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Those who are fans of the TV show “Glee” can tell you that the 19th episode of the series, which first aired on May 18, 2010, was called “Dream On.”  The episode got its name from a song by the same name written by the rock band Aerosmith in 1973, a song that was selected by the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame as one of the 500 Songs That Shaped America.  In the episode Neil Patrick Harris guest stars as a cynical former member of a high school glee club whose dreams of one day becoming a musical star have long since been crushed.  He takes it on himself to try to convince the gang at “Glee” that they should give up their dreams, because dreams never come true.  But the director of the Glee Club, Will Shuster, joins Neil Patrick Harris in a performance of the song “Dream On” and encourages his old high school friend to, in the words of the song, “dream until the dream comes true.”

When we read the Christmas story in Matthew’s Gospel, we can’t help but notice the significant role of dreams.  Five times in the space of 27 verses the text tells us that God used a dream to communicate with people who were in desperate need of direction.  In fact, it’s fair to say that without these dreams, there would be no Christmas story to tell.  Without these dreams, there would be no reason for the season, no cause for celebration, no occasion for Christmas glee.  

This morning we want to study the stories of those who had these dreams for two reasons.  First, we can’t fully appreciate the Christmas story if we don’t stop to appreciate these dreams.  They are too important for us to rush past them.  Have you ever been driving along on the highway on a vacation, hurrying to get to your next stop, when you came across a sign that said “Scenic View Ahead”?  Most of the time we just drive right by those, don’t we, because we’re in a hurry to get to our destination.  But once in awhile something prompts us to pull over at one of those stops – maybe we just needed to stretch our legs and we thought this would be as good a place as any to take a break.  And you get out of your car and you look around and you think, “Wow!  What a spectacular view!  I can’t believe I almost drove right past this.”  This morning, while we are enroute to Christmas, we’re going to pull over and take a few minutes to appreciate the dreams that made Christmas possible.  We’re going to take a few minutes to enjoy the view.
But more than just admiring these dreams, we want to learn from them.  Specifically, we want to learn from these dreams how God guides us, how God gives us direction in life.  In the Psalms God gives us this promise: “I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go; I will counsel you and watch over you.” (Psalm 32:8)  And in the Christmas story we will see example after example of God doing just that, of God counseling and watching over the people he loved, and in this instance the way God chose to guide and direct these people was through dreams. 
Let me confess to you that, like most men, I am very bad when it comes to asking for directions.  Recently Brenda passed along to me some interesting facts.  Researchers tell us that on average men will drive an extra 276 miles per year because they won’t stop and ask for directions.  Twenty-five percent of men will remain lost for 30 minutes before stopping to ask for directions, and 12% never stop to ask for directions.  And I am often one of those men.
But as I have thought about this reluctance on my part to ask for directions, I have realized that I have an even more serious problem, which is that even when I ask for directions, I don’t follow them.  And the reason I often don’t follow the directions that I have asked for is that I am convinced that I have a better sense of direction than the person I am asking for directions.  In fact, there are even times when I will put my pride aside and actually use the navigation system in my wife’s car, but after seeing the route the car tells me to take I will think to myself, “I know a better way. I can get us there faster if I go my way.”  Please tell me I’m not the only one here who has blown off your car’s navigation system!  
So here’s my problem.  My problem isn’t just that I don’t like to ask for directions; my problem is that even when I ask for directions, I don’t follow them.  And even though I don’t know all of you, I have a strong suspicion that you just might have the same problem.  It is, after all, a human problem.  The Bible calls it sin.  Our problem as humans is that we have a very hard time following God’s directions.  Why?  Because we think we know better.  It’s not necessarily that we’re being rebellious.  It’s not that we’re trying to get back at God for anything.  It’s just that we have lived life for a while now, and, well, we think we know better what is best for us.  

