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Intro: Have you ever agreed to do something yet later when you discovered 

what was really involved, you thought, “this is not what I signed up for!”  

 

…Joseph could not have known in the beginning what his obedience would 

cost him, nor can we.  

 

Matthew seems to have two purposes in writing this passage the way he 

did: 

1. To show how Jesus’ life aligns with the OT revelation that 

corresponds to the coming of Messiah and God’s redemptive plan. 

He does this with the use of 3 prophetic examples from the OT. 

There are 3 sections in this passage and each one ends with an 

prophetic reference of some kind (vs. 12, 18, 23).  

 

2. To demonstrate God’s providential protection, faithfulness, and care 

for His Son in the face of hostility. The unifying strand throughout 

this passage is God’s divine protection. We are so troubled by 

Herod’s atrocious massacre of children, that we often overlook that 

he is not the main character of this passage. The main focus is God 

Himself and what He is doing.  

 

Let me begin with the 3-fold emphasis on prophetic OT witness and then 

will return to the unifying strand of God’s providence. Let’s organize the 3 

main sections of our passage around 3 key ideas:  

 

1. The hostility of the world toward Jesus highlights the faithfulness 

of God to His son (vs. 13-15). 

 

[vs. 13-15] 

 

Earlier in chapter 2 when the magi came looking for a newborn 

Jewish King, Herod told the magi to return and tell him the identity 

of the Christ child so he too could go and worship Him. But now we 

see his real intent. Herod wanted to eliminate one more possible 

rival to his throne. You may recall from last week that Herod was so 

paranoid about conspiracies to overthrow him that he had already 

killed his closest family members. So what Herod does here is not 

out of character for him. When He discovers the Magi stood him up, 

he massacres all the baby boys in Bethlehem just to make sure he 

got the job done.  

 

Matthew relates these events to us to explain how Jesus and His 

family ended up living in Egypt for a time so that He could help us 

make the connection to Hosea 11:1 where the Lord said, “out of 

Egypt I called my Son.”  

 

In Hosea 11, God refers to Israel as His “Son” whom He will redeem 

in spite of their persistent waywardness. He begins by saying, 

“When Israel was a youth, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called My 

son.” Yet the more God called to them the further away they 

strayed. Israel’s heart was bent on turning to idols. Yet over and 

over again God carried them, healed them, led them, loved them, 

fed them, and carried their burdens. Still Israel refused to exalt God 

to His proper place.  

 

In a sense, God says in Hosea 11, “If I were a man I surely would 

have abandoned them by now, but I am God who does not forsake 

His faithful love so I will once again roar in such a way that they will 

come trembling back to me.  

 

When Matthew makes a connection between Jesus and Hosea 11, 

he’s identifying Jesus as the new Israel—the faithful Son!  

Here’s the point: If God was faithful to the unruly son, if God was 

faithful and gracious to rebellious Israel, how much more will He be 

faithful to his righteous Son! In fact, the whole reason Jesus went to 

Egypt in the first place was because God was faithfully protecting 

and caring for His Son.  

 

Just as God brought Israel out of Egypt to be His people and 

advance His redemptive purposes, so He also brings Jesus out of 



Egypt for the purpose of bringing redemption to the world and 

creating a new people for Himself. If you thought the Exodus from 

Egypt was impressive with the 10 plagues and parting of the Red 

Sea, it was but a foreshadow of the greater redemption God would 

bring through Christ—rescuing us from our sinful hearts.  

 

 

2. The tragic warfare of the kingdoms of this world against the 

kingdom of Christ cannot abolish the hope He brings (vs. 16-18). 

 

[16-18] 

 

These verses record a terrible evil that makes us both angry and 

grieved. Bethlehem was a small village and we don’t know how 

many children were massacred, but to put ourselves in place one 

just one grieving parent, not to mention several would be 

unbearable.  

 

Yet in this atrocity where Herod was seeking to destroy the infant 

King, not only was He unsuccessful but Matthew points out that He 

actually confirmed the validity of this child. In vs. 18, Matthew 

quotes from Jeremiah 31. There Jeremiah was speaking of a similar 

time of mourning for mothers in Ramah. Because of Israel’s sin, God 

raised up the Babylonians to be His instrument of discipline on the 

nation of Israel. They conquered the land hauled many of the young 

people off into exile in Babylon. Ramah is the place where the 

Jewish captives were assembled before being deported to Babylon. 

