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Voices of Christmas: What Dreams May Come 
Matthew 2:13-23 

A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 

This week we wrap up our sermon series on the Voices of Christmas with a 

look at a story about dreams.  Each week during this series, we heard about 

the Christmas story from different angles.  Each story, in it’s own way, 

expressed the longing of God’s people for God to deliver them from 

oppression and injustice.  We heard from: 

− Jewish pilgrims going up to Jerusalem,  

− John the Baptizer and his call to prepare for God’s coming,  

− Joseph who trusted God’s words about Mary and her son Jesus,  

− the shepherds and their improbable and amazing story about the baby 

born in Jerusalem. 

Every one of them, in one way or another, was dreaming God’s dream for 

new creation; for God to act decisively and put an end to injustice, violence 

and exploitation. 

For freedom from the chains of sin that is the cause of so much that is wrong 

in the world. 

Every one of them, in their own way, expressed joy over the promise of 

God’s deliverance. 

We get a glimpse of this great joy as God’s dream unfolds from Psalm 126, 

from a time when God’s people returned to Jerusalem from exile in 

Babylon: 

When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who 
dream.  Then our mouth was filled with laughter, and our tongue with 
shouts of joy; then it was said among the nations, “The Lord has done 
great things for them.”  The Lord has done great things for us, and we 
rejoiced (Psalm 126:1-3). 
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Rejoicing.   

That is the appropriate human response for what God has done for God’s 

people.   

Today’s lesson from Matthew is driven by dreams.  It contains three signs 

that point toward God’s future in Jesus Christ.  To understand them, we need 

to be a little bit like the Old Testament Joseph who interpreted dreams for 

Pharaoh.  Signs are wonderful things that point to something else.  In this 

case, these signs need some explanation because pointing alone won’t get us 

to where we want to go.  An illustration: 

Many of you know that we recently got a dog; well, it’s really my 
daughter Sarah’s dog.  His name is Alex and he is about as cute a little 
fluff ball as you can find anywhere.  He’s just three and a half months 
old but already, he’s shown that he’s one smart dog.   
But one thing about dogs that I was reminded of is that they don’t do 
so well when you try to point something out to them.  I can throw a 
toy and Alex will chase it if he sees it.  But if he doesn’t see me throw 
it, I can point toward it and he just looks at the end of my finger.  He 
doesn’t look beyond the sign of my hand pointing toward the ball, just 
at the finger. 
 

In the same way, looking at the signs in today’s lesson will only get us so 

far.1  To understand what they mean for God’s salvation story, we need to 

look backward as well as forward to understand their full significance.2 

The first sign: The story opens with Jesus, Mary and Joseph living in 

Bethlehem.  The wise men from the East have just left and Joseph learns 

about a threat to his son’s life from Herod, the King of Judea.   
                                                
1 The idea for the use of this illustration comes from Tom Wright in Luke for Everyone, (London: Society 
for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2001), 21.  
2 Douglas R. A. Hare, Matthew, in Interpretation, A Commentary for Preaching and Bible Study, 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1986), xx. 
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Joseph learns about this threat from an angel who speaks to him in a dream, 

telling Joseph to take his family to Egypt. 

As we already saw with the angel’s command to take Mary and Jesus as his 

family, Joseph trusted God once again.  He took them to Egypt where they 

spent several years as refugees, people without a home. 

The significance of this event is provided to us by Matthew who tells us: 

“This was to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet, 

‘Out of Egypt I have called my son’” (Matthew 2:15). [When Israel was a 

child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son. (Hosea 11:1)] 

These words were from the prophet Hosea. 

So the sign points back to a prophet who spoke of Israel as God’s son, a 

designation God gave to Israel as the people by whom all other people of the 

earth would be saved. 

They were called to be a holy and priestly nation. 

But they demonstrated time and again they could not live by the Law. 

What to do, then? 

God sent his own son to do what Israel could not; to live out the calling that 

Israel failed at so miserably and so utterly. 

Where Israel had failed to live out this calling, Jesus would succeed. 

Jesus would be the new Moses to lead God’s people out of their slavery to 

sin and into the freedom of God’s new creation. 

The sign points back to the prophet Hosea and to Moses, and forward to 

Jesus as God’s obedient son and new deliverer. 

The Second Sign: Herod the Great, the ruler of Judea, got wind of Jesus’ 

birth from the wise men.   

He was worried that the prophecy about Jesus being a new king might be 

true.   
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When the wise men did not return to Herod (they were warned off in a 

dream), Herod decided to kill all the infant boys in Bethlehem who were 

near the right age to be the Messiah. 

This was no dream, but a nightmare.   

Sadly, this kind of violence was par for the course for Herod because he was 

a vicious ruler who was paranoid about opposition of any kind.  Herod had 

his wife murdered, along with other members of his family.  According to 

one account, as his time to die approached, he had some leading citizens of 

Jericho killed so there would be people mourning at his funeral.   

