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MISSING JESUS IN OUR OWN BACKYARD 

Matthew 2: 1-23 and 13: 53-58 – Pastor Richard P. Carlson 

 

When I think of Jesus’ birth, one of the top five thoughts that come to me is about 

how Joseph almost passed up the wife of his dreams because: (1) Mary’s story 

about how she came to be carrying the baby Jesus inside her seemed false, and 

Joseph didn’t believe the story about the angel Gabriel coming to Mary and about 

the Holy Spirit overshadowing her to make Mary the only virgin in history to 

conceive a child without intimacy with a man, (2) The penalty for Mary’s sin of 

getting pregnant during betrothal by another man could have been death, and 

should have been death. So if Mary was unfaithful to Joseph, as he thought she 

must have been, he felt he was doing her a loving favor as a righteous man, to 

privately divorce her, as betrothal was only broken by divorce, (3) The people 

living in Nazareth, including Joseph’s family must have felt Mary betrayed Joseph 

and thus she was not good enough for him—once a virtuous young woman, now 

they saw her as damaged goods, as a woman from south of the tracks, a woman 

pregnant before marriage. No one marries up or down. The ground is level at the 

foot of the cross. Almost missing a spouse is an awful thing. Many a man and  

woman have almost missed their spouse available right in their own back yard.  

 

When I think of Jesus’ birth, another story comes to mind that is powerful to me 

this past week. It is a true story of Russell H. Conwell sailing the Tigris River to 

Bagdad, Nineveh, and Babylon. One of the marvelous parts of this 1870 trip was 

the presence of a non-stop story-telling Arab guide. Most of the time Conwell 

tuned out the guide until one day, on board ship, the Arab guide told him a story 

that changed Russell Conwell’s life. Here’s the story. In ancient Persia, a farmer 

named Ali Hafed, owned lots of land with orchards, fields and gardens. He was a 

wealthy contented man until one day a religious man visited him and told him how 

diamonds were made. The man told Ali Hafed that if he owned just one diamond 

the size of his thumb, he could purchase a whole country. With a diamond mine, he 

could shower his children and grandchildren with wealth and influence. Ali Hafed 

became discontent. Craving more wealth, he asked the religious man, “Where can I 

find diamonds? The priest told him, “Search for a river that runs over white sand 

between high mountains. In those sands are diamonds. Go find them.” Ali Hafed 

sold his large farm, left his family and wandered all through the desert to Palestine 

to Europe chasing his new dream. After traveling thousands of miles, he never 

found his treasure. In despair Ali Hafed took his life.  

 

One morning, the man who bought Ali Hafed’s farm led his camel into the garden 

to drink from the clear water in the brook. A flash of light caught his eye and he 

pulled out a black stone and took it home to place it on his mantel. A few days 
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later, the priest stopped in to see him. Seeing the diamond, he shouted, “Here is a 

diamond. Has Ali Hafed returned? The new farmer said, “It is not a diamond and 

Ali Hafed is dead. It is only a black stone I found in the brook in our garden. The 

religious man replied, “No, that is a black diamond, so they rushed to the brook 

between the mountains, sifted through the white sands, and found diamond after 

diamond. Ali Hafed’s old farm became the diamond mines of Golconda, the most 

magnificent diamond mine in history, producing the great Kohinoor diamond, the 

largest known crown diamond on earth. Had Ali Hafed stayed home, in his own 

back yard, in his own garden, at his own brook, he could have discovered acres of 

diamonds. Russell Conwell went back to America and wrote a speech he delivered 

over 6,000 times, a book called “Acres of Diamonds.” The diamond in Conwell’s 

book, the jewel is that “we don’t need to look elsewhere for opportunity or 

resources; instead we need to learn to dig in our own backyard.” 

 

As I come to these two texts in the first Gospel of Matthew, I come to speak to us 

about King Herod, the chief priests and scribes in Jerusalem, and the hometown 

folk in Nazareth. They all had one thing in common. They all missed the King of 

kings and Lord of lords, the Lord Jesus who came incarnate, who was alive and 

right in their own backyard, five miles from Jerusalem in Bethlehem, and right in 

the middle of Nazareth living where they lived. It is possible to miss the spouse 

God has for us, the diamonds God has for us, and most of all, to miss Jesus who 

came at Christmas for us even though God’s answer to our quest is right in our 

backyard, even though Jesus is right here among us. In these two Christmas texts, I 

see three major reasons we can be blind on many points at Christmas, but worst of 

all, blind about Jesus right in our own backyard. What are these three reasons? I 

ask these three questions of each of you. Would any of these three reasons keep 

you from following and loving and receiving Jesus as your own Lord and Savior? 

