
Bennochy church: 29th December 2019 

The story has turned ugly. The Christmas card scene of the 

nativity,  just a short time ago, has been replaced by one of 

violence  and brutality.  The homelessness, of 'no room at the 

Inn' , is now one of  a refugee journey into exile. It's part of the 

Christmas story that we don't generally dwell on.  

In keeping with giving Joseph a key role in the story, Matthew 

once again has an angel appearing in a dream to Joseph. We'll 

come back to that later.   

Here is an event,  repeated in human history, where people 

have to leave their land just to survive.  Their lives under theat. 

It might be the Rohingya people fleeing Myanmar , or the Kurds 

of Northern Iraq.  Here, it is the family of Jesus heading off to 

Egypt.  

Herod was known for being a nasty piece of work. A young 

competitor, a popular high priest, mysteriously drowns in a pool 

only few feet deep. In  a rage, he strangled his favourite wife. He 

executed two of his innocent sons,  and on his deathbed, had 

another one executed. The Roman historian Josephus, reported,   

that to ensure there would be a time of mourning at his death, 

he had other nobles sentenced to death. However,  to great 

celebrations,  they were all released. That is the kind of guy we 

are dealing with.  

In the birth of Jesus, Herod felt his position was under threat. 

There was only room in Judea for one king, and it was him. No 

king. No power. His original plan was to kill this new born king, 

but after being tricked by the Magi, we must assume he did not 

know where Jesus was,  so he decided, in a rage,  to get rid of all 

boys born in the Bethlehem area, two years old and under. It 

had been two years since the Magi had first seen the star.  

Remind you of another story? The Egyptians fearing the size of 

the Israelite slave nation, Pharaoh decides, and gave 

instructions to the mid wives,  to kill all the new born boys. The 

family of Moses hid him in the bull rushes on the banks of river 

Nile. The rest of the story is history. 

We have been here before. Egypt has played a crucial role in the 

history of God's people. At a time of famine, the family of Jacob 

came to Egypt, when his son Joseph had risen to power. Later, 

as a slave nation,  they escaped from pharaoh, into the desert,  

led by Moses.  Once again, Egypt enters the story, this time as a 

place of safety and security.  

Actually, it was an obvious place to go. It already had a large 

Jewish community. And it suited Matthew, who could then 

quote from the prophecy of Hosea, "I called my son out of 

Egypt". Here they were to stay,  until God called them home.  

Our storyteller, Matthew, writing to a Jewish audience, thought 

it important to pick up such ancient prophecies and weave them 



into his story of that first Christmas. So he quotes Rachael, who 

from her tomb,  mourned her people,  carried off into exile in 

Babylon. It's ironic,  for Rachael had died giving birth to 

Benjamin.  

"That’s when Jeremiah’s sermon was fulfilled: 

A sound was heard in Ramah, 

    weeping and much lament. 

Rachel weeping for her children, 

    Rachel refusing all solace, 

Her children gone, 

    dead and buried." (v17-18) 
Rachael mourns anew at Herod's murder of her people's 

children. 

Think about what is happening here. It is a form of infant 

genocide. He casts the net far and wide, just to kill one child and 

the innocent are caught up, so he can retain his position as a 

puppet king under the Roman occupiers. He was not the first to 

act in such a way and nor would he be the last. Many have ruled 

with cruelty, to protect their own position of power.  

After the death of Herod in 4BC, there is the recurring image of 

the angel,  who speaks again  to Joseph, not once, but twice. It is 

now time to go home, but not to Judea, where Herod's son now 

rules, but to Nazareth,  in the northern province of Galilee.  

The readers of Matthew would have picked up on the analogy 

to Moses. There was a time for him to return, not out of Egypt, 

but to return back there, and save his people from captivity.  

Matthew liked interconnecting the story of Jesus with that of 

Moses.  

The journey of life is not always in our control. There are those 

occasion where we are forced to move on. Things happen that 

make us change direction. The journey might not be far, indeed 

we  might stay exactly where we are, but something's changed.  

In our thinking, or how we act. And life cannot go on as it was.  

Joseph and his family were lucky,  they had what I will call, 

"God- prompts".  Little divine nudges,  that told them what was 

going to happen and what they should do to keep safe. Do we 

believe there times,  when God's messengers speak to us,   

nudge us, and challenge us with a change of direction. Think 

what might have happened, if Joseph had decided to shut his 

ears to his 'God-prompts'? 'It will be alright'. 'It will not happen 

to us'.  

It might not be life or death, but in the ordinary, do we expect 

the extraordinary? Do we see our lives set,  or is there space,  

for 'God-prompts'? To move in otherwise unthought-of 

directions. 

The new year is only a few days away. Maybe,  it might be our 

year,  of 'God-prompts'. Amen. 


