The Voices of Christmas Past #5

“The Wrong Side of the Tracks”

Matthew 2:19-23


This morning we wrap up our series of messages entitled, “The Voices of Christmas Past.” Over these past several weeks we have made our way through the account of Jesus’ birth found in Matthew 1-2, focusing on five passages where the writer identifies Old Testament texts that were fulfilled in the coming of Christ. The fifth and final such passage is found in Matthew 2:19-23,

After Herod died, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, “Get up, take the child and his mother and go to the land of Israel, for those who were trying to take the child’s life are dead.” 

So he got up, took the child and his mother and went to the land of Israel. But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning in Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. Having been warned in a dream, he withdrew to the district of Galilee, and he went and lived in a town called Nazareth. So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets: “He will be called a Nazarene.” 


Of all five texts that refer back to Old Testament prophecies, this is the least preached on and hence the least known, partly due to the fact that it occurs some time after the actual birth of Jesus, and partly because it is the most obscure of the five. Yet these verses do bring out an important aspect of the life of our Lord.

The Divine Itinerary


We begin with what I am calling the divine itinerary. We know from our last message that King Herod ordered that all boy babies under the age of two in the area around Bethlehem be slaughtered. But and angel warned Joseph of the plot, and Joseph took Mary and Jesus out of Bethlehem under the cover of night and into Egypt. 


They remained there in Egypt until Herod died. Josephus records that Herod died in the thirty-seventh year of his reign, at the age of seventy. This took place in 4 b.c., placing the birth of Jesus sometime between 6-5 b.c. We do not know how long Joseph kept Mary and Jesus in Egypt, but the reference to Jesus as “the young child” indicates that it was not a lengthy duration.
 After hearing the news that Herod was dead, Joseph brought Mary and Jesus back to Judea. It is likely they were heading back to Bethlehem to settle there.


But upon arrival in Judea, an “unhappy surprise” awaited them.
 Paul Maier writes,

Herod was indeed dead, but his son Archelaus ruled Judea as his successor, and he had begun his reign with a massacre of three thousand Jews who had rebelled against him in the Temple at Jerusalem. Better to return home to Galilee, they decided, where a milder son of Herod named Antipas had been appointed tetrarch, with the kind permission of the Roman emperor Augustus.


So the story of the nativity comes full circle, back in the town of Nazareth where Mary lived and received the news that she would bear the promised Messiah.


What do we know of Nazareth in the first century? Not very much, as it turns out. We sing the Christmas carol, “O Little Town of Bethlehem,” but Nazareth would have made Bethlehem seem like a booming metropolis by comparison. Merrill Unger writes,

The village of Nazareth, secluded among surrounding hills, was not a significant place until it was immortalized in New Testament times as the boyhood home of Jesus. The site is not mentioned in the Old Testament, nor by the his​torian Josephus, although the latter enumerates forty-five Galilean towns. Nor is it referred to in the Talmud, which names sixty-three. In fact, the mention of the village as the residence of Joseph and Mary (Luke 1:26-27) in connection with the childhood of Jesus (Matthew 2:23; Luke 2:4, 51) together with other allusions in the gospels, constitute the oldest-known literary references to the place.


Archaeologists have found no evidence of Nazareth past 600 b.c., making it a rather new village compared to surrounding cities. The important trade routes did not pass through Nazareth. The town itself lived in the shadows of two strong fortresses (Japhia 1½ miles southwest and Chessuloth 1½ miles southeast of Nazareth), and the cultural center of Sepphoris about three miles to the northwest. As an outpost of these more significant cities, Nazareth was just a small village of farmers and craftsmen.


Thus Joseph, Mary, and Jesus settled in the village of Nazareth, where Joseph set up shop as a carpenter, and Jesus grew into manhood. 

