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Matthew 2:1-12 Wise men (and women) seek Jesus

| know that we have continued our focus on First Corinthians even during the Advent
season, but on Christmas Day, | wanted to change it up and look at a specific part of the
Christmas story. It is an interesting part of the story that is only told in one of the
gospels and takes place up to 2 years after the actual birth. It is the story of the
wisemen, as we have traditionally called them. This story is told in Matthew 2:1-12, and
only the disciple and gospel writer Matthew actually tells us about this event. While | am
going away from 1Corinthians for today, we see a familiar theme in the story of the
wisemen as there are implications for missions and gospel proclamation. Since it Jesus
Christ that the Gospel declares, what better focus could there be for Christmas Sunday!
Let’s pray and then look at this incredible event and the implications it has for missions.

Let’s begin reading at Matthew 2:1-2. Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of
Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, wise menfrom the east came to
Jerusalem, ?saying, “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.” These wisemen as the English
Standard Version calls them were most likely Persian astronomers or astrologers. There
is a connection here to the Old Testament Prophet Daniel. If you have ever read the
book of Daniel, and if you haven’t | would encourage you to, is full of prophecy. The
book tells us before it gets to the Prophecy parts that Daniel, a Jewish captive from
Israel when it was taken over by Babylon, became one of the “wisemen” or magi as they
were sometimes called in the Persian empire. Daniel 2:12-13 shows us that Daniel and
his three friends were part of this group. '* Because of this the king was angry and very
furious, and commanded that all the wise men of Babylon be destroyed. ' So the decree
went out, and the wise men were about to be killed; and they sought Daniel and his
companions, to kill them. Given how much prophecy that Daniel gave to the Bible, and
his identification as a astrologer, although his wisdom was because of God and not the
stars, it is possible that it was through his influence centuries later that these wisemen
believed that a star would show them his promised Messiah.

Given what we know of what the Bible calls the East, it is likely they came from the area
of Iran, which is generally considered the Persian capital. From history, we also know
that at this time Persia was known as the Parthian Empire and was the arch enemy of
Rome, who never captured her. Down through history, these wisemen have also been
called kings, although they were not really kings like we think of kings. And we even have
a traditional Christmas carol, “We Three Kings” that is based on that tradition. The
tradition probably comes from OT prophecy that this passage has many times been seen
to fulfill. Psalm 72:10-11 says, May the kings of Tarshish and of the coastlands render
him tribute; may the kings of Sheba and Seba bring gifts! '' May all kings fall down
before him, all nations serve him! And then in Isaiah 60:6 we read, A multitude of camels
shall cover you, the young camels of Midian and Ephah; all those from Sheba shall come.
They shall bring gold and frankincense, and shall bring good news, the praises of

the Lord. Now, this may be a fulfillment of those prophecies related to kings bringing
gifts, but the passages in context seem to be speaking of Christ’s return as king at his
second coming, not his first incarnation. Also, the area of Sheba and the other areas
mentioned are South of Israel not East of Israel. Given the evidence, it is best to
continue to think of them as wisemen and not some sort of king of an area.

There is one more person involved in this story and it is Herod the Great. Herod was a



half-Jew, half-ldumean (meaning from the area of ancient Edom), who, through
accommodation to the Romans, became the Roman approved ruler of Israel in 37BC. He
was known as a great builder of public works (including the Jewish temple) and a shrewd
diplomat in his dealings with both Romans and Jews. But he laid oppressive taxes on the
people of Israel and used a lot of forced labor from the people to build what he did. As
he grew older, he became increasingly paranoid about threats against his person and
throne. He had numerous sons, wives, and others close to him put to death because he
feared plots to overthrow him. So, we have respected men from Rome’s enemy coming
to a foreign ruler telling him they are looking for the king of the people that he is “king”
of. You can imagine this is not going to end well for someone.

