
We Keep Waiting, Watching and Praising 

Isaiah 63:7-9; Hebrews 2:10-18; Matt 2:13-23 

Responsive Reading:  Psalm 148. 

 

Advent / Christmas gives us many marvelous 

images of what Almighty God wants this world 

to become.   They are radical, out of this world 

ideals and word pictures.    They are about 

justice, harmony, and peace.   And we receive 

lots of warnings.  “Isaiah declares, ‘Hear now.  

Is it not enough to try the patience of humans?  

Will we try the patience of my God also?” 

 

Plus we are given the core purpose God is 

drawing our attention to: God with us.   Isaiah 

declares, “Therefore the Lord himself will give 

you a sign: The virgin will conceive and give 

birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.”   He 

who has ears let him hear! We could say advent 

is Almighty God crying out to get our attention. 

 

These messages are offered to us as visions for 

today, not just some time in the future. Further-

more – they are interwoven with many praises 

toward a holy Creator God.    “May his name 

endure forever; may it continue as long as the 

Sun.  Then all nations will be blessed through 

him, and they will call him blessed.  Praise be 

to the Lord God, the God of Israel, who alone 

does marvelous deeds.  Praise be to his glorious 

name forever; may the whole earth be filled 

with his glory.”  (Psalm 72:17-19) 

 

And advent is a time of hope and joy with 

declarations like:  “Suddenly a great company 

of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, 

praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the 

highest heaven, and on earth peace to those on 

whom his favor rests.”     “The people who 

walked in darkness have seen a great light; 

those who dwelt: in a land of deep darkness on 

them has light shined.  For to us a child is born, 

to us a child is given; and the government will 

be upon his shoulder and his name will be 

called 'Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God 

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace'. 

But then today, we are reminded that this world 

doesn’t come close to the wonderful warm 

images of what should be.  The story of Herod 

and Jesus fleeing breaks into our cozy feelings. 

After four weeks of praise and unearthly ideas, 

we are reminded of reality.  Why?   

 

Our scripture from Matthew reads, “Then was 

fulfilled what had been spoken through the 

prophet Jeremiah:  "A voice was heard in 

Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel 

weeping for her children; she refused to be 

consoled because they were no more." 

 

The Rachel of the Old Testament never had it 

easy.  On the one hand she had Laban who was 

sneaky, for a father. On the other she had Jacob 

the timid thief, for a husband.   Then there was 

her sister Leah.    Rachel was the prettier of 

Laban's daughters when Jacob came to work 

for them.  She stole Jacob's heart the first time 

he laid eyes on her. Jacob agreed to work seven 

long years for her and he was good on his 

word.  But when it came time to close the deal, 

Laban tricked him and sent Leah into the 

wedding chamber after the lights were turned 

down.  Jacob ended up having to work another 

seven long years for Rachel while learning to 

live with Leah for whom he didn't bargain.  

 

When they did get married, Rachel found that 

she couldn't have babies.   As if to add salt to 

the wound, her sister Leah had four children 

and found not-so-subtle ways to hold it over her 

sister's head.   Eventually, Rachel did have a 

child named Joseph.    She just didn't get to 

enjoy him for very long.  By the time she gave 

birth to her second baby, her body wasn't up to 

it.    With her dying breath, she named him 

Benoni, which means 'child of my sorrow'. 

Jacob eventually changed it to Benjamin. 

 

She became a symbol for Israel of inconsolable 

sorrow.  How can anyone console you when so 

much that seems to happen to you is unfair and 

full of sadness and out of your control?   So, 

when the Babylonians carried off Israel into 

exile centuries later, Jeremiah wrote that it was 

like old Rachel was still crying out from her 

grave.   But, Rachel's children, her descendants, 

were God's children. 



In response to the tragedy of the exile that 

befell Israel and then Judah, God asked, “Is 

Ephraim my son?” (Jer 31:20)  Then answering 

his own question, God said, “As often as I 

speak against him, I still remember him.  

Therefore my heart longs for him.” 

 

So if anybody would have understood, the bad 

luck senseless tragedy of the young babies in 

Bethlehem, Rachel and Israel would have. 

 

As so many of the New Testament stories have 

an Old Testament mirror story, the author 

Matthew is using scripture to interpret scrip-

ture.   The slaughter of innocents is a biblical 

theme, which forms the story of Moses also.  

Pharaoh had commanded the Israelite midwives 

to kill the boy babies to control the slave 

population.  They didn’t and they saved Moses. 

But later Moses had to flee Egypt.   He stayed 

away until God called him to confront Pharaoh, 

and free the Israelites from slavery. 

 

So part of the Advent story is Joseph did the 

same thing.   He fled from a wicked ruler, but 

instead of leaving Egypt, he went to Egypt.  

And then later, God called him back to the land 

of Israel with Jesus and Mary. 

 

It all fits very nicely into what Matthew is 

telling us.  Jesus is the new Moses, the one who 

finally & fully leads his people out of bondage. 

Furthermore, it is a deliberate reminder of the 

kind of world into which Jesus was born.    

Some say there is no historical evidence that 

Herod slaughtered Bethlehem's babies, but 

regardless, there is no doubt he was a child 

murderer.  

 

He had three of his own children executed 

under accusation of conspiring against their 

him.  Plus Herod was married to a total of ten 

wives.  His murderous behavior is said to have 

made the Roman Emperor Augustus remark 

that he would rather be Herod's pig than his 

son.   The point of the joke is that in Greek, 

which cultivated Romans spoke at the time, the 

word for pig (hys) and son (hyios), sound alike.  

