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Texts: Isaiah 63:7-9, Psalm 148, Hebrews 2:10-18, and Matthew 2:13-23

Isaiah 63:7-9
7I will recount the gracious deeds of the Lord, the praiseworthy acts of 

the Lord, because of all that the Lord has done for us, and the great favor to the 

house of Israel that he has shown them according to his mercy, according to the 

abundance of his steadfast love. 8For he said, “Surely they are my people, children 

who will not deal falsely”; and he became their savior 9in all their distress. It was 

no messenger or angel but his presence that saved them; in his love and in his 

pity he redeemed them; he lifted them up and carried them all the days of old.

Hebrews 2:10-18
10It was fitting that God, for whom and through whom all things exist, in 

bringing many children to glory, should make the pioneer of their salvation per-

fect through sufferings. 11For the one who sanctifies and those who are sanctified 

all have one Father. 

For this reason Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers and sisters, 
12saying, “I will proclaim your name to my brothers and sisters, in the midst of 

the congregation I will praise you.” 
13And again, “I will put my trust in him.” And again, “Here am I and the 

children whom God has given me.”
14Since, therefore, the children share flesh and blood, he himself likewise 

shared the same things, so that through death he might destroy the one who has 

the power of death, that is, the devil, 15and free those who all their lives were 

held in slavery by the fear of death. 16For it is clear that he did not come to help 

angels, but the descendants of Abraham. 17Therefore he had to become like his 

brothers and sisters in every respect, so that he might be a merciful and faithful 

high priest in the service of God, to make a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of 

the people. 18Because he himself was tested by what he suffered, he is able to help 

those who are being tested.



Jesus the Nazorean • December 29, 2013 • Rev. Danny Yang • page 2

Matthew 2:13-23
13Now after they had left, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a 

dream and said, “Get up, 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.” 
14Then Joseph got up, took the child and his mother by night, and went to 

Egypt, 15and remained there until the death of Herod. This was to fulfill what had 

been spoken by the Lord through the prophet, “Out of Egypt I have called my son.”
16When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, he was infuri-

ated, and he sent and killed all the children in and around Bethlehem who were 

two years old or under, according to the time that he had learned from the wise 

men. 17Then was fulfilled what had been spoken through the prophet Jeremiah: 
18“A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for 

her children; she refused to be consoled, because they are no more.”
19When Herod died, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to 

Joseph in Egypt and said, 20“Get up, take the child and his mother, and go to the 

land of Israel, for those who were seeking the child’s life are dead.” 
21Then Joseph got up, took the child and his mother, and went to the land 

of Israel. 22But when he heard that Archelaus was ruling over Judea in place of 

his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. And after being warned in a dream, 

he went away to the district of Galilee. 23There he made his home in a town 

called Nazareth, so that what had been spoken through the prophets might be 

fulfilled, “He will be called a Nazorean.”

Have you recovered from Christmas yet? 
With all the people in this room right now, I’m sure there are some 

great stories to tell about last week. In my family, our holiday revolved around 
my one-and-a-half-year-old nephew and his roster of adorable party tricks. 
There’s nothing quite like watching an infant with his disproportionately large 
head doing push-ups on his knees.
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These are the stories that we’ll remember, but there are other stories 
that are not told. There are stories that we’ll forget because the events are too 
mundane. There are also stories that we’ll bury because they are too painful.

This act of selective memory is how we all learn to tell stories and edit 
what we share about our lives. Consider your Facebook profile. What criteria 
do you use to filter what to share on social media? Lots of pictures of babies 
and travel and friends. But most of us do not share what we have for breakfast 
each day. Or pictures of us sitting at work. And sometimes right before we post 
a picture, a wise voice in our head will caution us and say, “You may not want 
to share that with the world wide web.”

The Gospel writer Matthew exercises this same editorial license when 
he put together his version of Jesus’ life. Most scholars agree that the Gospel 
of Mark was the first account of Jesus’ life. And there’s broad agreement that 
Matthew had at least a substantial copy of Mark’s Gospel. But Matthew takes 
what Mark has written and expands it with more stories and details. I imagine 
Mark and Matthew as two friends. Mark is the one who tells stories directly 
and straight to the point; whereas, Matthew is the friend who interrupts Mark 
and exclaims, “Wait, you forgot the best part!” 

For example, can you imagine telling the story of Jesus Christ without 
Christmas? Mark didn’t think it was important, but Matthew is astonished 
Mark would skip that part, and so we have the accounts of Mary, Joseph, the 
magi, and the baby Jesus.

Yet our cultural memory of the Christmas story is selective and edited 
as well. We picture the nativity scene with gentle barn animals and a wintry 
night. We mix together the stories from Matthew and Luke and mess with the 
timeline a touch so we can get all the shepherds and magi under one roof. We 
even add a drummer boy to the stage. And we sanitize the story, because the 
Gospel lesson for today is rarely told as part of Christ’s infancy narrative.