Let me give you just one example.  God says, “Forgive those who have trespassed against you.”  You’ve heard that; it’s from the Lord’s Prayer.  You most likely have prayed that many times in your life:  “Father, forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.”  And when we pray that prayer we understand that God is directing us to forgive those who trespass against us.  So do we?  Do I?  Sometimes.  But often, I think I know better.  “God, if I forgive this person, he’s just going to get away with being mean.  He’s shown no repentance, he hasn’t even acknowledged that what he did to me was wrong, and frankly someone has to teach this guy some responsibility.”  We can think of all sorts of reasons for not following God’s directions on this one; I certainly have in my lifetime.  But what it all comes down to is that I think I know better than God what is best for me.  “Sure, as a general rule forgiveness is a good thing, but God, if you really understood my situation, if you were in my shoes, you would understand why it is that I can’t forgive this guy.”

And then I remember.  Two thousand years ago, God walked in my shoes.  In the person of Jesus, God walked this earth.  In the person of Jesus, God was abused, mocked, humiliated, taken advantage of, beaten, and murdered.  And among Jesus’ last words on the Cross were these: “Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what they’re doing.”  God does understand my situation, and he understands your situation.  Not only that, he understands the situation of the person who wronged you.  And based on his exhaustive knowledge and infinite wisdom and incomparable love, God gives us these directions: “Forgive those who trespass against you.”  God understands what we are so slow to learn, that forgiving is in our best interests.  Refusing to forgive only makes us bitter, and bitterness kills us, not the person who harmed us.  When it comes to forgiveness, God has given us very clear directions.  What is at issue is our willingness to follow them.

Have you ever been in a situation where you really wanted God to give you direction?  It’s happened to me many times.  God, should I marry this person?  God, should I take this job?  God, what career should I pursue?  God, how do I solve this problem?  God, should we stay here or should we move somewhere else?  And what we wish we could do is go online and log on to “God quest” or some such service, and download God’s directions for our lives.  We’d like to see the “map” of our life so we could know what to do next.  But here’s the point:  The primary reason we don’t get directions from God is not because we don’t ask for them; it’s because we don’t follow them.  Maybe God would be more willing to give us the directions we ask for if we were more willing to follow the directions he’s already given us.

And that takes us to the story of Joseph and his dreams.  Joseph was a carpenter who lived 2,000 years ago in a hamlet called Nazareth.  Joseph was faced with some tremendously challenging circumstances, and he found himself over and over again in desperate need of directions. Joseph is an unusual and exceptional man for a number of reasons, as we will see this morning.  But perhaps the most exceptional thing about Joseph is that Joseph followed directions.  When God gave Joseph directions, even directions that made little sense, Joseph didn’t argue with them, he didn’t challenge them, he didn’t question them and he didn’t ignore them.  He simply followed them.  And that is the key to obtaining God’s direction in our lives, the willingness to follow the directions he’s already given us.
God Guides Us When We Ask God The Right Questions

Let me start by stating a principle, and then let’s go back and see how this principle plays out in Joseph’s life.  The principle is this – God guides us when we ask God the right questions.  You know the story, but let’s read it again from Matthew’s account:

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.  (Matthew 1:18-19)
You might remember that in those days marriage was a three-step process. The first step was the engagement.  Back then, of course, marriages were arranged by the parents.  To seal the deal, the parents of the groom would pay a dowry to the parents of the bride.  As I mentioned last week, being the father of two daughters, I think this whole dowry thing is a good idea.  “If you pay my property taxes, your son can marry my daughter.”  We ought to seriously think about this.

But there was a second stage of the process, and that was called “betrothal.”  There was a formal ceremony the local rabbi would perform for the betrothal.  Once betrothed, the couple was legally bound to each other as husband and wife.  However, they still weren’t married.  They could not have sexual relations with each other during the betrothal, nor could the couple live together.  This period normally lasted for one year, and at the end of the year the couple would then finally become married.

Mary and Joseph were betrothed.  Their parents had arranged their marriage, the dowry was paid, and the rabbi had formally betrothed them.  But they weren’t married yet.  Now here is the catch.  Under the strict interpretation of Jewish law, sexual activity during this period was considered adultery, and adultery was punishable by death for both parties.  So when Joseph discovers that his betrothed, Mary, is pregnant, he knows he’s got a problem – a big problem.

