
Weeping at Christmas. December 8th Sermon Matthew 2:1-18 

On the Sunday Advent morning, let’s talk about why you don’t go to the doctor (or the dentist), 

shall we? 

Introduction:  

Are you a good patient? 

This past summer Atlantic magazine published a small, but intriguing article by David Freedman 

entitled, “The Worst Patients in the World” asked a simple question- while conversations around 

American healthcare tend to focus on how healthcare is provided or how provided healthcare is 

paid for: Could the problem with the American health-care system lie not only with the American 

system but with American patients?  

 

Pointed out a few interesting observations about American patients: 

● American patients have a flagrant disregard for routine care.  

“Americans are hypochroniacs, yet we skip checkups. We demand drugs we don’t need, and fail to 

take the ones we do.”  

● We demand expensive, but unnecessary tests, resist watchful waiting-  

● We don’t trust doctors. We think we know better. We rely on the internet and wield 

information like a club, bullying doctors into as many prescriptions as possible. 

● We demand the best possible procedure (which often means the most expensive) even if the 

benefits aren’t solidly proven, effective or only slightly better. Simply put, patients don’t want 

to hear doctors say, No, so doctors order tests and perform procedures that they shouldn’t 

fearing liability.  

Therefore, as the article goes- healthcare is a mess- at least in part- because we are a bad patients.  

And my conclusion IS: go to the doctor… and the dentist… and Jesus loves you.  

Happy Advent. Kidding.  

 

Listen, my point isn’t really about healthcare but David Freeman presents an pressing question:  

With healthcare, are you a good patient?  

Do you go to the doctor? Or do you self diagnose on the internet?  

When you do go to the doctor, do you follow her or his counsel and take your medicine?  

Do you know why you have that weird muscle twinge that comes and goes is? It shows up and freaks 

you out, but then it goes away, so you still don’t get it checked. Then it comes back!  
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Why don’t you get it checked out? 

 

Why aren’t we good patients? Why do we neglect or resist help?  

Why do we want help, but only on our own terms? 

Do we really fully understand what our body needs?  

 

And I wondered again, if that’s true of how I care for my body, what about my soul?  

Do I do the same thing?  

With soulcare, are you a good patient? 

Do you want to call yourself a Christian but only on your own terms?  

Do you really know what your soul needs? Are you open to outside counsel? 

Do you try to do the things God says in His Word?  

Do you ask others for help when you don’t understand what to do or how?  

(PAUSE) 

When your pastors and leaders give you counsel, do you submit to what they say? Do you think you 

know better? Do you search the internet to reinforce what you already think? 

(PAUSE) 

Let me press on ONE thing: For almost a year, regular Sunday attendance has been prescribed as 

essential for spritiual health. If needed, have you taken intention steps to increase your regular 

Sunday attendance? Is coming on Sundays optional for you or your family? Do you build your travel 

schedule around being with God’s people rather than the other way around?  

And if the answer is NO, why is that?  

(PAUSE) 

And my conclusion IS : Go to the church… and community group... and Jesus loves you.  

Happy Advent.  

Why are we such poor patients? Why can’t we just do the things that we know that we should?  

Why are we so stubborn? What’s wrong with us?  

 

In NYTimes op ed last week, Anglican priest and writer Tish Harrison Warren wrote this about 

Advent, “The believer and atheist alike can agree that there is an undeniable brokenness to the 

world, a sickness that needs remedy. Whether we assign blame to human sinfulness, a political 
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party, corporate greed, ignorance, tribalism or nationalism (or some of each), we can admit that 

things are not as they should be — or at least, not as we wish they were.” 

 

Friends, the sickness we see in ourselves is also in our world, and the remedy is unclear. 

The prophet Isaiah describes it like this:  

We hope for light, and behold darkness 

And for brightness but we walk in gloom. 

We grope for the wall like the blind; 

We grope like those who have no eyes; 

We stumble at noon as in the twilight 

Among those in full vigor we are like dead men… 

We hope for justice, but there is none;  

(we hope) for salvation, but it is far from us -Isaiah 59 

 

And listen, if you’re a Xian, and I asked you pointblank- what is the problem with us or our world, 

you would probably say, sin. Yet, I don’t think really think we know the depth of what SIN is.  

 

In Romans 7, Paul languishes over the fact that even after the Damacus Road and even after 

revelations in the heavens- he still does the things he should NOT do and the things he SHOULD 

do- he doesn’t do those.  

Sound familiar? Paul, like us, is a bad patient. Paul doesn’t have his sin on lockdown. He sees it not 

just in his actions or the shows he does or doesn’t watch, but he sees sin all the way down to his 

words and thoughts and deeds and motives, not just the things done, but the things left undone.  

