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The     Birth     of     Jesus  
Part 3

Matthew 2:13-23

Now when they had departed, behold, an angel of the 
Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream, saying, “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.” 14 When he 
arose, he took the young Child and His mother by 
night and departed for Egypt, 15 and was there until 
the death of Herod, that it might be fulfilled which 
was spoken by the Lord through the prophet, saying, 
“Out of Egypt I called My Son.” 16 Then Herod, when 
he saw that he was deceived by the wise men, was 
exceedingly angry; and he 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. 17 Then was fulfilled what was spoken by 
Jeremiah the prophet, saying: 18 “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.” 19 Now when 
Herod was dead, 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.
22 But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning 
over Judea instead of his father Herod, he was afraid 
to go there. And being warned by God in a dream, he 
turned aside into the region of Galilee. 23 And he came 
and dwelt in a city called Nazareth, that it might be 
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fulfilled which was spoken by the prophets, “He shall 
be called a Nazarene” (Matthew 2:13-23).

The Story

The story contained in the second chapter of Matthew 
goes something like this: wise men from the east come to 
worship the baby Jesus.  Herod, an Edomite, who had been 
made king over the Jews by the Romans was not particularly 
excited about this event, nor were the people of Jerusalem. 
Herod begins to make inquiry of the wise men and his own 
priests and scribes regarding the time and place of the 
Christ’s birth in order to destroy Him.

The wise men find the newly born King, worship Him 
and give Him gifts.  Herod’s true motives are revealed to 
them in a dream so they depart for their own country 
another way.  Joseph is also warned in a dream to take Jesus 
to Egypt.  Herod, in a fit of rage, massacres every male child, 
two years and under, in Bethlehem and all its districts.

Eventually Herod dies and Joseph, in another dream, is 
told to bring the baby back to Israel.  But the new king, 
Herod’s son, is still a danger so Joseph is warned that he 
should go to Nazareth.

Three Observations

Three observations I would like us to make this morning 
regarding these events: 

1. How are we to understand all the drama of this event; 
especially the tragic slaughter of the infants?  

2. What does this story tell us about Christ the King and 
His kingdom?

3. What is Matthew’s main point in including this in His 
gospel?

1.  An Orchestrated Drama
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The wise men are questioned, and lied to, by Herod but 
the angel warns them and they depart another way.  Herod 
seeks to kill the baby, but Joseph is warned to flee to Egypt. 
Herod commits the unthinkable atrocity of killing all the male 
babies in Bethlehem and its districts but fails to accomplish 
his treacherous task of destroying the baby Jesus.  Joseph is 
then told that Herod is dead and goes back to Israel but 
things are still not safe.  As one theologian put it:

At Thy birth there was no room for Thee in 
the inn; and now all Judea is too hot for 
Thee. 1

These very dramatic events, clearly, are not mere 
random occurrences.  The very weeping of the mothers is 
prophesied!  Although there might not have been a clarity 
(at least to man) as to what these events would look like, 
there was a certainty that they would happen.  

Does anyone think that it was possible that the Gospel 
According to Matthew could have ended in chapter two?  Is it 
possible that Herod could have succeeded in killing the baby 
Jesus?  When a play-write composes a two hour play, is it 
possible that it might end in the middle of Act One?  Not 
unless the play-write dies.  And here the play-write is God so 
there is no chance of that.  And why all the drama?  The 
drama is heightened when we read of this event from a 
celestial perspective in the apocalyptic language of the 
Revelation. 

And another sign appeared in heaven: 
behold, a great, fiery red dragon having 
seven heads and ten horns, and seven 
diadems on his heads. 4 His tail drew a third 
of the stars of heaven and threw them to the 
earth. And the dragon stood before the 
woman who was ready to give birth, to 

1Jamieson, R., Fausset, A. R., & Brown, D. (1997). A commentary, critical and explanatory, on the Old and New Testaments. On 
spine: Critical and explanatory commentary. (Mt 2:13). Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc.
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devour her Child as soon as it was born. 5 

She bore a male Child who was to rule all 
nations with a rod of iron (Revelation 12:3-
5).

 
Where is God—What is God in the Drama of History?
 

Let us admit one thing—it is dramatic.  History is a 
drama.  At times inspiring, tragic, nerve-racking, horrifying, 
funny, you name it.  Whatever a person’s belief system 
might be, there is no life and world-view can accept the 
proposition that history is not an unfolding drama.  But is 
there rhyme and reason to these events?  Is there a theme? 
Is there an author and does He have a set script and purpose 
for history?  

These questions are particularly meaningful in light of 
the appalling story before us; especially when we consider 
the unimaginable pain of these households who lost their 
babies.  But it was a prophesied event—prophesied by God. 
And as a prophesied event (or any event for that matter), it 
was an event decreed by God in eternity past.  Before there 
was anything created—when the eternal, self-existent triune 
God was all that there was—it had already been determined 
that this event would happen. 

