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It’s the weekend before Christmas. Who is done with their shopping? Congratulations! I know that many of you will be headed home to celebrate Christmas with family and we will miss you but may the Lord bless you and keep you. I pray that you have safe travels and a wonderful time. I’m excited about gathering together on Christmas Eve and celebrating together. 

This weekend, we continue the series “Immanuel: God With Us,” and if you have a Bible I’m going to take you to a couple different places. This is a message I’m wrestling with myself, I’ll be honest. When I come into the Christmas season or the Easter season, my prayer is that God would reveal something new to me. Some of us have heard this story so many times that it almost gets old, and it’s terrible to even say that, so I always pray that God would show me some new dimension. So I’m grappling with something this weekend and you get to hear about it.

So turn over to the book of Ruth in the Old Testament and we are going to start there and then ultimately get to Matthew.

This week, I flew out to Grand Rapids to meet with my publisher, Zondervan, to talk about the timeline for the next book. One book comes out and two days later, you’re already thinking about what’s next. We were talking about how the new book is doing and strategizing and all that. I’ll be honest, when you go meet with your publisher, you just want them to be excited about your book and they brought up another book by one of their authors they were really excited about, and part of me was like, ‘What about my book? Can we be excited about my book?’  So they told me about this pig farmer from Ontario, Canada who wrote a book that they projected sales of 15,000 copies because they thought pig farmer from Ontario, Canada isn’t going to have much of a platform and it probably won’t sell many copies. But I think it sold a quarter of a million copies and hit the New York Times Bestseller list, so they were all excited. This was at the end of the day and I’m getting on the elevator to head back to the airport and fly home and they hand me a copy of One Thousand Gifts by Ann Voskamp, so I open it up on the airplane and the book just sucked me in because Ann shared about one of her earliest memories, a tragic memory, of watching her little sister die in the arms of her father as she had been run over by a truck.  I was reading this story and it was gripping my heart because, as a Dad with three kids, I can’t imagine that. It just pulled me in and kept reading and Ann shares about friends of theirs, farmer friends of theirs who had lost two young children to the same terminal illness. Austin was four months old when he died and Detrick was five months old. She writes about being in the hospital with these friends and then all the pain of her childhood and losing her sister rushed back in and flooded her soul and she is trying to grieve with her friends, and it was almost like one of those moments where you don’t have the capacity to handle all of the grief. Her friends start crying and weeping and Ann doesn’t know what to say and just says to them, ‘If it were up to me, I’d write this story differently.’  I stopped right there as I was reading and thought to myself, ‘How many experiences, how many moments in my life would I write differently if it were up to me?’  Then I got to thinking, I read the Bible and almost every story, I would write differently.  Stories that are filled with terrible decisions and tragedy and mistakes and sin, so much of the Bible, I would write it totally different. And even the good stories, the Christmas story, would any of you have written it that way? I wouldn’t have even thought of that. So I think we live our lives and we believe that there is an author and perfector of our faith. There is Someone who is writing his story through our lives and we believe that and we hold onto that. But then there are those moments in our lives where if it were up to me, I’d write this story differently.
By the way, Ann’s farmer friend, his response to what Ann said is pretty interesting. He said, ‘I don’t know why all this happened,’ I can’t imagine losing two young children like that. Then he said, ‘Do I have to?’ I don’t mention it often but sometimes I think of the story in the Old Testament when God gave Hezekiah 15 mores years of life because he prayed for it. But if Hezekiah had died when God first intended, Manasa would have never been born. And what does the Bible say about Manasa? Something to the effect that Manasa had led the Israelites to do even more evil than all the heathen nations around Israel. Think of all the evil that would have been avoided if Hezekiah had died earlier before Manasa was born.

I don’t know, I’ve been to seminary, I’ve done a couple of Masters programs, I’ve done a doctoral program, I’ve had lots of professors and never once have I heard anybody ever comment on this story in this way.  And it got me thinking about it. By the way, Manasa ruled for 55 years. He took over the thrown when he was 12, which means he was born three years after God had spared Hezekiah’s life. You think to yourself, for 55 years, wouldn’t the Israelites have written that story differently? Hold on to that thought.  Maybe we don’t know as much as we think we know.
We are going to look at two stories, one in the book of Ruth and one in Matthew’s gospel, separate by 1,100 years with an interesting link between them. The link between them is the title of this series, Immanuel, God With Us. Two seemingly isolated, unrelated, anything that happens 1,100 years ago, how connected could those things be? Yet, when God is with us, it’s this missing link, if you will, that connects everything and everybody.