In this first portion of the story we see the First of Four truths in this passage that we
should take away from this historical account. The first truth is that Jesus is to be
worshipped not just by Jews but by all nations of the world! While Matthew is writing
to a Jewish audience to convince them that Jesus is the promised Messiah King,
interestingly, he bookends Christ’s life with Non-Jewish worshippers and a command to
reach all people groups, even non-Jews. While he begins his book with these non-Jewish
wisemen, he ends with Matthew 28:19-20. '* Go therefore and make disciples of all
nations, baptizing them inthe name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy

Spirit, * teaching them to observe all that | have commanded you. And behold, | am with
you always, to the end of the age. This focus by Matthew is very different and
intentional from Luke’s focus where we are first told about presumably Jewish
Shepherds who were the first to worship Jesus, possibly two years before the wisemen
and he was worshipped at the temple by Simeon and Anna. So, the message of
Christmas told in the story of the wisemen is great news for the entire world, that
everyone, not only Jews can come and worship Jesus and be part of God’s people
through this child who was born, raised, lived and died in the area of Israel!

But there is so much more in the events of the wisemen’s journey. Let’s pick back up at
verse 3. °When Herod the king heard this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with

him; *and assembling all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them
where the Christ was to be born. ° They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it is
written by the prophet: °“‘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.””

"Then Herod summoned the wise men secretly and ascertained from them what time the
star had appeared. ® And he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently
for the child, and when you have found him, bring me word, that | too may come and
worship him.” Who are the next group of people we are introduced to in this story?
These were religious people. Chief Priests headed the 24 main orders of priests in and
near Jerusalem. And the Scribes were traditionally charged with copying Scripture and
had become regarded as experts in Old Testament interpretation and application as well.
When the Bible says here that Herod was troubled and “all Jerusalem,” it probably refers
to these religious leaders who dominated life in Jerusalem, and who in many cases were
personally appointed by Herod. A rival king would have endangered their position.

Verse 6 is quoting Micah 5 where we read in verses 2 and 4 “But you, O Bethlehem
Ephrathah, who are too little to be among the clans of Judah, from you shall come forth
for me one who is to be ruler in Israel, whose coming forth is from of old, from ancient
days. ...(4) And he shall stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of the Lord” Jewish



people all took this to be a prophecy of the Messiah, the coming Savior. Matthew adds
the phrase “by no means” as a kind of commentary on the text to show that because the
Messiah was born there, it is not a little unimportant city. This is just one example of
fulfilled prophecy that shows that Jesus is the Savior, or Messiah, promised in the Old
Testament. This prophecy also shows the kind of ruler that Jesus is and will be. He is
both shepherd and king. He is also bringing in the covenant with King David here as well
by using the language of 2 Samuel 5:2 2 In times past, when Saul was king over us, wit
was you who led out and brought in Israel. And the Lord said to you, ‘You shall be
shepherd of my people Israel, and you shall be prince over Israel.” So, these religious
leaders were rightly interpreting Scripture which clearly demonstrated that Jesus
fulfilled the promise to David as well.

But that means there is a very sad second truth we see here. Being religious is not the
same as being a God worshipper or follower. Notice the indifference of the chief
priests, the spiritual leaders whose leadership also extended to the civil life of those who
claimed to be God’s special people. It is very ironic that the foreign seekers, these
wisemen, who did not have all these details of the Savior, found Jesus instead of the
super-spiritual religious leaders who had been given all the information. They chose to
not believe it or act on it, and in the case of Herod, even destroy the promised Messiah.
It wasn’t that he disbelieved...he believed and hated Jesus as a rival king. So, he lied to
the wisemen about wanting to worship this child. Maybe you were raised in church, you
know all the answers from the Bible, and yet you do not truly believe in Jesus. Knowing
Jesus is not simply having academic knowledge like these religious leaders. It is seeking
him for the purpose of salvation and worship like the wisemen.

