
A Nazarene
Matthew 2:19-23

Let me briefly review this marvelous story of the birth of Jesus, 
in the context the Jewish readers who would readily understand 
and appreciate just how fully Jesus the Messiah fulfilled their Old 
Testament prophets.  We have studied Jesus’ genealogy, tracing 
his family line through the great patriarch Abraham and through 
the great King David, as well as through the years of the exile in 
Babylon. 

We have seen how Jesus was to be born of the woman whom 
Isaiah identified, the virgin who would bear a son.  He would be 
called Immanuel, as the focal point of all the Old Testament 
promises of God.  God with us.  He would be born in Bethlehem, 
according to Micah’s prophecy.  He would be called out of Egypt, 
according to the prophet Hosea.  And he would come in response 
to Rachel weeping for her children, a blessing established by the 
New Covenant predicted by Jeremiah.  

And this afternoon, we add another prophetic reference to that 
list, but something of an unusual one.

v.23

There is actually no one specific reference that we can claim 
for that prophecy, though we will see the fulfillment to be 
accomplished in a much broader way than we normally think.  
Matthew’s own words imply that general connection and 
fulfillment, as we read again, “so that what was spoken by the 
prophets might be fulfilled.”  Not a single reference to a single 
prophetic utterance, but a broad reference to the whole body of 
prophecy which God has given his people by way of revelation.

As we anticipate the coming of the Christmas season so 

obvious in our culture, let me encourage you to think most clearly 
upon the birth of Jesus, and to frame your thoughts in the same 
way Matthew’s gospel does.  In other words, learn to see the birth 
of Jesus in terms of biblical prophecy instead of merely in terms 
of cultural traditions and holiday decorations.

There is a reason why unbelievers want the Christmas holiday 
removed from our consciousness.  There is a reason why the 
secular world and secular culture which has come to dominate 
our governmental rulers wants all mention and all reference to 
Christmas stricken from our national experience.  Because Jesus 
is a rock of offense.  Jesus is the stumbling block.  And any 
reference to Jesus’ incarnation is offensive, even if it is mixed with 
merely nostalgic traditions.  Christmas has to go in our culture 
because, in the minds of so many, Jesus has to go.  And if they 
were to have their way entirely, those who mention Jesus need to 
go as well.  At least, they need to go out of the public square, out 
of the arena of public discourse.

To all of that, I would simply say, “Bah, Humbug!”  However 
much you choose to celebrate Christmas, surely it is our calling 
as salt and light in this dark world to make much of Jesus.  And 
that begins with his incarnation.  So while the external 
celebrations of Christmas as a holiday might be a matter of 
Christian freedom for individual believers, the doctrine which the 
holiday celebrates must be proclaimed widely and clearly.  Three 
hundred sixty-five days a year.  Jesus, the eternal son of God, 
was incarnate and became man.  The second person of the trinity, 
the son of God, became flesh and dwelt with us.  And so we 
rightly sing, “O Come, O come, Emmanuel.”  We rightly sing, “Joy 
to the world, the Lord is come.  Let earth receive her king!”  We 
rightly sing, “Come, thou long-expected Jesus.”

So let’s continue this afternoon as we study this greatest of 
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events in all of human history, Jesus’ birth.  The incarnation of the 
son of God.  It happened in history, as I’ve emphasized these 
past several weeks.  The history is dated by King Herod, the cruel 
and wicked Roman king so clearly demonstrating his evil heart 
with the killing of all the baby boys in Israel, two years old and 
under.  But this evil man died.  His soul, no doubt, went to hell.  
And we can date his death to approximately 4 BC.  A real man, a 
man whose wickedness was notorious but who was placed into 
time and history just at the point of Jesus’ incarnation for God’s 
own specific and particular purpose.  This afternoon, it is just the 
passing reference to set the time,

v.19  “Now when Herod was dead...”

More importantly, the verse continues, 
v.19   “...behold, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to 

Joseph in Egypt, 20 saying, “Arise, take the young Child and His 
mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those who sought the 
young Child’s life are dead.” 21 Then he arose, took the young 
Child and His mother, and came into the land of Israel.”

