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19 After Herod died, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared in a dream to 
Joseph in Egypt. The angel said, 20 “Get up, take the child and his mother, and go 
to the land of Israel, for those who were trying to kill the child are dead.” 
21 Joseph got up, took the child and his mother, and went to the land of Israel. 
22 But when he heard that Archelaus, Herod’s son, had succeeded his father as 
ruler in Judea, he was afraid to go there. Since he had been warned in a dream, 
he went to the region of Galilee.  

More than 60 years ago, Dr. Seuss wrote his famous book How the Grinch Stole 
Christmas. Millions of children since then have delighted to read about the evil 
Grinch who learned the truth that Christmas is about much more than presents 
and decorations. By God’s grace, we’ve learned that Christmas is about the 
greatest gift of all, the Savior of the world. 

Long ago there was an evil man who really did try to steal the world’s Christmas 
joy. His name was Herod, and he spared no effort in the attempt to murder Jesus. 
Because of Herod’s wicked plan, Joseph, Mary, and Jesus had to run for their lives. 

The family lived in Egypt for some time. How long, we can’t be sure. But when it 
was time for the family to return to Israel, once again an angel came to Joseph in 
a dream. The angel said, 20  “Get up, take the child and his mother and go to the 
land of Israel, for those who were trying to kill the child are dead.” 

There is punch to that statement. Herod and others around him (we’re not told 
who the others were) who were intent on killing Jesus, were themselves dead. 
But Jesus, Mary, and Joseph were still alive. 

It was a foolish thing for Herod to rise up against God’s Son. These events remind 
us of Psalm 2, where God and his Anointed One laugh over men like Herod and his 
henchmen: “Why do the nations rage? Why do the peoples grumble in vain? The 
kings of the earth take a stand, and the rulers join together against the Lord 
    and against his Anointed One. ‘Let us tear off their chains and throw off their 
ropes from us.’ The one who is seated in heaven laughs. The Lord scoffs at 
them. Then he speaks to them in his anger, and in his wrath he terrifies them” 
(Psalm 2:1-5). 

Yes, I know, the enemies of God’s church sometimes seem to have their way. 
After all, many infants and toddlers in Bethlehem died at Herod’s hand. But 



whether you suffer at the hands of Jesus’ enemies or are spared so that you can 
continue to live and serve the Lord here on earth, someday you will see those 
enemies dead. Someday you will be vindicated for your faith, while they will be 
put to shame and eternal punishment for having taken a stand against the Lord. 
Eternal death will be their lot; eternal life will be yours. 

Yet while you remain on this earth, you must  

RUN FOR YOUR LIFE;  

you must RUN FOR THE PRIZE. This week, God willing, we begin a new year. Some 
of us will be happy to leave 2019 behind. Yet, we have no way of knowing what 
2020 has in store for us. But we do know the prize that awaits us at the end of our 
years—the crown of eternal life. Decide today, with the help of the Holy Spirit, 
that 2020 will be a year in which you personally run for the prize. 

Of course, in one respect, the prize is already yours. Jesus won it for you when he 
ran the race of life perfectly in your place and when he suffered and died for all 
the times you have strayed off track. Even as a little child, Jesus suffered exile 
from his native country to ensure your eternal, heavenly crown. 

Yet, in another sense, we are still running to get the prize. How carefully we need 
to run! We need to train, right here each week with God’s Word and sacrament, 
so that our spiritual strength doesn’t give out when it is most needed. 

Many years ago, a group of missionaries in Brazil got together with their families 
for a retreat in Florianopolis along the Atlantic coast. There were many young 
children there, and one day a little boy named Ethan wanted to run a race. He 
asked his younger brother Isaac to race with him, but Isaac turned him down. So, 
he asked one of the girls, Emily, who was even younger than Isaac, if she would 
run a race against him. Emily answered, “Sure, Ethan, I’ll race with you, but let’s 
race holding hands.” And as the two children went, holding hands, they both won 
the race and the prize.  

This is the way Christians run the race of life. We race “holding hands” with 
others. Instead of thinking just of ourselves, we train ourselves to help fellow 
believers reach the prize that they too are running for. We run for our own lives, 
but we run also for the lives of others. The missionary Paul was willing to give up 
everything (except the prize, of course) to help others run the race. What are you 



willing to give up to help others run for the prize? You don’t need this big, 
beautiful church to run your race, but you do need the message this church 
proclaims and the many ways in which this congregation reaches out with the 
Gospel to win souls for Christ and to coach Christians to victory. To do that, to 
continue to do that, takes some time—some of your time, some of my time. To 
do that, to continue to do that, takes some skill—some of your skills, some of my 
skills. To do that, to continue to do that, takes some money—some of your 
money, some of my money. What are we willing to give up to help others run for 
the prize? 

My friends, when you stumble along the way, run to Jesus for forgiveness. He is 
the source of your life. Then get up and keep running toward eternal life. Make 
2020 another year in which you run the race to take hold of the eternal life to 
which God called you in Christ. Amen. 


