A Child Like No Other #1

“On The Move”

Matthew 2:7-23
Each year around the month of December, Christians retell the familiar story of the birth of Jesus.  Mary and Joseph travel from Nazareth to Bethlehem, only to find “no room at the inn”; shepherds have their peaceful night broken by the angelic host proclaiming the good news; and wise men from the East present the Christ Child with costly gifts.  These scenes are recreated in nativity sets, Christmas plays, and are the subjects of many Christmas sermons.


But as soon as the Christmas decorations are put away and the yards of torn wrapping paper are set out by the curb, so the story of the birth of Jesus is set aside.  Even though both Matthew and Luke continue their accounts beyond the initial birth, these events are largely overlooked.


Jesus did not remain a baby in the manger, though. The baby born in Bethlehem grew into a child…a Child like no other. The Bible does not provide an exhaustive life story of Jesus, but the gospel writers do record a few events in the early life of our Lord. Each one teaches important spiritual truth as well as recording historical events. As we continue our study on the life of Christ, we have come to what has become known as the flight to Egypt.

I’m reminded of the story of 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 one little boy drew an airplane with four people inside.  When the teacher asked what his drawing had to do with Christmas, he replied, “This is the flight to Egypt.”


“Who are the people in the plane?” the teacher asked.


“This is Joseph, Mary, and the Baby Jesus,” he explained.


“Who’s the fourth one?”


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


He didn’t quite understand the “flight to Egypt,” but how much about this episode in the life of our Lord do we know?

One element of the first Christmas that many of us can relate to is the traveling. As a child I can remember loading up in the car each Christmas morning and driving to my grandparents’ home in West Virginia. The trip was only about ninety miles, though it seemed like it took forever in my mind! As Perry Como sang in the holiday classic,

Oh there's no place like home for the holidays,
’Cause no matter how far away you roam,
If you want to be happy in a million ways,
For the holidays, you can't beat home, sweet home.


For Joseph and Mary, however, their travels were not going to “home sweet home.” In fact, each leg of their journey led them farther away from home.


Luke tells us that Joseph and Mary were compelled to leave their hometown of Nazareth to travel the eighty or so miles south to Bethlehem in order to enroll in the Roman census for taxation purposes. Of course, we now know that these circumstances served to fulfill Old Testament prophecy that the Messiah would be born in “the city of David.” Mary delivered baby Jesus in a stable because there was no room in the inn.


Joseph and Mary did not, however, take their newborn back home to Nazareth right away. They stayed in Bethlehem for some time. As Leon Morris surmises, “Perhaps they would have liked to make their home in the city of David, especially in view of the circumstances attending Jesus’ birth.”
 


Yet God had a different plan. 

And He used a most unlikely character to bring it about.

A Hostile Antagonist


Luke’s gospel introduced us to Caesar Augustus, the emperor of Rome, who probably knew nothing of the birth of Jesus. Matthew spotlighted King Herod of Judea who ruled from Jerusalem, who became a hostile antagonist. Most of us know Herod for trying to kill baby Jesus shortly after His birth. (Several years ago I preached a sermon on Herod entitled, “The Original Grinch” for his attempt to “steal” the first Christmas.)


Historians are more apt to know him as “Herod the Great.” According to Paul Maier, the young Herod had been “an exception​ally able ruler.”
 During He​rod’s thirty-three-year reign, the face of Palestine was groomed and beautified. Across the land he erected palaces, fortresses, temples, aqueducts, cities, and—his crowning achievement—the great new Temple in Jerusalem. He created the magnificent port of Caesarea and stimulated trade and commerce. In seasons of famine, Herod remitted taxes, and during one crisis he even sold his dinnerware to buy food for the populace.
 


