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In the Wilderness| The Gospel in the Book of Numbers 

“Epilogue: The New Exodus” 
Matthew 2.13-23; Numbers 14.1-4 

12.25.16 

 

Then all the congregation lifted up their voices and cried, and the people wept that night. 2 All the 

sons of Israel grumbled against Moses and Aaron; and the whole congregation said to them, 

"Would that we had died in the land of Egypt! Or would that we had died in this wilderness! 3 

"Why is the LORD bringing us into this land, to fall by the sword? Our wives and our little ones will 

become plunder; would it not be better for us to return to Egypt?" 4 So they said to one another, 

"Let us appoint a leader and return to Egypt."  

 

Now when they had gone, behold, 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 going to search for the Child to destroy Him." 14 So Joseph got up and took the Child and 

His mother while it was still night, and left for Egypt. 15 He remained there until the death of 

Herod. This was to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: "OUT OF EGYPT I 

CALLED MY SON." 16 Then when Herod saw that he had been tricked by the magi, he became very 

enraged, and sent and slew all the male children who were in Bethlehem and all its vicinity, from 

two years old and under, according to the time which he had determined from the magi. 17 Then 

what had been spoken through Jeremiah the prophet was fulfilled: 18 "A VOICE WAS HEARD IN 

RAMAH, WEEPING AND GREAT MOURNING, RACHEL WEEPING FOR HER CHILDREN; AND SHE 

REFUSED TO BE COMFORTED, BECAUSE THEY WERE NO MORE." 19 But when Herod died, behold, 

an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt, and said, 20 "Get up, take the Child 

and His mother, and go into the land of Israel; for those who sought the Child's life are dead." 21 So 

Joseph got up, took the Child and His mother, and came into the land of Israel. 22 But when he 

heard that Archelaus was reigning over Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go 

there. Then after being warned by God in a dream, he left for the regions of Galilee, 23 and came 

and lived in a city called Nazareth. This was to fulfill what was spoken through the prophets: "He 

shall be called a Nazarene." 

 

We’ve been looking at the FOURTH book of the Bible, the Book of Numbers. It’s a sad cautionary 

tale about the main way the spiritual life gets derailed or sidetracked and that is unbelief. “In 

the wilderness” (ba midbar) when the Israelites short journey was suspended and instead of 

entering the Promised Land, they were diverted and distracted and wandered in the desert 40 

years… nomads without a home. 

 

Our series on the Book of Numbers is officially over… but today a kind of epilogue or postscript 

as we look at that repeated refrain in the seven rebellions at the center of the book… In many of 
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these expressions of unbelief they declare a desire to go back to Egypt. It’s an irrational display 

of revisionist history…in which they seem t forget that they were SLAVES in Egypt.  

 

So our first reading is a kind of bridge from Numbers to the life of Jesus Christ and a little known 

episode from His infancy… when Joseph, His adoptive father, Joseph son of Jacob (Matthew 

1.16) flees from danger and takes his family for refuge into Egypt. 

 

This is part of the story that's probably not very familiar to most people. Most know about the 

manger and the shepherds/angels and the wise men. And I won't ask for a show of hands, but 

how many know that for the first months or even years of His life, Jesus Christ was an immigrant 

child/a refugee in Egypt - "a displaced person?" 

 

Well, I've found it's often in these lesser known facts we find ideas/truths that are really helpful. 

So let's look at the escape to Egypt: 1. Why did it happen? 2. How should we respond to it?  

 

In terms of why it happened we could look at visible causes and invisible (what's behind the 

scenes). 

 

And first, there's a dream - Joseph has been sort of reluctant to be involved in all this - probably 

quite content to continue as a construction worker.  

 

But now - He's "steppin' up" (as we might say) and he's become "fatherly" (he’s seen that Baby) 

and this time – he gets the dream and goes right into action.  

