The Voices of Christmas Past #4

“Out of Africa”

Hosea 11:1; Matthew 2:13-15

One December Sunday a children’s Sunday school class that was instructed to draw a picture depicting the Christmas story.  Most of the drawings were of the manger scene or the shepherds or the wise men, but little Johnny drew an airplane with four people inside.  

The teacher couldn’t keep the exasperation from her voice. “Now, Johnny, we are drawing pictures about Christmas. What does this have to do with the birth of Jesus?”

“This is the flight to Egypt,” he replied.

“Oh,” the teacher replied, a bit surprised at his answer. “Well, then, who are the people in the plane?”

“This is Joseph, Mary, and the Baby Jesus,” he explained, pointing to images on his paper

“Who’s the fourth one?”

“That’s Pontius, the pilot,” he said proudly.


Of all the familiar elements of the Christmas story, the “flight to Egypt” may be one of the least known and least understood. The account of this event is seen in Matthew 2:13-15,
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. And so was fulfilled what the Lord had said through the prophet: “Out of Egypt I called my son.”

Once again we see Matthew quoting an Old Testament prophecy that was fulfilled by the birth of Jesus. But is that really what happened? Did Matthew rip this verse out of its original context in Hosea chapter eleven and force it to make it fit his theology about Jesus? Is this a “fabricated prediction” that referred to something other than a coming Messiah? Some critics point out that Hosea referred to Israel’s exodus from Egypt, but Matthew says that this refers to Jesus coming from Egypt. But, as Paul Copan notes,
Frequently critics—and Christians too—think prophecy means “prediction” and fulfillment means “realization of a prediction”; from this, critics conclude “fabricated predictions.” However, this charge rests on a great mistake, and sometimes Christians become confused by it.

The Scriptural Similarity


Let’s first consider the scriptural similarity in this text. Matthew’s quote is the last half of Hosea 11:1, “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.”  


Hosea’s message was all about love—God’s love for His people. In the early chapters Hosea’s relationship with his unfaithful wife Gomer paralleled Israel’s troubled relationship with their Lord. Now the analogy shifts to the love of a father for a son. One commentary states, “Chapter 11 is the second great love chapter in Hosea (chapter 3 being the first).”
 


Certainly Hosea was referring to Israel’s exodus from Egypt in this passage. The prophet pictures the God of the Exodus as a tender father who freed his son from bondage.
 This is not the first time the Scriptures portray the relationship between the Lord and His people as a father and son. Exodus 4:22-23 reads,

“Then say to Pharaoh, ‘This is what the Lord says: Israel is my firstborn son, and I told you, “Let my son go, so he may worship me.” But you refused to let him go; so I will kill your firstborn son.’” 

Later, Isaiah opens his prophecy in Isaiah 1:2 with these words: 

Hear, O heavens! Listen, O earth! For the Lord has spoken: “I reared children and brought them up, but they have rebelled against me.” 

The New Testament carries on this imagery. John 1:12-13 states, 

Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.


What does it mean that human beings are “children of God”? There are two ways we can understand this phrase. The first is that people are children of God by creation. Paul identified this in quoting secular poets in Acts 17:27-29,

“God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us. ‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ As some of your own poets have said, ‘We are his offspring.’ Therefore since we are God’s offspring, we should not think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone—an image made by man’s design and skill.”


This does not mean, however, that all people are God’s children by adoption. Once again quoting from Paul, this time from Romans 9:6-8,

It is not as though God’s word had failed. For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel. Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham’s children. On the contrary, “It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.” In other words, it is not the natural children who are God’s children, but it is the children of the promise who are regarded as Abraham’s offspring.


Throughout the Old Testament the nation of Israel was regarded as the chosen people, God’s very own. They were given every opportunity and advantage to know God and to make Him known to their neighboring nations. Yet, as Hosea 11:2 tragically records, Israel did not return His love: “But the more I called Israel, the further they went from me. They sacrificed to the Baals and they burned incense to images.” There was not much of a family resemblance between the Father and the “son.” 

The Subtle Symbolism


And so Matthew utilizes subtle symbolism to show that Jesus fulfilled what Israel was intended to be. But is he playing fast and loose with Scripture in doing so?


Not according to Bible scholar Arnold Fruchtenbaum. He claims that the New Testament writers (all of whom were Jewish) quote the Old Testament in the common Jewish way in the first century. “They often gave a spiritual meaning or a new application to an Old Testament text without denying that what the original said literally did or will happen,” he writes.
 He explains,

An example is found in Matthew 2:15, which is a quotation of Hosea 11:1. However, the original context is not a prophecy, it is an historical event. It is a reference to the Exodus when Israel, the national son of God, was brought out of Egypt. It is obvious that Hosea is thinking of literal Israel for in the following verses he points out how Israel quickly slipped into idolatry. The literal meaning in context of Hosea 11:1 is a reference to the Exodus. There is nothing in the New Testament that can change or reinterpret the meaning of Hosea 11:1, nor does the New Testament deny that the literal Exodus actually happened. However, Israel as the national son of God coming out of Egypt becomes a type of the individual Son of God, the Messiah coming out of Egypt. The passage is quoted, not as a fulfillment of prophecy, since Hosea 11:1 was not a prophecy to begin with, but as a type. Matthew does not deny, change, or reinterpret the original meaning. He understands it literally, but the literal Old Testament event becomes a type of a New Testament event. This is literal plus typical. Many of the citations in the Book of Hebrews of Exodus and Leviticus fall into this category.


This goes back to what was mentioned earlier about the words “prophecy” and “fulfillment.” These words are normally understood as “prediction” and “realization of a prediction,” but in Jewish thought there is more to it than that. 

