
A Blue Christmas 

Matthew 2:13-23 

Well we’ve just passed through one of the most joyous seasons of the year – Christmas!  

Nearly everyone loves Christmas – and what’s not to like?  The lights, the presents, time 

off from work, and time spent with family and with friends, all make Christmas a joyous 

season for most of us, but not for all of us.  For some of us, Christmas isn’t joyous at all; 

instead, it’s a blue Christmas for many who have lost loved ones or who are going through 

some difficult or trying time!  Maybe that’s why the church assigns to the first Sunday after 

Christmas a reading from the gospel according to Matthew that reminds us that there’s 

still a lot of sorrow and sadness in our world, despite the joyous advent of our Messiah!   

Today’s text tells the tale of a great sorrow in the wake of Jesus’ birth.  It’s the story of 

Joseph fleeing to Egypt with Mary and the baby Jesus in order to escape King Herod’s 

murderous designs.  You see, the story actually begins with the wise men appearing in 

Jerusalem and asking King Herod, “Where is the child who has been born king of the 

Jews.”  When Herod heard this, he was afraid, for Herod was not a man to tolerate any 

rivals to his throne.  So, when he heard these things, he began to plot the destruction of 

this baby.  And so, he told the wise men to search for the newborn King in Bethlehem, for 

that’s where the prophets said he would be born.  And he commanded them to bring him 

word once they had found the child.   

So, the wise men left Jerusalem and went to Bethlehem where they found the baby Jesus 

and gave him presents of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  And then, “…having been 

warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.” 

(Mt. 2:12) Realizing he had been tricked by the wise men, King Herod decided to 

slaughter all of the children ages two years old and younger, living in and around 

Bethlehem, in order to destroy his would-be rival.   

It was a terrible tragedy, a senseless slaughter, a brutal act by a brutal man. It was, in 

fact, the first blue Christmas!  But even in this terrible tale of murder and of woe, we find 

a few small rays of hope that can inspire our hearts even in the darkest of times.  For this 

story reminds us 1) that God shares our sorrows with us, 2) he helps us in our need, 3) 

he helps us find meaning in our madness, and 4) he reminds us that nothing – not even 

evil – lasts forever; for it too shall pass, and a better day shall dawn! 

Above all else this story reminds us that God shares our sorrows with us!  Speaking of 

Christ as the living Word of God, the bible says, “In the beginning was the Word, and the 

Word was with God, and the Word was God…And the Word became flesh and lived 

among us…” (Jn 1:1-2, 14) So you see, “God was in Christ” (2 Cor. 5:19) living among us 

and sharing life with us…to include life’s suffering and it’s sorrow.  That means we’re are 

not alone on a blue Christmas!  And knowing this is often enough to help us through our 

darkest of days.  For as you probably already know, there’s nothing worse than being 

alone in times of sorrow or of suffering.  And there’s nothing better than having someone 

you love near at hand to share the burden and the pain.   



In his book, Why This Jubilee, the Reverend James Howell writes, “I am reminded of a 

time when my daughter was sick with a fever. My wife and I took turns going into her room 

in response to her cries.  The last time I went in I asked, ‘Sweetheart, do you need 

anything?’  She said, ‘Yes, Daddy.  I need you in here.’ (Yes) We need God in the dark” 

Howell adds.1  Yes, we need God in the dark and this story reminds us that we have him!  

God came in Christ to be with us in the dark…to be with us in the worst and the most 

murderous of times…to be with us even when Herod is on the throne…to be with us 

whenever we are experiencing a blue Christmas!   

And because he’s with us, he can help us!  Our text not only shows us that God shares 

our sorrows with us, but it also shows that he has come to help us in our need!   Three 

times in our text, Joseph is given helpful guidance by an angel in his dreams.  Verse 13 

says, “…an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, ‘Get up, take the 

child and his mother,, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; for Herod is 

about to search for the child, to destroy him.” Verses 19-20 say, “When Herod died, an 

angel of the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, ‘Get up, 

take the child and his mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those who were seeking 

the child’s life are dead.”  Finally, in verse 22, we read that “…after being warned in 

(another) dream, (Joseph) went away to the district of Galilee.” Yes, three times in our 

text, Joseph is given helpful guidance by an angel in his dreams.  You see, God not only 

share our sorrows with us but he helps us in our need.   

Now I know, that’s a tricky assertion.  After all, you would be right to ask, “Why didn’t God 

send angels to warn the other parents in Bethlehem of Herod’s murderous intent so they, 

too, could flee with their own small children?”  The answer is simple: I simply don’t know!  

But this much I do know: Most or all of us have had one or more occasions in life when 

we have received, at some critical moment, what we believe to be the help of God – what 

the bible calls “…grace to help in time of need.” (Heb. 4:16) We haven’t always received 

the kind of help we have asked for, or the precise help we wanted at the precise time we 

wanted it, but we have been helped enough to know that God helps us in our times of 

need, and we’re content to confess that fact and depend on it as best we can, trusting 

God in the interim when his help doesn’t seem to come.  That’s what faith does, I suppose.  

