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1. The Genealogy of Jesus – Hope for a Broken World
(Matthew 1:1-17)

Hope is one of those words we see all over the place every Christmas season, along with peace, 
love, and joy.  When we think of hope, we often treat the word as if it is interchangeable with the 
word “wish.”  We say things like, “I hope so,” when what we mean is, “I really wish something 
would happen.”  There is a dimension to hope that is about having an optimistic state of mind 
and looking forward to or expecting positive outcomes with respect to future events.  Sometimes, 
we mean more than just wish.  Sometimes, hope has a hint of expectation or anticipation for us.  
But if hope is to be more than just wishful thinking, it needs to be grounded in something.  That 
is why hope is most closely related to the idea of trust. 

A central purpose of Scripture is to encourage us to put our hope and trust in God and not in the 
things of this world like wealth, health, or power.  One of the ways that God shows us that we 
should place our trust in Him is by fulfilling prophecies.  Throughout Scripture, God tells His 
people to expect certain things to happen.  The reason He does this is so that when it happens, we 
can have a renewed awareness that God is in control.  But prophecies are more than just 
improbable occurrences that God predicts.  They are windows into the very heart of God.  They 
show us that God is in control and working things out towards the end that He intends.  They 
remind us about important truths we tend to forget. 

This is the case with Christmas.  The Gospel of Matthew mentions five prophecies that were 
fulfilled by the birth of Jesus.  By looking closely at each one of them, we will see how Jesus 
fulfills the promises God made to Israel about when, where, and how the Messiah was going to 
be born.  We will also see how each prophecy gives people unique reasons to hope in God.  

Matthew starts his Gospel with a prophecy in disguise: the genealogy of Jesus.  He does this so 
that we will realize that the prophecies he is about to mention as fulfilled by Jesus are more than 
just individual occurrences.  They are each individual pieces of a larger whole.  Jesus didn’t just 
fulfill individual promises; He is the fulfillment of God’s plan that began with His promise to 
Abraham. 

We skip genealogies because they are lists of names that no one knows or cares about.  We skip 
them, that is, until we discover we are related to someone famous….  or notorious.  Well, the 
genealogy of Jesus contains people who are both famous and notorious.   As we consider some 
of the people included in the lineage of Jesus, hopefully, we will realize that the Gospel isn’t just 
God’s plan for a broken world; it is accomplished through broken people.  This genealogy gives 
us hope that our baggage and brokenness don’t wreck God’s plan.  God is in the business of 
taking all the brokenness of this world and using it to accomplish His plan.    
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The Point of the Genealogy (Matthew 1:1, 17) 
 
The Gospel of Matthew wasn’t the first Gospel written.  Mark was first.  The reason Matthew is 
placed first in the New Testament is because it serves as a bridge between the Old Testament and 
the New.  Malachi, the last book of the Old Testament, ends with the promise and hope of a 
Messiah.  Matthew, better than the other Gospels, presents Jesus as the fulfillment of that hope.   
 
The first way Matthew does this is with his genealogy.  Matthew says three things right off the 
bat that reveal the point not just of the genealogy but of his Gospel.    Matthew 1:1 says, 
“An account of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the Son of David, the Son of Abraham.”     
 

1. Jesus is the Christ – Christ is not Jesus’s last name.  It is His title.  “Christ” means 
“anointed one.”  It is the Greek translation of the Jewish word “Messiah.”  Matthew is 
saying right from the start that he is writing to prove that Jesus is who the Jews are 
waiting for.  In fact, in Greek, the words that get translated as “Messiah” in verses 16 and 
17 are the exact same word “Christ.” 

2. Jesus is the Son of David – Because many people had conflicting ideas and 
understandings of who the Messiah would be, Matthew continues by saying that Jesus is 
the Son of David.  He is more than a charismatic leader coming to try to deliver the Jews 
from foreign oppression.  He is the fulfillment of everything the Old Testament means by 
Davidic King.  

3. Jesus is the Son of Abraham – Matthew goes one step further.  He doesn’t stop with 
David; he goes all the way back to the beginning of the story of Israel.  He shows how 
Jesus is also the Son of Abraham.  This is to underscore that the promises Jesus fulfills go 
all the way back to the first promises God made to Abraham.   

 
 
By drawing attention to Jesus’s Hebrew ancestry as both the Son of David and Abraham, 
Matthew shows how Jesus fulfills everything God promised in the Old Testament about the 
Messiah. 
 
On a side note, some commentators and critics highlight some problems that exist in the 
genealogy.  
 
One problem is the differences between this genealogy and the one found in Luke (Luke 3:23-
28).  It is important to underscore that we haven’t uncovered something new.  Early Christians 
were aware of this issue.  There are several possible explanations.  One is that Luke presents 
Mary’s genealogy while Matthew relates Joseph’s.  Another possibility is that Luke records 
Jesus’ actual biological human ancestry through Joseph, while Matthew gives his legal ancestry 
by which he was the legitimate successor to the throne of David.  It’s hard to know which option 
to choose without more information.  Either way, it is good to know there are answers. 
 
Another problem is how Matthew mentions a series of fourteen generations, but when Luke 
covers the same ground, he has more generations and has different people in those lists.  Since 
Matthew 1:17 says, “all the generations from Abraham to David were fourteen generations,” 
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this seems to suggest that either Matthew or Luke is wrong.  The easy answer is that the Jews 
would notice the obvious omissions in Matthew’s list.  Therefore, when Matthew says, “All the 
generations,” he doesn’t mean that there were only and exactly fourteen generations, but rather 
he means “all the generations … included in this table.”   The term “father of” can also mean 
more broadly “ancestor of.”  In fact, Matthew used the term “son” in a similar way in verse 1.  
Jesus isn’t the literal Son of David or Abraham with no generations removed.  He is descended 
from them both.  It is, therefore, possible to read this list as highlights rather than an exhaustive 
list of ancestors. 

If these problems aren’t a concern for you, don’t worry about it.  But if people bring it up as a 
sign that the Bible can’t be trusted, be reassured that there are good answers.   

The People of the Genealogy (Matthew 1:2-16) 

Matthew hasn’t included everyone in the genealogies.  He is highlighting to make his point.  
There are three sections to the list, each with fourteen people.  David is also the fourteenth 
person in the list.  The number fourteen is symbolic to Matthew, probably rooted in the fact that 
fourteen is the symbolic number value of David’s name in Hebrew.  All of this highlights that 
Jesus is the new David. 

The first section of fourteen generations focuses on the heroes of Jewish history (v2-6).  The 
second set of fourteen generations focuses on the kings of Israel and Judah from David down to 
the Exile (v7-11).  The final group of fourteen generations is a list of people that are less well-
known.  (v12-16).  You could even call them “nobodies.”  Nine of these fourteen names are not 
known from any other source.   

The list shows how God can use all types: great people and nobodies, good kings and bad.  
However, perhaps the most interesting part of the genealogy is that Matthew includes four 
women (five if you count Mary).  The women that Matthew chooses to include are an interesting 
group.  They underscore some of Matthew’s goals in recounting Jesus’s lineage: to show that 
God’s plan is worked out through broken people and was always intended for everyone, 
including those outside of Israel. 

