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Walking With Jesus
The Journey to Bethlehem

For most of us, the thought of traveling at Christmas time brings us a sense of excitement and gratitude; we are going to visit with family and friends and gratefully anticipate a time of joy.  This morning we will study a Christmas journey; the journey of Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem.  Two weeks ago we began a new series of messages called Walking With Jesus.  This morning that walk takes us on the journey that Joseph and Mary made from Nazareth to Bethlehem.

While a journey home makes us grateful, how fearful the prospect of this journey must have been for Joseph and Mary.  The time for Mary’s delivery was very close at hand and the thought of such a hard journey would bring a great deal of anxiety.  God, we know, would certainly take care of them, but in the midst of these events Joseph and Mary did not have our knowledge and understanding of what was ahead for them.  Though both had heard from God about these events, they were in the midst of the most overwhelming circumstances imaginable.  Of all people in human history, Mary and Joseph were chosen for this time.  Who could ever absorb such amazing news and all that news would mean?  

Mary and Joseph had few details about what was about to happen to them.  Certainly they worried about the journey to Bethlehem and what would happen to them after they completed their journey.  They most certainly worried about the prospect of delivering a baby while traveling the difficult road from Nazareth to Bethlehem.  Mary and Joseph were most likely aware of the story of Rachel, wife of Jacob, who, while also on a journey, died after giving birth to her son Benjamin.  Before leaving this world she had only time enough to name her son (Genesis 35:16-19).  Considering the circumstances of their difficult journey, Joseph and Mary would certainly wonder if they were facing a similar danger.


The journey to Bethlehem reminds us that Biblically, God is always leading people to go.  There is a lot of movement in the Bible.  Abraham left his home to travel to an unknown land.  Moses led the people of God on a long and winding road through the wilderness.  Jesus was always inviting people to follow him, both spiritually and physically.  And this movement was for people for whom movement was not easy.  It was not easy for Abraham to leave his homeland, it was not easy for Moses and the people wandering through the wilderness, and it was not easy for the followers of Jesus to pick up their lives and follow after him.  Perhaps God calls his people to movement because of the danger of becoming too settled and too secure.  When we become settled and secure we become more satisfied in our own ability to provide security and less likely to look to God for our security.


As Mary and Joseph set out on their journey, let us imagine what that journey would be like for them.  There were two routes available for Joseph and Mary to take from Nazareth to Bethlehem; neither would be easy.  Both routes are about ninety miles and walking, at about a pace of three miles per hour, one might cover between ten to twenty miles per day, taking in all, about four to six days.  Each night was probably spent sleeping on the hard ground along the road.  It was likely very cool at night and food and water – as well as sanitation – would be very limited.  There were no comfortable rest stops or restaurants along the way.  



The journey would take Mary and Joseph through or near some of the most famous sites of the Bible.  The trip would begin with a view of Mount Tabor in the east, where Jesus would one day be transfigured before the eyes of Peter, James, and John. They would pass near Megiddo, where Solomon kept his stables for 900 chariots and horses.  They would see Mount Gilboa, where the Philistines killed Saul and Jonathan and where an anguished David mourned the loss of his dearly loved friend.  Then would come the town of Dothan, where Joseph was sold into slavery by his brothers.  Shiloh was also on the journey, a town that once possessed the Ark of the Covenant.  Coming next to Bethel, they would know this was the place where Abraham offered sacrifices to God and Jacob dreamed of angels climbing up and down a ladder to heaven.  The final part of the journey would be especially hard.  They would pass through Jericho and then on to Jerusalem before arriving in Bethlehem.  Jericho is the lowest inhabited location in the world, sitting over 800 feet below sea level.  In the fifteen miles Joseph and Mary would travel from Jericho to Jerusalem the elevation changes about 3,500 feet.  As hard as the journey had been to this point, this very difficult stage was certainly not one for a person in Mary’s condition.  Then would come the great city of Jerusalem, where Jesus would spend the last week of his life and be crucified outside of the walls of the great city.  Perhaps Mary and Joseph even saw the very hill upon which Jesus would be crucified.  But this was not a sightseeing trip.


The movement of Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem was forced upon them by the whims of the Roman government.  The Romans did not care who they inconvenienced with the census that made the trip necessary and they certainly didn’t care about the heavy burden of taxation they placed upon people.  Jesus would live all of his earthly life under the rule of the Romans and would be crucified under the command of Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor.  But though Jesus lived in a land occupied and controlled by a foreign power, he was not controlled by them.  


All manner of people and powers will seek to control our lives.  They will seek to control our hearts and our minds, but they will succeed only if we allow them to control us.  No one controlled Jesus.  Who controls us?  Do the opinions of others control our lives?  Will the fear, anxiety, and uncertainty of our times control our lives?  Will the powers of sin and hatred take hold of our hearts?  Or will it be the love and the peace of God that reigns in our lives?

In following God’s plan, Mary and Joseph endured so much.  They not only endured the difficult journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem, they also endured a harsh reaction from people.  At the beginning of their journey, and probably through its length, they would hear harsh and judgmental words and received piercing stares because Mary was pregnant out of wedlock.  What kind of comments did Mary and Joseph endure as they traveled?  The scandal of her condition would be well known; people talked in that day just as they do today.  The road from Nazareth to Bethlehem was a road of judgment for Mary and Joseph, facing the barbs and stares of other travelers.  And not only was she pregnant out of wedlock, she claimed that God had blessed her with the child.  In the entire history of excuses, who would believe that one?  Outside of Joseph and Mary, Elizabeth and Zacharias, and perhaps a few others, probably no one believed that explanation. 

When you face judgment, remember, so did Jesus.  Whatever judgment Mary and Joseph faced on the road to Bethlehem, whatever harsh words were tossed their way, it would be the same for Jesus.  Throughout his ministry he was called names – drunkard, glutton, a devil; even on the cross he had to endure the taunts and curses of the cowards who would gather at the foot of the cross and only then be brave enough to say them before Jesus.  James is certainly correct when he reminds us that the tongue is set on fire by hell (James 3:6).  Who hasn’t said words they regret?  Who hasn’t wished they could take back words said in anger?  Who hasn’t spoken words with the purpose of causing hurt and anguish?  Who hasn’t?  Jesus.  Jesus did speak very pointedly and directly to people about their hypocrisy and legalism and judgmental attitudes, but his words were always from a love that led him to give his life.

The journey to Bethlehem was a journey along a perilous and dangerous road, but through everything Mary and Joseph played their part in God’s plan.  Though many questions went unanswered and many hardships faced them, Mary and Joseph followed God’s plan.  What keeps us from playing our part in God’s plan?  When a little inconvenience comes our way, what happens?  A busy schedule and what do we do?  Mary and Joseph quite literally risked life and limb.  What do we risk?  If God’s plan inconveniences or challenges us, what is our response?  We, who are used to comfortable accommodations and travel, could we – would we – make such a journey for God if called upon to do so?  Considering that the simple journey from home to worship becomes so hard for some, it is a question well worth asking – what would we be willing to do for God?
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