The word “fulfill” in the New Testament is used to portray Jesus as bringing to full fruition Old Testament events or experiences (the exodus, covenant), persons (Jonah, Solomon, David), and institutions (temple, priesthood, sacrifices, holy days). “Fulfill” doesn’t necessarily (or even primarily) refer to the mere fulfillment of a prediction. Rather, a theological point is being made: many Old Testament events and institutions—usually related to Israel—foreshadow something greater in Christ and the new community He called together (e.g., Christ’s calling 12 disciples, reminiscent of Israel’s 12 tribes). Jesus is the true, beloved Son that Israel failed to be, the shepherd Israel’s leaders weren’t, and the genuine (“true”) fruit-bearing vine Israel wasn’t. In His ministry, Jesus reenacted the history and experiences of Israel—but on a higher plane (e.g., 40 days of testing in the wilderness, being in the “belly” of the earth for “three days and three nights”). He took over Israel’s destiny and role, bringing it to fulfillment. The Law of Moses has a handful of messianic predictions, but Jesus’ fulfilling the Law refers to His bringing it to completion.
Of course, there are predictions regarding the Messiah’s birthplace, the Messiah’s death and atonement, and a coming prophet and messenger. But fulfillment of the Old Testament generally refers to the broader idea of perfectly embodying, typifying, epitomizing, or reaching a climax. For example, Jesus (citing Isaiah 29:13) said to unbelieving Jews of His day, “Hypocrites! Isaiah prophesied correctly about you when he said: ‘These people honor Me with their lips, but their heart is far from Me’ ” (Matt. 15:7-8, emphasis added). Of course, Isaiah didn’t literally predict that Jesus would deal with hostile religious leaders; rather, Jesus was using the situation from Isaiah’s time to epitomize, embody, and typify the same situation in His own day.
The New Testament writers didn’t illegitimately rip passages out of their context and deviously reduce them to messianic predictions. And they were well aware that Old Testament writers such as Hosea were often commenting on events in Israel’s past such as the exodus in Hosea 11:1, “Out of Egypt I called My son” or events in their own day. But Jesus and the New Testament writers interpreted the Old Testament  in a Christo-centric manner: Jesus is the embodiment or completer of foreshadowed Old Testament historical events, images, and personages. While fulfillment includes literal predictions of Christ and the new covenant, it goes far beyond to a richer theological embodiment of what the Old Testament foreshadowed.
 


Again, this is not to cast doubt on the fact that Joseph really took Mary and baby Jesus to Egypt to save His life from Herod. The suggestion that Matthew created these stories out of the Old Testament texts around which they are woven is not easy to maintain when it is noted that several of the Old Testament texts explicitly quoted are not ones which would naturally be associated with Messianic fulfilment. Indeed their character is such that it is hard to see why they should ever have been introduced into a Christian account of Jesus’ origins unless the facts themselves suggested them. The only conceivable reason for introducing these texts is that it was already known that Jesus went to Egypt, that there was a slaughter of children, and that Jesus’ home was in Nazareth, and that scriptural justification was desired for these elements in his background.
 
The Significant Statement


All this is good and important in correctly interpreting and understanding this text. But there is a significant statement made in this verse that we cannot overlook. In fact, I would go so far as to say it is the most significant statement made in this entire chapter concerning the birth of Jesus.


Most people (including myself until this week) reading Matthew’s quotation of Hosea focus on the words “out of Egypt.” (I’ve even heard some groups using this verse to suggest that Jesus was African, and should be portrayed as a black man!) But, as Old Testament scholar Walter Kaiser points out, 

The words emphasized in the text are not “out of Egypt”; rather, the emphasis falls on “my son.” The point of the citation is the corporate solidarity between all Israel being rescued and delivered by God and the One who was God’s “Son” par excellence, not the Exodus from Egypt. Had the departure from Egypt been the point of commonality between the two, the citation from Hosea 11:1 should have appeared not in Matthew 2:15, when Jesus went into Egypt, but at verse 21!

This is the first time that Matthew speaks of Jesus as “Son” with reference to God. That Jesus is the Son of God is a very important concept for Matthew,﻿ ﻿and it is significant that it makes its appearance so early.


The bottom line of this passage—and the New Testament’s record of Jesus’ birth—is that this baby born of a poor young woman in a stable outside the little town of Bethlehem was nothing less than the Son of God! This was not only an unusual birth; this was a unique birth that had never happened before and will never happen again.


Earlier we referred to two ways in understanding the phrase “son of God” (or “children of God”) when it comes to Scripture. In one sense, all people are “children of God” by creation, while those in Christ as “children of God” by adoption. But there is one other way this concept is used in the Bible. Jesus Christ is the Son of God by nature, meaning that He is (and always was) God the Son, the second person of the Godhead.


And this is where Christmas becomes relevant to each and every one of us. As John writes in the opening verses of his gospel:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning… The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us… He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him (John 1:1-2, 14).


Just as Bethlehem had no room for Jesus to be born, so many of His own people had no room in the hearts for Him. Jesus came to earth as the greatest Christmas gift every given, yet millions of people hand the gift back unopened and unappreciated.


The good news, again in the words of John 1, says:

Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God (John 1:10-13).


Christmas is all about the Son of God…for that is what baby Jesus was—and still is. He is the Son of God by His very nature. He was God the Son before that first Christmas, and He sits at the right hand of God the Father at this very moment.


But Christmas also opens the door for sons of God by adoption. Simply by receiving Him, we are given the right to become children of God. There is nothing automatic about it. We must accept the gift God gave.
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