
Threat 

 

The Christmas story is a story with vivid characters—the shepherds, the magi, the 

priest Zechariah, the little drummer boy! And even though the story is very short—just 

two chapters in the gospel of Matthew and two in Luke—and the stories give very few 

details, they draw us in because when we read about the events surrounding the birth of 

Jesus and the people involved, we can’t help but consider the emotions they must have 

been feeling as they responded to the news of the birth of the Messiah—each of them 

from their unique perspective. The Christmas story draws each of us into the emotions of 

the players in the story. 

Players like Herod. Herod often fades into the background of the Christmas story. 

He’s the Alan Rickman of the Christmas story—the what’s-his-name actor who always 

plays the villain, seldom has a lead role and is always defeated in the end. There are no 

Christmas Carols about him, yet he plays a critical role in the story. 

Herod, known in history as Herod the Great, was born about 70 years before Jesus. 

While he wasn’t ethnically Jewish, his ancestors had converted to Judaism, so he was 

raised in the Jewish faith and culture. Now, you might not think this is a big deal because 

we tend to make little of ethnicity today, but it was a huge deal to the Jews in Judea 

when he became their ruler under the authority of the Roman Empire. 
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As a ruler, Herod was a mixed bag. On the one hand, he was known for his massive 

building programs including the expansion of the Temple in Jerusalem, some of which is 

still standing to this day. But the building programs came at a high cost—unreasonable 

taxes and ruling with an iron fist. And while Herod might have tried to play off the 

extravagant buildings and lavish gifts to foreign leaders as benefiting the people of Judea, 

in reality, Herod was always trying to make a name for himself.  

The land of Judea, which Herod ruled, wasn’t an independent kingdom. It was 

what’s called a client-state of Rome. The Roman Empire had expanded so quickly and had 

become so large that a central authority over all the lands was completely 

unmanageable. So, many of the conquered people were allowed to, more or less, govern 

themselves as long as they stay faithful to the Emperor and pay their taxes. Judea was 

especially difficult because of all the conquered people groups, the Jews didn’t take 

kindly to living under a foreign government. Under this system, Herod asked for and 

received the title of “King of the Jews” from the Roman Senate. 

But he was never accepted as the King of the Jews by the Jews themselves. In fact, 

they despised him. And after years of ruling, the continual opposition got to him and he 

became incredibly jealous of his throne—and paranoid, even to the point of executing 

several members of his own family. 
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So, it’s no real surprise that Herod was greatly distressed when three astrologers 

from the east asked, “where is the one born King of the Jews?” He knew what their 

inquiry was about—the Messiah that had been prophesied centuries before has finally 

arrived. But his response revealed his true devotion. A truly devoted Jew would have 

rejoiced at the news of the birth of the Messiah. The Messiah was coming to establish 

God’s throne, but Herod wasn’t ready to relinquish his.    /// 

Meanwhile, in a small village not far away lived a young woman—in many ways the 

polar opposite of Herod. Herod needed no introduction. Matthew mentions him by name 

and expects everyone to know who he is. But Luke has to tell people that Nazareth is a 

town in Galilee and introduces the girl as “a virgin pledged to be married to some guy 

named Joseph”…Oh, by the way she does have a name—it’s Mary.  

Like the rest of the masses, Mary was poor. Supported by her father, and soon her 

husband Joseph, she could get by. It was a hard life, but one that was expected for a girl 

of her common status. She, mostly likely, didn’t resent her life. She was like everyone 

else, and even people in the greatest poverty have dreams of what they want life to be. 

She didn’t have any grand delusions of fame or riches. She just wanted to be a wife and a 

mother—to be able to go to the well and the market to get water and food for the day 

and take care of her home. Those were her humble expectations. And in that life, she was 

the queen of her own kingdom. 
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Her Kingdom was small and insignificant in comparison to Herod, but it was hers. 

She didn’t have control over many things or people, but there was a way she liked life—a 

way she expected life to go. And we all know, even if life isn’t perfect, most of us are 

satisfied with predictable.   /// 

Two kingdoms, one large, one small. One extravagant, the other simple. One 

powerful and the other almost powerless. Two kingdoms…and one event that shocked 

them both. 

When the magi from the east called on Herod to congratulate him on what they 

believed was his son who would someday sit on his throne, Herod was disturbed and 

Luke writes, “all of Jerusalem power-brokers with him.” It’s as if they were being 

informed of an attempted political coup. And when that kind of threat is revealed, the 

palace goes on lock-down. The king gathers his best and brightest to eliminate the threat 

to the crown. “If someone want this, throne, he’ll have to pry it from these cold, dead 

hands.”  (I didn’t have Ellie draw that picture) 

So, Herod formulated a plan. While putting on a good face for the magi, he would 

use them as undercover spies to determine the whereabouts of the rival king. “When you 

find the baby, come back and tell me where he is, so I can worship him, too.” They would 

come back and tell him where they found the baby. But when Herod arrived, instead of 

worship, murder. 
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You see, Herod saw everything he had scratched and clawed so hard for beginning 

to crumble. “I don’t care if he is the Messiah,” he thought. “I didn’t work this hard to give 

up my power so easily.” If the Messiah took control, what would happen to him? Would 

he be executed? What about his legacy? What about a family dynasty? What would 

history say about him? What about his plans for even greater things? These were his 

concerns, so he set his plan into motion.  /// 

The magi were none the wiser as they started toward Bethlehem and found the 

place where Mary and Joseph and Jesus were staying. They paid homage to the new king 

and gave him gifts fit for a king. But the day was getting late, so they found a place to 

sleep for the night. They would travel to Jerusalem in the morning to inform Herod about 

what they saw. 

