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“Listening and Obeying”       Pastor Amy Besola 
Matthews 2:13-23 &Isaiah 63:7-9          January 1, 2023 
 
Happy New Year and welcome to Calvary Presbyterian Church.  Today's scripture 
is "what comes next" after the majesty of the Christmas story.  Our gospel reading 
from Matthew 2 covers the next portion of n Jesus' young life.  
 
The arrival of the Magi to worship the infant savior must have created quite a 
spectacle.  The size and dignity of the caravan likely captured Herod's attention, 
along with probably much of Jerusalem.  Can you imagine how difficult 
entertaining these royal visitors, the Magi, would have been for Mary and Joseph? 
All too often we reduce the majesty of these wise men to small figurines in a 
creche, sitting on a side table during our holiday celebrations but in doing so, we 
minimize what a tremendous sight the entourage that came with the Magi must 
have been.  And how dramatic the gifts they bore must have been, both in 
monetary worth and in symbolism.  
 
Herod was capable of terrible crimes in his pursuit to maintain power.  Herod was 
an Edomite and Rome recognized him as a vassal king over Judea.  The Jews 
tempered their great hatred of Herod because he was able to accomplish some 
incredible building projects, including some tremendous improvements made to 
the second temple.  Herod craved being accepted by the Jewish people whom he 
ruled but he was constantly battling perceived threats.  Overall, his reign was 
both bloody and violent.  Some examples of Herod's hair-trigger temper: he 
slaughtered three hundred members of the Sanhedrin, full-fledged court officers. 
He also murdered his wife Marianne, her mother, Alexandra, and three of his 
sons, Antipater, Alexander, and Aristobulus. 
 
An angel of the Lord appeared to Jesus' human father, warning him of impending 
danger.  In his dream, Joseph was warned about Herod's maniacal plan to kill 
Jesus and what his presence might mean to Herod's reign.  Joseph followed God's 
leading.  He both listened and obeyed, packing up and taking his young family in 
the dead of the night for Egypt.  That is what this scripture is all about: it's about 
making ourselves available and carving out time and presence of mind to be able 
to follow the Lord's leading.  What is it that the Lord may ask each of us this 
holiday season?  What has he put on your heart to do?  



2 
 

Joseph's warning of Herod's plot came in the form of an angel of the Lord 
appearing in a dream to Joseph.  The angel said, “Arise, take the young Child and 
His mother, flee to Egypt, and stay there until I bring you word; for Herod will 
seek the young Child to destroy Him.”  Joseph followed the instructions and took 
his young family the 240 miles to Egypt, out of Herod's grasp.  They stayed a 
while, some sources say 2 years, and other sources say up to 6 years.  They stayed 
until the death of Herod when once again an angel appeared and said it was safe 
to return.  
 
There was a large Jewish community in Egypt with around a million Jews.  It was 
relatively close and was a well-ordered Roman province outside Herod’s 
jurisdiction.  The Bible does not specify the route the young family took, but 
Egyptian tourist authorities are very specific about locations where Christ's family 
stayed along the way.  These locations are pilgrimage locations, and there are 
often monasteries or churches built in specific places where Jesus and his family 
stayed.  
 
What took place in Bethlehem at Herod's hand was horrific.  In verses 16-18, 
there is the description of the "Massacre of the Innocents."  Herod was enraged 
when he realized he had been deceived by the wise men.  Herod sent forth and 
put to death all the male children who were in Bethlehem and in all its districts, 
from two years old and under, according to the time which he had determined 
from the wise men.  Then was fulfilled what was spoken by Jeremiah the prophet, 
saying: 
“A voice was heard in Ramah, 
Lamentation, weeping, and great mourning, 
Rachel weeping for her children, 
Refusing to be comforted, 
Because they are no more.” 
 
