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So, you’ve heard Matthew tell this story from a wide angle, big picture perspective. That’s an 
important perspective and I will come back to it later. But first I want us to imagine what it would be like for 
Joseph to live this story on the ground, from the inside. Let’s imagine what it would be like at the end of Mary 
and Joseph’s first week in Egypt.  

They’ve fled their home in Israel, they’ve made the exhausting journey through the desert, and now 
they’ve finally arrived in Egypt. They’ve rented a tiny run-down one room apartment in the poor section of 
town. It’s all they could afford. 

It’s morning and Joseph is up. The sun hasn’t risen, but there’s a hint of light in the eastern sky. Mary 
had been up with the baby a couple of times in the night, but they were both sleeping now.  So, Joseph was 
trying to be extra quiet as he assembled his tools. He’d brought some of his construction tools on the journey 
from Israel to Egypt and now he was headed down to the market to see if he could find work as a day laborer. 
He’d done the same thing every day so far. It wasn’t easy, all the strange Egyptian faces in the marketplace, 
people looking at him with suspicion in his foreign clothes with his foreign accent. But it had to be done. He 
had to do something to feed his family. 

He stepped out into the Egyptian morning. As he made his way to the market, his tools jangled 
rhythmically on his back. The tools were heavy, but not as heavy as the questions he’d been carrying. All the 
way from Egypt, his soul had been weighed down by questions. 

Those questions came from the things he heard when his son Jesus was born. Those had been joyful 
days, miraculous days! He’d seen wonderful things and he’d heard wonderful things, things that filled his soul 
with hope and joy. But some of those things that had filled him with joy now filled him with questions. 

First there was that thing that the angel had said to him in his dream. “You shall call his name Jesus for 
he shall save his people.” His son’s name meant ‘savior,’ so every time he said Jesus’ name he was reminded 
of the angel’s promise, and those words made it seem like salvation was coming. Those words made it seem 
like there would be a new age of goodness and hope. But this exile in Egypt didn’t feel like being saved, it felt 
like more trouble. Where was the salvation? This was disaster! He and Mary were running for their life. 

And then there were the words the angels had spoken to the shepherds. The shepherds told them that 
the angels had promised good news of great joy that shall be to all people. “Peace on earth and goodwill 
towards men.” That’s what they said. But so far Jesus’ birth hadn’t brought peace; it had brought the opposite. 
They’d heard about what Herod did in Bethlehem, how he’d sent those soldiers to kill all those children. So 
much blood and so much weeping. This was not peace on earth.  

Joseph loved his God. He trusted him - but none of this made any sense. Joseph was near the market 
now. He could hear the merchants setting up their stalls. The sun was about to crest the eastern horizon, and, 
out of habit, Joseph stopped and turned toward Jerusalem, to recite the words Moses had taught the people 
years ago. “Hear O Israel, the Lord thy God is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul and 
strength and mind. Lord God, you preserved your people in Egypt. Preserve me too. Amen.” 

Matthew 2 shows us a difficult time for the holy family and it’s difficult in a way that’s familiar for us 
Christians. Even though we are not people who have ever had an autocratic king threaten to kill our children 
and we’ve never had to flee for our lives to a foreign land, there is a way in which we understand what he’s 
facing. Because, just like Joseph, we know what it is to go through something in our life where problems we 
are dealing with, the things we are going through, don’t seem to fit with God’s promises. They don’t make 
sense. God makes strong and beautiful promises to us in his Word. He tells us that he loves us, he tells us that 



 

he is close to us, he tells us that he is working for our good. And we believe those promises. That’s why we are 
here. But, like Joseph, we find ourselves in seasons where those promises and our reality seem to be at odds. 

