The First Christmas Angels #5

“The Angel and the Protective Parent”

Matthew 2:11-23

I realize that Christmas Day is now past, but the story of Christ’s birth was not completed at the manger in Bethlehem. In fact, there are characters in most nativity scenes that we haven’t mentioned yet—the magi, or wise men. Contrary to tradition, the magi did not visit Jesus at the manger on the night of His birth as did the shepherds. They came some time later and visited Him as a “child” in His “house.”
 Some conscientious folks purposely keep their wise men at some distance from the manger scene, showing that they were “coming” but had not arrived yet.

Matthew 2:11-12 records their visit:

On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and of incense and of myrrh.  

Verse twelve ends on an ominous note: “And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route.” No sooner has the Christ child been born than a dangerous threat arises. What unfolds is what I am calling “The Angel and the Protective Parent.” This is the fifth and final episode dealing with the birth of Jesus that includes angels. And there is another lesson for us to learn.

A Revelation of Unconscionable Savagery 

Verse thirteen details a revelation of unconscionable savagery. The wise men have come and gone, having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod. Whether an angel was involved in that dream Matthew does not reveal. But he identifies an angel in the next warning:

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.”

Matthew introduces here the theme of hostility, which he focuses on throughout his book.
 From the early days of His life on earth, Jesus was the target of hostility from His enemies. This is just one more example of how Genesis 3:15 was fulfilled. After the first sin, God told the serpent, “And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.” Throughout history, Satan tried to anticipate God’s moves and wipe out His plan—from Abel to Moses to Jesus.

The angel first tells Joseph, “Get up.” The original Greek can refer to waking from sleep, as in Matthew 1:24, but here it means getting up after one has awakened. Joseph is told to take the child and his mother and to seek safety in flight to Egypt.
 Notice that every time the child Jesus and His mother are mentioned together, He is mentioned first.
 They are to stay there until they receive further orders from on high; a divine commandment would come to them in Egypt. Why? Herod is going to make a search for the baby in order to kill him. Flight was imperative.

Why Egypt?  For one, Egypt was out of the jurisdiction of Herod the Great.  Bethlehem sat near the southern border of Herod’s land, and it would be a shorter trip to Egypt than to go north to Syria or east to ancient Persia.  Furthermore, the city of Alexandria, Egypt, had a large number of Jews living there already.  William Barclay explains,

Often, throughout the troubled centuries before Jesus came, when some peril and some tyranny and some persecution made life intolerable for the Jews, they sought refuge in Egypt. The result was that every city in Egypt had its colony of Jews; and in the city of Alexandria there were actually more than a million Jews, and certain districts of the city were entirely handed over to them. Joseph in his hour of peril was doing what many a Jew had done before; and when Joseph and Mary reached Egypt they would not find themselves altogether amidst strangers, for in every town and city they would find Jews who had sought refuge there.

In fact, more Jews lived in Alexandria than in Jerusalem, forming forty per cent of the population there.
 

This event 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, trying to suppress the urge to laugh.

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

“And who’s the fourth one?” the teacher continued.

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

That little boy may not have had the story quite right, but there really was such a journey, and we can learn from Joseph’s reaction to the angel’s message. 

A Response of Unselfish Shielding

Beginning in verses 14-15 we see a response of unselfish shielding:

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.”

The angel ordered Joseph to escape to Egypt and, without a moment’s hesitation, Joseph obeyed the heavenly instruction and departs with the child and his mother.
 I’m certain Joseph might have been tempted to think to himself, “Wow, I need to stop eating so close to bedtime!” or, “Maybe I ought to sleep on this until morning.” But without even waiting for the morning light, Joseph roused his sleeping family, packed the drowsy donkey, and they all set out on the highway south toward Hebron. The journey down to Egypt would be far more ambitious than that which led from Nazareth to Bethlehem, well over twice as long.
 At no point do we hear him muttering, “This isn’t even my kid!”

The New Testament tells us nothing about the route they took, but the regular caravan trail from Bethlehem led south on the Hebron road, then sharply west to Gaza and the coastal highway down to Pelusium, the portal to Egypt. An alternate route lay in the desert interior, but it would have been extremely dangerous for a lone couple and baby to try to brave the howling sands of the northern Sinai. With an average twenty miles per day of fairly level travel along the coastal route, the Holy Family would reach Egypt in about ten days.

