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“The Blessings of Obedience”

“Get up and 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.”

Growing up as an only child, I often found visits to the homes of family and friends both fascinating and confusing.  I
didn’t know the meaning of “sibling rivalry” in my house; my room was my room and my stuff was my stuff.  But in
these other homes, bedrooms became battlegrounds for territory, and arguments over what belonged to whom
could go on endlessly.  But perhaps the greatest source of arguments was over chores: who was assigned to taking
out the trash, or cleaning their rooms, or doing the dishes?  In my house, the chores that were my responsibility were
clear, and there was never an argument about what I was expected to do.  But in these other houses, brothers and
sisters seemed to argue endlessly about who did or didn’t do the chores that were assigned to them, and how unfair
it was that one person wasn’t doing what they were told to do.  One day, I was visiting the home of a friend who was
one of five children when I noticed a large chart on the refrigerator door that listed the chores each child was to do,
accompanied by the warning that “this list is to be obeyed – no arguments allowed!”

Even though I didn’t have to deal with the tension of sibling rivalry in my house, I must admit that I often found it
difficult to obey what my parents expected of me.  I had no problem with cleaning my room or clearing the dishes off
the table after supper, but I didn’t like dusting on Saturday mornings or raking the leaves in the fall.  I wasn’t a big fan
of going to bed at my assigned bedtime and being expected to clean my plate was often an unpleasant task
(especially when brussels sprouts were served!).  I knew that I was expected to obey my parents, but I didn’t always
enjoy it.
Perhaps the most challenging of the Ten Commandments for young people is the Fourth Commandment: “Honor
your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the land that the LORD your God is giving you.” (Exodus
20:12).  Martin Luther seems to make keeping the commandment more difficult in his explanation in the Small
Catechism: “We are to fear and love God, so that we neither despise nor anger our parents and others in authority,
but instead honor, serve, obey, love, and respect them.”  The Holiness Codes in the early church made obedience to
parents a requirement for Christian children:

· “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.  ‘Honor your father and mother’ – this is the first
commandment with a promise: ‘so that it may be well with you and you may live long on the earth.’” –
Ephesians 6:1-3.

· “Children, obey your parents in everything, for this is your acceptable duty in the Lord.” – Colossians 3:20.

The motivation for such obedience is that this is “pleasing,” proper behavior within the community of faith: “the Lord
commands, and his command is to be followed without any objection.” (Eduard Lohse).
Growing up in an observant Jewish household, Joseph would have understood the importance of living in obedience
to the Torah, the teachings of the Lord that were given to the people of Israel through Moses.  Throughout the
infancy narratives, Joseph is depicted as an obedient man: he obeys the edict of Caesar Augustus that “all the world
should be registered” (Luke 2:1) a journeys “from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called
Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David.” (2:4-5).  He obeys the command of the
angel to “not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit … he took Mary
as his wife, but had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son” (Matthew 1:20, 24-25).  In obedience to
the Torah, Mary and Joseph presented their newborn son for circumcision eight days after his birth, when they both
obeyed the command of the angel in naming the child: “After eight days had passed, it was time to circumcise the



child; and he was called Jesus, the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb.” (Luke 2:21). 
Joseph was a shining example of living in accordance with the teachings of God in the Torah: “You shall love the LORD
your God, therefore, and keep his charge, his decrees, his ordinances, and his commandments always.” (Deuteronomy
11:1).

