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  Foreword


  Some people get downright silly about the Bible. I’m one of them. I believe this book, from Genesis to Genuine Leather, has the power to change lives.


  I believe this Nook, or whatever form of virtual technology you use to read the most influential single work in the most influential language in the world, is the depository of divine revelation.


  I believe that the Bible, whatever the version, can lead to conversion, though in my view the New English Bible engages the mind, the King James Version engages the heart, and the Jerusalem Bible engages the mouth.


  I also believe, as Yiddish writer and Nobel laureate Isaac Bashevis Singer contended, “If you read the Bible as just a good book, as poetry or prose or history, then you are not anymore a religious person.”[1] If I am to live and give my children a storybook existence, then every story needs a script. In a world of make-it-up-for-yourself unscripted spirituality, my storybook life is a scripturally scripted life. For the Bible tells us, from Genesis to the maps, the greatest story ever told.


  A Scottish preacher once said, “Everything in the Bible is true, except for the facts.” That’s a pun and wordplay, of course, but I told you I could get downright silly about this book.


  When people ask me “Who’s your hero?” the first name that comes to mind is Tudor William Tyndale (1494-1536). In fact, every time I open my Bible I lift up a little thanksgiving prayer for Tyndale. I can read the Bible in English today because this Greek and Hebrew scholar believed that the average layperson (“a boy that driveth the plough” was his phrase) should be able to read the Bible in the vernacular. In the face of people like St. Thomas More, who denounced Tyndale as a “hellhound” who was “hellbound” to take the nation with him, Tyndale fled to Hamburg under a pseudonym to print his translation of the New Testament in 1524.


  What did he get for this gift to the church? No Pulitzer Prize. No massive royalty payments. On October 6, 1536, he was strangled to death for his “heresy,” then his body was brutalized by burning. Someone gave their life so that you and I can read the Bible in English today. You say, “What’s the big deal?” Tell Tyndale it’s not a big deal moving from one media form to another. By the way, Henry’s second wife, Queen Anne Boleyn (1533-1536), secreted away a copy of Tyndale’s 1534 English New Testament (1534), and it still survives.


  In 2011 we celebrated the four hundredth anniversary of the King James Version of the Bible. In an irony so rich you can almost choke on it, over 80 percent of the New Testament, and 75 percent of the Old Testament in the “Authorized Version” of the Bible, were cribbed from Tyndale’s translations. In other words, within a hundred years, the very people who killed Tyndale for heresy were “authorizing” his work.


  In 2011 InterVarsity Press continues the release of new volumes in its Resonate Series, the first volume of which (Paul Louis Metzger’s The Gospel of John: When Love Comes to Town) was released in late 2010. I am enormously excited about this series because it has invented a whole new genre of literature, a hybrid commentary where the best in biblical scholarship is coupled with theological reflection on the text that is accessible to that “boy that driveth the plough.” What a novel and glorious experience to be reading a meditation which becomes an exegesis which becomes a devotional which becomes a homily—all in the space of a few pages. I fully expect this new form of “commentary” to become a standard form in the future. I also harbor dreams of the Resonate Series restoring to English-speaking Christianity some of its liturgical and devotional language which it has largely lost. It was that stately, magisterial register of the 1611 King James Version that made it so resonant and thrilling.


  Leonard Sweet


  Series Introduction


  We live in an increasingly biblically illiterate culture—not simply in terms of knowing what the Bible says but also in knowing how God wants to use his Word to draw us closer to him. The contemporary situation has drawn greater attention to the need for biblical and theological reflection that is culturally engaging. Yet the need isn’t new.


  In every age and in every region of the world, the church needs to be concerned for the biblical sense (what does this particular book of the Bible mean?) and its cultural significance (what does it have to say to us in our particular setting?), never confusing the two but always relating them. Only then can our reflections resonate well both with Scripture and with people’s life situations. As you can imagine, it’s a daunting challenge.


  This is the challenge I face daily in my work as a professor at Multnomah Biblical Seminary in Portland, Oregon, and as director of its Institute for the Theology of Culture: New Wine, New Wineskins (www.new-wineskins.org). Many of my students do not come from Christian homes and have never been exposed to Scripture in a meaningful way, but they often come well-equipped to engage pop culture. Other students have been long entrenched in the Christian subculture and struggle to engage meaningfully in a pluralistic context that does not recognize the Bible as truthful and authoritative for life. Thankfully, Portland is a wonderful living laboratory in which to prepare for ministry within an increasingly diverse setting—ministry that brings the Bible to bear on that context in a theologically sound and grace-filled manner.


  The aim of the Resonate series is to provide spiritual nourishment that is biblically sound, theologically orthodox and culturally significant. The form each volume in the series will take is that of an extended essay—each author writing about a biblical book in an interactive, reflective and culturally engaging manner.


  Why this approach? There are scores of commentaries on the market from biblical scholars who go verse by verse through the biblical text. While these works are extremely important, there is an increasingly urgent need for pastors who feel at home in the biblical text to bring that text home to today’s Christ-followers. They do this by interacting with the text expositionally, placing it within the context of contemporary daily life and viewing their personal stories in light of the original context and unfolding drama of ancient Scripture. There is also a need for people who feel at home in contemporary culture but who are foreigners to Scripture to inhabit the world of the Bible without abandoning their own context. God would have us live in both worlds.


  Speaking of context, it is worth noting how this series emerged. I was participating at a consultation on the future of theological inquiry at the Center of Theological Inquiry in Princeton, New Jersey, when David Sanford contacted me to ask if I would serve as executive editor for Resonate. His timing could not have been better. During the consultation in Princeton, we discussed the need for academics to be more intentional about writing to popular culture and not focus exclusively on writing to our peers in the scholarly guild. We also discussed how greater efforts needed to be made to bridge the academy and the church.


  In addition to dialoguing with David Sanford and sketching out what I would envision for such a series, I spoke with several biblical scholars during the consultation. One went so far as to tell me there was no need for another commentary series, for there was an overabundance of them on the market. But when they heard the vision for Resonate, they encouraged me to move forward with it. Like them, I believe a series of this kind could go a long way toward encouraging and equipping today’s pastors and teachers to engage each book of the Bible in a thoughtful and rigorous manner.


  Some volumes in this series are written by thoughtful practitioners and others by practically oriented academics. Whether practitioner or academic, each author approaches the subject matter not from the standpoint of detached observer but rather as a fully engaged participant in the text—always working with the community of editors I have assembled along with managing editor David Sanford and general editor Dave Zimmerman at InterVarsity Press.


  Instead of proceeding verse by verse, the author of each Resonate volume draws insights from the featured book’s major themes, all the while attentive to the context in which these themes are developed. The authors’ purposes are to guide, guard and grow readers as they move forward in their own spiritual journeys. In addition to focusing on the major themes of the book under consideration, each author also locates that particular book within the context of the triune God’s overarching narrative of holy love for Israel, church and world.


  Our aim with this distinctive new genre is to have one finger in the ancient Scriptures, another in the daily newspaper, and another touching the heart, all the while pointing to Jesus Christ. This is no easy task, of course, but when accomplished it is extremely rewarding.


