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Today’s Gospel teaches us how to read the Holy Scriptures. First, because there can easily be confusion over the sequence 
of events after our Lord’s birth when we compare Matthew and Luke. Luke moves immediately from the Lord’s birth to 
His circumcision and naming eight days later, and tells us that 40 days after His birth, Christ was presented in the temple 
and Mary received the ritual purification that was required by the Law of Moses. It was on this occasion that Simeon 
snatched up the Child and praised God for the arrival of the Messiah. He also foretold that the Christ would be opposed 
by many, and that Mary’s own soul would be pierced with a sword. Luke then tells us: “when they had performed 
everything according to the Law of the Lord, they returned into Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth” (2:39). 
 

The question arises, how do we square that with today’s Gospel from Matthew, which gives the visit of the Magi and the 
subsequent flight into Egypt and Herod’s slaughter of the boys of Bethlehem? If you watch the History Channel or CNN 
Christmas specials, or read most contemporary Bible scholars, you’ll get a very confident assertion such as this: “the two 
narratives,” of Matthew and Luke, “are not only different—they are contrary to each other in a number of details.”  
 

As Christians we know that God’s Word, the Bible, is inspired, that is, breathed out by God. What proceeds from God is 
true, He does not lie. We are told, immediately after this language of inspiration, that Scripture is useful for teaching, for 
rebuking falsehood, for correcting what is weak or wrong, it trains us in righteousness, guides us in the paths of holy 
living. If something is to be useful to these ends, teaching, rebuking, correcting, training, it must itself be correct. You 
would not entrust yourself to a fitness coach who didn’t know what he was doing or talking about. If you can trust God 
with the matter of your eternal salvation, you can trust Him to get the facts right.  
 

We approach any seeming difficulty in Holy Scripture with humility and reverence before the words that are given us 
through men to be sure, but that proceed from and are given by God Himself. In this case, we read Luke and Matthew 
together, knowing that both are true, God-given accounts, and we can see how they are easily harmonized: after the 
purification and presentation, the Holy Family returns to Bethlehem for a time, that is where the magi find the Christ 
Child, and they flee to Egypt from there. Luke, being familiar with Matthew’s Gospel, leaves out what Matthew has 
already reported, and simply moves immediately to the statement about their heading to Nazareth, that is where the Holy 
Family ultimately ends up, and is also where Matthew ends his account. 
 

But there is far more than the accuracy, truth, and trustworthiness of God’s Word that is at play in the reading of the Holy 
Scriptures. They are true and accurate; so is any decent textbook. The truthfulness of God’s Word matters because of its 
purpose, what it is given to do: it brings Christ Jesus to us. We see this in two ways through the references of today’s 
Gospel to the Old Testament: first that our Lord goes to Egypt, He returns to the land of Israel in fulfillment of Hosea’s 
prophecy. Secondly, the fulfillment of the prophets saying that the Christ “would be called a Nazarene.” 
 

The reference to Hosea is an example of what we typically think of in terms of Old Testament connections to Christ. Like 
Matthew’s earlier quotations of the promise of the virgin birth in Isaiah 7 (heard on Christmas Eve), or Micah’s prophecy 
that the Christ would be born in Bethlehem, the passage in Hosea is what we call a Messianic prophecy. That is, it is one 
of many places where the Old Testament speaks directly of the Messiah in words that refer specifically and only to Him. 
That is why Matthew so often says when various things happen, “this took place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken 
by the prophet,” and then he gives the quotation.  
 

Through these promises, Old Testament believers knew of the promised Savior, and put their trust in Him for salvation 
from sin and death. These passages were how they could recognize the Christ by His words and works. This is what we 
saw our Lord do for John the Baptist three weeks ago on Gaudete. John asks Jesus if He is the One who is to come, and 
Jesus directs John to what Isaiah wrote of the Messiah’s works: “the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of 
the deaf unstopped; then shall the lame man leap like a deer, and the tongue of the mute sing for joy.” (35:5–6a). 
Jesus is saying, “Look, John, at what Isaiah said the Christ would do. Now look at what I am doing. The Scriptures are 
being fulfilled, you have your answer.” 
 

Hosea’s prophecy of God’s Son coming out of Egypt is given in contrast to Israel of old, whom God in His boundless 
love delivered from slavery, and yet, as a toddler in a tantrum, continually rebelled against God. Even once their 
descendants finally entered into the land of Canaan, they continually fell into unbelief and sin, trusting in false gods, 
military might, and political prowess. We often blast ancient Israel for their foolishness and sin, but they are an accurate 



portrayal of us. The history of the Old Testament people of God is ours. Despite God’s many good gifts to us, we 
complain when things don’t go our way, we whine about what we don’t have, and we take for granted and despise what 
we do have. And there are even moments of outright rebellion and hatred for the God who has created and saved us.  
 

