
January 4, 2015 – (2nd Sunday of Christmas, Mat) 

Sermon Text – Matthew 2:13-23 

 

- 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.  Then was fulfilled what had 

been spoken through 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 are no more." - 

 

It would be fine if we could stop at the end of verse 12, the last verse in last week’s 

reading from Matthew.  Our Christmas would be complete.  We’d have the angels and 

the shepherds and Mary and Joseph and the sweet baby Jesus, about whom we love 

to sing.  We’d have the wise men, those exotic visitors from the east, who come to 

bring their odd gifts of gold and frankincense and myrrh and worship the child whom 

they proclaim to be born as “king of the Jews.”  And we’d have the tinsel and the 

lights, the decorations and the gifts, the feasts and the family, and everything would be 

wonderful.  That’s all we really need, isn’t it.  That’s all we really want, for sure.  That’s all 

we really desire, just the good stuff.  The rest you can keep.  We don’t need to hear 

about that.  We don’t want to know about that.  We don’t want to have to learn about 

that.  So, let’s stop now, before it’s too late, before we have to encounter any of the 

bad stuff.  But, Matthew won’t let us get away with that.  Matthew won’t let us close our 

eyes to the rest of the story.  Matthew won’t let us ignore the dark side of Christmas.  He 

insists on telling us the whole story.  He tells it, I think, because he wants us to 

understand the contrast between faithful Joseph and desperate Herod.  And he tells it 

because he wants us to see the parallels between Moses in the Old Testament and 

Jesus in the New.   

 

 The fact of the matter is that not much has changed in the last 2,000 years.  The 

death of the innocents is still a common practice among those who would want to 

tyrannize, terrorize or torment the people they desire to control.  Think about the inci-

dents you’ve heard about from just the past year:  In April, 200 girls were kidnapped 

from their school in Nigeria.  They have neither been seen nor heard from since, 

except in the propaganda videos produced by their captors.  In summer, the terrorist 

members of the Islamic State (ISIS or ISIL) began systematically executing innocent 

men, women and children for no other reason than disagreement with their radical 

positions.  They started with the Yazidi Christians in northern Iraq and Syria, but have 

since expanded their murderous ways to include Moslems and others as well. In 

December, 141 people, including 132 children, were killed in an attack on a school in 
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Pakistan for no other reason than that they were involved in the process of education.  

Throughout the year, the ongoing litany of mass killings continued in our nation and 

around the world, either as the result of public shootings or domestic violence.  And 

while the Ebola virus made all the big news, it was death by neglect or cruelty that 

made the big impact on the children of the world through the deadly effects of 

malaria and hunger.  Clean water, good food and protection from mosquitoes seems 

so simple to provide; but, those with the power to do so must want to make it happen 

before the dying will ever be stopped.  Innocent death is all around us, as it always has 

been. 

 

 The fact of the matter is that the birth of a rival king was the last thing that Herod 

wanted to hear about.  He was paranoid enough about protecting his power and pro-

viding for his own security that an outside threat was more than he could handle.  

Because the wise men had returned to their home without divulging Jesus’ location, 

the desperate despot takes the shotgun approach to eliminating his rival.  He sends 

out his soldiers to kill all the baby boys two years old and younger, who live in the 

region of Bethlehem.  He kills the innocents, who are regularly remembered with their 

own memorial on the third day after Christmas, but Jesus is not there.  Joseph, faithful 

to his calling as Jesus’ protector, has been warned in a dream that Herod is seeking to 

kill the child.  He has taken him and his mother and they have fled to find safety in the 

land of Egypt.   

 

 All of this repeats the history of God’s Old Testament people.  Matthew wants us 

to take notice.  That story began with another Joseph.  Sold into slavery by his jealous 

brothers, he makes his way into the courts of the Pharaoh just in time to save the peo-

ple from starvation during the time of famine that follows.  His brothers come seeking 

food and settle in the safe haven of Egypt, living on the best land and growing stronger 

by the year.  Eventually, they become so strong that the new Pharaoh, who doesn’t 

remember Joseph is threatened by their very existence.  He devises a plan to weaken 

the Hebrew threat by killing all the boy babies.  They are to be eliminated by being 

thrown into the Nile River.  Moses, of course, escapes the killing when he is hidden by 

his mother in a basket among the bulrushes.  He is discovered by the Pharaoh’s 

daughter, who takes him to live in the palace.  Familiar as he is with Egyptian ways, he 

is ideally suited to return one day, at God’s request, to demand his people’s freedom 

and lead them back to the Promised Land.  If Matthew is going to portray Jesus as the 

new Moses, then the story begins for real in Egypt.  Everything else so far has just been 

preliminary.  The flight of the holy family to the safety of Egypt in the face of Herod’s 

violence provides the occasion.  And all of this serves to fulfill a word of prophecy from 
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Hosea.  Just as God called Israel out of Egypt, so now God calls his Son out of the very 

same place.   

 

 After Herod dies, faithful Joseph is again informed by God in a dream that the 

coast is clear.  He and Mary and Jesus can go back home.  They return, not to 

Bethlehem, where the wise men had found them, but to Nazareth, from which they had 

journeyed in the first place.  There Jesus will grow, safe from the violence that filled his 

world, under the protection of Joseph, who was faithful to God’s calling to care for his 

Son.  Today we will pray for the innocents.  We will pray for all who suffer so greatly at 

the hands of a world that is out of sorts with the desires of our loving God.  We will pray 

for all who have died because of hatred, or fear, or ignorance, or neglect or cruelty.  

We do so with confidence.  We do so with faithfulness.  We do so with the belief that 

God continues to watch over and care for all who suffer unjustly.  We do so knowing 

that God’s own Son was born into the midst of it, was forced to flee from it and was 

kept safe from it by the action of a strong and loving father.  And we do so with the 

assurance that God continues to care for the innocents of this world, that no death 

goes unnoticed and that no mourning goes unheard.  “Jesus loves the little children” 

we sometimes sing.  He will demonstrate that in his ministry.  And we know it to be true 

now as well.   

      Amen. 


