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2:1-2  THE WISE MEN ARRIVE AT JERUSALEM

Jesus was born in the town of Bethlehem in the country of Judea at the time when Herod was the king of the Jews.  After Jesus was born, something surprising happened:  Some very unusual men came to Jerusalem.  They came from far away in the East.  They were known as Magi [may-jigh].  They were very special people.  But it was what they said that was so astonishing.  They asked a question that nobody in Jerusalem expected.  Their question was:  

Where can we find the child who is born King of the Jews?  We witnessed a miracle.  We discovered his star in the east, and so we have come to worship him.

2:3-6  HEROD HEARS ABOUT THE MESSIAH

King Herod heard about these wise men and what they wanted.  It upset him terribly.  When Herod got upset, people all over Jerusalem also got frightened – very frightened indeed!  They knew that if Herod got suspicious there was going to be big trouble. 

Herod then called together all the chief priests and the teachers of the people.  He wanted to find out from them where Christ the Messiah would be born.

The religious leaders explained to Herod that it would be in Bethlehem which was in Judea.  Their answer came from the Bible.  It is written in Scripture, through the prophet Micah.  Micah says:

Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, you must not think that you are not important to God.  

You are going to be a famous town in Judah because of a famous leader.  

For Bethlehem will produce a wonderful ruler who will take good care of God's people, the people of Israel.  

2:7-8  HEROD MEETS THE MAGI

Then Herod secretly invited the Magi to his palace.  He pretended to welcome them.  He was very interested in the new-born king that they had come to visit.  He also wanted to know exactly when they had seen the star.  

When he had found out what he could, he sent the Magi on their way to Bethlehem.  He told them:  Off you go, and ask around carefully for the little boy.  Make sure you find the right child.  Once you have found him, come and tell me so that I may also go and worship him.

2:9-11  THE MAGI FIND THE CHILD

The Magi listened to the king.  They were happy to co-operate with him in such an exciting business.  Then off they went to Bethlehem.  On the way there they got a terrific surprise.  Right there in front of them was the marvellous star that they had originally seen in the country they had come from.  Then the star went in front of them, towards Bethlehem.  When it got to Bethlehem, it stopped moving.  It ended up exactly in line with the house where the child was.

Of course, when they saw that star they were absolutely thrilled, and filled with tremendous excitement.  They knew that God was guiding them to the little Messiah.

They went into the house.  There they saw the child they were looking for, with his mother Mary.  Filled with awe, they knelt down and worshiped him.  Then they opened up their bags and took out the presents, the treasures that they had brought for him.  Their gifts were gold, perfume and ointment.

2:12-15  JESUS IS TAKEN TO SAFETY IN EGYPT

While the Magi were staying in Bethlehem they were warned by a dream that they must not go back to Herod.  So they took another route back to their home country.

After they had left, Joseph also had a vivid dream.  To his great surprise an angel appears to him in the dream and says:  Wake up and get the child and his mother out of here.  You must take them to Egypt for their safety.  Stay there until I give you further instructions.  It is because Herod is about to search for the child to kill him.  

So Joseph got up and took the child and his mother away during the night.  They left for Egypt, so little Jesus was there, in Egypt, until the death of Herod.  

This was to fulfil the prophecy given by the Lord through the prophet Hosea [hoh-zee-a].  He said:  Out of Egypt I called my Son.  I called him to be the Messiah, the Saviour, for my people.

2:16-18  THE AWFUL TRAGEDY AT BETHLEHEM

Then Herod came to the conclusion that he been let down and tricked by the Magi.  He was furious and livid!  He sent soldiers to Bethlehem with brutal orders.  He made them kill all the little boys in the town and in all its surrounding districts.  All the boys two years old and younger were put to death.  By carefully questioning the Magi, Herod had found out that the baby king had been born less than two years before.  Now he ruthlessly massacred them all in order to wipe out and get rid of the little Messiah.

But this horrid crime had another meaning or significance.  Through it was fulfilled the warning given by God through the prophet Jeremiah a long time ago.  
Jeremiah had said:
In a town called Rama [rah-mah] someone could be heard crying and weeping.  

There is tremendous sadness and grief in the home.  

Rachel, a mother, is sobbing her heart out for her children.  

But no one can comfort her, because she has no children left.  They are gone!

2:19-23  JOSEPH LEAVES EGYPT WITH HIS FAMILY

Then Herod died.  Joseph got a big surprise one night when an angel of the Lord appears to him during a dream while he was in Egypt.  The angel tells him:

You must leave now.  Take the child and his mother and go back to the land of Israel.  You can go because those who wanted to take the child's life are dead.

So Joseph packed up and took the child and his mother from Egypt, and he went back to the land of Israel.

But when he learnt that Archelaus [ar-che-la-os, ch as in loch] is ruling as king in Judea in the place of his father Herod, he was too scared to go there, to Judea.  Then he was warned in a dream not to go there.  So he went away to the districts of Galilee.  When he arrived there he settled in a town called Nazareth.

This fulfilled what was spoken about through the prophets concerning the Messiah.  The prophets had said:  He will be called a Nazarene.

Now you can read Matthew chapter 2 in your own Bible.
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INTRODUCTION
A warning:  This is a long introduction, so take it a bit at a time, or a stage at a time.

MATTHEW

Matthew [math-yoo] is one of the twelve disciples that Jesus chose to be his apostles.  The apostles were with Jesus from the time that he was baptised until the time that they saw him go up into the sky as he returned to heaven.  In the two or three years that they followed him he trained them so that they would be able to continue his work after he had gone to heaven.  The word “disciple” means someone who learns, while the word “apostle” means someone with the authority to teach.  When we read Matthew’s gospel we must remember that we are listening to someone whom Jesus trained very thoroughly, and who knew Jesus very well.  He was with Jesus all the time as a student, a worker and a friend.
Matthew is called Levi in the gospels of Mark and Luke.  Levi was his Hebrew or Jewish name.  Matthew’s home-town was Capernaum [ka-per-nee-im].  Capernaum was the town on the northern end of the lake of Galilee.  The name Caper-naum means Village-Nahum [nay-hoom].  There is a book in the Old Testament among the twelve Minor Prophets that was written by a prophet whose name was also Nahum.  Capernaum was a fishing town.  The apostle Peter had a house there.  Although Jesus grew up in Nazareth he used Capernaum as his home town and headquarters during his ministry.  Capernaum was on the main highway that ran from Jerusalem to Damascus, the capital of Syria.  At Capernaum it was a toll-road on the border between Roman provinces.  Roman soldiers controlled the border-post, so people travelling along this road had to pay a toll or tax, especially those who were traders or businessmen.  That was Matthew’s work.  He worked for the Roman government.
Working as a tax-man for the Roman government made Matthew very unpopular with the Jews.  No one likes paying taxes, and everyone hated the Romans.  Matthew was severely criticised by many Jews.  Matthew even collected taxes for King Herod of Galilee.  That King Herod was the son of the Herod who tried to kill the baby Jesus.  This Herod that Matthew worked for is infamous for having cut off the head of John the Baptist.  But although Matthew was very unpopular he was also a very rich man.  Matthew was a quiet sort of person, what we would call ‘a back-room boy.’  He does not seem to play an important role either during Jesus’ ministry, or in the Acts of the Apostles.  It is amazing that Jesus chose him to be one of the twelve apostles.  No one else would have chosen Matthew for anything, nor wanted him anywhere near them.  This may explain why Matthew was such a quiet man, a man in the background even though he was an apostle.  He was not any sort of great preacher like Peter or Paul.  He was not as important as John nor had as much influence as John did in the years following Jesus’ death and resurrection.  We actually know very little about him.  We just know that he was a shrewd man, because he collected taxes, and that his friends, before Jesus called him, were people who never went to church.
There were two amazing things about Matthew:  The first is that he gave up his whole business, and his wealth, to become a learner or follower and disciple of Jesus.  In the end he got the greatest reward that any man has ever had in history: he became an apostle of the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the Messiah predicted by the prophets, the King of heaven, the Saviour of the world.  An apostle is the king’s chosen ambassador.  Jesus wanted the whole world to listen to Matthew all through history.
The second remarkable thing about Matthew is how he, a most unpopular man, fitted in with the other disciples of Jesus.  There was something about Jesus that made all these men friends and brothers.  A Jewish tax-man working for the Romans was the worst kind of person to join one’s team.  What is also amazing is that there was another disciple whose name was Simon the Zealot (to distinguish him from Simon whose other name was Peter.)  A zealot was what we would call a political activist.  That meant that in his soul he was at war with the Romans.  Jesus somehow cured him of his hatred for the Romans and also got him and Matthew to be brothers and friends.  
In the early church, for a hundred years after Christ, Matthew’s gospel was the most important book in the whole Bible, by far.  All preachers and Christian teachers loved to preach and teach from it.  They preferred it to the other gospels.  It was so well written, and told us so much about Jesus’ life and teaching.  On top of that Matthew was an apostle whereas Mark and Luke were not, and John’s gospel was written many years later.  By the time John wrote his gospel Matthew was already a best-seller.  That is why Matthew is the first gospel and John is the last.  