The Women 
• Tamar (v3) – Genesis 38:1–30 tells the story of how Judah, the founder of the tribe of

Judah, did not fulfill his obligation to provide an heir for Tamar, his daughter-in-law,
after his Son, her husband, died.  In response, Tamar dresses like a prostitute and
deceives her father-in-law into sleeping with her.  It’s a story of her being wronged by
her father-in-law and then wronging him in return.

• Rahab (v5) – We meet Rahab in Joshua 2, where we learn she is a prostitute in Jericho
who protected the Israelite spies due to her fear of the God of Israel.  Hers is another
classic story about how God uses unlikely people to do extraordinary things.  God takes a
woman who had spent her life running a house of ill-repute and turns her into a great hero
of the faith.  Here, we have our first “foreigner” who believed and was blessed with being
included in the line of Jesus.
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• Ruth (v5) – The story of Ruth the Moabitess coming to Bethlehem with her mother-in-
law Naomi and marrying Boaz is told in the book of Ruth.  What makes Ruth’s story 
significant is not just that she is another “foreigner” but also that the specific people she 
comes from have a terrible reputation.  Genesis 19:30-37 reveals that the Moabites were 
created by the incestuous relationship of Lot with his daughters.  Deuteronomy 23:3 
prohibits the offspring of Moabites from entering the assembly of the Lord until the tenth 
generation.  

• Bathsheba (v6) – The name of Bathsheba isn’t mentioned in the text.  She is referred to as 
“the wife of Uriah.”  In just a few words, Matthew is able to underscore all the sin and 
death that go through the entire story of David and Bathsheba, as recounted in 2 Samuel 
11-12.   

 
 
The Promise of the Genealogy: Hope for a Broken World 
 
When one considers the genealogy of Jesus, one is struck by His “dysfunctional family tree.”  He 
comes from a line of people that includes evil kings, bad husbands, terrible fathers, and 
disreputable women.  This list underscores the promises about God’s plan that the genealogy is 
intended to reveal. 
 
The Brokenness of the world is the focus of God’s plan – God isn’t shocked by how broken the 
world is.  Does He like it?  No.  But He isn’t taken back by it either.  Sin’s destructive effects are 
the reason for the Gospel.  We are powerless to do anything about it except make it worse.  God 
knows this and, out of His great love for us, made a way for us to be made new again.  This list 
confirms that God chose Israel not because they were special but because they were not.   All the 
great heroes of the faith have skeletons in their closets.    
 
The Brokenness of the world doesn’t defeat God’s plan – Not only is God not shocked by the 
brokenness of this world, but He is able to use it to accomplish His plan.  It doesn’t make the sin 
good; it just means that God, as Paul writes in Romans 8:28, is able to make “all things work 
together for the good of those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.”  As 
Joseph tells his brothers in Genesis 50:20, “You planned evil against me; God planned it for 
good to bring about the present result—the survival of many people.”   
 
Your Brokenness doesn’t exclude you from God’s plan – We know that God’s purpose is to fix 
the brokenness of the world.  We may even understand that sin doesn’t defeat God’s plan.  But 
many of us operate on the false assumption that God’s plan is only worked out using people who 
have their lives put together.  Look at this list again.  The namesake of the tribe of Judah 
conceived his heir by mistaking his daughter-in-law for a prostitute while on a business trip.  
Rahab lived much of her life poorly before discovering the God of Israel.  Ruth came from a 
despised nation.  David was a murderer and an adulterer.  All of them had reason enough to think 
that God couldn’t use them.  All of them were wrong.  They were all used by God to bring His 
plan to fruition.  The same is true of you and me.  That should fill us with tremendous hope that 
no matter where we have come from or what we have done, it is never too late for anybody to be 
a part of God’s plan of salvation.   
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Discussion Questions: 
1. What Gospel was written first?  Why is Matthew the first Gospel in the New Testament? 
2. What does the first verse reveal about Matthew’s purpose for his Gospel?  What three 

phrases underscore what He is trying to prove about the identity of Jesus? 
3. How is the genealogy divided up?  What is the significance of the numbers and 

divisions? 
4. What are some difficulties created by comparing this genealogy to the one in Luke?  

What are some possible answers? 
5. What does the inclusion of the women in genealogy mean?  Who were the women?  

What do they reveal to us about God’s plan that was accomplished in Jesus? 
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2. Virgin Birth – Hope for the Lonely (Matthew 1:18-
25)

Have you ever learned a profound theological truth from a kid’s song?  One of the reasons we 
should be careful about the music we listen to is because they are frequently the source of much 
of our thinking.  Well, one day, I was with a group of families, and the worship leaders sang a 
song intended primarily for the kids.  It had a line in it that hit me hard.  Talking to God, it said, 
“You’re never lonely, the Trinity…Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, yet you’re reaching out to 
me…”   The Trinity is proof that God isn’t lonely.  He is a community within Himself.  His 
inviting us into relationship isn’t because He is lonely, but because He knows we are.   

Do you remember a time when you were really lonely?  Maybe it was the first night you spent 
away from home.  Maybe it was the first night you spent in an empty house by yourself.  One 
time for me was the first holiday season I spent away from my immediate family.  My wife and I 
had recently relocated to the West Coast, and, for reasons beyond our control, we were not going 
to be able to return for the holidays to visit our families back in Texas.  We were newly married 
with no kids, I was serving in a new church, and we didn’t know anybody.  When Thanksgiving 
rolled around, we thought we would be okay.  We woke up and started going about our day, 
thinking that we had each other, so we would be okay.  The truth is that we gradually began to 
think about all our family beginning to gather elsewhere and all the families gathering around us, 
and we began to get really lonely.  We felt alone, left out, unwanted, unloved.  None of it was 
true, but these were fears and feelings that kept flooding in as we tried to celebrate Thanksgiving, 
just the two of us.   

How we handled our loneliness that day is a story for another time, but those emotions that I 
thought I could deal with always remind me that loneliness is a harsh feeling that we all 
experience in a variety of ways.  Most, if not all, of us handle it poorly.   

It’s comforting to know that God knows our predicament and comes to us in our loneliness.  One 
of the most often repeated promises in Scripture is “I will be with you.”  God constantly reminds 
His people that we are never alone and, therefore, never need to feel lonely. 

Today, we are looking at how the first specific prophecy fulfilled by the birth of Jesus offers 
hope for the lonely.  The prophecy is that He would be born of a virgin.  Such an event would be 
miraculous enough on its own.  But when prophesied ahead of time, the miraculous nature of the 
event is even more compounded.  As we look at the full story, see how the prophesy fits in, and 
look at how the prophecy is more than just an odd or unlikely event, my hope is that we will not 
just gain confidence that the birth of Jesus was a promised and predicated event, but that one of 
the messages of His birth is that those who experience loneliness can have hope that they are 
never alone. 
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The Full Story (Matthew 1:18-25) 
 
• An Unexpected Detour (v18-19):  The story starts with a simple man in a small town getting 

ready for a wedding.  Before the wedding, it was discovered that Mary was pregnant, so 
Joseph is planning on divorcing Mary quietly so as not to cause her (or him) any 
embarrassment.  It might sound weird that Joseph was planning on divorcing her.  In fact, 
your Bible might say that he was going to “send her away.”  This was the colloquial term for 
divorce.  In our day, we would consider an engagement semi-serious but wouldn’t think of 
someone breaking an engagement in the same way that we think of someone getting 
divorced.  In the Ancient world, once a betrothal occurred, the two parties were basically 
legally bound together.  The gap between engagement and marriage was simply the time 
necessary for the groom to get both the ceremony and the home set up.  Joseph has all these 
things on his mind when his plans take an unexpected detour.  He decides what to do.  He is 
going to break things off with Mary quietly.  Then, he goes to sleep and has an unexpected 
dream.   
 