Ruth Chapter 2

1 Now Naomi had a relative on her husband’s side, a man of standing from the clan of Elimelek, whose name was Boaz.

I’m going to go back and explain but right now I wasn’t to read just this one little incident that happened.
2 And Ruth the Moabite said to Naomi, “Let me go to the fields and pick up the leftover grain behind anyone in whose eyes I find favor.” 

Naomi said to her, “Go ahead, my daughter.” 3 So she went out, entered a field and began to glean behind the harvesters. As it turned out, she was working in a field belonging to Boaz, who was from the clan of Elimelek. 

4 Just then Boaz arrived from Bethlehem [interesting] and greeted the harvesters, [What an interesting greeting] “The Lord be with you!” 

Now, if you are translating it, couldn’t you translate that – Immanuel Come? Or if you like the Christmas hymn – O Come, O Come Immanuel. Immanuel means the Lord with us. What an interesting reading. I think what I find fascinating about this is Boaz and Ruth fall in love and have children and you’ll see where this is headed in just a moment.
I don’t know if you remember, some of you, those of you that married or dated, do you remember the pick-up lines, ‘What happened?’ ‘Where did this thing start?’ ‘What was it?’  Or was it ‘The Lord be with you?’  It’s like ‘You had me at hello,’ ‘You had me at ‘The Lord be with you.’  Really? I don’t know. It doesn’t really seem like the greatest pick-up. Maybe at church you can try it on if you want. But the relationship traces back, this is the first time there is communication between them. The Lord be with you is a catalyst for this relationship. Now, fast forward 1,100 years to the gospel of Matthew and I want you to look at verse 5. What you have is the genealogy, the parts of the Bible that we never read. In that genealogy, by the way, I would suggest that each one is like a representation of a lifetime or joy and sorrow and dreams and disappointments, generation after generation, but it’s just names listed quickly to get to the story that Matthew is trying to share. But verse 5 says
5 Salmon the father of Boaz, whose mother was Rahab, 
Boaz the father of Obed, whose mother was Ruth, 
Obed the father of Jesse, 
6 and Jesse the father of King David.

So Boaz and Ruth were the great-grandparents of King David.  

Now Matthew 1:18

18 This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit. 19 Because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, and yet did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. 

20 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. 21 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.” 

22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 23 “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”). 

I want to make an observation about miracles. To us, the virgin birth is beautiful. It symbolizes God’s sovereignty. It is awesome! We hold to the historical fact, to the truth that Jesus was born of a virgin and He lived a sinless life and He died a substitutionary death on the cross and that He was raised on the third day and He is seated at the right hand of the Father. We believe that. It is at the very heart of our faith. It is what we celebrate at Christmas. So we love the virgin birth. But to those who were involved with this miracle, it wasn’t real beautiful. It wasn’t really the plan. This miracle was messy. It complicated their lives like you wouldn’t believe. Gossip started swirling around this relationship. It became very awkward, awkward to the point that Joseph thought to himself, ‘Should I divorce Mary and get out of this situation because this just got messy?’  Miracles are messy! They will mess you up! You will get messed up emotionally. You will get messed up relationally. There is nothing that is not complicated, nothing that is not inconvenient about miracles. Do we understand that? Sometimes we read what we read in the Bible and it seems so neat and clean. It wasn’t. It was complicated. 
Lora and I have three miracles named Parker, Summer and Josiah. It is complicated and it is inconvenient. If someone said to me, ‘What do you do?’ ‘I’m a pastor and an author and most importantly, my primary responsibility right now, I feel like, is chauffeur. That’s what I do. I drive my kids around, everywhere, all the time.’  I spent an hour and a half Friday night driving Parker out to a friend’s house. Then one day this week, one of my children had a detention and detentions are served before school, so guess who got to get up a little extra early and drive across town so that she, I mean the child, could get to that detention? I did! And it was inconvenient. And I love it! I wouldn’t trade it for anything. I am cherishing every opportunity to drive my kids anywhere they want to go, because the day will come when they have a license and they will drive themselves and I won’t have the opportunity to hang out with them. Here’s what I’ve discovered, the parenting is tremendously inconvenient. You have to change diapers. You have to get up in the middle of the night. There is nothing easy about it but it is the price you pay to parent the miracle that God has given you. They are miracles and it is messy.
Miracles don’t come in nice, neat packages that we unwrap like gifts that are put under the Christmas tree. Miracles mess things us. They mess up our emotions. They mess up our schedules. They mess up our plans. I don’t know whether they were planning on going on a honeymoon, Mary and Joseph, but I promise you it was not Egypt. It messed up everything, that miracle. I think, like Joseph, that’s why many of us want to divorce ourselves from the very situation that God has put us in, because it would be simpler, it would be easier, it would be neater, it would be cleaner. So we divorce ourselves from those situations that would complicate or inconvenience us.  We divorce ourselves from church because someone hurt us or someone let us down. We divorce ourselves from friends who offend us. We divorce ourselves from a romantic relationship because it could be the miracle we’ve been dreaming for but it could also end up hurt so we divorce ourselves from it before that could happen. We divorce ourselves from our dream because we are not sure if we can handle the failure or the disappointment if it doesn’t happen. So we divorce ourselves from situations, from people, from problems and because of it, we never see the miracle that God intended for us. 
What if Joseph had done what he had in mind to do? He would have missed out on the opportunity to be a father to the Son of God! I don’t have time but just imagine what that was like! Playing catch with the Son of God. Being in the carpenter’s shop and teaching your son your craft and then watching Him design and make something so beautiful. That’s my boy! All of the moments, all the experiences, everything growing up, and he had in mind at first to divorce himself from Mary. It would have been so much easier, neater, cleaner. But sometimes you’ve got to stay in the situation that is messy to get to the place where you experience the miracle that God has for you.

