
Matthew 2: Jesus and Exodus

“Moses also was persecuted, as Jesus was persecuted. When Moses was born, they concealed
him that he might not be slain by his persecutors. When Jesus was born, they carried him off in
flight into Egypt that Herod, his persecutor, might not slay him. In the days when Moses was
born, children were drowned in the river; and at the birth of Jesus the children of Bethlehem and
its border were slain. To Moses God said ‘the men are dead who were seeking thy life;’ and to
Jospeh the angel said in Egypt: ‘Arise, take up the child, and go into the land of Egypt, for they
are dead who were seeking the life of the child to take it away.’” Aphraates the Syrian (4th
century)

Matthew 2:19-21, Modeled on Exodus 4:19-20

Matthew 2:19-21 Exodus 4:19-20

But when Herod died, behold, the angel of the
Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt,
saying, “Rise, take the child and his mother
and go to the land of Israel, for those seeking
the life of the child have died.” And he rose
and took the child and his mother, and went
unto the land of Israel.

After these many days, the king of Egypt died.
The Lord said to Moses in Midian: “Go back
to Egypt, for all those seeking your life have
died.” Moses, taking his wife and his
children, mounted them on asses, and returned
to the land of Egypt.

List of Parallels between Biblical and Extra-biblical Moses traditions and Jesus in Matt 1-2
- When Moses was born, Pharaoh gave the order to kill every male Hebrew child (Ex 1). In

Matthew 2:16-18, Herod does the same.
- There is an extra-biblical tradition recorded by Josephus and a Targum (commentary on

the Hebrew Bible), which states that Pharaoh ordered the death of Hebrew boys after
hearing that Israel’s liberator had just been born from Scribes. Another Targum on
Exodus 1:15 names the scribes as “Jannes and Jambres,” two “chief magicians' ' or
“magi' ' in Pharaoh's court.

- Josephus records that Moses’ father (Amram), who was noble and pious, was “fearful,”
and “ill at ease” about the birth of his son, for fear that he would be killed. God appeared
to Amram in a dream, and told him not to despair because his future son would be great.
Matthew’s stories about Joseph parallel this extra-biblical tradition very closely (Matt.
1:18-21).

- Moses is remembered as Israel’s savior (Acts 7:25 and Josephus). Josephus connects
Moses’ name with an ancient Egyptian verb meaning “to save.” The princess who
rescued Moses gave him this name because of the circumstances of his rescue. Mou
means “water,” in Egypt, and eses means “one who is saved.” Mouses means “one who is
saved from water” in Egyptian. See Matthew 1:21



- There was another rabinnic tradition circulating at the time Matthew was written which
taught that astrologers would foretell the birth of Israel’s Messiah.

“In Jesus, the Exodus from Egypt is repeated and completed.” Dale Allison

Triad of Angelic Appearances in Matt 1:18-2:23, and Pattern

Birth Vision Flight to Egypt Return to Nazareth

Circumstance 1:19 2:13a 2:19a

Angelic Appearance
in Dream

1:20a 2:13b 2:19b

Angelic Command
to Joseph

1:20b 2:13c 2:20a

Explanation 1:20c-23 2:13d 2:20b

Joseph “rises”
obediently

1:24 2:14 2:21

Other Old Testament Allusions

2:5-6: an allusion to two Old Testament verses, Micah 5:2 and 2 Samuel 5:2

2:15 “Out of Egypt I have called my son” is a direct quotation of Hosea 11:1: When Israel was a
child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.