As a Jew, Herod didn't eat pork, but he did 

murder three of his sons, among other people.  

So the brutal face of Herod & his family, hangs 

over the Christmas story like a funeral pall.  It 

is about a cruelty, an utter disregard for human 

life that we see again and again throughout 

scripture and throughout human history.  

Matthew makes the point that Jeremiah’s 

prophecy was fulfilled as well as Jesus would 

be called the Nazarene, from another prophecy. 

 

Matthew is not saying that the murderous 

events that do happen in the world are God's 

will.    Instead the message is not that God 

summons evil to accomplish divine purposes, 

but that the scripture knows the tragic human 

destruction woven into the fabric of history.  

And not even evil in its most catastrophic form, 

evil as cold and merciless as the murderer of 

innocent children, can destroy God's ability to 

save and work out the Almighty’s purposes. 

 

In Moses' story an infant was spared so that a 

leader could be born to save his people.   In 

Jesus' story, the "new Moses" was spared so 

that a saviour could usher in a new kind of 

kingdom.   Holy Scripture makes all kinds of 

claims about that helpless baby sent from 

Heaven to share our humanity. 

 

So we receive some understanding of why we 

have this terrible story.  Jesus as the new Moses 

is a reminder to us that the Creator is at work; 

the Almighty is planning to save his people 

again.  But Matthew probably had at least two 

other reasons for including this quote from 

Jeremiah.  Rachel was associated in Jewish lore 

with the village of Bethlehem.     A popular 

legend was that Rachel's tomb was there.   

 

And more importantly, the passage from 

Jeremiah refers to the Babylonian captivity of 

Israel.  In Jeremiah, (40:1), Ramah is specified 

as the place where Jeremiah parts company 

with the exiles who are being taken by their 

captors to Babylon.  Ramah, in other words, is 

the place of mourning for all of God's people, 

where the mother of God's children, Rachel, 

still weeps from her grave.   



The poignant picture of a mother weeping for 

her lost children is a word picture of God’s 

redemption.  God is coming to save his people. 

In using these Old Testament facts and images, 

Matthew wants his readers to know, our Savior 

is intervening in history - again.  Because God 

says through the prophet Jeremiah, “Don’t 

weep because Rachel’s children, Israel will 

come back from the land of their enemy.  There 

is hope.  Your children’s children will return.” 

(31:16-17)  So the question we need to ask this 

and every Christmas is:  Will Rachel's children 

come back?  Will all people turn to the Lord? 

 

And there is another lesson we need to catch. 

Look at the history of the Herod family, Herod 

the Great, Herod Archelaus and Herod Antipas. 

Compare them to the stories of Jesus, the child 

born to a poor young mother who said yes to 

God; the child protected by the good man who 

obeyed the words of the messengers of God.  

 

Who made a difference in subsequent history 

and in the hearts of human beings?    Who is 

remembered with love and devotion?  Who is 

worshiped and obeyed?   And whose life and 

death changed the world?   Think about the 

Herod kings and then think about Jesus of 

Nazareth.  Whose kingdom do you prefer? 

 

One bribes the Romans with money taken from 

the taxes of the poor people of Judea in order to 

curry favor with the conquerors and hold on to 

his throne. The other urges his followers to give 

what they have to the poor while he himself 

lives as one who has nowhere to lay his head. 

 

Herod uses violence that brings forth more 

violence.   Jesus resists violence by offering 

peace and forgiveness. 

 

Herod builds palaces and temples to his own 

glory while Jesus builds the kingdom of God by 

turning the values of power and wealth upside 

down. 

 

One lives by injustice, the other by justice. 

Herod orders death while Jesus offers life. 

Who is the one we desire to imitate? 

The story of the flight to Egypt, of a poor 

couple and an infant escaping to another land, 

has given hope to millions of refugees the 

world over.   It is probable that thousands of 

refugees have been given asylum and been 

resettled by churches because of the memory of 

the One who started his life as a refugee. 

 

Matthew uses historical facts to send us a 

message of hope and faith.   The Almighty 

wants to free us from the slavery of sin.  We 

have this contrast with Rachael and Israel’s 

history with our Redeemer doing a new thing. 

We have the contrast of God’s King – baby 

Jesus with a line of earthly kings – Herod’s. 

 

In the eyes of the world, we envy the wealth, 

power and prestige of kings who can enslave 

people.  But Jesus was unknown and ignored 

back then and today; yet his followers come to 

be convinced that he, indeed, is God’s Son.  His 

life and death and resurrection testify to the 

love, justice, and outlandish mercy of God.  

 

Our Hebrews text teaches us, Jesus brings us to 

glory.  He makes us holy.  He is not ashamed to 

call us sisters and brothers.  Christ shares in our 

humanity so that by his death he might break 

the power of him who holds the power of death 

- that is, the devil - and free those who all their 

lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.  

The Lord Jesus Christ helps those who are 

tempted and make atonement for our sins. 

 

Which is why we remember Jesus of Nazareth 

with gratitude and praise.   Thanks be to God.  

It’s why many of the Advent scriptures have 

expressions of thanks and adoration.   But we 

keep waiting.  We keep watching for God with 

us right now.  And we increase our praises and 

followership and worship of the eternal king – 

the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Let’s read our psalm for today. 

 