• An Unexpected Dream (v20-23):  An angel appears to him and tells him not to be afraid to 
take Mary as his wife because she hasn’t been unfaithful.  She is participating in God’s plan.  
The child she is carrying is going to be the fulfillment of prophecies.  He is going to save 
people from their sins. 

 
• An Unexpected Decision (v24-25): Joseph wakes up from the dream and does precisely the 

opposite of what he decided to do the night before.  He does what the angel instructed him to 
do: he takes her as his wife and keeps her a virgin until she gives birth.   

 
 
The Fulfilled Prophecy (Matthew 1:22-23; Isaiah 7:14) 
The prophecy that is being fulfilled is found in Isaiah 7:14, which says, “Therefore the Lord 
Himself will give you a sign: See, the virgin will conceive, have a son, and name 
him Immanuel.” 
 
When you go back and look at the context for Isaiah 7:14, a couple of problems or questions 
emerge.  First, the passage seems to refer specifically to an immediate historical situation in the 
reign of King Ahaz.  It doesn’t seem to have anything to do with the coming of a messiah in the 
distant future.  Second, the word the original Hebrew text uses for “virgin” in the passage can 
also simply mean “maiden” or “young unmarried woman.”  So, what is going on?  
 
Two things should be said in response.  First, Isaiah calls the event a sign, which means a 
miraculous occurrence.  Trying to water down the meaning of the term “virgin” to make it 
simply mean “maiden” doesn’t work.  It is supposed to be a miracle.  An unmarried young 
woman who becomes pregnant would hardly qualify as out of the ordinary.  Second, we should 
say something briefly about the nature and purpose of prophetic signs.  Prophetic signs in the 
Old Testament can be grouped into two categories: present persuaders and future confirmation.  
A present persuader is a sign used, as the name suggests, to convince a person in the moment.  
The plagues of Egypt were in this category.  Their purpose was to persuade Pharaoh to let the 
Hebrews go.  Future confirmation signs are more of what we think about when we hear the word 
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“prophesy.”  We are being given information ahead of time about what will occur.  The purpose 
is to reassure the hearer that God knows what is about to happen so that when it happens, a 
person will have reasons to trust God more.  An example of this is what God tells Moses at the 
burning bush in Exodus 3:12, “I will certainly be with you, and this will be the sign to you that I 
am the one who sent you: when you bring the people out of Egypt, you will all worship God at 
this mountain.” 
 

When read in its larger context, this passage is clearly intended not as a present persuader to 
Ahaz but as a future confirmation of all that God will do.  This specific passage is part of a larger 
message contained in Isaiah 7:1–9:7. The whole passage tells the story of God’s grand unfolding 
plan, including the appearance of a promised deliverer called Immanuel.  It says that God will 
send Immanuel (7:14), who will possess the land (8:8), thwart all opponents (8:10), and appear in 
Galilee of the Gentiles (9:1) as a great light to those in the land of the shadow of death (9:2).  He 
is also the Child and Son called “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince 
of Peace” in 9:6, whose government and peace will never end as He reigns on David’s throne 
forever (9:7).  
 
This passage is clearly prophetic, miraculous, messianic, and miraculous.  Matthew tells us this 
was fulfilled in Jesus.   
 
 
The Further Promise 
There is more to this prophecy than God predicting an impossible event.  Matthew and Isaiah 
both tell us that the point of this miracle was to show us that God is Immanuel, which translates 
as “God with Us.” 
 
At first glance, though, we have another problem.  The verse directly preceding this in Matthew 
appears to conflict.  Matthew 1:21 says, “She will give birth to a son, and you are to name him 
Jesus because he will save his people from their sins.”  The angel says to name him Jesus.  Then 
Matthew says that this fulfills the prophecy about the baby being named Immanuel.  So, which is 
it? 
 
As far as our information goes, nobody ever called Jesus “Immanuel;” it was not the child’s 
name in the same sense that “Jesus” was.  Immanuel doesn’t indicate His name but His role, 
bringing God’s presence to man.  This meaning is connected, though, to the meaning of His 
actual name, Jesus, which means “Yahweh saves.”  Sin separates man from God’s presence.  
Salvation from sin results in “God with us.”   
 
It’s important to realize that Jesus is proof that God does both jobs.  We don’t have to get free 
from sin before God will accept us back.  God does all the work.  He saves us from our sins.  He 
promises to be with us always. 
 
This is a significant promise to remember, especially at Christmas time.  We like to point out that 
Christmas can be a lonely time for many people.  The truth is that the holiday season simply 
makes us aware of the loneliness that we all experience at some point in our lives.  This 
prophecy reminds us that Jesus is proof God cares for us and comes near.  We can hope in God 
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because He doesn’t leave us to fend for ourselves or wander this world alone.  Jesus is the living 
embodiment of what Hebrews 13:5 says, “I will never leave you or abandon you.”  In Matthew 
28:20, in the last words of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus Himself tells His disciples, “I am with 
you always, to the end of the age.”  
 
Discussion Questions: 

1. What are the two types of prophetic signs?  What are their different purposes? 
2. What are some of the lies we are tempted to believe when we experience loneliness? 
3. What does Immanuel mean?  What hope or promise does this give us?  Why is this 

important, especially during the holiday period? 
4. If Immanuel isn’t His name, what does Immanuel refer to? 
5. What does the name Jesus mean?  How does that connect with the meaning of 

Immanuel?   
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3. Born in Bethlehem – Hope for the Lowly (Matthew
2:1-8; Micah 5:2-4)

I get tired of Christmas songs.  They are mindless and repetitive.  The first time you hear them, 
they sound cute or catchy, but after a couple of repeats, you realize that the words aren’t really 
saying anything.  Christmas carols, on the other hand, I could listen to year-round, and 
sometimes I wish we would.  What is the difference between a Christmas song and a Christmas 
carol?  A Christmas song is about all the pictures society paints about what Christmas is 
supposed to be: snow, presents, chimneys, stockings.  Christmas carols, on the other hand, are all 
about Jesus and give us an opportunity to think deeply about what actually happened when God 
became man.  As opposed to the images of Christmas songs, the truths of Christmas carols are 
worthy of meditating on throughout the year.  In fact, I think our celebration of Christmas might 
be more meaningful if we didn’t try to cram all our thinking about Christmas into this one crazy, 
hectic month. 