Something begins to become very evident here with Jesus, 
and it began with his human parents.  The idea is obedience.  
Every step along the way, every event that is described is ordered 
by God’s own perfect will.  Every circumstance, every decision is 
governed by the will of God.  And so very personally,

I. JESUS LIVED ON EARTH IN OBEDIENCE TO HIS 
FATHER’S WILL.

An angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph.  He had 
already had at least two of those dreams.  From Joseph’s 
perspective, they was doozies.  First, we read that after it became 
known that the woman to whom he was engaged to be married 
was pregnant,  

Mat. 1:20  “...an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, 
saying, “Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary as your 
wife, for that which is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21 
She will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will 
save his people from their sins.”

He believed that revelation from God, so it isn’t hard to 
recognize that he would believe whatever God told him in a 
dream.  In the second dream, he had also been told,

Mat. 2:13  “Rise, take the child and his mother, and flee to 
Egypt, and remain there until I tell you, for Herod is about to 
search for the child, to destroy him.”

Again, nothing is recorded for us in Scripture except full and 
complete obedience.  So now, the third time, Joseph obeyed 
again.  He did what the angel of the Lord had told him to do.  He 
obeyed God.  First, he married Mary.  He preserved her purity, 
and as the gospel writer puts it, he “knew her not until she had 
given birth to a son.”  He named the boy Jesus.  He fled into 
Egypt.  And now he returned with his family to the land of Israel.

So Jesus’ obedience to his father’s will would even extend to 
the time of his human infancy.  Even when he was subject to the 
authority of his father on earth, even during the years of infancy 
when his father simply took him and carried him, even when, 
humanly speaking, Joseph is responsible for the decisions of the 
family, even then Jesus would live in perfect obedience to his 
heavenly father’s will.  That is the impact of Joseph’s commitment 
to obey God himself.

Jesus would clearly come to understand that obedience as 
well.

John 4:34 Jesus said to them, “My food is to do the will of him 
who sent me and to accomplish his work.”
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John 6:38  “For I have come down from heaven, not to do my 
own will but the will of him who sent me.”

And Jesus learned obedience, we are told, through suffering.  
That learning was never more clearly demonstrated than when he 
prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane.

Mat. 26:38  “My soul is very sorrowful, even to death; remain 
here, and watch with me.” 39 And going a little farther he fell on 
his face and prayed, saying, “My Father, if it be possible, let this 
cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.”...42 
Again, for the second time, he went away and prayed, “My Father, 
if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done.”

Heb. 5:7  “In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers 
and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to him who was able 
to save him from death, and he was heard because of his 
reverence. 8 Although he was a son, he learned obedience 
through what he suffered.”

Everything that took place in Jesus’ life was ordered and 
determined according to the will of God in heaven.  Even in his 
infancy.

There would be one more dream for Joseph recorded for us, 
one more revelation.  One more direction from the Lord that 
would bring Jesus into the district of Galilee.

v.22

All of that clearly demonstrates that Jesus’ life is directed by,

A. Special revelation and protection.
This was the appointed time.  The fullness of time, the time 

God had determined.  Paul puts it this way in,
Gal. 4:4  “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent 

forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, 5 to redeem 
those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption 
as sons.”

I stress all of this because we tend to get so sentimental and 
nostalgic with reference to our Christmas traditions, that those 
traditions can easily supersede in our minds the events of Jesus’ 
life that are actually taking place.  Everything here is ordered by 
God’s almighty hand.  Everything here is directed by God’s own 
sovereign plan.  And everything comes to pass according to 
God’s own special revelation and protection.  Everything.  Right 
down to the details, including this additional reference to 
Archelaus.  Another of the many,

B. Historical connections with sinful men.
v.22

Let me give you a little historical background.  Herod is 
actually a family name, and refers to several different men of 
different generations.  Sort of like the Roman name Cesar.  Within 
that larger family, Archelaus is also a Herod.  We begin with the 
Herod whom we’ve seen, King Herod, Herod the Great, the 
Roman ruler of the predominantly Jewish area of Judea, including 
the city of Jerusalem.  He is known for a lot of building projects 
and for despicable cruelty and wickedness.  

Before he died he changed his will several times.  When the 
will was finally executed by the Roman government upon his 
death, one son named Herod Antipas became Tetrarch of Galilee 
and Perea.  Archelaus, another son by the same wife, was made 
ethnarch of Judea, Samaria and Idumea.  And a third son, Philip, 
born to a different mother, was made tetrarch of the northern 
territories.  
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The title of ethnarch is a little lower in rank than tetrarch, so 
the kingdom was divided and brother rivalry was built right into 
the whole equation.  Archelaus was ruling Judea, which included 
the city of Jerusalem.  He was a cruel ruler, much like his father 
and perhaps even worse.  He also is known to have quashed a 
rebellion among the Jews at passover, killing about 3000 people 
in the process, among them many pilgrims visiting Jerusalem to 
attend the feast. 

