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“A word to the wise—Herod likes being king.”   

That’s the advice that anyone from Jerusalem might have given the “Wise 

Men” from the East before they set off on their journey to Jerusalem. 

Most people probably would realize that one ruler does not want to hear 

about a succeeding ruler, particular when the current ruler is power 

hungry, cruel, and insecure—like Herod was.  

Still, maybe they would have done the same thing anyway.  I mean, 

technically speaking, they were not necessarily wise or even men.  They 

were “Magi”, a Greek word meaning “magicians”, but not in the way we 

used the word today. The Magi were Zoroastrian priests—not kings by 

the way—from Persia.  They were the scholars of their day, known for 

interpreting dreams and understanding astrology and so were wise in 

that way.    

Matthew tells us that Zoroastrian priests followed the star of Bethlehem to 

Jesus’ birthplace to assure his audience that Jesus is a fulfillment not 

only of Old Testament prophecy of the virgin birth, but also Zoroastrian 

virgin birth prophecies that they had, such as with their prophet 

Zoroaster.  

The Gentile Magi—the foreigners—recognize Jesus' divinity and kingship. 

Matthew presents Jesus as the expected King of the Jews and the 

Gentiles.  

Matthew also makes it a point that the Magi went to Bethlehem not Rome to 

look for the King of the Jews, the Messiah, since Matthew’s audience 

understood the Persians to be a long-standing religious and political ally 

against Rome.  Not exactly the relationship that Iran, modern day Persia, 

has with Israel. 
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So you see here in the beginning of Matthew’s gospel the contrast between the 

Gentiles and Jewish secular and religious leaders.  

The Magi come out of earnestness and joy to see and pay homage to this new 

king-to-be.  But Herod, even though he is the king, is scared because like 

most despots he is fundamentally insecure and reacts by lashing out at 

any perceived threat.  Force and insecurity are opposite sides of the same 

tyrannical coin. Both wallow in facade, pretension, and appearance.  

The conflict in the story shows the dramatic contrast.  There is terror and 

tension. There is also wonder and worship.  

Herod—anxious and paranoid; the Magi—awe and curious.   

Herod—overcome with fear; the Magi—overwhelmed with joy upon seeing the 

child.  

Herod—snubbed of being honored; the Magi bowing to the newborn Jesus as 

the promised one.  

Matthew wants to show throughout his gospel that Jewish leaders rejected 

Jesus and oppressed him, but the Gentiles accepted him.  That is, it was 

those outside, particularly outside the internal power structure, that 

recognized the Son of God because they did not see Jesus as threat to 

their comfortable way of life, but rather as a hope in life for all, 

particularly for those outside the “comfort zone.” 

Today’s passage from so-called Third Isaiah underscores that dichotomy. 

As we have discussed in the past, Third Isaiah is situated in the sixth century 

BCE after the exiles from Babylonian have returned to Jerusalem and 

are long past the honeymoon phase of being back in their own land.  

In Jerusalem, a major conflict had arisen between those who remained and 

those who returned. Living conditions were extremely difficult. 
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Jerusalem was in ruins. The people were now divided again—not 

against some outside threat or enemy but among themselves. 

The writers of Third Isaiah were a small group on the margins of power. 

Whereas they advocated a very inclusive position, we surmise they were 

embattled against those who had much narrower, exclusionist 

understanding of what it meant to serve God, which often meant serving 

themselves first. 

So after some earlier doom and gloom in previous chapters, today’s passage 

starts off with a bolt out of the blue: “Arise! Shine! For your light has 

come! And the glory of the Lord has risen upon you!” 

It is a bit of a surprising shift from the people first having to mend their ways 

to God who just comes; God who arises and shines forth in glory! 

This coming, this shining forth is unconditional. God is always a God whose 

glory, that is God’s presence, is redemptive for his people. The people’s 

repentance, the mending of ways, the living out of justice is a response 

to this coming! It is not an attempt to be made right with God but it is 

thanksgiving for the one who comes, who reveals life and salvation in 

the midst of the community. 

And that response is to God reaching out to us, choosing us. 

The priority of God in revelation and redemption could not be clearer than it 

is in the Epistle to the Ephesians. There we find that the divine precedes 

and empowers the salvation of humanity and opens up the possibility of 

the human reception of the knowledge of God. 

For example, Paul does not say that he “decided to become a minister,” as if it 

were just job.  Rather, Paul says he “was made” a minister according to 

God’s grace and according to the working of God’s power. This was part 
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of God’s plan before it was part of Paul’s.  And that is true for each of us 

as well. 

As commentator John Fredrick says:  

“In our highly individualistic contemporary culture it sometimes stings our 

egos to consider that the entirety of our existence, preservation, 

vocation, life, and salvation lies totally beyond our control, in the hands 

of a loving, sovereign God without whom we have neither existence, nor 

subsistence, nor any vitality, purpose, or hope whatsoever. We don’t 

choose God; God chooses and elects us, and he elects to be for us -- for 

all humanity -- in the person of Jesus Christ.” 

As Martin Luther expresses in his essay, “The Freedom of a Christian,” all the 

riches of heaven are given to us in Christ, not in order that one might 

subjugate others, but rather that the Christian might empty himself, 

take on the form of a servant, and “in every way deal with his neighbor 

as he sees that God through Christ has dealt and still deals with him.”  

The divine power we have in Christ, in other words, is power for the neighbor. 

Great power, of course, enables the domination of those who are 

weaker. But if we take a cue from Luther, then we realize that power 

does something else; it frees us, not to subjugate, but to serve, not crush 

but to heal, not to extract resources but to provide them for those less 

fortunate. 

As Charles Dickens said, “A loving heart is the truest wisdom.”  

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