  Each contributor to Resonate seeks to bear witness to Jesus Christ, the living Word of God, through the written Word in and through his or her own life story and the broader cultural context. So often we go around Scripture to Jesus or we stop short at Scripture and fail to penetrate it to get to Jesus’ heart—which is the Father’s heart too. Instead, each of us needs to depend on God’s Spirit to discern how our culturally situated words and stories are included in the biblical metanarrative, and to learn how to bring God’s Word home to our hearts and lives in a truthful and meaningful manner.


  We trust that you will find this and other Resonate volumes beneficial as you exegete Scripture and culture in service to Jesus Christ, church and world, and as God exegetes your heart through his Word and Spirit. With this in mind, we dedicate this series as a whole to you as you embark on this arduous and incredible journey.


  Paul Louis Metzger, Ph.D.


  Executive Editor, Resonate


  Acknowledgments


  As I poured countless hours into this book, many people poured countless acts of love and mercy into my life. So many friends fed me, housed me and taught me about God’s grace. Chris Kelley (or should I say “Sergeant Chris”?), you taught me how to grow up by surrendering everything. Who would have imagined I could learn so much from an Irish farmer? Jim and Annette Glavich, thanks for the wonderful meals and healing conversations around your kitchen counter. John and Christine Hurtado, thank you again for your generosity, and for teaching me to risk again. Don and Joanne Uyeno, thanks for providing a place to focus on writing—which just happened to be Cabo San Lucas. Joe and Betsy Dyro, thanks for the writing room and for letting me steal your green olives. Carrie, thanks for helping me start my own journey of recovery-restoration. Leighton Ford, thanks for letting me spend three days with you—and for helping me to follow my “thread.” Mom and Dad, thanks for loving me and worrying about me (but now you should listen to Jesus and stop worrying). To the Thursday night men’s group in Bohemia, New York—thanks for your courage, your quiet support and for my weekly four minutes of pure honesty. Christopher West, you inspired me to sing “Blowin’ in the Wind,” my first musical solo. You have no idea how much that changed my life. Julie, thanks for teaching me more than you’ll probably ever realize. And Therese, the little flower, more than anyone I know, you’ve taught me how to walk Jesus’ “little way.”


  David Sanford, thanks for believing in my writing skills and for pitching my name to InterVarsity Press. Dale Bruner, we’ve never met but I read every page of your massive commentary on the Gospel of Matthew. You’re my Matthew-hero. Paul Metzger and Al Baylis, your “suggestions” and revisions often exasperated and irritated me, but now that the book is done, I have a confession to make: you were right 98 percent of the time (but I won’t budge on the other 2 percent). Thank you for your love for Christ, your love for his Word and your love for the beauty of clear thinking. You made this a much better book.


  Several Christian communities sustained and nurtured my soul over the past four years. Three Village Church on Long Island helped me stay and then helped me leave. Thank you for giving me the time and support I needed to make a major life transition. Crossover Christian Church led by Pastor Lesaya Kelly took me in and loved me. Christianity Today: you aren’t a church, but you have given me rich Christian community. It’s a privilege to share life with so many good friends who have such an incredible mission to build the church. I also want to thank all of my friends at Church of the Resurrection in Wheaton, Illinois. Walking with you through Advent, Lent and Holy Week has permanently changed the way I follow Jesus. Thank you Father Stewart Ruch (and the entire staff of Rez): I’ve always understood Advent, but now I finally get Easter too! And I can hardly wait for Pentecost. Finally, Pastors Kevin and Karen Miller (and Anne and Anne too), I could never say how grateful I am for your ministry of hospitality, prayer and presence. You have modeled to me the theme of this book—Immanuel, God with us.


  Finally, I want to acknowledge my children—Bonnie Joy, Mathew, JonMichael and Wesley. I love you all so much. Of course my son Mathew (The Lesser) bears my name and the name on this book, but I dedicate this book to all of you. Keep walking the little way of Jesus. Keep doing great and daring things for him, but never forget to do “little things” for “little people” with the same spirit of greatness for Jesus. Receive his mercy and then fling it on other people, especially the poor and forgotten. Never forget to admit your weaknesses and cry out for help. And never forget the essence of this book: To come near to Jesus is to come near to a perfect love and a perfect power to restore all things. Jesus will take all the broken things in your life—and the whole world—and restore them. All your sad stories will come untrue. That is the little way of Jesus. He will never fail you or forsake you even to the end of the age.


  The Resonate Editorial Team


  Executive Editor


  Paul Louis Metzger, Ph.D., professor of Christian theology and theology of culture, and director, The Institute for the Theology of Culture: New Wine, New Wineskins, Multnomah Biblical Seminary/Multnomah University


  Managing Editor


  David Sanford, Credo Communications, and advisor, The Institute for the Theology of Culture: New Wine, New Wineskins, Multnomah Biblical Seminary/Multnomah University


  Old Testament Consulting Editor


  Karl Kutz, Ph.D., professor of Bible and biblical languages, Multnomah University


  New Testament Consulting Editor


  Albert H. Baylis, Ph.D., professor of Bible and theology, Multnomah Biblical Seminary/Multnomah University


  Editorial Assistant


  Beyth Hogue Greenetz, administrative coordinator, The Institute for the Theology of Culture: New Wine, New Wineskins, Multnomah Biblical Seminary/Multnomah University


  


  



  



  O God, who wonderfully created, and yet more wonderfully restored, the dignity of human nature: Grant that we may share the divine life of him who humbled himself to share our humanity, your Son Jesus Christ; who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.


  The Book of Common Prayer


  The great policies of world history are often turned not by the Lords and Governors, even gods, but by the seemingly unknown and weak—owing to the secret life of creation, and part unknowable to all wisdom but One, that resides in the intrusions of the Children of God into the Drama.


  J. R. R. Tolkien


  Introduction


  During the past year I had the chance to work every weekend at a group home for six developmentally disabled adults. The staff members described the six adults, ranging in age from twenty-nine to fifty-six, as “high-functioning with mild mental retardation or Down syndrome.” In other words, they could feed and bathe themselves as well as articulate their needs and opinions. Besides, everyone seems to think that developmentally disabled adults radiate a naive, sweet, happy, almost Christlike attitude. All of these factors, I assumed, would make my job fun and easy, hanging out with the residents, watching television, eating communal meals, taking them to worship services and bringing them to concerts at the beach.


  I was wrong.


  The job wasn’t always easy or fun. For the most part, I was the one with “issues,” not the residents. I could certainly do things for them—cook turkey burgers, wipe the bathroom floors, help them with their chores—but I found it difficult to be with them. In many ways they did exude a Christlike kindness, joy and freedom, but then they’d do something that would blow up my tidy assumptions. For instance, at times “William” would tell clever lies in order to pit staff members against his vindictive, overprotective older sister. After the death of his mother, “Robert” had watched his father and two siblings dump him in the group home and take off. He dealt with the sadness and loneliness by watching Johnny Depp movies. Whenever the residents acted manipulatively, expressed rage or withdrew into sadness, I felt overwhelmed by confusion, anger and inadequacy. Facing my own powerlessness and incompetence terrified me: I either wanted to fix them, numb my feelings or just quit.


