Today, we will continue our walk through the Gospel According to Matthew by looking at Matthew 2:13-23. As we have seen, in these early chapters, Matthew is revealing Jesus' identity to us. Like a picture being more and more gradually revealed with each passing section, Matthew is building a “picture” of Jesus' identity. Clearly, Matthew wants his readers to know who Jesus is. 

And, as we have seen, Matthew is building this grand picture of Jesus' identity exclusively from Old Testament categories. He is the promised Messiah (1:1-17). He is the son of Abraham and the son of David (1:1). He is the virgin-born child promised through Isaiah who came to save His people from their sins (1:18-25). He is “God with us” (1:18-25). And, as we saw last week, He is the Davidic King from the tribe of Judah whose star rose out of Jacob (2:1-12). And He is the good Shepherd who came to care for and protect God's people (2:1-12). Matthew is clearly taking some of the early events of Jesus' life and using them to reveal who Jesus truly was (and is). 

And, as we continue the story this week, we will see this grand theme continued. We will see Jesus' life – and Jesus Himself – once again serving as the grand fulfillment of numerous promises and events in the Old Testament. 

This week, in 2:13-23, the focusing event is Herod's attempt to snuff out the life of the newborn “King of the Jews”. The section begins with Jesus fleeing from Herod's wrath and then recounts Herod's murder of Bethlehem's children before telling us how Jesus came to return and live in Nazareth. Interestingly, it is easy to read this text and get caught up in the story of Herod murdering the children and miss the larger point Matthew is making. Obviously, Herod's actions are relevant – and we will observe them accordingly – but Matthew's main focus is Jesus Christ and what these events revealed about Him. So, following Matthew's lead, we will focus the bulk of our attention on Jesus Himself and observe the events insofar as they help us know Him. 

So, that said, we will look at the text in three distinct sections – each of them focusing on a particular prophecy that is fulfilled through these events. And, once again, we will see that the main, central point is that Jesus has come to fulfill the promises God made in the Old Testament that He would send a Messiah to gather, deliver and save His people. 

I. Jesus is the true Son of God who delivers God's people (2:13-15). 

The text begins by picking up a new scene in the story we looked at last week. The wise men came from the east to worship the newborn King, and they promised to return to Herod and tell him where the King was living. However, as we saw, the angel delivered them from Herod's deception, and they left without returning to him. Around this same time, according to our text, an angel also appeared to Joseph and told him to take his family to Egypt because Herod was going to try to kill the baby. Joseph obeyed, and the whole family moved to Egypt and stayed there until Herod died (2:13-14). 

On the surface, this is simply another encouraging story about God's power being exercised on behalf of this newborn King. As we saw last week, God is powerful, and He is able to do whatever He pleases to accomplish whatever He pleases. In particular, God is obviously watching out for this newborn child – making sure that He is safe and that He does not come to harm. 

That said, there is a deeper reality to this event which is made clear by the end of verse 15: “This was to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet, 'Out of Egypt I called my son'. The quote  comes from Hosea 11:1, and it points us to an incredible Biblical theme. In Hosea 11, God is talking about the nation of Israel. It is the physical nation that is God's “son” who was called out of Egypt – an obvious reference to the Exodus from Egypt. But, Matthew takes this verse and applies it to Jesus Christ. How can he do that? It is because of the glorious reality that Jesus is the true Israel. That is, Jesus represents everything that Israel was and more. 

Israel was God's chosen people – chosen for the purpose of making Him known to the world. As part of that relationship, God sent the chosen nation to Egypt to save them from famine and then brought them out in glorious triumph to accomplish His purpose for them. However, despite god's abundant mercy and grace to them, the nation of Israel – for the most part – turned away from God and rejected Him. This did not catch God by surprise; rather, He intended such a reality in anticipation of sending Jesus. You see, as Matthew makes clear, Jesus came to be the obedient Son where Israel had been the disobedient “son”. And just as Israel – as God's chosen – went to Egypt to be delivered from death, Jesus went to Egypt to be delivered from death. And just like God “called” Israel out of Egypt to accomplish His purpose, He “called” Jesus out in the same way to accomplish His purpose. 

