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A Homily by “An angel of the Lord … in a dream”…
The Rev’d Jo Popham   First Sunday after Christmas Day

December 26, 2010
Isaiah 63:7-9

Hebrews 2:10-18
Matthew 2:13-23

Here we are in the bleak midwinter. In the 1st century and in more ancient times things

were bleak for the Jews. They had every reason to feel downtrodden. But God was with

them even when times were bleak. And “It was no … angel but”  God alone who …

“saved them” who loved them, took pity on them and redeemed them. (Isaiah 63:9). Of

course the prophet Isaiah was speaking to Jews in the former age assuring them God was

the one who cared for them, not his messengers.

The Letter to the Hebrews speaks of Jesus the Christ who came to be “a merciful and

faithful high priest in the service of God, to make a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of

the people….he did not come to help angels, but the descendants of Abraham.” Jesus

came to redeem us, to help us. The people of the time might have thought that the world

was under the control of angels. But God’s agent most active in the world was his Son,

Jesus the Christ, not messengers or angels. Jesus trusted God alone. And God gave the

descendants of Abraham – he gave us – to Jesus, not to angels to care for us – to have

charge over us.

The times were bleak for the people of Judah. If ever they needed to have God come

to them in a dream and reassure them, it was the time when Herod the Great ruled the

land. He was a very complicated ruler. He was obliged to build up the Roman Empire,

and he was an extraordinary builder. Most of his projects were in his capital Jerusalem,

fortresses, palaces, arenas, but his most ambitious was the rebuilding Solomon’s Temple.

While many credit him with rebuilding the Temple for the Jews of Jerusalem, it was not

done for the glory of God, but for the glory of Herod who really wanted to shine in the

Roman world. The Romans were usually sympathetic and sensitive and responsive to the
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religious requests of the Jewish people, and, for the most part, Herod had a relatively

cautious religious policy, even though he heavily taxed the Jews to fund his projects. But

towards the end of his life, Herod became more and more irrational, dangerously so. One

particularly offensive “improvement” to the Temple was the massive eagle that Herod

had placed over the Temple gate. Jewish leaders were complicit in the Roman rule to

keep the peace, but they were so outraged at this secular symbol over their Temple that

they planned his assassination. The failed attempt on his life only made Herod’s reign of

terror and economic hardship worse.

“An angel of the Lord … in a dream”… told Joseph “do not be afraid to take Mary as

your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and

you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:20-

21). Joseph did take Mary as his wife and “Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea.”

Herod heard of the wise men from the east who had come to look for the “king of the

Jews.” Scripture tells us that Herod was afraid, but all of Jerusalem rightly were afraid if

Herod was frightened. He called a command performance of all the scribes and priests

and he learned that the king, who was to shepherd God’s people, was to be born in

Bethlehem of Judea as the prophets had predicted. Herod called for the wise men to try to

determine exactly when the baby was to be born. Herod demanded that the wise men

return to him with news of the birth of the king.

Now Matthew’s gospel has the only mention of the wise men. They found Jesus by

following a star that we know as the Star of Bethlehem. These wise men likely were

astrologers, learned men who knew about such things as this new star; they were highly

regarded scientists of the 1st century. They became known as the magi, a Latinization of

the Greek magos referring to the priestly caste who studied the stars and interpreted

dreams.i The number of wise men became three based on the three gifts that they

presented to the newborn king.ii So the wise men became magi who came to worship
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Jesus as God. The magi are seen bowing in worship kneeling before God, the God they

recognized in this baby Jesus. And this became the inspiration for our kneeling to

worship. The names Melchior, Caspar  (or Gaspar), and Balthasar were derived from

several traditions.iii

 And so, “An angel of the Lord … in a dream”… warned the magi “not to return to

Herod” so “they left for their own country by another road.” How extraordinary it is that

these scientific thinkers would listen and heed the warning of a dream.

“An angel of the Lord … in a dream”… said to Joseph: “take the child and his mother,

and flee to Egypt” cautioning him that Herod was “about to search for the child, to

destroy him.” Joseph woke up, took Mary and baby Jesus and left that very night for

Egypt. Herod “had been tricked by the wise men, he was infuriated, and he sent and

killed all the children in and around Bethlehem who were two years old or under,

according to the time that he had learned from the wise men.” This massacre of the

innocents is well documented by Josephus’s histories.

When it was safe “an angel of the Lord … in a dream”…came to Joseph in Egypt

suddenly and said: “take the child and his mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those

who were seeking the child's life are dead.” Herod had died. But towards the end of his

life in his delirium he had written several wills. He had killed two of his own sons when

he felt threatened by their popularity. At first he left all the lands he ruled to another son

Herod Archelaus then countermanded that will leaving part of his lands to yet another

more favored son at the time – Herod Antipas. Archelaus who was known to be almost as

deranged as his father would get Judah.

But “an angel of the Lord … in a dream”…. issued a warning so Joseph took Mary

and Jesus and “went away to the district of Galilee to a town called Nazareth.”
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Matthew’s account of Jesus’s birth and early years is a story of extreme bravery, men

of amazing trust – who believed the angels who came to them in their dreams. Joseph

went against all cultural norms by believing the angels and their messages. He married

Mary and took her to Bethlehem to be counted as one of his family; in the dark of night

he packed up his family and escaped Herod’s bloody tyranny; then he returned to make a

new home for his family in Nazareth based all based on angelic dreams. The wise men

had come to pay homage to the newborn king but they did not go back to report in to

Herod because of a dream. What would it take to stand up to Herod, the ruler of the land

– knowing that he was a tyrant ?iv Joseph and the wise men heard God’s messages

delivered by angels of the Lord in dreams.  And they all trusted and acted on those

dreams.

Do you dream? Do you hear God speaking to you in your dreams? I know more than a

few people who have received messages from God in their dreams. We had an interesting

discussion when we were engaging the Gospel last Sunday evening at the Jubilation

service. We wondered why God would speak to us in our dreams. We thought that

perhaps we are at our most receptive when we are sleeping. We don’t have any

distractions; we don’t have anyone talking to us; we don’t have our laptops or iPads,

iPhones, or blackberries to twitter away on; we don’t have the television on; we don’t

have the radio or stereo or iPods or mp3 players blaring in our ears. When we are

sleeping we are peacefully receptive to God speaking to us. Could it be that God is caring

for us even through our dreams? My prayer is that we open our hearts and ears to hear

and listen to God’s messages – and that we are brave enough to act on the

communications we receive from God even when they come to us in our dreams.
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i This is the same translation of the wise man Daniel led of the Old Testament. Daniel was an interpreter
of dreams.
ii John Chrysostom suggested that the gifts the wise men presented were fit for not just a king but for
God, much more so than the sheep and calves that were the traditional offerings to God.
iii , an Alexandrian Greek manuscript from 500, the ancient book of The Acts of Thomas in the first
century, and another 8th century Greek document found in Ireland. But Syrian Christians and the Eastern
church have other sets of names
iv They later would learn that he had committed infantcide against the very people under his care.