While there is not an exact description of this Massacre event in secular history, it 
is entirely in character with Herod’s well-known ruthlessness.  This voice is 
described in scripture as lamentation and describes tremendous grief and great 
mourning.  This Matthew quotation from Jeremiah 31:15 originally referred to the 
mourning of Israel’s mothers during the conquest and captivity of the nation. 
Here Rachel is a representation of Bethlehem’s mothers. 
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After Herod's death, once again Joseph was visited by an angel in Egypt, who told 
him it was safe to return to Israel.  Herod died in 4 B.C. which means that most 
likely Jesus was born around 6 B.C., the wise men (by their own account) arrived 
in Jerusalem two years later in 4 B.C., and in that same year Joseph, Mary, and 
Jesus fled to Egypt, Herod died, and they returned.   
 
One takeaway from this investigation is the realization that King Herod the Great, 
who had been on the throne for 33 years, died a short time after slaying the 
children of Bethlehem.  We don’t always see immediately what feels like fitting 
retribution for atrocities like this one that he committed, but in this case, it seems 
that the perpetrator very quickly joined his victims in death and had to answer for 
his crimes.  This is both speculative and intriguing. 
 
The time of the sojourn in Egypt was not probably of long duration, although 
extended by some of the early writers to several years.  In apocryphal writings, 
there are discrepancies about the time spent in Egypt.  In the Gospel of the 
Infancy, it is stated the time in Egypt was about three years; in the History of 
Joseph at one year; in Tatian's Harmony at seven years; by Epiphanius at two 
years.  Athanasius makes Jesus four years old when He came from Egypt; Baronius 
was eight years.  In modern times those who put the Lord's birth one or more 
years before Herod's death, prolong correspondingly the sojourn in Egypt by 1-3 
years. 
 
When Joseph and his family returned to Israel, they legitimately feared Herod's 
successor, his evil son, Archelaus.  To avoid danger the family would settle in the 
northern district of Nazareth.  Once again, Joseph was warned to avoid Archelaus 
by an angel.  And although Nazareth was a backwater, almost hillbilly town, by 
retreating to Nazareth of Galilee, prophecies were fulfilled.  This region had a 
significantly larger Gentile population than Judea or Jerusalem.  Some scholars 
find the return of Joseph and his family to Nazareth remarkable despite it being 
the hometown of Mary and presumably Joseph.  It was remarkable because 
Nazareth was an unremarkable town, and because it was where everyone knew 
Mary and Joseph and the strange circumstances surrounding the birth of their 
son.  Nazareth was an unwalled, unprotected town with a somewhat bad 
reputation.  In John 1:46, Nathanael wondered if anything good could come from 
Nazareth.  In God’s plan, Jesus came from a small, insignificant place that, if it had 
any reputation, was a bad one.  This is where Jesus grew up and matured into 
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adulthood.  In God's plan, his only son, the Messiah, would grow up in the 
somewhat despised town.  
 
Celebrating communion this New Year's Sunday is an opportunity to celebrate the 
audacity of the Gospel and God's amazing love for humanity.  In that tiny baby, 
born in the manger, came down to earth a Savior.  Our love for Christ comes in 
response to His amazing love for us.  
 
I don’t think we can actually wrap our minds around how much He loves us.  He 
died on the cross for us.  He knows about all of our wicked sins, and yet He still 
loves us and accepts us.  When we truly recognize that kind of love for what it is, 
and the Spirit shows it to us, we will find ourselves enraptured with love for Him.  
I pray in this new year; God will make himself known to you.  I pray that you seek 
opportunities to listen to his voice. I hope and pray you are able to delve into his 
word to us in the Bible.  I ask God to make you willing to see, feel, taste, and hear 
His love with all your senses.  May you be richly blessed in this new year and feel 
God's abundant love in tangible ways.  
 
Closing prayer:  
Lord Jesus, Your love for me is deep and powerful, and I really can’t comprehend 
it.  We confess, we often forget how much you love each one of your children. 
Help us to see your love, Spirit, and turn my affections toward You.  Thank you, 
Lord Jesus, for your birth, your life, and your sacrifice on the cross.  I know you are 
the risen Savior and you will come again.  Come, Lord Jesus.  Come.  Holy Father, 
we thank you and praise you. Amen. 