The oldest Greek copy of Matthew’s gospel was found in Indonesia.  That copy had been written a few years before 200 AD.  Another ancient copy, written on wood, was found on the Mediterranean island of Cyprus.  It had been written a few years before 500 AD.
Jesus never wrote anything about his life or his work or his teaching.  He left that to his apostles to organise.  When Matthew was about to write his gospel, he studied Mark’s gospel.  Mark was the first one to write a gospel.  In fact, Mark invented the idea of a gospel.  A gospel is not really a biography or story of the life of Jesus.  A gospel is the good news about Jesus.  It tells us what Jesus was like and what he did and said.  The gospel is a study of who Jesus was and a study of what he means to us.  
Mark starts his gospel when John the Baptist was baptising.  That was when Jesus began his ministry.  It was John the Baptist who introduced Jesus to the Jews as the Messiah.  Mark was not an apostle, but he was trained by the Apostle Peter and also by the later Apostle Paul.  Peter specialised in the gospel to the Jews while Paul specialised in the gospel to the Romans and the Gentiles.  By this training Mark became an expert on the life and work of Jesus the Messiah, and the importance of this to us.  When he was a young man Mark had met Jesus.  It is quite likely that Mark was with Jesus when he was betrayed by Judas and arrested by the temple guard.  We must also remember that Mark wrote his gospel many years later when he was a senior man.  What he wrote was a summary of all that he had learnt and taught over many years.  And his gospel was an excellent, outstanding and superb summary.
When Matthew, the apostle, studied Mark’s gospel he appreciated how good it was.  Matthew followed Mark’s arrangement of his gospel, and included almost all of what Mark had written in his shorter gospel.  Matthew has about 90% of what Mark wrote.  Mark’s gospel was 16 chapters long.  Matthew’s gospel was 28 chapters long.  Matthew gospel is about 50 pages of the Bible, while Mark’s is about 30 pages.  Jesus’ work and ministry lasted two to three years as far as we can tell.  But if we took all the information about Jesus’ work in the four gospels we could fit it into the space of about less than a month and a half.  So there were lots that the disciples knew about Jesus that we are not told about in the gospels.  The purpose of the gospels was simply so that we could believe in Jesus the way the apostles did.  They were not written to tell us everything, nor were they written to entertain us.
People found Matthew easy to read.  As a tax-collector he was trained to think carefully.  He was a book-keeper who kept accurate accounts and reliable notes of his work.  With that background he became an excellent writer.  Although he was very unpopular with Jews before Jesus called him, he writings became very popular with Christians, especially Jewish Christians.  Matthew’s gospel was the most widely read of the New Testament books for a long time.  In some ways it had the greatest influence of all the books in the Bible in the early church.  People wanted to know about Jesus, and Matthew had known him very well and admired and loved him deeply.  That was just what Christians wanted to read and study and preach about.  No one in the New Testament gave such a good picture of both the life of Jesus as well as his teachings.  We see this clearly in the famous Sermon on the Mount.
Another reason why Matthew was so popular was because he knew how to deal with the Jews who rejected Christ as the Messiah.  In the early days the Jews attacked the Christians and criticized what they believed.  The Jews clung to their Jewish traditions, developed over many centuries and through many dreadful experiences with much suffering.  Matthew was superb at dealing with Jewish criticism of the Christian faith.  Any preacher, Jewish or Gentile, could take on any of the learned Jews’ criticisms just by quoting Matthew’s gospel.  Matthew is the only one of the gospel writers who challenges the false Jewish accusations or slander against Christ and Christianity.  Jesus, during his ministry, had lots of opposition from the religious rulers, and from the Pharisees [farra-sees].  These attacks continued against Christians in the time when the apostles took over Jesus’ work.  

JESUS’ FAMILY
Whereas Mark began with the preaching of John the Baptist, Matthew started with the ancestors or family line of Jesus going all the way back to Abraham.  This is what Jews would be interested in.  To us these are just a long list of names.  We know some of them, like Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and Judah.  We know about Boaz and Ruth, and David and Solomon, and perhaps some people have even heard of Hezekiah [hez-a-kigha] and Josiah [jo-sigha], two really good Jewish kings.  Then, at the end of the list are the very well-known names of Joseph the husband of Mary the mother of Jesus.  For the rest it looks like just a rather boring list that does not mean much to us.  
But to the Jews it was different.  The Jews were proud of that long list, just as we may be proud of our ancestors, our parents and grandparents, and perhaps their parents and grandparents before them.  But look how long that Jewish list is: it covers 2,000 years, and is accurate and reliable!  The Jews loved to keep the lists of their ancestors.  It was part of their religion.  A large part of the Bible, the Old Testament, is the history of those ancestors.  It is not only who they were and what happened during their life-time, but also what God did with them.  Some were blessed by God as an encouragement to their Jewish descendents, while others were punished by God as a warning to their descendents.
If we look at this list we notice a few interesting things that the apostle Matthew is teaching the Jews, and all of us.
First, Matthew takes us right back to the patriarchs, the first fathers of the nation of Israel, the people of God.  Jesus was descended from Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  They were extraordinary men.  God called them to worship and obey him.  He promised them that their descendents would become a great nation.  God also promised them that he would provide the Promised Land for their descendents.  God would set the Israelites up to be the people of God in this dark, dangerous and deceitful heathen world.  
Jacob was followed by Judah who was the ancestor of the tribe of Judah that eventually became the people we know of as the Jews.  Jew is short for Judah [joo & joo-da].  From Father Abraham to King David there are roughly fourteen generations who believed in God and his promise to the patriarchs.  They kept alive the covenant that God had made with their ancestors Abraham, his son Isaac and his grandson Jacob.  This part of the list was about many leaders of the tribe of Judah who were God’s people.  
But what makes this part of Matthew’s list even more interesting is that he mentions some women too.  He is going to end up, of course, with Mary the mother of Jesus.  But even when he goes right back to the beginning of the history of the Jews, he mentions three women:  They were Tamar [ta-mar] and Rahab [ray-hab] and Ruth.  They were special women.  
Without Tamar [ta-mar] the Jewish nation would never have existed right at the beginning.  She was the daughter-in-law of Judah, and it was thanks to her that the tribe of Judah was established, to become Israel’s senior tribe.  The Jews were very proud of her.  Just as Tamar was the mother of the Jewish nation to be, so Mary was the mother of the Messiah to be.
Rahab [ray-hab] was the brave and clever woman who saved the lives of Joshua’s two spies in the city of Jericho.  She told the spies, and us too, that all the nations knew about the Exodus and what God had done for the Israelites.  She told them that all the Canaanite nations were petrified of the Israelites.  When the walls of Jericho came tumbling down during Israel’s first attack in the Promised Land, the only part of the wall that did not collapse was the part where Rahab’s house was.  Rahab later married one of the Israelite leaders.  She was the mother of Ruth’s second husband, Boaz.  Just as brave as Rahab was young Mary.  Mary risked her good reputation and her marriage to give birth to Jesus.
Even more special was Ruth.  She was the humble and lovely girl that Boaz married, and she became the grandmother of King David’s Dad.  She even has a book in the Bible named after her.  That book is for us to learn how God loves and looks after an unselfish and faithful servant.  That is what God wants us all to be.  A thousand years later Mary would have the same beautiful nature and wonderful attitude that Ruth had.
So although Matthew concentrates on Jewish history and the men who made it, he adds to the list three women who were not Jews at all.  Tamar and Rahab were Canaanites!  Ruth was a Moabite.  In this way Matthew is hinting to the Jews that Jesus Christ did not come just as Messiah for the Jews, but as the Saviour and Lord for the nations of the world.  There is a bit of Canaanite and Moabite DNA in Jesus’ blood, says Matthew.  
That is something to think about, for the Canaanites were descended from Canaan.  Canaan was Noah’s grandson, and he was a nasty and horrible man.  So were many of his descendents.  God eventually told Joshua and the Israelites to wipe them out and get rid of them from the Promised Land.  
The Moabites were descended from Moab, the son or grandson of Lot.  God saved Lot from the awful destruction by fire from the skies that rained upon Sodom and Gomorrah in the time of Abraham.  Afterwards Lot’s daughters, whose husbands had been killed in that destruction, got their father Lot drunk on two occasions.  While he was drunk they had sex with him - their own father!  The result was that each of them had a baby, one named Moab and the other Ammon [a-mon].  So the Moabites were real rejects to the Israelites, and especially to the Jews.  
Yet God made two Canaanite women, and a Moabite woman, ancestors of his Son, the Messiah of the Jews and the Saviour and Lord of the whole world.  
The second part of Matthew’s list is from King David to the Babylonian Exile.  These men were all of the tribe of Judah, all fourteen generations of them.  David was the high point in Israel’s history, and the exile was the low point in Judah’s history.  The two Old Testament books of Kings and the two books of Chronicles tell us how Israel and Judah went from such a high point as David and Solomon, to such a dreadfully low point as the exile.  In that list there were a few good kings like Hezekiah and Josiah who tried their best to get the Jews to turn back to being faithful to God.  But there were other kings who were spiritually weak or poor or plain bad.  Each king’s life was recorded, and the record shows us what he did, and what happened, and what God did.  