In spite of all this, Herod was very unpopular with the Jewish people. Herod was not a Jew himself; he was Idumean, a descendent from Esau. His people were forcibly converted to Judaism by the Hasmoneans, the ruling class in Judea before Rome took over. Once in power, Herod eliminated his predecessors Antigonus and Hyrcanus along with large numbers of their supporters and eventually all remaining members of the Hasmonean family. To consolidate power, Herod married into the Hasmonean family, a woman named Mariamme, who became his favorite wife. But in his final years Herod suspected that the Jews wanted to dispose him and to restore the Hasmoneans to power. He had his brother-in-law, mother-in-law, and finally Mariamme herself put to death. Their sons Alexander and Aristobulus were executed on suspicion of treason, as was another son, Antipater, who had married a Hasmonean princess.
 Finally even Augustus had to admit, “I’d rather be Herod’s pig than his son.”


In addition to this, Herod was guilty of annihilating the Sanhedrin, the supreme court of the Jews, and slaughtering three hundred court officers out of hand.
 A young but popular high priest had a “drowning accident” in a pool in Jericho that was only a few feet deep.
 Philip Yancey writes, “Scarcely a day passed, in fact, without an execution under Herod’s regime. The political climate at the time of Jesus’ birth resem​bled that of Russia in the 1930s under Stalin. Citizens could not gather in public meetings. Spies were everywhere.”


This was the atmosphere into which Jesus was born. So we can understand how Herod would have reacted to the news that foreign dignitaries had come to Jerusalem looking for the newborn king of the Jews! In spite of widespread doubts by the critics who think Matthew made the whole thing up, the story is in perfect harmony with what we know of Herod’s character in his last years.

A Heavenly Alert


As seen last week, Herod had instructed the wise men to return and inform him of the whereabouts of this child. He knew they were headed to Bethlehem, so Herod would have expected them to return in a few days at the most.


The wise men were supernaturally guided to the precise spot where Jesus was by the light of the star that initially drew them. After worshiping the King, they were given a heavenly alert in a dream not to return to Herod, so they left Bethlehem in a different direction than they came, avoiding Jerusalem altogether.


Matthew records in verse 16, “When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi.” This has led some to believe that Jesus would have been two years old at this time, but Herod’s decision was not based on when Jesus was born but when the star appeared, which may well have been in advance of Jesus’ birth. Furthermore, Herod probably wanted to make sure his plot succeeded, so he may have even added a year “just in case.”


Before this murderous plot could unfold, however, God warned Joseph in a dream (the third of four times in Matthew’s account where God communicates via a dream) to take the Child and His mother and flee to Egypt. As William Barclay points out, “The ancient world had no doubt that God sent his messages to men in dreams.”
 


Some Christians wonder today if God still speaks to people in dreams. I don’t think God uses dreams as much today because we have His completed revelation to us in the Bible. If we think God has spoken to us in a dream, it must not contradict anything the Bible says. If it does, we can know for certain that it is not from God. Personally I place little importance on the contents of human dreams today.

A Hasty Avoidance


This heavenly alert was met with a hasty avoidance. Joseph was told in a dream to get up and go, and he got up and went! Having heard the warning, Joseph heeded the words of the angel of the Lord. Hastily he packed his bags and set out with his little family along the path to Egypt.
 Joseph obeys the voice of the Lord without a moment’s hes​itation.
 Matthew notes that this happened “by night,” meaning that Joseph acted immediately following the dream.


Once again we see Joseph and his little family on the move. From leaving their home in Nazareth to being virtually homeless at the time Jesus was born, now they have became refugees in a foreign land.


The angel instructed Joseph to take Jesus and Mary to Egypt. Why Egypt? For one thing, Egypt was close, yet outside the jurisdiction of Herod. The gifts received from the wise men would more than pay the expenses for traveling and living there.
 The roads to Egypt were well-traveled and maintained. Caravans were constantly coming and going between the two lands, and Joseph may have sought out the safety of traveling with a caravan heading to Egypt.


