CHILDREN IN DANGER!

A sermon preached by Michael Horsburgh AM in St James’ Church, King Street,
Sydney, on the First Sunday after Christmas, 28 December 2025

This little babe, so few days old,

Is come to rifle Satan’s fold;

All hell doth at his presence quake.
Though he himself for cold do shake,
For in this weak unarmeéd wise

The gates of hell he will surprise.?

Wow! Christmas on Thursday and here we are on the following Sunday talking about what
happened when the Magi came to town. We won’t celebrate that event until Epiphany, 6
January, so what were the lectionary compilers thinking when they set today’s Gospel reading?
Let’s get that cleared up first. This gospel is not about the Magi; it is about the significance of
the Incarnation.

What do you think was the life expectancy of people born in 6 BC, the most likely date for the
birth of Jesus, given that King Herod died in 4 BC? The general answer is between 20 to 35
years, but that figure needs a little unpacking. We should not assume that there were no old
people. Luke’s narrative of the presentation of Jesus in the Temple records Anna, a prophetess
said to be 84 years old.> Several things contributed to a short life expectancy at birth, the most
prominent of which was infant mortality, which was up to one third of all births. Women were
at risk of maternal mortality and infectious diseases killed many. Men were subject to
occupational hazards and military conscription. If you avoided all those, and reached say 21,
you could live to a relatively old age. We have no reason to believe that Jesus was otherwise
in danger of dying at the time of his execution. On the contrary, he is portrayed as strong and
active.

Both Jesus and Mary were at high initial risk and survived. Both practically and theologically,
the Incarnation was an act of vulnerability. As expressed by St Paul in Philippians, Christ Jesus
“emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, assuming human likeness”,* including the

inherent risks.

But if everyday life in Roman Palestine was physically risky, it was also politically risky. The
Roman empire might be characterised as peaceful, the so-called pax Romana, but not because
everyone was happy and contented. It was peaceful because it was ruthlessly governed.
Oppression might bring a form of peace, but rarely contentment and happiness.

The Romans were great outsourcers. They auctioned off their taxes to entrepreneurs, who
subcontracted the collection to locals, contributing to the unpopularity of tax-collectors in the
gospels. They also subcontracted their government, often to local nobility, who knew their
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people better than Rome could. These were, therefore, more efficient oppressors but also more
vulnerable to local discontent, increasing the oppression and the subsequent hatred.’

Enter King Herod the Great, the same Herod who was responsible for the Temple as it appears
in the gospels.® His mother was a princess from Petra in modern Jordan, while his father was
an Edomite” whose ancestors had been forcibly converted to Judaism by the Hasmonean®
rulers. Their successful revolt against their Greek rulers is recorded in the apocryphal books, 1
and 2 Maccabees. Their rededication of the Temple in Jerusalem is the origin of the Jewish
festival of Hanukkah. Ethnically, Herod was Arab, but he had been raised as a Jew.

Herod lived in a fortress, the Herodium, built on a hill 3km southeast of Bethlehem, visible
from the town and dominating the area.’ The fortress, which doubled as a palace, was built to
celebrate Herod’s massacre of Jewish rebels in 40 BC, shortly after he ascended his throne. He
was a ruthless ruler.

So, why was Herod afraid when he heard of the baby’s birth? The answer is relatively simple.
The Magi were seeking the newly born “King of the Jews”. This means the Messiah. Like
everyone else in his day, Herod believed that the Messiah was destined to be a physical ruler
who would overthrow the existing powers. This is the significance of Bethlehem as the
birthplace; it was the home of the famous King David. The Messiah would be a new David.
Herod needed to stop this at once. His own power as a puppet ruler depended on it. He would
always do whatever it took. So, he asked the religious authorities, even though his interest was
entirely political. They identified Bethlehem for him.

For Matthew, however, other parts of the story are important. The request to find “the King of
the Jews” not only provokes today’s story, but it also foreshadows Jesus’ trial and execution.
Matthew 27, which records those events, is a story about the King of the Jews, questioned by
Pilate, mocked by the soldiers and identified by a sign on his cross. Even here, at the beginning,
the shadow has already fallen.

Having received from the religious leaders the information he needs, Herod enlists the Magi to
tell him when and where they find the baby. Duplicitous as ever, he pretends to want to worship
him. I won’t here talk about the roles of angels and dreams in our story, !° but in the verse
before our gospel starts, the Magi, being so warned, depart without telling Herod.

This is the stimulus for the enraged Herod to conduct his massacre of the children. We have no
independent record of this event but Jewish historian, Josephus, leaves us in no doubt that such
an act was entirely within Herod’s character and behaviour.!! As the Coventry Carol says

Herod the king, in his raging,
Charged he hath this day
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His men of might in his own sight
All young children to slay.!?

The holy family escapes, again through a dream warning; they flee to Egypt. Why Egypt? If
we remember that Matthew’s readers are most probably Jewish Christians, Egypt is a direct
reference to the Exodus, to Moses and the deliverance of the Jewish people. Already, by his
constant references to the prophets, Matthew has placed Jesus in the middle of Jewish salvation
history, now he makes that reference explicit. Jesus will go down to Egypt and will come out
of Egypt, a new Moses.

In the end, Herod dies. Then the family can return from Egypt. We don’t know exactly how
long they stayed, but we do know that Herod died in 4 BC. His will divided his kingdom
between his five sons, each of them being called a “tetrarch”.!® One of them, Herod Archelaus
inherited half of his father’s territory, including Jerusalem and Bethlehem,'* but held it only
until, in 4 AD, Emperor Augustus made the area a Roman province. This gives a nine-year
window for the family’s return. Another son, Herod Antipas, inherited the area including
Galilee and he is the Herod mentioned in the rest of the gospels.'*> Herod Antipas is the one
who had John the Baptist executed and who questioned Jesus after he was arrested.

Why did the family go to Galilee and Nazareth in particular? Matthew says that it was to fulfil
prophecy, so that he could be a “Nazorean”. It is hard to know what this means because no
such prophecy can be found. But Galilee was a more ethnically diverse area than Judea. It was
populated by Samaritans and Gentiles as well as Jews. In Galilee and Nazareth, Jesus would
grow up in a diverse society.

Stanley Hauerwas says:

Perhaps no event in the gospel more determinatively challenges the sentimental depiction of
Christmas than the death of these children. Jesus is born into a world in which children are
killed, and continue to be killed, to protect the power of tyrants.

But, he says:

The good news is that Herods die. Crafty as he was, his craftiness could not save Herod from
death. Kings come and go, but God’s people endure. They can endure, because God has made
endurance possible through the kingdom begun in Jesus. '°

Amidst all the uncertainties, amidst all the oppression, amidst all the hate and all the violence,
there is this child who shall be called, “Emmanuel”—“God-with-us”.

Malcolm Guite—The Flight into Egypt

We think of him as safe beneath the steeple,
Or cosy in a crib beside the font,

But he is with a million displaced people
On the long road of weariness and want.
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For even as we sing our final carol

His family is up and on that road,

Fleeing the wrath of someone else’s quarrel,
Glancing behind and shouldering their load.

Whilst Herod rages still from his dark tower

Christ clings to Mary, fingers tightly curled,

The lambs are slaughtered by the men of power,

And death squads spread their curse across the world.
But every Herod dies, and comes alone

To stand before the Lamb upon the throne.!”
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