WOULD YOU CHOOSE NOT TO INVESTIGATE THE EVIDENCE 

ABOUT JESUS RIGHT BEFORE YOUR EYES, IN YOUR OWN 

BACKYARD? (I.)  Turn with me to Matthew 2: 1-6. “Now after Jesus was born in 

Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, wise men
 
from the east 

came to Jerusalem,
 
saying, “Where is He who has been born king of the Jews? For 

we saw His star when it rose and have come to worship Him.” When Herod the 

king heard this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him; and assembling all 

the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Christ 

was to be born. They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it is written by the 

prophet:
  
“‘And you, O Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least 

among the rulers of Judah, for from you shall come a ruler who will shepherd my 

people Israel.’” Let’s begin our study of this amazing text by noticing that the 

chief priests and scribes of the people, the Jewish religious leaders knew exactly 
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where Christ the Messiah was to be born. And according to our text, the Jewish 

leaders and all Jerusalem were troubled about the coming of the magi to see the 

King of the Jews born in their neck of the woods. Where is Bethlehem? Do you 

know how far or how close Bethlehem is to Jerusalem? Bethlehem is a hop, skip, 

and a jump, over the hill, down about a 1,000 feet lower in elevation from up in 

Jerusalem—five miles away at the most. Can you believe with me that the top 

religious leaders in Jerusalem were unwilling to go to Bethlehem to see what the 

stir was about? Can you believe that they never had 5 miles worth of energy to 

walk over the hill, down to the little hamlet of Bethlehem, to see for themselves? 

What in the world makes people who claim to desire the Lord, their long awaited 

Messiah, to fail to even show up at His birth to welcome Him? For the rest of that 

day when Herod came to the scribes and chief priests, what did they talk about the 

rest of the day? How often do you suppose evil king Herod ever came to ask any 

information of them? If we were reading what we would expect to read in the text, 

would it not read like this? And the Jewish leaders knew the answer to Herod’s 

question and they replied, “In Bethlehem.How about if we accompany the wise 

men to Bethlehem and we will set up a time for you to come also so you can 

worship this King of the Jews?” Commentators tell us that these people Herod 

spoke to were the Sanhedrin, which might have included the word “elders.” If so, 

that means that 71 supposed “men of God” ignored what was happening in their 

own backyard for that is how many men were on the Jewish Sanhedrin.  

Now for a moment, suppose that these men didn’t know where Messiah was to be 

born and they studied for half a day or a week to find out—as if it were a matter 

that was obscure? Now, notice that the religious leaders answered without 

hesitation. Instantly, they replied, quoting the Word of God they knew from Micah 

5: 2. This quick, immediate answer shows that the Jewish religious leaders knew 

the Bible like the back of their hand and they knew Micah 5: 2 was Messianic. 

Since the coming of Messiah was the hope of every Jew in Jesus’ day, what kept 

these Jewish leaders from leading an entourage of the Sanhedrin down to 

Bethlehem? Beloved, what is it that allows a person who knows the Word to ignore 

what it has to say about Jesus, and to fail to investigate who Jesus is? Let’s reflect 

a bit longer about who these men were who ignored their Messiah and who failed 

to walk five miles to investigate Him. If Jesus came to town in Reliance, 

Wyoming, and we had no vehicles, would we walk five miles to see Him? Who 

were these religious leaders? They were the best, the brightest minds of their day. 

They were professional students of the Torah of God, the Law, the Pentateuch. 

