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Reactions to the King
Matthew 2:1-12
 There have been so many legends and stories associated with these “wise men from the East”, that in most people’s minds it is difficult, if not impossible to distinguish between fact and fiction.  Most people, if asked, would probably say that there were three wise men.  I’m sure that your children would argue that there are three wise men, because all of our nativity scenes have exactly three wise men.  As a matter of many of us have learned names which have been assigned to those three wise men: Caspar, Melchior, and Balthazar.  Some of you may have heard or read the story of the fourth wise man, but the reality of the matter is that Matthew does not tell us how many there were, where they were from or what their names were.  Though most of the things we think we know about those star gazers are extra-biblical, there are even legends about their later lives and how they were all three baptized by Thomas.  There is also a legend that their bones were discovered in the fourth century by St. Helena, brought to Constantinople and deposited in the Church of Saint Sophia, then moved to Milan and finally to Cologne, where the three skulls are still guarded in the great cathedral to this day.  The real, true story is that all we know about these ancient wise guys is the little bit that Matthew tells, because he was the only gospel writer who bothered to include their story in his birth narrative.
          All we really know is that they saw something in the night sky which led them to believe that a king had been born, so they put their lives on hold to find out who caused the sky to change with such brilliant contrast.  They lived in a time when the whole world lived in anticipation of the birth of a great king and much of the known world believed that this universal king would come from Judea—this, in and of itself, was pretty astounding, when we realize that Judea was not really a world super power of their day.  They also lived in a world where people believed in star gazing.  They believed that it was significant to note the stars people were born under because great stars and notable changes in the stars signaled the birth of someone who was great or who would become great.  This star which they saw was, for them, a clear sign that a long anticipated king had been born, so they went to check it out.  I guess their reaction is not too different from ours as we chase a speeding fire truck to see what’s on fire, or as we drive toward the smoke to see the sight, or as we drive around behind a severe storm or natural disaster just to assess the damage.
          We know a lot about the story, some of it real and some of it legend, but let’s look at what Matthew really says and see the reactions to the infant king.
          The first reaction was that of Herod.  By many people’s standards, he was really a pretty good leader, in that the people knew security and prosperity under his leadership.  He was a good builder, building the Temple in Jerusalem.  He was even known to be fairly generous, as kings go, in that he returned taxes to the people in lean years and even melted down his own gold plate to buy corn for starving people during a particular famine.
          But Herod had a terrible character flaw; he was insanely paranoid.  Don’t you know that a psychologist could have had a field day trying to psychoanalyze him?  He was suspicious of everyone and the older he got the more suspicious he became.  Anyone whom he saw as a threat to his power, he killed - including his wife and three sons.  The Roman emperor Augustus once said of Herod that it was safer to be Herod’s pig than to be Herod’s son.  So, Herod felt his power being threatened by this newborn “King of the Jews” and he had to do something about it.  Herod was troubled and, believe me when I tell you, that was never a good sign.
          The people of Jerusalem, according to Matthew, were also troubled by the news of the birth.  Now, is it just me or does that seem a bit strange when you first hear it?  These were people of faith who had anxiously awaited the birth of their messiah from God.  Generations of people had long anticipated this day, yet they were troubled.  Why?  I’ll tell you why.  They were troubled because Herod was troubled.  It’s kind of like that old saying that we have often heard and said, “If Momma ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy.”  Clearly, when Herod was not happy, no one had much hope for happiness.  The people of Jerusalem were troubled because they knew just what Herod was capable of doing when he was troubled.  They knew that he would go to any lengths necessary to get to the bottom of this whole infant king situation and that there was a strong possibility that death would be inevitable.  Surely they had long anticipated the Messiah, and surely they were glad to know that he had been born in their lifetime, but the reality of Herod’s reaction troubled them to the point that they found it difficult to be excited about the news.
          Perhaps the most unexpected reaction of all, however, was that of the Jewish leaders.  When they were summoned by King Herod to tell him where the Messiah was to be born, they knew the answer instantaneously, in Bethlehem.  They knew the prophecies and even quoted Micah for him.  What is interesting is that they seemed to show no other real interest in the event.  Their reaction was very anti-climactic for people who had studied about, prayed for and long-anticipated this blessed event.  They were basically indifferent to the whole situation.  The reality of the matter is that they were probably so engrossed in their Temple rituals and legalism that they had no time for the Messiah.  
Not only that, but they too were more than likely threatened by the inevitable loss in power that would be theirs when the Messiah came.  They did not see how there could possibly be the need for their leadership abilities and skills when the messiah came.  The sad fact of the matter was that all of their training and studies had been for naught, because the messiah had been born and they were too busy with life to stop and take notice.
          As we all know, the greatest reaction to the infant king and the one that we should all want to emulate, was that of the wise men from the East.  It doesn’t matter how many there were or where they were from or what their names were, but their story is given, because the best reaction to the Christ-child came from Gentiles, no less.  These men felt drawn from their homes and their daily routines to find a child they knew nothing about.  These were weary travelers who had received precious little help from the locals, but who at last found themselves in the presence of true greatness.  When they saw him, all that they could do was to bow before in worshipful adoration.  They were so moved by his very presence that their first thought was to lay before him their greatest assets and finest resources as gifts of themselves.  These were perhaps the most unlikely people to come and worship the long awaited King of the Jews, but they did so in a way that no Jew had done, or else it would have been noteworthy.  It is no accident that Matthew’s only account of reverence and respect shown to the infant King, came from Gentile star-gazers.
          In this ancient story we find ways in which people still react to Jesus and his story.  There are still Herod’s who are threatened by Jesus and the life he calls us to lead.  Most people like to think that they are in control of their own life and the thought of having to turn over that control to God is very troubling.  There are still those who are afraid of the world’s reaction to their acceptance of Christ and so they are afraid to let him in for fear of what may happen to them as a result.  There are still those who respond to Christ with indifference.  Jesus is nothing to them because they will not allow him to cramp their style.  The best reaction to the Christ-child is still any simple act of worship and devotion and the gift of ourselves and the fruit of our labors.  The Christ-child is here.  The light shines in the darkness.  How will we respond?  What will we give?  Give your adoration.  Give your worship.  Give your life to God, so that it might be blessed for service in the Kingdom of God.
          And to God be all glory in the church and in Jesus the Christ, both now and forevermore.  Amen.