When Hezekiah was king of Judah God sent the Assyrian army against Northern Israel.  That army conquered Israel and took the whole of Northern Israel as slaves off to Assyria.  Those ten tribes were permanently lost.  Their history ceased.  They never came back.  In their place the Assyrians brought the Samaritans [s’mara-tins] to live there.  The Samaritans were still there 700 years later in the time of Jesus.  
The Assyrian army also attacked Judah, but they were not able to conquer Jerusalem.  By one of the great miracles of the Old Testament Jerusalem was spared when nearly 200,000 Assyrian soldiers surrounding the city were killed by an angel during the night.  The great king of Assyria retreated back to his own country as a failure.  In disgrace he was killed or assassinated by two of his own sons.
Josiah was Hezekiah’s great-grandson.  He did a very good job as Judah’s king, but after he died the country of Judah went to pieces.  His sons made such a mess of things that God sent Nebuchadnezzar and the great Babylonian army to conquer Judah and Jerusalem and take the people away into exile.  They were in Babylon for 70 years until the Persians conquered the Babylonians and sent the Jews back to Judaea.  
The third part of Matthew’s list of Jesus’ ancestors is from the Exile to the birth of Jesus.  In this part of the list we know very little about the names of the family from which Jesus came.  But of these fourteen generations we do know two things:  
The first is that the great-grandson of King Josiah was a man with the strange sounding name of Zerubbabel.  Of course his name is easier to pronounce in Hebrew (z’roo-ba-vel) than in English (ze-rub-ba-bel.)  Babel [bay-bil] or Bavel (in Hebrew) means Babylon, and z’roo-bavel means born in Babylon.  His grandfather, who was King Josiah’s son, was taken as a prisoner to Babylon, and Zerubbabel was born there.  Three generations lived in Babylon, grandfather, father and son - that’s how long the 70 year exile was.  
Z’roo was a very godly man, and became a leader and governor of the Jews.  God used him to lead the Jews back to Jerusalem when the new Persian king set them all free.  The other two great men who came back to Judaea were Nehemiah [neea-migha] and Ezra.  Nehemiah came back with Z’roo while Ezra returned later in the time of Esther.  
One can read about Z’roobavel and his leadership of the Jews when they were going through a very difficult time in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, and the prophets Haggai [hagigh] and Zechariah [zak-a-righa].  Z’roobavel became almost like a Messiah to the Jews.  He organised the rebuilding of the temple that Nebuchadnezzar had destroyed three generations before.  You can read about Z’roo in Zechariah chapter 4.  That is where God tells Z’roo the famous words:  
This is the word of the Lord to Zerubbabel:  
Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord of hosts.
Zechariah is almost the last book of the Old Testament.  
Z’roobavel had two sons.  Matthew has a list of the one son’s descendents, while Luke has the list of the other son’s descendents.  Both lists connect Jesus back to Z’roobavel, and Z’roo back to David.  This doubly confirms that Jesus Christ was definitely and certainly descended from King David.

The other thing that we know about this third part of the list of Christ’s ancestors is that it begins with a very godly man, Z’roobavel or Zerubbabel, and it also ends with two exceptionally godly people, Joseph and Mary.  So we can reasonably guess that a good number of the names on this part of the list were also people who loved God.  
The exile had a devastating and tremendous effect upon the Jews.  While in exile they came to realise that they had let God down badly.  They had been so unfaithful and disobedient that they had deserved the punishment that God had sent upon them.  They decided to change their attitude and their ways.  From the exile onwards Jews were very religious, and very careful to study the Law of Moses and the messages of the prophets.  They paid respectful attention not only to the ancient prophets like Elijah or Isaiah and Jeremiah but also to prophets like Haggai and Zechariah who lived at the time when the exile ended.  Of course, some Jews became fanatics, some became hypocrites, some were weak and went along with the crowd or became compromised, and some lost their faith, and so on.  That is what happens in all religions.  But there were many who loved God and were devoted to him.  They listened carefully to the Bible, and put their faith into practice.  
Since this third part of the list began with such a good man and ended with such a special couple that God used, it is likely that a good, sound faith in God was passed on from generation to generation.  It is quite possible that the names on this part of the list would have been remembered with respect.  Two of them were named after famous priests.  Believing parents like to give their children the names of great men and women of the faith, like the following:
- Eleazar [e-lee-ay-za] was one of the names.  He was named after Aaron’s son who became the High Priest of the Israelites after his Dad Aaron died.  Eleazar was a first-class High Priest in the time of Joshua.

- Zadok [zay-dok] was another.  He was named after the priest in King David’s time.  Zakok the priest, along with Nathan the prophet, was faithful to David and Solomon when David’s other rebellious son Adonijah [a-don-igh-jah] tried to take over as king illegally.  This was when David was very old and weak, but had chosen Solomon to become king after him.  
- Jacob was another name in the list.  He was named after the patriarch [pay-tree-ark] Jacob, grandson of Abraham and father of Joseph and Judah and their ten brothers.  God changed Jacob’s name, which meant “a cheat or deceiver,” to Israel, which means “a soldier of God” or “a fighter for God.”  The Jacob in this list was the Dad of Joseph the husband of Mary.  So Jacob was the name of Jesus’ granddad.  The Bible calls Joseph a righteous man.  It is quite likely that that is how he was brought up by his parents.  The same goes, of course, for Mary.
- Joseph, Mary’s husband, was named after Joseph the favourite son of the patriarch Jacob.  Joseph was the man who became the ruler of Egypt and saved Jacob’s family by bringing all 70 of them to Egypt during the dreadful seven year famine.  We know from the gospels that Joseph was a godly man.
- Mary was someone special, the most privileged woman in history.  The name Mary, or Maria in Greek and Miriam in Hebrew, was a very popular name.  It still is today.  It has been for thousands of years.  Miriam, or Mary, was the sister of Moses and Aaron.  As just a young girl she saved Moses’ life when he was a baby.  She even managed to organise for her baby brother to be brought up and educated in Pharaoh’s palace.  She became a prophetess at the time of the Exodus.
- JESUS was also a very popular name in New Testament times.  Jesus comes from the Hebrew name Joshua, which means Saviour.  Joshua became the leader of the Israelites when Moses died, and led the people into the Promised Land of Canaan.  Joshua is the first of the history books in the Old Testament.  He was an outstanding leader and man of God.
JESUS’ BIRTH

At the end of his book Matthew tells us about the great miracle of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  This is the key doctrine or teaching of the Christian faith.  It is when people come to believe in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead that they are then able to believe in another great miracle and mystery that the gospel of Matthew tells us about.  The miracle is that Jesus was born of a virgin.  

Mary and Joseph were engaged to be married.  Then something extraordinary happened.  Gabriel [gay-bree-il] the archangel [ark-ayn-jil] of God visited Mary.  He told her that God was going to give her a baby even though she was not yet married.  For any girl to have a baby before she was married was a public scandal, especially in the synagogue.  It would be a disgrace to the family.  But Mary accepted this because it was of God.  That she simply believed that this was what God wanted and would do was utterly astonishing!  Joseph wanted to break off the engagement because, of course, he thought that Mary had been unfaithful to him.  He naturally imagined that she must have slept with some other man.  However, he had a vivid dream of an angel who told him to marry Mary because the baby she was going to have came from God.  God was the Father of Mary’s child.  Joseph did as he was told.
Now the huge problem that we have is that most people do not believe this.  That is natural and understandable.  They suppose that Mary’s child must have been Joseph’s or some other man’s.  That is what they will argue because they do not want to believe what happened.  To them a virgin birth is impossible.  Therefore it is nonsense, especially when it is claimed that it was a miracle and that God did it.  No one can possibly prove that.  Nor could believers have any proof that Mary was NOT unfaithful to Joseph.  No one can prove that Jesus WAS Joseph’s son, and no one can prove that Jesus was NOT Joseph’s own son.  Since so many people lie about an illegitimate child, they presume that Mary was also lying.  They think that she, or some others later on, made up the visit of Archangel Gabriel.
The problem then is that if Christianity is based on a lie then Christianity is in very big trouble.  Christianity is supposed to be the truth.  If it is not the truth it is not going to help us, especially when we die, for that is when we need it most.  How can anyone die in peace or with hope by believing in a lie?  How can anyone live properly and decently if they believe in a lie?  Christianity teaches us that we must not tell a lie.  What is more, how can we get people to believe in God if we are telling them a lie?
- The first strange thing about Mary’s claim and giving birth is that there was no scandal in society or in the synagogue.  Nor was there any disgrace in the family.  
We know that from Mary’s visit, while she was pregnant, to her cousin Elizabeth.  Elizabeth was an old and godly woman and the mother of John the Baptist.  She thought that Mary’s pregnancy was a marvellous and glorious privilege for the whole family.  Luke tells us about this in his first chapter.  
When Jesus was a man the Jews accused him of all sorts of things, but there was no mention that he was illegitimate.  
Mary never suffered abuse or humiliation or shame by giving birth to a baby boy that had been conceived before she was married.  Instead shepherds from the fields and wise men from the east came to worship the little boy.  The shepherds came because a whole choir of angels in the sky told them about the new-born baby.  The wise men came because a strange and spectacular star in the sky guided them right to where the little child stayed.  They believed that the baby boy was a great king.  Mary’s baby was a miracle!  
And the other miracle was that Mary actually said that all future generations would regard her with the utmost respect.  And she was right: they certainly would, and they most certainly did!
We also need to realise that a Jewish engagement was different from our modern type of engagement.  When two Jews in those days got engaged it was as binding as a marriage is.  They had promised to get married.  Their engagement could not be broken the way our engagements can be if things don’t work out.  To break off a Jewish engagement in those days it was necessary for them to get a divorce.  So Mary’s conception of Jesus happened when she was already Joseph’s girl and partner for life, though they had not actually got married yet.  Jews would live together only after they had got married.  There would be no sex between them before they got married.  Getting engaged did not allow them to have sex.  God’s rules are that sex is only for a man and a woman who are married.  That is God’s way.  God created sex between a man and a woman for when they got married.  Engagement was the first big step towards getting married.  Jesus was born after Joseph married Mary but before they had sex together.  This is what is called the virgin birth.  It is another vital truth in Christianity.  It is just as true and just as important as the resurrection.  The man who rose from the dead was the baby who was born of a virgin mother.  This is unique.  Nothing like it has ever happened to anyone else in history.  