How could this poor, displaced family made such a trip? Perhaps they used the expensive gifts from the magi to finance their trip—another evidence of Joseph’s unselfish shielding. He could have thought, “You know, that gold, incense, and myrrh could make a nice down-payment on a new home. And there are those new woodworking tools down at the hardware store.” But, no. He was not thinking of himself at all.

Meanwhile, back in Bethlehem…

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. Then what was said through the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled: “A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more.”

Some commentators have discounted this story of the slaughter of the children, since it is not attested elsewhere in ancient history. It is felt that such a horrifying event as this slaughter of little boys would be referred to elsewhere if it really happened.
 Yet the ruthlessness of Herod’s later years, particularly where a potential rival was concerned, is well documented; the victims included three of his own sons, as well as several large groups of actual or suspected conspirators, in one case with their families. It is thus not improbable that his fear of a potential rival should lead him to kill a few babies in Bethlehem. (The number of boys under two, if Bethlehem’s population was about 1,000, would not be more than twenty.) It turns out to be a minor incident in a period full of atrocities, and the absence of clearly independent accounts in secular history is not surprising.

The Bible does not tell us how long they stayed in Egypt, but scholarship sets the death of Herod at 4 b.c.  It is probable that the stay in Egypt was very brief—perhaps no more than a few weeks or months.
 Verses 19-20 reveal another angelic visit to Joseph:

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, for those who were trying to take the child’s life are dead.”

The words of the angel are almost the same as those in verse 13, the only difference being that “escape to Egypt” is replaced by “go to the land of Israel.” The return, like the flight, was undertaken at divine direction.
 Dietrich Bonhoeffer notes,

Day after day and year after year, Joseph awaited the divine command to return home. Joseph will not take this decision himself. Joseph waits upon God’s wisdom. Then God sends the command in the dream of the night, to stand up and go home with the child and his mother, “…those who were trying to take his child’s life are dead.” The mighty Herod is dead without achieving his purpose. But Jesus lives.
 

How thrilled Joseph must have been to hear this news! And so verse 21 records, “So he got up, took the child and his mother and went to the land of Israel.” For the fourth time we have a reference to Joseph rising and taking the young child and his mother. Joseph was obedient. He had received the divine instruction, so he entered the land of Israel.

But when Joseph and Mary returned to their homeland, an unhappy surprise awaited them: “But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning in Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there.” Herod was indeed dead, but his son Archelaus ruled Judea as his successor, and he had begun his reign with a massacre of three thousand Jews who had rebelled against him in the Temple at Jerusalem.
 He was noted for his cruelty even in an age when cruel men were not scarce, so it is not surprising that Joseph feared to settle in this man’s territory. It did not take long for his incompetence to become apparent, and the Romans deposed Archelaus in a.d. 6.
 Perhaps Joseph had wanted to settle in Bethlehem, but this convinced him to return to Nazareth in Galilee:

Having been warned in a dream, he withdrew to the district of Galilee, and he went and lived in a town called Nazareth. So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets: “He will be called a Nazarene.”
Much has been made of the last statement, “So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets: ‘He will be called a Nazarene.’” There is no Old Testament prophecy that makes this statement, so one must read between the lines to identify what Matthew refers to here. 

It would be easy to get caught up in this mystery, or in the horrendous infanticide in Bethlehem, that we miss the relevance of this passage. The main character of this passage is not the wise men, Herod, or his son Archelaus. The main point is not how many baby boys were killed or where in Egypt the holy family fled. The hero of this story is Joseph, and the main point is Joseph’s selfless—even sacrificial—commitment to his young family. As we saw two weeks ago, Joseph obeyed the voice of the angel—actually the instruction of God—without hesitation, argument, or delay. As Bonhoeffer concludes, “Should the Word of God be fulfilled and made known to us, we must obey it and if needed we should be prepared to rise in the night to do so. Joseph did just that.”
 

When we sense the leading of God in our lives, how do we respond? Do we wait, weighing all the possibilities, thinking of how it will affect our plans, our pleasure, or our pride? Yes, Joseph was a protective parent, and when his family was threatened, he acted immediately and selflessly to shield them from harm. Most importantly, he was an obedient servant—and that is something we can all aspire to be.
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