The Difficult Identification 


But therein lies the difficult identification in Matthew’s text. Verse 23 states, “So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets: ‘He will be called a Nazarene.’” This wording is not new to the first gospel; this entire series has been based on the five times when Matthew points out an Old Testament prophecy as being fulfilled by Jesus.


Yet that is the problem. Nowhere in the Old Testament can you find this prophecy recorded…and nothing even closely resembling it! What is Matthew referring to here?


As I grew up, I had many occasions to hear my father teach Bible studies and occasionally preach in church. Every once in a while, referring to a phrase that didn’t exactly appear in Scripture, he would say something like, “That’s found in the book of Hezekiah.” Of course, there is no book of Hezekiah. (I often wondered how much time some people spent trying to find it in their Bibles!)


Is that what Matthew is doing? I don’t think so. He is not simply inventing an Old Testament prophecy out of thin air. But how this quotation is identified in the Hebrew Scriptures has been a challenge for biblical scholars ever since.


One popular approach is to link the word “Nazarene” with the word “Nazirite.”
 While “Nazarene” never appears in the Old Testament, “Nazirite” does appear on more than one occasion, and the Scripture itself defines what a Nazirite was. In Numbers 6 are the speci​fications concerning the Nazirites: 

The Lord said to Moses, “Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘If a man or woman wants to make a special vow, a vow of separation to the Lord as a Nazirite, he must abstain from wine and other fermented drink and must not drink vinegar made from wine or from other fermented drink. He must not drink grape juice or eat grapes or raisins. As long as he is a Nazirite, he must not eat anything that comes from the grapevine, not even the seeds or skins. 
“‘During the entire period of his vow of separation no razor may be used on his head. He must be holy until the period of his separation to the Lord is over; he must let the hair of his head grow long. Throughout the period of his separation to the Lord he must not go near a dead body. Even if his own father or mother or brother or sister dies, he must not make himself ceremonially unclean on account of them, because the symbol of his separation to God is on his head. Throughout the period of his separation he is consecrated to the Lord” [Numbers 6:1-8].


A well-known example of a Nazirite in the Old Testament was Samson. The priest Samuel was also described as a Nazirite, though the word is never applied to him directly. In the New Testament, John the Baptist is described in these terms, and it appears that the apostle Paul took a temporary Nazirite vow, according to Acts 18:18.


However, Jesus’ life and ministry do not line up with the Nazirite lifestyle. Nazirites were not supposed to touch dead bodies, but Jesus did. Nazirites were not sup​posed to be identified with the fruit of the vine, but our Lord was. He went to wedding feasts, and He did not separate Himself from the everyday social life of the people. So the name “Nazarene” is not equivalent to “Nazirite.”


A second possibility associates Matthew’s phrase with Isaiah 11:1, “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.”  The Hebrew word translated “shoot” or “branch” is netzer, which sounds like Nazarene, and some scholars see a connection here.
 In a number of Old Testament refer​ences, our Lord Jesus is associated with this title. For example, Jeremiah 23:5 says, “I will raise unto David a righteous Branch.” In Zechariah 3:8 He is called “my servant the Branch.” In Zechariah 6:12-13 He is called “the man whose name is The Branch.” In Isaiah 4:2 He is called “the branch of the Lord.” Certainly all of Isaiah 11 is a prophecy of the coming Messiah. 


It looked as though David’s family tree had been chopped down and that nothing was left. Then along came the Lord Jesus, born into David’s fam​ily, “a root out of a dry ground” (Isa. 53:2). He is the “branch” who will continue David’s reign and estab​lish the kingdom.

We have a problem, however, if we connect “Nazarene” with the Hebrew word netzer. The four passages that refer to the Lord Jesus as the “branch” do not use the word netzer; they use another Hebrew word for “branch.” Only in Isaiah 11:1 do we find a prophecy about the Lord Jesus using the word netzer.