They studied the Old Testament day and night. They knew the Word of God, loved 

it, revered it, learned it, debated it, studied it, and memorized it. Some of them had 

even memorized these first five books of the Bible in Hebrew. Others had 

memorized the Psalms in Hebrew. Think of all that these teachers of the Law knew 
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about the coming of Messiah: He would be born of the Seed of the woman. That’s 

in Genesis 3:15. He would be of the seed of Abraham. Genesis 12:1-3. He would 

be a descendant of Isaac. That’s in Genesis 22:18. He would be a descendant of 

Jacob. That’s in Genesis 28:14. He would be of the tribe of Judah. That’s in 

Genesis 49:10. He would be a “son of David." 2 Samuel 7:11,12,16. He would be 

born of a virgin. That’s in Isaiah 7:14. He would be born in Bethlehem. That’s in 

Micah 5:2. What did they know about Messiah? They knew He would come a Jew, 

of the tribe of Judah, a descendant of David, born in Bethlehem, born of a virgin.  

Is it possible after so much study, they knew too much to make a commitment to 

anything or anyone? Was answering King Herod’s question so impersonal to them 

it was like getting one answer right in a game of Bible Trivia? Was the fact of the 

wise men seeing the Messiah’s star first enough to make their background from 

Babylon or Persia, a step down from these Jewish leaders? Were these leaders of 

the Jews culturally arrogant? Think with me. If strangers were to show up in our 

town, claiming to have followed a star in search of a baby born “king of the Jews,” 

would we believe such a bizarre story? Who were these fellows anyway, were they 

authentic, or were they ancient “dog and pony show” people? Who sent them? 

Where did they come from? What star did they see and why can’t we see it? Plus 

they looked different. They talked differently. They dressed very strange. 

Everything about them proved they weren’t from Jerusalem. The town was in 

upheaval and uproar over them. It’s easiest to discount folk who aren’t like us. But 

deeper yet; these religious leaders obviously, as Charles Spurgeon said, “They had 

no heart towards Christ.”  I ask us today, “Is there one or more of us here who 

honestly have no heart toward Christ, Messiah? Are there some of us who are 

content to know the Word, but without interest in knowing the Lord? 2ndly,  

WOULD YOU CHOOSE TO DISGUISE YOUR FEARS AND PLOTS 

AGAINST JESUS BY A FEIGNED INTEREST IN WORSHIPPING HIM IN 

YOUR OWN BACKYARD? (II.) Notice Matthew 2: 7,8. “Then Herod 

summoned the wise men secretly and ascertained from them what time the star had 

appeared. 
 
And he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently for 

the child, and when you have found him, bring me word, that I too may come and 

worship him.” 
 
But hurry on to verses 16-18. “Then Herod, when he saw that he 

had been tricked by the wise men, became furious, and he sent and killed all the 

male children in Bethlehem, and in all that region, who were two years old or 

under, according to the time that he had ascertained from the wise men. Then was 

fulfilled what was spoken by the prophet Jeremiah: 
 
“A voice was heard in Ramah, 

weeping and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be 

comforted, because they are no more.” How many people today disguise their true 

fears and plans and plots against Jesus, by acting like they are quite interested in 
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Him? Why do folk who have no care for Jesus, show up at Christmas in church, 

when the truth is, they have no plans to worship Him. Why did Herod miss 

Christmas? Was it jealous fear? It was that, even worse, murderous, jealous fear. In 

our text in Matthew 2: 19 we read, “But when Herod died…” That took care of the 

Herods, right? Wrong! Are there more Herods in the world today? Yes, there are 

millions more. Man is sinful, depraved, and society is full of Herods. Is there today 

even one of us missing the heart of Christmas because of jealous fear? Would we 

walk the malls here in America and miss the Lord Jesus in our own backyard? 

Many people miss Christmas because of the same kind of jealous fear Herod had. 

Herod was afraid that someone else would take his throne or get his job. Today 

millions of people are fearful of giving up their own plans, priorities, values, and 

morals. They don't want to come to Christ because He will cramp their life style. 

They fear Jesus will lay claim on their lives. That means that they will have to alter 

the way they live. The media tells us over and over to do own thing, to master our 

own fate, and chart our own destiny. The world is full of “kings” and “queens” 

who will not kneel before Jesus Christ, so they miss Christmas just like Herod. 