The answer to Israel’s sin and ours is the sending of God’s own Son. Almighty God comes to earth, and despite those 
shining rays of glory on Christmas night, the majestic song of the angels, the adoration of the shepherds, after the wonder 
of Simeon’s song of praise to his infant Lord, and the worship of the magi, here in this little episode we see that glory 
hidden and covered in weakness as the Child must take flight into the land of Egypt, back into the ancient house of 
slavery. He flees in humiliation and exile so that He may return. Where Israel was brought out of Egypt, claimed by God 
as His own, and yet soon fell into disobedience and sin, God’s own Son came out of Egypt, wholly obedient and faithful 
to His Father, lived a perfect life for us that is freely given and credited to us by faith. All this is what we see contained 
and now fulfilled in Hosea’s prophecy. In this we see the central theme of the Old Testament: waiting and longing for the 
Christ, the very Son of God, who has now come and made perfect satisfaction by His life for us.  
 

We see this further when we think on the fact that in those few words telling us Joseph “took the Child and His mother 
and went to the land of Israel,” on that return journey, the Savior passed through the same wilderness as the children of 
Israel from Egypt into the Promised Land. He who placed Himself under the Law in our place passed through those 
places where the Law was given, and where the serpent was lifted up to deliver from death. The firstborn Son fled into 
Egypt, where the first Passover lamb was slain, its blood sprinkled to save from death, that He may return and die as the 
final Lamb. In this we see another way the saints of the Old Testament were taught about the Messiah: through types, that 
is, pictures, seen in events, acts, and institutions. Even as verbal prophecies spoke of Him, various persons, things, and 
places, portrayed Him and His work. 
 

A little more challenging is the second way we see today’s Gospel show how Christ is spoken of in the Old Testament: the 
mention of the prophets saying that the Christ would be called a Nazarene. This passage is difficult because there is no 
direct quotation of a particular Old Testament verse that says the Messiah will be called a Nazarene. Some take the 
reference to being called a Nazarene as a bit of Hebrew word play, hearkening back either to Isaiah’s prophecy that the 
Messiah would be the branch out of the stump of Jesse, or to the Old Testament Nazarites, chief of whom was Samson. 
The Hebrew words for “branch,” and Nazarite both sound a bit like Nazarene. 
 

It is certainly right and even necessary to identify those passages as prophecies of the Messiah. The question is not 
whether or not Jesus is the new Samson who destroys the devil by dying or the branch out of the kingly line reduced to a 
stump. We know that He is. The question is whether or not these are the prophecies that Matthew is quoting when he 
says: “He shall be called a Nazarene.” 
 

The answer may lie in Matthew’s speaking not of just one prophet but of the prophets, he uses the plural, “the prophets” 
say the Christ “would be called a Nazarene,” and to see this as a reference to all those passages that foretell the 
rejection that the Messiah will suffer, chief of which are the Servant songs of Isaiah, one of which serves as today’s Old 
Testament reading. To say that Jesus will be called a Nazarene is to say, in later words from Isaiah, that He will be 
“despised and rejected by men” (53:3).  
 

Matthew shows us that Jesus is Immanuel, God with us, God come as one of us, in the flesh of a man. But God come as a 
man will suffer rejection and contempt. He will not receive honor but humiliation. That His hometown is Nazareth is held 
against Him throughout His ministry. Nathaniel under the fig tree says that nothing good comes from Nazareth. The 
servant girl in the courtyard of Caiaphas says to Peter: “You also were with the Nazarene.” Even in death, His Galilee 
backwoods origin is used in mockery for the inscription on His cross: “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.”  
 

Already at Holy Christmas we are given the chief teaching of all Holy Scripture: God comes as a man to be perfectly 
obedient, and to die for our sins. This is how we read the Scriptures, with this central truth and aim in mind – to seek and 
receive the One promised of old who has now come. This is what we seek and study in the Scriptures. If ancient Israel 
was commanded by Moses to keep the shadow and promise in their hearts and minds, to teach them diligently to their 
children, talk of them continually, to never tire of learning them, all the more do we, who have the substance, the real 
thing, the fulfillment, and answer, read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest the entirety of the Scriptures. Not as trivia, or 
knowledge of mere facts to make us smarter, but as the very words that speak of and deliver Christ our Savior to us.  
 

We’re all supposed to have a New Year’s resolution, I guess. For a Christian it’s pretty easy. Seek and learn Christ from 
His Word, for there He not only tells you, but gives to you all that He has done for you. 


