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Scripture: Matthew 2:13-23 

Sermon: 

Imagine… 
 I want you to imagine a family driving in their car through the night at Christmas time.  They’re not on 

their way to see family though. They’re actually headed even further away from their family.  And they’re not 

just driving in their car. They’re living in it. [pic]  Their destination is not a friend’s house. Nor are they going on 

vacation. They are, in fact, fleeing for the border.  They are hoping to get across the border before CAS discovers 

they’ve left the house where they were staying. They’re hoping to reach the border and get beyond the arm of 

Children’s Aid because CAS is going to take away their baby boy. 

 This is not how this family wanted to spend Christmas.  They didn’t want to flee to another country. They 

didn’t want to have to find a new place to start over.  But they have to.  You see, the mom got pregnant out of 

wedlock. Her husband, a construction worker, knew he wasn’t the father, but decided to stay in the relationship 

anyway. They went moved to the town where he grew up because of some government regulations around getting 

welfare.   

While there, the mom delivered their child. Even though it was a home birth, word got out about it and 

CAS came to investigate. Finding out the child’s father was unknown, knowing the couple wasn’t married yet, 

CAS decided to investigate further. Then, an anonymous tip came to the family that CAS had made the decision to 

take the child.  The couple gathered up their meagre belongings, hopped in their car and headed for the border. 

They hoped and prayed they would make it before CAS noticed they were gone and sent the police after them.  

They hoped and prayed to cross the border before word got to the border guards that they were fugitives! 

That’s not exactly how we imagine people celebrating the holidays, is it?  But that’s something of what 

Joseph, Mary and Jesus would have experienced. Instead of a car, it was their faithful donkey.  Instead of CAS 

coming to take the child, it was Herod’s soldiers coming to kill the child! 

Imagine, as Joseph and Mary gather they belongings in order to flee, they come across the gold, 

frankincense and myrrh given to them by the Magi.  Suddenly these gifts seem much more practical! The family 

will be able to sell them when they get to Egypt and live off the money while Joseph looks for work. 

I’m sure neither Mary nor Joseph were keen on yet another journey.   This journey, the flight to Egypt, 

was significantly longer than from Galilee to Bethlehem!  We make a big deal out of that journey as part of the 

Christmas story. Yes, it was different that Mary was very pregnant on that trip, but now they had a little boy with 

them! We don’t know how old Jesus was at this time. He could have still been an infant, or perhaps as old as 2 

depending on when the Magi saw the star in relation to Jesus’ birth. Was the star early so they would get there for 

the birth? Or was the star the announcement that the birth had taken place? We don’t know.  But in either case, 

traveling with a child under 2 is never easy! 

And we must not forget that Joseph and Mary were fleeing for their faith!  Joseph, we are told in Matthew 

1, was a righteous man.  Because he was righteous, he listened to God’s command in a dream to take Mary as his 

wife even though he knew he was not the father of her child. Mary was faithful too, telling the angel that she 

would submit to whatever the Lord asked of her, including the ridicule and shame of becoming pregnant out of 

wedlock, and delivering and raising a baby that was not of her choosing.  Because of their faith, Mary and Joseph 

accepted the responsibility of bearing and raising Jesus.  Because of their faith, they were in Bethlehem when 

Jesus was born. Because of their faith in God and who Jesus was, they had to flee Herod’s soldiers because Jesus 

was a threat to his rule.  And so, because of their faith, they yet again found themselves on a long, difficult road 

taking them further and further from family and friends. 

While this may seem like an exceptional case today, we must remember that many of God’s faithful 

people have had to flee their homes because of their faith.  Last week we heard a bit of Esther Wong’s story of 

being born to Chinese missionaries serving in Vietnam. Esther was born on Christmas day and within a few days 

she and her family were fleeing the country because of their faith!  Similarly, many Christians in Iraq have had to 
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flee in recent years. I don’t know how many, but I’m sure some of the Syrian refugees we are hearing about on the 

news are Christians as well.  

We have it good in North America. Historically speaking, we have had it easy with our faith, not having to 

flee or face any serious persecution for bearing Jesus’ name.  But we must not let our blessing lead us to think this 

is the norm, or to forget our brothers and sisters around the world who have not been so blessed. 