With that in mind, look back at Matthew’s account of the event:  “Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit.”  What that phrase “she was found to be with child” strongly suggests is that Joseph didn’t discover that his betrothed was pregnant until she was far enough along in the pregnancy to be showing.  We know from Luke’s Gospel that after she became pregnant Mary spent about three months with her relative Elizabeth.  Sometime after she comes back Joseph sees her, back home in Nazareth.  And what does he notice but that his fiancée is very clearly going to have a baby.

So let me ask you – how would you feel at that moment?  You would feel hurt and angry and confused.  And I am quite sure that’s just how Joseph felt.  Joseph and Mary had stood before the rabbi and promised to save themselves for each other until they were married.  Mary had made a promise, a vow.  And now she comes back after three months away, and look at her!  She’s pregnant!  

Now at that point I have to imagine Mary tells Joseph about her visit from the angel.  And while Joseph loves Mary with all his heart, he clearly doesn’t believe her.  After all, would you?  How do I know he didn’t believe her?  Look again at Matthew 1:19 – “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.”  If Joseph believed that Mary had been visited by an angel, he surely wouldn’t have been thinking about divorcing her.

Let’s think through Joseph’s options.  If he marries her, what are people going to think?  People are going to think that Joseph and Mary had sex during the period of their betrothal.  What could the people of Nazareth do to Joseph and Mary for such an offense?  They could stone them to death.  Now that didn’t happen often in those days, even though the law allowed it to happen.  Joseph probably knew it was unlikely he and Mary would be stoned for this.  But he also knew that if he did marry her, he and Mary would be subject to shame and disgrace.  They would be treated differently by the people of Nazareth, and their child would be treated the way any illegitimate child was treated in those days.

Another option was to publicly divorce Mary.  He could make sure everyone knew that while Mary might have committed adultery, he had not.  He was innocent. That option would clear his name and make it possible for him to carry on his life with honor and dignity.  That would be the easiest thing for him to do.  And he had a right to do just that under the law.  A third option, the one he was considering most strongly, was to divorce Mary quietly.  The downside is that people would still assume he was the father, that he and Mary had committed adultery.  And while he would probably have to leave town, at least Mary would be spared the public humiliation of a public divorce.

Now notice how the Bible describes Joseph.  It calls him a “righteous man.”  Here’s what that tells me about Joseph.  It tells me that Joseph’s primary motivation was to do what was right.  Here was a man sorely in need of directions.  He was at a crossroads in his life.  This was the most important decision he had ever faced, the most important he would ever face.  He was probably about 20 years old.  He needed God to tell him what to do.  And from what we read in Matthew we can tell a great deal about what Joseph asked God.  For example, we can tell that Joseph didn’t ask God, “God, what is the best way to get out of this so I’m not humiliated?”  We can tell Joseph didn’t ask God, “God, what is the easiest way out of this situation?”

Here’s what I think Joseph prayed:  “God, what is the right thing to do?  What is the right thing to do for Mary’s sake?  What is the honorable thing to do?  What is the most compassionate thing to do?  What is the right thing to do for this baby?”  And do you know what?  Those are the right questions to ask when we are seeking God’s direction in our life.  When we ask not, “What will make my life easier?” but “What is the right thing to do?” we can trust that God will give us directions.
Do you remember what happened next?  That’s right – Joseph had a dream.  God used a dream to instruct Joseph in the way he should go.  Matthew tells us: “But after Joseph 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.’” (Matthew 1:20-21)  Joseph asked God the right questions, and God responded by giving Joseph clear directions.

God Guides Us When We Follow His Directions

But there is more to it than asking for directions, and there is more to it than getting directions.  Do you remember what we said earlier?  The primary reason we don’t get directions from God is not because we don’t ask for them; it’s because we don’t follow them.  Let me put that more positively.  God guides us when we follow his directions.  Notice what Joseph did after the angel appeared to him:  “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.”  (Matthew 1:24-25)   

Joseph followed God’s directions to a “T.”  He didn’t quibble with them, he didn’t debate them, and he didn’t take them under advisement.  He obeyed them, no questions asked.  Now I know what you’re thinking.  You’re thinking, “Well sure he obeyed them.  What’s so hard about that?  If an angel came to me and told me in my own language what I was supposed to do, I’d do it too.”   