How do I know? Now I’m thinking about my life and I’ve got some messy stuff going on and I don’t know whether I should stay in it or get out of it. Just a real quick commentary on that, look at what happens next in this passage. It says 

20 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.

I guess my rule of thumb is this – are you in a situation, is it something that God has conceived? Is it always easy to discern that? No! It is easier to discern if something is conceived by sin. So there are some situations that you are in that are messy because of sin in your life or someone else’s life and there are situations where my advice would be to get out. Get out of that sinful situation because what you are in is not conceived by God, it is conceived by the sin in your heart and in your life. But then there are also situations where it is conceived by God and I know it and I need to stay right where I’m at. I need to see this thing through. If you hang in there, you might just see God move in some amazing ways.
Now verse 21 says that they gave birth to Jesus and called Him Immanuel, which means God with us.

So the miracles happens and of course Jesus lives his life and goes to the cross and raised on the third day and somehow thousands of years later, an ocean away, our lives are a testament to his saving grace and the difference He has made in our lives.

Let me back up a little bit. In this genealogy, you have this little story
Boaz the father of Obed, whose mother was Ruth, 
Obed the father of Jesse, 
6 and Jesse the father of King David
 Before Mary and Joseph made their pilgrimage to Bethlehem, there was another young lady by the name of Ruth, who made a pilgrimage to Bethlehem from Moab. Best guess is that it was about 50 miles, which doesn’t sound like a whole lot but it was probably about a ten day journey to get there. Here are the circumstances that led her to do that. She lived what could have been deemed a tragic life. Her father-in-law passed away, we don’t know how but he died and left a widow, Naomi, Ruth’s mother-in-law. So the family is grieving the loss of the patriarch, if you will, when Ruth and her sister, who are married to two brothers, the daughters of Naomi, both died. We don’t know how but it is almost mentioned in a way that almost seems like they died together. I don’t know if they died in battle or if it was an accident or an illness, but both of these brothers died. Then what you have is Naomi grieving the loss of her husband and grieving the loss of her two sons. Then you have three widows all together grieving. Ruth is grieving the loss of her husband and her father-in-law. Basically, this is a sad situation, so sad that Naomi says, ‘Don’t even call me Naomi anymore, just call me Mara, it means bitter.’  She said, ‘The Lord has caused me bitterness,’ and their lives seem like they are coming to a tragic ending. In the middle of that situation, Naomi makes a decision, ‘I’m going to go back to Bethlehem, that’s where the rest of my extended family is,’ and she tells her daughters-in-law to stay in Moab and find husbands and start over again, get married, do whatever you need to do. Ruth says, ‘No, we are going to go with you.’ And there is this beautiful moment when Naomi is headed back to Bethlehem and Ruth won’t let go. She says, ‘Your God will be my God, and I will go wherever you go, live wherever you live, your people will be my people, your God will be my God, I will die where you die and will be buried there. May the Lord punish me severely if I allow anything but death to separate us.’
Would it not have been just a lot easier for Ruth to just divorce herself from this situation? Just let her mother-in-law go back to her people, start over again, find someone in Moab, but she makes a decision to stay with the mother-in-law and that leads her back to Bethlehem and back to the story we started with where she is in the field gleaning from those who are harvesting it and she meets a man by the name of Boaz and they fall in love and they have a child named Obed. Obed has a son named Jesse. Jesse has a son named David. What did Boaz say to Ruth? ‘The Lord be with you.’  Little did he know that 27 generations later the Lord would be with them, literally because they are the great great great great great great great great great great great great great great….. grandparents of Jesus. Does it really make any difference if I stay in Moab or go to Bethlehem? Does it really matter? What difference does it make if I just find a husband among the Moabites or if I fulfill my commitment to my mother-in-law? What difference does it make if I divorce myself from this situation and I start over again or I stick with it and see what God does?