One of my favorite carols is “O Little Town of Bethlehem.”  It focuses on the contrast between 
the Creator and Lord of everything, being born in a sleepy, little, insignificant town.  The first 
verse ends with, “Yet in thy dark streets shineth / The everlasting Light / The hopes and fears of 
all the years / Are met in Thee tonight.” 

We all long for significance.  We want our lives to matter.  We want to make a difference.  It’s 
easy to look at the things that constitute success and start to think that we have to embrace the 
“way of the world” or risk being forgotten and overlooked.  In fact, that is how many people feel, 
not just during the holidays but throughout the year. 

Christmas reminds us that God comes to us to rescue us, to lead us, and to restore us.  It shows us 
that God’s priorities are not the world’s priorities and that the people God chooses to use are not 
the people the world says are important.   

That is the truth we are going to consider today as we look at the second prophecy Jesus fulfilled: 
the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem.  The prophecy is mentioned in the story of the wise 
men coming to visit Jesus.  It reminds us that what is overlooked by the world is valuable to 
God. 

The Full Story (Matthew 2:1-8) 

• Magi From the East (v1) – After Jesus was born in Bethlehem, some visitors arrived who
were looking for Him.  They are called “wise men” in many translations of the New
Testament.  However, the Greek word that is used to describe them is “Magi from the east.”
They seem to be astrologers because they are observing the stars.  In addition, it is assumed
that they are rich because of the gifts they brought.  What is interesting is that nowhere does
it say that they are “kings” or that there are three of them.  The position is assumed from their
wealth.  The number is assumed from the three gifts that were given.  People disagree about
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who the Magi were because by Jesus’s day, the word ‘magi” could be used for any magician 
or even just a deceiver or swindler.  The likely meaning is that these were actual Magi, 
members of the priestly class of a religion from Persia called Zoroastrianism, which initially 
emerged in Persia during the time of the Jewish Exile in Babylon.  Whatever the religion 
later turned into, it seems like it was strongly influenced by and borrowed heavily from 
Judaism.  That was probably why these members of the priestly class knew about the Jewish 
expectation of the Messiah and were looking for Him as well. 
 

• We saw His Star in the East (v2):  What exactly did they see?  Sometimes, we imagine a star 
leading them like a guide.  The truth is we are not quite sure what exactly they saw.  They 
saw some sort of astronomical phenomenon that signaled to them that a Jewish king had been 
born, but it evidently didn’t tell them much else beyond that.  They didn’t know exactly 
where to go, so they headed to Israel and naturally went to the capital city, Jerusalem, to 
inquire about the royal birth at the palace.  

 
• He was deeply disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him (v3):  The response to the Magi was 

alarm.  Why was Herod upset at their arrival?  First, he evidently hadn’t had a son born to 
him recently.  This meant that the Magi were looking for a potential rival to his power.  Also, 
they said they were looking for “He who has been born king of the Jews.”  You see, Herod 
wasn’t born a king.  He had been appointed King by the authority of Rome.  He wasn’t even 
Jewish but rather an Edomite.  He was not the real King of the Jews, and everyone knew it.  
He held onto power because of his alliance with the Romans.  Now the Magi come saying 
that a new king has been born.  No wonder he was worried and Jerusalem with him.  What 
turmoil would this new rival cause?   

 
• He asked them where the Messiah would be born (v4-5):  Herod assembled his own wise 

men, no doubt mad that they had missed this and wondering what was going on.  He wants to 
know where the Messiah was to be born.  These students of the word tell him that Micah 5:2 
prophesies the birth of the Messiah in Bethlehem, a city about 7 miles south of Jerusalem.   

 
 
The Fulfilled Prophecy (Matthew 2:6; Micah 5:2-4) 

We will look at the rest of the Magi story next week when we look at the prophecy contained in 
that section.  It is important to underscore, though, that not only did God foretell through the 
prophets that Jesus would be born of a virgin, but He also told us where.  Matthew 2:5-6 says,  

5 “In Bethlehem of Judea,” they told him, “Because this is what was written by the prophet: 
6 And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah: 
Because out of you will come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel.”  

 
 
This isn’t a Christian interpretation of an Old Testament prophesy.  Every Jew of Jesus’s day 
read this passage as pointing to the Messiah.  This prophecy is the most straightforward and 
obviously fulfilled prophecy in the Bible.  The context of the passage in Micah clearly refers to 
the coming of the Messiah and was regularly read that way by the Jews of Jesus’ day.  
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Sometimes, we skip over the actual prophecy because we know the meaning.  But if we look 
closer at the prophecy, we will see that this passage predicts more than just the location of His 
birth.  It shows us the kind of Messiah He is coming to be.  God promises to send not just 
someone to exert power over the nation.  He promises a shepherd, someone who will live out 
Psalm 23 for the people. 
 
 
The Further Promise 
Again, this prophecy is intended to do more than amaze us at the improbability of the event and 
the prediction.  Bethlehem was chosen instead of Jerusalem to show us something important 
about God and us. 
 
We live in a world that tells us that we are worthless unless we have power, wealth, or both.  
That is why the wise men went to Jerusalem.  The star told them that a king had been born, and 
they just assumed that the King would be born in a palace in the capital city.  But God doesn’t 
value the things that man values. 
 
In 1 Corinthians 1:27-29, Paul writes, “27Instead, God has chosen what is foolish in the world to 
shame the wise, and God has chosen what is weak in the world to shame the strong.  28 God has 
chosen what is insignificant and despised in the world—what is viewed as nothing—to bring to 
nothing what is viewed as something, 29 so that no one may boast in his presence.” 
 
Jesus Himself is “the stone that the builders rejected” (Mark 12:10).  Jesus also promises His 
followers that the humble, the meek and the lowly are blessed and will “inherit the earth” 
(Matthew 5:5). 
 
So many times, we walk around in this world feeling insignificant - like we don’t matter.  Jesus 
was born to seemingly insignificant people in a seemingly insignificant town.  This prophecy 
reminds us to hope that what the world calls insignificant is valuable to God. 
 
This prophecy also reminds us that because we are valuable to God, He will lead us like a 
shepherd leads sheep.  Because He is our shepherd, we can trust that He will lead us the way 
Psalm 23 says. 
 
 
Discussion Question: 

1. Where did the Magi come from?  What were they looking for?  Where did they go first?  
Why? 

2. Why was Herod troubled by the arrival of the magi?  How did Herod become King? 
3. Jesus was born in Bethlehem, not Jerusalem.  What does this tell us about God’s 

priorities? 
4. What does it mean that Jesus is “the stone which the builders rejected?” 
5. This prophecy promises that God’s Messiah will lead us like a shepherd.  Read Psalm 23.  

How does a shepherd lead?   
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4. Out of Egypt – Hope for the Lost (Matthew 2:7-15)

Has someone ever given you directions that were either incomplete or confusing?  You took one 
look at them and thought, “I don’t understand.  I know I am gonna get lost.  Where am I 
supposed to be going?” 