After their meeting with the king, the wisemen leave to go toward Bethlehem. In verse 9
we read, ° After listening to the king, they went on their way. And behold, the star that
they had seen when it rose went before them until it came to rest over the place where
the child was. | think we have this picture of a moving star they followed the whole way,
but before this time, there was no mention of the star moving. But with this verse, it
would definitely imply supernatural intervention to accomplish the movement. There have
been numerous theories put forth to explain scientifically the astronomical phenomenon
that they may have seen (i.e. comet etc.), and while some are interesting, ultimately they
are irrelevant to what God did for the wisemen. And this shows us a third truth in this
passage. God utilizes the universe to make his Son known and worshipped. Here it
was a star, but the Bible says that nature itself is enough to make all human beings
accountable to their Creator and lead them to want a relationship with God. Romans
1:19-20 says, 19 For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has
shown it to them. 20 For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine
nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things
that have been made. So they are without excuse. We call this general revelation as
compared to the special revelation we receive in the Bible.

Finally, the wisemen reached their destination in verse 10. '°When they saw the star,
they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy. "' And going into the house, they saw the child
with Mary his mother, and they fell down and worshiped him. Then, opening their
treasures, they offered him gifts, gold and frankincense and myrrh. '* And being
warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they departed to their own country by
another way. By this time, Jesus’s family was living in a house, and judging by the



actions of Herod in the rest of the chapter is likely a toddler by now. Herod would go on
to kill all the boys 2 years and under, so we assume this takes place months or even a
couple years after Christ’s birth. At first the magi did not recognize Herod’s evil plan, so
God now warns them in a dream to not return to him with this information.

Of course, any discussion of the wisemen is incomplete without the gifts they brought to
Jesus. The number of these gifts is where we get the tradition of three wisemen,
although the Bible never tells us how many there were. Over the years, many Biblical
scholars have tried to assign meaning to these gifts. Some of the more accepted views
are that gold represents the royalty of a king, frankincense represents his deity as God,
and myrrh as a burial spice represents his coming death and burial and of course
resurrection. More likely, these were simply expensive gifts to pay homage to a king.
Gold, a precious metal then and now. Frankincense, a glittering odor filled gum that
came from the bark of several types of trees. And Myrrh, a spice from a tree in Arabia
used for embalming but also treasured as a valuable spice and perfume. The real point
of their gifts is found in the fourth truth we see in this story. Worshipping Jesus
means joyfully ascribing authority and dignity to Christ with sacrificial gifts.

Notice the wisemen’s reaction to having the star reappear, leading them to the object of
their worship and adoration — joy! Does the thought of worshipping Jesus bring us joy?
Joy is the gift that we receive from God as we worship him. Notice also the object of
their worship. It was Jesus, not Mary. Mary was a special servant of God, but she was
not God. Saints who have already died were greatly used by God, but they are not God
and should not be worshipped. Jesus as God come in the flesh to be the Savior of the
world is the true focus of our worship. Finally, notice the gifts. They were expensive and
cost them something. The question for us is what are we giving God in our worship? Are
we giving him our leftover time, money and strength of service after everything else is
taken care of? Or are we deliberate and generous in our worship with our time, our
money and our gifts or talents.

God took extraordinary measures to lead these wisemen to Jesus, and he wants you to
worship that same Jesus today. He wants to bring you to a place of seeing the Savior
and recognizing him as your king and your Lord. Maybe you are here today in the same
position as the religious leaders. You have religion, but not a true worshipping
relationship with Jesus Christ. Will you see him for who he is? God who became also
fully human, so that he could save us from our sins. Will you accept this Jesus as your
Lord and Savior. For all those who know Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord and have been
obedient in water baptism, we invite you to join us in this Lord’s Supper meal today on
Christmas morning. Jesus did not come to be a cute baby. He came to die on a cross
while taking all of our sin on himself and bearing God’s wrath against our sin while
suffering and dying on that cross. We remember that sacrifice in this meal each time we
eat and drink. If you don’t know Jesus Christ as your Savior, | would ask you to refrain
from participating. And for parents we teach our children the significance of this meal by
not allowing them to participate if they themselves are not ready. After | pray the
Deacons will serve the prepackaged elements from the 4 corners of this sanctuary and
then we will eat and drink together. Let’s pray.



