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“A Thousand Herods, but Only One Jesus”
Isaiah 60:1-6; Matthew 2:1-12 January 3, 2016

As the old year turns into the new, we are like archeologists 
sifting through the remains of the past year trying to piece 
together the fragments of our lives and make sense of 
things.  We want to understand ourselves; but not only 
that, we want to comprehend the times in which we live. 
As I look back, I am struck by the fact that some dynamics 
of life never seem to change.  

The world can be a hard, cruel and violent place. This 
past year we have been overwhelmed by bombings, ethnic 
wars, school shootings, street violent and mistrust between 
police and people. I know that I have spoken of these things 
in sermons - perhaps too much. Yet, when I think that I 
have lifted up these terrors too often, I look in the Bible 
and see that these same outbursts of human violence have 
been there ever since Cain first raised his hand in violence 
against his brother Abel. We do not gather as the church or 
worship as the people of God in order to escape from the 
terrifying complexities of the world, but to live in the world 
as a people of faith. We face the harsh realities of life with 
faith in the God who acts in history. 

Most of us are familiar with the words of Karl Barth about 
the relationship between the Bible and the current events. 
“The Pastor and the Faithful should not deceive themselves 
into thinking that they are a religious society, which has to 
do [only] with certain themes; [we] live in the world. We still 
need… the Bible and the Newspaper” (1966, interview with 
Barth, cited at www.ptsem.edu/Library).  “But interpret 
newspapers from your Bible”(Time Magazine 5/31/6). 

We read in Matthew about a cruel tyrant named Herod 
who is willing to do anything to hold onto his power. His 
historic claim to the throne is shaky at best. He was not 
born to be a king. His family was from Edom. They invented 
a family tree out of thin air. They converted to Judaism for 
political reasons. He is no son of David. His grandfather 
was a general and his father was a politician. He was named 
king by the Emperor Octavius and the Roman Senate. He 
rules with an iron hand – taxing and enslaving the people 
to support his colossal building projects and to keep Rome 
at bay. 

The wise men tell him of a child who is born to become 
the King of the Jews. In Herod’s mind, there is room for 
only one king. This child is a threat. He pretends to be 
overjoyed with the news; he feigns religious devotion; 
he lies to his visitors in order to use their knowledge to 
destroy the child. He will kill innocent children to prevent 
the possibility of any challenge to his throne by a more 
legitimate king.  Herod is driven by a profound insecurity 
and a total absence of conscience. He is an anxious, power 
hungry and unscrupulous monarch. So what is new? He is 
only one of a thousand Herods that have filled the pages of 
history and make news today. 

The newspapers tell us that nothing is new. The Bible tells 
us that God is at work doing something new. In the birth 
of Jesus, God is transforming how we understand power. 
Yes, the power of God creates and sustains the universe. 
God guides the changing of the seasons, provides for life, 
and causes nations to rise and fall. In the birth of Jesus, God 
enters human life and human history in a new way.  Jesus 
gives up divine glory and takes on the limitations, dangers 
and challenges of human existence.  God becomes vulnerable 
for us – divine power manifest in human weakness. 

William Placher, the former Wabash professor of 
religion states in his book, Narratives of a Vulnerable God, 
that most people in the West have some notions about 
God even if they do not believe in God. These ideas center 
primarily around power. Placher writes that people think:  

“God is all powerful, omnipotent. God is in charge of 
everything. God is like a king, and one who rules very 
much without parliament like an absolute monarch…. 
The Christian gospel, however, starts its understanding 
of God from a very different place. To read the biblical 
narratives is, first of all, to encounter a god who is love… 
love involves a willingness to put oneself at risk, and 
God is in fact vulnerable in love, vulnerable even to 
great suffering… If God becomes human in just this way, 
moreover, then that tells us something about how we 
might seek our own fullest humanity – not in quests of 
power and wealth and fame but in service, in solidarity 
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with the despised and rejected, and the willingness to 
be vulnerable in love” (Introduction, xiii – xiv).

The point is this: how we think of God determines how 
we live our lives in the world in which a thousand Herods 
crowd the news with their desperate attempts to hold onto 
power. Will we adopt their tactics or persist in love? 

Dr. Brené Brown, research professor at the University 
of Houston, says that the way to live a wholehearted 
life – loving God, loving others and loving oneself – is 
through vulnerability. In an interview with Krista Tippet, 
Brown says that vulnerable people live without a lot of 
guarantees. Our culture sees vulnerability as weakness, 
gullibility, naiveté and foolishness. “Our capacity for 
wholeheartedness can never be greater than our willingness 
to be brokenhearted… Vulnerability is the core, the heart, 
the center of meaningful human experience… Vulnerability 
is courage” (“The Courage to Be Vulnerable”, On Being, 
1/29/15).  

We need Christ as our moral and spiritual compass. 
We need to let the pattern of his life be the pattern of our 
lives. We need to live with the same kind of openness, 
vulnerability and yet absolute trust in God with which he 
lived. Twenty years ago, Professor Glenn Tinder wrote 
an article in the Atlantic Monthly entitled, “Can We Be 
Good without God?” Tinder contends that the moral 
life of individuals and of civilization ultimately depends 
upon faith in God. There are many good people who do 
not believe in God and who may do good things; whole 
societies may accomplish good things apart from any 
reference to God. Only faith in God gives an unshakable 
foundation to the belief in the value of every human 
being and the ethic of sacrificial love.  Tinder writes that 
in the long run, “good customs and habits need spiritual 
grounds” (Atlantic Monthly, Dec.1989).  

The only journey that can sustain a life and the life of the 
world is the spiritual journey into the vulnerability of God.  
Christ is the light who guides our way. Isaiah said, “Arise, 
shine for your light has come!” Like the Magi, our life’s 
journey begins and ends in Christ who took up the towel 
and basin and washed the disciples’ feet, who healed the 
sick and fed the hungry, and who feeds us with the bread 
of life. Jesus invites us into the risky but powerful business 
of following him in the path of suffering love.  

A thousand Herods have come and gone, but there is 
only one Jesus. 