 

Do you understand sin like that? I know I am only starting to. If we understood sin like that, our 

darkness like that, Advent would be different for us. Advent has to begin in the darkness because 

that is where we and our world are.  

 

In recent decades, people enjoy complaining about consumerism and Christmas and how Christmas 

comes earlier every year. I definitely saw Christmas decorations up well in advance of 

Thanksgiving. And push back against Christmas by letting people know we celebrate Advent.  

But setting aside our cynicism and semantic silliness aside for a minute, I wonder: 

Maybe we set up for Christmas earlier and earlier because on some level, our longing for Christmas 

and all it represents grows and grows. (and consumerism- as we have said loves to leverage our 
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eternal longings to sell us stuff). The more clearly we behold the darkness and gloom, in us, in our 

country, in our cities, in our families, the more we implicitly and explicitly we long for not just 

relief, but resolution. The more we long for Advent.  

 

Tish Warren again: “To practice Advent is to lean into an almost cosmic ache: our deep, wordless 

desire for things to be made right and the incompleteness we find in the meantime. We dwell in a 

world still racked with conflict, violence, suffering, darkness. Advent holds space for our grief, and 

it reminds us that all of us, in one way or another, are not only wounded by the evil in the world but 

are also wielders of it.”  

 

We, our neighbors, our co-workers hope for help- I know my work friends do- we long for death to 

die, for cancer to be vanquished, for violence to end, for love to last, for justice. We need help. We 

know it. We know we are sick and we are bad patients, but we don’t know where to get help or how. 

We grope around in the dark, we run feverishly one way, then another, like sheep with no shepherd, 

the sick in need of a physician.  

We sit in the darkness, in the space for our grief and we weep and we do not know why and we don’t 

know what to do.  

(PAUSE) 

Where are you this morning my poor patients? my friends in the darkness? 

Where are your thoughts at this moment? Come back. Can I direct you to our passage this morning?  

We will see how life, and light and health come to us, but they will not come as we expect.  

 

In this morning’s passage from Matthew chapter 2, we enter the Advent story on the road and the 

Advent road is dark and dangerous. Everyone is on the move it seems. The wisemen coming from 

the east on the road to Bethlehem, then choose a different road home. Joseph and Mary are on the 

road to Bethlehem, then Bethlehem to Egypt, then the road returning from Egypt, going one place, 

but then being led to Nazareth in Galilee. The Advent road goes through many physical places, and 

passes through deeper places as well. This morning in three points, we talk about how the road to 

Advent comes through:  

 

 

I. The Advent ROAD THROUGH EVIL 

II. The Advent ROAD THROUGH Grief 

III. The Advent ROAD THROUGH darkness 
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I. The Advent ROAD THROUGH EVIL 

In his book, The Death of Satan, Columbia professor Andrew DelBlanco explains,  

“A gulf has opened up in our culture between the visibility of evil and the intellectual 

resources available for coping with it. Never before have images of horror been so 

widely disseminated and so appalling… Yet never have our resources been so weak. We 

have no language for connecting our inner lives with the horrors that pass before our 

eyes in the outer world… We shudder or wince; then we switch the channel.” Delblanco 

p. 3 

And then we pick up the Bible- Hey let’s look at the Xmas story- there’s a nice sentimental story 

about a baby born in a quaint manager- but the Bible will have nothing to do with our Xmas 

sentimentality. Here in the middle of the story v. 16 is what medieval Christians called the Slaughter 

of the Innocents. An infanticide in Bethlehem. Herod in his rage at the wisemen escaping him, in 

his murderous ambition to eliminate rivals, he orders the murder of the children in Bethlehem and 

the surrounding region in hopes of killing the Christ. What a horror this is! How deep is the 

darkness! “Oh little town of Bethlehem by no means least among the rulers of Judah”- this is their 

reward for being Christ’s birthplace.  

 

No one puts this scene on in those cute, Christmas pageants with live animals, but yet we NEED this 

moment in the Xmas story. THIS is our world. This is OUR darkness. Our world is not generally okay 

and just needs a God-shaped boost. Our world is not gradually progressing towards utopia. Our 

world dwells in DARKNESS and our man-made solutions don’t work. We are an occupied people, 

living under great oppression. And the darkness isn’t just out there- it’s not just THEM- whoever 

your them might but- this darkness is in me, in us. Massacres like this happen and we cry out! 

What do we do? Why does this happen?  