Today we are going to take a closer look at the flight to Egypt in Matthew 1. Rarely is this bloody part of 

the Christmas story talked about at Christmas. Christmas in the West is to be a time of good cheer, of happy 

scenes of family gathered around the table or Christmas tree, celebrating their material bounty. 

But that is not the way the Bible portrays the events around Jesus’ birth! 

Context 

 By way of context, before we read our passage, I need to share something fascinating that I learned 

recently.  Josephus, a first century Jewish historian, records a legend about Moses’ birth in Egypt. [RT 

France, Matthew, p. 85] Although Josephus wrote it down after the birth of Jesus, he did not create the story. 

Instead, he was recording a story that was well known within the Jewish community for centuries. 

 Jewish tradition held that during the time Israel was enslaved in Egypt, “sacred scribes” (perhaps 

similar to the Magi?) in Egypt foretold the birth of a boy who would deliver the Israelites from slavery.  

The tradition held that this is why Pharaoh ordered the destruction of all Israelite boys in Exodus 1. He was afraid 

of this deliverer.  The legend continued that Moses’ father was told in a dream that it was his son who was 

going to be the promised deliverer of Israel and so the father rescued Moses from the massacre. 

 Now, this story is interesting on a couple levels. First, it is different from the Biblical account in which it 

was all women who worked together to save Moses.  That might have been a point of embarrassment to Israelite 

men for generations!  But regardless of the historicity of the legend, what we do know is that this was a well 

known legend amongst Jews. And Matthew’s Gospel seems to have been written with a Jewish audience in mind. 

 With that in mind, and remembering our text from last week in which the Magi asked King Herod where to 

find the child born king, let’s turn to our text. 

Text 
 Matthew 2:13-23 

What It Says 
 So what does this text say?  The text is in fact three little scenes, each of which ends with Matthew’s 

description of how these events were foretold.  These three scenes are each an example of the fulfilment of 

prophecy. The first “fulfilment” verse is 15 about Joseph fleeing to Egypt and so it was fulfilled that God would 

call his Son out of Egypt.  The second is verse 17, after the slaughter of little boys, about the weeping and 

mourning in Ramah.  The final fulfilment verse is at the end of the third scene, Herod’s death leading to Joseph 

and the family’s return to Israel, but settling in Nazareth instead of Bethlehem or Jerusalem.  This was to fulfil 

what the prophets said about the Messiah being a “Nazarene.” 

 The first two examples of fulfilment include quotations from the OT.  The third does not.  And in the 

case of the first two, these passages were not seen as prophecies about the Messiah leading up to Jesus’ birth. This 

has led some to question Matthew’s use of the OT.  But we must understand that Matthew was interpreting these 

verses theologically, not historically. [Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew Vol 1, p. 54] Although the original 

prophets did not anticipate their words being about the Messiah, in hindsight Matthew understood these verses 

theologically- seeing in them a foreshadowing of what eventually happened to Jesus.  

 Matthew’s goal is to show the divine hand of God at work in the events surrounding Jesus’ birth 

and that God can work through tragedy to bring about salvation.  This is especially important when we 

think about the fact that Matthew wrote is Gospel as a whole. We tend to just read snippets here and there, but 

Matthew wrote the whole thing as a unit.  Thus in the beginning Matthew shows that God can bring salvation 

through suffering, even suffering caused by corrupt, bloodthirsty leaders.  Then, at the end, Matthew shows the 

same thing!  God brings salvation in spite of and, in fact, through the bloody violence initiated by Israel’s 

leadership in the scourging and crucifixion of Jesus.  Thus this passage and the crucifixion serve as bookends of 

sorts, demonstrating the theological principle of God’s sovereignty overcoming tremendous evil carried out by 

sinful people. 
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 That’s the big picture of what this passage says.  Now I want to point to some specifics.  First, notice the 

number of times God speaks through dreams. 5 times God speaks to people through dreams in the events 

surrounding Jesus’ birth.  As you may recall from your knowledge of the Christmas story, when Joseph first 

found out that Mary was pregnant, back in Matthew 1, he planned to break off their engagement quietly so as not 

to cause Mary public shame.  But God then spoke to Joseph in a dream, reassuring him that the child was to be 

the Saviour, the deliverer of his people from their sins, that the child was the product of the Holy Spirit and Joseph 

should not be afraid to take Mary as his wife.  Joseph woke up and obeyed. 

