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Matthew 2:1-23 Christmas I 2013      voskuil 
 
A really cheesy 1985 song kept playing in my head this week. 
For preachers, this would be considered an occupational hazard as I’ve spent lots of 
time thinking about King Herod and his role in today’s text. 
Please know that I was twelve when this song was popular and it sounded much cooler 
than it does today. 
It is actually a love song as it talks about giving away everything to be with one’s 
sweetheart. 
Please don’t laugh at me. 
The song is from the Thompson Twins and is called, “King for a Day.” 
It goes something like this-- If I were King for Just One Day, I would give it all away, I 
would give it all away to be with you… 
King Herod didn’t give anything away. 
As you can imagine, Middle Eastern Politics were as cutthroat back then as they are 
today. 
Herod’s son, Herod Antipas, taught John the Baptist this truth the sharp way. 
Herod as in our gospel text this morning was also known as Herod the Great. 
Fitting description. 
Great were the building projects under his tenure-- like the marina in Caesarea, the 
huge fortress at Masada, and expansion of the second temple in Jerusalem.   
Great also was his legend of brutal reprisals-- Herod the Great killed rabbis, family 
members and even his own wife. 
Middle Eastern politics were as cutthroat back then as they are today. 
Sorry Thompson Twins and hopeless idealists, Herod the Great couldn't give away 
power if he wished to retain it. 
No way. 
It was a “dog eat dog world,” so to speak. 
“Survival of the fittest.” 
“Might makes right.” 
“Go big or go home.” 
At least, that was the truth in his own mind. 
Learning of a potential rival would have thus put his megalomania in hyper drive.    
A child born King of the Jews? 
Wasn’t he already the King of the Jews? 
There can’t be another. 
Won’t be another. 
So Herod sent the magi out to find this so called child King so that he could pay 
homage...with a knife. 
When he learned that he had been tricked, this knife drew the blood of innocent children 
in and around Bethlehem. 
Scripture describes him as infuriated as his rage erupted. 
I picture something similar to what has recently happened in North Korea, where rivals 
to the Supreme Leader, Kim Jun-un, were executed by a firing squad consisting of anti-
aircraft guns. 
Ego combined with unleashed rage is a deadly combination. 
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Can’t catch one baby-born king, might as well scorch the earth, altogether. 
And so he did. 
Sadly, innocent children were killed, their parents devastated and entire communities 
crushed because of Herod’s insecurity. 
Herod the Great.   
The counter narrative in all of this is that of a young family sneaking through the night in 
order to escape the great wrath of Herod. 
They got out just in time.   
Jesus was something like 2 years old by this point. 
-Old enough to be a cute, little rascal. 
-Young enough to perish quickly on his own. 
Matthew’s gospel describes two dramatically different leaders with two vastly different 
outcomes. 
The One who called himself a king was killing rivals with anti-aircraft guns whereas the 
true king quietly grew in strength and spirit behind the scenes down in Egypt. 
Indeed, Herod surrounded himself with sharp knives and lots of insecure anxiousness; 
--Jesus was surrounded by the pure love of his protective parents. 
One thought that he was in total control of his future. 
--The other was held in his mother’s arms until he grew up and willingly gave up control 
on a cross. 
One tried to muscle his way into glory. 
--The other taught and embodied how glorification only comes through humiliation. 
One lived to garner personal power. 
--The other died handing it away. 
One lurks around the Christmas story ready to pounce like a hungry cat; 
--The other rests in the middle of the manger oblivious, at first, to the fierce politicking of 
people like Herod-- as Jesus grew into his very name he also chose to play by different 
rules, altogether. 
--He didn’t slaughter innocent children. 
--He didn’t try and fatten his own wallet at the expense of others. 
--He didn’t slash and burn his way out of insecurity. 
No, Jesus didn’t just play by different rules for how to lead, he re-authored the entire 
book, altogether. 
Indeed, one died in the vain effort to build his own legacy by brutal reprisals and 
monstrous building projects. 
The other invited a legacy articulated well in that cheesy Thompson Twins song-- give it 
all away for the sake of love.   
Sure enough, in the years ahead, Jesus was mocked with the title of King of the Jews 
and given the crown of thorns. 
On that Friday that we call good, he really was king for just one day, before giving it all 
away. 
---- 
Today’s Christmas story isn’t so pleasant-- especially the slaughter of the innocent. 
It is much easier to imagine a Hallmark-captured moment in Bethlehem where all are 
happy and all are safe-- kind of like the crèche displays in our chancel and in our 
homes. 