 

We need light to invade the darkness. And Advent shows us that, Christ comes, but His road is 

through evil. Xmas is coming but evil is also afoot. God is bringing His salvation plan into the world 

and the world doesn’t happily receive him. In fact, the darkness aligns itself against the coming 

King. If you want to understand the Xmas story and the slaughter of the innocents,  

read Revelation 12.  

“Behold, a great red dragon, with seven heads and ten horns, and on his heads seven 

crowns, His tail swept down a third of the stars of heaven and cast them to the earth. 
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And the dragon stood before the woman who was about to give birth, so that when she 

bore the child he might devour it.”  

That’s the Xmas story. What horror! What an image! A red dragon waiting to devour a newborn 

child! That’s what happening in Matthew 2. It’s not a nameless, faceless evil afoot in our world, 

there’s a evil one, the serpent from the garden has become a mighty dragon, Satan. He comes to 

steal, kill and destroy. A liar and murderer from the beginning. The devil works through Herod and 

the powers and principalites of this world to kill the Messiah.  

 

Delblanco again, “the work of the devil is everywhere, but no one knows where to find him. We live 

in the most brutal century in human history, but instead of stepping forward to take the credit, he 

(the devil) has rendered himself invisible.” (p.9)  

 

The Road to Advent must come through evil because we need language for this level of evil and we 

need hope to steel us against it. We need a Savior who faced peril at the hands of evil in our world. 

We need to know the enemy that pursues us, pursued Him, so we can believe what’s true of Christ is 

true of us. As one commentator says, “God has spared the Messiah from Herod’s massacre so that 

Jesus can live to complete all of God’s will for His life, including the atonement for the sins of 

humanity and the conquest of the very evil that has caused the current injustice.”  

Therefore, Christ’s victory over flesh, the world and the Devil is ours too.  

As Revelations 12 goes on to assure us,  

“Now the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his 

Christ have come, for the accuser of our brothers has been thrown down and who 

accuses them day and night before our God. And they have conquered him by the blood 

of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives even 

unto death.” 

II. The Advent ROAD THROUGH Grief 

In chapter 1 and 2, Matthew shows us the events in the Christmas story and 5x he says the event 

“was to fulfill what the Lord had spoken through the prophet.”  

1st time (1:23): a son is born. a virgin birth 

2nd time (2:6): the birthplace of Bethlehem 

3rd time (2:13): out of Egypt 

4th time (2:17): Rachel weeping  
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5th time (2:23): called a Nazarene  

Admittedly, it’s a little strange to call most of these prophecies. Let me explain: Only Messiah’s 

birth in Bethlehem seems a confirmed and looked for prophetic interpretation of the OT. We see 

that with Herod and his scribes. Later when people refuse to see Jesus as the Messiah because they 

think that He comes from Nazareth and not Bethlehem.  

Otherwise, most people just weren’t waiting around for a virgin birth as a sign of the Messiah 

although they anticipated a birth, even a son- Isaiah’s original prophecy of a son’s birth was 

actually already partially fullfilled in the birth of Isaiah’s own son. Notice Herod and the scribes 

don’t bring it up at all.  

The slaughter of the innocents wasn’t a prophecy or a sign that the Messiah had come. No one in 

the OT was looking for that as a prophecy as a sign of the Messiah.  

Rachel weeping- as we will see in a minute- is only illuminating in retrospective.  

But in looking back at the events of Jesus’ life, Matthew saw over and over parallels to the OT too 

striking to be a coincidence. Rather, these “divine coincidences” pointed to God’s orchestrating of 

the series of events. Specifically, Matthew saw the Exodus pattern of Jesus’ life and said Aha! God’s 

hand may seem hidden, but He is working. This is He pattern. He has done this before.  

 

In fact, these events are less predictions than parallels, Matthew sees that Jesus is following a 

familar pattern, a typology. The death of Bethlehem’s children and Christ’s preservation points to 

similar threat on Moses’ life at the hands of Pharoah.  Jesus’s journey into Egypt and then his 

return points to the Exodus and the exile of Israel into captivity- that’s where Rachel comes in.  

 

Rachel. Who is she again? Sister of Leah. Beloved wife of Jacob and mother of Joseph-coat of many 

colors Joseph-and Benjamen. In Genesis 35, she dies in labor giving birth to Benjamen on the way 

to the Promised Land and is buried near Bethlehem. Like Sarah and Abraham, she dies in the hope 

of the God’s promise, but never sees it herself.  

 

In Jeremiah 31, Jeremiah poetically gives us Rachel as the personification of all the mothers of the 

children of Israel- her children’s children children- having gained the Promised Land, can’t keep 

it. For their sin and disobedience, they are dragged of into exile and slavery. Ramah, north of 

Jerusalem, is the departure point for Jewish slaves into northern exile. Rachel is shown ever 

weeping, ever longing, refusing to be comforted, for her children are no more- sent in into exile. 

