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May 24, 2015
“Revealing Responses”
Matthew 2:13-23
FCF:  Reality of vastly different responses to Jesus
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Jesus is Ruler of All.
(magnet) We must beware of foolish responses to Him.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

Our responses can be telling, often revealing more than we know.  Think just of the word association game.  Someone chooses a word.  We then write down a word we associate with it and pass that to the next person.  They do the same and it continues to everyone’s amusement. 

Psychologists have been known to try this with their clients, believing it will reveal our subconscious thoughts.  But many have recognized this is too subjective and really not much better than Herman Rorschach’s ink blot test.  After all, who is to say what response is right?

Jesus – his person, message, and work – brings different responses.  His arrival into history reveals and exposes us.  But, unlike the word associations or the ink blots, there is not a wide variety of right ways to respond to Him.  And we see that dynamic at the very beginning.
SCRIPTURE READING:  Matthew 2:1-23
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

Why?  Why such radically different responses to the same news?  In this case, the question is worth asking because of the identity of this child.  If He was just an ordinary child, then the way people responded to Him really wouldn’t concern us very much.  But this wasn’t an ordinary child.  If He was just another historical figure, then the way He was received might be of some interest but it wouldn’t have much relevance to us.  But He wasn’t just another historical figure.  He is the very fulcrum and focus of history.  Remember how Matthew opened his Gospel with Jesus’ genealogy (READ Matthew 1:1).  David – the greatest of the kings of Israel, to whom God promised that an heir would forever sit on his throne.  Abraham – the great patriarch of Israel, to whom God promised He would bless the nations of the world through his descendants.  Jesus, the One spoken of in this text, is the fulfillment of these promises.
It’s really not a surprise that the news of Jesus’ arrival brought different responses.  Jesus has a way of doing that.  He always has.  And He always will.  But only one response can be right.  Only one can be right because He is the Ruler of all.  Last week, we considered the appearing of the star and the journey of the magi and saw that Jesus is the Ruler of both creation and the nations.  And the response of creation and the nations was to bow before this King.  
For He is the Ruler of all.  But there were other responses, responses of which we must beware.  That of resistance and anger, of fear and worry, and of ambivalence and boredom.
I. THE RESPONSE OF HEROD – RESISTANCE
Let’s start with the response of Herod – that of anger, fury, and resistance to Jesus.
A) The Facts of the Events
1. His reign
Herod was made king of the Jews by Rome.  He was a skilled administrator and a master builder – restoring the Jerusalem temple, building theaters, ports, palaces, and fortresses.  He was also a ruthless paranoid, insanely suspicious.  If he suspected anyone as a rival to his power, they were eliminated – family or friend.  Other historical sources tell of his killing off his favorite wife, her grandmother, her mother, his brother-in-law, three of his sons, and many of his subjects.
2. His response
So what does he do here?  He gathers information – both from the religious authorities and the magi.  And he executes a plan.  He sends the magi.  And when that fails, he sends his soldiers.

B) The Reasons Behind the Response
And why does Herod do this?  (READ Matthew 2:1-3a) Herod was “troubled” by this news.  Meaning that he was stirred up, distressed, and worried as to what it could mean.  Why?
1. The insanity of sin

Partly, the insanity of sin.  Think with me.  If Herod believed the prophecy, why think he could succeed in his plan?  On the other hand, if he didn’t believe the prophecy, why bother at all?

2. His desire to be in control

So that’s one factor.  But related to that was Herod’s desire to maintain control.  After all, he was “king of the Jews.”  Which brings us to this quotation from Hosea 11 (READ Matthew 2:14-15).  This is an allusion to the exodus, pointing to Jesus as the greater Moses, the deliverer from a deeper slavery.  Herod was as Pharaoh, desperate to hang on to power, willing to do what it took.
The point being that Jesus is Ruler of all.  And we must beware of resisting Him.
Illustration:

I read the other day of a Christmas pageant gone bad.  The little wise man knelt down to offer his gift.  But paused.  He looked at the shiny box in his hands and turned from the manger.  “Give Jesus your present,” the teacher hissed.  He shook his head.  “Give it to him,” she said, trying to pry his fingers off the box.  “No!” he squealed.  “It’s my gold box and I’m keeping it.”
Application:

What about us?  Kings demand allegiance, a willingness to give our all.  Jesus has come as the king.  Are we good with that?  Here’s how we gauge this.  What’s the grid by which you make decisions about school, career, finances?  Whose desires matter most – yours or His?
How do you respond to disappointment?  Is it anger and frustration with God?  Or is it trust and dependence upon Him, leaning into His sure and good promises, even in these things?

Jesus is Ruler of all.  We must beware of foolish responses and resistance to Him.

