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OUR POWER & GOD’S 
The Conflicts of Christmas 

Text: Matthew 2:1-12 
 

The Character of a King? 
 
One summer, many years ago, I met a friend for lunch in mid-town Manhattan.  While 
walking along Fifth Avenue near 34th Street, we were stopped by a trio of French 
tourists asking directions.  “Where is zee Empire State Building?” one of them asked in 
broken English.  It was all I could do to keep from laughing at the ignorance of the 
question.  I just pointed up.  “Right there,” I said.  “You’re standing right in front of it.” 
 
Herod the Great must have felt the same way that day when a troupe of travelers posed 
to him an apparently similar ignorant question.  “Where is the one who has been born 
King of the Jews?” the visitors asked.  It must have been all that he could do to keep 
from blurting out: “Right here, you idiots; you’re standing right in front of him.”  “King of 
the Jews” was, after all, the title that Caesar Augustus himself had given Herod at his 
coronation and everything about Herod loved the position.   
 
Never mind the fact that Herod wasn’t actually a Jew himself.  Ironically, his father, 
Antipater, had been an Idumean – a descendent of the Jew-hating residents of the land 
of Edom to the southeast of the Dead Sea.  But Dad had done some well-chosen favors 
for the Roman administration and, in return, Caesar had given his family the perk of 
power over Judea.   
 
At first, this must have seemed to Herod like being given the government of Guam -- not 
exactly the most thrilling throne in the world -- but being King anywhere beat just about 
every other job and Herod would make the most of it.  Serving that ambition were two 
particular attributes of character that would enable Herod to parlay a minor kingship into 
one of the most infamous governments of all time.   
 
For one thing, Herod had an absolutely amazing capacity to fake devotion.  Though 
there is nothing in the public record to suggest that he gave a whit about the fortunes of 
Caesar, a shrewd political savvy ran in the family and Herod refined it to an art.  Under 
his leadership, tax revenues to the Empire shot up like the stock of Enron during the 
glory days.  While gaining a reputation as one of the Roman Market’s most loyal 
performers, the King quietly managed to skim huge bonuses for himself.  As a reward 
for his productivity, the Roman Senate gave Herod an army which he used to expand 
his district east into Jordan and north into Syria and Lebanon. 
 
The big stick of a Roman fighting force quickly came to serve to Herod’s second 
dominant character trait -- a ruthless determination to destroy threats to his throne.  
Upon rising to power, Herod married a Hasmonean princess, one of the descendents of 
the Maccabean Jews who, years earlier, had successfully thrown off Greek rule and set 
up an independent Hebrew state.  Faking devotion to his wife’s family, Herod lulled the 
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Hasmoneans into a false self-confidence -- then proceeded to slaughter every one of 
them – to preempt the possibility that they might one day try to oust him as their 
ancestors had cast off the authority of Athens.   
 
When Herod became concerned by the influence of the high priest Aristobulus, the 
brother of one of his ten wives, he axed him and then murdered the related wife.  
Suspecting that one of his two eldest sons might have designs on his throne, Herod 
beheaded them both.  In one of his last acts of infamy, Herod ordered from his 
deathbed the imprisonment of the leading citizens of Jerusalem.  Irritated that the Jews 
wouldn’t weep adequately at his own death, Herod commanded that, at the moment he 
expired, the cream of Jerusalem’s society be butchered, so at least there would be 
some weeping in the streets.   
 
Do you see how these two qualities of Herod come together in the story of Christmas?  
The travelers from the East earnestly ask: “Where is the one who has been born 
King of the Jews?” and immediately the gears begin to turn.  First, he fakes devotion 
to the subject of their desire: "Go and make a careful search for the child. As soon 
as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him."  Then, when 
the magi fail to report back, Herod shows the extent of his ruthless determination to 
destroy all threats to his throne.  Matthew 2 verse 16 recounts:  “When Herod realized 
that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to kill 
all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in 
accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi.”  
 

The Herod Inside 
 
Herod the Great stands in the long line of megalomaniacal, genocidal tyrants we’ve 
seen too often in history and still see today.  It is easy to hate Herod and we should.  It 
is tempting to write him off as someone that doesn’t belong in the sweet story of 
Christmas, but there we shouldn’t.  For the truth is that while Herod stands as an 
archetype of serpentine evil, it is a depravity that insinuates itself in subtler forms all too 
easily in our character also – and part of the reason we need a Savior. 
 