But the compilers of the lectionary, and even more importantly Matthew, 
refuse to let us forget. And so the church sets apart December 28 as a feast day 
to remember these Holy Innocents during the 12 days of Christmas.
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This makes me question Matthew: why would he want to preserve this 
horrific story of slaughter? 

Christmas has become THE holiday for us because of the hope and good 
cheer that the Christ child brings. Matthew then makes a deliberate choice to 
include this story. 

Why? 
Wouldn’t Christmas be easier without this slaughter? 
Indeed, who really wants to hear about such tragedy at this time? 
But Matthew insists. There is something about our Gospel lesson, some-

thing in this story that compels Matthew to record it for the church.
Our first hint at why Matthew needs this story appears in the structure 

of the text. You may have noticed during the reading that there is a formula 
here: three times Matthew gives us a section of narrative followed by a pro-
phetic fulfillment. This structure is how Matthew invites us to interpret the 
horror of what Herod did.

The first quote, “Out of Egypt I have called my Son” comes from Hosea 
11:1. Now let’s remember how quotes often work. When someone quotes a 
very familiar text, the goal is not simply to repeat the words quoted, but to 
evoke the context that surrounds the quote. For example, if I were to say just 
the words “I have a dream,” our imagination would fill up with MLK standing 
on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial inspiring our nation to racial reconcili-
ation. So when Matthew quotes this one line from Hosea, the people will re-
member that this chapter in Hosea is about how GOD describes Israel as GOD’s 
son. And by using this verse to describe Jesus, Matthew is identifying Jesus as 
Israel, and associating Jesus with all the promises and expectations of Israel.

By choosing Hosea, Matthew wants us to remember how much GOD 
has loved Israel. Israel’s story is one of rescue and unrelenting love. Israel 
was given a special relationship and call from GOD: to be GOD’s child and as 
GOD’s child, to reflect GOD’s goodness into the world. Israel had laws to end 
generational poverty. There were laws that recognized women as people 
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 and not property. Israel was to be a nation that welcomed aliens and cared 
for the orphans and widows. But Hosea is a book of heartbreak, because it is 
mostly about how Israel rejects GOD again and again and instead chases after 
idols. Yet when Matthew links Jesus with Israel, he names Jesus as the hope of 
restoration.

Joseph, however, did not move his family to Egypt simply to check a 
box on the prophecy to-do list; there were unfortunate circumstances that 
prompted their flight to Egypt. This brings us to King Herod the Great. Herod 
was an installed king, who won his position as a gift from the Roman empire. 
But Herod desperately wanted the people to acknowledge him as the rightful 
“King of the Jews.” 

Although he was not born a Jew, he converted and even observed kosher 
dietary laws like avoiding pork. He began a series of ambitious building proj-
ects to secure a legacy for his name. Yet he was also paranoid about those who 
might want to usurp his throne. In his lifetime, he executed his wife, mother-
in-law, uncle, and even three of his sons. When word of Herod’s brutality 
reached Emperor Augustus, the emperor remarked, “It is better to be Herod’s 
pig than Herod’s son.”

And so when Herod heard from the magi about the prophesied “King of 
the Jews” being born in Bethlehem, he felt a genuine threat. The angel warns 
Joseph about this, and Jesus lives his first years as a refugee and an alien. If 
this happened today, I wonder if the family would have had problems at bor-
der control at Egypt. 

Did they have to use a cover story or fake IDs to secure safe passage into 
Egypt? 

Did the holy family slip into Egypt under a fence? 
What we learn from Matthew is that Jesus, the promised king and Mes-

siah, begins his life as an exile.
But Herod does not know that Jesus has escaped. All he knows is that a 

baby was born in Bethlehem, and so he comes up with a plan to eliminate the 
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threat. And while this atrocity links Herod symbolically with Pharaoh, and Jesus 
with Moses, Matthew does not explicitly point this out because that would 
belittle the horror of what Herod did. In Herod’s order to kill all the infants 
of Bethlehem, we confront the problem of evil in its most raw form: the mur-
der of innocents. And there’s a troublesome path of guilt that we might trace. 
For these children die only because Jesus was born. This is the reality of what 
Christmas does not do. It does not remove evil. It does not take away death. 
Christmas does not force tyrants to abdicate. Sin persists, death resists, and evil 
strikes back. Loved ones, even babies, do not stop dying on Christmas day.

Here we face dissonance and tension with the Old Testament lectionary 
lesson from the prophet Isaiah. For where was salvation for these Bethlehem 
families? 

And so Matthew turns to the prophet Jeremiah to express the emotion 
of the slaughter, a wailing for murdered children. A sorrow so deep that we 
refuse comfort. An inconsolable weeping so loud, it’s as if Rachel is challenging 
GOD: 

Do you hear us? 
Can you feel our pain?
This is the central event in the Gospel lesson. And Matthew answers Ra-

chel’s wail with another narrative and prophecy. The horror in Bethlehem is 
framed by two relocation events. Yes, it is true that Jesus escapes the bloody 
order from Herod, but Matthew also tells us that Jesus returns. 

