What Child is This?
First Sunday after Christmas

Matthew 2:13-23

Dec. 26th, 2010

Dear friends in Christ,


There are many familiar and wonderful Christmas carols we sing this time of year.  I’ve tried to include many of them as part of today’s service. (8:45)  One of my favorites is the carol, “What Child is This?”  Part of it is the tune, the English melody called Greensleeves.  It is both comforting and haunting at the same time. It’s also quite singable for most of us, an easy rhythm and reasonable range, unlike some of the more difficult carols like “Lo, How a Rose E’re Blooming “ or “Of the Father’s Love Begotten.”


But beyond the tune, the carol ties together both Christ’s birth and death, the manger and the cross, in a way that most carols do not.  In three short verses we sing the good news of Christ’s birth, death and glory the gospel story.

What child is this? also seems to be an appropriate question to ponder at Christmas, and really, throughout the year.  What child is this?  Who is Jesus?  How do we understand him and what he has done?


The writer of the carol was William Dix, who lived in England from from 1837-1898.  The hymn first appeared in a collection of Christmas carols in 1871.  The inspiration for the hymn was the events recorded in Matthew 2, the visit of the wise men to Bethlehem and the flight into Egypt by the holy family that followed.


What I’d like to do this morning is look at the lessons, especially the gospel from Matthew 2: 13 and following, and ask the question, “What Child is This?  Now that we have celebrated the Christ child’s birth, who is this child, anyway?


Today’s gospel lesson is a little bit out of order from the way things actually took place.  In Matthew’s gospel, after the birth of Jesus, the wise men come to Bethlehem from the East.  They didn’t come right away, as it took some time for them to follow the star and arrive.  So, historically, the church has celebrated their arrival on January 6th, following the twelve of Christmas, the day of Epiphany.

They first went to Jerusalem and asked people, “Where is the child who has been born King of the Jews?”  When Herod the king heard about the wise men and their question, he did some inquiring of the scribes and Pharisees, and learned the promised Messiah was to be born in Bethlehem.  He called in the wise men and sent them off to Bethlehem, who once again were guided by the star.   Herod told them that once they found the child, to send him word, so he could go and worship him as well.  But the wise men, after they were led to the baby, were warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, so they did not.  They left for their own country by a different road.

That takes us to today’s lesson, the flight into Egypt.  What child is this?  What do we learn from this story?


Well, first, this child is a fulfillment of Biblical prophecy.  This is the promised Messiah, the one to whom the Hebrew scriptures, our Old Testament, had been pointing.  The gospel writer Matthew makes this very clear as each step along the way he quotes an Old Testament prophecy that is being fulfilled.  

Joseph, Mary and Jesus fled to Egypt and remained until Herod died and they are able to return.   Matthew 2:15 quotes an Old Testament prophecy “This was to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophets, “Out of Egypt I have called my son.”  The flight to Egypt was no accident, it was part of God’s plan.

A few verses later Matthew records the killing of the innocent children of Bethlehem two years of age and under by Herod, who wanted Jesus dead.  This was a fulfillment of prophecy from Jeremiah, “A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation.  Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be consoled, because they are no more.”  

And then once the family settles in Nazareth, another prophecy is fulfilled, He will be called a Nazorean.”  (Mt. 2:23)

What child is this?  This child is the promised one, the fulfillment of God’s plan to save the world.


As the promised one, this child is also the protected one.  In the midst of the plot of an evil king, God the Father protects and guides his family, so the messiah might be safe.  Here again we see ties to the Old Testament.  Do you remember the story of Joseph in Genesis, the favored son of Jacob who was given a coat of many colors?  Do you remember how God spoke to Joseph and guided him after he had been sold in slavery and taken to Egypt?  It was in his dreams that God spoke.

So also it is with Joseph, Mary’s husband, who was warned in a dream to flee to Egypt and then later told, in another dream to go back to Israel.  In yet another dream, he was warned to go to Galilee, to the town of Nazareth, where Jesus was then raised.


What child is this?  This is the promised one, who, in a world full of treachery and sin, was guided and protected by God the Father through the actions of Joseph and Mary.


Although I don’t claim to fully understand it, I do believe that God continues to guide and protect us along life’s journey.  Sin and evil are real, and have their say, just as sin and evil were present in Herod and the taking the lives of the innocent children. No one can deny that evil exists and terrible things can happen to innocent people.  But because of Christ the savior, such evil does not have the final say.  They are defeated in the cross and resurrection.


What child is this?  The lessons also suggest that Jesus will be like a new Moses, a deliverer of the people.  Just as the people of Israel were led out of Egypt by God and Moses to freedom and a new land, so also Jesus, as a child, was led out of Egypt to be a new deliverer of the people. 


The ties to the Old Testament are once again pretty clear here.  An evil Pharoah tried to have all the Hebrew children killed, because the Hebrews were becoming too numerous.  Knowing this, Moses’ mother hid her child, eventually placing him in a basket hidden in the reeds of the Nile River, saving his life.  The evil Herod wanted all the children two and younger around Bethlehem killed, but Jesus was saved when Joseph and Mary fled to Egypt.  Moses eventually became the liberator of the Israelites.  Jesus became the liberator of all people.  What child is this?  This will be a new Moses, one who will set the people free.

And then finally, this lesson suggests that Jesus will be a new king.  The wise men knew that, and brought gifts to the newborn king.  The evil King Herod knew it, and saw in this new baby a threat to his kingdom.  He tried to get the wise men to find and identify this baby to him, so he might eliminate this threat.  When the wise men tricked him and didn’t return, he had innocent children killed.  

But Jesus would not be the traditional kind of ruler that Herod, and perhaps even the wise men, anticipated him to be.  This was the promised Messiah, God’s own son, who entered the world.  His mission was not to restore Israel to its former days of glory, by becoming a powerful new ruler.  His mission was much greater.  He was to be the king of salvation, who would save all the world from sin and death.  In order to do that, as it says in the Hebrews lesson, “he had to become like his brothers and sisters in every respect.”  He had to be fully human, identifying in every way with us.  


And in order to save us, he had to die for us.  He had to die the death we deserved.  Jesus is saved from the evil forces at work in the world when he was an infant.  But we have that sense, in reading this lesson, that the time will come that the baby must die to fulfill his mission.  What he is able to escape as a child, he will not be able to escape as an adult.  Again from Hebrews, “Therefore he had to become like his brothers and sisters in every respect, so that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the people.”

This child was born to die.  This child was born to die for us.  In reading Matthew 2, William Dix understood  this.  The manger and the cross were inseparable.  And so, verse 2 of his carol was written.  “Why lies he in such mean estate, where ox and ass are feeding?  Good Christian, fear; for sinners here the silent Word is pleading.  Nails, spear, shall pierce him through, the cross be borne for me, for you; hail, hail, the Word made flesh, the babe, the son of Mary.”


For many people, the celebration of Christmas has come and gone.  It’s over with for another year.  Christmas trees are already coming down .We had fun celebrating, but it’s over.  But before we move on too quickly, perhaps we need to ask ourselves, “What Child is This?”  Who is he?  Who is he for me?  Matthew 2 helps us with this.  He’s the promised Messiah, the fulfillment of  prophecy.  He’s the one God the Father guided and protected as his family was led to Egypt and then back to Nazareth.  He’s the new Moses, the liberator of the people.  He’s the king of salvation, born to die, to save us from our sins.  

What child is this?  William Dix knew, and he left us a timeless carol so we might always remember.  “What Child is This?”  Please stand as we join in singing hymn #296
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