I remember one such time that happened to me.  It was back before cell phones.  I was in a 
friend’s wedding.  We were leaving the rehearsal and heading to the place where the rehearsal 
dinner was going to take place, taking two separate cars.  I was supposed to follow him there.  
Before we left, he told me roughly where we were going in case we got separated.  As we were 
driving, I noticed several of the landmarks and street signs that my friends had mentioned.  I was 
feeling pretty comfortable with where we were going.  That is until he drove right past the place 
where I thought we were going.  I was almost positive it was the right place.  There were even 
people I recognized headed in, preparing for a party.  Why had we missed it?  Where were we 
going now?  What was going to happen?  Should I get his attention?  Surely, he knew.  This was 
his hometown, after all.  While I was following him through a series of turns for what felt like an 
eternity but was probably only a few minutes, I noticed that we reemerged at the building we had 
passed, but this time, we were exactly where we needed to be to snag the two best parking spots.  
After we both got out of our cars, he said something to me that I always found meaningful.  He 
said, “I knew you would be confused while it was happening, but once we got there, I knew 
you’d understand.” 

I sometimes think that is how God looks at us.  He promises to lead.  However, we often get 
confused about how things are going, especially when we pass a place where we thought we 
were headed.  God is saying to us, “I know you are confused while it is happening, but once we 
get there, I know you will understand.”   

Today, we are going to look at a prophecy fulfilled in the life of Jesus that gives us reason to 
hope, especially when we feel lost, because God knows what He is doing and is working all 
things out.  In the last lesson, we saw how God promised that the Messiah would be born in 
Bethlehem.  Today, we are going to look at a prophecy Matthew says Jesus fulfilled by coming 
“out of Egypt.”  On the surface, it seems contradictory and impossible.  I wonder if there were 
rival Messiah schools of thought: the Bethlehem School and the Egypt School.  Or maybe people 
thought, how could the Jewish Messiah come from Egypt?  We are going to see how God 
worked it all out, and perhaps along the way, we can gain confidence to trust God and have hope 
even when we feel lost and perplexed on the path that God has us walking right now.   

The Full Story 
• The Determination (v7-8):  After Herod finds out where the Messiah was to be born, he goes

back to the Magi and asks when they saw the star.  He then sends them to Bethlehem to find
the baby.  He pretends that he wants to worship Him too.  But if that were so, why on earth
doesn’t Herod go with them?  The magi have been journeying for probably two years.  They
have traveled several hundred miles in a land that was treacherous and among people who
might be dangerous.  Herod is seven miles from Bethlehem.  Why doesn’t he go?  He
probably wants to plan on what to do if they find a baby.  Of all the people who heard about
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the Magi, no one seems to go with them.  They knew where the Messiah was to be born.  
They knew what the Messiah was supposed to be.  Now they had word that the Messiah was 
here, and no one could be bothered to take an afternoon walk to see if it was true.  They don’t 
take the opportunity because they don’t want it.  They want to stay in power.  They refuse to 
be led.  They refused to bend the knee, so they didn’t go.   

• The Discovery (v9-11):  The Star went on before them.  Again, we aren’t sure what they saw.
There have been some interesting suggestions about what it could have been.  One is that
they might have seen planets moving in a way that was meaningful to them.  Another
suggestion is that perhaps they saw a comet.  Whatever they saw, they recognized it as divine
guidance, and it filled them with tremendous joy.  When they came to the house, they entered
and worshipped.  The reference to the house indicates that the Magi didn’t arrive on
Christmas night.  The shepherds found Jesus in a stable.  The Magi find Jesus in a house.  It
must have been an odd sight.  Great and powerful men, no doubt with an entourage, come to
a small house in a poor town.  They enter and fall on the floor before a mother and her baby.
This is more than kneeling.  This was more than a sign of respect.  This was the sign of
submission before a king.  They also presented Him with three gifts: gold, frankincense, and
myrrh.  These three gifts also reveal how they viewed Jesus.  Some even consider the gifts
prophetic.  Gold is a gift for a king.  Frankincense is used in worshiping a deity.  Myrrh is a
spice used in burial.  These three gifts symbolize the three roles that Christ revealed himself
to be: King, God, and Sacrifice.

• The Detour (v12): After seeing Jesus, they had evidently planned on going back to Herod
because the route back to their own country went north from Bethlehem back through
Jerusalem.  But they were warned in a dream not to return to Herod, so they went home by
another route.  We aren’t told what route they took or even what happened when they got
there.  It is important to realize that God led them to Jesus by means of the star, but that
wasn’t the end.  He kept leading them even as they headed home.  This time, He guided them
by means of a dream instead of a star.  Who knows how their lives changed based on what
they experienced?  What we do know is that they came following divine guidance, and they
left under the same guidance.

• The dream (v13-15) – Once the Magi leave, Joseph has another dream.  This time, an angel
tells him to head to Egypt.  There is urgency in the angel’s command.  Joseph gets up
immediately and leaves with his family while it is still night.  The choice of Egypt as a place
of refuge was a natural one for first-century Jews.  It was a traditional place for people from
Israel to flee when times were hard.  It was close: a little more than seventy-five miles away.
Though it would take longer then than now, it wasn’t far.  It was also a Roman province,
wealthier and better run than Herod’s client kingdom, and, most importantly, outside Herod’s
jurisdiction.  A large Jewish community had lived there for several centuries.  According to
the ancient Jewish writer Philo, by around AD 40, there were close to a million Jews living in
Egypt.  For Matthew, it held extra meaning as the place where Israel’s history as the people
of God began.
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The Fulfilled Prophecy (Matthew 2:15; Hosea 11:1)  
 This story of wise men, dreams, Herod, and a hasty flight to Egypt reaches its culmination in the 
statement in Matthew 2:15, “so that what was spoken by the Lord through the prophet might be 
fulfilled: “OUT OF EGYPT I CALLED MY SON.” 
 
The prophecy Matthew is referring to comes from Hosea 11:1, which says, “When Israel was a 
child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.”  There is only one problem.  The passage 
in Hosea isn’t looking forward to the future but instead looking back at the past.  God is 
recounting, through the prophet Hosea, how He had called, blessed, and been faithful to Israel 
despite Israel’s continual rebellion and faithlessness.  
 
So why does Matthew apply it to Jesus?  It isn’t really a prophecy per se, so how could it be 
“fulfilled?”  In addition to making individual predictions, one important dimension of Old 
Testament prophesy is about revealing patterns that occur repeatedly in God’s relationship with 
His people, reminding people how God has dealt with His people in the past so that they know 
how they can expect God to deal with them in the future.  
 
Matthew says Jesus fulfilled this prophecy because he believes that what God was doing in Israel 
was a foreshadowing of what God was going to do in Jesus.  Just as God redeemed His people 
from Egypt long ago and inaugurated a covenant with them, He is now accomplishing a more 
glorious redemption through Jesus, who is the greater Son fulfilling the hopes of Israel and 
inaugurating a new covenant.   
 
The Further Promise 
So, what lessons are we supposed to derive from this fulfilled prophecy? 
 
It should strengthen our faith that Jesus is the one who fulfills God’s plan.  Later on, in Matthew 
11:3, John’s disciples come to ask Jesus, “Are you the one who is to come, or should we expect 
someone else?”  I think many are often caught like this, wavering between faith and doubt.  Faith 
is less like an on-off switch and more like a muscle.  Faith isn’t something you either have or 
don’t.  It’s something that grows stronger the more you use it.  Prophecies like this strengthen 
our faith. 
 