Not to wander too far astray from the primary message 
of the passage, but it is often tragic events like this that light 
the fuse of cynicism, skepticism and apostasy when it comes 
to the things of God.  But it really should not.  Events like 
this should rather draw our hearts and thoughts fearfully and 
hopefully to Him who has the power of life and death.

The atheist, after all, must believe that there is no 
purpose or meaning to history.  That Herod had his 
henchmen invade private households with their daggers 
drawn is simply the end result of matter in motion—
molecules falling through space.  He could no more be held 
accountable for his actions than rain can be held 
accountable for falling to the ground.  Not only is there no 
purpose for this atrocity—in an atheistic worldview one 
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cannot even define it as atrocious; all that can be said is that 
you don’t like it.  And it certainly has no purpose. 

But what of the theist (those who believe in God)?  How 
do those who believe in a loving, all-power, all-good God 
handle a story like this?  What are our options?  Perhaps God 
didn’t know what Herod was going to do.  Perhaps God knew 
but lacked the power to stop Herod.  Perhaps God knew what 
Herod was going to do, had the power to stop him, but (in an 
effort to respect human freedom) chose not to exercise that 
power.  Perhaps God exercised His full power in ordaining 
this very event.  Any answer given will be some form of what 
is above.  What is most biblical?  What is most God 
honoring?  What is most comforting?

Some professing Christians say God doesn’t know the 
future with absolute certainty (open theism).  This is such an 
unbiblical understanding of God that it hardly bears an 
explanation among Christians.  That fact that Rachel 
weeping is a fulfillment of prophecy indicates that God was 
fully aware of this event.

Some professing Christians will say that God lacked the 
power to stop Herod.  Would anyone truly argue that the God 
who spoke the universe into being lacks the ability to put the 
kibosh on the evil plans of a seventy year old Edomite king? 
Will it not be the testimony of Jesus in this very gospel that 
He need merely pray to receive the help of twelve legions of 
angels (Matthew 26:53)?  We would we trust our eternal 
souls to a God who is so lacking in power?

A more popular view is that God had the power but 
simply (in His desire to keep the will of man free) chose to 
merely allow this event to take place.  Therefore, it is 
asserted, man’s freedom is maintained, while at the same 
time God is exonerated from perpetrating this awful deed.  

But upon further examination this position does not 
exonerate (clear from blame) God (as if God is in need of 
exoneration) at all.  For in God’s economy there are sins of 
omission.  Later in this gospel Jesus will make it clear that if 
you have the ability to help and fail to exercise that ability, 
you are guilty—we are to feed the hungry and clothe the 
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naked (Matthew 25:42).  To walk by them is to be guilty of 
negligence.  Hear the Proverbs:

Deliver those who are drawn toward death, 
And hold back those stumbling to the 
slaughter. 12 If you say, “Surely we did not 
know this,” Does not He who weighs the 
hearts consider it? He who keeps your soul, 
does He not know it? And will He not render 
to each man according to his deeds 
(Proverbs 24:11, 12)?

You could say that God is not subject to His own law. 
But then, of course, there is no need to exonerate Him from 
anything.  But if God’s law (and I believe this is the case) is 
an extension of His of nature, then positing that God merely 
allows evil to take place does not solve the problem.  God 
could have stopped Herod.  To suggest that the answer to 
the difficulty merely lies in the fact that He chose not to, 
makes God guilty of the sin of negligence.

The Sovereign God

What is the answer?  I believe the answer is something 
we see with a great deal of frequency in Scripture; in 
Genesis 50:20; Isaiah 10; the entire book of Habakkuk; Acts 
4:27, 28.  It would appear that the biblical answer to the 
question is what men mean it for evil, God means it for good. 
The treachery of Joseph’s brother was meant for evil by 
them but for good by God (to save many people).  The king 
of Assyria was God’s instrument in judgment.  He meant it 
for evil, God meant it for good.  The cross of Christ was the 
most evil deed ever performed by human hands, God meant 
it for good.  

There is an architect, there is a design, and there is a 
purpose.  The architect is God.  The design is His decree (His 
plans) and providence (the working out of His plans) which 
encompasses every event in history, both good and evil. 
And the purpose, first and foremost, is His own glory.  And 
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yet the Scriptures teach that this does not remove human 
responsibility before God.  

People tend to dislike this answer—even Christians. 
There seems to be a preference to worship a god who is 
something less almighty.  In great humility Matthew Henry 
explained, “God’s judgments are a great deep”.  

