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At the birth of Christ, you have two very different reactions.  You have Herod and the city of 

Jerusalem who were terribly troubled.  The Greek word for it means to be stirred up, like when 

anything political happens in our country, people get stirred up.  Only there at that time, the 

stakes were higher.  Great loss of life and prosperity usually came at the hands of would-be 

kings.  At least Herod the Great, as wicked as he was, kept some kind of stability in the region 

and even renovated the temple for the Jews.  No one was interested in a new claimant to the 

throne and what that would entail.   

 

On the other hand, you had the Gentile magi, who had seen the star and came to worship the new 

king.  When they saw the star leading them directly to the Christ child, they were bursting with 

joy.  For them this was not just another king of the Jews.  They gave no worship or costly gifts to 

King Herod.  They were not being political ambassadors.  It’s impossible to speculate about the 

depth of faith the magi had, but we can reasonably gather, from their reaction to the star, that 

they knew this king would be unlike all the others, one promised of God and from God.  This 

Christ would be their king and usher in a better, new kind of kingdom.  Thus, they rejoiced for 

themselves and the whole world that they would see their Savior. 

 

The happiness of the magi is very unlike the happiness of Herod, which he was afraid of losing 

because of this new king.  Herod’s happiness was conditioned on him keeping his power and 

kingdom.  The magi’s happiness was in a different kind of kingdom.   
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We often hear people say, “I just to be happy” or “I just want my kids to be happy.”  Sadly, these 

same people do not have lasting happiness, but a happiness dependent on certain things going 

well for them, either health or success or wealth or power or popularity.  They often are the ones 

most stirred up by things that don’t go their way because their happiness was contingent on the 

wrong things. 

 

Think about it.  If you just want to be financially happy, how burdensome your work will 

become!  It will only be a means for getting your paycheck.  And what happens if you aren’t paid 

enough or if your business is making cuts or if there’s an economic recession?  You’ll lose 

whatever happiness you had.  If you just want to have happiness in health, what happens when it 

fails?  If it is to have pleasure, you will be constantly unsatisfied and wanting more.  When your 

hope is in this life, you will always be striving for more and to keep what you have, and it will be 

a heavy burden.  You will be anxious, stressed, and depressed.  You will be angrier.  You will be 

constantly blaming anyone or anything that comes in the way of your happiness.  You will be 

envious of those who have what you don’t have.  You will covet your neighbor’s spouse, house 

and home, possessions, and other things. 

 

King Herod had wealth, power, relative popularity, and much success.  I wouldn’t call him a 

happy person though.  He had killed many of his own family and friends to reach his success, 

and he would continue by killing the infants of Bethlehem to try and keep it.  He was a 

profoundly troubled person.  But the shepherds, Mary and Joseph, and these far-traveling magi?  



3 

 

Although they had plenty of troubles, they had a happiness, even joy, that surpassed anything 

King Herod had.   

 

Even unbelievers agree that there are different depths to happiness.  Eating deep dish pizza 

makes me very happy.  But the love of family makes me far happier.  I wouldn’t trade the former 

for the latter in a million years.  The first is a simple, passing pleasure.  The second is a deeper, 

richer, longer lasting gift.  Still, all of these things can be lost in this life.  God gives and He 

takes away, said Job who had lost every earthly treasure.  But he continued by saying, “Blessed 

be the name of the Lord.”  Not too many people would be blessing the name of God in such 

circumstances, but Job knew the purest, eternal, all-surpassing happiness (what we call joy) 

comes from God giving us Himself to us.”  It is better to have God than to have all of the wealth 

and pleasures of the world. 

 

Herod would have done well to keep reading the prophesy told him from Micah, “And you, O 

Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you 

shall come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel.  His origin is from eternity.”  That last 

part, had he believed it, would’ve told him that this Christ was bringing a different kind of 

kingdom.  Not one that requires the works of man: money, popularity, powerful speeches and 

armies, but is given by God’s work and lasts for eternity.  Herod could’ve seen the burden of 

trying to hold on to his kingdom lifted and found true peace and happiness in God.   

 

Happiness is, first and foremost, having God’s love and favor which comes without our efforts or 

merits, which is not dependent on us or anything in this world.  Not that we can’t lose it.  We can 
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refuse this gift, but we do not and cannot buy it or keep it by our strength.  It is dependent only 

on Jesus Christ who for His joy and ours endured the cross and shame, and paid for our sins with 

His blood.  Not even the magi with their wealth imagined that they could buy this kingdom.  

