know You didn’t cause it.  But I can’t imagine that you think it’s o.k.”  And I 

have had to conclude that often God delays His miracles in order that He might do a 
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bigger, more far-reaching work in us and for His Kingdom.  Because I do believe that 

God is accomplishing miracles all the time and that sometimes we just don’t recognize 

them; and I guess that’s part of the miracle. 

 

There’s a little story that may help to illustrate:  “Two traveling angels stopped to spend 

the night in the home of a wealthy family.  The family was rude and refused to let the 

angels stay in the mansion’s guestroom.  Instead, the angels were given a small space 

in the cold basement.  As they made their bed on the hard floor, the older angel saw a 

hole in the wall and repaired it.  When the younger angel asked why, the older angel 

replied, ‘Things aren’t always what they seem.’ 

 

The next night the pair came to rest at the house of a very poor, but very hospitable 

farmer and his wife.  After sharing what little food they had, the couple let the angels 

sleep in their bed where they could have a good night’s rest.  When the sun came up 

the next morning the angels found the farmer and his wife in tears.  Their only cow, 

whose milk had been their sole income, lay dead in the field.  The younger angel was 

infuriated and asked the older angel, ‘how could you let this happen?  The first man had 

everything, yet you helped him’, she accused.  ‘The second family had little but was 

willing to share everything, and you let the cow die.’ 

 

‘Things aren’t always what they seem,’ the older angel replied.  ‘When we stayed in the 

basement of the mansion, I noticed there was gold stored in that hole in the wall.  Since 

the owner was so obsessed with greed and unwilling to share his good fortune, I sealed 

the wall so he wouldn’t find it.  Then last night, as we slept in the farmer’s bed, the angel 
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of death came for his wife.  I gave him the cow instead.  Things aren’t always what they 

seem.’”  And the story concludes, “Sometimes that is exactly what happens when things 

don’t turn out the way they should.  If you have faith, you just need to trust that every 

outcome is always to your advantage, although you might not know it until sometime 

later.” 

 

The world is and always has been, in a mess.  Some eras are messier than others.  

Jesus was born into a huge mess and we are currently living in a comparable world.   

We are dealing with the mess of world relations, the mess of society, the mess of 

community – our families, our friends, our church; and we struggle with the mess of our 

own emotions; temptations, and limitations.   

 

 But of course, the message that is Christmas is that our families and our congregations 

are exactly where Jesus has taken up residence.  And this Christmas season, as occurs 

every year, He has been born anew in our midst.  Will we see Him, will we recognize 

Him, will we offer Him the ultimate gift of our lives, so much more precious to Him than 

the gold, frankincense and myrrh that the Wise Men brought?  This year will we receive 

the gift of life in Christ that He is offering to us?  The trick of it is to not look for specific 

desired results, but to be aware of the way God is working in our hearts, our minds, and  

our emotions to transform us into His likeness. 

 

The Jews didn’t recognize Jesus as their Messiah because they were looking for 

someone to deliver them from Roman cruelty and tyranny.  In other words, they were 

looking for a Messiah to deliver them from their circumstances.  How often do we miss 
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the working of God in our lives because we are expecting Him to intervene and to 

deliver us from our circumstances?  How often do we miss His miracles because we are 

looking for something other than what He is actually doing to bless us? 

 

A Christmas card I once received had a beautiful message:  “May the hope of the first 

Christmas be with you this holiday season.”  Think about that – the world was covered in 

darkness.  The Jews were downtrodden.  Unless you were of the ruling class you were 

considered as nothing – in fact, less than nothing.  Life was hard, if not downright 

impossible.  And yet – into the midst of those awful, hopeless conditions a baby was born.  

Not a special baby that anyone could tell.  But Mary and Joseph and the shepherds chose 

to believe the message of the Angel, and the Wise Men chose to follow the star.  And 

they paid homage to the Light of the World.  We too, have a choice to make, every day of 

our lives –  a choice to choose the light over the darkness; a choice to believe, and a 

choice to hope- to hope in the one who has told us that He will never leave us or forsake 

us – that He will give us the peace that no-one can ever take away; to believe that with 

God nothing is impossible and that He will transform our lives from glory to glory, into His 

likeness, right here, right now, in the middle of the mess.  

 

Let us pray:  Most Gracious Heavenly Father, we bless You for the incredible gift of your 

Son.  We are so grateful that You came to earth in the form of a baby to meet us where 

we are, in the middle of our difficult and sometimes lonely lives, to love us, to guide us, 

and to save us from our sins.  We have ended one year, and crossed the threshold into a 

new and uncertain future.  So we ask that, with the start of this New Year You would 

renew our lives as well.  We confess to You our shortcomings and our failures, our sinful 
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ways of relating to others, our failure to totally trust You.  And we ask that You would help 

us to always choose to walk in the light; to become that person that You have created 

each one of us to be, unique and precious in your sight, fully trusting the work that You 

are carrying out in our lives, regardless of how things may appear.  Help each one of us 

to continue to grow into the likeness of your Son, Jesus, in whose name we pray.    

 