Joseph’s obedience to the Lord’s commands are perhaps of no greater significance in the Gospel story than in today’s
lesson from Matthew, in which an angel of the Lord appears to Joseph following the departure of the Magi and
commands him to “Get up, 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.” (Matthew 2:13).  Matthew first introduces his readers to Herod when
he is visited by the “wise men from the East” who come to Jerusalem asking, “where is the child who has been born
king of the Jews?  For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.” (2:2).  Matthew reports
that when Herod heard this “he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him” (2:3), because he knew that his claim to
the throne of Israel was not legitimate.  Herod the Great was and Idumean who, backed by Rome, had established
himself as king by military conquest of his “own” people.  The populace, who wanted a king with Jewish blood who
was a descendant of David (“Your house and your kingdom shall be made sure for ever before me; your throne shall be
established forever.” – 2 Samuel 7:16) and who was not beholden to the Romans, resented his rule.  Herod would go
to any lengths to maintain his illegitimate grasp on the throne; in 7 BC, he had his sons Alexander and Aristobulus
executed, as he considered them a threat to his power.  In 4 BC, he killed his son Antipater for the same reason.  So, it
is not surprising that “the news the wise men brought him as a pretender to the throne must have alarmed him.  It
was clear from his character that he would stop at nothing.” (Joseph Ratzinger, Pope Benedict XVI).  Herod instructs
the Magi to “go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go
and pay him homage” (2:8), but when they are “warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own
country by another road” (2:12).  The Magi obediently took another road back home, avoiding the path that would
have brought them back into the presence of “the suspicious tyrant [who] sensed betrayal and hostility everywhere,
and a vague rumor reaching his ears would have been enough to put into his sick mind the idea of killing the newborn
children.” (Ratzinger).

· “Jesus’ birth upset the order.  He comes as God’s chosen king, the one who is to bring about the peace,
justice, and equity of the kingdom of God.  And so all earthly kings who put their own power and privilege
first are terrified.  Herod is a good, but by no means lone, example.  So terrified is he of the promise that God
will, in this child, restore peace and justice that he is willing to slaughter the infants of a whole region.  So
Joseph, warned by an angel, flees this carnage and moves his family to Egypt.” – David Lose.

Joseph moves his family to Egypt the same night that the Magi left for their home country by a road that avoiding
returning to Herod.  As elsewhere, “Joseph’s obedience is described as the mirror image of the divine command” (M.
Eugene Boring).  The flight to Egypt fulfills the prophecy of Hosea, that “out of Egypt I have called my son” (Hosea
11:1); “for Matthew, the prophet is speaking here of Christ – the true son.  It is he whom the Father loves and calls out
of Egypt.” (Ratzinger).
Herod’s response to all this is both predictable and horrific: “When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise
men, he was infuriated, and he sent and killed all the children in and around Bethlehem who were two years old or
under, according to the time that he had learned from the wise men.” (2:16).  Herod’s slaughter of the Holy Innocents
is in character with the historical Herod the Great; a man who could kill his own sons would not hesitate to kill other
people’s sons to maintain his grasp on power.  Herod’s massacre recalls a similar atrocity committed by Pharaoh:
“Then Pharaoh commanded all his people, ‘Every boy that is born to the Hebrews you shall throw into the Nile, but you
shall let every girl live.” (Exodus 1:22).  But as God spares Moses so that he might lead God’s people out of their exile
in Egypt, the Lord spares the infant Jesus so that he might lead God’s people home:



· “With the flight into Egypt and the return to the promised land, Jesus grants the definitive Exodus.  He is truly
the Son.  He is not going to run away from the Father.  He returns home, and he leads others home.  He is
always on the path toward God and thus he leads the way back from exile to the homeland, back to all that is
authentic and true.  Jesus, the true Son, himself went into ‘exile’ in a very deep sense, in order to lead all of
us home from exile.” – Ratzinger.