I don’t know but it seems to me that if there is one missing link in a genealogy, that genealogy is broken, and what was destined does not happen. But Ruth stayed committed because she knows that it’s where she needs to be.

Let me ask you this question. Is there some situation in your life, is there some relationship that you are tempted to divorce yourself from? ‘That person is frustrating me to no end. I don’t think I’m making any difference in their life and I’m going to give up on them.’  Does it really make any difference if I divorce myself from that situation? It could make all the difference in the world. It could make all the difference in eternity.

I think sometimes we have no clue. My favorite part of The Circle Maker, ironically, isn’t any part of the book itself, it is the dedication. I prayed over every word and every page. I even prayed over the dedication. ‘Lord who do I dedicate this to?’ And in a moment, I knew exactly who I needed to dedicate it to. So I dedicated to my father-in-law, Bob Schmidgall, who passed away nearly 14 years ago. I simply wrote out these words:

The memory of you kneeling in prayer lives forever as do your prayers.

I’ve been blessed over the years to have praying parents and praying grandparents, but my father-in-law set an example of what it means to pray and pray through. My mother-in-law said that she used to have to reinforce the knees in his suits before anything else because every morning was spent on his knees praying and interceding.
When I was in 8th grade, we started attending Calvary Church where my father-in-law pastored. It was already a mega-church, it was probably 3,000 or 4,000 people, but my father-in-law had this uncanny ability to, once he learned someone’s name, he remembered it forever. It was crazy. So thousands of people, he’d meet them once and remember their name forever and because of that, I think he felt very accessible to anybody that attended the church, even though the church was huge. I remember when I was 13 in the 8th grade, one day I was admitted to the hospital to the ICU unit. I had an asthma attack. It was pretty bad. In fact, it was code blue. About half a dozen doctors and nurses flooded into my room. I thought I was taking my last breath. My mom stayed in the hospital room with me while my dad went and found a phone book to look up a phone number for Bob Schmidgall at 2:00 in the morning, and my dad called the pastor of Calvary Church and said, ‘My 13 year old son is in the hospital, would you be willing to come and pray for him?’ They had a staff of a couple dozen people, he could have called someone else. He could have said he would come first thing in the morning. But about 10 minutes later, my pastor, Bob Schmidgall showed up in his black double-breasted suit that I would swear he slept in. I remember him praying for me in the middle of the night. He had these huge hands and he put hands on my head and it felt like a skull cap. His hands were so big. Have you ever known someone that their familiarity with God is so disarming and the authority with which they pray is so reassuring? And you think to yourself that there is no way God is not going to answer their prayer. He prayed for me that night and I certainly didn’t think about it at the time, and I didn’t even think about it when we got married. It was really only recently, in recent years that I thought to myself, ‘My father-in-law had no idea, he was just praying for some 13 year old kid he had met one time, little did he know that that 13 year old kid would marry his daughter. Little did he know that that 13 year old kid would give him his first grandchild, Parker.’   