It doesn’t have ironclad answers to all of life’s conundrums, but it does have some 

answers.  And in the face of life’s questions and conundrums, it trusts in the ultimate 

goodness of God, and it leans on him, come what may…even in a blue Christmas. 

So, our text tells us that God shares our sorrows with us and he helps us in our need.  

But there’s a third lesson in our text that I want to play around with. I say “play around 

with” because I’m still trying to formulate my own thoughts on this lesson and I want to do 

that work of formulation with you present and participating.  And that third lesson is this:  

God not only shares our sorrows with us and helps us in our need but he helps us find 

some meaning in the madness of our days.    
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What do I mean by that?  Well, we humans thrive on meaning.  We can endure almost 

anything if we can find some meaning in it.  But we succumb to despair the moment we 

begin to believe our suffering is senseless, our trials are meaningless, or our pain is 

purposeless.  That’s why we make meaning wherever we can.  And that’s why you often 

hear people say, “Everything happens for a reason.”  They’re trying to find meaning in the 

madness, you see.  Well I don’t necessarily believe everything happens for a reason, but 

I do believe God helps us find meaning in, draw meaning from, or impose meaning on the 

affairs of life.  And we see Matthew doing this “meaning-making” work in our text.  

You see, Matthew was confronted by a horrible set of circumstances.  Jesus’ family was 

forced to flee Herod’s murderous machinations.  The babes of Bethlehem were murdered 

at Herod’s cruel command.  And after Herod’s death, Jesus’ family couldn’t return to 

Bethlehem because that region fell under the administration of Herod’s worst and 

wickedest son.  Faced with these facts, Matthew sought some meaning in them and found 

that meaning in the scriptures.   

Three times Matthew appealed to the prophets to explain the meaning of these things.  

Why did the Holy Family flee to Egypt?  Because, “This was to fulfill what had been 

spoken by the Lord through the prophet, ‘Out of Egypt I have called my son.’” (Mt. 2:15) 

And why did the babes of Bethlehem die?  Had this tragedy been foretold?  Well, in 

Matthew’s estimation, this “…fulfilled what had been spoken through the prophet 

Jeremiah: ‘A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping 

for her children; she refused to be consoled, because they are no more.’” (Mt. 2:17-18) 

And finally, when Herod died and Joseph was told to take his family back to Israel, he 

had to take a detour to the tiny town of Nazareth because he couldn’t return to his 

ancestral home in Bethlehem because Herod’s worst and wickedest son governed that 

region.  And so, according to Matthew, he settled in Nazareth, “…so that what had been 

spoken through the prophets might be fulfilled, ‘He will be called a Nazorean.’” (Mt. 2:23) 

Yes, three times Matthew appealed to the prophets to explain the meaning of these 

difficult things.  He was trying to find some meaning in the madness and he found that 

meaning in the words of scripture. Whether or not the scriptures he quoted really foretold 

the things he described is the subject of much scholarly debate. In the words of one 

scholar, Matthew “…finds prophecies in the Old Testament where no prophecies were 

ever meant.”2 In fact, there is no prophecy at all in the Old Testament that says, “He will 

be called a Nazorean.”  But Matthew found meaning in the quoted scriptures – meaning 

that helped him explain the madness of Herod’s murderous reign and how God worked 

in, through, and despite Herod to accomplish God’s purposes for Jesus and the world.  

I guess what I’m trying to say is this:  I don’t believe all things happen for a reason.  But I 

do believe that God is good enough, and strong enough, and wise enough to bring 

meaning out of life’s madness, or to help us find meaning in life’s madness, or to help us 

impose some meaning on life’s madness. And it is that work of “meaning-making” that 
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often makes bearable the unbearable affairs of life!  It is that work of “meaning-making” 

that takes some of the sting out of our sorrow and some of the “blue” out of a blue 

Christmas!  It is that work of “meaning-making” that brightens and lightens our darkest of 

days! 

Finally, there’s one last lesson we can learn from our text, and I promise to make it brief!  

That lesson is this: God not only shares our sorrows with us, helps us in our need, and 

helps us find some meaning in the madness of our days, but he also reminds us that 

nothing lasts forever – every Herod dies!  Matthew says, “When Herod died, an angel of 

the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, ‘Get up, take the 

child and his mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those who were seeking the child’s 

life are dead.” (Mt. 2:19-20)  

My friend, nothing lasts forever!  Every Herod dies.  And a blue Christmas won’t last 

forever either.  Sooner or later, it will give way to a white Christmas…just like the ones 

we used to know!  There’s a lot of hope in that thought, I think.   

So then, let’s take these lessons with us into the coming year.  Let’s remember that God 

shares our sorrows with us, he helps us in our need, he helps us find some meaning in 

the madness of our days, and he promises that nothing lasts forever…every Herod 

dies…and better days are just around the bend.  Fortified with these thoughts, I suspect 

a blue Christmas will give way to a happier New Year!  May it be so for you and yours in 

the coming year! Amen!        

 

            

    


