Sermon at Norham Church 
The Holy Innocents, 28th December 2025


Jeremiah 31.15-17; Matthew 2.13-18


I’m going to preach a slightly shorter sermon today, partly because I don’t have much of a voice; partly as a kind of counterweight to the exuberance of Christmas Day; and partly because of the theme of today’s service, and the subject matter of our Bible readings.

So far as I know, there is no historical record of the massacre of the innocents by Herod ‘the Great’.  This is not to undermine the truthfulness of the story, because it’s the kind of thing that Herod could and did do, and it’s the kind of thing that continues to happen down the ages, and into our own age, as the past year has, tragically, borne witness.

Luke uses the census by Caesar Augustus to get Mary and Joseph from Nazareth to Bethlehem, where the Messiah was meant to be born.  In a similar way, Matthew uses the massacre of the innocents to get Mary and Joseph from Bethlehem to Egypt, so that Jesus could be portrayed as the new Moses, who was himself saved from the massacre of the Hebrew boys by Pharaoh, and who led his people from slavery in Egypt to freedom in the Promised Land.  
Matthew appears to be using poetic licence as a plot device.

But, as I say, this is not to accuse Matthew of not telling the truth, because powerful people continue to authorise the killing of innocents in order to maintain their tyrannical rule.  Alongside the understandable, and even justifiable, sentimentality of the Christmas story, it is worth remembering that Jesus was born into an age that was every bit as violent as our own.

A difficult questions for Christians is, To what extent was God complicit in Herod’s massacre of the innocents?  It was the birth of Jesus, the ‘King of the Jews’, which provoked Herod to fury.  And, as I think I might have said before, whereas God warned the wise men, in a dream, to return to ‘their own country by another road’ (Matthew 2.12), Herod would have been none the wiser, and the massacre of the innocents would not have happened, if God had warned the wise men, in a dream, not to go to Herod in the first place.

In a fallen world, it is difficult to act in a way that does not have unintended consequences.  Sometimes, with the best of intentions, you can’t do right for doing wrong.  

In Dostoyevsky’s book, The Brothers Karamazov, Ivan famously challenges his brother, Alyosha, as follows:

‘Imagine that [like God] you are creating a fabric of human destiny with the object of making people happy in the end, giving them peace and rest at last, but that it was essential … to found that edifice on [the sufferings of children], would you consent to be architect on those conditions?’  …

‘No, I wouldn’t consent,’ said Alyosha softly.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Robert Atwell, Celebrating the Saints, Canterbury Press, Norwich, 1998, p482.] 


I’m sure we can all sympathise with that answer.  But then we’re left with a different problem.  If we cannot conceive of a good God creating a world in which innocent children suffer, then either God isn’t good, or God doesn’t exist.  But then are we or the children any better off?  

For me, the existence of suffering means that God has to exist, and God has to be good.  Because, in a Godless world, suffering would have no meaning, and wouldn’t really matter, and, if God were not good, then suffering would be inevitable, rather than tragic.  

For me, suffering is tragic precisely because it goes against God’s will for the world.  And I find myself compelled to believe that God will, somehow, make all things all right in the End, when God 

will wipe [away] every tear.  …
[And] mourning and crying and pain will be no more.  (Revelation 21.4)

Ultimately, the woes of the world will not be solved by the Herod the Greats of the world, but by God in Jesus, the servant King, who left his ‘throne and [his] kingly crown’, and was born as a weak and defenceless baby, ‘for us and for our salvation.’

And our eyes at last shall see him,
Through his own redeeming love.  …
[For] he leads his children on
To the place where he is gone.  …
[bookmark: _GoBack][Where] like stars his children crowned
All in white shall wait around.
