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Out of Egypt

Text:  Matthew 2:13–15

Now when they had departed, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to 
Joseph in a dream and said, "Rise, 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. And he rose and took the child and his mother by 
night and departed to Egypt and remained there until the death of Herod. 
This was to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet, "Out of Egypt 
I called my son." (Matthew 2:13–15 ESV)

This passage from this morning’s gospel reading follows the visit of the 
eastern Magi, or Wise Men, to the newborn King of the Jews, the infant 
Jesus. This would have been some time after Jesus’ birth, when the Holy 
Family was living in a house in Bethlehem.

Herod, you will remember, had expressed an intense interest in Jesus’ birth 
and identity and had told the Wise Men that he himself wished to worship 
him. Now this is interesting, because legally speaking, Herod was the King 
of the Jews, having been placed in that position with that title by the 
Romans. He was what the Romans termed a client king; an impartial 
observer would call him a collaborator with the occupying power.

When Herod inquired of the Chief Priests and the Scribes, he referred to the 
one he was searching for as the Christ. Herod knew very well that he 
himself had no true claim to the throne. He was not of the line of David, 
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being an Edomite, descendants of Isaac’s son Esau, a member of an 
ethnically non-Jewish people. To try to establish at least a semblance of 
legitimacy, Herod had converted to Judaism. He was aware that a Messiah 
(Christos in Greek) had been prophesied for Israel, the anointed one of God, 
the true Davidic king who would lead Israel out of bondage (to her 
oppressors).

That meant Herod, ally of the Romans, would be out of a job; worse yet his 
life would be in serious jeopardy. Despite having rebuilt the temple, as well 
as two other major building projects in Caesarea and Samaria, this ruthless 
tyrant decided to take immediate action to insure the survival of his rule 
through the elimination of a potential rival. To this end, he ordered that all 
the children of Bethlehem, and the surrounding area, two years old and 
younger to be killed. This was in keeping with the character of a man who 
had executed one of his wives and three of his own children to secure the 
throne. The timeframe would logically seem be based on the time that the 
Wise Men told Herod the new King of the Jews had been born, that is 
within the last two years (Matthew 2:16b).

While Herod wanted to destroy the young child, God had a different plan 
for the Incarnation. That was for Jesus to experience all aspects of life as a 
human being, to be tempted in every way just as we are, but to live a life 
free from sin, and then to die his atoning death on the cross for our 
redemption. That could not happen if he were to die as a young child. And 
so, the Lord sent his angelic messenger to warn Joseph to take his family to 
Egypt and to remain there until it was safe to return: that is, when Herod 
would no longer pose a threat to Jesus’ life. Herod the Great died within a 
year of the departure of the holy family for Egypt (4 BC), and at that time 
they returned to the Holy Land. 
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Rome had divided their province of Palestine into three parts: Herod’s son 
Archelaus now ruled Judea, Samaria, and Idumea (the wilderness area 
south of Judea). This son of Herod had the reputation of being more 
wicked and cruel than his father. God sent an angel to Joseph, to warn him 
to seek refuge to the north of Judea and Samaria, in Galilee, in a town 
called Nazareth. St. Matthew tells us this was to fulfill a prophecy (of 
uncertain origin), showing that this was a part of God’s plan. Thus, our 
Lord was allowed to grow up and to conduct his public ministry in Galilee, 
an area well to the north of Jerusalem, the spiritual capital of greater Israel. 
It was at a time of his own choosing that he went to Jerusalem to complete 
the final phase of his mission.

I would like to make four brief points this morning related to these events 
in the early life of Christ our Savior:

1.  Saint Matthew is citing part of a verse from the minor prophet Hosea 
when he writes, "Out of Egypt I called my son."  Who was this son whom 
the LORD had called out of Egypt, of whom Hosea spoke? If we look at the 
entire verse from Hosea’s prophecy, we see that the son was Israel: “When 
Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.” (Hosea 
11:1). Saint Matthew, and indeed the church Fathers, regarded Jesus as the 
son whom God had called out of Egypt. 