I think sometimes we have no idea what we say and what we do really makes any difference. Then I go back to this story about Boaz, did he have any idea what he was saying? The Lord be with you. Did he have any idea that those words were prophetic? That he would actually be part of the genealogy that would produce Immanuel, God with us? That 1,100 years later, 27 generations, that those words would be fulfilled? In part because a girl named Ruth said I’m not going to divorce myself from this situation. I’m going to trust God in the middle of it. And because a teenage boy named Joseph said I’m not going to divorce myself from Mary, from this situation, I’m going to trust the Lord in it.
Miracles don’t come in nicely, clean, easy packages. Miracles happen when we make a determination that, even though we don’t totally get it or it’s not how we would write the story, but like Mary who says may it be to me as you have said, we just trust God in the middle of circumstances that are broken and messy and difficult and complicated and inconvenient. And we somehow trust that in the middle of those situations a miracle might just happen.
Let me close with this. I came across this story years ago, I read it for a class in seminary and I found it fascinating. A priest by the name of Henry went through a mid-life crisis and during that crisis, he prayed, ‘Lord, show me what You want me to do and where You want me to go and I’ll follow.’ And he felt like God said, ‘Go and live among the poor in spirit and they will heal you.’  Henry left a professorship at Harvard University where he taught some of the best and brightest minds in the world to work with the mentally handicap at the Daybreak Community in Toronto, Canada. He said that he thought that getting older meant more control but what he found was the exact opposite. He said, “When I entered the community with mentally handicap people, all control fell apart and I came to realize that every day was full of surprises, often surprises I was least prepared for.” When someone disagreed with him, it wasn’t like the college classroom where they might raise a hand or be afraid to disagree with the Harvard Professor. He said they didn’t wait until he was done speaking. It didn’t matter that he had written books, none of them could read. It didn’t matter that he had taught at Notre Dame, Yale and Harvard, none of them had been to college. He said without realizing it, the people I came to live with made me aware to the extent to which my leadership was still a desire to control. 
That is convicting to me. Let me say, I’ve never met anybody that wasn’t a control freak. Some are just more disguised than others. We all want to control everything. We want control and we like predictable people and predictable places and predictable situations, but God is predictably unpredictable, as unpredictable as impregnating a teenage girl.  Who saw that coming? That’s unpredictable!

Oswald Chambers said to be certain of God means we are uncertain in all our ways and we do not know what a day may bring forth.

We don’t know what a day may bring forth and we don’t know what 1,100 years may bring forth.  You might be right in the middle of a miracle right now and you think it’s the worst situation you’ve ever been in. You might be in a situation that you would do anything to get out of, but somehow it is in that situation that a miracle is going to be conceived in you or in someone else. I can’t predict how that is going to happen, but maybe just for one weekend, in one church on one Christmas, Joseph could get just a little bit of love, because it’s all about Mary! You know what I’m saying guys! It is all about the wise men. It is all about the shepherd. It is all about the angels. Can’t Joseph get a little bit of love? I think he is a hero in this story. He had in his mind to divorce Mary quietly. ‘I’m going to get out.’ But Mary needed Joseph. She needed Joseph on that journey to Bethlehem. She needed Joseph to at least try to get a room in the inn. She needed Joseph to hold Jesus while at least she could get a couple hours of sleep. She needed Joseph to make the journey to Egypt and to escape the genocide that was about to happen. It is not easy being a single mother. She needed Joseph and Joseph was there for her. Don’t divorce yourself from situations that are conceived by God.  Hang in there. Trust God. A miracle might just happen.
God I pray that You would help us when we feel like we are losing control and when we feel like our lives are out of control, God when we are in situations that we don’t want to be in, Lord I pray because I know a lot of people are in those situations, that in this moment we would find the strength to carry on and that we would find the hope against all hope to hang in there. And God in the midst of our situations, even the ones we wish we could change, that we would have the courage to trust You and to trust that even though we might write the story differently, there is a reason why You are God and we are not. So Lord this weekend, we trust that just as You wrote this Christmas story, the story that we would have written very differently, that Mary and Joseph themselves would have written differently, but now we celebrate a couple thousand years later, we celebrate this story unlike any other story. Lord in much the same way that You wrote this Christmas story, somehow God, in the midst of whatever situations we find ourselves in, we trust that You are writing our stories as well, just as You wrote the story of Ruth, who certainly grieved her first husband and said, ‘God why would You allow me to become a widow, only married 10 years, God how could You let this happen?’ But she finds love again and that love gives birth to a genealogy that would lead to a miracle that has led to our salvation. So God we give You thanks and praise and we put our trust in You, in Jesus’ name, Amen.  
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