Comfort in God’s Sovereignty

But is there comfort in this doctrine?  Recognizing that 
in the drama of human passions, there is nothing that will 
immediately assuage the sorrow of the human heart—the 
heart-broken parents of these small children slain by Herod’s 
thugs?  But the biblical answer assures the bruised reed and 
the smoldering wick of an eternal consolation.  The ultimate 
soothing of the soul comes with the knowledge that in 
eternity we will see that a holy and wise God had glorious 
reasons for human sorrows.  A possible scenario was 
proposed by one theologian:

And if these babes of yours be now in glory, 
through the dear might of that blessed Babe, 
will they not deem it their honor that the 
tyrant’s rage was exhausted upon 
themselves instead of their infant Lord?2

And we should not think that this sovereignty is unique 
to the events surrounding Christ’s birth?  This very gospel 
will later testify that our hairs being numbered (Matthew 
10:30) that God’s divine orchestration extends to the 
minutia?  There is the great consolation for Christian to know 
that their toils have a just, holy and eternal purpose and 
significance?  

2.  A Triumphant Kingdom

2Jamieson, R., Fausset, A. R., & Brown, D. (1997). A commentary, critical and explanatory, on the Old and New Testaments. On 
spine: Critical and explanatory commentary. (Mt 2:18-19). Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc.
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How early we see the unquenchable success of the King 
and His kingdom.  Herod, with all the power of Rome at his 
disposal could not dispose of a baby.  Though unrestrained 
by any sense of human decency Herod, in his pursuit, was a 
bitter failure.  It has been said of him.  

No, Herod, thou art not mocked of the wise 
men, but of a Higher than they. He that 
sitteth in the heavens doth laugh at thee; 
the Lord hath thee in derision. He 
disappointeth the devices of the crafty, so 
that their hands cannot perform their 
enterprise. He taketh the wise in their own 
craftiness, and the counsel of the froward 
(obstinate) is carried headlong (Ps 2:4; Job 
5:12, 13). 3

In the chapters to come Jesus will state without 
equivocation that His kingdom will become a deluge 
drowning the unrighteousness on the earth.  This flood will 
not be the waters of Noah but the word of His mouth—the 
gospel.  This will be seen in the parables and also in His 
words to Peter.

And I also say to you that  you are Peter, and 
 on this rock I will build My church, and  the 
gates of Hades shall not prevail against it 
(Matthew 16:18).

Herod rapidly becomes an afterthought!  The Scriptures 
merely explain, “Now when Herod was dead.”  It is the 
nature of the Kingdom of God to transcend all opposition.  It 
is like the moon; no matter how many or how long or how 
loud the coyotes howl, it continues in its orbit.  

And since the Kingdom of God cannot be extracted 
from its citizens, this same glorious conquest belongs to all 
its members—all who have called upon the name of the 

3Jamieson, R., Fausset, A. R., & Brown, D. (1997). A commentary, critical and explanatory, on the Old and New Testaments. On 
spine: Critical and explanatory commentary. (Mt 2:16). Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc.
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Lord.  It is no wonder that the Apostle Paul endows Christians 
with the designation, 

Yet in all these things we are more than 
conquerors through Him who loved us 
(Romans 8:37).

He was called Herod the great.  He and his kingdom 
have become ash.  His moment of power and glory has now 
been replaced by an eternity of justice and torment.  Men 
are to take to heart the nature of their true kingdom and the 
Name of their true King.  To whom do you bow?  

3.  Matthew’s Point

Finally, what is Matthew’s point in conveying this story 
in his gospel?  What are we to learn?  The gospels are the 
good news; the good new that Christ has come to save that 
which was lost (Matthew 18:11).  In Matthew it is emphatic 
that Christ is the promised King who will bless the world by 
the advancement of His kingdom.  We’ve already seen this is 
brought forth in the His royal genealogy and by what the 
angels conveyed to Joseph regarding Jesus’ mission to save 
His people (Matthew 1).  

In chapter two of Matthew we are made aware of who 
Jesus is.  Matthew makes numerous allusions to Him as the 
promised Christ by virtue of fulfilled prophecy—born in 
Bethlehem, called out of Egypt, His birth accompanied by 
the tragic death of children, He would be called a Nazarene.  

We also continue to learn of the humility of the King. 
He is not received by the world with gladness and fanfare 
but with sedition and contempt.  His kingdom would not 
begin via the cataclysmic overthrow of human institutions. 
Its genesis would be relatively obscure, but it will grow.

Again, the main point of chapter two (if not the entire 
gospel) is that Christ is the promised deliverer.  He has come 
(as God had promised) to save His people from their sins 
(Matthew 1:21).  
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Let the heavens rejoice, and let the earth be 
glad; And let them say among the nations, 
“The Lord reigns” (1 Chronicles 16:31).
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