
The Lessons Appointed for Use on
the

First Sunday After Christmas
January 1

Year A

Isaiah 63:7-9
Psalm 148
Matthew 2:13-23

Eternal Father, you gave to your incarnate Son the 

holy name of Jesus to be the sign of our salvation: Plant

in every heart, we pray, the love of him who is the Sav-

ior of the world, our Lord Jesus Christ; who lives and 

reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, in glory 

everlasting. Amen.

Amen.
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Isaiah 63:7-9

7   I will recount the gracious deeds of the LORD, 
          the praiseworthy acts of the LORD, 
     because of all that the LORD has done for us, 
          and the great favor to the house of Israel 
     that he has shown them according to his mercy, 
          according to the abundance of his steadfast love. 
8   For he said, “Surely they are my people, 
          children who will not deal falsely”; 
     and he became their savior 
9        in all their distress. 
     It was no messenger or angel 
          but his presence that saved them; 
     in his love and in his pity he redeemed them; 
          he lifted them up and carried them all the days of 

old.
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Psalm 148

1   Praise the Lord! 
     Praise the Lord from the heavens; 
          praise him in the heights! 
2   Praise him, all his angels; 
          praise him, all his host!
3   Praise him, sun and moon; 
          praise him, all you shining stars! 
4   Praise him, you highest heavens, 
          and you waters above the heavens!
5   Let them praise the name of the Lord, 
          for he commanded and they were created. 
6   He established them forever and ever; 
          he fixed their bounds, which cannot be passed.
7   Praise the Lord from the earth, 
          you sea monsters and all deeps, 
8   fire and hail, snow and frost, 
          stormy wind fulfilling his command!
9  Mountains and all hills, 
          fruit trees and all cedars! 
10  Wild animals and all cattle, 
          creeping things and flying birds!
11  Kings of the earth and all peoples, 
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          princes and all rulers of the earth! 
12  Young men and women alike, 
          old and young together!
13  Let them praise the name of the Lord, 
          for his name alone is exalted; 
          his glory is above earth and heaven. 
14  He has raised up a horn for his people, 
          praise for all his faithful, 
          for the people of Israel who are close to him. 
     Praise the Lord!
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Matthew 2:13-23
13Now after they had left, 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 un-

til I tell you; for Herod is about to search for the child, 

to destroy him.” 14Then Joseph got up, took the child 

and his mother by night, and went to Egypt, 15and re-

mained there until the death of Herod. This was to ful-

fill what had been spoken by the Lord through the 

prophet, “Out of Egypt I have called my son.”
16When Herod saw that he 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. 17Then was fulfilled what had been 
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spoken through the prophet Jeremiah: 
18  “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.”
19When Herod died, an angel of the Lord suddenly ap-

peared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said, 20“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.” 21Then Joseph got up, took the child and his 

mother, and went to the land of Israel. 22But when he 

heard that Archelaus was ruling over Judea in place of 

his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. And after 

being warned in a dream, he went away to the district of

Galilee. 23There he made his home in a town called 

Nazareth, so that what had been spoken through the 

prophets might be fulfilled, “He will be called a Na-
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zorean.”
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SERMON

This is year A of the Revised Common Lectionary, 

and that means we read primarily from the Gospel Ac-

cording to Matthew. One of the more interesting things 

about Matthew is it’s place in the young church’s histo-

ry. You see, when a convert to Christianity in the late 

first century or early second century read the Gospel 

According to Matthew for the first time, he read it as a 

manual of membership rather than as a part of his Bible.

A present-day reader who is adequately “introduced” to 

this most influential of all Christian books should be led

to look at it, not as one who has had some acquaintance 

with it all his life, but as an ancient Christian into 

whose hands it has just come would read it. This is a 

difficult feat of historical imagination, because we think

we know more than we do, so we no longer read it with 
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the eagerness of those first century Christian converts. 

Difficult or not, let's give it a try.

The first three Gospels, Matthew, Mark and Luke, 

are called the “synoptic” Gospels, from a word meaning

“with one eye”. They tell the story of Jesus' time on 

earth, each according to the author's understanding. I 

add “according to the author's understanding” to under-

line that the “Gospel” is the Good News of Christ. 

These are books about the Gospel, and each speaks 

from a particular point of view. That’s why we call 

them “The Gospel According to Matthew” or “The 

Gospel According to Luke”. Each of these books is a 

literary work interpreting the theological meaning of a 

concrete historical event to people in a particular histor-

ical situation. Keeping that in mind is the only way to 

read these books. 

