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“Pledging Allegiance to the King”
Matthew 2:1-18
This morning marks the beginning of the season of Epiphany. The word “epiphany” means, “To make manifest.”  Jesus has been born. We now take the time to reflect on whom this Jesus really is and what he came to accomplish.
 During the next few weeks I want to study the life of Christ so that we can behold his glory and bow down in reverent worship.

Today I want us to focus on the visit of the wise men. These men are Gentile astrologers who arrive in Bethlehem to worship Jesus, the new born King. Their arrival shows us that the coming of Christ was not only for Israel but for the whole world. Christ is the Saviour of all mankind. Isaiah’s prophecy in Isaiah 60:1-3 makes this clear.

“Arise, shine, for your light has come, 



and the glory of the Lord rises upon you.


See, darkness covers the earth 



and thick darkness is over the peoples,


but the Lord rises upon you and his glory appears over you.


Nations will come to your light, 



and kings to the brightness of your dawn.”

This is a message we must never forget! Christ has come to bring light and healing to all people.
 The question is: whom do we exclude from God’s Kingdom? The Religious Right in the US has a whole list of people they ban from entrance into God’s Kingdom. Whom do you exclude?
Back to the story.

Magi from the east came to worship Him.
 The word Magi probably refers to astrologers; to people who watch the night skies in order to predict what will happen on earth. Astrology continues to be very popular today. Many people won’t make any significant decisions before they consult their horoscope. People will sometimes ask me: “What is your sign? What star were you born under?”                                                                
In one sense, it’s remarkable that God would accommodate Himself to this pagan belief. But He does. God uses all things to draw people to Himself.
The movement of the heavenly bodies is predictable and orderly. It brings comfort to people living in turbulent situations. So when some new astrological happening took place in the heavens it was reasonable to expect that some new and significant event was happening on planet earth. 

Stars were particularly associated with kings and leaders. Therefore, when a bright star suddenly appeared in the Jewish Zodiac, these ones, who studied the night sky, suddenly took notice.

“Look! Where did that star come from?” 

“What’s going on here, anyway?”

“What does it signify?”

Interestingly enough there was a strong rumor going around in the first century that a new world ruler would come out of Judea. These astrologers, thus, concluded that an important king had been born in Judah. So they packed up their belongings and began the long, dangerous journey to Judah.  

Wow! They wanted to be among the first to be there, bow before this new king in worship and submission to this new world ruler.

When they arrived in Jerusalem they did the logical thing. They sought out King Herod.  If anyone knew where this child was to be born surely it would be the king.
Herod summoned his theological experts and said to them, “Where will the Messiah be born?” They quoted from the prophet Micah.


“But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah; are no means least 
among the rulers of Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who 


will shepherd my people Israel.”    Micah 5:2                                  





So they traveled to Bethlehem and the star which they saw in the east shone t over the house where Jesus resided. By this time Jesus was no longer in the stable but was settled with Mary and Joseph in a house in the village of Bethlehem. When they arrived they presented him with their gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. 

Gold is a gift suitable for a king.
Frankincense was in constant use by the priests in the temple – burned as a sweet fragrance to God and was a fitting gift to present to the ultimate High Priest who would sacrifice his life as a fragrant offering to God. 

Myrrh was used to embalm the dead. This child, born to be king, was born to die for the sins of the world.

These three gifts presented to Jesus represent: 

· Who he is

· What he will do

· What it will cost him to do it.

No wonder the “wise men” bow down in worship. And so should we!

Warned in a dream not to return to Jerusalem to report to Herod the whereabouts of this new born king they return home by a different route. 

Now King Herod was an evil man. He had an insatiable lust for power. He had been appointed King by the Roman government. He was hugely unpopular. He was mentally unstable and unpredictable. He was paranoid of loosing his position to a more popular rival. In order to secure his place in history he engaged in an elaborate building campaign. He rebuilt the temple and built the beautiful port city of Caesarea. But he trusted no one! 

· He executed more than half the Sanhedrin
· He killed 300 court officials on a whim

· He executed his own wife when he suspected her of having an affair

· He executed his mother-in-law and three of his own children

It was said that it was safer to be Herod’s dog than his son.

As he lay dying, Herod was filled with great despair. He knew that no one would mourn his passage. To insure that people would shed tears at his death he ordered all the noble men of Jerusalem rounded up and taken to the hippodrome in Jericho. He left orders to have them slaughtered the moment his death was announced.

Herod was a ruthless, narcissistic, cruel man. It was totally in character for him to order the execution of the male children, in Bethlehem. He would eliminate any possibility of a rival king! Bethlehem was a small town and those put to death would be relatively small in number – perhaps 20-30 at most. Their deaths would not have made a ripple on the history of that day.
We often present Jesus as being  meek and mild. We speak of him as the Prince of Peace. But in reality Jesus is a controversial person.