- The second strange thing about Mary’s claim and giving birth was the type of life, and the kind of character, of her son.  Illegitimate children usually grow up with some kind of inferiority complex or self-embarrassment, and often with resentment or bitterness.  No one wants to grow up as an illegitimate person.  In old English this is called a bastard.  No one wants that!  But this baby and child and boy and young man and leader and teacher had no such problem.  One can only say of him that he was a magnificent, noble and honourable person, from childhood.  In the whole world he has the reputation of being a very special and very godly man.  He never ever did anything wrong.  He never made a mistake.  His enemies, for all their slyness and cunning and trickery could never catch him out or prove him wrong.  No other man in history has ever been like that.  We all know that everybody is human and everybody makes mistakes.  That is true for everyone, but not for Mary’s boy.  He never sinned.  His heart and his life were pure, absolutely and utterly clean.  He was perfect!  Nobody else could ever be perfect - we all know that.  We know especially that we ourselves are not perfect.  But Jesus was, and it shows us clearly that it is very likely that he was born of a virgin mother.
- Another strange thing about Mary’s claim and giving birth was the miracles that Jesus performed.  Nobody in the Bible or in history has ever performed as many miracles as Jesus did.  He performed thousands of them.  He drew great crowds from all over the country and from far beyond the country, who came to him to get healing.  He showed amazing authority over nature and over demons.  He was always able to help people, whatever their problems.  It is not possible to explain fully how kind he was.  All his miracles were done by the power of God.  He did not use medicine or anything like that.  Sometimes he healed people without seeing them.  He just spoke the word and people recovered.  He raised the dead, gave sight to people who were blind or cured those who were deaf or dumb.  He even told the weather what to do - and it obeyed him!  There has never been another human being like this in the whole of history.  Nobody else in the whole Bible performed as many miracles as Jesus did.  God never used any prophet as wonderfully as he used Jesus.  This is the amazing man who was born when his mother was a virgin.
- Another strange thing about Mary’s claim and giving birth was that Jesus became the Messiah that the Bible spoke about or prophesied.  In the Old Testament were many laws and many prophecies or predictions.  Jesus kept all the laws of God without fail.  He never disobeyed or disappointed God.  He was faithful to God from the time of his birth until the moment of his death.  
On top of that he carried out or fulfilled all the prophecies about the Messiah.  There were many in the Old Testament, and Matthew kept on showing the Jews how Jesus was exactly what they knew and believed in from the Bible.  Matthew did this more than the other gospels.  There was no way in which Jesus failed to live up to what had been written hundreds of years before in the Bible about what God was going to do.  
At Jesus’ baptism God himself spoke from heaven and said:  
This is my dear Son.  
I am very pleased with him.
Then on the mountain of Transfiguration, when Moses and Elijah came from heaven to talk to Jesus, God again spoke from heaven.  He said to the three disciples who were there with Jesus:  
This is my beloved Son.  
I am very pleased with him.  
You must listen to him.
Matthew tells us clearly that Jesus was born of a virgin and that this fulfilled Scripture.  The Bible predicted that he would be God’s Son.
- Another strange thing about Mary’s claim and giving birth was Jesus’ teaching.  This was very important to Matthew.  All Jesus’ teaching fitted in with, or conformed to, the Bible.  What he taught was true.  Whatever he said or did was fair and just.  His teaching is world famous.  He is known throughout the world as a good man and a master teacher.  Even his enemies had to admit in public that he had integrity and was honest.  They admitted that when he spoke about God he told the truth.  
People came in huge crowds to hear him teach.  Everyone called him Teacher.  The other religious teachers got jealous of him because the people wanted to hear Jesus.  Crowds of them would go many miles and be out for days just to listen to him.  
Whatever Jesus predicted came true.
The most remarkable thing about his teaching was this: he said that if we listened to him and obeyed him, then he would guarantee us a good life.  He would even raise us from the dead and take us to heaven to live happily forever.  Now it is surely obvious that 
Only God could say a thing like that!
- Another strange thing about Mary’s claim and giving birth was what happened to Jesus at the end of his ministry and gospel.  All four gospels concentrate on Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection more than anything else about him.  Jesus predicted his death, and how it would happen.  He predicted it clearly.  Everybody heard him make his prediction that the day after the day after his death, the day after tomorrow, on the third day, he would then rise again from the dead.  He predicted that Judas would betray him.  He predicted what the religious authorities would do.  He predicted what the Romans would do.  He predicted what Peter and the disciples would do.  He predicted how he would die.  
Now even if someone could predict his own death, no one could predict when he would come back to life from being dead.  This is the strongest and clearest argument to prove that Jesus was indeed born of a virgin.
- But there is also another strange thing about Mary’s claim and giving birth.  It was what John the Baptist said right at the beginning when Jesus began his ministry.  Speaking to the people who came to be baptised by him John said this about Jesus:  
I can only baptise you with water if you repent, 
but this man will baptise you with the Holy Spirit.
He will collect God’s good people together as a farmer harvests his crops,
but he will destroy worthless people with fire that will never go out.
John, we are told, was someone filled with God’s Spirit even before he was born.  Many people believed John the Baptist.
At the end of Jesus’ ministry and life Matthew tells us another amazing thing:  It is what the officer said who was in charge of crucifying Jesus and making sure that he died.  As Jesus died the officer called out:  
Truly, this man was the Son of God!

- There is yet another strange thing about Mary’s claim and giving birth to Jesus.  It is all around us even today.  All over the world there are lots and lots of people who genuinely believe that Jesus is the Son of God.  They believe that he rose from the dead.  They believe that he was born of a virgin.  And it has made such a huge difference to their lives!  It has brought them much happiness and joy and hope and confidence.  It has filled them with love for God.  It has brought them to love other people.  It has inspired them to dedicate their lives to doing good in this world where there is so much that is wrong and bad.  It has enabled them to endure a lot of suffering without complaining or getting bitter or going to pieces or giving up.  
All around us there are people we can talk to who believe in Jesus and who are willing to tell anyone who is interested why they believe.  To listen to them is interesting and encouraging.  There have been many, many such people throughout history.  They have all been changed and inspired by Mary’s child, the Son of God, Jesus Christ, our Lord and Saviour, the King of Heaven.  
* A Christian believes that Jesus was born of a virgin and that he rose from the dead.  
* A Christian believes in Jesus Christ and therefore listens to him and does what he says.  
* Any Christian can tell you that he or she became a better person by believing in Jesus than they were before they believed.
* There have been many Christians who have been able to die in peace because they believed in Christ Jesus.  This is something most important for all of us, for we all have to face the problem of the deaths of others, whom we like or love, while we live.  Then, sometime or other, for we never know when, we have to face death for ourselves.  The answer to death is the one and only man who was born of a virgin mother.
KING HEROD

Now we come to chapter 2 in Matthew.  It tells us about King Herod, and it would help us to get to know something about King Herod from history.  
For well over a hundred years before Jesus was born the Jews had been fighting and suffering.  They fought other nations like the Syrians and the Edomites, as well as the Greeks and the Romans, and they also fought one another.  The Jewish nation was hopelessly divided.  On the one side were those Jews who very religious and strict, and who hated foreign interference and rule.  On the other side were those who liked the modern Greek way of living, and were willing to co-operate with their foreign rulers.  They preferred to go along with the crowd or the rulers, and compromise with them.  It would make life easier for them, especially when the rough Romans controlled them.  But the Jews who did compromise disliked those Jews who would not, and those who would not compromise disliked all those who did.  So it was a very unsettled time in their history.  After years of on-going civil wars among the Jews, two major events changed history for the Jewish people.  The first one came from Edom and the second one came from Rome.

- First, Edom lay to the south of Moab and the Dead Sea.  The Edomites were descendents of Isaac’s elder son Esau, while the Jews were descendents of Esau’s younger twin, Jacob.  The Edomites became quite a wealthy nation, but they came under pressure from the Arabs to the east in what is now the country of Jordan.  Slowly but surely the people of Edom were pushed to the west and ended up to the south of Judea.  They took over the Negev Desert right up to the Jewish city of Hebron.  Hebron was where Abraham once lived 2,000 years before.  It was also where King David ruled over Judah 1,000 years before Christ.  Hebron is in the mountains, nearly 30 kilometres or nearly 20 miles south of Jerusalem (if a crow gave you a lift.)  Hebron is level with the middle of the Dead Sea, and to the west of it.  
During the Jewish civil war the governor of Edom supported the Jewish leader of the side that compromised with the Greek rulers who controlled Judea from Damascus.  The governor had actually converted to the Jewish faith, that is, the compromised Jewish faith.  He ended up as a very powerful figure in Jewish politics.  He would turn out to be the father of Herod the Great, the king of the Jews.  The Edomite governor’s name was Antipater [anti-pah-ter].