  Thankfully, I didn’t quit (I needed the job). Instead I stayed long enough to learn a valuable lesson: authentic relationships require personal presence. In order to grow in love, the real me (as opposed to the pretend me), must show up and be present to the real you—not the you I think you are or want you to be. In other words, authentic love includes my willingness to be with you in all your beauty and promise as well as all your brokenness—your sin, mistrust, sadness, rage, doubt and anguish.


  In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus shows up and offers us God’s personal presence. In the very first chapter, after providing a long list of imperfect people in Jesus’ family tree, Matthew declares that the Messiah, Jesus, will be called “Immanuel (which means ‘God with us’)” (Mt 1:23). Throughout this entire book, from his birth to his death, Jesus is God with us. This is the story of a Savior and Messiah who performs many miracles, but perhaps these are the four greatest: (1) in Jesus, God wants to be with us; (2) God knows how to be with us; (3) through Jesus’ death and resurrection, God is still with us; (4) in Jesus’s ongoing presence through his Spirit, God is with us as we go into the world sharing this good news.


  For Matthew these four miracles form the main themes in the story of Jesus’ good news, the story of God not only living with us but also forgiving us, healing us, warning us and then renewing us and all of creation. Our encounters with the real Jesus (Jesus as he is, not Jesus as we want him to be) can be awe-inspiring, confusing, stretching, comforting, disruptive, painful and healing, but they’re always supposed to transform us and our world. Jesus’ kingdom of heaven is both large and small; it’s personal and communal but also global and even cosmic. In Jesus’ words, he will usher in “the renewal of all things” (Mt 19:28), a restored world and a new genesis.[1]


  Surprisingly, although it’s a huge story of good news and transformation, Jesus never asks us to follow him with a superheroic, overachieving, failure-free approach to the spiritual life. This “big way” route to discipleship eventually leads to spiritual burnout, disillusionment and self-righteous pride—i.e., “I can do it; why can’t you?” For the most part, Jesus asks us to follow him with our little faith, allowing the Father to work through our poverty of spirit, failures and suffering, our quiet obedience and trust, and our small acts of mercy toward sinners, outcasts, the poor and the forgotten. This “little way” makes discipleship accessible to all of us—except the self-righteous and the alleged experts.[2]


  It’s also important for Matthew to tell us over and over that the story of God with us isn’t new. This Gospel creatively connects Jesus’ good news with the story of the Jewish people as found in the Old Testament.[3] Ever the careful systematic thinker and organizer, Matthew patiently unfolds the story of Jesus as the Son of David, the one who gathers up and fulfills Israel’s story (and thus our story too). Jesus will not only “give his life as a ransom for many” (Mt 20:28), standing with us by dying for us on the cross; he will also live the life we are called to live, thus fulfilling our broken stories.


  This Gospel presents Jesus in a wide array of images besides God with us and the Son of David: a careful teacher, a warmhearted prophet like Jeremiah, a tender healer like Elijah, the messianic king who ushers in the kingdom of heaven and the divine judge who warns us to listen before it’s too late.[4] Through these diverse images Jesus not only comforts the broken, forgives sinners and invites the weary; he also challenges the complacent, rebukes the smug and self-righteous and calls everyone to a life of quiet obedience. Jesus also prompts us to connect our personal relationship with him to the larger community of Christ-followers, embracing outsiders and fellow sinners and praying and working so the kingdom will come to earth as it is in heaven (Mt 6:10).
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  New Testament scholars debate who wrote Matthew since the name Matthew isn’t found in the text. Was it Matthew the tax collector turned follower of Jesus (see Mt 9:9-11)? That was clearly the consensus of the early church. Or was this book written by another early Jewish follower (or community of scholars) of Jesus? This latter viewpoint is the predominant view in many circles today. I side with the early church on this debate, although I agree with contemporary scholar Craig Keener, who accepts the possibility of Matthew’s authorship but states that ultimately it doesn’t affect “the authority nor accuracy of the Gospel, because it does not name its author (the titles were added to all four Gospels later).”[5] For the sake of simplicity, in this commentary I will follow the early church’s opinion that this Gospel was written by Matthew.


  The date of Matthew’s Gospel is also controversial. Some reliable scholars date it before the fall of Jerusalem, or A.D. 70. Others date it later, perhaps in A.D. 75 or even late as A.D. 80 to 90. Probably the most honest position would be to conclude that the range extends from A.D. 65 to A.D. 85, and beyond that we don’t know for sure.[6]


  On the other hand, there’s little debate that Matthew was writing to encourage and instruct a community of Jewish Christians who were aware of their allegiance to Judaism and to Jesus as the Messiah and Son of David. This reality helps modern readers understand the book’s apparent harshness toward the Jewish religious leaders of Jesus’ day. As a fellow Jew, Matthew writes to critique other Jews, especially spiritual leaders like the scribes and Pharisees. Israel’s prophets did the same thing. (On a smaller scale, as a loyal and loving Minnesota Viking fan, no one criticizes the Vikings more than fellow fans like me because no one cares more about success than a true fan or insider.)[7]


  Based on the overarching theme of God with us, I have divided Matthew into the following five major sections:


  
    	
The Identity and Mission of Jesus (1:1–4:11)


    	The Public Ministry Jesus (4:12–11:1)


    	The Varying Response to Jesus (11:2–16:12)


    	The Growing Conflict with Jesus (16:13–25:46)


    	The Climax: The Death and Resurrection of Jesus (26:1–28:15)[8]


  


  The first section, which includes everything before Jesus’ public ministry, focuses on Jesus’ birth, flight into Egypt, his baptism and his temptation in the wilderness. At each stage of this section, Jesus not only empathizes with sinners but also stands in the place of sinners—in all the anguish, sinfulness and temptation faced by human beings.


  In section two, Jesus begins his public teaching ministry with a call to repentance (Mt 4:17), an invitation to discipleship (Mt 4:22) and with displays of his healing power (Mt 4:23-25). From there he moves into a long teaching section about what it means to live as a community gathered around Jesus (Mt 5:1–7:27). Jesus also reveals his mission in the way he treats outcasts, heals the sick, shows mercy to the desperate and calls people to a life of discipleship.


  At the beginning of the third section (Mt 11:2), we find one of the first clear responses to the person of Jesus: the doubt of John the Baptist. Throughout this section we’ll also see the growing conflict with the religious establishment, the struggling but imperfect response of the disciples, the clear-hearted faith of a desperate Canaanite woman and the emerging rejection from the Pharisees.


  The fourth section begins with Peter’s declaration about Jesus (Mt 16) and the revelation of Jesus’ glory in the Transfiguration (Mt 17). From there Jesus provides extended teachings on topics related to life in the new community of his people—forgiveness, marriage, riches and discipleship. Jesus also emphasizes again our need to receive and live by grace (Mt 20). As chapter 21 begins, Jesus’ message and identity place him on a crash course with the Jewish leadership. A series of confrontations (Mt 21–22) leads to Jesus’ scathing indictment of the shallowness of their spiritual leadership (Mt 23). Matthew continues with two more chapters that, in the light of God’s coming judgment, serve as profound wake-up calls that we start living as God’s chosen people (Mt 25), waiting for the bridegroom and showing mercy to the suffering people on this planet.