While most of us think of Israelites heading out of Egypt (at the time of Moses and the Exodus), the fact is that throughout the troubled centuries before Jesus came, the Jews often sought refuge in Egypt, and some even stayed there. Nearly every city in Egypt had its colony of Jews; and in the city of Alexandria there were actually more than a million Jews,
 comprising about forty percent of the total population.
 There were many kindred Jews living in Egypt at the time with whom Joseph and Mary could have sought refuge. This journey would have been about 150 miles from Bethlehem, so it would have taken about a week to ten days to arrive.


Two sources outside of Scripture substantiates Matthew’s story of the flight to Egypt. The Talmud maintains that “Yeshua [the Hebrew name for Jesus] was a magician and learned his skills in Egypt.” Though it comes from a hostile source, it is clear confirmation for the miracles of Jesus and for his stay in Egypt where the Jewish writers (wrongly) thought he was educated. Early church father Origen finds the same view in Celsus, an anti-Christian writer in the middle of the second century, who held that Jesus was brought up as an illegitimate child in Egypt, that he discovered certain miraculous powers, and that on returning to his own country he used them to substantiate his claim to deity.
 In both cases, these antagonistic sources actually bolster the credibility of the gospel account against those critics who claim this whole event never happened!

We know what happens next. Herod, furious that he was not told of the child’s whereabouts, orders that all male babies two years and younger in the vicinity of Bethlehem be put to death. One of his fortresses, the Herodium, was within sight of Bethlehem, and he may have dispatched guards from there.

Christian tradition has, unfortunately, inflated the number of babies involved in the “massacre” into several thousands. Estimates of the total population of Bethlehem in the first century are generally under 1,000, which would mean that the number of male children up to two years old at any one time could hardly be more than 20, even allowing for “all its district.” Terrible as such a slaughter would be for the local community, it is not on a scale to match the more spectacular assassinations recorded by the historian Josephus.
 And, as we have already demonstrated, such an atrocity is fully in keeping with Herod’s paranoid personality.

Though we do not have time in this study to linger over the babies who were killed in this murderous plot, I came across an interesting observation from a sermon entitled, “The Cross Over the Manger,” delivered by Dietrich Bonhoeffer during the week of New Year’s in 1940:

The innocent children of Bethlehem died to protect the life of their Lord and King who was the same age as they were. They were the first martyrs of Christendom, witnesses dying to save the life of Jesus Christ, their Savior.


Imagine what it must have been like when the ascended Christ met the souls of those precious little ones whose earthly lives were cut short in an effort to end His own!

A Humble Arrival


As we know, Jesus did not stay in Egypt. We do not know how long Joseph kept his family there, but it must not have been too long a time, since the angel refers to Jesus as “the young child” when he directs him back to the land of Israel.
 They may have returned only weeks after leaving.


What precipitated their return was the death of Herod. Josephus describes his final illness and death in graphic, gory terminology that is unnecessary to repeat here. John Phillips remarks, “No more terrible scene is recorded in history than the death of Herod the Great.”


History records that Herod died in the spring of 4 b.c.
 (I know, it doesn’t make sense that he died before Christ, but that is the fault of the calendar, not the Bible!) Once again an angel appears to Joseph at night, this time instructing him to return, now that Herod had died.


Bonhoeffer commented on this truth,

“…those who were trying to take his child’s life are dead.” The mighty Herod is dead without achieving his purpose. But Jesus lives. So has it always been in the his​tory of the Church. First distress, persecution, fear of death for the children of God, for the disciples of Jesus Christ. But then came the time when it is said, “…those who were trying to take the child’s life are dead.” Nero is dead, Diocletian is dead, the enemies of Luther and the Reformation are dead, but Jesus lives, and with him, those who belong to him. The times of persecution come to an end and the truth emerges—Jesus lives!


Matthew, for his part, points to yet another ancient prophecy being fulfilled in the life of the promised Messiah. Or, in the words of one commentary, “another Old Testament prophecy became clothed with new meaning.”
 God had said through the prophet Hosea, “Out of Egypt I called My Son” (in Hosea 11:1). In its original setting this referred to Israel’s deliverance from Egypt at the time of the exodus. But the Spirit reveals through Matthew a parallel in the life of Christ by His return to Israel from Egypt. The flight into Egypt was no blind acci​dent, but divine promise and fulfillment.
 