Archelaus’ cruelty was well known, and well documented in 
history.  Thus Joseph’s fears were reasonable and prudent.  But 
even with that, God made his will plain.  The fourth dream.  And a 
clear connection with the historical events of the Roman empire.  

One quick and obvious application.  Actually, an 
encouragement regarding the nature of the Bible.  Everything 
here is historical.  Everything here actually happened.  Again to 
use a big word, not to impress but to be clear, all of these 
circumstances point out the historicity of Jesus.  The historical 
connection.  The real life existence of the son of God living and 
dwelling upon the earth.  

I don’t think any of you doubt that historicity, but lots and lots 
of people today do.  This whole idea of God’s ordering and 
governing historical events is contrary to their worldview, and our 
insistence in the historical accuracy of Bible accounts is laughable 
to them.

There is nothing laughable here.  Everything fits perfectly.  
God intervened in human history by causing his only begotten 
son, the second person of the trinity, to live and dwell among us 
as a man.  And despite the obvious and intense interconnection 
with sinful men, still everything that happened came to pass 
according to God’s own plan and purpose.  And in everything that 

happened, Jesus lived in obedience to his father’s will, so that his 
perfect obedience could be credited and counted to you and to 
me, to all who would believe.

This nonsense in the shopping malls during the Christmas 
season is just another human attempt to cover-up the historical 
reality of Immanuel, God with us.  The god of materialism is a 
poor substitute for Immanuel. 

There is something else here, though, the reference to the 
prophets, verse 23.  Jesus would be called a Nazarene.  So what 
does that mean?  In the broadest sense, simply this, that...

II. JESUS LIVED ON EARTH DESPISED AND REJECTED 
AMONG MEN.

He went to the district of Galilee, verse 22.  He lived in a city 
called Nazareth, verse 23.  What is the significance of that 
location?

A. Nazareth of Galilee.
Well, we get something of a hint of how Nazareth was 

regarded in,
\John 1:43  The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He 

found Philip and said to him, “Follow me.” 44 Now Philip was from 
Bethsaida, the city of Andrew and Peter. 45 Philip found 
Nathanael and said to him, “We have found him of whom Moses 
in the Law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus of Nazareth, the 
son of Joseph.” 46 Nathanael said to him, “Can anything good 
come out of Nazareth?” Philip said to him, “Come and see.”

Similarly,
John 7:40   “When they heard these words, some of the 

people said, “This really is the Prophet.” 41 Others said, “This is 
the Christ.” But some said, “Is the Christ to come from Galilee? 42 
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Has not the Scripture said that the Christ comes from the 
offspring of David, and comes from Bethlehem, the village where 
David was?”

And when Nicodemus sought to defend Jesus’ reputation, we 
read how the chief priests and pharisees replied to him.

John 7:52  They replied, “Are you from Galilee too? Search 
and see that no prophet arises from Galilee.”

Galilee was despised and rejected among men!

The prophet Isaiah also had something to say about Galilee.  
Just before the great prophecy of Isaiah 9, “For to us a child is 
born, to us a son is given,” we read these words:

Isa. 9:1  “But there will be no gloom for her who was in 
anguish. In the former time he brought into contempt the land of 
Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the latter time he has 
made glorious the way of the sea, the land beyond the Jordan, 
Galilee of the nations. 2 The people who walked in darkness have 
seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness, on 
them has light shone.”

That’s Jesus, the son who would be born, making glorious the 
land beyond the Jordan, Galilee.  Nazareth of Galilee.  So in 
fulfillment of the prophets, Jesus would live his life in a place that 
represented that he was despised and rejected among men.  
Among all the prophets, Isaiah sounded that note the most 
clearly.