  The final section (Matthew 26:1–28:20) focuses on the death and resurrection of Jesus. The God with us of Matthew 1:23 becomes the God who is for us of the cross. For Jesus, love means presence and sacrifice. Love implies self-giving. So Jesus, Immanuel, gives himself for us in order to be with us. Jesus, the innocent one, is judged in our placed. As we’ll see, Jesus’ death and resurrection don’t start a new story or even a new theme to the same story; instead, this section merely continues the promise and the theme begun in Matthew 1:23.


  Throughout this Gospel Matthew invites us into a challenging adventure in which Jesus asks for nothing less than our wholehearted commitment. But then again, it’s also an adventure especially designed for all the “little faiths” who never have to walk alone. Jesus doesn’t just call spiritual experts; he continually calls the poor in spirit (Mt 5:3), the sick who need a doctor (Mt 9:9) and the spiritual beginners and children (Mt 11:25; 18:4). With particular clarity, Jesus himself provides the one and only requirement: “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light” (Mt 11:28-30).


  So based on Jesus’ bighearted, merciful invitation, we come. We come not because we’re worthy or qualified. We come not because we won’t stumble or fail. We come not because our faith is big and strong. We come simply because he told us to. And that’s always enough. As we come we pray, “Lord Jesus, I come with all my promise and gifts, and I come with all my sin and failures. I am finding rest in you. I am taking your yoke. I am learning life from you. Keep renewing me—and keep renewing the whole world—until you come again.”


  1
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  The Identity and Mission of Jesus


  Matthew 1:1—4:11


  It’s a strange way to tell a story. In the first major section of the Gospel of Matthew (nearly four entire chapters), the main character in the story hardly speaks. Jesus’ first words appear in 3:15—a quick sentence to his cousin John the Baptist to explain his own baptism. In the first half of chapter 4, Jesus speaks only three short sentences—this time to the devil. Although everything in this Gospel centers on Jesus, Matthew doesn’t start with Jesus’ teaching and self-proclamations.


  Of course that doesn’t stop Matthew from building his case for Jesus’ identity and mission. With excitement and deep conviction, Matthew opens his story by giving his conclusion about Jesus’ identity: Jesus is the son of David and the son of Abraham (Mt 1:1). But that’s just the beginning. By the time this chapter ends, Matthew will also claim that Jesus is the Messiah (Mt 1:16), the Savior (Mt 1:21) and Immanuel or God with us (Mt 1:23). In chapter 2 these lofty titles of divine presence and power are countered with humble, earthy descriptions of Jesus: on five occasions he’s called “the child”; he’s a political refugee (Mt 2:19); he’s a lowly “Nazarene” (Mt 2:23).


  This opening section also makes an exciting claim about Jesus’ mission—Jesus has come to fulfill the story of God’s chosen people. The church has often struggled to articulate this aspect of Jesus’ life. Sadly, many Christians assume that Jesus was starting a new story. Or they assume that Jesus plopped into history so we could get over that sordid, primitive, unspiritual, rule-based Old Testament Jewish thing. That’s not Matthew’s story of Jesus. According to this Gospel, Jesus enters the ongoing story of God’s people and fulfills it. The first two chapters alone contain four out of Matthew’s ten “formula quotations”—statements that claim that an Old Testament reference has been fulfilled in Jesus. But that’s merely the tip of a very large iceberg.[1] On each step of his journey—his birth, his flight to and return from Egypt, his childhood in Nazareth, his temptations in the wilderness—Jesus is walking back through Israel’s story. Of course Jesus is doing it right, while Israel (and all of us) failed.


  As a result, Matthew proclaims that Jesus is the true Israel—God’s true son—and the one who rescues Israel. Jesus is also the God with us who becomes a child and a refugee. It’s definitely an exciting whirlwind of claims and conclusions about Jesus’ identity and mission. Do these claims make sense? If they’re true, will Jesus deliver on them? And if so, how will Jesus live among us? When he actually talks, what will he say? How will he treat people? What will he ask from us? Matthew more or less says, “Just wait and see. I won’t give it all away in the first section of the story. But hold on: here it comes.”


  The World’s Greatest Adventure Story Begins


  Matthew 1:1-17


  Every time I read a good story my heart thumps a little faster. Adventure stories, tales filled with daring quests and dangerous journeys, have always been my favorites. Even as a child, somewhere in the deepest, most secret places in my heart, I knew that life had to be a grand adventure story or it was no life at all. The ancients used to refer to a human being as a homo viator, or “a person on the way,” a man or a woman on a journey, a quest, an adventure. Later in life, when I first heard that Latin phrase, it rang true with my soul. Yes, of course, I knew it all along: we’re all homo viators.


  I can still remember sitting in my suburban living room and reading the first line from J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit: “In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit.”[2] Ten words into the novel and the story hooked me. Psychologists refer to this process as “narrative transport,” or the capacity for a good story to grab us and move us.[3] This tale certainly transported me! What is a hobbit, I wondered, and why does he live in the ground? Will he leave his hole? If so, what surprises, dangers and delights will he encounter? And as I entered Bilbo Baggins’s journey, I wondered: what adventures will befall me?


  A few years later I read Henri Charriere’s gripping Papillon, in which the author recounts his daring escape from the brutal prison Devil’s Island. Captivated by Charriere’s harrowing adventure, I longed to embark on a great and worthy quest—even if it just meant escaping from my suburban living room.


  With daring quests stirring in my heart, I was deeply disappointed when I opened the New Testament, the grand story of Jesus, supposedly the greatest story ever told, and read a long and tedious list of Hebrew names. Where was the adventure, the danger and delight? Where were the homo viators in this story? Was this even a story? How dull! What a colossal flop!


  Or was it? Years later when I read it again, I realized that Matthew, ever so slowly and gently, as if not to startle us, was sweeping us into the greatest adventure tale ever told. Matthew 1:1-17 does it all—provoking, charming and surprising us into the story of Jesus. The first two words (biblos geneseos) are also the Greek title for Genesis.[4] Matthew wants us to do a Genesis double take: the first creation and now, in Jesus, the new creation. In other words, the original creation—damaged, flawed, broken—is being restored and transformed in and through Messiah Jesus.[5]


  Then Matthew quickly moves into one of those infamous biblical genealogies. We usually don’t begin adventure tales with a family tree, but in the ancient world a genealogy grounded people in history. It told you who you were and where you came from.[6] Notice the two bookends of this genealogy in verses 1 and 16: they both refer to Jesus, who is called the Christ. Like a roll of drums, the fanfare of trumpets or the announcement of a starting lineup, everything in this genealogy leads right up to the nation’s king and star.[7] When Matthew originally unfolded this genealogy, all ears and every eye would have anxiously anticipated the one at the end, the one who held the position of greatest honor: Jesus, the Messiah, the Son of David.[8]


  By including three groups of fourteen names (see v. 17), Matthew condenses and highlights this genealogy in order to tell us a particular story about Jesus the Christ.[9] It’s a masterful adventure tale with two prominent themes.[10] First, Matthew wants us to hear the underlying story of the sovereignty of God. Behind each name on Matthew’s carefully selected list we find human stories riddled with sordid, scandalous, glorious and honorable details. Abraham displayed daring faith by believing God’s promise, but then he also doubted, lied and stumbled along the way. Ruth evokes a tender story of friendship and loving-kindness, but it also contains tragic deaths and Naomi’s dark night of grief and loss. David, Israel’s greatest king, displayed valiant courage, but when Uriah’s name appears, we recall David’s acts of self-deception, adultery, arrogance, betrayal and murder.