Two members of the same church: one an old saint languishes in nursing in a local nursing home. He 
has daily pain. He needs help to do just about everything. He prays for God to take him home. He wants to die. 
But his heart keeps on beating. Meanwhile in the same church a young father is diagnosed with terminal 
cancer, the doctors do everything they can to cure him. The church prays constantly for healing. “Lord his 
family needs him!” And still the man dies. Lord, I love you, but I don’t understand.’ That’s a similar place to 
Joseph, ‘Lord I believe your promises, but they don’t make sense.’ 

A middle-aged man is wrestling with doubts. He’s been a believer and a churchgoer his whole life, but 
he can’t stop these questions from popping into his mind. Sometimes those doubts arise when he sees the evil 
in the world, but the doubts that bother him the most are smaller and more personal. He wonders why he 
doesn’t feel God’s presence more. He wants that presence. He prays for that presence every day, and yet for 
his whole life that presence has seemed dim and elusive. When he reads the Bible it is full of promises of 
God’s nearness, full of talk of God speaking and yet for him there is a lot of silence. It’s the same situation as 
Joseph, ‘Lord I believe your promises, but they don’t make sense.’ It’s a place we’ve all been, maybe not to 
Joseph’s degree, but we’ve been there. 

So, from Joseph’s perspective heading off to the marketplace to find work so that he can feed his 
family, this makes no sense. But when we go back to Matthew and his perspective on the story, we see that 
there is much more going on than Joseph can possibly understand. Matthew helps us see that God is with 
Joseph. Matthew helps us see that God has a plan.  

What is this plan? Well for one, through this exile, God is identifying with the downtrodden. God is 
identifying with refugees. In this story, Mary, Joseph and Jesus are political refugees. They are fleeing the 
power of an evil King who wants to kill them. Throughout history, millions and millions and millions of people 
have found themselves doing what Mary and Joseph have to do in this story. Right now in Sudan, because of 
the civil war there, there is a refugee camp with half a million people in it. All of these people are scratching 
out an existence, just like Joseph. Many of them are Christians and when they read this story they will know 
that their Lord sees them, Jesus knows what they are going through, because the one sitting at the right hand 
of God the Father was a refugee too. Jesus sees them and calls us to see them. 

God is identifying with the persecuted. Again, throughout human history people have been persecuted 
for what they believe, and today, persecution of Christians is still common. In places like North Korea and 
China, and lately in Nigeria, Christians have been under the threat of real violence. In Nigeria, Fulani raiders 
have attacked churches on Sunday mornings and killed worshippers in their seats. Survivors have to run for 
their lives. As these villages and these families weep for their loved ones, they can turn to this story and feel 
seen. God sees and hears the cries of the weeping women of Bethlehem. God sees and hears their cries as 
they mourn their dead. And like them, Jesus knows what it is to flee before the violence of ruthless men. 

It’s been 14 years since the Sandy Hook shootings, the massacre of those 5-year-old kids at that school 
in Connecticut. That happened right before Christmas, remember? It was so awful. What text did we go to in 
that moment? Where did we go for comfort and hope? Where did we go to find assurance that we were seen 
and that the children of Sandy Hook were seen? This one. “O Lord who hears the cries of the Mothers of 
Bethlehem, hear our cries too.” By having his Son experience the trauma of this exile, this persecution, it’s 
another way in which Christ carries the pain of the world. On the cross Jesus will carry all the world’s pain and 
all the world’s sin – that’s already starting here. 

There is one more way in which this story is so important in God’s plan, even though Joseph can’t see 
it. This one is more difficult. It requires a more careful reading of the Bible. This story tells us that Jesus is the 
new Israel. God sends Jesus to Egypt so that he can relive the story of Israel and show us that he is the new 
Israel. In his gospel, Matthew is really keen to show how Jesus fulfills the Old Testament. To do that, he uses 
lots of fulfillment formulas. He tells a story about something that happens to Jesus, and then he says, “This 
happened so that the Scripture would be fulfilled,” and then he cites an Old Testament text. Matthew does 



 

this at least 10 times in his gospel. He does it because he wants to show how all God’s promises Israel are 
fulfilled in Jesus.  