 

And then there are the Magi - seekers from the East, Gentiles who came searching for the King 

of the Jews…they probably came from what we call Iran or Iraq (“magi” is a word borrowed 

from Persian). These scholars had probably read some of the Bible the Jews left behind when 

they were in exile in Babylon/Persia. 

 

And they alerted (unbeknownst to them) alerted this horribly insecure king – Herod the Great - 

this guy was always looking over his shoulder - murderously paranoid - Herod finds out this "so 

called king" (this competitor) is born in Bethlehem and says to his thugs, "Go kill all the infants 

there" and Joseph takes Mary and Jesus out of there just in time. 

 

And they go to Egypt - that was where people went - was the customary escape routes for 

fugitives/refugees and especially in Alexandria, Egypt a lot of Jewish refugees around this time. 

 

So that's what's on the surface, but behind all this - there are invisible causes: - and we learn 

about the bigger picture that these happenings were foretold…were indeed orchestrated by 

God. 

 

Matthew (the historian) remembers Rachel (from the book of Genesis). Rachel was the wife of 
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Jacob who really wanted children but was apparently infertile and then finally she bore a son 

(Joseph) - and then ...another son (Benjamin), but Rachel died in childbirth. (It came about as 

her soul was departing (for she died), that she named him Ben-oni [lit. ‘son of sorrow’]; but his 

father called him Benjamin [lit. son of my right hand]. So Rachel died and was buried on the way 

to Ephrath [that is, Bethlehem] -- Gen 35.18-19) 

 

And when Israel was later conquered by Babylon - the prophet Jeremiah recalled Rachel’s dying 

tears when the exiles were rounded-up from the very town where Rachel was buried - the town 

of Ramah near to Bethlehem.  

 

And Matthew is saying, “Jeremiah heard Rachel weeping over the Babylonian exiles and we hear 

her weeping again over these male infants (historians say probably 20 - 50 children were killed 

by the tyrant Herod on this occasion. 

 

So behind the scenes - historical continuity - life seems...unfair...repeatedly! - and here we go 

again poor Rachel is weeping! Mothers always get the worst of it when kings go bad! 

 

The world is fallen - woman die in childbirth - nations are conquered and put to forced marches 

(death marches) mass kidnappings and babies are slaughtered just because some paranoid 

dictator gets...nervous (and that's just the history of the little town of Bethlehem!) 

 

But then another prophecy is mentioned - another historical cycle is playing out right next to the 

cycle of violence and jealousy and fallen-ness and sin and death and that repeated pattern. 

 

There's another story: God has for thousands of years - God is doing something to rescue the 

world from self-destruction and to reclaim a people for Himself - God is orchestrating history to 

reclaim a new humanity for their original purpose. God made humanity unique among all the 

animals… and the Fall messed it up but God will fix what’s broken.  

 

God made humanity in His image - to be in communion with Him. Only humans are able to 

relate to God - i.e. to be in this intelligent, loving tender/productive/fulfilling relationship with 

Him. 

 

He made human beings to be His children, to share Creation with us put it in our care. And in 

that relationship to reflect like so many prisms, to reflect the beauty of God Himself – to show 

that God is the Eternal Community - He exists eternally in three Persons enjoying eternal loving 

relationship…Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

 

And when Adam and Eve (and all humanity after them) when we all rejected that divine 

parentage and that unique relationship that made us special/significant and when we tried to 

fabricate and synthesize our own artificial meaning and significance – and when we have all 

looked to people and things and power and money and sex and recognition and morality and 
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spirituality and self-help. When we tried to artificially make our own specialness ... all the while, 

God has been coming after us - and God means to take self-orphaned humanity and re-adopt us 

(reclaim His children!!) 

 

And the way God is carrying out this adoption process is by His choosing a nationality - the Jews 

- and He sent them into Egypt (when they were just a family, in the Book of Genesis, the family 

of Jacob). And God preserved them and multiplied them and then - when they were dominated 

by that other paranoid tyrant, Pharaoh. 

