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Christmas Sojourn: Matthew 2:16-23 

Ben Reaoch, Three Rivers Grace Church 

Sunday, December 27th, 2015 

 Many people are travelling this week.  Maybe you’ve been 
travelling in the past few days.  Or maybe you’ll be travelling this 
coming week, as we will be.  Going on a trip can be exciting.  It 
can also be exhausting.  There’s the anticipation of getting to your 
destination – the people you’ll see there, the experiences you’ll 
have.  And then after a certain period of time, there’s the 
anticipation of getting back home, back to your routine and to 
familiar surroundings. 

 Well, the passage we come to this morning is somewhat of 
a travelogue.  We read about the suspenseful sojourn of young 
Jesus with Mary and Joseph.  We’re concluding this sermon series 
on the narratives surrounding Jesus’ birth, and Matthew 2 has 
Joseph and Mary and Jesus in Bethlehem, and wise men travelling 
from the east to visit them.  And then Joseph and Mary and Jesus 
flee to Egypt, and then later return toward Judea, but then head 
north to Galilee, to the city of Nazareth.  We’ve been following 
these stories over the past several weeks, both in Matthew and also 
in Luke.  And this morning we’ll finish here at the end of Matthew 
2.   

 It’s been a joy in my life during this Christmas season to 
meditate on the wonderful things God was doing at that moment in 
history, heralding the arrival of His Son.  We see supernatural 
things happening left and right throughout these narratives.  Angels 
appearing to Zechariah, to Mary, to Joseph, to the shepherds.  A 
star appearing in the sky summoning wise men from the east.  
Something huge is happening!  The Savior is here! 

 What I want to do in this final sermon is first of all to 
consider this character Herod.  And then secondly to consider the 
arrival of this family in Nazareth.  And then I’ll end by 
summarizing a few of the things we’ve learned throughout this 
sermon series about praise and providence.     

Herod: Haughty and Hateful 

 In Dan Doriani’s book on Matthew, his chapter on this 
section is entitled, “The Rage of Herod and the Protection of God.”  
If I had thought of that myself, I probably would have used it as 
the sermon title this morning.  That’s a good summary of the main 
features of our text.  Herod is full of rage, but we see God’s 
protection of young Jesus in spite of Herod’s murderous intent.   
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 Herod was a really nasty guy.  I mentioned this last Sunday 
as well.  He was the Roman authority over Israel and Judah, and he 
had a lust for power.  He was suspicious of anyone who posed a 
threat to his authority, and that’s why he was so disturbed by the 
prophecy about a new leader being born in Bethlehem.  What is 
this about a King of the Jews?   

Just to give you a little more background about Herod . . . 
he was so paranoid and so wicked that he even put to death some 
of his own relatives, including a wife and sons.  And he was so 
sick and twisted that when he was nearing death, he gave an order 
that when he died there should be one individual from every family 
in the nation executed, so that everyone would be mourning.  The 
historian Josephus records this.  Fortunately, the authorities that 
remained after Herod’s death did not follow through on his 
instructions.  But this gives you a sense of the kind of guy he was. 

 And this informs how we read the word “furious” in verse 
16.  When a guy like this becomes furious, you know there is 
going to be bloodshed.  It reminds us of Romans 3 where Paul 
describes the depravity of mankind.  Quoting from the Old 
Testament it says, “Their feet are swift to shed blood.”  That was 
Herod.  He had an insatiable thirst for power.  And there was a 
paranoia that held him captive.  And out of that flowed a fury that 
could not be stopped . . . except by God. 

 The account of Herod calling for the death of the male 
babies in Bethlehem hearkens back to Pharaoh in the Old 
Testament who carried out something very similar.  He saw the 
Hebrews increasing in number and feared their strength.  So he 
told the midwives that when they helped to deliver Hebrew babies 
they were to kill the sons but let the daughters live. 

 We can see in both of these examples how the hunger for 
control and autonomy can drive individuals to a disdain for human 
life.  If everything must serve my desires and aspirations, then 
even the life of a precious baby becomes just another barrier to be 
obliterated.  Sadly, we live in a society that condones this kind of 
behavior.  Our government allows mothers the choice to end of the 
life of their baby.  If she feels it would serve her desires and 
aspirations to end the pregnancy . . . if a baby’s life appears as just 
a hurdle to be overcome, then that precious life becomes 
dispensable in her mind, and in the minds of so many in our 
culture. 