  Matthew’s selection of names is bittersweet, beastly-angelic—and human. As this history illustrates, the human story is messy, unfaithful, complicated and inconsistent. And yet with his predictable, measured, orderly lists of names, Matthew also weaves another story. Summarizing this convoluted path to the Messiah’s birth, he says, “Thus there were fourteen generations in all from Abraham to David, fourteen from David to the exile to Babylon, and fourteen from the exile to the Messiah” (Mt 1:17).


  Matthew will continually remind us that Jesus fulfilled Old Testament prophecy (see 1:22 and 2:15, for example). But in this genealogy he implies that Jesus’ birth, life, mission, death and resurrection will fulfill the entire Old Testament story.[11] No matter how dark and bloody we make our own histories, Matthew wants us to know that three times fourteen means there’s a story and a storyteller, a plot and a plot-weaver. Behind the mess and unpredictability of the human story, God is weaving another story, a story of harmony and redemption.


  Second, Matthew’s new “genesis” also proclaims God’s mercy for all injured and hobbling homo viators, people on the way. Notice, for instance, that out of the vast pool of people Matthew could have chosen for this introduction to Jesus, he selected some shockingly irregular people. Most ancient genealogies didn’t include women at all, unless perhaps they were “great women,” like Sarah, Rebekah, Leah, Rachel. But this genealogy doesn’t mention any of these prominent “great women”; instead, Matthew intentionally includes four prominent but “irregular” women:


  
    	Tamar (Mt 1:3), who acted as a prostitute by tricking her father-in-law so as to continue the line of her husband


    	Rahab (Mt 1:5), a prostitute and a foreigner who also displayed courageous faith by protecting the Hebrew spies


    	Ruth (Mt 1:5), another outsider from Moab (and a descendant of the incestuous Lot), who displayed a Godlike covenant loyalty to her mother-in-law and, in another sense, to all of God’s people


    	“Uriah’s wife,” or Bathsheba (Mt 1:6), the woman involved in David’s scandalous affair and cover-up and who also, by God’s grace, became the mother of Solomon.

  


  Like all the men mentioned earlier in Jesus’ genealogy, these women epitomize the human story—from soaring faith to sullied unbelief. These four women aren’t notoriously wicked, especially compared to everyone else in this list of mercy-hungry wayfarers. But as non-Jews and ethnic outsiders, they represent an odd bunch of branches to graft into Jesus’ family tree. And yet Matthew wants us to know that these irregular women belong in this story from the very beginning.[12] To paraphrase another New Testament writer, Jesus is not ashamed to call them his sisters (Heb 2:11-12).


  Why? What’s the point? From start to finish, this is the Gospel of divine mercy. This Jesus is pro-sinner. He is for us even in our sin and oddness. He is for the irregular and the preposterous. As a friend of mine said, “God chooses sinful, broken, unlikely people—who else does he have?”[13] So this is the story of Jesus’ mercy. He saves his people from their sins (Mt 1:21). He identifies with sinners at his baptism (Mt 3:13-15). He treats sick people, not the alleged healthy people (Mt 9:9). He dies pinned to a cross between two sinners (Mt 27:38). Look at this Messiah, this Jesus, this Savior, Matthew exclaims; he even has sinners in his family tree![14] And if our Lord and Master and Messiah lives and dies for sinners and oddballs, then his followers must love them too.


  So don’t let Matthew’s dull-sounding introduction fool you. This is adventure-storytelling at its best. When Paul Auster started collecting stories for a National Public Radio project called “The National Story Project,” he wanted stories “that defied our expectations about the world” or “that revealed the mysterious forces at work in our lives, in our family histories, in our minds and bodies, in our souls. In other words, true stories that sounded like fiction.”[15] According to Auster’s criteria, Matthew 1 does it all. Jesus’ genealogy defies our expectations about the world and about God. This is not the God we would expect but a Savior who works mysteriously in our irregular, mercy-poor family histories.


  “In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit.” Yes, a great fiction tale. Now hear a better story: one day in a hole in the Milky Way called planet Earth, among an odd group of people, Jesus the Messiah came to his people. It’s a true story that reads like fiction. What adventures, dangers and delights will Jesus encounter? And if we follow him, what adventures shall befall us? Where will this Gospel of mercy lead us? Hold on, we’re in for the tale—and the adventure—of our life.


  When Love Found a Form


  Matthew 1:18-25


  After a long tour, Bono, the lead singer for U2, returned to Dublin and attended a Christmas Eve service. At some point in that service, Bono grasped the truth at the heart of the Christmas story. With tears streaming down his face, Bono realized,


  The idea that God, if there is a force of Love and Logic in the universe, that it would seek to explain itself is amazing enough. That it would seek to explain itself by becoming a child born in poverty, in s— and straw, a child, I just thought, “Wow!” Just the poetry . . . I saw the genius of picking a particular point in time and deciding to turn on this. . . . Love needs to find a form, intimacy needs to be whispered. . . . Love has to become an action or something concrete. It would have to happen. There must be an incarnation. Love must be made flesh.[16]


  With poetic beauty, Bono explained Christmas. That’s the message of Matthew 1:18-25. “There must be an incarnation. Love must be made flesh.” The God who is love enters our broken world, becoming as small and vulnerable as a fetus in Mary’s womb.


  Verse 18 begins, “This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit.” It’s not make-believe; Christians have always claimed that this story is rooted in history. At a particular time and place, God in the flesh was born with a particular human body. Jesus also had two particular people who brought him into the world: Mary and Joseph.


  Although some people scoff, it’s highly unlikely that a thoroughly Jewish writer would invent this strange story. There were plenty of tales about heroes conceived without a human father, but they were thoroughly pagan and therefore repugnant to Jews. Matthew would have known the risk of opening the Jesus story to sneers and misunderstandings, but he took the risk anyway (along with Luke) because he believed he was telling the real, historical story of Jesus’ birth.[17]


  But Matthew wasn’t just interested in history; he wanted us to grasp the meaning of Jesus’ birth through his names. The first name (see verse 21) is Jesus, the one who saves us from our sins. Once again, this wasn’t what Matthew’s Jewish hearers would have been expecting. In fact, it must have irked them. They wanted a Messiah who would save them from the sins of others.


  This isn’t the message we want to hear either. We usually don’t crave a Savior who will help us identify our sins. My friend Doug is a Catholic priest who perpetually hears rambling “confessions” that sound something like this: “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. My last confession was nearly a year ago. I’ve done a few bad things, but it isn’t like I committed murder or robbed a bank (chuckle, chuckle). I suppose I did scream at my brother-in-law during our Thanksgiving dinner. I said some pretty nasty things, but that was six months ago and I’ve gotten over it. Besides, you should have heard what he said to me. Why, that guy is such a jerk!” And so it goes.