- Secondly, a little before 60 BC the Roman General Pompey [pom-pee] conquered the Greek ruler of Syria and put an end to his government.  Rome took over control of Syria and Judea.  He called on the Jews of Jerusalem to surrender, but they rejected his call and decided to defend their temple to the death.  Pompey and his army broke into Jerusalem and killed 12,000 Jews in the temple area.  Pompey broke down the walls of Jerusalem except for the section known today as “The Wailing Wall.” That short length of the old wall, which is very high and made of huge stones, is today a popular place of prayer for Israelis and for tourists to visit.  Antipater had not supported those Jews who were killed because, of course, he was not a fanatically religious Jew.  In fact Antipater had actually invited Pompey to come and attack Jerusalem.  That was why the Jews hated him.  But it was also how he managed to survive as a leader of the Jews under Roman rule.  
Sometime later Antipater was able to help another famous Roman general, Julius Caesar.  Julius Caesar had got into trouble while fighting against Pompey at Alexandria in Egypt.  Antipater sent him support that enabled Caesar to get out of that trouble.  The result was that Julius Caesar paid him back for his help by making Antipater the governor of the Jews.  However, the Jews managed to poison Antipater and thus got rid of him.  But they were not able to regain their independence from the Romans.  A few years later Julius Caesar was himself assassinated in Rome.
After Julius Caesar was murdered or assassinated, Mark Antony became the Roman ruler of Egypt and Judea, and he made Antipater’s son Herod the king of the Jews.  Herod’s teenage son and Mark Antony’s teenage son became close friends.  But Herod's friendship with Mark Antony was awkward for two reasons:

 - First, Mark Antony fell in love with the Queen of Egypt whose name was Cleopatra.  Cleopatra [klee-oh-patra] was Herod's enemy.  She even managed to take the district of Jericho away from Judea and join it to Egypt.  
- Secondly, Mark Antony and Caesar Augustus argued and then started yet another Roman civil war between them.  Caesar Augustus defeated Mark Antony and Cleopatra, who both committed suicide.  Cleopatra used a poisonous snake to take her own life.  That was a very painful way to die.  

But Herod somehow managed to persuade Emperor Augustus that he would be loyal to him even though he had been Mark Antony’s friend.  Augustus decided to accept Herod’s kingship over the Jews for political reasons.  It would be easier for the Romans to control the Jews if Herod was in charge of them.  Herod kept his promise to be faithful to the new emperor, and he even became a great fan of Caesar Augustus.  He was very loyal and obedient to him and his Roman governors for the rest of his life.  So Caesar Augustus, who is so famous in history, recognised Herod as the king of the Jews.  Herod would be kept in power by the Romans despite being very unpopular with the Jews.  Both Augustus and Herod were still ruling when Jesus Christ was born about 40 years later.  

It was when the experts in ancient history discovered when Herod died that they realised that Jesus had not been born in the year 0 or zero.  They found that Herod died in 4 BC, so Jesus was born a year or so before that.  

Herod became king of the Jews soon after 40 BC when he was just over 25 years old.  He ruled until he was in his sixties.  At one time the Jewish Sanhedrin tried to sentence Herod to death on a charge of murder of some Jews, but the High Priest and the Romans saved him.  The High Priest had been appointed by the Romans.  After Julius Caesar was murdered or assassinated, and when Mark Antony took over as the ruler in the Middle East, the Jews desperately hoped that Mark Antony would remove Herod as king.  But Herod bribed Antony and was able to remain his friend.  Even when Herod had to flee back to Edom at one stage, the Romans under Caesar Augustus put him back on the Jewish throne.  He was made king of the Jews in Judaea, Samaria, Galilee and Edom.  Caesar Augustus even made him ruler of Syria some years later.  Caesar Augustus was the emperor who ordered a census to be taken of the world, which forced Joseph and Mary to leave Nazareth and go to Bethlehem to be registered.  There Jesus was born.
Once Herod was safely appointed as king by the Romans he began his famous building career.  It was for that that he was given the title of Herod the Great (just like Alexander the Great 300 years before him, who was given that rare title because of his extraordinary military victories.)  
In 20 BC Herod began to rebuild the temple that had been destroyed by the Babylonians about 600 years before.  When the exiles had returned from Babylon over 500 years before Christ they had rebuilt the temple.  But it was nothing like as magnificent as the temple that Solomon had built 500 years before that, the grand temple that Nebuchadnezzar had destroyed.  Herod’s grand work on rebuilding the temple took many years and was not finished even in the time of Jesus.  Herod’s temple at Jerusalem became one of the wonders of the ancient world.  It was brilliant!  Herod had hoped that this would get the Jews to accept him as their king.  He also built towns and theatres and temples and castles and viaducts for bringing fresh water from rivers into cities.  He built a whole sea-port and city which he called Caesarea.  His buildings were magnificent.  They were built in honour of Caesar, and in the hope that the Jews would stop hating him and give him their loyalty.  
But none of that worked.  All those fine buildings cost a lot of money so Herod had to tax the Jews heavily.  He remained intensely unpopular until he died.  Herod also had huge family problems.  His wife was the granddaughter of the High Priest.  She had a younger brother.  When her brother was just seventeen Herod made him the High Priest.  He became so popular and loved among the Jews that Herod became jealous and suspicious of him.  About a year after the boy became high priest he was found drowned in the big bath.  Herod said it was an accident.  No one believed him, and his wife became bitter toward him.  Although she was his favourite wife he lost his temper with her and killed her.  For this he suffered terrible guilt that drove him mad.  He also killed three of his sons because he thought that they were plotting against him.  All this suspicion and grief unhinged Herod even more.  He became a cruel monster, utterly unstable and terribly dangerous.  
In the end he became terribly sick.  He even tried to commit suicide but one of his cousins persuaded him not to do it.  His body began to rot while he was still alive.  He died a horrible death from bad health.  His death was slow and painful and ugly.  But before he died he did one more wicked thing: he killed his son and heir who had been named Antipater after his granddad, Herod’s father.  Herod died less than a week after murdering Antipater Junior.  

When the wise men came and said that a new king of the Jews had just been born, Herod panicked.  He was a very sly man, and as cunning as he was cruel.  He was an old man and when the wise men came he had only a few months to live.  Herod died in the year 4 BC, which may have been about the time when Jesus reached his first birthday.  
The real political damage that Herod had done was to leave his kingdom firmly in the grip of the unpopular Romans.  To the Jews the Romans were heathens, so the religious damage was even greater than the political damage.  The Romans had stopped the Jewish civil wars, but the peace was a very uneasy one.  In their hearts the Jews were very bitter under Roman rule.  Jesus had to grow up with this.  
What made things even worse was that the Romans were very proud of their conquests and empire.  Their pride caused them to worship their emperor as a god.  The Romans were also very efficient in the government of their empire.  This pride made them very strict, and if any nation caused them any trouble, they took ruthless action against them.  Jesus had to grow up with all this.  He grew up among people who had deep hatred in their hearts and who looked for any opportunity to take their resentments out on the Romans.  There were also deep tensions between those Jews who were religious, and the Jews who preferred Greek civilization and Roman efficiency to the more strict Jewish culture.  Jesus had to grow up with all these tensions among his people.
Matthew starts his gospel with the birth of Jesus.  He tells us of the time when King Herod tried to kill the baby Jesus.  He failed, of course, but in his ruthless attempt he killed all the baby boys in Bethlehem who were two years old or younger.  No Jew could ever forget this tragic disaster.  Many older Jews would read Matthew chapter 2 with bitter tears and deeply frustrated anger and unforgiving grief.  

THE WISE MEN
Matthew tells us something very unusual that happened when Jesus was about one year old.

What happened began far away in the east.  We don't know whether it was in Iraq, which was then called Babylon, or in Iran, which was then called Persia.  There were some men whose responsibility and job it was to give advice to the leaders who ruled the country.  They were called advisers or wise men.  In order to give good advice to the rulers they had to study.  They studied writings, all sorts of books or scrolls from which they could get useful information and learn useful lessons.  That would help them to understand what they needed to know in order to give helpful advice to their leaders who had to take important decisions.

