God’s Wonderful Plan

There is a well worn gospel tract that begins like this: God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life.  Raise your hand if you have ever heard this.  The tract goes on to explain that, though God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life, you are separated from him by your own sin.  There is a vast chasm between you and God which people try to bridge in various ways.  All the bridges fall short except for Jesus who died for you.  Now, if you believe in Jesus you are saved and can experience the wonderful plans God has for you.  Does this all sound like something you have heard before?  


Now let me ask: As you have heard this and believed this, have you ever wondered what happened for God’s wonderful plan for your life?  Why do we still get sick?  Why do we still struggle financially?  Why do we still have to deal with difficult and vindictive people?  Why isn’t God stopping bad things from happening?  Where is this wonderful plan he has for me and what are the signs of a blessed life?  


Today we are going to look at someone who was blessed to be right in the middle of God’s wonderful plan for his life.  We are going to learn from him what it looks like to live a life blessed by the Lord.  Please turn with me to Matthew chapter one.


Matthew 1:18-25 – This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit.  Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly.  But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.  All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” – which means, “God with us.”  When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife.  But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son.  And he gave him the name Jesus.


Consider Joseph in this passage.  Joseph is said to be a righteous man in this passage and his mercy toward Mary when she was found to be pregnant testified to his upright character.  While strict adherence to the law would have allowed for Mary to be stoned for her unfaithfulness, Joseph chose mercy.  Later in his life Jesus would tell people that God desires mercy more than sacrifice as well.  For now, I just want you to see that Joseph was a righteous man.


Joseph was also blessed to be right in the middle of God’s will for his life.  An angel of the Lord came and confirmed for him the girl he was to marry, not a normal occurrence by any means.  He also was blessed to raise Jesus – God himself in the form of a man.  Joseph got to raise the Messiah.  To what greater extent could one be in the middle of God’s plans?  Joseph was righteous and he was doing just what God wanted him to do.  What is more, when God gave Joseph a message, Joseph obeyed right away.  He loved God and he obeyed God.  


I would like you to consider the effect God’s wonderful plan for Joseph’s life had on his life.  Joseph was an upright man who loved the Lord and was an upstanding member of his community.  God’s wonderful plan changed some of that.  First, because of God’s wonderful plan Joseph has the pain of a big fight with Mary which resulted in his intention to divorce her.  You see, while he and Mary were engaged but before they came together physically, Mary showed up pregnant with a wild story about angels and God.  Joseph was not a dumb guy – he knew how babies were made and he knew that God had never before made someone pregnant without a man being involved.  As a result, he didn’t believe Mary and suffered the pain of betrayal, the pain of being lied to, and the pain of an imminent divorce.  All of his life plans suddenly changed through no fault of his own.  What Joseph didn’t realize was that Mary was telling the truth and that God was the one behind all of this.  


Consider further, after Joseph was reassured that this was God’s plan after all, what happened in his community?  Everyone knows that the wedding and the timing of the pregnant belly don’t add up.  What is the community to think?  Joseph didn’t believe Mary; why would the community at large.  There were two assumptions to be made.  First, Mary had cheated on Joseph and he married her anyway and thus shamed himself, or, Joseph got Mary pregnant before the wedding and so shamed himself.  For both Mary and Joseph God’s wonderful plan for their lives resulted in very uncomfortable months and the loss of their good standing in the community.  Suddenly, Joseph was an outsider who was scorned by the righteous.    If you want proof of this consider two things:  First, Joseph took the unusual step of taking a very pregnant woman on a long journey to Bethlehem when only he was required to go and register.  We can only assume that no one was willing to help Mary while he was gone or, worse, that he feared the community would stone her as an adulteress in his absence.  Secondly, after Jesus was born Joseph and his family stayed in Bethlehem until forced to flee and then thought to return to Bethlehem rather than Nazareth when things were again safe.  Their reputations were ruined.  Why?  Because Joseph was right in the middle of God’s plan.  Let’s read on in this story.

Matthew 2:1-12 – After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the one who has been born King of the Jews?  We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.”  When King Herod heard this he was disturbed and all Jerusalem with him.  When he had called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Christ was to be born.  “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the prophet has written: But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will be the shepherd of my people Israel.”  Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared.  He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and make a careful search for the child.  As soon as you find him, report to me so that I too may go and worship him.”  After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was.  When they saw the star they were overjoyed.  On coming to the house they saw the child with his mother, Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him.  Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and of incense and of myrrh.  And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route.  


This marks a real high point in the story of Jesus’ birth.  Magi from the east come and worship him and give him gifts.  Already in his infancy Gentiles are gathering to worship Jesus.  Truly he was and is a light to the Gentiles as well as to the Jews.  


These Magi brought very expensive gifts for Jesus and his family.  I am sure Jesus’ family was overwhelmed by what they were given.  If Joseph was like me he probably started thinking about the kind of house he could provide for Mary.  Such unexpected income could do much for his family in Bethlehem.  Here, because he was right in the middle of God’s wonderful plan for his life, Joseph was given great wealth.  Because he was doing just what God wanted, Joseph was blessed by the gifts of the Magi.  However, before we leave Joseph happily using his wealth to build a bright future for his family, consider what happened next in God’s wonderful plan for his life.


Matthew 2:13-23 – When they (the magi) had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream.  “Get up,” he said, “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.”  So he got up, took the child and his mother 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 will call my son.”  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.”  After Herod died, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, “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.”  So he got up, took the child and his mother and went to the land of Israel.  But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning in Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there.  Having been warned in a dream, he withdrew to the district of Galilee and went and lived in a town called Nazareth.  So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets: “He will be called a Nazarene.”  