They offered their gifts freely and joyfully with their worship, not because of obligation.  For this 

Christ did not come demanding gifts, but to be the gift Himself.  Instead, Christ came wanting 

our temptations and sins, our troubles and sufferings, our death, so that He would exchange them 

for His righteousness and eternal inheritance.  And this gift would be offered to people of all 

cultures, languages, backgrounds, and classes.  It would not rely on the kingdoms of this world at 

all, nor could the kingdoms of this world take it away, not even powerful Herod the Great could 

prevent Christ’s kingdom from coming.   

 

The joy of Christ grants us a peaceful conscience and a security in Him that nothing else can 

give.  We are truly forgiven of our sins.  We don’t have to somehow work for forgiveness or pay 

off our debts or make it up to God.  God Himself has declared us righteous.  That’s that.  We 

know that our health is in the resurrection of the body to eternity.  Our riches are those of the 

kingdom of heaven.  Our family is the holy family of the saints in Christ who will be with us 

forever.  Our glory is in Christ who is risen from the dead and reigns above all things.  Our 

pleasure is that we shall be like Him and see Him face to face. 

 

Does this mean that we should run away from any other earthly happiness?  Absolutely not!  But 

our joy is that we can enjoy God’s First Article gifts, that is the temporal gifts, without being 

dependent on them.  We are content with what God gives us, plenty or little, and enjoy all of 

them as gifts which God gives us by His fatherly divine goodness and mercy.  We enjoy the love 
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of family, the beauty and fruitfulness of the earth, material goods, and yes, deep dish pizza.  Do 

you think Jesus didn’t enjoy the wedding at Cana; or Solomon the love of his wife (read Song of 

Solomon) or his daily work (read Proverbs); or Jacob his family and his great flocks and herds or 

the disciples in the great catch of fish?  They enjoyed them and praised God for them.  But when 

they lost some of these things, their joy remained because they had God’s love and mercy.   

 

That means that we also shouldn’t necessarily run away from suffering either.  Sometimes we are 

called to suffer for our faith or in order to serve our neighbor.  In that case, we cling to our joy in 

the gift of Christ and serve Him with all our heart and mind and strength.  Our hope is not in 

fleeting happiness, but in eternal joy.  No doubt the journey of the magi was a grueling journey, 

making their way through hot, arid deserts, foreign and unwelcoming places.  But they happily 

anticipated the reward in meeting their newborn King.  And when they did see him, they couldn’t 

contain the joy they felt. 

 

Our way is also difficult, but do not lose hope.  Do not be so fearful or stirred up and troubled by 

the things of this life that you lose your joy.  Instead, call upon your King and Savior, and give 

Him your burdens, anxieties, and sorrows.  He desires them more than gold and frankincense and 

myrrh.  Follow the light of His Gospel of peace and find the Christ who suffered for them all and 

is now risen and ascended before the throne of God the Father.   

 

According to Isaiah in our reading today, these foreigners will come bearing gold and 

frankincense and good news.  And I bet a few of you wondered why it didn’t say myrrh.  Well, if 

myrrh was there to indicate the death of Jesus, then that is our good news!  Myrrh is only used 
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elsewhere in the New Testament for the burial of Jesus, the mixture of spices Nicodemus used in 

the wrapping of Jesus’ body before placing it in the tomb.  This anointing would cover the smell 

of death.  Jesus’ death is our good news because that is the sacrifice that accomplished our 

salvation.  That’s why the Apostle Paul refused to boast in anything or preach anything but 

Christ and Him crucified.  This Gospel brings the riches of Christ’s kingdom to us: forgiveness 

of sins, life, and salvation. 

 

Rejoice and dine with Jesus Christ, who was born to be your King!  Come to the Lord’s feast of 

victory, in which you receive His gifts: the treasure of heaven more precious than gold; the 

incense of His righteous life which is credited to you; and His holy death, a fragrant offering 

which covers the stench of sin.   

 

What joy is ours when we remember the Gospel!  No darkness can overshadow its light!  It is 

constant, trustworthy, and true.  It does not fade or lose its joy.  It does not disappoint.  It 

continues to shine as brightly as ever for us.  Let us direct our hearts and minds to its light so that 

not sin nor sorrow nor death nor any trouble nor any power of heaven and earth can take away 

our joy.  Amen. 

 

 

 