Therefore, Rachel in her weeping becomes the personification of grief of exile, the grief of 

unfulfilled longing. Never home- ever waiting. Very Advent.  
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Here Matthew shows us the image of Rachel awakened again by the cries of the infants of 

Bethlehem, rising out of the grave like a wailing ghost- a Banshee- with grief so great not even 

death will comfort her-  bitterly bewailing her little ones who lie slaughtered in heaps around her.  

 

But why does Matthew bring the image of  Rachel back here?  

 

Well,  did you notice that Matthew tells us the events of the story out of order? (also in  Ch 1) 

First he tells us that Jesus, Mary and Joseph fled to Egypt. 

Then that they return from Egypt after Herod’s death.  

Lastly, he tells us Herod ordered the murder of these children and borrows Jeremiah’s image of 

Rachel weeping.  

Why is it out of order?  

Matthew wants us to see the Christ is not- a new and better Moses, or a new and better Exodus, but 

a new and better Israel like. Jesus is the new Israel- perfectly obedient people of God.  

In reordering the events, Matthew emphasizes Jesus- the new Israel coming out of Egypt, returning 

from exile fullfilling not Jeremiah 31:15, but the next verse: 

Jeremiah 31:16: “Thus says the Lord, Keep your voice from weeping and your eyes from tears, for 

there is a reward for your work, declares the Lord and they shall come back from the land of the 

enemy.”  

In Christ, the exile has ended. Through Him, Israel can arrive home.  

In the Messiah, we see a remedy to Rachel’s grief for Christ himself came as a man of sorrow 

acquianted with grief.  

 

And the Advent Road must go through weeping because like Rachel- some of us have experienced a 

grief- a loss so deep that it won’t be fully healed this side of heaven. But in Christ, we have a 

companion in sorrow now and a promised return home to a land with grief no more.  

III. The Advent ROAD THROUGH darkness:  

Friends, we began our sermon this morning reflecting on what makes us bad patients for 

healthcare and soulcare and that in many ways, we don’t really understand the depth of our 

problem, the help we need or how to receive it.  
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Here in our passage this morning, Matthew is writing the Advent story for us in historical 

retrospective, looking backwards. He can- from a distant and with the Holy Spirit’s inspiration- 

see the hand of God working in seemingly ordinary events. Did you notice- Unlike Luke, Matthew’s 

is pretty ordinary. There is a star, but no celestial choirs. It has dreams- but no angelic appearances. 

Full of fear and ambuguity and confusion. And it’s pretty ordinary, like our lives, but also clearly 

God is present and working His plans in the commoness of  their lives. 

 

Did the people of Bethlehem see the massacre of their children connect to the coming of the 

Messiah and an eternal hope for the whole world? The evil and grief they endured must have 

seemed from their limited perspective like plain old awful commoness of life. Even if they had that 

explanation, would it have comforted the sudden and violent loss of their children?  

I don’t know. I don’t think so.  

 

In Evil and the Justice of God, theologian NT Wright says it this way, 

“Strange and more mysterious… is God’s project of justice within a world of injustice… a pattern of 

divine action to judge and punish evil and set bounds to it without destroying the responsibility and 

agency of human beings themselves and also both promise and bring about new moments of grace, 

events which constitute new creation.” 

 

Strange and mysterious. That’s right.  

 

What did you expect? What did I expect?  

Not so strange and not so mysterious.  

I expected it would be easier. I expected I’d have more control. That I would see it coming.  

I expected I would be healed, but on my terms, in my timing and in ways that make sense to me.  

Can we confess that together?  

Maybe we believed there would be tears, but not this many.  

Maybe we knew there would be darkness, but not so dark, not for so long.  

Maybe we knew there would be evil, but we didn’t know the evil would be so much IN us.  

What do we do? If you haven’t experienced it yet, the time is coming when you simply will not know 

what to do. It will seem like only confusion, chaos, darkness. You won’t know what to do.  

Jesus will be there because His advent road went through the darkness.  
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Did you see it in v. 20-21. Joseph had two dreams. The first dream: Herod’s dead come back. The 

second dream: whoops! but don’t go back to Judea! Go to Galilee. And he went and lived in a city 

called Nazareth so that what was spoken by the prophets might fulfilled.  

Did you hear that? God didn’t get it wrong and oops… send a second dream.  

He orchestrates even the chaos, so the Scriptures will be fulfilled. Who is this God?  