 Then, earlier in chapter 2, which we read last week, we saw that the Magi were warned in a dream not to 

return to Herod.  Here in our text today, Joseph has 3 dreams in which God speaks to him and tells him what to do 

or where to go!  First, he is told in a dream to flee with the child and his mother. Then, once in Egypt, he is told in 

a dream to return to Israel. When they get back, one of Herod’s sons who is similar in temperament to Herod is 

ruling in the southern half of the region where both Bethlehem and Jerusalem are. So Joseph is warned in a dream 

not to settle there, but back in Nazareth, in Galilee, where he and Mary lived before moving to Bethlehem. 

 Each time God spoke to him in a dream, Joseph obeyed.  Remember, Joseph was called “a righteous 

man” in Matthew 1.  That means that Joseph was in a right relationship with God.  Here we see part of that 

relationship.  When God spoke, Joseph listened and obeyed. 

 The second thing I want to zero in on in the text is Herod.  Today most people don’t know much about 

him, but he was famous in his own time.  Matthew’s original readers would not have needed much help filling in 

the details about Herod’s character, but we do.  So let’s take a minute to see who it was who ordered the killing of 

all the boys under 2 in Bethlehem. 

 First, Herod was not an Israelite.  Herod was Jewish by religion, but not by race.  He was ethnically 

Arab.  However, his ancestors were conquered by a Jewish ruler about 135 BC and his people were forced to 

convert to Judaism at sword point. [Kenneth E. Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes, p. 56]  Herod 

himself was highly educated in the Greek thought of the day. Culturally he was Greek.  Politically, Herod was a 

Roman.  During the Roman civil war, Herod backed Antony and Cleopatra against the boy who was to become 

Caesar Augustus. (We talked about this civil war when we looked at Philippi this past summer!) When Augustus 

won, Herod high tailed it to see him.  He plead his case before Augustus saying, “Consider not whose friend I 

was [your enemy’s] but what a good friend I was!” Caeser returned Herod’s crown to him and confirmed him as 

king in Israel! [Bailey, p. 56-57] 

 Later in life, though, Herod became paranoid.  He married at least 10 women and had a ton of sons, but he 

began to fear that they were plotting against him in order to steal his throne. (He may have been right!)  He had 

his favourite wife and 2 of his favourite sons executed for supposedly plotting against him. At one point he had 

not only the people he suspected of conspiring against him killed, but their whole families too!   

 At the end of his life, when he was dying a slow, painful, agonizing death, he was suspicious of the crown 

prince. So he had him imprisoned. Herod tried to commit suicide, but one of his guards stopped him. However, in 

the confusion of events, word got to the crown prince that Herod was dead. So the prince started shouting to be let 

out so he could secure his thrown and begin to rule. When Herod recovered from his failed suicide, he had the 

prince killed for this! 

 Finally, when he knew his death was close, Herod ordered that 1,000 important people in Israel be 

rounded up and held captive. His order was that they be executed when he died. Why? Because they had done 

something wrong? No!  Because Herod wanted people to mourn when they remembered his death and knew that 

nobody would mourn for him, so he planned to have 1,000 innocent people killed just to create sorrow over his 

death! [Bailey, p. 57] 

 We must remember that Bethlehem was (thankfully) a small town with a population between 300 and 

1000 at most. This means that there were at most 20 boys under the age of 2, likely closer to 12. [France, p. 86] 

So it seems completely within character for this man, Herod, to have ordered the slaughter of about a dozen little 

boys when he felt threatened by the thought of a king being born among them.  Also, a dozen common boys 

under the age of 2 barely registers against the other killings Herod ordered, which is why we probably don’t have 

other historical record of this.  It was far too common during Herod’s reign! 

 Given all of that drama surrounding Herod’s death, notice what Matthew says about it in verse 19: “After 



 
 

4 

Herod died, an angel of the Lord….”  That’s all Matthew says!  It many ways, it is the ultimate insult to Herod.  

