Matthew Bible Study


The Infancy of Jesus

Chapter two

INTRODUCTION


Matthew chapter two continues the infancy story of Jesus.  Mary and Joseph had now been married for many months, and the time had come for her to give birth.  Luke provides us most of the details concerning the actual birth of Christ, and we will have to wait until we get there to study that.  Matthew now continues with three more important events:  (1) The visit of the wise men, (2) The escape to Egypt, (3) The return to Nazareth.  These three events, along with the Virgin Birth account of chapter one, emphasize two important facts: (1) God divinely protected the child Jesus, and (2) God works his will despite the opposition of sinful people.  We begin with the arrival of the Magi in Jerusalem.

THE VISIT OF THE WISE MEN

Matthew 2:1-2   Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judaea in the days of Herod the king, behold, there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem, {2} Saying, Where is he that is born King of the Jews? for we have seen his star in the east, and are come to worship him. 


We now know where Jesus was born -- Bethlehem of Judea.  Bethlehem of Judea was located about five miles south of Jerusalem and its name means "House of Bread."  It is, therefore, fitting, that the Bread of Life should be born there.


We also know the timeframe of the birth of Jesus.  Now this may surprise you, but Jesus was not born in the year zero.  There are many chronological problems with the dating of the birth, life, and death of Jesus, but most Bible scholars believe Jesus was born between 6 B.C. and 4 B.C.  A sixth century monk named Dionysius gave us our system of dating.  He used the birth of Christ as the dividing point of history.  Everything before the birth was B.C., and everything after the birth was A.D.  However, we now know that he missed the birth of Jesus by at least four years.  Why?  Well, several reasons, but one of the major reasons is that is fairly certain that Herod the Great died in 4 B.C.  And, we know from this passage and others that Jesus was definitely born before the death of Herod the Great, perhaps even two years earlier.  Thus, if we are really counting years since the birth of Christ, we are already past the year A.D. 2014.


Now back to the text.  Sometime after the birth of Christ, "wise men" or "magi" from the east arrived in Jerusalem.  These men were probably Persian or Babylonian by race, and astrologers and dream-interpreters by trade.  They had seen the star of the King of the Jews in the heavens and had arrived in Jerusalem on a quest for the king so they could pay homage to him.  We could spend a great deal of time talking about the history of the Magi, but that is not the main point here.  Gentiles had come to worship the King at his birth.  But this did not sit well with the current King of the Jews, Herod the Great.

Matthew 2:3   When Herod the king had heard <these things>, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. 


History depicts Herod in both a positive and a negative light.  On the positive side, Herod the Great was a great builder and a great warrior.  Herod's temple surpassed even Solomon’s temple in its splendor.  He is credited with building Masada, and the port at Caesarea, as well as many buildings and theaters throughout the land.  He ruled a greater kingdom than even David or Solomon had ruled.  A story is told of three armed enemies of Herod.  They entered into a bath house to find Herod bathing, his sword and armor well out of reach.  But Herod's reputation as a warrior was so great that rather than attempt to kill him while he bathed they quickly turned a fled the bathhouse fearing for their very lives.  Herod was a mighty builder and fearsome warrior.


But Herod was also a petty, cruel, evil, despotic ruler who would stop at nothing to maintain his kingship and power.  Concerning Herod, Emperor Octavian said, "Pigs would be safer in the presence of the man than his own family."   Much more could be said about Herod, but for now, please note that when Herod heard the news that wise men from the east had come into Jerusalem searching for some new king that had just been born, he was greatly troubled.  


I suppose at this time it would be a good idea to tackle some of the mistakes concerning these "three kings" from the east.  First, they were not kings.  They were "wise men," that is, they were priests and scholars from Persia.   Second, there may or may not have been just three.  We don't know how many there were.  Let me ask you a question.  Do you think that just three men would cause such a stir in Jerusalem?  No.  Three men would not have caused much of a stir at all, but if a huge caravan from the east arrived with astrologers and priests, and slaves and soldiers, then everyone would sit up and take notice.  Herod's people would soon here of it.  No doubt, someone would run immediately to Herod and tell him about the arrival of the wise men searching for the King of the Jews, and by the way Herod, they might say, they are not looking for you.  