So, if Matthew’s statement is not referring to a Nazirite or to a netzer (or branch), what does he mean by saying, “He will be called a Nazarene”?
The Dramatic Interpretation


Remember from last week I mentioned Bible scholar Arnold Fruchtenbaum, who outlined four ways in which New Testament writers used Old Testament texts. The fourth way he calls “summation,” and he explains:

The example is found in Matthew 2:23. “…that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophets, that he should be called a Nazarene.” However, no such statement is found anywhere in the Old Testament. Since Matthew used the plural prophets, one should be able to find at least two, yet there is not even one. The fourth category does not have an actual quotation as in the first three categories, but only a summary of what the prophets actually said. The plural use of prophets is a clue to this category…. Not one prophet ever said all this, but the prophets together did say all this. Hence, this is a summation.

Instead of directly quoting an Old Testament prophet, it appears that Matthew is drawing attention to the thrust of Old Testament prophecy about the Christ rather than to any one passage. Jesus went to Galilee so that what was written about him in the prophets would be fulfilled, and we see this in his being called a Nazarene, a citizen of an obscure and unimportant town. Had he been known as “Jesus of Bethlehem” he would have had the aura of one who came from the royal city; there would have been overtones of messianic majesty. But “Jesus the Nazarene” carried with it overtones of contempt.﻿ We are to understand the prophets as pointing to one who would be despised and rejected, and Jesus as fulfilling this by his connection with obscure Nazareth.
 Galileans were the rednecks of the first century, and Nazareth was the number one “hick town.” Most Jewish jokes began, “How many Nazarenes does it take…” or “A Galilean walks in a bar…”

Remember how Nathanael reacted when his friend Philip told him that Jesus hailed from Nazareth? He said, “Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?” (John 1:46) Throughout His life and ministry Jesus was mocked as being Galilean or, more specifically, a Nazarene. As Chuck Swindoll puts it, “Jesus entered the world in controversy and lived much of His life under the shadow of doubt.”


Even in His death Jesus would be despised. In Luke 18:31-33 we read,

Jesus took the Twelve aside and told them, “We are going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is written by the prophets about the Son of Man will be fulfilled. He will be handed over to the Gentiles. They will mock him, insult him, spit on him, flog him and kill him. On the third day he will rise again.”

Here is another example of the “summation” form of citing Old Testament prophecies. Using the plural for prophet again, Jesus states that the time for fulfillment has come and He states what is to be fulfilled.
 While each of these phrases can be found in different places throughout the Old Testament, no one prophet penned them exactly like this. When one considers the teaching of the prophets as a whole, however, these words make sense.


The dramatic interpretation, then, of Matthew 2:23 is that the promised Messiah would be despised, ridiculed, mistreated, and looked down upon. Even His hometown would be the butt of jokes in His own day. (Isn’t it fascinating how people will ridicule others over traits they had no control over?)


How does this apply to us? For Christians, we can expect to be treated in like fashion. Jesus told His disciples in John 15:18-20, “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first.” When we are looked down upon, it should not surprise us.


I’d like to conclude with the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer:

So deeply hidden, the evangelist finds the promise in the Old Testament that Jesus would be poor, despised, and lowly. It was for Joseph as for all the world incomprehensible that the little regarded Nazareth should be the destination for the Savior of the world. That he should live in poverty, obscurity, and humility was the will of God. With his life of obscurity, despised and rejected, he shares the lot of all the despised of humankind, bearing their sorrows and able to become their Savior. From this story we have learned that God fulfills three great prom​ises in the child Jesus: Jesus experiences the history of God’s people in his own body; he brings to those people who belong to him, not only joy, but also suffering and death according to his will; he lives in obscurity and humility in order to be the helper of all people. All this takes place according to the promises of God. It is the fulfillment of the will of God for the salvation of the world.


Once again, this is what Christmas is all about. It’s not just about a baby being born in a stable; it’s about why He came in the first place. And we know that He came to be a Savior, taking on our sin and our shame so that we might live with Him forever.
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