It was in Ramah that bitter tears were shed as mothers and sons 

were separated, not knowing if they would ever see each other 

again.  

 

This portion of Jeremiah 31 is in the larger context of a letter 

Jeremiah wrote to encourage those in exile (29:1). The exile was the 

                                                           
1 Jer 31:3 – “I have loved you with an everlasting love; therefore I have drawn you 

with lovingkindness.”  
2 John MacArthur, MacArthur NT Commentary: Matthew 1-7, pg. 44, 46.  

painful result of God’s discipline for their sinful rebellion. Yet, 

Jeremiah reminds them that God had plans for their future and this 

hope would become a reality when they repented and returned to 

seek the Lord. I’m referring to that familiar passage that we often 

quote in Jer 29 around graduation time: “For I know that plans I 

have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans for welfare and not for 

calamity to give you a future and a hope. Then you will call up Me 

and come and pray to Me and I will listen to you. You will seek me 

and find me when you search for me with all your heart.” What’s so 

remarkable about Jer 29 is that its not just a general promise for the 

future. It is a promise to those who have rebelled against the Lord 

and don’t deserve His mercy. Yet God will save them out of His 

everlasting love, His hesed, His promise-keeping love (30:10; 31:3).1 

 

Though there is great cause for sorrow and mourning in Ramah, 

Jeremiah reminds them that this is not the end. God will one day 

establish a New Covenant—a covenant in which He will give them a 

new heart and He will remember their sin no more!  

 

The massacre in Bethlehem which caused such great sorrow and 

mourning, signaled the beginning of the ages-long conflict between 

the kingdoms of this world and the kingdom of Christ.2 Just as 

Jeremiah offered a word of hope in the midst of sorrow, so 

Matthew sets the Massacre in Bethlehem into the greater context 

of history to point to the hope that would one day prevail3 through 

the New Covenant because of the one born in Bethlehem—the very 

one against whom Herod and all the kingdoms of this world would 

wage war.  

 

Its hard to read about massacre of baby boys in Bethlehem without 

remembering how Pharaoh also slew the baby Hebrew boys in Ex 1. 

Just as Moses, the very one who would be their deliverer, escaped 

3 Isn’t this how we comfort ourselves in suffering today? We look forward to the 

future hope of heaven where all wrongs are made right. 



in a basket, so Jesus, who would be the ultimate deliverer and King, 

escaped the evil schemes of Herod.  

 

If you think the deliverance that God brought about through Moses 

was great, it was but a foreshadow of the ultimate deliverance 

Christ would accomplish through the cross, creating a New 

Covenant with His own blood. The tears in Ramah and the tears in 

Bethlehem find their only solace in Jesus, the King who will one day 

rule the nations and bring peace to those who trust in Him.  

 

3. Israel’s rejection of Jesus confirms His legitimacy as God’s Messiah 

and the Suffering Servant (vs. 19-23).  

 

[vs. 19-23] 

 

When Joseph heard that Archelaus was reigning over Judea, he had 

good reason to be concerned. Archelaus began his reign by 

massacring 3000 Jews during Passover. No Jew was safe in 

proximity to Archelaus. Joseph’s instincts were confirmed by the 

Lord in another dream. And so this time they headed for Galilee and 

settled back in their home town of Nazareth.  

 

Matthew sees this as significant because somehow the prophets 

made an association with Jesus being a Nazarene. What’ so 

interesting about this reference is that there isn’t a specific quote in 

the OT that Matthew is referring to. And there’s good reason for 

that because at the time the prophets were speaking and writing, 

Nazareth didn’t even exist yet. So what’s going on here? The Greek 

Grammar is helpful as this point. Matthew is not referring to a 

specific statement by one prophet, but to a paraphrase or summary 

of what they had said about Messiah.  

 

But how could they refer to Jesus being a Nazarene when Nazareth 

was not on the map yet? The point here is not just the location, but 

what it mean to be called a Nazarene. All of Matthew’s first century 

readers would have gotten it. Nazareth did not have a good 

reputation. To be called a Nazarene was a derogatory term for one 

who is despised. It was a term of shame, and ridicule. Matthew uses 

this phrase to summarize a major theme through the prophets. 

Messiah would be rejected by His own people. He would come to 

His own, but His own would not receive Him (John 1:11). The 

prophets spoke of a Messiah who would be despised, forsaken, 

rejected, pierced and struck down.  