 It is a dark and sinister mindset that creeps in.  It’s a 
deception with a long history, a deception that continues in our 
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day.  But as we see in Exodus and Matthew, there is also a hope 
that triumphs over evil, and this hope also continues in our day. 

 John Piper has preached many sermons over the years on 
the sanctity of human life, sermons that address the evils of 
abortion.  One of those sermons is based on the text of Exodus 1.  
Here’s how he closes that sermon. 

“In the very darkest season of the worst child-killing, Moses was 
born. Moses, the deliverer. Moses, the rescuer, the savior of the 
people. And then the prophet like Moses (Deuteronomy 18:15; 
Acts 3:22)—the Son of God, Jesus Christ, the final decisive 
Rescuer, Savior, Deliverer—was born, and barely escaped the 
slaughter of the babies in Bethlehem. He lived a perfect life and 
died for sinners and rose again.  

And here’s one of the great differences between [Jesus] and 
Moses. Moses delivered the people who were being oppressed. 
Jesus delivers oppressed and oppressor. Moses delivered the hated 
race. Jesus delivers the hated and the hater. Moses couldn’t deliver 
the strangled babies or babies thrown into the Nile, but Jesus 
delivers the babies, the mothers, the abortion providers, the 
irresponsible boyfriends. He loves and saves every sinner who 
trusts in him.  

So let us join hands and say with a clear voice as one in Christ: 
there is a better way to freedom than killing the babies. And that 
way is Jesus Christ.”1  

 That’s wonderful news that not only upholds the sanctity of 
human life, but also offers hope to those who have been in the 
place of Pharaoh, in the place of Herod, anyone who has played a 
part in ending the life of a baby.  Repent of that impulse to shed 
blood, repent of the selfish pride, and trust in Jesus Christ who 
bore the full weight of our sins on the cross.  No matter what 
you’ve done, there is full forgiveness for all those who cast 
themselves on His mercy.   

 Sadly, there’s no evidence that Herod ever turned from his 
sins.  It seems that he went to his grave hard-hearted, haughty, and 
hateful.  And the killing that happened in Bethlehem would have 
been devastating for the families there.  It was a very small town.  
Surely the kind of place where everyone knew everyone.  Some 
estimate that there might have been between 10 and 30 male 
children under the age of 2.  Probably every family there was 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  “Abortion,	  Race,	  Gender,	  and	  Christ”	  January	  23,	  2005.	  
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touched by this in some way, losing a son or grandson, a nephew 
or cousin. 

 Here Matthew quotes from Jeremiah 31 to describe the 
weeping and lamentation that was happening in Bethlehem.  Read 
Matt 2:18.  The verse in Jeremiah mentions Rachel, one of Jacob’s 
wives and spoken of here as representative of all the Israelite 
mothers, as they mourned for their children being taken away in 
exile.  Jerusalem was falling to the Babylonians, and Israelites 
were being removed from their homeland.  In a couple ways this 
fits with the events of Matthew 2.  There is the intense grief 
described here of mothers losing their children.  What a sadness!  
And what a terror to have this kind of thing happen in such a way!  
Their enemies, their oppressors, coming in to kill their children. 

 There’s also the parallel of exile.  Jeremiah speaks of the 
Israelites being exiled from their land.  And what’s happening in 
Matthew 2?  Jesus is being exiled from his land.  He was taken to 
Egypt to escape the rage of Herod.  He was a refugee, fleeing from 
the imminent danger of a wicked ruler. 

 But Jeremiah 31 continues, and it contains some very 
hopeful words.  Some of you are familiar with this well-known 
chapter of Scripture.  Jeremiah 31 is where we find great promises 
regarding the new covenant.  Matthew surely would have had the 
broader context in mind, and thus we’re reminded that there is 
hope beyond exile.          