It should also remind us that God’s nature never changes.  We see how God has repeatedly acted 
in the past in a consistent way and how it all points to Jesus as the culmination of His plan.  He 
longs to lead us out of exile and to give us life through His Son.   
 
I think there is one more promise to be found in these verses.  One thing I keep coming back to is 
how God is able to make order appear out of chaos.  The fulfillment of this prophecy offers hope 
to us when we feel lost.  When life looks like it’s confusing, off track, or impossible to make 
sense of, we can rest in the fact that God knows all the variables and is working everything out.  
The scribes were probably confused about how the Messiah could both be born in Bethlehem 
and come from Egypt.  In hindsight, it all made sense.  So, too, for us, in retrospect, we will say 
to God, “Oh, so that’s how it works out.”  In the meantime, we have the opportunity to hope that 
what looks like a wandering and broken road that we are being made to walk is actually the most 
direct route to the destination that God has for us.   
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Discussion Questions:  

1. Have you ever felt lost or confused by the path you were on?   
2. Have you ever been amazed at how God worked something out that you didn’t think was 

work-out-able? 
3. What is the significance of the three gifts the Magi gave Jesus?  What do they symbolize? 
4. What is Hosea 11:1 about?  How does it apply to Jesus? 
5. What are the hopes and truths that can be drawn from this fulfillment? 
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5. In the Midst of Suffering – Hope for the Suffering
(Matthew 2:16-18; Jeremiah 31:15)

I remember sitting across the table from a good friend of mine who asked to meet me for coffee.  
After a few minutes of pleasantries, he finally nervously summoned up the courage to ask his 
question, or more accurately, to make a statement.  “I think I am losing my faith.”  I asked him 
why he felt he was losing his faith, and he responded that he was trying to come to terms with 
how God could be good and how there could be so much evil in the world.  The first thing out of 
my mouth surprised him.  I said, “You aren’t losing your faith; you’re gaining it.”   

Most people interpret the doubts they experience as temptations to stop believing in God.  More 
likely, this is an opportunity to grow in our understanding of who God is.  As Christians, we 
shouldn’t be afraid of asking questions.  Faith isn’t blindly believing what we are told.  Faith 
means living out what we believe to be true, and confirming what we believe is true is a very 
reasonable thing to do.  Too many people have been turned away from Christianity because they 
were asking questions, good questions, and not only would no one answer them, but maybe they 
were even told that asking the question itself was wrong.  My friend thought he was drifting 
away from God when God was actually drawing him closer by provoking him with questions 
that encouraged my friend to seek answers and to seek God. 

His specific question wasn’t just a good question.  It is THE question.  One of the most important 
ones.  Inquire long enough of most people and you will find that the one thing they really don’t 
understand is the problem of evil.  They might use different language, such as, “Why do bad 
things happen to good people?”, but they still ask.  Ask people who have walked away from God 
or who are increasingly skeptical of His existence and you will find at the heart of their objection 
a claim that all the evil in the world is proof that God isn’t real.   

Looking at the Bible, the oldest book in the Old Testament is Job, a 40-chapter inquiry into the 
goodness of God in the midst of suffering.  It’s okay to ask the question.  There are good 
answers.  

In today’s lesson, we are going to look at part of the Christmas story that many people overlook 
because they don’t know what to do with it: Herod murdering the baby boys in Bethlehem, 
sometimes referred to as “The Slaughter of the Innocents.”  My hope is that by studying this 
difficult passage, we can realize that God doesn’t overlook our pain and can learn to hope in the 
midst of it.   
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The Full Story (Matthew 2:16) 
 
Herod had tried to deceive the magi into betraying the location of the Messiah.  In verse 8, he 
pretends to be interested in coming to worship this new King as well.  When the magi didn’t 
return to Jerusalem, Herod realized that his plan had been discovered, and he, in turn, had been 
tricked by the magi.  In response to the deception and in a fit of rage, Herod does the 
unthinkable.  He orders the murder of every male child under the age of two.  
 
The last half of verse 16 tells us the reason that two years were selected: “in keeping with the 
time he had learned from the wise men.” From this, we gather that the Magi saw the star about 
two years earlier and that Jesus was more of a toddler than a newborn when all of this transpired.   
 
Some critics and skeptics think that Herod’s reaction is so extreme that it must have been made 
up to make the birth of Jesus sound more legendary.  They point to how Herod hunting the 
babies sounds an awful lot, like Pharaoh hunting down the babies during the birth of Moses.  
They also point to the fact that there is no evidence for the Bethlehem atrocity in any sources 
outside of Matthew’s Gospel, but the truth is that Herod’s actions in the Gospel of Matthew 
accord well with what is recorded about him in outside sources.  Herod ruled Judea with an iron 
fist.  He had been placed on the throne by Rome with the explicit command of ensuring quiet by 
any means necessary, and he did just that.  Even the Romans thought his methods were extreme.  
According to Josephus, an ancient Jewish Historian, Herod had three of his own sons killed.  
Herod was hated by everyone, and he knew it.  When he was near death, he left a final order that 
one member of every family in Judea should be executed when he died so that the whole nation 
would really be in mourning.  Fortunately, that final order was never carried out. 
 
Though there is no extra-Biblical corroboration of Herod killing the babies in Bethlehem, it does 
fit with his personality as revealed in Jewish history.  Sadly, one reason why it might not have 
been reported may be because it was on a relatively small scale for the kinds of atrocities Herod 
commonly committed.  Bethlehem was a small town, and the number of baby boys under the age 
of two may not have numbered more than a dozen.  How terrible does a person have to be that 
the cold-blooded murder of a dozen children is not seen as a big deal compared to the other stuff 
you did? 
 
The Fulfilled Prophecy (Matthew 2:18; Jeremiah 31:15) 
 
Matthew says that this happened as a fulfillment of Jeremiah 31:15, which says, “This is what 
the Lord says: 

A voice was heard in Ramah, 
a lament with bitter weeping— 
Rachel weeping for her children, 
refusing to be comforted for her children 
because they are no more. 

 
Looking at Jeremiah, a couple of questions stand out: Where is Ramah?  Why is Rachel 
mentioned?  Why is she weeping?  And how does this connect to Bethlehem? 
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The context of Jeremiah is the people of Israel being carried off into Exile in 586 BC.  Ramah is 
the place where the Babylonians assembled their caravan of exiles to take them into captivity.  
Rachel is pictured weeping because she was viewed as the “mother” of Israel.  It was connected 
with Bethlehem because this is where she was buried.  According to Genesis 35:19, “Rachel died 
and was buried on the way to Ephrath (that is, Bethlehem).”  The picture in Jeremiah is of Rachel 
weeping and mourning from her tomb in Bethlehem (6 miles south of Jerusalem), and that 
wailing is heard in Ramah (5 miles north of Jerusalem) by those who are being driven into exile.   
 
But there is more to this passage.  The following few verses are words of hope.  Jeremiah 31:16-
17 says, “16 This is what the Lord says: 

Keep your voice from weeping 
and your eyes from tears, 
for the reward for your work will come— 
this is the Lord’s declaration— 
and your children will return from the enemy’s land. 
17 There is hope for your future— 
this is the Lord’s declaration— 
and your children will return to their own territory. 

