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Wherever you are today, there’s only one way forward: look up.
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One Way
A couple of days before Christmas, I ordered takeout from a local restaurant. It
would be ready on the shelf at the appointed hour. I donned my mask and noticed a
sign on the glass entry door: “One Way, Please. Enter Here.” An arrow pointed straight
ahead. I asked the young lady at the counter, “Should I go out the back door then?”
She said, “No, it’s OK. You can go back out the way you came.” I assumed that was
because the restaurant wasn’t very busy. I picked up my food and headed out the front
door, where, on the inside of the same door where I had seen the other sign was a
matching sign: “One Way, Please,” with an arrow pointing out.
That seems to summarize 2020 for me – the confusion of conflicting messages
and clear directions from different “sides” of every issue.
I feel the same tension in the post-Christmas story of Joseph, Mary, and Jesus.
“Your destiny is out of your hands, but take action.” “You’re right where God wants
you, but get out of there!” “You’re going to be fine, but run for your life!” “Go to
Egypt…. Leave Egypt.” “Don’t be afraid, but because you’re afraid you’ll fulfill
prophecy.”
The primary message of these events is the sermon title: “One Way.”

1

Escape
We’ve all been watching the news or some other program that seems rather
innocuous and heard or seen the warning: “Viewer Discretion Advised. This content
may be disturbing.” I feel that way about Matthew 2:13-23, especially two days after
Christmas. If you’re expecting to continue the feel-good stories along the lines of
shepherds and wise men, be forewarned. This is not that.
Keep in mind that Matthew 2:13 is on the heels of Persian astrologers who
followed a star, bowed down before the toddler Jesus, and presented him those three
gifts. What can go wrong after that? This –
13 When

they had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. “Get
up,” he said, “take the child and his mother and escape to Egypt. Stay there until I
tell you, for Herod is going to search for the child to kill him.”
The question of whether to stay put or leave a difficult or dangerous situation is
not an easy one to answer when you believe in a personal, interactive God. Fight or
flight? Be content and trust that God put you where you are? Or pursue an option
where both risk and reward might grow? If you’re looking for biblical precedents, you’ll
find both.
Here, Joseph is told in a dream to leave Bethlehem. Interestingly, there’s no
mention of Joseph in the story of the wise men. They bow in the presence of “the child
and his mother.” He might have been out working. Or maybe he’s just not important to
that scene in Matthew’s gospel.
At any rate, he’s the protector and provider for this little family, and he’s
instructed to get out of dodge, ASAP. Sometimes God wants you stay. Sometimes he
wants you to leave. Sometimes there is no easy answer.
Out of Egypt
Egypt is not a quick trip to the convenience store, or a jaunt across Catawba
County. The likely destination was Alexandria in Egypt, where a community of Jews had
lived since the time of Alexander the Great. By some estimates there were a million
Jews in Alexandria when Joseph took his little family there. It would be easy to hide.
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he got up, took the child and his mother during the night and left for
Egypt, 15 where he stayed until the death of Herod. And so was fulfilled what the
Lord had said through the prophet: “Out of Egypt I called my son.”
But not necessarily easy to get there. The trip would be as far as from Hickory to
Richmond or Chattanooga or Savannah – about 300 miles, with no cars, buses, or trains.
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One can only imagine the anxiety when Joseph tells Mary, “We’ve got to get out
of here. The astrologers told Herod a new king has been born. He intends to murder
our son.” I also think they would have felt very vulnerable on the way to Egypt.
Matthew says it all happened to fulfill what the Lord had said through the
prophet, “Out of Egypt I called my son.” If Jesus is to come out of Egypt, he first has to
go to Egypt. The reference is to Hosea 11:1, and, other than the words “Egypt” and
“son” it doesn’t seem to fit Jesus very well. Hosea the prophet says that God called and
loved his people, bringing them out of Egypt – but as a “son” they were unfaithful and
idolatrous. So don’t take this connection too far.
Matthew is not trying to prove that Jesus is Messiah by noting a prediction. He is
simply showing a parallel between the two primary biblical mega-stories of how God
works. Just like Jesus’ ancestors were in Israel but God took them to Egypt so he could
then bring them out, God does it again. This is a “full circle” God who sometimes seems
to take you on a rather circuitous route so he can bring you back home. That’s great
comfort.
Outwitted
Back in Bethlehem, tragedy unfolds.
16 When

Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious,
and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two
years old and under, in accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi.
The minor point here is that this is one of the reasons we don’t think the typical
manger scene of shepherds and wise men all together is accurate. There’s no indication
the shepherds ever saw the store or met the Magi. Based on what the Magi told him, it
looks like Jesus was months old at least when the Magi arrived in Jerusalem. My guess
is he was about a year old, so Herod was covering his bases.
The major point in this verse is that the story of Christmas doesn’t mean that
everything is made right with the world. This year on Christmas Day an apparent
terrorist attack in Nashville, Tennessee, led the news cycle. So did more news about the
pandemic and politics – from Washington, DC, to Georgia. Maybe everything got
magically better for your family at Christmas but maybe you woke up yesterday to
unresolved conflict and unmet need.
Herod’s still in control in verse 16, and wreaking even more havoc on innocent
lives than before. Nobody wants to dwell on this part of the “Christmas story.” Neither
do I. But we can’t not acknowledge the pain and grief many still feel.
Great mourning
Matthew doesn’t ignore it either.
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Then what was said through the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled:
“A voice is heard in Ramah,
weeping and great mourning,
Rachel weeping for her children
and refusing to be comforted,
because they are no more.”
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Ramah is about six miles north of Jerusalem, about the same distance Bethlehem
is to the south. The significance of Rachel in the passage from Jeremiah that Matthew
cites is that she died in childbirth. She never got to see her son Joseph escape to Egypt
or rise to prominence there, or her people saved from famine – much less the later
escape from slavery.
In Jewish literature Rachel is the consummate mourner. She dies mourning for
children she will never see grow up, dies before any promises of God are fulfilled.
Matthew’s readers, including you and me, know so much more about the larger story
than Rachel ever knew on this earth. Grief is real, but it is never the end of the story.
Return to Israel
God will not leave Jesus and his parents in Egypt.
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Herod died, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in
Egypt 20 and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother and go to the land of
Israel, for those who were trying to take the child’s life are dead.”
This is now Joseph’s third recorded dream. In that way he’s like his name sake,
Rachel’s oldest son, in the story of Genesis. He’s a dreamer. God speaks to him in
dreams, directs him by dreams. Now it’s time for him to return to his homeland. Don’t
forget, it also means he and his wife and son are also travelers and refugees, again.
Afraid
This is apparently another sudden move. I feel a bit for Mary. Don’t you find it
remarkable that she never has more dreams or angelic visions after the initial one?
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So he got up, took the child and his mother and went to the land of
Israel. 22 But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning in Judea in place of
his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. Having been warned in a
dream, he withdrew to the district of Galilee.
The angel says that Herod and those who specifically targeted the newborn “king
of the Jews” for assassination were dead, so the little family heads north and east again.
Apparently along the way he is warned (same word used of the wise men in verse 12)
that it’s not safe in Judea because Herod’s son is just as bad as or worse than Herod.
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You would think that with all his direct communication from God, Joseph would never
fear anything or anyone. But he does. Fear is not necessarily lack of faith. God often
warns us about danger through our God-given emotions.
The Nazarene
The last verse of chapter 2 is a surprising an unexpected turn in Matthew’s story.
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and he went and lived in a town called Nazareth. So was fulfilled what
was said through the prophets, that he would be called a Nazarene.
First, Matthew hasn’t told us that Joseph and Mary were originally from
Nazareth. We know that from Luke. What’s been important for Matthew is what
everyone does when you put together a puzzle. You start with the edges to define the
boundaries of the story. This Jesus is from the line of David, so we get his genealogy in
chapter 1. He’s Emmanuel, which means “God with us,” so he connects with Isaiah’s
prophecy. He’s the King of the Jews, so he’s born in Bethlehem, as the Magi discovered
from Micah’s writings. But they’re not Jews, so he’s an even greater King.
Everywhere you look in his story, you can tie in what God has done to what God
is doing and what God will do. Those are the edges of this puzzle. He’s going to fill in
the rest of the puzzle as we work our way through his gospel.
Verse 23 is a bit of a puzzle to anyone who’s ever studied it. It’s not that Jesus
lived in Nazareth – that fact is common to all four Gospels. The puzzle is that Matthew
says this “fulfilled what was said through the prophets, that he would be called a
Nazarene.” In most cases where New Testament writers make a connection like this, we
can figure out what Hebrew Scripture they’re alluding to. There’s nothing in the Old
Testament – or, for that matter, other ancient Jewish writings – that sounds like this.
Certainly one point to be made is a pushback against those who say Matthew
just finds random Scriptures to fit his storyline.
It’s significant that Matthew doesn’t say “through the prophet,” nor does he
name a particular prophet. Instead, he’s saying that the prophetic consensus is that He
will “be called a Nazarene.” Several possibilities have been proposed –