  Doug tries to remind people that Jesus came first and foremost to save us from our sins, not his sins or her sins or their sins. So Doug reminds his parishioners, “If you can’t admit your sins, if you must constantly blame others, then Jesus has nothing to offer you.” That’s the point of verse 21: “He will save his people from their sins.” In this story, Jesus will begin his new genesis by saving me from my pride, my lust, my oppression of others and my lack of love.


  There’s another name for Jesus in this story: Immanuel. In verses 22-23 we’re told, “All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: ‘The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel’ (which means, ‘God with us’).” Immanuel literally means “with us, the God” or “the with-us God.” We should swallow this meaning in its full potency, without diluting it to something like “in Jesus God draws near.”[18] It means that Jesus is God with us as he swims in Mary’s amniotic fluid, wiggles in the manger’s straw, feeds the hungry and heals the sick. Jesus is God with us as he takes the bread in his hands and says, “This is my body broken for you.” Jesus is God with us as he hangs from a cross, gasping for breath and shouting, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” He descends into our messy world, standing in solidarity with human sufferers, plunging ever deeper into our pain and apparent abandonment.[19]


  To see how radical this concept is, compare it with other worldviews. Within the framework of ancient Greek philosophy, the idea of a God taking on a body and then entering our world as a bloody baby was a mockery. One Greek philosopher sarcastically asked, “How can one admit (God) should become an embryo, that after his birth he is put in swaddling clothes, that he is soiled with blood and bile and worse things yet?”[20]


  In Islam the incarnation doesn’t fare much better. My good friend Omar, a kindhearted Muslim professor, appreciates the teachings of Jesus, but he cannot accept that God became small, vulnerable and weak. By definition, Allah forever dwells above us. Allah sends angels and prophets and books, but Allah is too holy and we are too sinful for him to come to us. According to Kenneth Cragg, one of the foremost Christian scholars on Islam, although Muslims have a “great tenderness for Jesus” and they find the nativity story “miraculous,” they still claim that the incarnation is simply an impossible concept.[21]


  But the greatness of Christmas—and the entire New Testament—is this: God comes to us first as a fetus, then a potentially “unwanted pregnancy,” then a slimy and wrinkled baby, then a twelve-year-old boy lost in the city (see Lk 2:41-48), then a preacher and healer, and finally a condemned criminal stripped naked, asking for water and screaming for God’s presence. As the author to the Hebrews would say, “He had to be made like his brothers in every way” (Heb 2:17 NIV 1984).


  A nice God, a decent God, a semi-loving God, a predictably righteous God would send us some help, maybe an angel or a prophet or a sacred text—at least some advice. We could respect and admire a God like that. But the Gospel of Jesus’ mercy goes far beyond conventional righteousness, decency and niceness. At Christmas God became a naked baby. You can’t get more vulnerable than that. It’s beyond decent; it’s a wild, lavish and dangerous love. We could respond with respect and admiration, but now we will also return love with love, because God is infinitely better than we could ever imagine.


  Joseph grasps the ethical implications of this lavish, vulnerable love. For all he knew he was caught in a horrible dilemma. He wasn’t anticipating a “virgin birth,” and Mary hadn’t had sex with him, so he could only conclude that Mary had been unfaithful. It’s difficult for us to imagine Joseph’s shame. Jewish, Greek and Roman law all demanded that a man divorce his wife or his fiancée in this situation, making her pay for the sin by impounding her dowry.


  With his version of righteousness as decency, Joseph “had in mind to divorce her quietly” (Mt 1:19). In other words, in front of two or three people he would privately terminate the impending marriage. Although deeply wounded, Joseph would choose the righteous path, a path that would allow him to maintain his honor without publically humiliating Mary. All of that would have qualified him as a righteous person, but Joseph heard God’s call to a different standard of righteousness. In verse 20 we read, “But after he considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream” and told Joseph to take Mary as his wife. In verse 24 Joseph responds with obedience: “When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife.”


  Through the angelic messenger Joseph heard God’s new standard, a standard based on risky, shocking, vulnerable love. Jesus will tell us over and over again that our new standard is the Father’s heart (Mt 5:45). Based on the new standard of God’s solidarity with sinners, Joseph chose to walk beside Mary, standing in solidarity with her in the stigma of her alleged “sin.”


  But Mary also serves as a human model for the new standard of righteousness. In many ways her beautiful obedience reflects Jesus’ teaching throughout the rest of this Gospel. She almost slips by unnoticed, but that’s the point: in her quiet, unspectacular response to these momentous events, she exudes meekness (Mt 5:5). She obeys with her deeds and not just her words (Mt 7:21-27). She doesn’t draw attention to herself (Mt 6:1-18). She trusts her heavenly Father (Mt 6:25-34), and she lives under the persecution of Herod and probably others (Mt 5:10-12). In short, without saying anything, both Mary and Joseph embody the teaching of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount and his call for righteousness that “surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law” (see Mt 5:20).[22]


  Bono was right. “Love needs to find a form, intimacy needs to be whispered. . . . Love has to become an action or something concrete.” It was true for Jesus and it is true for his followers. Like Jesus himself, Christ-followers make love an action. Sometimes that compels us to move into places of pain, despair and trauma so we can incarnate the love of Christ by our presence. At other times we remain in ordinary places—homes, neighborhoods, schools, businesses and soccer teams—and by our connection to Jesus live as salt and light. Like Joseph, who followed the way of Jesus before Jesus’ birth, we make love more than a concept. It’s pure logic, it’s also pure love and it’s the pure way that Jesus came to offer this broken world.


  The Strangest Christmas Story


  Matthew 2:1-23


  In his book The Jesus I Never Knew, Philip Yancey recounts flipping through a stack of Christmas cards and noting the most common scenes: New England towns buried in snow, nice and fuzzy animals (even friendly lions) cuddling like baby bunnies, and fat or cheerful angels floating on soft clouds. When the holy family made a rare appearance, Yancey notes that they exuded peace and patience.[23]


  In contrast, Matthew draws us into one wild and crazy adventure tale. A small band of scholar-explorers, led by a magic star, leave their homeland on a chase for a newborn king. En route they meet a crafty villain bent on finding and killing this alleged new king. A cat-and-mouse game ensues, but the explorers outwit the villain. Embarrassed and enraged, the villain wipes out all the boys in a nearby village. The mothers wail inconsolably for their murdered sons. Meanwhile, warned by an angelic dream, the newborn king and his family hastily leave town, joining the ranks of world refugees as they flee to safety.


  The whole story is just too wild and weird for fiction, but it’s certainly consistent with Matthew’s theme: Jesus is God with us. The real Christmas story is more interesting, dangerous, heartrending and hopeful than anything we could ever have imagined. The story in chapter 2 centers on three strong characters: the Magi, who represent the human quest toward God; Herod, who represents the human flight from God; and the child Jesus, who represents God’s vulnerable love for us.