I wish with all my heart that that were true.  I wish it were true that I wouldn’t think twice about obeying God when God gave me unmistakably clear directions.  But it’s not true.  Let me tell you two ways God gives me directions, two ways that are available to you.  One way, of course, is through the Bible.  God has made it very clear to me in writing how I am to live my life in a way that honors God and is fulfilling for me.  He has told me things I should not do.  I should not covet.  I should not lust.  I should not be greedy.  I should not hold on to bitterness.  I should not complain.  I should not be lazy.  God has also told me things I should do.  I should love my enemies.  I should pray for those who hurt me.  I should give generously and sacrificially.  I should live with joy.  I should be patient.  I should believe the best about people.  I should honor God with my body. I should feed the hungry.

And to make sure I understand exactly what I am supposed to do with my life, God has used a second method of giving me directions – my conscience.  Listen to what Paul tells us about the conscience in Romans:  “For when Gentiles who do not have the Law do instinctively the things of the Law, these, not having the Law, are a law to themselves, in that they show the work of the Law written in their hearts, their conscience bearing witness, and their thoughts alternately accusing or else defending them.” (Romans 2:14-15)   Most of the time, I don’t even need to cross reference the Bible to know what I should do.  God has written right and wrong on my heart.  He has given me a conscience as a means of giving me directions.  

My problem usually isn’t that I don’t have directions.  My problem is that I don’t follow the directions God has already given me.  And I have come to believe that if I, like Joseph, were genuinely willing to obey the directions God has already given me, God would be more willing to give me further directions in my life when I need them.

And that principle is hammered home to us in the four last dreams that make the Christmas story possible.  The next dream comes not to Joseph but to three seekers we have come to refer to as the Three Wise Men.  The wise men have followed the star to the baby Jesus.  They have bowed before this child, placed gifts at his feet, and worshipped him.  Then what?  They had been commanded by King Herod to report back to Herod and to tell him where they found this baby who had been born king of the Jews.  But do you remember why they didn’t?  Here’s the text: “And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route.” (Matthew 2:12)  When God gave the wise men directions by means of a dream, the wise men showed their wisdom by following God’s directions.  And if they hadn’t, the baby Mary had given birth to would never have grown up to become the Savior of the world.  
We don’t have to wait long for the next dream – it’s in the next verse: “When they 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 during the night, and left for Egypt, where he stayed until the death of Herod.” (Matthew 2:13-15)  God is using a dream to do for Joseph just what God promised way back in the Psalms: “I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go; I will counsel you and watch over you.” (Psalm 32:8)  God used a dream to guide Joseph and to watch over Joseph’s family.  And when God gave Joseph directions, Joseph followed them.  As soon as Joseph woke up, he went into action.  He didn’t say, “Can’t this wait?  The baby just went to sleep; I don’t want to get him off his schedule.”  When God made it clear to Joseph what he should do, Joseph did it.
So now Joseph, Mary and Jesus are in Egypt.  But how is Joseph supposed to know when to go back to Israel?  It’s not like he can just pull out his smart phone and check to see if the coast is clear.  It’s time for two more dreams: “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…’  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 he went and lived in a town called Nazareth.” (Matthew 2:19-23)  Dream on, Joseph.  Without those dreams, the life of the Christ child would have ended before he could become our Savior.  But it wasn’t just because Joseph had dreams; it was because Joseph followed the directions God gave him in his dreams.
The Bible says that God is not the author of confusion.  God does not want you to be confused about how to live or what to do with your life.  He is eager to guide you and to give you directions.  It might be that God will guide you in a dream. It might be that God will guide you through the advice of those who know you and love you.  It might be that God will guide you through the gentle prompting of the Holy Spirit. But let me remind you one more time of the big point of the morning: The primary reason we don’t get directions from God is not because we don’t ask for them; it’s because we don’t follow them.  Maybe God would be more willing to give us the directions we ask for if we were more willing to follow the directions he’s already given us. So from now on, when God says to act, we will act; when God says march on, we will march on; when God says forgive, we will forgive.  If you’re looking for God to give you directions, the place to start is by following the directions he’s already given you.
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