Even our chaos and confusion obey Him!! Glory to God!!!  

Maybe that’s where you are this morning. In the darkness, chaos, the confusion.  

Jesus is there. The chaos and confusion obey him. You will not be lost or swallowed up.  

 

Psalm 139 surprises us with this statement:  

If I say, “ Surely, the darkness will cover me  

and the light about me be night,  

even the darkness is not dark to you,  

the night is as bright as the day, for darkness is as light with you.” 

In the darkness, God is there. You aren’t alone.  

Summation 

In advent, Jesus Christ came into the world as man of sorrows acquianted with grief, so He could 

say to you, Blessed are those who mourn for they will be comforted.  

At the cross, all the powers of darkness of evil descended on Jesus Christ, so He might lead you in 

triumphal procession over evil and give you authority over powers and principalities.  

In His death, Jesus Christ went down into the darkness, into the very belly of death, so that the 

darkness would never truly be dark again for He is there with you.  

Two applications and we are done.  

#1 Cry to the LORD in your trouble 

Story of a man in the midwest, there was a terrible flood and because the water rose quickly, a man 

became stranded in his house and couldn’t leave for fear the floodwaters would wash him away.  

The man cried out to God, Save me Lord!  

And a short time later, some friends of his came by in a canoe.  

Get in they yelled! No, I have cried to God to save me, I will wait on Him.  

No matter how much they pleaded with him, he would not get in the canoe. They paddled away.  

A few hours later, the flood waters rose more, the man went up to the second floor of his house.  
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A police boat came by- Get in they yelled! The waters rising.  

No, I have cried out to God to save me, I will wait on Him. No matter how much they pleaded with 

him, he would not get in the police boat. Finally, they had to go away. After a few hours more, the 

water rose further and the man made his way onto the roof of his house.  A rescue helicopter flew 

overhead and dropped a winch down to him. Grab it they urged him!  

No, I have cried to God to save me, I will wait on Him. No matter how much they pleaded with him, 

he would not grab the winch. Eventually, they flew away. So he died.  

In heaven, the man approached the Lord confused and said,  

Lord, I don’t understand: I cried out to you and waited for you to save me, why didn’t you answer 

my prayer? And the Lord said, What the canoe, the boat and the helicopter weren’t enough?  

 

Don’t minimize or ignore your troubles until you are drowning!  

Don’t overlook the help the LORD sends because it seems ordinary. Even in ordinary help, like 

friendship, or a doctor’s appt, His help never comes apart from His presence.  

Receive it thankfully. 

 

Psalm 107 is the perfect example. It gives multiple examples of people in darkness, in distress, in 

peril. Why? Sometimes its their fault. Sometimes its not. Sometimes its the circumstances, but each 

time the refrain is the same: “They cried to the LORD in their trouble and he delivered them from 

their distress.” Yet the help He sends is uniquely fitting to the problem- for some he gives them a 

city to dwell in. For others, He quiets the storms. For even others, He satisfies the longing soul and 

the hungry soul he fills with good things.” 

 

#2 Sit WITH God in the darkness 
In our life with God, we will sit with Him and often with other people in the darkness, in great 

distress. This is norm of the Christian life. Do you know how to do that? If you want to know what 

that is like, study the Book of Job and or Book of Lamentations.  

Both great illustrations of what it is like and what to do and what not to do. 

Friends, here is some soulcare counsel, are you a good patient?  

Prepare your heart for those times before them come. I encourage you to do that.  
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How? One way: Learn songs: preferably old hymns and the Psalms. When our daughter was a baby, 

we decided to sing songs to her that would sit in the very bottom of her heart. That in times of 

trouble, those songs might rise up and comfort her knowing God is near.  

 

 

 

 

Our family favorite:  

Abide with me  

fast falls the eventide,  

the darkness deepens,  

Lord with me abide,  

when other helpers fail  

and comforts flee,  

help of the helpless abide with me 

 

Communion: 

If you want to know, will Jesus really show up in those dark, sorrowful, evil places? 

The Lord’s Supper is your evidence.  

Jesus took our grief, over evil and our darkness so seriously because he took them on himself for 

our sake. When you sit in the darkness, look to the Cross and remember:  

Romans 8: He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all,  

how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?  

If you’re a Christian this morning, wherever you are, Christ is with you.  

Thank Him that He paid with his body and blood for that to be true.  

 

And if you aren’t trusting in Christ today, not really a Christian: 

Can I ask who is with you in your darkness, grief, despair? 

Jesus Christ is a friend to sinners.  

Would you consider Him this morning?  

Talk with me or someone you came with.  
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