People also believed that the world was really governed from heaven, and that some of the secrets of the future were up there, stored in the stars.  So these advisers also studied the stars in the night skies.  This was called astrology, which means "what the stars are supposed to tell certain people about the future."  Astrology must not be confused with astronomy, which means what the stars are like and how they are arranged in the sky.  Astrology was a religion; astronomy is a science.
Among the writings that these counsellors studied were the religious books of the Jews.  The Jews had been captured from Jerusalem and Judea and taken to Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar somewhere around 600 BC.  When the Babylonians were conquered by the Persians in the time of Nebuchadnezzar's grandson, many Jews went to live in Persia.  Esther was a Jew who lived in Persia.  The Persians allowed the Jews to go back to their homeland in Judea in the time of Nehemiah and Ezra.  Although many Jews were quite happy to stay where they were, for others it was the most exciting news in their whole lives.  It was like being let out of jail to go home.
Although some Jews remained in Iraq or Iran, they had also become very religious.  They studied their Bible.  They taught their children about the Bible.  And their Bible was available for anyone else who wanted to read or study it.  When these wise men read and studied the Jewish Bible, they came to believe it.  They believed in God and what his prophets had said.  One of the reasons for this was the amazing prophecies in the Bible.  Many of those prophecies had already come true, a long time after the prophet had died.  One of the teachings of the Bible that especially interested them was the promise that God would send his people a Messiah.  The Messiah would have God's special support, and would become Israel's leader and king.  He would put right what had gone wrong in Israel's history.  He would restore God's people to God and to God's favour and blessing.  The Messiah would make God's people a great nation and a great asset in the world.  He would bring honour to God and happiness to his people.  With the world in such a state of hatred and fighting, suffering and hopelessness, the idea of a Messiah from God was something wonderful to believe in.  These advisers believed this.  
One evening they got a tremendous surprise.  They saw a star they had never seen before.  It was quite different from the normal stars in the night-sky.  The wise men were convinced that this peculiar star meant that something brilliant had happened in the world.  They agreed with one another that this star was revealing that the Messiah had been born.  Since the star was above where Jerusalem would be in the far distance, they took the decision to travel all the way to Jerusalem to go to find the baby Messiah.  They wanted to see him, and they wanted to honour him.  They were very excited at the prospect.  

There are three things that we do not know about this:  
-First, we do not know how these men came to believe in the Jewish Bible.  
-We have no idea how they came to decide, together, that the star meant that the Messiah had been born in Judea.  Life and history have many mysteries that nobody understands.
-Thirdly, we do not know exactly, or even roughly, where these counsellors came from.  But wherever it was, whether in Iraq or Iran, they had to travel something like a thousand miles to get to Jerusalem.  
All we know is that they packed their bags and set off on this long journey, a small, excited group of very wise men.

But there is one more very important thing that we do know about these unknown men:  They did find the Messiah.  They found him with the help of that amazing Star.  Once they had learnt that the Messiah was to be born in Bethlehem they set out for that town.  On the way, to their huge excitement, the star they had seen in the east reappeared.  It was above Bethlehem, and as they got nearer and the star sank lower in the sky, it ended up just above a cottage.  When they went to it, they found Mary and Joseph and the baby Jesus.  No one told them where this special family was; the star alone got them there.
THE MESSIAH
It is astonishing that the Jews did not know that the Messiah had arrived.  Outsiders, strangers from a far-off country had to come a long distance to tell them that he had been born.  Even when the Jewish religious leaders had learnt about the news that the visitors from the east brought to King Herod, none of them made any effort to find and worship their new-born king.  Only Herod tried to find the baby - and that was in order to kill him.

This shows clearly, from the beginning, that Jesus came not only as the King of the Jews, but also as the King of all God's people in the whole world.

It also shows that belief in the Lord Jesus, and admiration and love for him, can be a dangerous thing.  It can cause a lot of serious trouble because there are people who do not want God, and who hate the Lord Jesus Christ.  Christians are people who admire and want God.  Christians love Christ and are loyal to him no matter what others feel or do.

A BIBLE STUDY for the Young

Translated and explained from the Greek

MATTHEW
Chapter 2

2:1-2  THE WISE MEN ARRIVE AT JERUSALEM
Jesus was born in the town of 1Bethlehem in the country of Judea at the time when 2Herod was the king of the Jews.  After Jesus was born, something surprising happened:  Some very unusual men came to Jerusalem.  They came from far away in the East.  They were known as 3Magi [may-jigh].  They were very special people.  But it was what they said that was so astonishing.  They asked a question that nobody in Jerusalem expected.  Their question was:  

Where can we find the child who is born King of the Jews?  We witnessed a miracle.  4We discovered his star in the east, and so we have come to 5worship him.
1Bethlehem:  Bethlehem is the town where David grew up, David who became the second king of Israel.  The name Bethlehem is a Hebrew word:  Beth [bet] means "home" and Lechem [lechem, ch as in loch] means "bread" or "food".  Bethlehem means The Home of Food.  That tells us that Bethlehem was a farming area.  Bethlehem is not far from Jerusalem.  It is about 5 miles or 8 kilometres to the south of Jerusalem.
2Herod was the king of the Jews:  Herod was not truly a Jew, as far as the Jews were concerned, and they disliked him because of that.  He belonged to the country of Edom, which lay to the south of the Dead Sea.  Long before Herod was born, the Jews had gained control over Edom and forced many Edomites to become Jews.  In this way Herod's father became a so-called Jew.
Herod ruled over the Jews for nearly 40 years.  He was a capable and successful ruler, and tried hard to win the loyalty of the Jews.  But he was never successful in this.  The greatest thing that he did for the Jews was to begin to rebuild their temple, which had been destroyed by King Nebuchadnezzar about 600 years before.  Herod wanted the temple to be magnificent, and it was, even though he died when it was only half built.  It took nearly 50 years to build, and was one of the wonders of the ancient world.  The Jews were very proud of their temple.  But they were not proud of their king who built it for them.
3Magi [may-jigh]  This word came from Babylon or Persia.  Today Babylon is Iraq and Persia is Iran.  Magi is short for magician.  In those days wise men who gave advice were regarded as magicians.  They studied the stars, and we call them astrologers [a-strol-a’jers].  Today we would call people who give advice about difficult or complicated things, experts or consultants or specialists or analysts.  These are people who know what ordinary people do not know.  The Magi in those days were probably not much different from special experts that we call Professors, who teach in our universities.  A few of our professors also believe in the Bible, as those ancient Magi did.
4We discovered his star in the east:  We do not know what this star was.  Some people think that it may have been Halley's Comet.  Halley's Comet passes the earth every 75 years.  But the experts who study the stars, called astronomers [a-stron-a’mers], know that Halley's Comet passed the earth in the year 12 BC, which was about 7 years before Jesus Christ was born.  
That star that the wise men saw was supernatural.  It was a miracle.  It was a special sign from heaven.  It was a message from God.
5worship:  Worship means three things:
-We say Thank You to God for his goodness to us.  We are grateful to him for all his kindness.
-We show him that we respect him and love him.  We are proud of him.  He is more important to us than anything else, or than anyone else.
-We tell him that we are loyal to him.  We are his supporters and shall always be faithful to him.

2:3-6  HEROD HEARS ABOUT THE MESSIAH
King Herod heard about these wise men and what they wanted.  It upset him terribly.  When Herod got upset, people all over Jerusalem also got frightened – very frightened indeed!  They knew that 1if Herod got suspicious there was going to be big trouble. 

Herod then called together all 2the chief priests and 3the teachers of the people.  He wanted to find out from them where 4Christ the Messiah would be born.

The religious leaders explained to Herod that it would be in Bethlehem which was in Judea.  Their answer came from the Bible.  It is written in Scripture, through the prophet Micah.  5Micah says:

Bethlehem, in 6the land of Judah, you must not think that you are not important to God.  
You are going to be a famous town in Judah because of a famous leader.  
For Bethlehem will produce a wonderful ruler who will take good care of God's people, the people of Israel.  