 
The Lord tells Rachel to have hope because this isn’t the end of the story.  The section concludes 
with the promise of the new covenant.  Jeremiah 31:31 says, “ ‘Look, the days are coming’—this 
is the Lord’s declaration—’ when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with 
the house of Judah.’”  Sorrow does not have the last word.  Rachel may try to refuse to be 
comforted, but God will comfort her anyway.   
 
In focusing on this passage, Matthew isn’t saying the passage in Jeremiah predicts a slaughter of 
babies.  Matthew shows us how the tears of the Bethlehem mothers mirror the tears of those 
going into exile.  In the midst of suffering, we have the promise of God that sorrow doesn’t have 
the last word.  The true Son of God is here.  He is going into “exile” in Egypt.  The new 
covenant is beginning and will culminate in the undoing of sin and death. 
 
The Further Promise 
 
This has to be one of the hardest prophecies to discuss.  It raises a lot of uncomfortable questions 
like: Did God cause this to happen?  If God could save Jesus, why couldn’t He save the other 
babies too?   
 
It’s okay to ask these kinds of questions.  No question should be off-limits.  If we are going to 
grow our faith in God, we must be clear about what our obstacles to faith are.  Here are a couple 
of things to keep in mind as you wrestle with this topic.   
 
• God Didn’t Cause – It’s worth saying right from the start.  God didn’t kill the children in 

Bethlehem.  Herod did.  God gives each of us freedom.  That freedom is the power to do real 
good and real evil.  Herod chose real evil.  Why didn’t God stop Herod?  I don’t know.  But 
part of the answer is that it would be taking away freedom.   Why didn’t God warn the rest of 
the families in Bethlehem, too?  First, we don’t know if He did or not.  He might have, but 
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they didn’t understand.  Second, again, I don’t know.  It’s okay not to know.  Maybe Herod 
would have killed even more people.  Maybe if Herod came into town and found no children 
under the age of two, he would have suspected a coverup and killed everyone in the town.  
But ultimately, this is all speculation.  The one thing we can say for sure is that God didn’t 
cause this.  Herod did.  Herod used his God-given freedom to harm others.  

 
• God Cares – Sometimes we think that when God could’ve stopped something but doesn’t, He 

doesn’t care, but that is not the case.  He is deeply moved by the pain we all are going 
through.  In the Jeremiah passage, God comforts the woman who refuses to be comforted.  In 
the New Testament, we have John 11:35, which says, “Jesus wept.”  The shortest verse in the 
Bible, but maybe one of the most profound.  Jesus was moved to tears at the suffering and 
pain He saw while standing at the tomb of Lazarus, His friend whom He was about to raise 
from the dead.  He knew what He was about to do.  He knew that weeping was about to turn 
to amazement and joy, but He didn’t mock them or chastise them for their grief.  He wept 
with them.  “Jesus wept” is proof that Jesus cares about us and the pain we are going through.  
No matter how insignificant it may seem to others.  No matter what, one day, He will undo 
all the sin and, evil and pain in the world.  In the midst of your grief, Jesus grieves, too.  In 
the midst of your tears, Jesus cries, too.  Jesus knows your pain, and it hurts Him, too. 

 
• God Conquers – It’s important to realize that God doesn’t promise us the absence of evil.  He 

promises that He will defeat evil.  Jesus told His disciples in John 16:33: “You will have 
suffering in this world.  Be courageous!  I have conquered the world.”   It is hard for us to 
understand, but God decided that the best of all possible worlds was not a world in which evil 
never existed, but a world in which evil existed and was conquered.  God is in the process of 
conquering it.  The cross and the empty tomb were the start, but they were not the end.  
Revelation 21 tells us that one day, God will remake everything into a new heavens and new 
earth.  When He does so, Revelation 21:4-5 promises that: 

4 He will wipe away every tear from their eyes.  Death will be no more; grief, crying, and 
pain will be no more because the previous things have passed away. 
5 Then the one seated on the throne said, “Look, I am making everything new.” He also 
said, “Write, because these words are faithful and true.” 

We have the promise from God that every place where evil, sin, and death claim a victory 
will be overturned.  He will restore everything and make it new again.  He will wipe away 
every tear from every eye. 

 
This prophecy might not give the whole answer to the problem of evil, but it does give us reason 
to hope in the midst of affliction that the evil of this world doesn’t catch God off guard.  Evil 
doesn’t defeat God or derail His plan.  He knew it would happen.  He is undaunted by it.  He 
gives grace in the midst of it.  He is triumphing over it.    
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Discussion Questions: 
1. Have you ever felt like there were questions you wanted to ask but couldn’t?  What are 

they?  What did you do with those questions? 
2. Have you ever wrestled with the problem of evil? 
3. How do we sometimes blame God for evil?  How does it help to remember that Herod 

killed the children not God? 
4. How does God comfort us in the midst of suffering?  Have you ever felt the comfort of 

God?   
5. God doesn’t promise us the absence of evil.  What does He promise us?  
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6. From Nazareth – Hope for the Unloved (Mathew
2:19-23)

I went to graduate school in Philadelphia.  Moving up there from Texas, where I went to 
undergraduate school, was quite an experience.  Through a series of connections, I discovered I 
had a friend who had an aunt who lived in Philly and went to a church that had a list of church 
members with rooms and garage apartments for rent.  I made my way through the list, calling 
and asking for information.  One phone call was going extremely well.  The room sounded like a 
perfect situation in a perfect location.  As I chatted with the woman who was renting out the 
room, it appeared she thought I was going to be an ideal renter for her.  That was when things 
took an interesting turn.  She asked if I wanted to come see the room and determine if it would 
suit my needs.  I told her that I couldn’t right now because I was currently living in Texas but 
would be relocating to Philly at the end of the month.  She responded with a gruff, “The room is 
taken,” and hung up.  Bewildered but still needing a room, I continued calling down the list.  
Amazingly, none of the rest of the rooms on the list were for rent anymore.  One later call stands 
out in my mind.  As I approached the bottom of the list, the person who picked up interrupted my 
brief introduction with a curt, “Are you the religious nut that has been calling people?”  
Dumbfounded and at a loss for words, I don’t remember how I got off the phone.  Evidently, that 
first woman had called her friends and warned them about me.  Everything positive about me 
was swallowed up by what appeared to her to be a universal negative: I was from Texas.  That 
label carried with it a list of things that the person assumed were also true about me, and because 
of it, she wanted nothing to do with me.   

The story has a happy ending.  After a few more bizarre twists and turns, it all worked out.  I 
found a perfect room, at a perfect place, at a perfect price.  But that experience has always served 
as a reminder about how we all use labels to identify and exclude people, and those labels are 
often things that people can’t control.   

Have you ever felt like you were the wrong kind of people?  Like you were excluded or 
unwanted because of something about you that you couldn’t control?   Have you ever felt like 
things would be different for you if only you were born in a different place, looked different, or 
had access to different opportunities?   