In sum, this particular event in Jesus' life was significant because it is another reminder of God's faithfulness and might. He does what He says He will do. And He is powerful to accomplish His purposes. Nothing (even the raging anger of an earthly ruler) can thwart His plans. But this event also makes a bigger point: Jesus is the new Israel – the new chosen One of God, the real Son. 

And why is that such a big deal? Why does that matter? It is important because, in the Old Testament, if you wanted to be part of God's people, you had to come to Israel. If you wanted to be part of God's “family”, you had to come to the “son” (Israel) and be adopted in. Even the Gentiles who feared God and wanted to follow Him in the Old Testament did so by becoming part of Israel. Likewise, in the New Testament, if you want to be part of God's people, you have to come to Jesus. Adoption into the family comes only through the Son. Just like the focus of God's activity in the Old Testament was Israel (everything He did was to and through them), the focus of God's activity is now Jesus. Everything He does is through Him. 

By making this connection, Matthew is helping us understand the centrality of Jesus. If we want to know God, we must know Jesus. If we want to follow and obey God, we must follow and obey Jesus. Jesus is the true Son, and if we want to be sons (and daughters), we must come to the Son to be adopted in as fellow children. 

II. Jesus is the One who has come to gather God's people and end their suffering (2:16-18).

The story continues by transporting us back to Jerusalem to see Herod's reaction. In these verses, Herod's attempted deception and trickery is fully exposed. Upon realizing that he had been tricked by the wise men, Herod flew into a rage and ordered all male children in Bethlehem who were two years old and under to be killed (2:16). Without question, this was an act of utter and complete wickedness. At this point in his life, history makes clear that Herod had become terribly paranoid and cruel, and this event is an excellent example of that. This was an act of unspeakable evil. The lives of numerous young boys (probably around 20 or so based on Bethlehem's population) were snuffed out because of the arrogant pride and insecurity of one wicked man. 

So, recognizing the wickedness of this event, why would Matthew include it? Why would He record such a terrible moment? On the one hand, it obviously gives more sense to the story. Jesus' flight to Egypt was wise and good, because if He had stayed, He would have been killed. But, as Matthew makes clear, there was a deeper reason as well: “Then was fulfilled what was spoken by the prophet Jeremiah: 'A voice was heard in Ramah, weeping and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be comforted, because they are no more'” (2:17-18). Just like the numerous other events Matthew has recorded, he wrote this one down because it served as the “fulfillment” of something spoken in the Old Testament. 

How could this event serve to fulfill the Old Testament? Even the quote – which is from Jeremiah 31:15 – is obscure. To understand it, we need to understand its context. Jeremiah prophesied around the fall of the southern kingdom of Judah in 587 B.C to Babylon. As the Babylonians conquered Judah, they carried the captives from Jerusalem through the city of Ramah. Incidentally, it seems that Rachel's tomb was somewhere in the vicinity of this city. This makes sense as Gen. 35:19 says she was buried near Bethlehem. Therefore, Jeremiah 31:15 pictures Rachel – figuratively, from her tomb – weeping as her “children” (the people of Israel) are carried into exile. It was a time of terrible pain and suffering in which many of the Israelites died.  And yet, in the midst of that terrible suffering and pain, Jeremiah 31 is a chapter full of abundant hope. Verse 15 – describing the weeping of Rachel for her children – is actually followed by a verse that tells her to stop weeping because God was going to deliver the people and rescue them from the captivity into which they were going. 

So why does Matthew apply this to Jesus and the slaughter of the babies? The reason is because Jesus was serving to fulfill, and bring to pass, everything that God promised in Jeremiah 31. In the big picture, the slaughter of these children in Bethlehem was yet another reminder that the people were in “exile” - under the dominion of a foreign power without a proper King to rescue them and lead them. In this broad sense, Rachel was still “weeping” for her children, and her tears of pain were echoed by the tears of those many women that night in Bethlehem. 

The good news, though, is that even as this horribly wicked atrocity was being carried out, God was preserving the life of the One who would end it. Even as these women groaned and cried out because of the pain they were suffering, God was raising up and preserving the King who would hear those groans and rescue God's people and wipe those tears away. Matthew quotes this text not only because the pain of the mother's echoed Rachel's pain at the exile in Jeremiah 31 but because the coming of Jesus echoed (and fulfilled) God's promised deliverance from that pain in Jeremiah 31. 

