Matthew 2:13-23
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.’ 14Then Joseph* got up, took the child and his mother by night, and went to Egypt, 15and remained there until the death of Herod. This was to fulfil what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet, ‘Out of Egypt I have called my son.’ 

The Massacre of the Infants

16 When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men,* he was infuriated, and he sent and killed all the children in and around Bethlehem who were two years old or under, according to the time that he had learned from the wise men.* 17Then was fulfilled what had been spoken through the prophet Jeremiah: 
18 ‘A voice was heard in Ramah,
   wailing and loud lamentation,
Rachel weeping for her children;
   she refused to be consoled, because they are no more.’ 
The Return from Egypt

19 When Herod died, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, 20‘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.’ 21Then Joseph* got up, took the child and his mother, and went to the land of Israel. 22But 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. 23There he made his home in a town called Nazareth, so that what had been spoken through the prophets might be fulfilled, ‘He will be called a Nazorean.’
The Consequential Christian
It’s the day after Christmas. Decorations are still hanging. The trash can is still full of used wrapping paper, boxes, and other packaging. Cupboard is still full of Christmas cookies and candy, the fridge is still full of leftovers from Christmas dinner, the kids are still on vacation. Not much has changed since yesterday. 
But today’s reading from Matthew presents quite a contrast to the texts of peace and joy that are so familiar on Christmas Eve. Today’s text takes us in a direction quite different from “tidings of comfort and joy,” from “sleep in heavenly peace,” into a very dangerour, brutal, evil reality. No sooner than Jesus is laid in his manger and honored by the magi than Joseph and Mary have to swoop him out of the manger and run to Egypt to save their child’s life. Catastrophe is not avoided, however, as King Herod orders the execution of all infants in the vicinity of Bethlehem. Once King Herod dies, and it seems safe for Joseph and Mary to return to their homeland, Joseph is warned by an angel not to settle in Judea for fear of Herod’s son Archelaus, a king reputedly more brutal than his father. The family moves to Galilee and has to keep a low profile to avoid danger.
And so we are quickly shaken out of our Christmas spirit. Joy has not come to the world. Just because Jesus’ birth does not mean that there is peace on earth. People are intent on killing Jesus before he can even speak his first words, and we are reminded, as Christians, of the danger we face, even today, as believers of the Gospel and as disciples of Jesus Christ. But for the Church in America in this 21st century, it is not a physical threat, where others are out to literally kill us; rather it’s a spiritual threat that is the most dangerous for us. The Church is often seen as a marginal institution, one that makes no real impact on culture or society. The Christian too often sees himself or herself as an insignificant force in this world, and the world is quick to pick up on our low self-image. 
Unfortunately it has been the church’s own fault that many have such an outlook – too many of us pastors just tell people on Sundays what they need to do on Monday thru Saturday to stay on God’s good side. We prescribe some behavior, and you do your best to stick to the program. Pastors and parishioners may see their relationship as something like a doctor/patient relationship. Some prefer the lobbyist/politician model, where pastors are seen (and may see themselves) as influential politicians, people who stand close with God, so if you need some assurance of salvation you can appeal to your pastor; “Hey pastor, can you put in a good word for me?” Some prefer to look at a pastor as a kind of endangered species, and they’re careful not to contaminate our environment;our holiness or innocence needs to be preserved. Once people learn that I’m a pastor, they start apologizing for words that have slipped out of their mouths, they start guarding what they say, afraid that they might contaminate my ears, but when I’m no longer in their presence, they start acting “normal” again. And a pastor may enjoy being placed on a pedestal. The pastor is often complicit in perpetuating these misconceptions; pastors begin to like the sense of importance, the feeling of being more significant in God’s eyes, of being the healer or the holy one or the ambassador. We start getting comfortable being treated with reverence (hence the word, “reverend”)
And all too often, the world laughs or shakes its head. Those who find no need for church feel that way because they see this artificial subordination, this unhealthy relationship of parishioners and pastors, and they say, “I don’t need that.” They see church as a place for the weak and the self-righteous, for those who need someone like a pastor (or “Reverend”) to teach them how to be good, to keep them in line, or to get them a ticket to heaven, but those on the outside feel that they have enough self-confidence and a good enough moral bearing to get by in life; they don’t need to waste their time on Sundays being told how to live their lives. if I invite them to church, many will tell me in so many words, “I’m basically a good person; I don’t need religion.” 