(Notice, too, by the way that after the Magi bow down to Jesus, Matthew just refers to Herod, not “king Herod.”)  

Herod is so insignificant to Jesus and the work God was doing in Jesus that Matthew barely says anything about 

his death other than using it as a place holder in the story!  It’s similar to what the writer of 1 and 2 Kings does in 

the OT. Some of the kings he mentions were significant historically, but insignificant theologically, so the author 

of 1 and 2 Kings just kind of says, “and he reigned X number of years and did evil in the sight of the Lord.” 

What It Means 
 So what does all of this mean?  We’ve looked at the text. We’ve seen Matthew’s use of prophecy.  

We’ve learned about Herod the ogre.  We’ve seen God speak to Joseph through dreams.  What does it all mean?  

How do we get a handle on this passage? 

 First, Matthew is portraying Jesus as the second Moses.  Why is that? Remember, Matthew was 

writing his Gospel for Jews.  And who was the most important person in Jewish history?  Moses!  The defining 

moment or event in Israelite history was the Exodus from Egypt. That was when God gave them the land and 

made them a nation.  It was when God rescued them from slavery. It was what they celebrated at Passover, the 

most important holiday they had.  It was when God brought Israel into a covenant relationship with himself, 

fulfilling his promise to Abraham.  The Exodus was the defining event in Israel’s history and Moses was 

God’s instrument in carrying it out. 

 Here in his Gospel, Matthew goes to great lengths to establish that Jesus is on par with Moses! In fact, as 

the Gospel unfolds, it becomes clear that Jesus is even greater than Moses!  Wow!  But Jesus didn’t come to 

save the people from oppression under the Romans.  Jesus came to save the people from their sins.  And that is 

an even more significant accomplishment!  Under the law God gave through Moses, the people could be forgiven 

their sins through a series of annual sacrifices. But under the new Covenant with Jesus, the sacrifice for sin was 

done once and for all. 

 Second, consider the two responses we see to what God has done.  On the one hand is Joseph, on the other 

his Herod.  Every time God speaks to Joseph, his response is immediate obedience!  He doesn’t hum and hah. 

He doesn’t argue or debate with God. He doesn’t complain about having to pick up his family and move. He just 

obeys. That is Joseph’s response to what God has done. That is his expression of worship.  Obedience is a form 

of worship.  That is what God wants from us. That is what God deserves from us!  “To obey is better than 

sacrifice!” [1 Sam 15:22b] 

 On the other hand, we see Herod’s reaction to what God has done. Herod is threatened by Jesus.  He hates 

Jesus! And so he rages against him. Jesus threatens Herod’s power.  “Herod therefore teaches us that one of the 

first reactions of raw human nature to the kingship of Jesus is rebellion. If Jesus is Lord then we are not.” [Bruner, 

p. 51]   

Today, many people feel threatened by Jesus too. Jesus is a threat to their power, their control, their 

autonomy.  We may not all be kings today, but we are often “our own boss.”  The authority of Jesus threatens 

that autonomy.  The message of Jesus threatens our pride. Jesus tells us we need a deliverer, that we cannot save 

ourselves. That Jesus is a deliverer implies that we actually need saving in the first place! Neither of these are 

messages people want to hear today.  And so many people still rage against Jesus and what God has done in him.  

Herod, then, is not just a villain.  He is every one of us! Deep down inside, each one of us is Herod; our sinful 

nature raging against God and his deliverer! [Bruner, p. 51] 

Why It Matters  
 So why does all this matter?  How do we apply this to ourselves? How does this shape our own walk with 

God, or seeking for him? What does this matter when it comes to Christmas? 

 The birth of Jesus presents everyone with a challenge.  The birth of Jesus marks the beginning of the 

most significant thing God has done since the dawn of creation.  The birth of Jesus’ is God’s announcement to 

the world that the world needs saving from sin.  It is God’s triumphal good news for those who submit to Jesus, 

but it is the death knell for those who choose to stand firm in their own spiritual rebellion.  

