
Epiphany 2022, God’s Word: troubling message or comforting promise? 

1. You’ve all heard the phrase, “One man’s meat is another man’s poison.” 

a. For those who might not have its meaning is simple: things that one person might 

like or enjoy may be distasteful to another. 

i. We see that in all manner of things in our world, that’s why we have 

chocolate and vanilla, Ford and GM, etc 

ii. What one person finds good, right, comfortable is just the opposite for 

someone else 

b. Not to put too fine a point on it, the same thing can be said of God’s Word – what 

one person finds comforting and uplifting can be jarring and disturbing to others 

2. Herod’s reaction in today’s Gospel is one such example 

a. Today we mark the Epiphany of our Lord; epiphany means to manifest or appear. 

i. We celebrate Jesus’ manifestation to the Gentiles in the persons of the 

three magi who came bearing gifts 

ii. This symbolizes that Christ came not only for the Jews (He was the Jewish 

Messiah) but that He came as Savior for all people – Jew and Gentile alike. 

b. In our Gospel text the magi first go to Herod the Great in Jerusalem with the news 

that they had come to worship the new-born king 

i. They come to King Herod and say, “Where is he who has been born king of 

the Jews? For we saw his star when it rose and have come to worship 

him.” (Mat 2:2) 

ii. You can’t blame the magi for posing the question – where else do you think 

a king would be born but in the palace and what better person to ask than 

the current king? 

iii. This should have been news for Herod like the news that the angels gave to 

the shepherds outside of Bethlehem who proclaimed, “behold, I bring you 

good news of great joy that will be for all the people. For unto you is born 

this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.” (Lk 2:10-11) 

iv. This was the long-awaited Messiah, the collective hope of Israel this should 

have been Great News! 

c. But to Herod this was some of the worst news he could have heard as Luke tells 

us, “When Herod the king heard this, he was troubled…” (Mat 2:3) 

i. Herod KNEW that this was the prophesied Messiah or he wouldn’t have 

called the chief priests and the scribes to ascertain where the Christ 

(Messiah) was to be born (Lk 2:4) 

ii. But this baby king wasn’t his son which meant this was a contender to the 

throne, a threat to his dynasty. 

iii. Herod knew exactly what this visitation meant and what it represented for 

him and his family - this was not Good News of Great Joy for Herod 



3. And that goes to show that the same word of God can be both comforting and 

disturbing, what’s one man’s meat is another man’s poison 

a. We know that Herod received this word as poison by what unfolds in the 

following verses 

i. He devises a scheme whereby he can have the magi do his leg work in order 

to eliminate this rival claimant to the throne. 

ii. After having found from prophecy that the child was to be born in 

Bethlehem Herod tells the magi, “Go and search diligently for the child, 

and when you have found him, bring me word, that I too may come and 

worship him.” (Mat 2:8) 

iii. This was a ruse; he had no intention of worshipping the Messiah he wanted 

to kill Him. 

iv. But the Lord’s plans will not be foiled by mere man or even Satan himself 

for as Luke reports his plans came to nothing, “And being warned in a 

dream not to return to Herod, [the magi] departed to their own country 

by another way.” (Mat 2:12) 

b. Contrast Herod’s sinful response to the Good News of the Messiah’s birth with 

Mary’s response of faith. 

i. Remember Mary was a young girl (probably teen) before she married 

Joseph and heard the angel tell her, “And behold, you will conceive in your 

womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus.” (Luk 1:31) 

ii. This should have indeed been troubling news to a young, unmarried girl, as 

she asked, “How will this be, since I am a virgin?” (Luk 1:34) 

iii. This could easily have been a death sentence, relations outside of marriage 

in Israel was punishable by stoning according to the law. (Deut 22:23-24) 

iv. But even knowing the potential consequences of what she is about to agree 

to Mary responds to the Lord’s word in faith not as a threat, “Behold, I am 

the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.” (Luk 1:38) 

c. The Word of the Lord is not a neutral Word, it demands response – it is either 

troubling or comforting, in Lutheran parlance it is Law or Gospel 

i. You see the announcement of the Messiah to Herod meant that he really 

wasn’t king, not of Israel nor of his own life – God was King of all things. 

ii. That was a threat to his position and his autonomy that he could not 

tolerate it had to be rejected and eradicated – it exposed Herod for the 

selfish sinner that he was 

iii. The Word to Mary could have been a threat, should have been troubling, 

but in faith she receives the promise of God and trusts in His salvation 

4. So, it is with us today, God’s Word is not neutral, it is either a troubling message for the 

selfish sinner in each of us or it is a comforting word of salvation accepted in faith 



a. The sinful heart in each of us will naturally react with denial – “A savior, I don’t 

need saving, I’m no worse than anyone else.” 

i. The stony heart is too caught up in its own rights, its own plans, its own 

autonomy to bow before the truth of God (that was Herod) and it will 

actively avoid or seek to destroy that Word. 

ii. That is also what happens when any individual rejects the Word of God 

b. But as the reality of our sinful condition is made plain in God’s Word, that our 

sinful actions are merely the symptom of a heart that is turned away from God 

and toward ourselves our predicament is revealed - we need a savior. 

i. When the sinful human heart is broken by the Law of God, and recognizes 

its need for a Savior it rejoices in the news that God has already saved us 

through Christ 

ii. We hear that in Mary’s conversation with her cousin Elizabeth while they 

were both pregnant, “my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has 

looked on the humble estate of his servant.” (Lk 1:47-48) 

iii. The heart of faith is not afraid to acknowledge its humble estate (sinfulness 

and lowliness) because it knows it has already been forgiven and exalted in 

Christ. 

c. What is your reaction when you hear the Word of God, when the Law of God 

reveals you for the sinner that you are, is it a troubling message or comforting 

promise? 

i. Beloved in the Lord, if there is any hidden sin or pride in your heart don’t 

follow the path of Herod who sought to squelch the promise because it 

would have meant he had to repent and change. 

ii. You don’t have to hide from the Lord, He loves you more than you could 

imagine and sent His Son to make peace between heaven and earth 

iii. Rather like Mary hear the Word of the Lord, the Good News of Great Joy 

that Christ, your Savior has come and greet Him with an open heart of 

faith! 