II. THE RESPONSE OF THE PEOPLE – FEAR
But there is another response, that from the people.  This is anxiety, worry, and fear.
A) The Facts of the Events
1. Who they were
Who are we talking about here?  The general populace, the people in Jerusalem (READ Matthew 2:3).  These were not kings or experts.  Just ordinary people, waiting for God’s deliverance.
2. Their response
So what did they do?  They watched, listened, shared their observations and opinions.  And they panicked.  Remember that when you think of living under Herod, think of the worst of tyrants – talented, vain, cruel, violent.  And know this. “If Herod ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy.”
B) The Reasons Behind the Response
So they too were “troubled” – not with Herod or for Herod but of Herod.  Why?
1. Preoccupied with safety

They were preoccupied with their safety.  Asking, “What will this mean?” in all the wrong sense.
2. Seeing but partly
They saw but partly.  Admittedly, they had a right to be concerned.  This did lead to the slaughter of the innocents – likely 20 to 30 little boys murdered.  Which brings us to the quotation from Jeremiah 31 (READ Matthew 2:17-18).  This is the Babylonian exile.  Rachel is crying from the tomb because her descendants are being carried away.  But still, there were notes of hope.  There would be a return.  And here, the One Herod sought had escaped.  And He would return as well.
We must beware of our foolish responses, including fear.  For Jesus is the Ruler of all.  
Illustration:

Fear paralyzes.  It immobilizes.  Like the roar of a tiger.  Imagine the scene.  The tiger stalks and charges its helpless prey.  And lets loose with that spine chilling roar.  You would think that sound would send the prey running for its life.  But it freezes and becomes tiger food.

Why?  Researchers have studied tiger roar recordings and discovered sound waves so low we can’t actually hear but can feel.  Which then assault the senses and can stun you still. 
Application:

Which begs a question.  What are we listening to?  To fear?  You may know people like this.  On spiritual things, all talk and no action, all show and no go.  Always considering, contemplating.  Never yielding their lives, finally trusting, actually turning, living for Christ.

But fear can do more than prevent us from beginning a life with Christ.  It can choke out our fruitfulness along the way.  Think of how often we let fear of disapproval, fear of financial loss, fear of relational strife dictate our decisions.  “What will they think?  What will I lose?  How will this rock the boat?”  Who or what rules us?  We need an anchor that will hold.  
We must beware of our foolish responses, including fear.  For Jesus is the Ruler of all.  
III. THE RESPONSE OF THE RELIGIOUS – AMBIVALENCE
The third response here is apathy, faithlessness, and ambivalence, that of the religious (READ Matthew 2:4-6).  This is perhaps the most tragic of all – so close and yet so far away.
A) The Facts of the Events
1. Who they were
Who are these men?  The chief priests were of the Sadducean party, accommodating Roman authority and Greek culture so as to maintain their wealth and power.  The scribes were the Bible teachers, committed to traditional Jewish ways.  These are the liberals and the conservatives.  Herod knew that if these two, as far apart as they were, could agree on this, it had to be true.

2. Their response 

And what did they do?  They passed the quiz!  They told Herod what the prophets said.  They showed their commitment to the authority of the Scriptures.  And nothing more.  They answered the king and then went home.  You can imagine the talk at the table.  “The king wanted my advice and I had the answer.  And he was pleased.”  Do you see?  They knew yet did nothing.
B) The Reasons Behind the Response
1. Well known to the mind

Why?  Why did they stop there?  The Scriptures were well known to their minds.
2. Little felt in the heart

But the reality of the message was little felt in their hearts.  Which brings us to this other fulfillment statement (READ Matthew 2:23).  This is not a quotation from any one particular text but rather a theme throughout the Old Testament.  “Jesus the Nazarene” was a sneer, an insult.  Nazareth was a small village of no account.  It was despised and rejected, just as Jesus would be.
He is the Ruler of all.  And we must beware of responding to Him with ambivalence.
Illustration:

Think of boredom.  What is it?  Life is dull and uninteresting.  All is flat.  Richard Winter has written on this in his book, Still Bored in a Culture of Entertainment.  In today’s world, we see it in our addictions, in extreme sports, and in the hours we spend in front of all kinds of screens cut off from the real people around us.  All encouraged by the entertainment industry.
Its causes?  Not just monotony.  But an absence of meaning and purpose, a lack of vision and direction.  An inability to see ourselves in a larger whole, a greater story.  So we’re bored.
Application:

Here’s the thing.  It’s possible to be bored with God, to hear the message of the gospel of grace with eyes glazed over, to be told of the answer to our yearnings and respond with a yawn.

How?  We study and absorb it all from others without ever embracing and applying it for ourselves.  I said it’s possible to be bored with God and the good news.  Actually, it’s possible to be bored with what we think we know of God and the good news.  Never with the real thing.  The answer?  To see His good gifts to us all around us.  To hear His Word and read ourselves into it – its promises and message given to us and for us.  To know and begin to grasp that we are called now to an adventure so great we dare not go it alone.  And we need not go it alone.
We must beware of responding to Jesus with ambivalence.  For He is Ruler of all.  
CONCLUSION:
Over the last few weeks, we’ve noted it’s Christmas in May.  There are many traditions with Christmas, many ways we welcome the season.  Some take their time.  In our house, we don’t play any Christmas songs until the day after Thanksgiving.  But by the next Monday, the house and the tree are fully decorated.  Extroverts look forward to the parties.  Introverts look for a quiet corner to drink their punch.  Children delight in the lights and the stories.  And, if we’re honest, we adults do too.  The responses can be wide-ranging.  But they have one basic theme.
Major events in life demand a response – the abolition of slavery, the eradication of polio, the end of the Cold War.  When there’s a moral element, something that reaches into our core that speaks to a deep longing in the human soul – we recognize there’s really only one right response.  And any other fails to really understand and appreciate what’s taken place.

How much more with the greatest of events, the Incarnation, the coming of Jesus as us for us?  There can be only one right response.  He is the Ruler of all.  And is surely due our all.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Jesus is Ruler of All.

(magnet) We must beware of foolish responses to Him.