What about you? Have you said no to Jesus Christ because you are afraid of the 

claim He will lay on you in your life? Do you want to be the lord and master of 

your life, the king of your own little kingdom? Have you been afraid of following 

the Word of the Lord, and the promptings of His Spirit because of the possible way 

obedience to the voice of God will alter your life? That's tragic!—is it not? Christ’s 

kingdom is much more glorious than our little kingdoms! Our little kingdom is as 

ephemeral as a vapor, here today, and gone tomorrow. Would you in jealous fear, 

choose a 70-80 year long kingdom over surrendering to the King of eternity? 3rdly, 

WOULD YOU CHOOSE TO STUMBLE OVER JESUS IN YOUR OWN 

BACKYARD BECAUSE HE IS NOT THE PERSON YOU’VE ALWAYS 

THOUGHT HE WAS? (III.)Turn to our final Christmas text, Matthew 13: 53-58. 

“And when Jesus had finished these parables, He went away from there, and 

coming to His hometown He taught them in their synagogue, so that they were 

astonished, and said, “Where did this man get this wisdom and these mighty 

works? Is not this the carpenter's son? Is not His mother called Mary? And are not 

His brothers James and Joseph and Simon and Judas? And are not all His sisters 

with us? Where then did this man get all these things?” 
 
And they took offense at 

Him. But Jesus said to them, “A prophet is not without honor except in His 

hometown and in His own household.” 
 
And He did not do many mighty works 

there, because of their unbelief.” Beloved, notice that the false teaching that Mary 

was a perpetual virgin, is simply not true. She gave birth by her husband Joseph, 

Jesus’ step-father four other brothers and an unnumbered # of sisters here called 

“all His sisters.” But notice the hometown folk first were astonished, literally 
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seized with awe and wonder, panic, stricken with sudden alarm and fear. They 

were amazed at Jesus’ words, His grace, His authority, different from the local 

rabbis. Never had a man spoken like this man—John 7: 46. They were amazed at 

His wisdom, His works filled with truth, old truth declared in fresh ways, using 

common everyday illustrations. They were amazed at His works because as Jesus 

returned to His hometown, for He was a Nazarene, Matthew 2: 23, His fame 

preceded Him. They couldn’t believe a boy growing up in their hometown could 

ever do the mighty miracles they had heard He was doing. But sadly they couldn’t 

believe what they were hearing because of who they were hearing it from. Their 

mouths were left hanging open, because they thought they knew everything there 

was to know about their local boy, one of their own. They had seen Him as a child, 

playing on the streets of Nazareth, they saw him as a young man and had bought 

chairs, tables, and ox-yokes He had built. They knew He had no formal training. 

He didn’t deserve their respect for He was just a common man, a common 

craftsman, no better than they were, and they weren’t about to listen to him.   

 

That’s why they were offended at Him and refused to listen to Him or believe in 

Him. They refused to receive God’s truth from a common carpenter. Soon these 

hometown folk resorted to ridiculing Jesus. Ridicule is the final refuge of small 

closed minds. They rejected that Jesus was born of a virgin. They could not believe 

what they couldn’t explain. Maybe they could accept the manger scene, but not His 

virgin birth. They could accept His loving messages about God’s peace but they 

wanted nothing to do with Him speaking about sin, sinners and hell ahead. Perhaps 

they would one day believe he actually did die on the cross, but they would never 

believe He rose from the dead. Where there is no faith, Jesus will not do many 

mighty miracles, and folks can say, “See, He’s not what has been reported.” Have 

you been selective on what you believe about Jesus? If so, you’re missing it all, 

missing the Lord of Glory, the Christ of Christmas, the Savior of the world. 

 

Are you missing Jesus, right here in your own backyard where the stores and the 

mall play His carols, where the chimes play His hymns, where we have 60 

Protestant churches in Sweetwater County? Are you missing the Christ of 

Christmas in your own backyard? It’s sad to overlook diamonds in the brook that 

runs through your yard. It’s next to overwhelmingly sad to overlook the spouse of 

your dreams because of your pre-conceived notions about him or her as he or she 

lives within a few blocks or miles from you. Yet it is eternally tragic to miss Jesus 

because you’re an American and all Americans believe in Jesus, right? Wrong! 

Believing He exists will not save you or believing He died on the cross for sinners 

is not enough. You must repent, believe, and receive Him today or miss Him 

forever though His music is on K-LOV and Pilgrim Radio, in your own backyard. 


