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Isaiah 7:14
Matthew 2:13-18
What Is Love?  The Greatest Power 

Years ago, Time magazine reported on a 2-foot-long, 40-pound package that arrived at the post office in Troy, Michigan, addressed to a Michael Achorn.  The post office phoned Achorn's wife, Margaret, who cheerfully went to accept it. As she drove the package back to her office in Detroit, she began to worry. The box was from a well-known mail-order house, but the sender, Edward Achorn, was unknown to Margaret and her husband, despite the identical last name.


What if the thing was a bomb? Fearing the worse, Margaret telephoned postal authorities. The bomb squad soon arrived with eight squad cars and an armored truck. They took the suspected bomb in the armored truck to a remote tip of Belle Isle in the middle of the Detroit River. There they wrapped detonating cord around the package and, as they say in the bomb business, "opened it remotely."


When the debris settled, all that was left intact was the factory warranty for the contents: a $450 stereo AM-FM receiver and tape deck. Now the only mystery is who is Edward Achorn and why did he send Michael and Margaret such a nice Christmas present?


But we live in a dangerous world, and we can easily become very suspicious.  It’s a world that has always been very dangerous.  When Jesus was born, we see the danger that came immediately to him.  After the magi came to Herod to ask about the birth of the Messiah, Herod put started the terrible process of killing the babies in his attempt to kill Jesus.  As we go through the Gospels, we see the continual threat to the life and safety of Jesus.


This morning we are one week from concluding our series of messages What Is Love?  Today we study love as The Greatest Power, and we see love as a power in opposition to the kind of power represented by Herod – a power that came through force, tyranny and oppression.  

It’s hard for us to understand the context of this story because we live in such freedom.  I know there are many who speak as though we are losing our religious freedoms and Christianity is under threat, but we face nothing like what was happening in the world into which Jesus was born.

Look back to verse two and you read the magi’s question where is He who has been born King of the Jews?  That is an extremely loaded question, because they say born King.  Herod was not born the king; he became king because the Romans imposed his kingship upon the people and Herod kept his power by force, fear and murder.  When the magi show up and ask their question they knowingly, or unknowingly, issue a challenge to the legitimacy of Herod’s rule.  For wise men, it was not a very smart thing to do.



A few weeks ago we studied the wise men, but there were many facets of their story we did not study in detail.  One is the idea the magi were kings.  Some people think it’s getting a little too hung up on small details to insist the magi were not kings, and I don’t think they were.  I think it’s actually a very significant point, because if God sent kings to the manger of Jesus that would change the Gospel itself, because Jesus was never accepted by any earthly powers of his day, or for centuries for that matter.  I understand the power of the image of kings paying homage to the newborn Jesus, but if they were kings they would have received a very different welcome from Herod.  I believe the fact that no one of political power was at the manger is very significant and is a foreshadowing of the rejection of Jesus by the powerful and mighty.

I may be a little paranoid, but I am always suspicious when powerful political figures get involved in faith.  Please let me explain that sentence, because I don’t want you to hear what I am not saying; I am grateful when political figures embrace faith, but I become uneasy with anything that gives the appearance of using faith for political purposes.  I am not trying to accuse or implicate any particular individuals, but faith can be used as a political tool.  Billy Graham has spoken of how he felt betrayed by President Nixon after hearing the Watergate tapes and how he feared that he was used for political purposes.  Charles Colson confirmed that by stating that ministers were used for political purposes because they were some of easiest people to manipulate because they were so impressed by the trappings of political power.

The problem is that earthly power and heavenly power don’t coexist very well; for one thing, they have different goals.  While our government works to care for the citizens of this country, the goal of Jesus goes beyond simply caring for the physical needs and safety of people.

I think it’s also significant that the magi were outsiders; they were not Jewish and they came as somewhat of a surprise to not only Herod but to the religious leaders as well.


Sometimes, we who ought to be the first to recognize certain things about Jesus are the last ones to see the truth.  There is a danger that we can believe we have everything figured out, we know exactly how Jesus would respond to every group and to every individual.

In the new movie The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe there is an interesting line.  While C. S. Lewis said he didn’t write the story as an exact allegory of the Christian faith, he did clearly use the images of dying and rising again to communicate the central theme of Christianity.  And while Aslan is not an exact representation of God, he is certainly representative of God in many ways.  Near the end of the story, one of the characters says about Aslan he’s wild you know.  Not like a tame lion; he is good, but not tame.


I find that to be such an interesting line, because I do believe that too often we want to tame God.  If God is tamed, he becomes less threatening to our lives, he becomes safer.  I think we do the same with Jesus.  I think that in many ways we have domesticated Jesus, and I don’t use that word to offend, but to point out that we like to make Jesus less threatening to our lives and to keep him at a safe distance.

Because the truth is, Jesus wasn’t just a threat to Herod; Jesus is a threat to us as well.  Jesus is a threat to the self-interest that so often controls our lives.  Jesus is a threat to our desire to make our will central to our lives rather than his will.  Jesus is a threat to our self-love that can crowd the love of God and others out of our hearts.

Every year at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, there is displayed, beneath the great Christmas tree, a beautiful eighteenth century Neapolitan nativity scene. In many ways it is a very familiar scene.  The usual characters are all there: shepherds roused from sleep by the voices of angels; the magi; Joseph; Mary; the baby Jesus – all are there. There is, however, something surprising about this scene, something unexpected here, easily missed by the causal observer. What is strange here is that the stable, and the shepherds, and the cradle are set, not in the expected small town of Bethlehem, but among the ruins of mighty Roman columns. The fragile manger is surrounded by broken and decaying columns. The artists knew the meaning of this event – the

Gospel, the birth of God's new age, was also the death of the old world.


The Herods of this world know that God's presence in the world means finally the end of their own power.  They seek not to preserve the birth of God's new age, but to crush it. For Herod, the gospel is news too bad to be endured, for Mary, Joseph, and all the other characters it is news too good to miss.


(Adapted from Thomas G. Long, Something Is About To Happen, CSS Publishing)

It is a realization that the greatest power is love.  The love of God as demonstrated in the baby Jesus in a manger in Bethlehem was strong enough to overcome the greatest political power of the region.  Years later, when Rome believed the crucifixion of Jesus would put an end to what they considered a troublesome character they learned that love was still more powerful than political might.  The empire of Rome is no more, but the love of Jesus continues to transform and shape the lives of millions of people, because it is the greatest power.
4