So Joseph was given great wealth as the result of being right where God wanted him to be.  He met the Magi, he was raising the Messiah, and he was given great wealth.  However, it turned out that the wealth had a purpose.  Joseph’s new wealth allowed them to move to Egypt and to start a new life there.  As a result of God’s plan for his life, Joseph and his family where in great danger and had to move to another country to escape death.  They had to live in that foreign country for several years until Herod died.  

Consider Herod’s attempt on Jesus’ life.  Herod had all the boys two years old and under in Bethlehem and the area killed.  Remember now, Joseph was in Bethlehem because a census required him to register in his own home town.  It is very likely that Joseph had relatives, cousins and nephews, killed in this slaughter.  Not only did he have to flee, he also suffered the pain of murder within his own family and the knowledge that these others were suffering because of his family.  


When Joseph was finally allowed to come back to Israel, he couldn’t resume life in Bethlehem but had to move to Galilee.  He went there out of fear of the man ruling in Jerusalem.  His fears were confirmed when an Angel appeared to him and told him to go to Galilee.  


Finally, when we come to the book of John with Jesus on the cross, Jesus made provisions for a disciple to care for his mother.  It seems that Joseph didn’t live even thirty years after Jesus was born and so his mother was single and needed someone to care for her.  


Did God have a good plan for Joseph?  That depends on what you consider to be a good plan.  Was Joseph wealthy?  Only briefly.  Did he live a long and healthy life?  It seems he died before either Jesus or Mary.  Was Joseph well respected by his family and friends?  He was before he married a pregnant girl.  Was Joseph always comfortable?  Definitely not. 


On the other hand, Joseph was blessed with a wife and children.  Joseph was blessed in the very unique and special sense that he got to raise the messiah!  God provided for Joseph and his family all along the way with what they needed.  Joseph even got to see more places than most who lived at that time ever did because he obeyed God and went to Egypt.  Joseph also had the blessing of knowing that he was doing just what God wanted and that he was right in the center of God’s plans.  Looking at Joseph’s obedience – the way he immediately did whatever God said – I am sure Joseph gained great rewards in heaven.  

Getting back to our four spiritual laws.  God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life.  I do believe this is true but I also think many people misunderstand this principle.  God does love you – there is no doubt about that.  He loved you so much that he sent his son to die for you while you were still a sinner.  


God does have a wonderful plan for your life as well.  I believe many people simply have the wrong idea of what a wonderful plan means.  Too often we let our culture tell us what the good life is rather than the Bible. 


We have come to accept that the good life is the healthy life.  As a result we have a multibillion dollar healthcare industry.  We have come to think that the good life means having all the best stuff and so we have huge credit card debts in our country.  People tend to think that God is really blessing them when they can wear GAP rather than Levis and that God is withholding his blessings when reduced to WalMart jeans.  People seriously think that, if they are sick or suffering, God is not at work in their lives.  


When you go back to Joseph, or really anyone in the Bible, you see that God does not promise these things.  Joseph had a time when he was wealthy because some Magi gave him valuable gifts.  This was God working in his life.  There was a time when Joseph fled the country to live as a refugee.  This was God working in his life.  There was a time when Joseph was respected as an upright man and then there was a time when the whole community scorned him as a sexually immoral man.  Both of these came about because God was working in his life.  At no time in any of these accounts are we told that God was displeased with Joseph.  Rather, Joseph was blessed to raise the Messiah!  God’s blessing brought much struggle.  What is even more amazing is that Joseph continued to obey God.  After taking a pregnant girl as his wife, Joseph listened when God said to flee.  After living as a refugee, Joseph listened when God said it was time to move back to Israel.  And, when Joseph realized that he couldn’t go back to Bethlehem, he still obeyed God when God told him where to go.  

We need to be careful that we don’t mistake the American Dream for God’s description of a wonderful life.  God’s favor is not measured in dollars or brands or comfort or health.  The good life is not having our every desire met.


Matthew 16:24-27 – Then Jesus said to his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.  For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it.  What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul?  For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and then he will reward each person according to what he has done.


The good life is the life lived in obedience to Jesus Christ.  The life that God blesses is the life of loving him more than everything in the world and the rewards may not come until he returns or we go to him.  God’s wonderful plan is for us to take up our crosses and to sacrifice everything in obedience to whatever Christ is calling us to do.

Joseph did this.  He gave up his home on several occasions, his comfort, his standing in the community, and his safety to follow the Lord and, as a result, knew Jesus intimately – the greatest blessing possible. 


When it comes to your life, are you willing to sacrifice it all for the Lord?  When you are sick, do you obey God and glorify him?  When you are healthy, do you use your health to serve him?  When you have money, do you trust God and use it for his purposes?  When you are broke, do you trust God and continue to glorify him?  When all is going well and you are happy, do you give the Lord your time and attention?  When all is wrong, do you continue to obey?


If things are not going well for you today please have hope.  Those troubles along the way don’t necessarily mean that you have somehow missed God’s plan for your life.  If you are struggling today please don’t automatically assume that God is displeased with you.  And if you are trying to serve the Lord but trouble keeps come as a result, please don’t give up because that is how serving the Lord has often worked out for God’s people.


On the other hand, if you are comfortable today and have your financial needs met and are feeling good and healthy, don’t take that to automatically mean you are doing what God wants.  Many people are wealthy and healthy without even being saved.  Don’t wait for trouble to come before you ask the Lord what he wants you to be doing at this time in your life.  


In your life, live obediently whether you are facing trouble or living comfortably.  Don’t take material blessings as the measure of God’s favor.  Instead, accept material blessings as from God and serve him when you have them.  Also, accept hardship as a part of his plan and continue to serve him through it.  Take up your cross and follow Jesus no matter what that decision brings. 
