Matthew 2:13-23

The Escape to Egypt

13 Now after they had left, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, ‘Get up, take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; for Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him.’ 14Then Joseph* got up, took the child and his mother by night, and went to Egypt, 15and remained there until the death of Herod. This was to fulfil what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet, ‘Out of Egypt I have called my son.’ 

The Massacre of the Infants

16 When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men,* he was infuriated, and he sent and killed all the children in and around Bethlehem who were two years old or under, according to the time that he had learned from the wise men.* 17Then was fulfilled what had been spoken through the prophet Jeremiah: 
18‘A voice was heard in Ramah,
   wailing and loud lamentation,
Rachel weeping for her children;
   she refused to be consoled, because they are no more.’ 

The Return from Egypt

19 When Herod died, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, 20‘Get up, take the child and his mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those who were seeking the child’s life are dead.’ 21Then Joseph* got up, took the child and his mother, and went to the land of Israel. 22But when he heard that Archelaus was ruling over Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. And after being warned in a dream, he went away to the district of Galilee. 23There he made his home in a town called Nazareth, so that what had been spoken through the prophets might be fulfilled, ‘He will be called a Nazorean.’ 
After being away on business for a week before Christmas, Tom thought it would be nice to bring his wife a little gift. 
"How about some perfume?" he asked the cosmetics clerk. She showed him a bottle costing $50. 
"That's a bit much," said Tom, so she returned with a smaller bottle for $30. 
"Thats still quite a bit," Tom groused. 
Growing disgusted, the clerk brought out a tiny $15 bottle. 
Tom grew agitated, "What I mean," he said, "is I'd like to see something real cheap." 
So the clerk handed him a mirror. 
One more: 