But that night, an angel appeared to them in their dreams, warning them not to go 

back to Herod. So, in the morning, they rose and instead of going to Jerusalem they 

journeyed home another way.   /// 

Mary knew from the time the angel, Gabriel appeared to her to that she was no 

ordinary person—well, she was, but not anymore. After all, she was pregnant even 

though she had never been with a man. Not only that, but who get’s their pregnancy 

announced by an angel? And who gives birth to the Messiah? Only one. 
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It all sounded great at first, but as she thought more about it, a momentary streak 

of anxiety washed over her. “Wait a minute! Who’s going to believe this?” She imagined 

the other girls responding, “Oh, sure, Mary. I believe you. Your baby was conceived by 

God himself. Aren’t you special?” 

And what about Joseph? Will he believe me? Why would he believe me? He’ll 

never marry me now. I’ll have to stay with my parents if they even let me. What if they 

kick me out of the house? Where will I go? How will I take care of this baby?” And just like 

Herod, the kingdom she had set up in her mind was threatened. 

But it didn’t take long for her to remember the words of the angel, “No word from 

God will ever fail.” And she uttered some of the most beautiful words any person has 

ever spoken, “I am the Lord’s servant. May your word to me be fulfilled.” Now, maybe it 

was because she didn’t seem to have much of a choice. God’s Kingdom had invaded hers 

and there wasn’t much she could do about it. Things were out of her control. 

But she was motivated by something different. She knew her plans had been 

interrupted. She was no longer the queen of her kingdom. But she was OK with it because 

she knew that whatever God had planned for her—while it might not be easier—was 

greater than what she planned for herself. While Herod felt threatened and tightened his 

grip on his power, Mary felt joy and relinquished what little control she had to God. 
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Two kingdoms invaded by God’s Kingdom. Two very different responses and two 

very different outcomes. Herod died just a few years after Jesus’ birth. The historian 

Josephus tells us that when he died, Herod was so worried that no one would mourn his 

death that he ordered one of his sons, on the event of his death, to round up a large 

number of distinguished men to be killed on the same day to ensure the proper amount 

of grief among the people in Judea. Fortunately, his son didn’t listen. 

As for Mary, we don’t hear a lot from her in the New Testament beyond the 

Christmas story, but she is an ever-present figure in the background and is revered 

throughout church history for her quiet faithfulness to God—much more among Catholics 

than protestants. And as much as we love to talk about doing great things for God, Mary 

is the example of day to day faithfulness to God. 

Now, many stories have some kind of moral at the end, but Bible stories aren’t 

necessarily like that. Instead, we see people in the Bible as examples to follow—or not to 

follow. And that’s the case with these two stories. 

You may have never thought about this before, but each of us has our own 

Kingdom. Our kingdom is those areas of our life where we exercise control and authority. 

That Kingdom is the control we have over our power over our time, our money, our 

freedom and our bodies. For some, that area is quite large. If you’re a parent, it may be 

your home. If you’re the boss, the office is part of your Kingdom where you can exert 
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your will on others. Your Kingdom is all the things you can influence. For a small child, 

that Kingdom only extends as far as others will allow and over the years it grows from 

there. 

Sometimes we willingly share power with others. In marriage, we form an alliance, 

intentionally allowing someone else to infringe on our Kingdom. For many, if that 

becomes too stifling, they break that alliance, so they can have their Kingdom back. In 

friendship, we share many of our resources with people we love and trust. Our Kingdoms 

are different sizes, but we all have one…YOU have one. 

The Christmas story isn’t just the story of the Kingdom of God infringing upon the 

Kingdom of Herod or of a poor girl named Mary. It’s not even just about the Kingdom of 

Joseph or Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. It’s the story of the Kingdom of God breaking 

into each of our worlds and when it does, it threatens to disrupt everything about our 

lives. The question is, what is your response? 

There are some who will gladly accept that because things aren’t going to great in 

your Kingdom. You have addictions or circumstances in your life right now that are 

threatening to overwhelm you. You’re living with the consequences of decisions you 

made or things that are out of your control and you another set of values to live by. So, to 

you, God breaking into your world is good news. You can take one step toward giving up 

more control of your Kingdom.  
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Jesus is a great King. When you give Jesus control, he can solve issues and work out 

solutions you don’t think that are even possible. He can set your life on a new path and 

he can heal your past hurts because he is gracious and forgiving. He won’t condemn, but 

he’ll call you to loosen your grip on those things that have gotten you to where you are 

right now. I can’t guarantee that all your issues will suddenly go away, but I can tell you 

that Jesus can give you a peace in the middle of them that make no sense to you.  

But probably most of you are in a different situation. You have hard things in your 

life—just like everyone else. But things are mostly going according to plan. You’re 

reasonably happy. You’re comfortable—just like most everyone else. 

But every so often God breaks into your world. It’s the still, small voice of God that 

says, “Hey! Remember me? Would you surrender your Kingdom to me.” That secret sin 

you’re holding onto; that bitterness that you’ve grown to be OK with; that habit or 

relationship; how you spend your money; how you spend your time. You’ve felt it and 

you’ve said, “I should do this or that…”  

“I should start serving in the church…with Together for Good…or Prison 

Fellowship.” “I should reach out to that person who I know is hurting.” “I should give 

more generously.” God is calling you to change something for the sake of his Kingdom, 

but you know that listening to him will threaten the Kingdom you’ve set up. 
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But like we see in the Christmas story, God is working things out for his good. Like 

Herod, we can feel threatened by that and fight it, or we can be like Mary, and find joy in 

it and accept it. And even though it may not be the life we had planned when we can 

surrender our Kingdom, God is able to work in us and through us to bring about his 

Kingdom. 
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