 

Matthew is saying, don’t be surprised that our messiah should come 

from Nazareth. The prophets foretold that Messiah would be 

despised. The fact that He is a Nazarene confirms that He is indeed 

God’s anointed One.  

 

By the way, its interesting to note that in vs. 20 when the angel says, “those who 

sought the child’s live are dead,” he uses the same words as Exodus 4:19 where the 

Lord told Moses to go back to Egypt because “those who are seeking your life are 

dead.”  

 

So Matthew points to these three OT prophecies and allusions to show that 

Jesus life confirms that He is  the Messiah the prophets pointed to. That was 

Matthew’s first purpose in this passage.  

 

But there is a second purpose, To demonstrate God’s divine protection for 

His Son in the face of hostility. This is the unifying strand and perhaps the 

most obvious theme in this passage.  

 

God’s protection began through a dream to the Magi in vs. 12, warning 

them to not return with information for Herod. Then 4 times God 

communicates to Joseph through dreams warning him and directing him in 

a way that kept the Christ child safe.  

 

Now we see why it was so essential that God raised up Joseph, a man of 

unhesitating obedience. When God spoke, he acted! Its interesting to note 

that Matthew tells the Christmas story primarily from Joseph’s perspective 

while Luke tells it from Mary’s perspective. Yet what we see in Matthew is 

not just Joseph acting in a fatherly way to protect Jesus, but God His true 

Father working through Joseph to provide the father protection and care 

Jesus needed as a vulnerable child.  

 



Joseph is not the center of attention in this passage. Herod and His 

atrocious acts are not the center of attention in this passage. Not even, 

Jesus is really center of attention. The spotlight is on the unseen hand of 

God Himself intervening always one step ahead of Herod, leading Joseph 

and protecting His Son who is the key to God’s entire plan of redemption.  

 

Herod’s hostility against Jesus serves to highlight God’s faithfulness in 

protecting His Son. But what about the other babies who died in 

Bethlehem? God did not intervene on their behalf. God doesn’t always 

intervene to interrupt man’s evil schemes and choices. Yet He never allows 

them to escape a final accountability. Matthew seems to hint at this by 

mentioning Herod’s death 3 times in this short passage, and his death was 

not pretty. The historian Josephus reported that Herod died of “ulcerated 

entrails, putrefied and maggot-filled organs, constant convulsions, foul 

breath, and neither physicians nor warm baths lead to recovery.”4 Sounds 

like divine retribution. Acts 12:23 confirms this. When Herod allowed the 

people to call him god and not a man, the angel of the Lord struck him 

“because he did not give God the glory and he was eaten by worms and 

died.” 

 

It think it serves to remind us that people make real choices and they have 

real responsibility and consequences for what they do. The authenticity of 

man’s will is matched by the reality of his accountability before God. On the 

stage of life, God is the main actor and while secondary actors may cause 

real pain and suffering, even the most powerful men will give an account to 

God and will not be able to foil God’s ways.  

 

Sometimes we forget that Jesus’ life began as a refugee. His family was on 

the move from Nazareth to Bethlehem to Egypt to Israel to Galilee. The 

cross was not the only suffering He knew. He understands what it is like to 

be marginalized, persecuted, and hated. It was into this hateful world of sin 

that Jesus came to rescue us, not so much from the world as from ourselves 

and our own sin.  
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We are the Herod. We want to have control of our lives and our kingdom 

and anyone who gets in our way pays. Yet God in His great mercy would not 

let anything stand in His way to rescue us from our waywardness and 

rebellion.  

 

As I reflected on Matthew 2 this week and saw God’s amazing, sovereign 

ability to protect Jesus, it reminded me that God’s aim was not for Jesus to 

not die, but for Him to die at the appointed time. When Jesus was an infant, 

God did the supernatural to protect His Son’s life, but 33 years later He 

would hand him over to the very people who hated Him so that He would 

die at the hands of those who hated Him, not as a victim, but as God’s 

provision of a sacrifice to save His people from their sin.  

When we reflect on Joseph’s experience and we carefully study Jesus’ life, 

we must come to the conclusion that an easy life is not our divine right, but 

we do have the opportunity and responsibility to live righteous lives of 

obedience, even though they may be momentarily costly.  

 

Consider:  

1) Jesus came to bring rescue from our sin 

2) Jesus  can identify with life’s hardship 

There remains to reason for us to lack hope! 