So, once again, why does that matter? Why is this isolated event important? It is important because the promises of Jeremiah 31 do not just apply to the physical nation of Israel but to all who are part of God's people. Jeremiah 31 is a glorious promise that God would turn the terrible mourning of His people into joy. Matthew quotes it in Matthew 2 because God was, even then, in the process of turning their terrible mourning into joy. And, since Jesus is the one who brings the promises of Jeremiah 31 to pass, He is even now working to turn our mourning into joy as well. This is important for us because Jesus did not just come to transform the pain of those people in Bethlehem but the pain of all God's people. There will be a day when every tear of God's people is wiped away and every pain and suffering is removed. And this glorious promise comes through Jesus Christ. It is found only in Him. Apart from Him, there is eternal suffering. In Him, there is an end to suffering. And Matthew points us to this even from the beginning of Jesus' life. 

III. Jesus is the despised One who has come to make foolish the wisdom of the world (2:19-23). 

The final part of the text brings this particular story from Jesus' early life to a conclusion. After escaping Herod's murderous rage, Joseph and his family return from Egypt when they are instructed to do so in yet another miraculous dream of guidance. Upon returning, however, Joseph hears that Herod's son, Archelaus, is reigning in his place. Fearing another eruption of rage, and having received another dream of guidance, Joseph takes the family to live in the city of Nazareth in Galilee instead of back in Bethlehem (2:19-23a). 

Once again, on the surface, this seems to be simply another example of God's faithfulness and power. Once again, He preserves the life of this anointed, newborn King once again. No doubt, this is something we should note. Once again, God can do (and will do) whatever He pleases in order to accomplish whatever He pleases. But, as with the first two parts of this story, there is something more and deeper here. Matthew makes clear, once again, that this little detail of Jesus' early life happened for the purpose of fulfilling yet another prophecy: “And he went and lived in a city called Nazarreth, that what was spoken by the prophets might be fulfilled: 'He shall be called a Nazarene'” (2:23). 

The interesting thing about this quote is that it actually is not found in any of the Old Testament prophets. There is never a prophecy about the Messiah being called a Nazarene (which, incidentally, has nothing to do with Nazirites in the Old Testament). This fact itself points to the fact that the “prophecy” is more of a theme than a specific reference to a Nazarene. This is supported by the fact that Matthew references “prophets” (plural) this time instead of a particular prophet. This means there is more than one prophecy in mind. 

So, what is the theme that the prophets laid out that this event fulfills? Based on Biblical evidence, it seems to be the theme that the Messiah would be despised and looked down upon. In order to see this, we have to connect some dots. First of all, in Jesus' day, Nazareth itself was a despised, looked-down-upon place. Nathaniel speaks of it dismissively in John 1:46, and the Jews themselves speak of it in the same way in John 7:42,52 – taking the fact that Jesus is from Nazareth in Galilee as proof enough that He is not the Messiah. Nazareth was a despised place.

But why do we care? Why is it important? It is important because alongside the Old Testament prophecies about the power and might and glory of the Messiah are other prophecies that say He would be despised. Psalm 22, which is clearly applied to Jesus – especially His death – talks about the Messiah being despised and mocked. And Isaiah was very clear in saying, “He was despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief; and as one from whom men hid their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not.” (Isa. 53:3). There are other references that could be noticed (Isaiah 49:7 among others), but these make the point: God had promised that the Messiah would be despised. Just like the rest of this story, this final piece served a larger purpose of fulfilling something Jesus had said long before. 