So Herod was troubled....and all Jerusalem with him.  You see, when a man like Herod was troubled, the whole city would be troubled with him.  They knew of the cruelty he was capable of.  They knew the danger.  When Herod was upset, watch out!  


Before we go on, I cannot help but make an application here.  Herod is the kind of man that we must not imitate.  On one hand, he was a very important person, a great builder and a mighty warrior; but all that is undone by the fact that he was a cruel tyrant.  Dear friend, you may be a wonder-worker at your job, but if you are the kind that causes others to be troubled when they know you are upset, then you are just like Herod.  All the good that you do will be wiped out by your cruel temperament.  Are you that kind of person?  Are you explosive in your emotions?  Does your family become troubled when they know you are troubled because they know what you are capable of?  

The real tragedy is that no matter how much good you do, if you are like Herod, you will not be remembered for it.  What do we remember most about this man?  History tells us that he was one of the best rulers of Palestine, a great administrator, a great builder, and a great warrior.  But that's not what people remember, is it?   No, we remember how he killed innocent baby boys in Bethlehem.  We remember him as a murderer.   And that's the way it is, dear friends, even today.  You may be a hard worker and accomplish much in this old world, but it can all be undone and soon forgotten if you are a tyrant in your own home or at work or in your neighborhood or church.  

Matthew 2:4-6   And when he had gathered all the chief priests and scribes of the people together, he demanded of them where Christ should be born. {5} And they said unto him, In Bethlehem of Judaea: for thus it is written by the prophet, {6} And thou Bethlehem, <in> the land of Juda, art not the least among the princes of Juda: for out of thee shall come a Governor, that shall rule my people Israel. 


Herod called an immediate staff meeting.  All the important people were told to be there or else.  He demanded to know where this "Christ" would be born.  Of course, the religious leaders knew exactly where the Christ should be born.   They quoted Micah 5:2:

But thou, Bethlehem Ephratah, though thou be little among the thousands of Judah, yet out of thee shall he come forth unto me that is to be ruler in Israel; whose goings forth have been from of old, from everlasting.
Matthew 2:7-12 Then Herod, when he had privily called the wise men, enquired of them diligently what time the star appeared.   8And he sent them to Bethlehem, and said, Go and search diligently for the young child; and when ye have found him, bring me word again, that I may come and worship him also.   9When they had heard the king, they departed; and, lo, the star, which they saw in the east, went before them, till it came and stood over where the young child was. 10When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceeding great joy. 11And when they were come into the house, they saw the young child with Mary his mother, and fell down, and worshipped him: and when they had opened their treasures, they presented unto him gifts; gold, and frankincense and myrrh.    


The Wise Men left the presence of the king and headed toward Bethlehem.   They rejoiced in the fact that the star that they had been following appeared once again in the east.   They found the Christ child with Mary, his mother, and fell down before him and worshipped him, offering him expensive gifts of gold and perfumes.   Little did they realize that Herod had a laid a trap for them and the Christ child.   He was using them to find this so-called new king of the Jews so that he could murder him.

Before we move on, I want to go down one side-road.    Did you notice what accompanied the worship of the Christ child?   The Wise Men gave gifts.   The principle is this:  Worship must always be accompanied with giving.   Now I am not just talking about tithing here, but I believe tithing is part of our worship.   When we bow before the Lord, we must, in our hearts, be willing to become a living sacrifice totally and completely consecrated and devoted to God.   This, of course, includes our finances as well.   I wonder how many people say they are worshipping God in their hearts, but at the same time they are robbing God with their finances.   How can that be worship?   True worship holds nothing back and desires to be faithful in all areas; this includes the giving to the Lord our talents, our time, and our treasures – just as the Wise Men did as they bowed before the Christ child and “worshipped him” with their hearts and with their treasures.


Matthew 2:12-15 12And being warned of God in a dream that they should not return to Herod, they departed into their own country another way.  And when they were departed, behold, the angel of the Lord appeareth to Joseph in a dream, saying, Arise, and take the young child and his mother, and flee into Egypt, and be thou there until I bring thee word: for Herod will seek the young child to destroy him.  14When he arose, he took the young child and his mother by night, and departed into Egypt: 15And was there until the death of Herod: that it might be fulfilled which was spoken of the Lord by the prophet, saying, Out of Egypt have I called my son.