Our king returns. 
Our king comes back. 
Our king does not and will not abandon us.
And the answer when our pain and grief is beyond comfort comes in a 

surprising word: “He will be called a Nazorean.” This quote from the Old Testa-
ment is actually nowhere to be found in its exact wording. There’s all sorts of 
theories about what Matthew is doing, and if you’re a Bible geek like me, come 
chat with me afterwards. 
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But Matthew is doing two things here: first, he is using the prophets to 
justify that the Messiah could be a Nazorean, and second, he is lifting up Jesus 
the Nazorean as a response to the tragedy in Bethlehem.

To understand Matthew, we have to recognize that there was a problem 
with Nazareth. This was not a proper place for the Messiah to come from. This 
problem pops up in the Gospel of John. 

When Nathanael hears about Jesus of Nazareth, he exclaims, “Nazareth? 
Can anything good come from Nazareth?” 

Clearly people did not possess a high opinion of Nazareth.
I think of our own present day cultural biases and how we limit pos-

sibilities based on external factors and appearances. It’s no secret among our 
young adults that I’m quite a fan of Jeremy Lin, a basketball player for the 
Houston Rockets. But when you hear his story of how he made the NBA, he 
faced remarkable hurdles primarily because of his race. It’s as if the college 
and NBA scouts thought, “An Asian-American? Can a basketball player come 
from that race?”

Thus, when Matthew tells us that Jesus was a Nazorean, his contempo-
raries’ instinctual reaction would be, “How could the Messiah be from Naza-
reth?” But Matthew tells them that this fulfilled the words of not one prophet, 
but the prophets. It was always intended that the Messiah come from a place 
like Nazareth.

Why? 
Because if we think honestly about our own cultural biases against peo-

ple and places like Nazareth, to be from Nazareth communicates something 
about a person’s value. A Nazorean like Jesus was insignificant. The town of 
Nazareth doesn’t show up in the Old Testament, and isn’t mentioned in any 
history books outside the gospels. 

A Nazorean was forgettable. 
A Nazorean was disposable.
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Insignificant. Forgettable. Disposable. Faceless. A Nazorean was just like 
the Bethlehem babies. And that is why Jesus the Messiah had to be a Nazorean, 
because that is the type of Savior we need. Jesus the Nazorean is one of us.

Houston has a treasure in Dr. Brené Brown, a professor at the University 
of Houston who has extensively researched shame, vulnerability, and empathy. 
In one of her talks, she compares the difference between empathy and sympa-
thy. She offers a scenario where a person is stuck in a deep, dark hole, crying 
out “I’m stuck, it’s dark, I’m overwhelmed.” 

Sympathy then pokes its head into the hole and remarks, “Ooo, that’s 
bad! Umm, want a sandwich?” 

But empathy climbs into the hole, sits besides us, and tells us we are not 
alone. As Brown says, “Empathy fuels connection.”

Jesus the Nazorean is the Messiah we always needed. There are two 
ways to be king in this story. One path imposes, intimidates, and takes. The 
other path identifies, connects, and loves. We may have thought we needed 
a Messiah to rule and dominate, but what we needed was a Messiah who can 
say, “me, too.” That is the heart of our lesson from the letter of Hebrews, that 
Christ shared this same flesh and blood as us.

In Jesus the Nazorean, GOD offers us not the comfort of explanation, but 
the comfort of presence. We receive Jesus as he climbs down the ladder into 
the hole with us. This is what I treasure about our Christian faith, because the 
problem of evil plagues all people, of all religions and no religions. All types of 
attempts have been made to try and explain why the problem of evil isn’t re-
ally a problem. But our faith doesn’t attempt to answer evil with a philosophi-
cal treatise. Our faith answers evil with Jesus the Nazorean. 

Quoting Dr. Brown again: “The truth is, rarely can a response make 
something better — what makes something better is connection.” 

This is Christmas: Jesus, born in a manger, a refugee in Egypt, and raised 
in Nazareth.



Sermons are also available pre-printed and on CD. The pre-printed sermons are in the information racks at the 
Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the complete worship service, contact Phyllis 
Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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Indeed, it would be easier to not know about Herod’s slaughter, but for 
Matthew and for us, we wouldn’t have the same story. We would miss the hu-
mility and humanity of Jesus. 

In talking about Jesus, there are two ways to approach: one from above, 
emphasizing the divinity of Christ. The other path is from below, seeing the 
humanity of Jesus. Both are needed, but one needs to choose a starting point. 
Matthew reveals where he thinks we should begin. He offers us hope and re-
demption in the king that says, “me, too.”