 The gospel is inherently offensive. It tells us that we are not good enough. It tells us that we do not live 

up to God’s standard. That is inherently offensive to people who think themselves good.  The gospel also tells us 

that we can’t solve this problem on our own!  For people who pride themselves on being self-sufficient, on 
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pulling themselves up by their own bootstraps, on making their own way in life, this is another insult!  And so 

Christmas presents us with a challenge. Will you take offense at the gospel and reject it? Or will you recognize the 

truth of the gospel message, your need to be delivered and will you then submit yourself to the deliverer? 

 In Matthew, “the Magi mean God’s calling outsiders, and Herod means the obstinacy of insiders.” 

[Bruner, p. 57]  But both outsiders and insiders are called to make a decision about Jesus.  Will you submit to 

God’s Son, the deliverer? Or will you rebel against him?  Joseph and the Magi submit. The Magi worship Jesus 

and give to him sacrificially.  Joseph obeys God, listening to the dreams and sacrificially moving his family 

around to keep them safe- even the son that isn’t his!  The shepherds first investigate the words of the angel, but 

then they too respond in worship- telling everybody what they found and praising God themselves. 

 This Christmas, how are you going to respond to what God has done in Jesus?  Just because you 

know the story, just because you’re here in church, just because you call yourself a Christian does not mean that 

you are responding to God in obedience. It does not mean you are responding to God in submission.  Even those 

of us who are Christians struggle with our inner, sinful nature and struggle in rebellion against God.  So do not 

take for granted your relationship with God.  Instead, accept the challenge of Jesus’ birth, examine your heart, 

examine what God has done, and respond accordingly. 

 This year we have been trying to redeem Christmas from our culture’s recreation of it. I think one reason 

our culture is so quick to try and redefine the meaning of Christmas, why we are so quick to make it about 

something other than worshipping God, is that we are all challenged by Jesus.  Jesus puts the pressure on us to 

ask ourselves if we are submitting to God or not. Christmas challenges us, especially in our idolatrous worship of 

stuff, to examine our hearts and see if Jesus is King there or not? 

 One thing this passage reminds us of is that the world is a terribly violent place.  Although we may not 

experience much persecution for our faith in Canada, many people around the world do.  As you celebrate 

Christmas this year, take time to appreciate the fact that you get to spend it with family (if you do) or at least in 

safety.  Think of Jesus’ family having to flee to Egypt. Think of all the other Christians around the world for 

whom Christmas will be spent fleeing violence.  Think of the Christians in Iraq and in other violent spots around 

the world. Think of Christians in closed countries.   

 Not only does this passage remind us of the violent nature of our world, but it also testifies to God’s power 

to work in spite of and through tragedy to bring about his salvation.  Our nation is working now to bring 

thousands of refugees from Syria into Canada. There are churches in Guelph working together to bring families to 

our city.  Most of these refugees will be Muslim.  We have a tremendous opportunity this Christmas to 

serve Jesus, to respond to what he has done, by serving refugees. Jesus knew what it was like to be far from 

home. He knew what it was like to have people wanting to kill him. He knew what it was like to live in a violent 

land.  He has a place in his heart for people who suffer like that.  We should pray for a place in our hearts for 

them too. 

 The church in Canada has a tremendous opportunity in the coming months and years to reach the Syrian 

refugees for Jesus. Those who come now will see our culture’s version of Christmas- one of materialism, excess 

and comfort.  But is that what Christmas is really about? Or is it about responding to what God has done?  

 Just imagine if the church in Canada was to respond to Jesus by loving refugees from Syria. Imagine the 

impact it would have on those refugees. Imagine the impact it would have on their families in Syria. Imagine if we 

were to live out the gospel for them in such a way that they started coming to Jesus?  Imagine the impact that 

would have on the Middle East in generations to come? 

 As you celebrate Christmas this year, think about how you can respond to Jesus. Whether you 

celebrate with family, or whether you are far from home, whether you celebrate in comfort or whether it is a lean 

year financially, think about responding to Jesus in worship.  Think of those around the world and in our own 

back yard who are refugees this December. Pray for them. Remember Jesus and his family, pursued by Herod.  

Think of how you can respond to people around you in a way that shows your love for Jesus. Amen. 


