
Returning Home a Different Way 
Meditation, January 3, 2016 

Text:  Matthew 2:1-12 
 

As I mentioned in the sermon December 20, when we lit the fourth Advent candle of Peace, there was a problem that first Christmas.  
There was already a ruler known by the Romans not as the Prince of Peace, but as the King of Peace, for he had kept the peace in that troubled 
region of the Empire for some four decades by the time Jesus was born.  There was already a ruler over Bethlehem known as the King of the 
Jews.  The King of the Jews, the King of Peace, was Herod the Great.  We don't often see this part of the Christmas story portrayed in pageants, 
but the birth of Jesus sparked a bloody atrocity, a state-sponsored terrorism, as all the male children under two years of age in Bethlehem were 
mercilessly slaughtered by this king who did not want a rival.  That first Christmas, I'm sure there was more brokenness than wholeness, more 
hurt than love, more grief than joy … just as there are many homes today that may have known more brokenness than wholeness, more grief 
than joy, this season.  Some of you know church member Laura Johnston, who had to place her mother, Laura Booth, in our Lord’s eternal arms 
December 27 (the funeral was held December 31).  And just yesterday, my family was grieved and stunned by the sudden and very unexpected 
passing of my father … I received an early morning telephone call from one of my sisters-in-law that Dad quietly just slipped into eternity while 
getting ready to go out to the local diner to meet friends for breakfast, a Saturday morning ritual of his for years.  But I know, as I'm sure Mary 
knew, and Joseph knew, and the wise men knew … that these sad and difficult events are nothing more than a dark chapter in a glorious story of 
redemption and restoration and wholeness and peace and promise that is not yet done being written.  The great story of God's kingdom begun in 
the arrival of the Prince of Peace that first Christmas will endure, of the increase of His government and peace there will be no end.  

If we just go by the facts and figures, Herod the Great had a pretty good administration.  He kept the order; he kept the economy strong 
during most of his reign.  He conducted tremendous building programs throughout the whole country, even massively renovating the temple, 
which helped his standing with the religious people ... for the most part, the religious leaders favored him.  Though he taxed the people heavily, 
he always managed to pull food out of the reserves in hard times in order to keep the people fed.  Herod had the amazing politician's knack for 
stealing from the people and then making them thankful for whatever morsels he would return to them in hard times.  Rome, the conquering 
power, was very pleased with Herod.  He always paid his tribute on time, and he kept the order and the peace in what had always been a 
troublesome part of the empire.  As a vassal king, Herod's job was to help the people live with an occupying army.  Herod's job was to help the 
people live with the way it is.  But at least things were secure under Herod.  That's why the people called him Herod the Great.  They loved him.  
They hated him.  They loved the security and stability he gave them.  They hated what it cost. 

About the only person not really secure in this kingdom was Herod himself; he was just absolutely paranoid about losing power.  Herod 
killed members of his own family who he thought were out to get him, murdering his brother-in-law by drowning, executing his wife for alleged 
unfaithfulness, imprisoning and eventually executing his mother-in-law,  ordering the strangulation of two of his own sons as well as a few of his 
nephews.  Herod had them all killed because he wanted to hang on to his control.  That explains somewhat the severe reaction Herod had when 
the Magi show up and ask, "Where is the one born king of the Jews?"  Herod would brook no rival, so he ordered the slaughter of all the small 
children of Bethlehem.  Herod the Great.  They loved him.  They hated him.  Everybody loved what he could do for them, but hated what it cost.  

On a more allegorical and personal level, I would venture to say that in many of our lives, some Herod has gained power.  Herod is the 
name of whatever it is that offers you what you crave at a price you can't afford.  This “Herod” may do so much for you.  But he takes so much in 
return.  You love what it does; you hate what it costs.  But no matter how taxing it is, you just keep paying … because at least your “Herod” gives 
you some sense of security and stability; he helps you cope with how it “is.”  For some, “Herod” is the name of a workaholic drive to succeed in 
spite of it sucking away our time and energy and our lives and souring our most cherished relationships.  We love the accolades, the promotions, 
the money, but we can't stand the costs of alienated families and joyless homes.  For others, “Herod” might be the substances we use and 
abuse, or increasingly these days the cheap (yet devastatingly destructive) “thrills” of the dark side of the internet.  We love what “it” does; we 
can't stand the cost.  Or “Herod” may be the anger that has driven you for so long.  We wouldn't know how to live without it; we've grown used to 
coping with what's wrong in our lives by putting the blame on others.  That blame may or may not be justified, but that's almost beside the point.  
There is a sermon in itself here, but people are always going to do us wrong on some level or another, because all people are imperfect  ... deal 
with it!  Life is just too short!  But some of us can't deal with it; at least our anger gives us a way to live with how it is.  We know that anger, it’s a 
familiar part of our life … anger is my friend and it helps me cope.  But at what a cost!  (As I’ve quoted before, bitterness and anger are 
destructive acids which corrode their containers from within.) No one likes to be addicted.  No one likes to be angry.  In fact, we hate it.  But it's 
amazing how comfortable we get with it over time.  And before you know it, this addiction, this hurt, this bad relationship, this anger, this “Herod” 
is running your life, sabotaging your life more than you care to admit.  But “Herod” has been with you so long, you can't imagine life without him.   

Nobody likes Herod, but we can't let go of him.  We hang on to his reign in our life like a person who has grabbed a live electric wire, and it 
hurts oh so much but we just can't let go!  Those around us see us writhing in such pain and they say, “Come on, why don't you just let go of it?"  
But we can't drop it by ourselves.  We got to be pulled free by a Savior.  That’s what the message of Christmas is all about!  Jesus came to 
establish a new kingdom that would free you.  Your Herod, by the way, will continue to do everything he can to kill Jesus' influence in your lives.  
If he can do anything to keep you away from Jesus, if he can do anything to keep you away from Jesus' redeeming and saving influence in your 
life, he will do it.  But there is a new King in our lives, a King that wants to set us free to be how God created us to be.  Free to make changes in 
our lives, free to make better use of our energies and passions, free to make positive and wholesome changes in our world.  

Herod doesn't have to be your king!  Not any more.  Note that after the wise men bowed before King Jesus, the Prince of Peace, we are 
told they returned home differently; they returned home a different way.  They walked away from Herod.  So can we in this new year!  Let us 
follow their lead.  Once we have bowed our knee to the new King, we, too, should return to our homes and lives … differently.  You don't have to 
keep reporting back to Herod.  He doesn’t have to be your king anymore.  