2.  Secondly, there is also an allusion to an earlier departure from Egypt in 
this verse. In the days of Jacob, God had provided a way of escape from 
famine in the land of Canaan for the patriarch and his family. As Jacob had 
sought refuge from the famine for his family in Egypt, so Christ sought 
refuge there from an untimely death. During the 400 years they lived in 
Egypt, in the land of Goshen in the Nile Delta, the children of Israel (or 
Jacob, Abraham’s grandson), that is his twelve sons and their immediate 
families, grew into the great nation promised by God (Genesis 12: 2). The 
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LORD had promised Abraham offspring as numerous as the stars in the 
sky or the grains of sand on the seashore. He fulfilled this promise mightily 
as the children of Israel flourished in this foreign land.

However, Egypt became a land of captivity. The Egyptians, feeling 
threatened by the growing numbers of these resident aliens, sought to 
control the Israelites by enslaving them. God’s subsequent deliverance of 
his people under Moses’ leadership became a sign of Israel’s status as a 
people with a special relationship to God. He was their God and they were 
his specially chosen people. They were repeatedly saved by him from 
extinction, so they could fulfill his plan to fulfill their destiny: that is to be a 
people who trusted in him and who delighted in his glory—and who 
would fulfill his promise to be a blessing to all peoples.

3.  My third point is that Jesus clearly represents the true Israel, just as 
Herod emphatically did not. Jesus was the first of many brothers whom the 
LORD would set apart for himself (sanctify), as St. Paul tells us (Hebrews 
2:10, Romans 8:29). So the church, of which Christ is the head, is the new 
Israel in a larger sense, a peculiar people to whom the LORD has given not 
just a portion of the region geographers call the Middle East, but the entire 
world. To the children of Israel Egypt represented physical bondage. To the 
church Egypt represents bondage to sin, from which we have been freed by 
Jesus’ sacrificial death. To all those who believe in him he has given power 
to become children of God. (John 1:12) We are now partakers of his divine 
nature. (2 Peter 1:4) 

4.  My fourth point concerns the infants slaughtered by Herod in an 
attempt to protect his selfish interests. Children hold a special place in 
Jesus’ heart. When children were brought to him to receive his blessing 
during his public ministry, his disciples tried to keep the mothers away 
from him. Our Lord told them “…suffer (that is allow) little children … to 
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come unto me; for of such is the kingdom of heaven.” (Matthew 19:14, KJV). 
Then he laid his hands upon them to bless them. St. Mark’s gospel recounts 
a similar incident in which our Lord said: “Whosoever shall not receive the 
kingdom of God as a little child, he shall not enter therein.” (Mark 10:15, 
KJV)

God the Father sanctified childhood and children by sending his son as an 
infant who grew and developed in mind, body, and spirit as every other 
human child does. This should cause all of us to reflect on the 
responsibility involved in every contact we have with children, in our own 
families, in school, sports, church school, and youth groups. We should also 
consider the example they set for us as members of God’s kingdom. One of 
the church fathers, Theophylact of Bulgaria, stated the special qualities of 
children which fit them for the kingdom:

A little child is not arrogant, he does not despise anyone, he is 
innocent and guileless. He does not inflate himself in the presence 
of important people, nor withdraw from those in sorrows. Instead, 
he lives in complete simplicity.  (Theophylact of Bulgaria, cited in 
OSB, p. 1402)

Whereas the child naturally responds to the gift of God’s grace, we, as 
adults have to put aside, in a deliberate manner, our self-reliance, and rely 
on God alone as our provider and sustainer. When we submit to being led 
by the Holy Spirit, humility will be our default mode. When our eyes are 
on our Savior, we shall have no time or thought of serving ourselves; rather 
we shall find ourselves servants of all. 

In conclusion, if we are partakers of the divine nature, then let us stir up 
the gift that is in us (2 Timothy 1:6). Let us allow the Holy Spirit to guide 
us, the very Spirit of wisdom that we received at our baptism. And let us 
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live as children of light in hope of our great reward when Jesus comes 
again. 

Let us pray.

Almighty God, heavenly Father, who has blessed us with the joy and care of 
children; Give us wisdom to encourage and follow their example of simple faith; 
Give us light and strength to welcome them, to rejoice in them, and so to train 
them, that they may love whatsoever things are true and pure and lovely and of 
good report, following the example of their Savior, Jesus Christ. And Lord God, 
give us the strength and courage to defend them from all dangers both spiritual 
and material with your assistance through Jesus Christ our Lord in the power of 
the Holy Spirit. Amen  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