We have been looking at the prophecies fulfilled in the Christmas story.  Today, we are going to 
look at the last of these prophecies.  Joseph, Mary, and Jesus fulfill the prophecy by settling in 
Nazareth.  Matthew 2:23 says, “Then he went and settled in a town called Nazareth to fulfill 
what was spoken through the prophets, that he would be called a Nazarene.” This is more than 
another impossible occurrence.  It is a message of hope for the unloved and excluded. 
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The Full Story 

• Joseph Returns v19-21 – Herod was the primary threat to Jesus.  He feared all rivals.  He
had killed three of his sons and had tried to kill Jesus.  Once he was dead, Mary, Joseph,
and Jesus would be free to return.   Herod did, in fact, die in 4 BC.  This is important, for
it means Jesus was probably born between 6 and 4 BC.  Perhaps you are wondering how
Jesus could have been born between 6 and 4 BC if BC meant “Before Christ.”  Well, the
BC/AD system of counting years was developed by a monk in the early Middle Ages
named Dionysius Exiguus (which means Denis the Short).  Unfortunately, Denis’s
calculations were off by a few years.  So, we should not be afraid to say that Jesus was
born between 6 and 4 BC.   The main point is that Herod tried and failed to kill Jesus but
did, in fact, die himself not long after.  After Herod’s death, an angel again appears to
Joseph in a dream and tells him to return from Egypt.  Joseph woke up and immediately
obeyed.  This is the third time that Matthew tells us about a dream Joseph had and his
immediate obedience when he woke up.  (Matthew 1:24. 2:13)

• Joseph Relocates v22-23 – On the way back to his homeland, Joseph learns that Herod’s
Son Archelaus was ruling in Judea.  When Herod died, the Roman Empire divided
Herod’s kingdom into four parts.  Two parts, which included Judea and Samaria were
given to Archelaus.   The other two parts were assigned to Herod Antipas and Herod
Philip, also sons of Herod, who each got the title of Tetrarch, which means ruler of a
fourth part.  Antipas ruled the region of Galilee and Peraea.  Philip was assigned Batanea,
Trachonitis, and Auranitis.  Archelaus was as cruel as his father and a poor ruler.  He was
removed from rule in 6 AD, and a Roman procurator was assigned to govern in his place.
Warned again by a dream, Joseph settles in Galilee, specifically Nazareth.

The Fulfilled Prophecy 

Settling in Nazareth fulfilled the prophecy.  Matthew 2:23 says, “Then he went and settled in a 
town called Nazareth to fulfill what was spoken through the prophets, that he would be called a 
Nazarene.” 

But where does that prophecy come from?  This one is trickier to pin down.  Notice this verse 
probably looks different in your Bible than the other prophecies in Matthew so far.  It’s not 
written in all capital letters like quotes from the Old Testament usually are.  There is no footnote 
in your margin telling you the Old Testament reference.  Matthew even uses the plural 
“prophets” instead of the singular “prophet,” which he used for the previous four prophecies. 

So, what is Matthew talking about?  One thought is that he is referring to Isaiah 11:1, which 
says, “then a shoot will grow from the stump of Jesse, and a branch from his roots will bear 
fruit.”  The Hebrew word for “branch” is neser.  That means the name Nazareth can be roughly 
translated as “Branch town.”  Some people evidently thought this was a subtle reference to where 
the Messiah would be from. 

There must be more, though.  If this were all there was, Matthew would have quoted the Isaiah 
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passage like he had done with the other prophecies.  This suggests that Matthew had no specific 
Old Testament quotation in mind; indeed, these words are found nowhere in the Old Testament.  
It is more likely that people in Jesus’s day were connecting two ideas common in Jewish 
thinking.  
 
First, the Old Testament is full of references to the fact that the Messiah would be despised.  
Psalm 22:6 says, “But I am a worm and not a man, scorned by mankind and despised by people.” 
Isaiah 53:2-3 says: 

He grew up before him like a young plant 
and like a root out of dry ground. 
He didn’t have an impressive form 
or majesty that we should look at him, 
no appearance that we should desire him. 
3 He was despised and rejected by men, 
a man of suffering who knew what sickness was. 
He was like someone people turned away from;  
he was despised, and we didn’t value him. 

 
Second, people in Judea despised people from Nazareth.  “Nazarene” was a slang or idiomatic 
term for an individual from a very remote or obscure place (much like our contemporary words 
hick or hillbilly).  For example:  In John 1:46, when Philip invites Nathaniel to come see Jesus of 
Nazareth, Nathaniel responds, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” Even other Galileans 
despised people from Nazareth.   Later on, the followers of Jesus are called “Nazarenes” as a 
way of mocking and insulting them (Acts 24:5). 
 
If Joseph had returned to Bethlehem, Jesus would have been referred to as “Jesus of Bethlehem,” 
which would carry with it Messianic overtones because of its association with David.  “Jesus the 
Nazarene,” on the other hand, is a term of contempt and scorn.  Jesus went to Galilee so that 
what was written about Him in the prophets would be fulfilled: He would be despised, rejected, 
and looked down on by those He came to save. 
 
The Further Promise 
Once again, like the other prophecies, being from Nazareth is more than a prediction.  It is a 
message of hope.  We all go through times when we feel that we are an outcast, that we don’t fit 
in, or that we are the wrong kind of people.  Jesus being a Nazarene offers hope to all of us when 
we feel unloved or overlooked by the world.  He became one of the most despised and unloved 
people in His day so that He could demonstrate to us all that no one is unloved by Him and 
reminds us that God is in the business of using the people the world thinks useless in order to 
accomplish His purposes. 
 
One of the other prophecies the early Christians claimed Jesus fulfilled was Psalm 118:22, which 
says, “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.”  Jesus is the definition of 
someone the world didn’t want but who was exalted by God.    
 
We can trust that when we feel like the world has overlooked us and excluded us that we are 
seen by God and loved.  Jesus says in Matthew 10:29-31, “29 Aren’t two sparrows sold for a 
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penny?[i] Yet not one of them falls to the ground without your Father’s consent. 30 But even the 
hairs of your head have all been counted.  31 So don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many 
sparrows.” 

We can trust that our lives are in God’s hands and not in the hands of those in the world who 
claim power over us.  And we can trust the promises contained in 1 Peter 5:6-7, “Humble 
yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God, so that he may exalt you at the proper 
time, 7 casting all your cares on Him, because he cares about you.”  God is strong when you feel 
powerless.  He is calling you to submit to Him and not to those in the world who promise success 
in exchange for submission.  God is wise and is calling you to trust that He has a plan that is for 
His glory and your good.  God loves you and wants you to cast all your worry upon Him and see 
if He doesn’t sustain you in the meantime. 

Discussion Questions: 
1. Have you ever been overlooked or excluded because of something about you that you

couldn’t control?  How did that make you feel?
2. How many times does an angel appear to Joseph?  What does he do immediately

afterwards?
3. Where does the idea that the Messiah will be a Nazarene come from?
4. What further hope and promise does this prophecy give about who God is and why we

can trust Him?  What does Psalm 118:22 mean?
5. How do we usually respond when we feel overlooked or excluded by the world?  What

do verses like 1 Peter 5:6-7 show us to do?
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