Jesus of Nazareth 

 And that leads to the final section of this chapter, Matthew 
2.  Jesus has fled to Egypt, but now he is going to come forth from 
Egypt.  The quotation from Hosea 11:1, in verse 15 of this passage, 
is now happening in the life of Jesus.  God, the Father, is calling 
His Son forth from Egypt and bringing Him into the land of Israel.   

 Again we see the supernatural activity in these events.  An 
angel of the Lord tells Joseph in a dream that it’s safe now for 
them to return.  Herod had died by this point.  But his son 
Archelaus was now in control of Judea.  And Archelaus was not an 
improvement over his father.  So Joseph naturally was fearful of 
returning to Bethlehem or any town in that region.  And after yet 
another dream, they went north to Galilee. 

 Remember that Luke 1 tells us Mary lived in Nazareth.  
And we’re told that Mary and Joseph travelled from Nazareth to 
Bethlehem for the census.  Luke 2 also records Jesus being 
presented at the temple.  This was one of the passages we didn’t 
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get to in this sermon series.  If I remember, maybe I’ll preach on 
that section next Christmas.  It would have been 40 days after His 
birth, and they took Him to Jerusalem to present Him to the Lord.  
A man named Simeon met them there as well as a prophetess 
named Anna. 

 Then back in Bethlehem, some months later, they were 
visited in their home by the wise men.  Then after the wise men 
departed, Joseph was directed by the angel to flee to Egypt.  We’re 
not sure how long they were in Egypt, but now they are returning 
to Israel.  But instead of heading back to Judea (maybe their 
original plan was to go back to Bethlehem) . . . out of fear of 
Archelaus and because of the angel’s direction, they kept going 
north and returned to their hometown of Nazareth. 

 One interesting thing to note in this narrative is that 
everywhere it mentions the child and his mother, “the child” is 
always first.  I was listening to a sermon by John MacArthur on 
this passage, and he made this observation.  The child always 
comes first.  In verse 11 the wise men saw “the child with Mary his 
mother.”  In verse 13 the angel told Joseph to take “the child and 
his mother.”  Verse 14 Joseph took “the child and his mother.”  
Again in verse 20, an angel gives Joseph another instruction to take 
“the child and his mother .”  It’s clear who the main character is.  
It’s not Mary.  It’s not Joseph.  It’s this child—Jesus, Immanuel.  
He’s the main character.  He’s the One this is all about.   

 Let’s skip to the last verse in the chapter where we find the 
5th mention of a fulfillment.  I pointed out on Christmas Eve these 
five fulfillments—In Matt 1 the quotation from Isaiah about the 
virgin birth, in chapter 2 the quotation from Micah about 
Bethlehem, then the quotation from Hosea about Egypt, and the 
quotation from Jeremiah about Rachel weeping for her children.  
This one at the very end of Matthew is interesting because there is 
no specific place in the Old Testament where it says the Messiah 
will be called a Nazarene.  What it seems Matthew is doing is 
summarizing a broader theme that was contained in the prophets 
(notice he says “prophets” plural, whereas the previous ones it is a 
prophet singular).  [see Psalm 22:6-8, 13; 69:7-8, 20-21; Isaiah 
49:7; 53:3] 

 Isaiah 53 describes the Suffering Servant in this way, “He 
was despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and 
acquainted with grief; and as one from whom men hide their faces 
he was despised, and we esteemed him not.” 

 What we come to find out about Nazareth fits with this 
description.  If Jesus had been known as “Jesus of Bethlehem” or 
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“Jesus of Jerusalem,” there would not have been the same negative 
associations.  But to be from Nazareth was something that was 
looked down upon.   

 In John 1 Philip says to Nathanael, “We have found him of 
whom Moses in the Law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus of 
Nazareth, the son of Joseph.”  Do you remember Nathanael’s 
response?  He said, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” 

 And in Acts this description is used as an insult to Paul and 
all followers of Jesus.  The high priest Ananias was making his 
case against Paul before the governor Felix.  Ananias says, “For 
we have found this man a plague, one who stirs up riots among all 
the Jews throughout the world and is a ringleader of the sect of the 
Nazarenes.” (Acts 24:5) 

 And this all fits with the way in which Jesus came into the 
world and the way His ministry was viewed by many and the 
shame of His death on a cross.  He was despised and rejected.  He 
was scoffed at and looked down upon.  At His birth, there wasn’t 
even a place in the inn.  He was laid in a feeding trough for 
animals.  In His ministry He was opposed by the religious leaders, 
slandered and disrespected.  And in His death He hung there on 
that tree like a criminal, with criminals on either side of Him.  This 
is Jesus of Nazareth. 