Matthew identifies the slaughter of the innocent children of Bethlehem as the fulfillment of the prophecy of Jeremiah
in which Rachel, the matriarch of the tribes of Benjamin and Ephraim, is weeping loudly for her “children,” the
Israelites as they are led away captive to Babylon: “The was fulfilled what had been spoken through the prophet
Jeremiah: ‘A voice was heard in Ramah, weeping and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; she refused
to be consoled, because they are no more.’” (2:17-18; Jeremiah 31:15).  The child Jesus recapitulates the experience
of Israel, but also offers the hope of which Rachel speaks in the next verse in Jeremiah: “Thus says the LORD: Keep
your voice from weeping, and your eyes from tears; for there is a reward for your word, says the LORD: they shall
come back from the land of the enemy; there is hope for your future, says the LORD: your children shall come back to
their own country.” (Jeremiah 31:16-17).  Herod’s massacre of innocent children was horrific but was ultimately
unsuccessful, because through the obedience of Joseph the illegitimate king failed to destroy the true King of the
Jews, the child who was born to “save his people from their sins.” (1:21).
Joseph’s obedience is once again the mirror image of the angel’s command when after Herod’s death “an angel of the
Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to Joseph and said, ‘Get up, take the child and his mother, and go to the land of
Israel, for those who were seeking the child’s life are dead.’” (2:19-20).  Joseph obediently takes “the child and his
mother, and went to the land of Israel” (2:21); but when he discovers that Herod’s son Archaelaus, the most brutal of
Herod’s sons, “was ruling over Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there” (2:22).  Once again
obeying the warning he received in a dream, Joseph changes course and takes his family north to Galilee, to live
under the less brutal regime of Antipas.  Mary and Joseph’s journey end when they make their home in Nazareth, “so
that wheat had been spoken through the prophets might be fulfilled, ‘He will be called a Nazorean.’” (2:23).  The fact
that the Messiah came from Nazareth is not mere chance but is guided by a nocturnal revelation from God and
spoken of in Scripture:

· “He left Nazareth and made his home in Capernaum by the lake, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali, so
that what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled: ‘Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali,
on the road by the sea, across from the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles – the people who sat in darkness have
seen a great light, and for those who sat in the region and the shadow of death light has dawned.’  From that
time Jesus began to proclaim, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.’” – 4:13-17; Isaiah 9:1-2.

Obedience to the Lord’s commands could have been interpreted by Joseph as being a burden and forcing him to
change his plans for the future.  He could have objected to what the Lord demanded of him, and even refused to
comply.  But Joseph’s obedience resulted in blessings not only for the Holy Family but for all families, for because of
the obedience of Joseph and Mary a child is born to them who will be a blessing to all people, for the one who calls us
to obey promises that our obedience will result in blessings far beyond anything we could ask or imagine:

· “They are obedient, and the story as told could not take place without them, but the initiative is with God,
whose saving activity represents divine sovereignty and choice, not a response to prayer or human action. 
The child is born, guided, protected, and taken to his home in Galilee of the Gentiles by divine direction; yet
that direction is unobstrusive and ambiguous.  Only later, when Jesus comes for baptism and hears the
heavenly voice declare him to be God’s Son, does the reader understand that this infant could not have been
just anyone, but represents the initiative of God in calling one who was born and preserved as the Son of
God.” – M. Eugene Boring.



As a child, I did not always understand or appreciate why I was expected to obey what my parents or others in
authority commanded me to do; but as an adult, I gained a greater insight into how what seemed to be arbitrary and
arduous was in fact a blessing, since these expectations helped me grow into a caring and responsible adult as they
contributed at the time to a household in which burdens were shared equally among all members of the family. 
God’s call for us as the people of God to live in obedience to the Lord’s expectations of us are never meant to be
burdensome or overwhelming; Jesus calls us into a life in which the expectations placed upon us will result in
blessings for us and blessings for those we serve:

· “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke
upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentile and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For
my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” – Matthew 11:28-30.

We take the yoke of Christ upon our shoulders cheerfully, recognizing that the call obey the commands of our Lord
are not a burden but a blessing, for as God used the obedience of Joseph to bring the blessings our Lord and Saviour
to all people, God will use our obedience to walking as children of the light to bring the fullness of God’s blessings to
all people, so that “to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we
can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever.” (Ephesians
3:20-21).
Blessed are those who are obedient to God’s Will, for they shall follow in the path of Joseph in bearing the good news
of the Christ Child to all the world!

Amen.


