The First Christmas Journeys #5

“The Journey of the Imperiled”
Matthew 2:13-23
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.


Our present sermon series, “The First Christmas Journeys,” would hardly be complete without finishing the second chapter of Matthew’s gospel, known by many 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? And what can this account teach us that is relevant to our lives today?

Turn with me to Matthew 2:13-23,

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.” 

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.” 

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.” 

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.” 

So he got up, took the child and his mother and went to the land of Israel. But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning in Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. 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.”

Mary and Joseph must have been astonished by the appearance of the magi and their magnificent gifts. But before the significance of their visit could have sunk in, the young family is confronted with another unbelievable situation. The brimming happiness of the first Christmas was abruptly cut short by what we could call Joseph’s nightmare rather than his dream, alerting him to Herod’s designs on Jesus. The original Grinch was trying to steal Christmas—literally! The angel’s warning demanded urgency.
 Without even waiting for the morning light, Joseph roused his sleeping family, packed the drowsy, dumfounded 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.
 Thus we have “the journey of the imperiled.”

A Hostile Danger

The first element of this story is a hostile danger. 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 truth is seen throughout the Scriptures, literally from start to finish. In the first book of the Bible we read in Genesis 3:15, “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.” This passage, often called the first prophecy that the Messiah would come, states that there would always be hostility between God and Satan, between the children of God and the children of the devil.

Jesus said to His opponents in John 8:42-47,

If God were your Father, you would love me, for I came from God and now am here. I have not come on my own; but he sent me. Why is my language not clear to you? Because you are unable to hear what I say. You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desire. He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies. Yet because I tell the truth, you do not believe me! Can any of you prove me guilty of sin? If I am telling the truth, why don’t you believe me? He who belongs to God hears what God says. The reason you do not hear is that you do not belong to God.

Of course, Jesus’ audience did not appreciate His comments very much, but He was speaking the truth. They hated Him, and their hostility only proved their spiritual loyalty to the devil.


This hostile danger is seen all the way to the last book of the Bible, depicted graphically in Revelation 12:

A great and wondrous sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet and a crown of twelve stars on her head. She was pregnant and cried out in pain as she was about to give birth. Then another sign appeared in heaven: an enormous red dragon with seven heads and ten horns and seven crowns on his heads. His tail swept a third of the stars out of the sky and flung them to the earth. The dragon stood in front of the woman who was about to give birth, so that he might devour her child the moment it was born. She gave birth to a son, a male child, who will rule all the nations with an iron scepter. And her child was snatched up to God and to his throne. The woman fled into the desert to a place prepared for her by God, where she might be taken care of for 1,260 days. 

And there was war in heaven. Michael and his angels fought against the dragon, and the dragon and his angels fought back. But he was not strong enough, and they lost their place in heaven. The great dragon was hurled down—that ancient serpent called the devil, or Satan, who leads the whole world astray. He was hurled to the earth, and his angels with him. 

Then I heard a loud voice in heaven say: “Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God, and the authority of his Christ. For the accuser of our brothers, who accuses them before our God day and night, has been hurled down. They overcame him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony; they did not love their lives so much as to shrink from death. Therefore rejoice, you heavens and you who dwell in them! But woe to the earth and the sea, because the devil has gone down to you! He is filled with fury, because he knows that his time is short.” 

When the dragon saw that he had been hurled to the earth, he pursued the woman who had given birth to the male child. The woman was given the two wings of a great eagle, so that she might fly to the place prepared for her in the desert, where she would be taken care of for a time, times and half a time, out of the serpent’s reach. Then from his mouth the serpent spewed water like a river, to overtake the woman and sweep her away with the torrent. But the earth helped the woman by opening its mouth and swallowing the river that the dragon had spewed out of his mouth. Then the dragon was enraged at the woman and went off to make war against the rest of her offspring—those who obey God’s command-ments and hold to the testimony of Jesus.

John was probably drawing from the hostile danger facing the Christ Child in the beginning of this chapter. Two important truths emerge from this chapter: first, the devil is never successful in destroying Christ; and second, when his attempts to destroy Christ fail, he turns his hostility against Christ’s people. 

Jesus warned His followers of this in John 15:18-20, 

If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you. Remember the words I spoke to you: “No servant is greater than his master.” If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also. If they obeyed my teaching, they will obey yours also.


Before we get discouraged, He says in John 16:33, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” Hostility is certain, but so it our victory.


Even though the Bible clearly outlines our hostile enemy, many Christians are surprised when they encounter opposition by an unbelieving world. We are sometimes shocked when the government, Hollywood, or society at large acts in ways that are offensive to us. The Bible says, “Why are you surprised?” Peter writes in 1 Peter 4:12-13,

Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed. 


Jesus—and His earthly parents—faced a hostile danger in King Herod. Throughout history and all over the world, Christians have faced similar dangers and even death. We may not encounter as drastic a threat in our lives, but we will be the object of our enemy’s hostility in one form or another.