1if Herod got suspicious:  King Herod was a capable ruler who achieved some great things, especially by building impressive places.  But he had many problems.  He was not liked, and he had many enemies.  His friendship with Mark Antony became a big problem.  Mark Antony had a famous girl-friend who was the queen of Egypt.  Her name was Cleopatra [klee-oh-patra].  Cleopatra was an enemy of Judea, and tried to take away land from Judea and add it to her kingdom of Egypt.  She actually managed to take over the district around the city of Jericho and join it to Egypt.  Herod was helpless, of course.  
Worse still, Emperor Mark Antony, Herod's friend, and Emperor Caesar Augustus started arguing, and the arguing turned into civil war in the Roman Empire.  Mark Antony was defeated (by 30 BC) and he and Cleopatra committed suicide.  In great fear Herod went to Caesar Augustus and promised that he would serve him faithfully.  Caesar Augustus accepted this, which was surprising because Herod had been a friend of Mark Antony.  But Herod promised Caesar Augustus that he would be as loyal to him as he had been to Mark Antony.  For his part Augustus thought that Herod would be the best man to get the Jews to co-operate with the Romans, and so Herod continued to be king of the Jews.  Herod kept his promise to Caesar Augustus, and began building fabulous houses and towns to please Caesar.  He also started building the new Temple just after 20 BC in order to try to please the Jews.  Caesar Augustus was satisfied with Herod, but the Jewish people were not.
But Herod's greatest problems were in his own family.  His wife had a young brother whom she loved.  Herod made the boy the High Priest in Jerusalem when he was only 17 years old.  The boy proved very popular among the Jews.  He grew so popular that Herod got suspicious of him.  Within a year the boy was found drowned in a Roman bath.  It was rumoured that Herod had killed him.  His wife turned against Herod with bitter hatred.  So he had her killed.  He went on to marry at least eight wives.  This caused terrible tensions to break out among some of the sons of these wives.  Herod killed two of his sons when he was told, by his oldest son, that they were plotting against him.  Herod became terrified, paranoid, crazy.  He was afraid that he was going to lose his kingdom and his life.  He became suspicious of everyone and every rumour.
2the chief priests:  These were the religious leaders of the Jews.  They were in charge of the Temple and were the most powerful people in Jerusalem and Judea, apart from the Roman governor who was the real boss.  The chief priests included the High Priest, and others who had been High Priest in previous years.  In those days the High Priest did not serve for life.  The Roman Governor kept on appointing new High Priests from time to time.  The man in charge of the temple finances and the captain of the temple guard were also part of this group called the Chief Priests.  They belonged to a religious political party called the Sadducees [sad-yoo-sees].  They were the nation's political leaders.
3the teachers of the people:  These people were called Scribes [skrighbs].  They were secretaries.  They were the experts who studied the Scriptures and taught the Bible to the people.  They had strong religious feelings and convictions, and were always arguing with the Sadducees[sad-yoo-sees] who were more interested in political power than religion.  These scribes or teachers were called Pharisees [fa-r’sees].  They were the nation's religious leaders.
By calling both groups, the Sadducees and the Pharisees, to brief him, Herod knew that if the Sadducees tried to lie to him, the Pharisees would expose the lie, and if the Pharisees tried to trick him, the Sadducees would challenge them.  These two groups were always arguing with each other.  Herod would take advantage of this.  But this time everyone agreed that the Bible said that the Messiah would come from Bethlehem in Judea.  There was no doubt or argument about it.
4Christ the Messiah:  The ‘Messiah’ [m'sigh-a] is an Old Testament Hebrew word.  When it is translated into Greek, in the New Testament, the word is ‘Christ.’
5Micah says:  This statement or quote is from the Old Testament.  It is in the book of the Prophet Micah, chapter 5 verse 2.  Micah lived about 700 years before Jesus.
6the land of Judah:  In the Old Testament, which was written in Hebrew, the country was called Judah, the land of the tribe of Judah.  But by 300 BC the Greeks had conquered the whole Middle East under Alexander the Great.  The Greeks called the land Judea [joo-dee-a, or jew-dee-a].  It was spelt Judaea [joo-day-a].  So in the New Testament, which is written in Greek, the Jewish country is known as Judaea.  This is usually spelt as Judea.
2:7-8  HEROD MEETS THE MAGI
Then Herod secretly invited the Magi to his palace.  He pretended to welcome them.  He was very interested in the new-born king that they had come to visit.  He also wanted to know exactly when they had seen the star.  
When he had found out what he could, he sent the Magi on their way to Bethlehem.  He told them:  Off you go, and ask around carefully for the little boy.  Make sure you find the right child.  Once you have found him, come and tell me so that I may also go and worship him.
2:9-11  THE MAGI FIND THE CHILD
The Magi listened to the king.  They were happy to co-operate with him in such an exciting business.  Then off 1they went to Bethlehem.  On the way there they got a terrific surprise.  Right there in front of them was the marvellous star that they had originally seen in the country they had come from.  Then 2the star went in front of them, towards Bethlehem.  When it got to Bethlehem, it stopped moving.  It ended up exactly in line with the house where the child was.

Of course, when they saw that star they were absolutely thrilled, and filled with tremendous excitement.  They knew that God was guiding them to the little Messiah.
They went into the house.  There they saw the child they were looking for, with his mother Mary.  Filled with awe, they knelt down and worshiped him.  Then they opened up their bags and took out the presents, the treasures that they had brought for him.  3Their gifts were gold, perfume and ointment.
1they went to Bethlehem:  Bethlehem was about five miles or eight kilometres from Jerusalem.  It was on the road that goes south to Hebron.  It would have taken the wise men about two hours to get to Bethlehem from Jerusalem.
2the star:  The star is an amazing mystery.  Stars always go from east to west in the sky, in the same way that the sun and moon do.  But this star went in front of them as they travelled to the south.  What is more, once it was lined up with the house that the child was in, it stopped moving in the sky.  It was a miracle, a supernatural star.  It was a tremendous encouragement to them.  The star was wonderful guidance from God for them in their search for the Messiah.
3Their gifts:  The actual gifts were gold and an incense called frankincense, which was used to anoint important people like a king or a priest.  The third gift was an ointment called myrrh [mer, which rhymes with her], which could be used as an antiseptic for cleaning wounds.  However, this ointment, like the incense, was extremely expensive and had an exceptionally beautiful smell.
What is important about these gifts is that they were fit for a king.  Matthew tells us what the gifts were because he wants us to understand clearly that Mary's child was a king sent by God for his people.
There are two other interesting points about these gifts from the Magi.  

-First, Mary remembered them all her life.  Also, this would be the last time that we know of that she received so much encouragement from God to do the very, very special job that God had given her.  When the Magi told Mary all about the miracle star that had led them to the Messiah, Mary was able to share with the Magi that this little baby was also the Son of God.  Matthew tells us about this in the first chapter of his gospel.

-Secondly, these precious gifts would be very useful to Joseph and Mary as they now had to do a lot travelling.  The family first of all had to go to Egypt for a while, to be safe from Herod.  These presents would make it possible for them to pay their expenses until Joseph found a home for them and work for himself, some months later, at Nazareth.
2:12-15  JESUS IS TAKEN TO SAFETY IN EGYPT
While the Magi were staying in Bethlehem they were warned by a dream that they must not go back to Herod.  So they took another route back to their home country.
After they had left, Joseph also had a vivid dream.  To his great surprise 1an angel appears to him in the dream and says:  Wake up and get the child and his mother out of here.  You must 2take them to Egypt for their safety.  Stay there until I give you further instructions.  It is because Herod is about to search for the child to kill him.  
So Joseph got up and took the child and his mother away during the night.  They left for Egypt, so little Jesus was there, in Egypt, until the death of Herod.  
This was to fulfil the prophecy given by the Lord through 3the prophet Hosea [hoh-zee-a].  He said:  4Out of Egypt I called my Son.  I called him to be the Messiah, the Saviour, for my people.
1an angel appears to him in the dream:  This is the second time that an angel from God came to speak to Joseph in his dream.  The first time was in Matthew 1.20, when the angel told him to marry Mary even though she was going to have a child.
2take them to Egypt:  Egypt was safe for two reasons:

-First, Herod's rule did not extend down into Egypt.  He had no authority there.  He could not tell the Egyptian authorities what to do.  The Egyptians and Herod were enemies, not friends.
-Secondly, there were lots of Jews living in Egypt.  The experts think that there may have been as many as a million.  Joseph and his little family would have been lost in that large crowd, and therefore safe.

3the prophet Hosea [hoh-zee-a]:  This prophecy is in Hosea 11 verse1.  Hosea lived over 700 years before Jesus came.
Hosea is the book in the Old Testament that comes after the book of Daniel.  Hosea is the first of what are called the twelve Minor Prophets.  

Who was Hosea?
Amos [ay-mos] and Hosea are the two early prophets who came before Isaiah and Micah.  Amos and Hosea lived in the time when Assyria was growing in strength and stretching its empire across the Middle East.  
Amos came first.  He was a very stern and strict prophet who warned Israel that God was going to punish them for their sins.  
Hosea followed Amos.  He was a very gentle and loving prophet who pleaded with the nation of Israel to come back to God and stop sinning.  The more Hosea told Israel that God loved them, the more they hated him.  It is quite possible that he ended up being killed by his own people.  
When Hosea preached about God’s love he meant that we must be loyal to God because he loves us.  He loves us even though we have sinned.  He wants to get us out of sin as he got the early nation of Israel out of Egypt.  And he wants to get us into a state of loyalty to him as he got Israel into the Promised Land.  Unfortunately people want God’s help when they need it, but they do not really believe in God’s love.  So they don’t want to love God and be loyal to him.  Rather, they want to love themselves and anything that suits them.

What Hosea is most famous for is that he married a woman who cheated on him.  She went off after another man.  God told Hosea to take her back and love her and look after her.  God wanted Israel to know that this is what he wanted to do with his people.  
Unfortunately Northern Israel decided to ignore and disobey God.  They would not listen to Amos telling them what was right, and that they must not do what was wrong.  Nor would they listen to Hosea pleading with them to accept God’s love and forgiveness and kindness.  Therefore the Assyrians came and destroyed them as a nation.  Those who survived were taken away into permanent slavery.
4Out of Egypt:  These words have a special meaning.  In the time of Moses God had called his people of Israel out of Egypt.  He had saved them from slavery.  The fact that Jesus was also in Egypt at the start of his life meant that he had come to share God's people's struggles.  Now God was going to use his Son to get all his people out of the trouble we have in this life.  God called his Son out, to get us out of sin, out of suffering, and even out of death.
2:16-18  THE AWFUL TRAGEDY AT BETHLEHEM
Then Herod came to the conclusion that he been let down and tricked by the Magi.  He was furious and livid!  He sent soldiers to Bethlehem with brutal orders.  He made them kill all the little boys in the town and in all its surrounding districts.  All the boys two years old and younger were put to death.  By carefully questioning the Magi, Herod had found out that the baby king had been born less than two years before.  Now 1he ruthlessly massacred them all in order to wipe out and get rid of the little Messiah.
But this horrid crime had another meaning or significance.  Through it was fulfilled the warning given by God through 2the prophet Jeremiah a long time ago.  Jeremiah had said:

Jeremiah 31.15
In a town called 3Rama [rah-mah] someone could be heard crying and weeping.  
There is tremendous sadness and grief in the home.  
4Rachel, a mother, is sobbing her heart out for her children.  
But no one can comfort her, because she has no children left.  They are gone!
1he ruthlessly massacred them all:  What happened in Bethlehem is told only in the Bible.  It is not recorded anywhere in ordinary history.  If Matthew had not told us about this tragedy, we would never have known anything about it.  We have no idea how many little boys were murdered by Herod's soldiers.
Even more surprising is the fact that there is no record by an ancient history writer of the crucifixion of Jesus about thirty years later.  This is even though there were about two million people in Jerusalem at the time it happened, and everyone was talking about it.  We know about Jesus' death and resurrection only from the Bible.