But Jesus did not come to act as some sanctimonious doctor or ambassador or holy relic. He didn’t come to put himself on a pedestal. If Jesus had come to simply serve as moral preacher or way to make people feel a stronger connection with God, KING HEROD WOULD HAVE BEEN THE FIRST ONE TO VISIT JESUS IN BETHLEHEM. Or perhaps he would have sent some servants to bring Jesus to the palace and raised him as his own son. Jesus would have been doing Herod a favor by just teaching people moral platitudes. Herod would have had nothing to fear. He would have thanked Jesus for training people to be so kind and humble. Jesus would have presented no threat to Herod or anyone outside of circle of disciples, much as a church seems to have very little impact on people outside its doors.
But it was the understanding and expectation of the Jewish people that the messiah was coming to take the throne. And God’s dominion would extend far beyond the borders of Israel; it would reach the ends of the earth. Jesus proclaimed, “The Kingdom of God is upon us,” and he declared himself to the instigator, the harbinger of that Kingdom. And Jesus was a threat to King Herod just as he is to any person who wishes to remain King of his own life, because while God’s Kingdom will one day extend to the ends of the earth, it begins today in our hearts, in our lives.  If we reduce Christianity to a code of ethics that intends to make us un-offensive to others, be it neighbor or ruler, we are guilty of a legalism that is no different from that preached by the Pharisees, and it has no ramifications for our salvation or for anyone else’s. Martin Luther was so frustrated as a monk – he became a monk in part because he felt so uncertain of his own salvation. He prayed incessantly, seeking peace in his own heart. His teachers said,“Just obey God’s laws and pray for forgiveness.” The problem was that there was too much that needed to be forgiven. By the time he’d finished praying for forgiveness for one thing, he’d either have committed other sins, or remembered other sins that he hadn’t prayed about yet, not to mention the sins that wasn’t even conscious of yet. Jesus did not come to tell us we need to try to obey the law and pray for forgiveness when we fail. People were trying to do that before Jesus burst onto the world stage, and we’ve been trying to do it far too long since. Jesus came to free us from a bondage to sin, to free us to live life in the kingdom of God, where Christ rules our hearts and directs our actions. You no longer live under the law; you live by grace through faith, and the authority we recognize above all others is the authority of God.
We need to look upon Christianity as a movement, led by the Holy Spirit, in which each of us, as disciples of Jesus Christ, working individually and as a team, plays a part in changing the world, in bringing God’s rule both into the physical world and to the individual soul. We proclaim Christ as personal savior in the present, and savior of the whole world in the future. We’re convinced of this because we know Jesus Christ, and we know that we are parts of God’s plan for the world. It’s not enough to live according to some shallow system of laws; God is much deeper than that. As Spirit-led Christians, our hearts and minds look outward to others. We see the needs, both physical and spiritual; we know that a person needs food and clean water, but they also need Christ in their hearts, they need to know the height and depth and breadth and length and width of God’s love for them, a love that longs to embrace them eternally.
So what exactly am I telling you to do this morning? I’m not prescribing any particular behavior, not trying to tell you how to be morally upright and on good terms with God. What I want you to do is to consider yourself consequential. You are an important element in God’s plan for this world. God knows, there’s a lot that needs to be done. You don’t have to travel far to find hunger, physical and spiritual. God knows as well as you do that you’re not gonna save the world by yourself – don’t get overwhelmed by ALL the needs of the world – I always have a hard time starting a big project because the task seems to daunting, the mountain too high. But if you take one step at a time and keep moving forward, God will lead you as far as he wants you to go; he knows what you can accomplish if you place your trust in him. Remember that Moses did not enter the promised land, but his children did. And just as God worked through Moses and Joshua and so many others to bring his children to the promised land, so He works through us to expand his kingdom. You are an important part of God’s great plan. Think big. You’re free from the sin that would seek to limit what God wants to accomplish in and through you. Consider yourself a threat to the evil that would seeks to enslave others, and live as a consequential Christian.
