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Epiphany, 2006
Text:  Matthew 2:1-12
Theme:  The Glory of the Newborn Jesus Creates both
1) Fear
2) and Faith
Preached:  January 8, 2006 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

A newborn baby can bring so many changes into a home—wonderful changes. A newborn baby can create such a new atmosphere in a home. It can change a rough man into a soft, tenderhearted, doting father. It can change a carefree young woman into a nurturing, caring, devoted mother. There’s something so mesmerizing about a newborn baby. They’re so soft and gentle. There’s something attractive about them. Do you remember the first time—maybe when you were still a child—that you came to a home where there was a baby and you just wished the mom would say to you, “Would you like to hold him?” Do you remember that first time you held a baby and just watched her features as she slept? There’s something so soothing about holding a sleeping baby. They’re so peaceful.
But there are some not-so-nice changes that a baby brings into a home too, aren’t there? The stinky diapers—the crying in the middle of the night—the realization that I’m tied down now to this child 24-hours-a-day for the next eighteen years at least!

Today we’d like to meditate on this incident from the life of Jesus when He was a baby. We’d like to look at it from the angle of the affect that He had on people. A newborn baby can cause two opposite kinds of reactions. And we are going to see today that the same can be said for the newborn Jesus. We’re going to see that the glory of the newborn Jesus creates both fear and faith.
“After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, ‘Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.’” The first affect that the newborn Jesus has is that His birth moves a group of Magi—a group of educated men who were about halfway between magicians and astronomers—to travel hundreds of miles to find this newborn baby. These men studied the stars and when they saw a special star appear in the night sky, they evidently knew enough about the Jewish Scriptures that they connected it with the coming of the special King or Messiah whom the Jews were waiting for.

So the first affect that the newborn Jesus had was that He excited faith in the hearts of these mysterious men. They traveled perhaps as much as 1,000 miles from their homeland in the east (perhaps Iraq or Iran or Arabia) just to see this newborn baby and to worship Him. But it is fear that Matthew next focuses us on—fear that grips the heart of someone who hears of the birth of this new baby. 
“When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him.” What terrified Herod about this baby the Magi were seeking was that they called Him the newborn “king of the Jews.” He—Herod—was the King of the Jews. And he was an old man. He had not had any sons in a long time. Who could this newborn king of the Jews be whom the Magi were seeking? He was seized with suspicion.
Now, there’s a little known fact of history that will help us to understand this incident better. Herod, who was not a Jew but an Arab, had been placed on the throne of Israel when he was a young man by the Romans. It was a political favor. But early in his reign an army attacked from the east. They were Parthians. They came from what is today Iran. They attacked the Romans in Israel. The Jews joined the Parthians, and together they drove Herod out of Israel. He was forced to flee to Rome. There the Roman emperor outfitted Herod with an army, and with his Roman army Herod returned to Israel and was able to drive the Parthians out. So can you imagine the fear that was in this king’s heart, when some thirty years later now, in his last days as an old man, who should appear at the palace one day but some Magi from the east asking, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?” “King—what king?” Herod asked. Herod “was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him.” Jerusalem was just buzzing with the news: “The Parthians are back, and they’re asking for a new king of the Jews.” 
Herod’s heart was gripped with fear. He begins conniving immediately. He calls together the Jewish chief priests and teachers of the law, people whom he probably was usually at odds with, and he pumps them for information. Where is the Messiah supposed to be born? “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they reply and quote chapter and verse from the prophet Micah for him:  “But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will be shepherd of my people Israel.” And then he hatches the idea of sending them to find the baby, since they’ve proven to be such a great search party already. He meets with them secretly to find out when the star appeared (so that he can tell how old the baby is already). Then he sends them off to Bethlehem assuring them of his good intensions: “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.” 

But notice how those who are moved by faith are unaffected by those whose motivation is fear. “After [the Magi] had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and of incense and of myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route.” 
The Magi are unaffected by the fear of Herod. They’re eager to find the Messiah. They’re “overjoyed” when it comes about. They eagerly search and find Jesus. And when they find Him, they worship Him. They give Him extravagantly expensive gifts—gold, the most valuable substance on the face of the earth; incense, a substance you burn when worshiping God; myrrh, a spice used to embalm dead bodies (perhaps a foreshadowing of His upcoming death for us). And even though they are unaware that they are going to be playing into the plot of this fearful, wicked king, God takes care of that too. He warns them in a dream not to go back to Herod, and the trip switch that could have killed the Son of God before His mission was complete is not activated. 
What an interesting example of the different reactions the baby Jesus can cause! Fear or faith. In a sense I think He produces the same reactions in all of us. There is fear when the baby Jesus comes into your life. To have Jesus in your life is a frightening thing. He’s such a demanding little guy. He wants all of your attention. He doesn’t just want a casual relationship. He doesn’t just want one day a week or an hour each day. He wants your entire life. He’s demanding. He expects nothing less than perfection. He says that if you want to have life with Him, you must be perfect, never sinning, never so much as having an evil thought. There is a part of us that is terrified of even considering life with Jesus. It means He’ll be in charge of my life. It means I won’t get to do things my way. There is a part of King Herod in all of us. We want to be king of our own kingdoms. We don’t want this young upstart taking over with His agenda. “I want the final word—thank you very much.” 
It’s not just power hungry, unbelieving kings like Herod who have this basic human instinct. We saw it in Mary in our Christmas Eve meditation. The exact same word was used to describe her reaction when the angel Gabriel came to tell her of the big plans that God had for her life. When Gabriel came to tell her how Jesus was going to intrude on her life, Mary was disturbed. But as with the Magi, Jesus’ coming created faith in the heart of Mary. She came to see, as the angel spoke to her, why it was a good thing to give in to God’s plan. She came to an understanding of what a blessing it is to give in to God’s plan. God’s plan is not so much to demand something from you, but to give something to you. He doesn’t just demand perfection of you. He gives perfection to you. That’s why this baby Jesus is such a comforting baby. He’s a perfectly innocent baby. There’s no sin in Him. And He brings His innocence to give to you as a gift. He doesn’t demand perfection from you; He gives perfection to you—the kind of perfection you need in order to be in harmony with a holy God.
You see this baby Jesus is born into the heart of every believer. When we are born again, it is this perfectly innocent baby Jesus that is born into our hearts. It is the image of God that God originally created in us but that we lost when we fell into sin. God creates it all over in us when He brings us to faith. Through His Word He draws us like the Magi to follow Jesus, to search for Him. Through His Word we find Jesus. We are overjoyed like the Magi when we realize we have found Him. We are ready and eager to offer Him our best gifts, to say, “Jesus, take all of me. It is you who have made me the way I am. Every talent and ability inside me is yours. Use me.” “I am the Lord’s servant,” as Mary said. “May it be to me as you have said.” 

Oh, what blessing there is when we give ourselves wholeheartedly to the Lord—not holding back this or that moment of the day or this or that part of who we are. When we grudgingly try to hold back parts of ourselves from Him—that’s when we end up in frustration. How much more peaceful our lives are when we’re in harmony with His plan.

The glory of the newborn Jesus creates both fear and faith. This week whenever you’re reacting to something that is happening in your life, ask yourself if your response is motivated by fear or faith. Are you being Herod? Or are you being the Magi and Mary? There are so many things that God does in our lives every day. Are you afraid of what He’s doing in your life? Are you trying to protect your own, personal little kingdom? Or do you embrace God’s sometimes earth-shaking plan with faith? May God give you the response of the Magi and of Mary this week. May the newborn Jesus create faith in your heart so that you follow Him no matter how far or difficult the journey.  Amen.