It is amazing how quickly people forget about terrible things that happen in the world.  One reason for this is because so many terrible things happen that people usually tend to remember only those tragedies that they were somehow connected to.

What we know from history is what else Herod did, and what he was like.  Matthew's information about King Herod is exactly like what we learn about Herod from the historians who wrote about him.  Matthew certainly knew what Herod was really like.

2the prophet Jeremiah:  Jeremiah experienced the destruction of Jerusalem and the massacre of many of its people.  This happened nearly 600 years before Christ.  When Jeremiah read his Bible he was reminded of the tremendous sadness that Jacob's wife Rachel had experienced because she did not have children.  The loss of one's children is something especially dreadful.  Rachel could never be comforted when she was without children.  
Jeremiah had been warned by God that the kind of bitter sadness that Rachel experienced would happen to God's people again and again.  Their children would suffer.  Their children would die.  There would be bitter crying and weeping, and dreadful mourning and grief.  It would happen even when the Messiah came.
3Rama [rah-mah]:  Rama [rah-ma] was a small town in the territory that belonged to the tribe of Benjamin.  It is possible that Rachel died near there.  That was where her grave was believed to be.  Yet there is also another belief that her body was taken to be buried near Bethlehem in the territory of the tribe of Judah.  Rama was about 5 miles (8 kilometres) to the north of Jerusalem, while Bethlehem was about 5 miles south of Jerusalem.  Rama was on the main road from Jerusalem to Syria.  When the Babylonian army conquered Judah they herded their prisoners into a concentration camp at Rama and then marched them off from there, on the very, very long journey to Babylon, something like a thousand miles away.
Two famous people lived at Rama:  The one was Deborah, the prophetess Judge who lived near the town.  The other was the prophet Samuel.  Rama or Ramah was his home town.
4Rachel [ray-chil, ch as in church]:  Rachel was Jacob's second wife.  Jacob's other wife was Rachel's sister, Leah.  Leah was able to have children.  But Rachel could not have a child.  She became deeply depressed.  Most of her life as a wife was filled with painful unhappiness.
Eventually she had a son, called Joseph.  Sometime after that she had one more son, Joseph's baby brother.  He was the only one of Jacob's twelve sons to be born in Canaan, which became Israel after the exodus from Egypt.  The other eleven older brothers were born in Syria.  Rachel died as a result of giving birth to Benjamin, the youngest child.
As Rachel died, she named him Benoni [b’noh-nee OR ben-aw-nee], a Hebrew name:  [Ben means son, On [awn] means suffering or sadness, and I [ee] means my.]  Benoni means Son of my Suffering.  After she had died, Jacob changed the baby's name to Benjamin, which means A Special Son.  This happened a long time ago, somewhere very roughly around 1,800 years before Christ.
Thus Rachel's life was one of great suffering.  Either she could not have children, and grieved deeply, or she had two and died giving birth to the second.  Benoni, “my suffering,” was the thought and heartache she carried with her to the grave.
Jeremiah watched the children of Israel, God's people, being killed and taken into exile by Nebuchadnezzar the King of Babylon.  The Jews were taken to a concentration camp at Rama before being marched to Babylon about 1,000 miles away.  This was about 600 years before Christ.  Jeremiah read about Rachel's deep misery in the Bible.  God inspired him to see that her sad life was a sign of the suffering that would come, from time to time, to God's people.  
God then inspired Matthew to realise that the massacre of the baby boys in Bethlehem by Herod fulfilled Jeremiah's prophecy of terrible sadness to come.  It would happen even when the Messiah came.  
Jeremiah said exactly what God wanted him to say, and Matthew was able to see exactly what God meant when he gave Jeremiah that prophecy or prediction.

2:19-23  JOSEPH LEAVES EGYPT WITH HIS FAMILY
Then 1Herod died.  Joseph got a big surprise one night when 2an angel of the Lord appears to him during a dream while he was in Egypt.  The angel tells him:
You must leave now.  Take the child and his mother and go back to the land of Israel.  You can go because those who wanted to take the child's life are dead.
So Joseph packed up and took the child and his mother from Egypt, and he went back to the land of Israel.

But when he learnt that 3Archelaus [ar-che-la-os, ch as in loch] was ruling as king in Judea in the place of his father Herod, he was too scared to go there, to Judea.  Then 4he was warned in a dream not to go there.  So he went away to 5the districts of Galilee.  When he arrived there he settled in a town called Nazareth.
This fulfilled 6what was spoken about through the prophets concerning the Messiah.  The prophets had said:  7He will be called a Nazarene.

1Herod died:  From ancient history the experts have learnt that Herod died sometime in the year 4 BC.  All we know about the birth of Jesus is that he was born somewhere between 6 months and a year and a half before Herod died.  So he was born about 4 or 5 BC.  So where the dates of history are concerned we have to admit that Jesus was born about 5 years before he was supposed to have been born!  
The reason for this impossible confusion is that the date when Christ was born was worked out carefully many years ago, by experts.  The problem was that those experts made a mistake in their calculations.  But nobody knew this.  When this mistake was discovered much later, it was too late to change the world's dating system.  It has to stay with us permanently, because two different dating systems would cause chaos throughout the whole world.  
It was only when the experts discovered proof of when King Herod died that we could have a better idea of when Jesus was really born.  So if you add 5 years to whatever date you are reading about, you will have a rough idea of how long ago Jesus was born.  There are some mistakes in life that we cannot put right, and this is one of them.
Herod died a horrible death.  Parts of his body rotted away and he died in terrible pain.

2An angel of the Lord appears:  This was the third time that an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream.

3Archelaus [ar-che-la-os, ch as in loch] was ruling as king in Judea:  In the name Archelaus, Arch means Chief, and La’os means People.  Archelaus means Ruler of the People.  But he was not a competent ruler like his Dad, King Herod.  After ten pathetic years as the king of the Jews, the Romans sacked Archelaus and replaced him.  So Joseph was right when he decided that he did not want his family to live under Archelaus's rule.  He also got the same guidance from God.
4He was warned in a dream:  This is the fourth time that God contacted Joseph in his dreams.

5The districts of Galilee:  Galilee was different from Judea.  Judea was where the Jews lived.  Jerusalem and the temple were in Judea.  All the Jews followed the same religion and culture.  But Galilee had a mixture of peoples.  The Jews who were there lived with people of other religions and cultures.  Religion was not as important in Galilee as it was in Judea.  The people in Galilee were a rougher lot.  To move from Judea to Galilee was like moving home from a richer or wealthier area to a poorer area.
When Jesus grew up and became a preacher he chose twelve men to be his assistants.  Eleven of them were from Galilee.  Only one was from Judea.  He was Judas from the town of Iscariot [is-kar-i-it] in Judaea.  The reason Joseph went to live in Galilee was because it would be safer for his son.  On top of that God guided Joseph to Nazareth in Galilee.

6What was spoken about through the prophets:  Whatever the prophets said was exactly what God wanted them to say.  That is why they are called Prophets, and why what they said and wrote is called the Bible.  The Bible is precisely what God wanted to tell us.
7He will be called a Nazarene:  Matthew tells us that the prophets said that Jesus would be called a Nazarene.  But we cannot find this statement anywhere in the Old Testament.
There are two things we must understand:

FIRST, a Nazarene is not a Nazirite.  Look carefully at the difference in the spelling.  A Nazarene is someone who lived in Nazareth.  
-A Nazirite was someone who dedicated himself to God by taking a special vow or promise.  For example, he would vow not to drink any alcohol, or not to cut his hair.  He might even isolate himself away from other people.  Or he would take some other vow as a personal dedication to God.  Usually this vow would be for about a month, but sometimes it could be for life.  A Nazirite might be someone who had vowed never to get married because he wanted to dedicate his life to serving God.
Jesus was not a Nazirite.  He lived a normal kind of life and mixed with normal people.  The only two things about him that were different was that he never sinned and he never married.  Otherwise he was just like any normal person.
-A Nazarene was different.  The Jews in Judea looked down on the people who lived in Galilee.  The Jews in Judea were "pure" Jews.  To them the Galileans were unfaithful to God.  They lived with unbelievers, and tolerated heathen influences.  The Jews saw themselves as first-class religious people and the Galileans as second-class religious people.
But the Galileans in turn looked down on the people of Nazareth, the way ordinary people look down on people who don't know how to behave properly.  Even the Galileans regarded the Nazarenes as third-class people whose religion was useless.

Many years later, when Jesus went back to Nazareth to preach in their synagogue, the congregation there tried to kill him.
SECONDLY, we must understand that what the prophets said about the Messiah was that he would not come from the upper classes of the Jewish people.  He would actually come from among the lower classes.  In Matthew's time someone from the lower society among the Jews would be called a Nazarene.  That's exactly what the prophets had predicted Jesus would be called - by the Jews!  Their words were, He's a blasphemer and a sinner.  The prophets had predicted that the Messiah would be insulted.  God had briefed them, and God, as always, was right.  Jesus was disliked and hated, and so he was criticised.
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