(Samson) will be a Nazirite of God from the womb until the day of his
death. (Judges 13:7)
A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse;
from his roots a Branch (natser) will bear fruit. (Isaiah 11:1)
He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him,
nothing in his appearance that we should desire him. (Isaiah 53:2)
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The first two sound like “Nazarene,” at least in Hebrew. The last one is not so
much about the word Nazarene as the idea that Nazareth was not well thought of. It
was a small town in Galilee, which bordered Gentile areas and seemed contaminated by
them. Since Matthew is a writer of contrasts, perhaps he means to say that this great
“King” emerges not from the home of kings (Bethlehem in Judea) but from an
insignificant and despised town (Nazareth in Galilee). That’s prophetic consensus.
And now, just as we end 2020 and won’t gather again until 2021, there is an
even larger gap in Matthew’s telling of Jesus’ story. We leave him somewhere around
age 2 up to 5 or so. We won’t see him again until he’s about 30.
Look up
So that’s what this text all about? Let’s go back to that restaurant sign that I
encountered earlier this week. On first glance, I found it irreconcilable, even silly. I’ve
heard so many others speak with similar disdain about the mixed messages of 2020.
Take another look, though. On both sides of the sign the arrow points up. On
further reflection, the sign is on point as we end 2020 and move into 2021.
Look up for salvation. The primary message of the Christian faith is that you
can’t do it yourself – you can’t rescue yourself from sin and death and wrong. There’s
just “one way” – through Jesus – for you to find forgiveness and joy and eternal life.
Look up.
But that’s getting ahead of Matthew in the story. Let’s stay with these first two
chapters.
Look up for peace. Think about how many different situations Joseph and Mary
encountered – surprise pregnancy, displacement, unemployment, evil dictator, poverty
and obscurity, sudden treasure, flight and uncertainty, distance from family, return
home. Maybe you’ve faced the same kinds of situations in 2020 or maybe you will in
2021. Everyone wants life to be settled and predictable. It rarely is. God didn’t intend
it to be. Look up for peace. Know he’s walking with you into the uncertainty.
Look up for direction. Think of how many different ways God redirected Joseph
on behalf of his family: God sometimes speaks through dreams, sometimes through
Scripture, sometimes through adversity and opposition, sometimes through prosperity,
sometimes even through your emotions.
Wherever you are today, on a high with a strong sense of confidence and
direction, or struggling and battered, there’s only one way forward. I know it’s simple,
but it’s the message God gave me to pass on to you today. You’ve been looking behind
too much, looking ahead too much, looking around too much. Look up. Amen.
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