A Heavenly Deliverance


A second aspect of this story is a heavenly deliverance. An angel appears to Joseph and warns him of the plot and directs him to take his family to safety in Egypt. 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.


Joseph, Mary, and Jesus would have found refuge there in Egypt. They may have used the expensive gifts from the magi to finance their trip—another way in which God provided for them. The Bible does not tell us how long they stayed in Egypt, but recent 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.
 

When Joseph and Mary returned to their homeland, an unhappy surprise awaited them. It seems that Joseph wanted to settle in Bethlehem, but while 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. Better to return home to Galilee, they decided, where a milder son of Herod named Antipas had been appointed tetrarch by the Roman emperor Augustus.


From this part of the story, two truths emerge. First, God’s purpose will be accomplished. Satan is history’s all-time loser; every time he goes up against God, he fails! God always prevails over His foes. As A. W. Tozer puts it,
When Jesus Christ our Lord was born, I would think He was an average baby boy who couldn’t hold his head up, couldn’t speak, had no teeth and, I suppose, very little hair—poor, helpless little lad! If they left Him alone even for a little while, He’d have died. He had the true helplessness of a baby. And He hadn’t been born very long when Herod issued the order that all the babies in Bethlehem should be slain (Matthew 2:16). Here God Almighty allowed, in the irony of history, that this tiny piece of humanity, so small He had to be nursed to sleep on His mother’s bosom, would be arrayed against the whole Roman Empire.

But look who won! Before many decades had gone by, the Roman Empire went down into dust and disgrace, but the baby Jesus grew to manhood, was crucified and rose again from the dead. God raised Him up and seated Him up yonder, so that the baby that once stood opposed to the Roman Empire now looks down upon an empire that doesn’t exist anymore.


This same truth applies to God’s children as well. As mysterious and confusing as the book of Revelation is to many Christians, the one undeniable theme of the book is that God ultimately wins, and so do His people! 


Yet this does not mean that there won’t be casualties in this war between good and evil. Jesus did escape the hostile danger of Herod in this text, but what about those innocent babies in Bethlehem who died in His place? Later in life Jesus would elude the plots and schemes of His enemies, but ultimately He was arrested, tried, beaten, and put to death. While we understand the theological significance of His sacrifice, at the time it seemed as though He was a victim of this battle.


Throughout history others have also been casualties of Satan’s hostility. Think of Job’s ten children who were killed by Satan’s schemes. All but one of Jesus’ original disciples died a violent death. Many pioneer missionaries faced danger and death as they took the Gospel where it had never been proclaimed. Christians today in other parts of the world face dangers themselves simply because they are Christians.


We need to be reminded of the theme of the book of Revelation—and really of the entire Bible—that God ultimately wins. Even those who lay down their lives for the cause of Christ will eternally triumph over Satan and his forces of evil.

A Humble Dependence


Finally, through this story we see a humble dependence. Joseph did not demand to handle this threat his own way. Could you imagine how he might have reacted if he had been the “typical man” of our society? It might have gone like this:


“Who thinks they’re gonna hurt my child!” Joseph roared. “Let me at ‘em! I’ll take on Herod—I’ll take on the whole Roman army myself! No one’s gonna run me out of town!” The scene ends with soldiers carrying out the bodies of Joseph, Mary, and the baby Jesus…


Thankfully, Joseph was not the “typical man” in this story. Instead, Joseph was open to God’s direction. Throughout the first two chapters of Matthew, Joseph receives angelic direction in a dream no less than three times. First, he is told to take Mary to be his wife, despite the fact that she is pregnant with a child that is not his; second, he is told to take his family to Egypt; and third, he is told that Herod is dead and to return home.


In the biblical record, we often find God communicating His truth through dreams. However, as Wiersbe warns us,

We must not conclude from these examples that this is the Lord’s normal method of communicating with people or that we should seek His guidance in our dreams today. Dreams can be deceptive, and apart from divine instruction we can’t know the correct interpretation. The best way to get God’s guidance is through the Word of God, prayer, and sensitivity to the Spirit as we watch circumstances.
 
In whichever ways God leads us, we must be open to His direction for our lives. Often He will not reveal His will until we are receptive to His leading. 

Not only was Joseph open to God’s direction, but Joseph was obedient to God’s direction as well. In every episode that the Lord told Joseph what to do, he did it. There were no questions, no protests, no bargaining—just obedience. Every step of the way, Joseph obeyed, and God rewarded him for his obedience.

Traveling has become a normal part of our Christmas celebrations. Looking back at the first Christmas, we see that such journeys were nothing new. Many of those initial journeys were unexpected, but they all played an important role in the birth of our Lord. May we learn from these first Christmas journeys as we continue our personal journeys through life in Christ!
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