Isa. 53:1  “Who has believed our report?  And to whom has 
the arm of the LORD been revealed?  2 For He shall grow up 
before Him as a tender plant, And as a root out of dry ground.  He 
has no form or comeliness; And when we see Him, There is no 
beauty that we should desire Him.  3 He is despised and rejected 
by men, A Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief.  And we hid, 

as it were, our faces from Him; He was despised, and we did not 
esteem Him.  4 Surely He has borne our griefs And carried our 
sorrows; Yet we esteemed Him stricken, Smitten by God, and 
afflicted.  5 But He was wounded for our transgressions, He was 
bruised for our iniquities; The chastisement for our peace was 
upon Him, And by His stripes we are healed.  6 All we like sheep 
have gone astray; We have turned, every one, to his own way; 
And the LORD has laid on Him the iniquity of us all.  7 He was 
oppressed and He was afflicted, Yet He opened not His mouth; 
He was led as a lamb to the slaughter, And as a sheep before its 
shearers is silent, So He opened not His mouth.”

Likewise,
Is. 11:1  “There shall come forth a Rod from the stem of Jesse,
And a Branch shall grow out of his roots.”

The emphasis is upon the insignificance of that shoot from the 
stump of Jesse, with an added connection suggested by some, 
that the Hebrew word for branch is actually “Nazar,” which is so 
similar in sound to Nazareth.  There isn’t a direct linguistic 
connection, but the small insignificant branch is represented by its 
homonym, the city of Nazareth.

v.23

Thus Jesus would be scorned and abhorred by men.  Jesus of 
Nazareth would live out his life on earth with,

B. Insignificance among men.
In the most general sense, I believe that is the reference of 

verse 23, “he went and lived in a city called Nazareth, so that 
what was spoken by the prophets might be fulfilled, that he would 
be called a Nazarene.”  Not a single prophet specifically, but the 
whole of the prophetic revelation.  Jesus would be despised and 
rejected by men.
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He would be called a Nazarene.  Listen to the spite that the 
Romans had for the Nazarenes from the account of Paul when he 
was on trial before Governor Felix,

Acts 24:5  “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.”

They were singled out for contempt, as was Jesus.  “He would 
be called a Nazarene.”

This theme of insignificance becomes a central message of 
the proclamation of the gospel for the Apostle Paul.  Turn with me 
to,

1 Cor. 1:18  “For the message of the cross is foolishness to 
those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the 
power of God. 19 For it is written: “I will destroy the wisdom of the 
wise, And bring to nothing the understanding of the prudent.”  20 
Where is the wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the disputer of 
this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of this world? 21 
For since, in the wisdom of God, the world through wisdom did 
not know God, it pleased God through the foolishness of the 
message preached to save those who believe. 22 For Jews 
request a sign, and Greeks seek after wisdom; 23 but we preach 
Christ crucified, to the Jews a stumbling block and to the Greeks 
foolishness, 24 but to those who are called, both Jews and 
Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. 25 
Because the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the 
weakness of God is stronger than men.”

We, then, as the follows of Jesus, should not be surprised 
when we are called upon to live out our lives as those despised 
and rejected among men.  So consider this Jesus of Nazareth, 
despised and rejected by men.  Beloved,

1 Cor. 1:26  “For you see your calling, brethren, that not many 

wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble, are 
called. 27 But God has chosen the foolish things of the world to 
put to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of 
the world to put to shame the things which are mighty; 28 and the 
base things of the world and the things which are despised God 
has chosen, and the things which are not, to bring to nothing the 
things that are, 29 that no flesh should glory in His presence.”

That’s what this is all about.  “Let the one who boasts, boast in 
the Lord,” as Paul writes in verse 31.  So if Jesus was despised 
and rejected by men, we should expect nothing less ourselves.  
Indeed, it is our glory when we share in his sufferings, when we 
are united to him in his affliction.

So if Jesus would be called a Nazarene, then we should 
rejoice when we are insulted with him that same way.  That is far 
from the sort of triumphalism that is all too common in American 
Christianity.  The prosperity gospel.  The thought that everything 
will go well if you are a Christian.  However, quite to the contrary, 
we should rejoice to be counted worthy of suffering with Christ 
and of enduring his rejection.  “God chose what is foolish in the 
world to shame the wise.”

And so we sing his praise, the one who was so despised and 
rejected among men.  “Man of sorrows!  What a name for the Son 
of God, who came ruined sinners to reclaim; Hallelujah!  What a 
savior!  Bearing guilt and scoffing rude, in my place condemned 
he stood, sealed my pardon with his blood:  Hallelujah, what a 
savior!”
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