Here’s a way to think of it, and you’ve heard me talk this way before. Jesus is rebooting Israel and he is 
rebooting humanity. Not replacing Israel; rebooting it. Like when you update your software on your computer 
and the computer says you have to restart to update. That’s what Jesus is doing for humanity and for Israel. 
Jesus retraces the steps of Israel and the steps of Adam, only where Israel failed and Adam failed, Jesus is 
faithful.  

In chapter 1, we have Matthew’s genealogy. Who is the first person in that family tree? Where does it 
start? Abraham. Jesus is the one in whom God’s promises to Abraham are fulfilled.  

Israel wandered in the wilderness for 40 years. Before he starts his public ministry, God sends Jesus out 
into the wilderness for 40 days. Jesus is reliving Israel’s experience. Before they entered into the promised 
land Israel passed through the Jordan river – in his baptism by John, before he starts ministry, Jesus passes 
through the Jordan river. Just like Israel. 

The Lord gives the law to Israel from a mountain – Mount Sinai. Jesus comes and he fulfills God’s law 
and deepens it. Where does he give this deeper instruction? On a mountain during the Sermon on the Mount. 
He’s re-enacting Mt. Sinai. 

At the beginning of history Adam was tempted by the devil and gave into temptation letting sin infect 
the world. At the beginning of his ministry, Jesus is tempted by the devil, but he does not fall and so, in Jesus, 
goodness and life begin to ‘infect’ the world.  

Israel was exiled in Egypt, but God rescued them and brought them home. Now Jesus is reliving the 
Israelite exile in Egypt; he is re-doing Israel’s journey because he is the fulfillment of Israel’s purpose.  

All the promises of the Old Testament converge upon Jesus. He is Israel 2.0. He is Adam 2.0. He is 
rebooting humanity. He is rebooting Israel. Adam and Israel were not able to fulfill God’s promises because 
they were human and like all humans, they messed up. So, Jesus comes to redo their story, where we fail, he 
will be faithful. Where we stumble, he will stay strong. Where we grow weary and lose heart, he will keep 
fighting. Where we deny and doubt and turn away, he will continue his mission until he says, “It is finished”.  

As Joseph stumbles towards the market wrestling with his questions, he can’t possibly understand 
what’s going on, but this whole exile is a crucial part of God’s plan. God is picking up a bit of our broken past 
and stitching it back together into his Holy Purpose. From Joseph’s perspective his daily work seems like 
drudgery; but from the perspective of the kingdom, it is holy work that God is using to change everything. 

And so it is with you. Life is so much easier when you can look at your own life and trace out some 
sense of God’s purpose. Life is so much easier when you feel God’s blessing and you can say: here is what God 
is doing in my life. If that’s you, be thankful and make sure you share your blessing and your strength with 
others. But I know there are some of us who are having trouble finding the thread right now. There are some 
of us who’ve lost the narrative. You’re like Joseph trudging off to the market every morning. I proclaim to you 
that you may have lost the thread of the story, but God has not lost the story and God has not lost you.  You 
may not be able to see how your work is accomplishing anything meaningful, but just like Joseph your work 
too is a part of God’s good and glorious plan. 

Earlier in this service Rachel read form Hebrews 11. Hebrews 11 is just a longer and frankly better 
sermon on the same theme as the one I’m preaching right now. Joseph isn’t in the sermon of Hebrews 11 but 
he could have been, because the preacher lists a whole bunch of people who are just like him. These are 
people who went through seasons where they couldn’t see what God was doing, but they keep going in the 
face of their doubt and trouble. They kept going in faith. Just like Joseph. “Lord I don’t know why this is 
happening, but I trust you, and I will keep doing your work.” There’s a lot of that in our lives I think, and it’s 
not easy. But when we walk in God’s way we are fruitful. So may God bless all of us, and in this new year may 
he help all of us to walk by faith.             ©Rev. Peter Jonker 