The quote from the prophet Jeremiah points back to the deportation of the 

Jews from Israel to Babylon.  Those deported were gathered up at Ramah, 

near Jerusalem.   

Some of those gathered up were killed. 

This is why Rachel, one of the wives of Jacob and mother to Joseph and 

Benjamin, wept inconsolably for her children.  By some traditions, Rachel’s 

tomb was at Bethlehem. 

These are not the usual voices we think about at Christmas but they must be 

part of the Christmas story.   

These voices of grief and despair must be heard at the same time we 

celebrate with angels and shepherds the birth of Jesus the Messiah.   

They must be heard because they cry out to us about the sinfulness of this 

world. 

They must be heard to remind us that Jesus’ coming is not good news for 

everyone, and that the ruler of this world still has strength enough to oppose 

God’s will. 

To oppose it, yes; but not to win.   
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Because at the same time these voices cry out to us in agony and in pain, 

relief is on the way.   

“Thus says the Lord:” writes Jeremiah, “Keep your voice from weeping, and 

your eyes from tears…there is hope for your future, says the Lord: your 

children shall come back to their own country” (Jeremiah 31:16-17). 

This sign points back to a promise that God will alleviate the suffering of 

God’s people, and looks forward to Jesus.   

In Jesus, God does not remain above the pains of this world but suffers along 

with God’s people. 

This is the true meaning of Emmanuel.  God is with us, even in the midst of 

our suffering. 

The third sign:  Finally, time passes.  Herod is dead.  And Joseph is told in 

another dream to go back to Israel where the family ends up in Nazareth. 

Matthew tells us this is to fulfill another prophecy: that Jesus will be called a 

Nazorean.   

If that name sounds unusual, it should.  There is no exact word like it in the 

Bible.  Most likely, Matthew was referring to a Hebrew word netzer, which 

means “branch.”   

The prophecy is from Isaiah who spoke of a branch coming out of Jesse, 

King David’s father.  This is the branch that would produce the Messiah, the 

one to save Israel from its sins. 

The sign again points backward to promises of salvation in order to look 

forward to what God was accomplishing in Jesus. 

The unfolding of God’s salvation story.  Matthew used a lot of signs to tell 

us about Jesus.  This is what Matthew is inviting us to see. 

- Jesus as the new Moses, the one who will lead Israel through a new 
exodus, this time out of slavery to sin and into God’s new Creation.  
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- Jesus as the new Israel, who will become the obedient son Israel could 
not become, in order to save God’s people from their sins.  

- Jesus as Messiah, the one anointed by God to bring justice and relief 
from oppression. 
 

This is what Mathew wants us to see. 

This is how God’s plan for redeeming the world unfolds. 

For in Jesus, all God’s dreams for rescuing humanity from the power of sin 

and death come true.   

That’s not the case with human dreams for a better world. 

These dreams more often turn out to be nightmares of even greater 

magnitude than Herod’s massacre. 

We could look to the Roman Empire of Jesus’ day as one example of man-

made dreams gone astray.  But we don’t have to go back that far in history to 

see the depravity of man-made dreams. 

Think about the history of the last century: two world wars, with 10s of 

millions of deaths; a cold war that risked nuclear annihilation; corrupt 

governments that treated their own people inhumanly leading to mass 

starvation, disease and death.   

We can be truly thankful that we live in a country that is freer than any other 

on earth.  But even in the stories we tell about our own national origins, the 

dream remains imperfect and incomplete.   

We have stories about economic opportunities that give people a chance to 

succeed, and many have done so.  But at the same time, too many people are 

left behind.  About 43 million people in this country were in poverty in 

2012, including about 20 percent of American children.3  Sometimes this 

                                                
3 “Poverty in the United States,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia, article on internet, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poverty_in_the_United_States, accessed 27 December 2012. 
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results from poor life decisions people make.  More often, it is the way the 

systems of our nation and of our world operate that fail to provide a level 

playing field so more can succeed. 

We have stories about overcoming racism and we’ve made tremendous 

progress in this area.  But we are still like Martin Luther King, Jr., waiting 

for the day when all God’s people can live together in harmony; waiting for 

a time when we can look on each other and not see our differences but the 

humanity we hold in common:  

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the 
true meaning of its creed: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, 
that all men are created equal." 
I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation 
where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the 
content of their character.4 
 

We’re not there yet. 

But if God’s dreams for a new Creation are going to be realized, we need to 

look again to Jesus. 

- In Jesus, God’s dreams for restoring God’s good Creation all come 
true. 

- In Jesus, we are led out of our nightmares, tortured by sin and death, 
into new life. 

- And in Jesus, we are remade in the image of God; the image that was 
in us from the beginning, corrupted by sin, and redeemed by God in 
Christ. 
 

This is God’s dream for humanity, and the cause for our rejoicing, now and 

always. 

Amen. 
                                                
4 Martin Luther King, Jr., “I Have a Dream Speech,” American Rhetoric, Top 100 Speeches, article on 
internet, http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/mlkihaveadream.htm, accessed 27 December 2013. 
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