3 

And yet, Jesus-- yes, even Jesus-- would have cried and needed to have his diaper 
changed. 
Mary and Joseph would have struggled with long, sleepless nights and doubts about 
their parenting ability. 
They would need to confront evil and their own nightmares each and every day. 
They would need to wrestle with their own sin or feelings of inadequacy. 
It is if the gospel writer wanted us to realize that there is always a day that follows 
Christmas. 
This is that Christmas hangover when the presents are already unwrapped, the ham 
dinner already digested, Christmas Eve bulletins are already recycled, the mad rush of 
parties and pre-Christmas social obligations quieted.    
I’m talking about the honest reality of a post-Christmas truth where: 
--Kids are crabby. 
--The house is a mess. 
--Everyone is tired. 
--Credit card debt needs to be paid. 
--9 year-old daughters push your patience. 
--Addictions tug a little harder. 
--Sadness and loneliness intensify. 
--Questions of faith and struggles of life may take a more prominent place in one’s heart 
and mind. 
Yes, there is always a day which follows Christmas-- a day in which the “glorias” and 
“alleluias” aren’t sung with as much gusto; a day in which the poinsettias aren’t 
blooming with as much radiance; a day in which the to-do list of work is long. 
In fact, most days of life and faith are more like what happened when Joseph and Mary 
took Jesus to Egypt in that strategic retreat. 
They were simply trying to be faithful and get through each day. 
The were simply trying to be good stewards of the amazing gift and calling placed into 
their care. 
They were simply trying to be responsive to the opportunities placed in front of them 
and prudent with how to confront life’s various obstacles-- like Herod’s jealousy and 
anger. 
There is always a day which follows Christmas-- though, it won’t get lots of limelight or 
attention when we simply move into each new tomorrow in quiet, faithful ways that 
honor and pay homage to a God willing to give up everything in the name of love. 
The story of Christmas in many ways continues through us and our constant, daily 
choices of which path to follow: 
That of Herod the Great-- crushing others so as to get ahead; living in a constant 
anxiousness and fear of rivals or threats. 
Call this the path of self-destruction and death. 
Or, that of Jesus Christ-- serving others; washing the feet of his disciples; overturning 
the tables of injustice; loving the unlovable; trusting in God’s wider grasp of the future. 
Call this the path of selflessness and redemption. 
In other words, will we put our hope in a might-makes-right behavior that can slash and 
burn everything in our path, or will we put our trust in a God who is strong enough and 
sure enough to give it all away?   
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---- 
We aren’t kings and queens for the day, but we have been adopted as his own and 
given the ministry and mission of reconciliation. 
Sure enough, Christmas day may be behind us for another year, but the joyous 
opportunity to join Christ in living for the sake of others and being a people of true Godly 
love is always in front of us. 
--Even in the face of difficulty. 
--Even as refugees in Egypt. 
--Even while we are struggling with sadness and grief. 
--Even if it seems like the Herod’s of life have the upper hand. 
--Even if it is the road ahead is steep.  
--Even if we have to rely more upon God than we ever have before. 
Christmas day may be behind us, but the truth that God is with us-- Immanuel-- is 
as true as ever. 
If I were King for just one day, I would give it all away; I would give it all away for love. 
And so he did. 
And so can we. 
 
In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen 
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