 

And then God called His adopted people (the Israelites) out of Egypt and into that father-son 

relationship… He led them through the Red Sea (the birth canal – a new birth, a baptism!) 

 

But as you know (because we’ve been reading it for some months!) – as you well know, Israel 

didn't play the son – the Israelites only repeated Adam's treason… complete rebellion (seven-

fold revolt – UNBELIEF!) They wanted to return to the world, to slavery, to Egypt! 

 

But now Matthew sees it - the dawn of a new day  - "in the fullness of time" - God has repeated 

the pattern of the Exodus - He has a new Israel - the Son we were made to be in the Garden and 

the Son, that Israel was meant to be. God brings forth on Christmas, the ideal Adam, the ideal 

Israel – the One who will be all that humanity was meant to be and all that the chosen people 

were meant to be! 

 

God becomes a Man - Jesus Christ, the God-Man.  

 

And God repeats the Exodus – (as if to say, “Let’s take it from the top! – Take TWO!”) the Son 

goes into Egypt and Matthew sees it - and quotes the prophet Hosea - this Exodus pattern (v. 15 

today’s text) "out of Egypt I called my Son" 

 

Finally- here is the Son – the chosen One, the Anointed, and He will complete what Israel failed 

to do – “out of Egypt I will call my Son” - and then through the Red Sea/Jordan in His baptism to 

fulfill all righteousness and into the wilderness to wander & be tempted (not 40 years but) 40 

days.  This is the Righteous son - the Ideal Israel - in the birth of the Immigrant Child - we have 

the New Exodus. 

 

Now - what does it all mean & how should we respond?  

 

#1 The Perfect Human Life has been lived on planet earth. Jesus Christ, the Son of Adam, the 

Son of God, the Seed of Abraham (Gal. 3.16) was born in time and space. He was not born into 

some higher form of consciousness or into a different dimension (like the Matrix) He was born 

of a woman in a town in the Middle East that is still there today. He lived in perfect communion 

with His Father, the way Adam was meant to live, the way the Israel was meant to live. He lived 

in perfect harmony with His Father.  
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He has fulfilled my destiny for me - and in so doing He accomplished my re-adoption - "in the 

fullness of time God sent forth His Son...that we might receive the adoption of sons."  (Gal 4.4-5) 

 

And when we receive this New Exodus, this new birth - we are meant to enjoy a new life - a new 

kind of obedience - not the religious cowering of a slave/orphan trying always to measure up to 

a perennially disappointed task-master but instead the life of 

 a child - accepted - beloved - safe and secure whose Father is pleased and is powerful - able to 

transform my very character and make me "Son-like", make me resemble Jesus the Beloved. 

 

So a new way of living - a revolutionary approach to life… not based on gaining approval but on 

little by little celebrating that approval the Perfect Son gained for me. 

 

#2 – There is a way of reading the Bible demonstrated in these passages. The Bible is a vast 

collection of books written by many different authors over a huge span of time but IN IT ALL 

there’s one Mind expressing Himself. God is writing His story and God is using these themes. It’s 

linear and cyclical – Gordon says it’s like a carpet unfurling, rolling in cycles and like progressing 

forward… Adam is the son of God, Israel is the son of God and Jesus Christ is the Son of God in 

the ultimate sense. 

 

In April we plan to have Dr Warren Gage with us to explore this way of understanding the Bible 

– 5 Sundays of united adult classes between the two services. I hope you’ll be with us.  

 

#3 - Maybe you're visiting with us today - Welcome!   

 

Maybe you've never seen this before - the flight to Egypt and this New Exodus and how the 

whole Bible fits together in one big story. Maybe you find yourself - dangerously close to 

actually believing this. 

 

Well - why not just take one step right now- only if you want to talk more about this - if you 

want to look into this more. Come up and say hello after the sermon and I’d be happy to direct 

you to some reading material or help you look at this Good News more carefully. 

 

I’ll be up here at the front if you want to talk.  

 

 

  

 