 And it’s a reminder that we, as Jesus’ followers, will 
experience a similar reaction from the world.  Others will look 
down on us, slander us, scoff at us, even persecute us, due to our 
allegiance to Christ.  In 2 Timothy 3 Paul gives it as a promise.  
“Indeed, all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be 
persecuted.”  We can count on it.  Our Savior was persecuted.  He 
was despised and rejected.  And we will have at least a measure of 
that in our lives as well.   

 But, of course, that’s not the whole of the story.  There is a 
glorious ending to this grand narrative.  Jesus rose from the grave 
on the third day.  He ascended to heaven.  He sits at the right hand 
of the Father.  And He is coming again someday to reign.  And 
when He returns we will be with Him forever.  No more 
persecution.  No more hardship.  Instead, glorification.  We will 
receive resurrected bodies and experience the privilege and honor 
of being in the presence of our Lord, and no scoffer will ever be 
able to interrupt that.    
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Praise 

 I want to conclude this sermon now, and this series, by 
reviewing some of the things we’ve seen about praise and 
providence. 

 Going all the way back to Jesus’ family tree in Matthew 1, 
we remember that there were 4 Gentile women listed in that 
genealogy.  God had already been drawing people to praise Him, 
drawing people from other ethnicities, and folks with question 
marks over their reputation.  God has always been on mission to 
bring people to Himself, to gather worshippers.  And we saw that 
in the stories connected with Jesus’ family tree.   

 When we studied Mary’s song in Luke 1, we saw some 
really helpful pointers about worship.  We are not to worship 
Mary.  We need to be clear about that.  But we should worship like 
Mary.  Don’t pray to Mary.  But we can learn some great things 
from her about praising God.  First of all, she acknowledges her 
place before the Lord and submits to His will for her.  She 
describes herself as the servant (or slave) of the Lord.  And even 
though she can’t really comprehend how this is going to happen, 
being a virgin, she says to Gabriel, “let it be to me according to 
your word.” (Luke 1:38) 

 And then in her song she overflows with joy in God.  “My 
soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.”  
She is calling attention to the greatness of God, and not just in an 
academic sense.  Not in a cold, detached sort of way.  Her heart is 
warm with affection, her spirit is energized with the excitement of 
what God is doing.  Worship is not boring.  It is passionate, joyful, 
exciting.   

 We also notice in Mary’s song that she gives reasons for 
why she is praising the Lord.  There is specific content to her 
praise.  It’s not just a warm fuzzy feeling.  It’s a heart full of praise 
because of concrete truths about God’s character and the great 
things He has done and promises to do.    

 We saw similar things in Zechariah’s song later in Luke 1.  
He proclaims, “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has 
visited and redeemed his people . . .”  He, too, gives specific 
reasons for his praise of God.   

 And then, immediately following the birth of Jesus, the 
angels proclaim this good news to the shepherds out in the field.  
And there’s the important principle of revelation and response.  
The angels reveal some wonderful things about God and His plans, 
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and the shepherds respond in praise.  They were in awe.  They 
glorified and praised God for all they had heard and seen.  And 
they told others about it.  Beholding God produces both praise and 
then proclamation.  We worship God (vertically) and witness to 
others (horizontally).   

 And then there’s the wise men.  In the story of the wise 
men we see again the intense joy that is associated with praising 
Jesus.  It says that when they saw the star, they rejoiced 
exceedingly with great joy.  And when they saw baby Jesus they 
fell down and worshiped him.  Another thing they did was bring 
gifts.  Their response was that of joyful praise and joyful giving. 