What did Adam say on the day before Christmas ? 
It's Christmas, Eve !
         Last week we heard the story of the Magi. If you remember, after worshiping Jesus, the Magi were warned in a dream not to return to Herod, so they left for their own country by another road.  
        What comes next is something we don’t like to hear about. It doesn’t seem to fit with Christmas carols and manger scenes and angels or even shepherds. It’s dark and sinister and scary. It’s the hard part of the story; full of violence, fear, and great grief. It’s not the kind of thing you put on Christmas cards. But it happened nonetheless. 
          When the Magi went to Herod in last week’s sermon asking where the King of the Jews was, our scripture told us that Herod became afraid, he and all Jerusalem with him. What was meant to be good news, the birth of the Messiah, to them was a disturbing rumor. The powers that be fear change. And those in power will do anything to protect that power. 
            Martin Niemoller, the courageous German pastor who opposed the Nazis, as a young pastor in 1933 was invited to be part of a delegation of church leaders meeting with Hitler. Niemoller stood at the back of the room and looked and listened and didn’t say anything. When he returned home, his wife asked what he had learned that day. Niemoller replied, “I discovered that Herr Hitler is a terribly frightened man.” 
           Neuroscience tells us that fear trips alarms in the brain and floods the brain with adrenaline riveting attention on the object of fear. Tunnel vision occurs. It is said that fear draws us inward to where we are unable to see beyond ourselves; our hearts grow smaller. 
              And so, no sooner have the wise men left the stable, then King Herod, in a fearful rage, plots to kill baby Jesus. He’s so determined that he is willing to sacrifice innocent lives to get to this one baby. Why? Herod recognizes something about Jesus. Jesus is a threat to Herod’s kingdom, a threat to that kind of domination and rule. Jesus challenges the power structures of this evil age. And so Herod orders that all the male children two years and under, in and around Bethlehem, be killed. 
              God, protecting Jesus, warns Joseph in a dream of the danger, and in the middle of the night, he gets Mary and the baby up and packs and they flee to Egypt. This little family flees for their lives, just ahead of Herod’s death squads. Jesus was a refugee. He and his family lived in exile. 
              Meanwhile, back in Bethlehem, there is great grief. Matthew, the Jewish writer who particularly writes to the Jews to convince them that Jesus is the promised Messiah, quotes the prophet Jeremiah, “A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be consoled because they were no more.” 
              If you remember, Rachel was the beloved wife of Jacob, the man who wrestled with God and whose name was changed to Israel. Rachel died in childbirth while giving birth to her second son, Benjamin. The passage about Rachel weeping for her children is interpreted in Judaism as Rachel crying for an end to her descendants’ sufferings and exiles. 
             Scholars tell us that at the time Bethlehem was a very small village. There were perhaps not more than a hundred families; two or three hundred people in the whole village. Their simple homes were mostly connected to one another in a square around the well. Everyone in Bethlehem knew one another, if they were not related to one another. They knew every child by name and to which particular family each child belonged. So when Herod’s death squads murdered all of the children age two and under, it was like an extended family losing their children. Can you imagine? There was great grief. 
            Matthew earlier tells us that Emmanuel is “God with us.” God incarnate, God in the flesh, is with us. And Matthew tells us that God is with us right in the middle of violent raging fearful dictators and their death squads. God comes to this earth and becomes a refugee. The One we worship understands our suffering and our grief. 
            Though once again there is the image of Rachel weeping, her weeping, now that the Messiah is born, will be short lived. Bethlehem’s grief will be turned into joy, when their salvation is realized in Christ.
            Joseph and his family traveled to Egypt, the closest country over which Herod had no control. Egypt, at this time, was a Roman province host to millions of transient Jews, so the family could feel relatively at home there, though in a foreign country. Another reason they went to Egypt was because it fulfilled a prophecy spoken by Hosea. “Out of Egypt, I have called my son.”  Here again, this prophecy is used by the writer of Matthew to prove that Jesus is the Jewish Messiah. 
             It wasn’t too long until Herod’s death, and when Herod dies, once again God speaks to Joseph in a dream. The family picks up and heads toward home but finds out that Herod’s son Archelaus had replaced Herod and is likely to attempt to finish what his father had begun. Joseph is warned in a dream once again, and instead of going back to Bethlehem, goes to the district of Galilee and makes his home in Nazareth. 
            There are many things we can take from this passage of scripture. For me, Herod represents the dark side of the gospel story. He reminds us that Jesus didn’t enter a world of sparkly Christmas cards or a world of warm spiritual sentiment. Jesus entered a world of real pain, of serious dysfunction, a world of brokenness and political oppression. Jesus was born an outcast, a homeless person, a refugee. Jesus is the perfect savior for outcasts and refugees and nobodies. That is how we, his people, are described in scripture time and time again, not as the best and brightest or the wealthiest and most prestigious, but as those who in their weakness become a sign for the world of the wisdom and power of God. 
               The gospel, the good news of Jesus’ birth is that a Savior, who has experienced our troubles and our pains, has come to heal us and set us free. There is hope for all who find this season tinged with sadness or struggle. Jesus came to give life to those who are living with grief and pain. 
             The greatest Christmas song is that of Mary’s, found in the gospel of Luke, “His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation. He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty.” 
               Mary’s “Magnificat” tells us that this new king is born to turn the world upside down. Mary’s words proclaim a global revolution — a complete and total reversal of world values, world hierarchies and world order. 
               The proud, the mighty and the rich, people full of themselves and their own abilities, proud of their power and authority, proud of their wealth and influence, proud of their fame and success, and utterly dismissive of the God without whom they would not even have air to breathe-- these are the people who, according to Mary’s song, God has made the targets of his particular displeasure. These are the people who God, as he takes on flesh in Mary’s womb and becomes the man Christ Jesus, singles out for “scattering”, for “putting down”, for “sending away empty”. Yet these are the very people the world admires.  Aren’t these the people we often admire and sometimes envy and secretly wish we were like? Aren’t these the people we feel especially privileged even to cross paths with?
          In her song, Mary reminds us that instead of being among the rich and privileged, she is among the humble, the meek and the hungry. She sings, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has looked with favor … on what? … the lowliness of his handmaiden.”
             The fact is that the birth of Jesus Christ marks the start of a revolution, and Mary knows that the revolution has begun because it has begun with her. She is the first of the “humble and meek” to be taken from the bottom of the world’s pile and placed at the top of God’s glorious pile. That is what she is singing about. And though, as she sings it, she isn’t yet aware of it, as we talked about last week, within a few months powerful Magi kingmakers will be kneeling before her infant son on the dirt floor of a peasant’s dwelling, and despised shepherds will have communed with the angels of highest heaven and will have been given first sight of the Savior. “He has brought down the powerful from their thrones and lifted up the lowly”.
                 Mary’s declaration about the high and mighty being brought low and the lowly exalted is at the heart of the Christmas story.  The child shall become the greatest in the Kingdom of God. The son of God is born in an animal stall. Mary herself, is a poor young woman, part of an oppressed race, and living in an occupied country. Her prayer is the hope of the downtrodden everywhere, a prophecy that those who rule by wealth and domination, rather than serving the common good, will be overturned because of what happened in that little town of Bethlehem. 
         Worldly authorities seek power and prestige, but Jesus’ lowly birth is a counter cultural message that turns the social ladder upside down.  Jesus’ birth ushers in a new Kingdom, an upside down Kingdom. It’s a Kingdom where weakness wins over power, where the ﬁrst are last, where death is life. Jesus lives out a radically new way of living. He proclaims that this way of living is the way God intended for us. The upside down Kingdom Jesus ushered in is one in which the Creator of the Universe comes to us as a suffering servant. The story that begins in a barn ends on a cross. By human standards, it is a message of weakness. Christmas reminds us that our God has come into our broken world to bring justice and healing. God’s perfect love in Jesus casts out all fear. Jesus comes into our world to transform the lowly and the humble among us into people who shine the love and light of Jesus in this world. 
          The Christmas season is a time of great singing and joy because of the divine announcement of good news of great joy to all the people of the world. As sinners, we need a divine Savior, and the message of Christmas is that God has given us such a Savior in his Son who became man, the Lord Jesus Christ.
           If the message of Jesus and his upside down kingdom feels like a disturbing rumor to you, it might be because you don’t want change. You may feel satisfied with your life the way it is. You may not want to identify yourself with the poor and the lowly.  But, if you, like Mary, realize you need a Savior, you will rejoice this Christmas, singing, "Glory to God in the highest! My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit leaps for joy in God my Savior. He has shown mercy to me, lifting me up from the ash heap of this world. He has sent his Son into the world to save me and has given me a gift of indescribable joy.”