  Like the Magi, people are still on a quest toward God. I think of my friend Linda, a brilliant English literature major who met me for two hours in the middle of finals week so she could discuss “spirituality.” She arrived at Starbucks with five pages of neatly typed, well-researched questions: Why does the Bible seem to advocate slavery? Why does science contradict the Bible? How come good people go to hell? Why are there so many hypocrites in the church? Why does God allow natural disasters, like a massive earthquake in Haiti of all places? Is there a purpose to life? Can anyone ask honest questions and still be happy? Although she couldn’t name her quest, she was grasping and longing for “something.”


  Linda has tapped into a long tradition based on some of our best stories—the exodus, the Odyssey, the Divine Comedy, Pilgrim’s Progress, The Lord of the Rings and The Matrix, to name a few. Zen Buddhists call this sense of seeking “the red hot coal stuck in the throat.” You can’t swallow it and you can’t spit it up; it burns you from the inside out. C. S. Lewis had a word for one aspect of this quest: joy, that aching and longing for something indefinable.[24] Novelist Walker Percy called it “the search,” which he claimed “is what anyone would undertake if he were not sunk in the everydayness of his own life.”[25]


  In this passage in Matthew, the Magi represent a universal human drive to embark on a quest. Their stargazing wasn’t recreational or philosophical; it signified the red hot coal stuck in their throat, their longing for joy, their participation in the search. After intently watching the stars and planets, after reading the signs and searching the clues, they embarked on a quest. “After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea,” Matthew tells us, “during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, ‘Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?’” (Mt 2:1-2). We don’t know much about them, but we can assume this was a costly search driven by deep desire. In one sense the Magi represent all of us—seeking, questioning, longing human beings who awaken to life as a quest.


  But they also represent something about God, for the Magi are not only seekers; they are questers who have been outquested by God. According to Matthew, God initiated their long and costly journey through part of his good creation—a star (Mt 2:2, 9). They may have spotted the star, but God used the star to guide them out of everydayness toward joy.[26] God also guided them through his spoken word, refining their initial quest through an ancient Old Testament prophecy recorded in Matthew 2:6:


  
    But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,

    are by no means least among the rulers of Judah;


    for out of you will come a ruler

    who will shepherd my people Israel.

  


  At each stage of their quest God sought the seekers, recapitulating the journey described by Augustine’s prayer: “I should not have sought you unless you had first found me.”


  In Matthew’s description of the Magi’s journey we sense another story behind our stories of searching: God is seeking us. We start out the quest intending to discover something, but we end up being discovered. We think we are looking for something only to find that someone was looking for us. We assume we’re ascending to God and realize that God is descending to us. This is divine mercy.


  To Israel and the early church, the Magi represented the worst elements of pagan idolatry.[27] In fact, the prophet Isaiah seemed to relish the day when these foreign frauds would ignite like a pile of garbage (see Is 47:13-14). Like the imperfect, irregular and immoral ancestors in Jesus’ genealogy, the Magi should have remained outsiders who could only sully God’s “righteous” community. But in Matthew’s Gospel, God’s quest includes the unworthy and the unrighteous (see also Mt 5:45; 9:9-11).


  By including them in this story, Matthew announces, “Here come some more sinners; here come more spiritual and moral oddballs; here come the pagan seekers, taken by God’s hand, led through nature and then through Scripture, right to the little King Jesus.” In contrast, he records this about the respectable Bible scholars: “When [Herod] had called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Messiah was to be born. ‘In Bethlehem in Judea,’ they replied” (Mt 2:4-5). In other words, they offered Herod impeccable theological data, but that knowledge didn’t rattle their comfortable and privileged position; they didn’t budge or begin their own quest. In this story Matthew foreshadows a frequent two-point theme: a warning to the “righteous” (Mt 9:9-11), the “insiders” (Mt 11:20-30) and the “firsts” (Mt 20:1-16) who may miss God’s new creation, and an invitation for the “unrighteous,” the “outsiders” and the “lasts” who are called to find true rest in Jesus (Mt 11:28-30).[28]


  It’s hard to miss the application for us: the questing God of Jesus, the God of grace, still seeks seekers, welcoming home sinners and outsiders. He still guides us step by step through nature, circumstances, relationships, failures, triumphs and especially the Holy Bible until we are led to worship King Jesus. The church, living at the foot of Jesus’ crib and cross, should do no less.


  Second, Matthew 2 also focuses on King Herod, who in many ways represents all of us in our rebellious flight from God. Unlike the Magi’s long but joyful quest, Herod’s story ends in tragedy. It’s an ugly story, and most of us don’t like sad, tragic tales. As a culture we crave happy stories—even sappy, shallow sitcoms—rather than classic tragedies.


  By the time Jesus was born, Herod (“the Great,” as he liked to call himself), had been king for forty years. For all his flaws, Herod had one thing going for him: he could keep order. His résumé included an impressive list of personnel shake-ups: he murdered one of his wives, arranged a “drowning accident” for a brother-in-law and hired hit men to strangle two of his sons. He even concocted a plan to ensure that everyone would cry at his funeral: as soon as he died, his goon squads would kill some popular local leaders, triggering a deluge of public grief. Herod’s life was marked by a constant quest to avoid God, maintain control and devalue others.


  But in Matthew’s ironic take on Herod’s reign, Herod also looks pathetically insecure. Throughout the story his fragile ego constantly wobbles on the edge of disintegration. In verse 3 we read, “When King Herod heard this [news of Jesus’ birth] he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him.” On the one hand, news about the birth of a royal figure would disturb Herod.[29] After all, he maintained power only through intimidation, terror and violence. But in this story, Matthew repeatedly calls Jesus not “the king” but “the child.” That’s the threat to mighty King Herod? A mother with a baby? It’s Matthew’s satirical way of showing who’s really in charge. The little baby Jesus, hiding in the backwoods of Judea and suckling at his mother’s breast, threatens Herod the Great.


  Herod’s insecurity propels him to devalue and then destroy the threat by throwing a nasty temper tantrum: “When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious” (Mt 2:16). After narrowing his search for the baby, he orders his troops to enter the village and slaughter every boy under the age of two. Although this story isn’t recorded outside the Bible, almost every New Testament scholar agrees that the attack was consistent with Herod’s character and political tactics.


  While the Magi represent humanity on a quest toward God, Herod represents humanity in flight from God. Unlike Herod, I’m not a brutal mass murderer, but like Herod, when left to my own devices I possess a tragic urge to resist God and devalue others. Like Herod, I’m not just an imperfect human who needs a little improvement; I’m a rebel who must lay down his arms.[30] I’m a runaway who must come home. Or, in the words of Martin Luther, I am incurvatus in se, curved in upon myself and bent away from God.


  As a fugitive from grace and a human with a tragically bent heart, I simply will not respond to God’s grace without outside intervention. My flight from God can be vanquished only by God’s power. All of us, like Herod, are threatened by the presence of Jesus, which disrupts our kingdom of self. That’s why our decision to “accept Jesus as our personal Savior” must start with God’s intervention to get our attention and soften our hearts. For the most part, we’re definitely on a spiritual quest—far away from God.