After all, devotion to Christ is something we can fake too.  Isn’t that true?  We can 
mouth the statement about His being our Lord, but feel surprisingly little genuine 
obligation to do what he says in our treatment of enemies, our handling of money, our 
care for the poor.  We can show up at a service of worship, but pour little of our selves 
into the prayer of confession or little of our souls into the songs of praise.  We can call 
out His name when we are in trouble, but not live for the honor of that Name when the 
clouds have passed.  We can wear a Cross while being unwilling to bear one too far.  
We can claim deep interest in Christ’s worldwide mission but hardly care about the 
seeking soul that lives down the street.   
 
If I’m honest with myself, I know I’m quite concerned about appearing devoted to Jesus; 
but I’m not always so sure I actually want to be devoted.  The problem, you see is that I 
like being King.  Kings don’t like to have their way of life or their opinions seriously 
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challenged.  I’m not particularly happy, for example, about the things this sermon is 
saying to me already.  Kings don’t enjoy someone trying to rearrange their priorities or 
plans.  They like to set those things themselves.   
 
That’s why many of us who like being King have devised ways of ruthlessly destroying 
threats to our throne.  We don’t do this the way Herod or Saddam Hussein might, of 
course.  We’ve found more genteel, socially-sanctioned ways of retaining our power.  
Sometimes we assassinate the reputations of our critics – if not publicly then privately, 
so we silence the sound of their voice.   
 
If we can’t actually kill the messenger of uncomfortable truth, we have all kinds of ways 
of burying the message.  Sometimes God tries to speak to us through a family member, 
a friend, somebody at work, telling us something hard for us to hear.  But we say “Ah, 
that’s just their issues.” Or “I could find plenty wrong with them.”  Sometimes the 
preacher speaks a word we don’t like and we rationalize that it’s meant for somebody 
else, or that we never liked him anyway, or that’s not really the Word of God. But 
oftentimes the truth is this: We enjoy being King and we’re not particularly interested in 
hearing from the One who really is when He is saying “Surrender your program, your 
possessions, your principles and priorities to mine.” 
  

Where Is The King? 
 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the great German pastor and theologian, died at the hands of a 
Herod who couldn’t bear the wise man’s message that Christ alone is the Fuhrer, the 
supreme Leader.  Earlier Bonhoeffer wrote: "Our hearts have room only for one all-
embracing devotion, and we can only cleave to one Lord."  The most important question 
of our lives is the one the Magi posed that day: “Where is the King?”   
 
If we look in the mirror and answer: “Why, you’re standing in front of him, in front of her,” 
we lose everything.  We may gain the whole world; we may expand our little empires for 
a season; but we’ve lost everything.  We’ve settled for a life predicated on our power 
instead of God’s power.  We’re stuck on a toilet disguised as a throne, progressively 
circling further down the bowl, asking “How can I get my way?”  When God’s vision for 
our lives is that we get up and go off in service of the true King, responding again and 
again to the glorious questions: “What tough truth do you want me to hear today so that 
your renovation of my life can continue on?  What good desire of your Kingdom, Lord, 
can you use me today to bring about?”i 
 
In the end, there are two courses open to us all:  We can sit in the seat of Herod -- 
faking our devotion, while secretly working to destroy whatever or whoever threatens 
our place on the throne.  OR we can walk in the footsteps of the wise men.  We can 
further our devotion and crucify whatever in us opposes God’s place on the throne.  Let 
me say, in closing that the Magi model for us two practices that can help us pursue that 
goal.   
 



© Daniel D. Meyer / © Christ Church of Oak Brook / 12-22-02 4

First, commit yourself to the long journey of discipleship.  As wise and old as you 
already are, don’t stay where you are.  Resolve today that in this year ahead, you are 
going to take practical steps to go further in your knowledge of Him, in the growth of a 
Christ-like character, in your willingness to follow wherever the star of His Spirit leads 
you.  And finally, offer Him a gift worthy of who He is.  Give Christ the gold you’d 
normally hoard.  Offer up the incense of a grudge, a sinful habit, a painful memory He’d 
have you burn and be done with today.  Pour out the myrrh, the anointing oil of kindness 
to one of God’s children in need of it today.  For these are the ways wise men and 
women bow down and worship Him.  These are the ways we say, “Here is the King, the 
Lord Jesus Christ, the very power of God for salvation, enthroned in my heart.” 
                                                 
i Thanks to Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart, p. 45 for the seminal thought here. 