Joseph headed back to Bethlehem, perhaps to resume his residence there. But the situation was still threatening, as Herod’s son Archelaus now ruled Judea.
 According to one scholar, “Archelaus inherited his father’s unpopularity without his political skill.”

He inaugurated his reign by slaughtering three thousand Jews in the temple at the time of Passover. In response to the massacre, the Jews appealed to Rome with an urgent plea that Augustus remove Archelaus and make Judea a Roman province. After a reign of nine years Archelaus was banished to Vienne in Gaul, where he died in a.d. 6.


And so Joseph returned (perhaps reluctantly?) to Nazareth where he settled down with Mary and Jesus. This humble arrival was, too, according to Matthew, by divine design and the fulfillment of Scripture. For the fourth time in this chapter, Matthew reminds us that prophecy was being fulfilled. Yet notice how the end of verse 23 reads, “So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets: ‘He will be called a Nazarene.’” He does not cite a specific prophet (as he did with Jeremiah in verse 17), but grouped the prophets together as a whole.


Some have tried to identify this as referring to Isaiah 11:1: “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a branch will bear fruit.” The Hebrew term translated “branch” is netzer, having the same consonants as “Nazarene,” but the connection seems remote.
 Others look at the Old Testament word “Nazarite,” certainly close to “Nazarene,” but there is no connection between these words, either.
 In fact, the words “Nazareth” and “Nazarene” never appear anywhere in the Old Testament! So what could Matthew possibly mean?
By the time of Jesus, the term Nazarene was one of reproach. Remember what Nathanael had said in John 1:46, “Can there any good thing come out of Nazareth?” In many Old Testament prophecies, the Messiah’s lowly life of rejection is mentioned; and this may be what Matthew had in mind.
 Leon Morris suggests,

Had he been known as “Jesus of Bethlehem” he would have had the aura of one who came from the royal city; there would have been overtones of messianic majesty. But “Jesus the Nazarene” carried with it overtones of contempt. We are to understand the prophets as pointing to one who would be despised and rejected, and Jesus as fulfilling this by his connection with obscure Nazareth.


So what does this event in the life of baby Jesus say to us today?

For one thing, we are again struck with the humility and hostility surrounding the birth of Jesus. He entered the world amid strife and terror, spending part of his infancy hidden in Egypt as a refugee.
 From the moment of birth the threat of death hung over our Lord. We think our world is rough and dangerous; He knows all about that!


This leads to our other concluding thought, one I hope you find comforting. It is apparent that He was born to die, but only at the appointed time. As C. H. Spurgeon said, anyone who walks in God’s will is immortal until his work is done.
 Opposition is inevitable, but it will never be allowed to quash God’s mission. There was every possibility of quashing the Messiah: his mother Mary might have been stoned as an adulteress; he might have been killed by Herod; he might have been lost in Egypt. But no. God’s hand was upon him. Opposition could not extinguish God’s light. What an encouragement that would have been to Matthew’s readers…and to us!


Remember all the times Matthew wrote the words, “So was fulfilled.” That means that nothing could happen to Jesus which God had not already determined beforehand. That also means that if we are with Jesus, nothing can happen to us which God has not already decided and promised beforehand. Despite all the think​ing, planning, and mistakes that we humans make, even the gruesome hands of the murderous Herod play their part. Finally everything goes the way that God had fore​seen, had wanted, and had spoken. God never lets the control go from his hands. That is a great comfort: God fulfills what God himself has promised.
 As Bonhoeffer concluded,
We are about to enter a new year. Many human plans and failures, much human hostility and distress will cer​tainly accompany our way. But so long as we remain with Jesus and walk with him, we can be certain that nothing can happen to us other than that which God has foreseen, wished, and promised. It is the consolation of a life lived with Jesus that what was said of him will also be true for us: So was fulfilled what the Lord has said. Amen.
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