But, once again, this leads us to ask: so what? Why is it important that Jesus came from a despised place and was likewise despised? It is important for two reasons. First, it demonstrates God's faithfulness again because He promised it would be so and then worked things out so that it came to pass. Second, it brings forward a theme that becomes prominent throughout the rest of Jesus' ministry and the New Testament: God, through Jesus makes foolish the wisdom of the world and works in such a way that the strength and power of men is confounded. He works in such a way that it would become clear that only God could have done it. Why would God bring His Messiah from the despised little town of Nazareth? It is because then the power of God would be on full display. Contrary to the wisdom of men, King Jesus did not come from the halls of power or the places of grandeur. He came from the little, despised town of Nazareth. And, as a result, He was rejected by many people – because He did not fit their image or their picture of what a King should be. And interestingly, as One who came from such origins, Jesus proceeded to carry out a ministry in which He called and ministered to and blessed rejected, despised people who others had written off. He came, as One who did not fit the world's image of greatness, to save many who did not fit the world's image of greatness (1 Cor. 1:26-29).

This is crucial for us to understand about Jesus for two reasons: as Isaiah (and Paul in Corinthians) make clear, it causes us to understand that God's ways are not our ways and his thoughts are not our thoughts. God does not work like the world does. Second, it reminds us that we are called to humble ourselves just as our Savior humbled himself. Over and over again, we are called to turn away from worldly power and wisdom and might and seek after true, spiritual wisdom that comes from knowing God. Instead of seeking to be great by the world's standards, we should humble ourselves before the Lord (Matt. 20:25-28). Like our Savior, we should be humbling ourselves. And like our Savior, we should be prepared to be despised and rejected (John 15:20). This is the way it works in the Kingdom of God, and it was clear that it would work this way from the very beginning of Jesus' life when He grew up in Nazareth and was called a despised Nazarene. 

Conclusion

So, as we close our time together and we prepare to come to the table, what should we take from this text? 

First of all, as we have seen so far in Matthew, God is faithful to do what He promises to do. And He is powerful enough to do what He promises to do. He can do what He says, and He will do what He says. 

Second, as we have also seen so far, Jesus is the promised Messiah. He is the true, ultimate Son of God that Old Testament Israel represented, and there is no other way into God's family than through Him. If you are here and you have never bowed before Jesus the Messiah in repentance and faith and worship, then I would plead with you to do so because He is the Son and if you reject the Son, you will experience wrath. Repent and believe. Humble yourself before the despised King from Nazareth because it is the only path to blessing. 

The text also makes clear that Jesus is the One who has come to ultimately, finally end the suffering and pain of God's people as they live in this sinful, fallen world. Perhaps you are here and you have experienced something similar to the mothers of Bethlehem – a terrible loss that was the result of unspeakable evil and wickedness. Or maybe you have not suffered something quite that bad but nevertheless you have suffered injustice and wickedness that – at the end of the day – you did not cause or ask for or perhaps deserve. Where is the hope in those times? What is the light at the end of the tunnel? Ultimately, the Biblical answer is that the hope is the day when all of that is finally done and ended. In the midst of the flood of painful tears that often come forth in the midst of terrible suffering, the Biblical hope is that those tears will one day be wiped away. In the midst of the terrible pain and loss and loneliness that comes with death, the Biblical hope is that there will be a day when death is no more. In the midst of terrible pain and agony, the Biblical hope is that such pain and agony will one day be a thing of the past. And every bit of that Biblical hope hangs on, and centers around, Jesus Christ. Even as Matthew, in the midst of the agony of Bethlehem's mothers, points to Jeremiah 31 and the hope of a new day, the Bible points us forward to that same future hope. If you are here and you are in the midst of that sort of pain, come to the Messiah. Put your hope in the One who knows that pain and will one day end that pain. 

And the text makes clear that Jesus came from humble origins and was rejected and despised so that all honor and glory and praise might ultimately go to God and not to any man. Even for the perfect Son of God, the path to glory was the path of suffering. Even for the perfect King of Kings, the road that led to life was the hard road. As we consider the Jesus that Matthew presents, we would do well to consider if it is the Jesus that we follow. Are we following a “Jesus” who leads us down a path of ease and comfort and does not really require anything of us? If so, we are not following the Biblical Jesus. The Biblical Jesus walked the path of difficulty and suffering – the hard road. And the Biblical Jesus calls us to do the same. He calls us to come to Him for rest and then to deny ourselves, take up our cross daily and follow Him. 

As we come to the table, we should examine our hearts. This is the true Jesus. What will we do with Him? I pray that each of us would follow Him – on His terms and according to His rules, without reservation. May it be so.  