Matthew begins with a genealogy which serves to 

2



connect the story of Jesus with the story in the Hebrew 

Bible. Matthew clearly means to show that the coming 

of Jesus doesn't represent a “full stop, begin again” 

event, but, rather, the continuation of God's activities 

within His creation which Isaiah celebrated:

I will recount the gracious deeds of the LORD, 
          the praiseworthy acts of the LORD, 
     because of all that the LORD has done for us, 
          and the great favor to the house of Israel 
     that he has shown them according to his mercy,
          according to the abundance of his steadfast 
love. 
For he said, “Surely they are my people, 
          children who will not deal falsely”; 
     and he became their savior 
     in all their distress. 
     It was no messenger or angel 
          but his presence that saved them; 
     in his love and in his pity he redeemed them; 
          he lifted them up and carried them all the 
days of old.

All too easily, we get so involved with thoughts of 
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our personal salvation that we forget that we, who are 

called to Christ, are part of an ongoing historical 

process that stretches into the distant past, and contin-

ues after us until the Second Coming. You, each of you, 

are called to Christ for a purpose, however much we’re 

tempted to think that the reason we come to church is to

get into Heaven. Matthew is telling the new converts 

that it’s not about you. It’s about the role God has se-

lected for you to reflect His love into His Creation. Liv-

ing into that role as a created, and loved, child of God 

in a created world is what you are about. It is your rai-

son d'être, your reason for being.

It should be so simple! God is in His wheelhouse 

and all is right with the world. Who could pick a fight 

with something as comforting as that? Apparently, it’s 

not so simple, and many disagree, some violently.
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When Herod saw that he 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. Then was ful-
filled 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.”

I can’t read this passage without thinking of Aleppo,

and the picture of the boy child covered in blood and 

soot, sitting in the back of the ambulance. How did both

sides of that awful conflict get so committed to getting 

their own way that they would find the horrors they cre-

ate to be acceptable? The blame is upon us. Our human 

pride, our insistence on trying to move God’s creation 

into the ways we would prefer, yields only grief, and 
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death – little boys bleeding in the back of an ambulance

and the bodies of babies washed up on the shore.

In our time waves of refugees, exactly reflecting the

experience of Jesus and his family, crash against the 

borders of countries in Europe and on this continent, 

begging to be let in. In some places, the answer has 

been “Yes” and safe harbors have been created to give 

these families respite. In other places, the answer has 

been the one given to the 937 Jews fleeing Nazi Ger-

many on the SS St. Louis in May, 1939. That answer 

was “There might be Nazi spies on board, so no one can

disembark.” They were turned away and approximately 

a quarter of them died in Nazi concentration camps. 

We live in a time no more moral than that into 

which Jesus was born. In His time, a local ruler could 

order the murder of all children under two years of age 

in a fit of pique. In our time, the United Nations fields 
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more that 123,000 “peace keepers” because we so 

earnestly believe that peace is the child of violence. In 

His time, Jesus' birth, His very existence, kicked off a 

conflict of kingdoms, but with one important difference.

In this conflict the new king does not retaliate, but, 

rather, flees with his family to Egypt. 

Then Joseph got up, took the child and his 
mother by night, and went to Egypt, and re-
mained there until the death of Herod. This 
was to fulfill what had been spoken by the 
Lord through the prophet, “Out of Egypt I 
have called my son.”

Even on his return, he can't return home but must go

to “Galilee of the Gentiles” making him an exile even 

in his own land. It’s comfortable to read the story of Je-

sus’ flight to Egypt in King James English as we have 

done since children. It is harrowing to see it played out 

on the 6:00 o’clock news. It is comforting to sing of 
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love for others. It is horrifying to see the young boy in 

the ambulance. It is easy to engage the question of what

is to be done with the “refugees”. It is appalling to see a

Syrian mother bathing the broken body of her infant 

child in her tears. God calls us to see behind the 

neutered words to the souls represented. God calls us to 

see, even in the faces of our enemies, the presence of 

the ever-living God.

Read the Gospel According to Matthew as a second 

century convert would have read it – not as a comfort-

ing and romantic story, but as a contemporary account 

of the call of God to bring peace to a world addicted to 

hatred and violence.

AMEN
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BENEDICTION

The Lord bless you and keep you; 
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be 
gracious to you; 
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give 
you peace. 
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2016 J. Stewart Schneider

10


	First Sunday After Christmas
	January 1 Year A
	Psalm 148
	Matthew 2:13-23
	BENEDICTION