  For instance, after considering the reaction of her “brilliant hilarious progressive friends,” writer Anne Lamott decided that accepting Christ “seemed an utterly impossible thing that simply could not be allowed to happen.” She describes Jesus as a cat who wanted to get picked up and let inside. “But I knew what would happen,” Lamott writes: “You let a cat in one time, give it a little milk, and then it stays forever. So I tried to keep one step ahead of it, slamming my houseboat door when I entered or left. . . . [Finally] I hung my head and said . . . ‘All right. You can come in.’ Such was my beautiful moment of conversion.”[31]


  Like Lamott and every tragically curved-in-on-herself human being, we resist and even despise surrendering to God’s presence. We would rather die. Opening our lives to God’s grace requires a miracle. For many this miraculous opening comes through an experience of powerlessness—perhaps a failure, an addiction, a deep sorrow or a defeat.


  By his own admission, my friend Chris was a stubborn, arrogant, self-willed, Herodlike fugitive from God’s grace—even after he had accepted Christ. Finally, after a long, painful struggle with his addiction to alcohol, he faced his own powerlessness. His life had become unmanageable and his marriage unraveled. As he came face to face with his greatest defeat, he suddenly entered his beautiful moment of reconversion. In this season of utter powerlessness, Chris finally stopped running and surrendered to King Jesus.


  But Herod doesn’t bend, repent or surrender. To the bitter end he refuses the miracle of God’s grace. It’s a pathetic tale, but like Herod I too can grasp for control, refusing to surrender and spurning the miracle of God’s grace. Herod’s life is a grave warning: tragedies still happen, and apart from Christ I can become one of those tragedies.


  Finally, Matthew’s Christmas story also contrasts Herod “the Great” with Jesus “the child.” In one sense, this chapter could be titled “The Tale of Two Kings.” It’s laced with irony because Herod, the pompous, brutal but phony king, seems to possess all the power; while, Jesus, the vulnerable, powerless, humble king, actually rules the cosmos.


  From the moment of his birth, Jesus plunges into trouble, violence and uncertainty. Forget the perfect Christmas scene with a flourishing economy and a cozy family sitting around a fire opening a pile of presents. Jesus and his family are on the run, hated and hunted refugees, fleeing for their lives.


  In verse 23 Matthew intentionally cites Jesus’ hometown of Nazareth: an off-the-map, politically insignificant place in outpost Galilee.[32] The historian Josephus doesn’t even mention it, and people of Jesus’ day often disparaged it (see Jn 1:46). The name “Jesus the Nazarene” implied “Jesus, the Lowly Nobody.”[33] But even while dying on the cross he remained “Jesus of Nazareth” (Jn 19:19).


  Matthew wants us to know that despite despotic rulers, political refugees, ethnic hatred, the slaughter of the weak and the tears of heartbroken parents, nothing escapes Immanuel, the God who suffers with us and for us. God with us comes to places of violence and grief (Bethlehem) and places of insignificance (Nazareth).


  At the same time, Matthew insists that this loving, vulnerable God is also the world’s powerful, sovereign Lord. Even in the midst of human rebellion, hatred and violence, God’s plan has not been thwarted. On four occasions in chapter 2 (see verses 5, 13, 17-18 and 23), Matthew reminds us that the entire story of God’s people in the Old Testament is being relived in the events of Jesus’ life.[34] Thus, history—even our personal histories, so littered with betrayals, failures and losses—cannot overwhelm the hope of God’s story. Over and over again Matthew insists that as everything looks bleak, God is still among us working out a plan for world history.[35]


  So even as Herod releases his death squads into the streets of Bethlehem, Matthew quotes from Jeremiah 31:


  
    A voice is heard in Ramah,

    weeping and great mourning,


    Rachel weeping for her children

    and refusing to be comforted,

    because they are no more. (Mt 2:18)

  


  The ancient quote from Jeremiah and the scene in Bethlehem are both thick with anguish. Inconsolable weeping pierces the air. But for Matthew God still proclaims hope. In Jeremiah’s day the people of God had been shipped off into exile, but in Jeremiah 31:16-17 God promises the end of their grief: “Restrain your voice from weeping and your eyes from tears. . . . They will return from the land of the enemy. So there is hope for your descendants.” In the same way, Matthew wants his readers (and us) to know that King Jesus will also walk the path of exile, loss and grief, but then he will return and find hope even in the darkest days.[36]


  In a very practical way, Matthew’s real Christmas story of God with us shapes the mission of the church. As Jesus identifies with his suffering people, the church discovers her mission to side with the vulnerable—the scorned (Mary), the sick and demonized (Mt 4:23-24), the poor in spirit (Mt 5:3), the persecuted and hunted (Mt 5:10-12), the anxious and “little-faithed” (Mt 6:25-34), the outcasts (Mt 8:1), the sinful and unrighteous (Mt 9:9-11), the “little children” (Mt 11:25-27), the burnt-out and burdened (Mt 11:28-30).


  In the spirit of Jesus’ identity and mission found in this chapter, Jean Vanier recently wrote:


  A society that honours only the powerful, the clever, and the winners necessarily belittles the weak. . . . The image of the ideal human as powerful and capable disenfranchises the old, the sick, the less-abled. . . . I also believe that those we most exclude from the normal life of society, people with disabilities, have profound lessons to teach us.[37]


  As we shall see, in Matthew’s Gospel this doesn’t just mean being nice to unfortunate people. It is first and foremost a commitment to the lordship of Jesus Christ, a willingness to live life with Jesus at the center. But whenever Jesus is truly at the center of our life together, we will seek out, find and embrace those whom Jesus called the “little ones.” These little ones remind us who Jesus was (not only “the child,” but the hunted and hated refugee child), who Jesus came for (the weary and burdened, Mt 11:28) and how we all must come to Jesus (as the “poor in spirit,” Mt 5:3).


  For Matthew, the real Christmas story isn’t a nice story with sentimental pictures; it’s a dangerous tale. And once we agree to join with Jesus, we embark on a dangerous path. It forces us to side with Jesus and his little ones rather than Herod with all of his pomp and brutality. The way of Jesus causes us to become vulnerable. According to Matthew, we might even be killed for following Jesus the child. But that’s another tale for another chapter. When we next meet Jesus in Matthew 3, he’s a full-grown man. But approximately thirty years later he’s fulfilling the same mission he was in chapter 1: saving us from sin and walking beside us as God with us.


  The Good News of Repentance


  Matthew 3:1-17


  When the contemporary writer Kathleen Norris started a careful journey back to her childhood faith, she had to learn a jumble of “scary” words. At first she felt “bombarded” by words like heresy, repentance and salvation, words that seemed “dauntingly abstract” and even “vaguely threatening.” In Norris’s experience they also “carried an enormous weight of baggage from my own childhood and from my family history.”[38]


  I often meet people who, like Norris, feel vaguely threatened by the call to repent. Unfortunately, our culture has largely lost the tough but ultimately life-giving quality of repentance. In Matthew 3, “repent” doesn’t just mean “clean up your act,” although it does imply readiness; it primarily means “come to the God who is coming to you.” That’s why Matthew quotes Isaiah 40: “A voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him’” (Mt 3:3). Isaiah 40 announced a time when the Jewish exiles would joyfully return to their homeland. Now, at this point in Matthew’s story, John the Baptist is announcing the joyful coming of the world’s king, who ushers in the ultimate exile from sin and death. Both passages, Isaiah 40 and Matthew 3, declare the hope of returning to the God who passionately seeks us.
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