· He creats division

· He disturbs the status quo

· He sets family members against each other

· He provokes revolution

· He stirs up anger and opposition

In China, for example, the Chinese government sees Christianity as a threat to its authority. It, therefore, prohibits the reciting of the Nicene Creed with its reference to Jesus as the One who. . .” shall come again with glory to judge both the living and the dead” and to establish His kingdom which “shall have no end.”

Similarly, Mary’s song of response to God’s grace, in Luke 1:52, is particularly disturbing to world dictators. It is viewed as being subversive. 

“He has brought down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up 
the humble.”

Joseph is warned in a dream to flee to Egypt in order to escape the murderous wrath of King Herod. This reference to Egypt is particularly significant. It underscores the careful planning and providential care of God. At this time there was a Jewish community in Alexandria of over a million people. Where did they come from? 
When Judah fell to the Babylonians and the leading citizens of Jerusalem were taken into exile in Babylon, a remnant was left behind. This remnant included the prophet Jeremiah. They decided that they would flee from Judah and take up residence in Egypt. God warned them against doing so . . . He said in affect: “Think twice about what you are doing, life will not be easy in Egypt. And if you go to Egypt there will be no coming back.” But they rejected God’s counsel, packed up their belongings and took Jeremiah along as their prisoner. It was the descendents of these immigrants who provided a safe sanctuary for the Holy Father. Such is the providence of God who writes straight with our crooked lines.
The question is who is this Jesus who creates such controversy; who provokes such hatred? According to the revelation found in this story he is the Messiah!

The word Messiah in the original language means “Anointed One.” In the Old Testament God predicted the coming a special messenger – a heavenly figure who would sit on the throne of King David and rule forever and ever. He would come to liberate his people, to set them free; to create a world order where the wolf will lie down with the lamb; and to inaugurate a kingdom of justice and righteousness for all.

It will be a day of judgment in which the Creator God will set the world right once and for all. In our minds the word judgment carries negative overtones. But for the oppressed peoples, in our world, God’s coming in judgment is a good thing – something to be celebrated and longed for. It causes people to shout for joy. In a world of systematic injustice, bullying, violence, arrogance, and oppression, the thought that there might come a day when the wicked are finally put in their place and the poor and weak are given their due is the best news they could hear.
 Faced with a world in rebellion, a world full of exploitation a good God must be a God of judgment. It was John the baptizer who said of Jesus, the Messiah King; “I baptize with water, but one more powerful than I will come . . . he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.” 

The Psalmist gives expression to this hope when he writes,


“Endow your king with your justice, O God,



the royal son with your righteousness.


He will judge your people in righteousness, 



your afflicted ones with justice.

The mountains will bring prosperity to the people,



the hills the fruit of righteousness. 


He will defend the afflicted among the people 


and save the children of the needy; 


he will crush the oppressor.


All nations will be blessed through him,



And they will call him blessed.


Praise be to the Lord God, the God of Israel,



who alone does marvelous deeds.


Praise be to his glorious name forever;



May the whole earth be filled with his glory.  




Amen and Amen.”            Psalm 72:1-4, 17-19

Jesus is a revolutionary leader. He is the Messiah King!

For centuries Christians have been jailed, beaten and executed for proclaiming Jesus as King. It is not surprising that the early Christians were branded as atheists by the imperial courts and executed for their capital crime – they simply had lost faith in the Roman Empire and refused to acknowledge Caesar as Lord. They claimed Christ as their only King. He was the only one who could bring peace and prosperity.  

I’m not sure where we got the idea that Jesus is safe. The more I get to know Jesus the more trouble He seems to get me into.

In his book, “The Lion, The Witch and the Wardrobe” C.S. Lewis portrays this dangerous encounter with the God who should make us shiver. Lucy is about to meet Aslan, the Lion and she asks, “Is he a man?”


“Aslan a man!” said Mr. Beaver sternly. 


“Certainly not! I tell you he is the King of the wood and the son of 
the great Emperor – beyond the sea. Don’t you know who is the king 
of the beasts? Aslan is a Lion – the Lion, the great Lion.”


“Ooh!” said Susan. “I thought he was a man. Is he quite safe? I 
shall feel rather nervous about meeting a lion.”


“That you will; Dearie, and no mistake,” said Mrs. Beaver; 


“if there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees 
knocking, they’re either braver than most or else just silly.”


“Then he isn’t safe?” said Lucy.


“Safe?” said Mr. Beaver: “Don’t you hear what Mrs. Beaver tells 
you? Who said anything about being safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe. But 
he is good. He’s the King I tell you.”

Somewhere along the line we have made Jesus safe. We have domesticated him. We have tamed him. We have de-clawed Him We have trained him to jump through our ecclesiastical hoops. 
Jesus no long inspires. Our young people are bored with Jesus.

How do those surrounded by more abundance than any other generation in history take seriously a Messiah who said, “I have come to preach good news to the poor?”

And how do they fathom that half the world is too poor to feed their kids when 90% of their church budget goes into preserving and maintaining the institution. 

Is this what Jesus came to do?

Is this what he had in mind?

Is this the kind of kingdom He came to establish?
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