 I hope you’ll remember some of these great examples of 
praise and worship that we’ve seen in these narratives.  My prayer 
is that we will be joyful worshippers, beholding the greatness of 
God and responding in delighted praise of Him, offering ourselves 
to Him, and declaring His greatness to others.      

Providence 

 And then, lastly, to remember God’s providence that is 
evident throughout these narratives.  We can see it very clearly just 
by noting the 5 times in Matthew 1-2 where there is a mention of a 
prophecy being fulfilled.  In 1:22-23, the prophecy about the virgin 
birth is fulfilled.  In 2:5-6 there’s the prophecy about Him being 
born in Bethlehem.  Then there’s the prophecy from Hosea, “Out 
of Egypt I called my son.”  And the verse from Jeremiah about 
“Rachel weeping for her children.”  Finally, the anticipation that he 
would be called a Nazarene.   

 In all these ways we see God’s providence over the events 
of history.  God ordained these prophecies, and He ordained every 
minute detail that had to happen in just a particular way in order 
for these prophecies to come about.  And He did it in a big way.  
He didn’t just send Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem on a personal 
errand that was unrelated to anybody else.  This involved Caesar 
Augustus calling for a census and everyone travelling to their 
hometowns.   

 God’s power is seen in bringing about a virgin birth, 
something completely miraculous, utterly impossible apart from 
divine intervention.  And to think of this travelogue that we’ve 
been looking at this morning.  That Jesus would be born in 
Bethlehem, flee to Egypt, and then return from Egypt and settle in 
Nazareth.  What are the odds of all these prophecies and all these 
threads of Israel’s history coming together in the specific details of 
Jesus’ life? 
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 This is God’s providence over all of history.  We see here 
God’s sovereignty over all things.  And one glaring thing we see in 
this chapter is God’s sovereignty over the haughty and hateful 
Herod.  Herod was dead set against God’s plans.  And Herod had 
immense power in his position of authority at the time.  But 
compared to God, Herod has no power.  Even Herod’s wicked 
schemes were enveloped by the good and sovereign plans of 
Almighty God.   

 Be in awe of these things whenever you reflect on the 
Christmas story.  And take comfort in the fact that the God who is 
sovereign over these events is also sovereign over your life and 
mine.  For those who are trusting in Him, resting in Him, hoping in 
Him, He is working all things together for our good. 

Where are your travels taking you? 

 Maybe you’ve been on the road, or in a plane, in the past 
week.  Maybe you’ll be traveling in the week to come.  But where 
are you in your spiritual journey?  Last Sunday I asked who you 
most identify with in the story (Herod, or the apathetic religious 
leaders, or the wise men).  This is a similar question.  In what 
direction is your heart moving?   

Are you moving in opposition to Christ, like Herod was?  
Are you thrusting yourself into a battle against Him, antagonistic, 
wanting to squelch the possibility of Him rising up to dethrone 
you?   

Or are you sitting back in apathy, no real movement at all.  
Like the chief priests and scribes earlier in Matthew 2 who could 
tell Herod exactly where the Messiah was to be born.  But they 
didn’t care to travel and check it out.  Is that you?  Complacent in 
your knowledge about Him, too lazy to do anything about it, too 
lazy to inconvenience yourself in any way.  It’s not worth the risk, 
not worth the trouble.   

Or are you on the move.  Your heart is on the move, 
seeking Him, listening for His guidance (like God so clearly led 
Joseph).  I’m not promising dreams and visions from the Lord (like 
Joseph had), but He will show you the way.  Look into His Word.  
Use this map to direct you in your journey. 

I exhort us this morning to be on the move spiritually, 
because our God is on the move.  He is sovereign, and He is active.  
And we have the joy, as we worship Him, to also testify to His 
greatness.  Let’s listen to where He would have us go, how He 
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would have us serve Him . . . for the glory of His Name and for the 
good of our neighbors, both near and far.   

I hope you’ve enjoyed this Christmas season.  I hope 
you’ve taken some time to really reflect personally on the amazing 
thing God has done in sending Jesus into this world.  If you 
haven’t taken that time, I encourage you to do that today, this 
week.  Rest and reflect on who He is.  Bow before the King of 
Kings and Lord of Lords, who came into this world as a little baby.   


