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Matthew 2: 1-23 
 
Here is Herod in Jerusalem. He is secure, content. Well, he isn’t quite secure; he must 
always watch those around him. Some of them are more loyal to Caesar than to him. 
Some want to kill him, to take his place. Plotters are always scheming. There is always 
someone ready to step into his place, and take what he has gained, and rule in his stead. 
He has to remain watchful.  
 
Caesar of course is the Lord and Savior of the World. Those are his titles. Herod is 
merely king, a kind of “under-king,” of the Jewish nation. Caesar rules from Rome; what 
he says, goes. Herod wants to be that sort of autocratic ruler. He wants his word to be 
law, and it often is. 
 
So of course when these Wise Men arrive, his antennae perk up. Who are they? Why 
have they come? What is this about a king being born? Of course he wants to be nice to 
them, they are after all, important people back in the East. But he also wants to be 
careful. If there be any truth to what they are saying, he must act! 
 
These wise men come from the East. Probably Babylon, modern-day Baghdad. They are 
actually magi, scholars who study all kinds of old texts, mathematics, magic, astrology. 
They knew the prophecies of the Jews. They saw the sign in the sky and they knew 
something had happened. They knew Someone had been born.  
 
There may have been more than three of them; let’s think about it. They come in a 
caravan from the East, across the desert. Three men on three camels wouldn’t make this 
trip. Their party would have been larger. They probably spoke Syriac, the version of 
Aramaic that was widespread in that part of the world. Herod’s people would have 
understood them. They bring three gifts: gold, frankincense, and myrrh. Odd gifts for a 
baby.  
 
You know I visited the Pentagon some years back. My friend was a General in the Air 
Force Reserves. She was a pretty big deal in some circles. So when she retired she asked 
me to come to DC and pray the invocation. I had done the same in Indianapolis when 
she got her first star. So off I went. That first morning we all — about 15 of us — walked 
to the train and rode it to the Pentagon. We got off and went up the steps. You come out 
on a sidewalk a few yards from this gigantic building; it really is a marvel. And so we 
stood gaping and gawking. Meanwhile this young fellow in full battle dress with a 
machine gun in his hands is yelling at us to move to the side.  We tried to say we were 
waiting on the general and her father who was in a wheelchair. He didn’t want to hear it; 
from his perspective we were a threat. We needed to move! And since we didn’t have 
weapons and he did, we moved!  
 



 

 

We knew we posed no threat; we were guests. But he didn’t know that, and from his 
perspective, we were simply a bunch of people emerging from the train station. We 
could have attacked. We were a threat. Herod sees the wise men and their question as a 
threat.  
 
They threaten his kingship: where is the king who has been born, they ask. That is a 
direct threat to Herod. It also threatens his life, for anyone who would take the throne 
from him would likely kill him too. They threaten his power: and no one in power likes 
to have it taken away.  
 
You know, that day at the Pentagon, after the ceremony the general said to me that she 
had put her name in to serve on some non-profit boards. One of them said they would 
“review her resume and get back to her.” Can you believe that, she asked me. They are 
going to review my resume, as though I might not be suitable, after “sitting in the big 
chair at NATO.” I explained to her that in small towns with boards of directors for small 
ministries, the ponds were pretty small. And so the biggest fish in the small pond had to 
protect his power. There are some pretty big fish in some pretty small ponds, I told her. 
She understood that — we are talking about power. No one likes to see their power 
threatened, no matter how limited it might actually be.   
 
Now, this explains a lot of our politics too. If you watch them, you will see some people 
in DC who won’t seem to cooperate with anything the other party suggests or wants to 
do. It has nothing to do with serving the people, and everything to do with personal 
power and perceived power. Like Herod, no one wants to be threatened.  
 
You know the story. Herod tells the wise men to come back and report on this king, so 
he too may go and worship him. He wants to do the right thing, to pay his respects. The 
wise men find the child Jesus, and visit; then an angel warns them about Herod, and 
they leave without going back to Jerusalem.  
 
Herod is angered, perhaps by the failure of his intelligence people. I mean, as crafty as 
he is, surely he’d have some spies follow the wise men and see where they go? But he 
doesn’t have this information, so he has all the children under age two killed in that 
village. We don’t know how many that might be, but it caused a lot of grief among the 
mothers and fathers in the village. It surely didn’t endear Herod to them.  
 
As for Jesus, he and his parents slip off to Egypt, after another warning in a dream from 
the angel. They go off like refugees, to a place where Herod’s power doesn’t extend. 
There they stay until Herod dies. They return but they think better of going back to same 
village. They might not be welcomed back, and they are worried about the new ruler, the 
new Herod, who is the son of the old one. He too might decide Jesus was a threat. So 
they go far off north to Nazareth.  
 
But how, we could ask, how can this small innocent child be a threat to mighty Herod? 
How can he threaten the dynasty of the Herods?  
 



 

 

We know that Jesus is a threat to earthly powers, to Herod, and Pilate, and even Caesar. 
He is a threat to all who would rule over others, to all who want to be “in charge” at the 
White House or the Kremlin, or wherever.  All who want to rule will find they are ruled 
over, that they must bend their knee to the One who is the King Forever.  
 
His death and resurrection demonstrate that he is God’s Chosen One, and he is exalted 
to the Right Hand of God, where he will sit and rule over all, great and small, for 
eternity. He gets this kingdom by suffering, and through suffering he earns it in a way 
that we can’t fully understand. But that is the way the mystery of God works. Jesus is a 
threat for Herod, but he is a threat also to all who would set themselves up 
independently of God. You can’t escape God’s rule! It’s best not to try. 
 
Thanks be to God! Amen.  
 