If the wise men had returned to King Herod, no doubt, the king would have sent his men to Bethlehem, located Jesus, and without hesitation put the whole family to the sword.   But, once we see how God intervened to protect Jesus and his family from the attacks of Satan and his pawns.    An angel appeared to Joseph and warned him to flee to Egypt because King Herod would be coming to destroy the child.   Once again, we see the obedience of Joseph.   He immediately arose and took Jesus and Mary to a place of safety.   Matthew tells of that this was in fulfillment of the prophecy (Ex. 4:22-23, Hos. 11:1).  In other words, we have seen this pattern before in the Old Testament.   Just as Israel was told to go to Egypt to survive, the Christ Child must also go to Egypt to survive.   And just as Israel is called out of Egypt to receive their inheritance, the Christ Child is called out of Egypt to give His spiritual children their inheritance.
Teaching point:  Receptive hearts are prepared for God’s instructions.   

This is the second time an angel appeared to Joseph and both times Joseph responded immediately with obedience.  Why?   Because his heart was open and receptive to God’s instructions, and when he received those instructions, he obeyed without delay and without question, even though the instructions involved great personal sacrifice and change.   He is instructed to marry a pregnant woman, even though he knows he is not the father.   But he does it anyway.   Why?  Because God said, “Marry her!”   He is instructed to take his wife and her child away from their home as quickly as possible, even to a foreign country.   And the remarkable thing is that he does it without delay and without question.   Why?  Because God said, “Go now!”    In the same way, you and I need to make sure we are walking close enough the Lord so that our hearts will be receptive enough to receive and obey, without delay or question, the instructions of God.   Our very futures and our very survival may depend on it.  

Matthew 2:16-18 Then Herod, when he saw that he was mocked of the wise men, was exceeding wroth, and sent forth, and slew all the children that were in Bethlehem, and in all the coasts thereof, from two years old and under, according to the time which he had diligently inquired of the wise men. Then was fulfilled that which was spoken by Jeremiah the prophet, saying,  18In Rama was there a voice heard, lamentation, and weeping, and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children, and would not be comforted, because they are not.


Now we see what is truly in the heart of King Herod.  For what is in the heart will ultimately be made known to all.   He did not want to worship the Christ Child, he wanted to murder him, and when he found out that the Wise Men had double-crossed him, and that he could not find out specifically which male child was this new king, he decided just to kill all the boys age two and below.   It is beyond our comprehension to even imagine such cruelty, yet history reports that there have been many men just like King Herod.   Our minds immediately go back in history to another king who ordered the same type thing.   Pharaoh, king of Egypt, tried to wipe out God’s people by killing all the male babies, and now Herod tries the same thing in Bethlehem and the surrounding areas. Both tyrants would fail, but not before heaping great misery and pain upon some innocent folks.   I have to believe there is a special place of torment in hell for men like this.      

Matthew 2: 19-22 But when Herod was dead, behold, an angel of the Lord appeareth in a dream to Joseph in Egypt, 20Saying, Arise, and take the young child and his mother, and go into the land of Israel: for they are dead which sought the young child's life.  21And he arose, and took the young child and his mother, and came into the land of Israel  22But when he heard that Archelaus did reign in Judaea in the room of his father Herod, he was afraid to go thither: notwithstanding, being warned of God in a dream, he turned aside into the parts of Galilee:   23And he came and dwelt in a city called Nazareth: that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophets, He shall be called a Nazarene.
History reports that Herod died soon after this horrible tragedy of an incurable disease.  God took him out of the picture and now it was safe for Joseph, Mary, and Jesus to return to the land of Israel.   Once again, an angel appears to Joseph, and once again Joseph obeys.   He is not told where he must return, but simply that he must return to land of Israel.   Once across the border, he hears that Herod’s son, Archelaus, is now reigning in Judea, that is, in Jerusalem.   Knowing that the apple often does not fall far from the tree, Joseph is afraid to return to Bethlehem.   Apparently the fear was not unfounded, for we see that God warned him in a dream to turn aside to region known as Galilee.   The little family finally ends up in the small town of Nazareth, where Jesus will live out his childhood and grow to be a man. 
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