The First Christmas Journeys #3

“The Journey of the Inquiring”

Matthew 2:1-12

The common nativity scene at Christmas time is a study of contrasts.  Angels appear alongside donkeys and cows.  The King of Kings and Lord of Lords came to earth as a helpless Baby, wrapped in strips of cloth and laid in a feeding trough.  Even the first Christmas visitors could hardly be more opposite: the rough shepherds and the refined wise men bearing their expensive gifts. The visit of the wise men is in Matthew 2:1-12,

Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judaea in the days of Herod the king, behold, there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem, saying, “Where is he that is born King of the Jews? For we have seen his star in the east, and are come to worship him.” When Herod the king had heard these things, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. And when he had gathered all the chief priests and scribes of the people together, he demanded of them where Christ should be born. And they said unto him, “In Bethlehem of Judaea: for thus it is written by the prophet, ‘And thou Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, art not the least among the princes of Judah: for out of thee shall come a Governor, that shall rule my people Israel.’” Then Herod, when he had privily called the wise men, enquired of them diligently what time the star appeared. And he sent them to Bethlehem, and said, “Go and search diligently for the young child; and when ye have found him, bring me word again, that I may come and worship him also.” 
When they had heard the king, they departed; and, lo, the star, which they saw in the east, went before them, till it came and stood over where the young child was. When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceeding great joy. And when they were come into the house, they saw the young child with Mary his mother, and fell down, and worshipped him: and when they had opened their treasures, they presented ﻿ unto him gifts; gold, and frankincense, and myrrh. And being warned of God in a dream that they should not return to Herod, they departed into their own country another way. 
We must confess that we know little about these men. The word translated “wise men” (magi) refers to a group of scholars who studied the stars. Their title connects them with magic—we derive the English words magic and magician from the name magi
—but they were probably more like astrologers. Their presence in the biblical record, however, is not a divine endorsement of astrology.
  The Book of Daniel reports that the Magi, with their knowledge of science, agriculture, mathematics, history, and the occult, were among the highest ranking, most influential officials in the Babylonian Empire.

These men must have had some contact or knowledge of the Hebrew Scriptures as well, since many feel the Magi’s comments reflected a knowledge of Balaam’s prophecy concerning the “star” that would “come out of Jacob” (Num. 24:17).
  They may have had copies of the Scriptures or had been in contact with Jewish scholars still in Babylon.

What caught their attention initially is described as a star in verses 2, 7, and 9.  What was this star?  Paul Maier lists the most logical astronomical explanations for the Star of Bethlehem as planetary conjunction of Jupiter, Saturn, and Mars; a comet; and a nova.
  Others, such as John MacArthur, see a more supernatural character to the “star”:
Therefore it’s plausible to say that the extremely bright star, visible only to those for whom God intended it—such as the Magi—was most likely the glory of God. Just as the cloudy pillar of His Shekhinah glory gave light to Israel but darkness to Egypt (Exo 14:20), God allowed only the wise men to see His glory, depicted in the star’s brilliant light over Bethlehem.

Whether it was a star, a comet, a conjunction of planets, or none of the above, the magi saw something that convinced them that a king had been born in Judea.

Perhaps you never thought of this before, but the first question in the New Testament is that of the wise men who ask, “Where is he that is born king of the Jews?  For we have seen his star when we were in the East, and are come to worship him.”
  Not only that, but the first occurrence of the word “worship” in our New Testament is in Matthew 2:11: “And they came into the house and saw the Child with Mary His mother; and they fell down and worshiped Him; and opening their treasures they presented to Him gifts of gold and frankincense and myrrh.” They worshiped by giving, and their giving was an acknowledgment of the worth of their Lord.
 


One last note about this text: In verse eleven, Matthew uses the Greek word paidion, translated “the young child.”  This differs from the Greek term brephos, which Luke used in his gospel to describe the newborn Jesus.  Furthermore, Baby Jesus has been moved from the manger to a “house” (again, a significantly different word in the Greek), indicating that several months, or possibly more than a year, had passed before the Magi’s visit.
  Manger scenes that include the magi with their gifts alongside the shepherds are not technically correct.


What does all this mean?  I believe we can learn much from “The Journey of the Inquiring,” as I have entitled this message.  Like the old saying goes, “Wise men still seek Him,” and we can learn from the original wise men to see how we should continue to search for the King of the Jews ourselves.

Their Search Was Costly


The first truth we see is that their search was costly.  Our first thought along this line might be to consider the gifts they gave to Jesus, but that is not the only manner in which their search was costly.  The journey itself was expensive with regard to time as well as money.  This entourage—and it was probably much larger than the three figures representing the wise men in most nativity scenes—had to travel hundreds of miles over rugged, desert terrain.  They could not hop on a plane or even in a car for a comfortable trip.


Once they arrived, the magi did present the Christ Child with presents I’m sure we are all familiar with: gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  But as the Believer’s Bible Commentary points out, 

The treasures they brought spoke volumes. Gold is a symbol of deity and glory; it speaks of the shining perfection of His divine Person. Frankincense is an ointment or perfume; it suggests the fragrance of the life of sinless perfection. Myrrh is a bitter herb; it presages the sufferings He would endure in bearing the sins of the world.
 


These gifts were no afterthoughts; neither were they cheap.  These represented the best that the magi could offer. Years after this incident, Jesus taught of the value of His kingdom in Matthew 10:37-39,

He that loveth father or mother more than me is not worthy of me: and he that loveth son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. And he that taketh not his cross, and followeth after me, is not worthy of me. He that findeth his life shall lose it: and he that loseth his life for my sake shall find it.

He underscored this theme in two brief parables, recorded in Matthew 13:44-46,

Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto treasure hid in a field; the which when a man hath found, he hideth, and for joy thereof goeth and selleth all that he hath, and buyeth that field. Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto a merchant man, seeking goodly pearls who, when he had found one pearl of great price, went and sold all that he had, and bought it.


The Christian life is not for the casual observer; only the one fully committed will discover the truth.  As the Lord said in Jeremiah 29:13, “And ye shall seek me, and find me, when ye shall search for me with all your heart.”  Many careless inquirers come away disappointed and empty-handed because they are unwilling to pay the price for the truth.

Their Search Was Courageous


Secondly, their search was courageous.  As A. W. Tozer writes about them, 

That they were not mere ivory-tower religious dreamers is proved by the fact that they immediately set out to make the long journey, determined to follow the star till it led them to the Savior. Theirs is a good example, and their story a noble and heartening one to meditate upon in this day of universal religious lethargy.


I imagine the magi encountered a number of people in their own land who tried to dissuade them from making such a long journey.  Skeptics are quick to try to discourage those who attempt to do the courageous deed.  But as Theodore Roosevelt stated, 

It is not the critic who counts, not the man who points out how the strong man stumbled, or where the doer of deeds could have done better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood, who strives valiantly, who errs and comes short again and again, who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions, and spends himself in a worthy cause, who at best knows achievement and who at the worst if he fails at least fails while daring greatly so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat.


Two generations later, Robert F. Kennedy paraphrased the last line when he said, “Only those who dare to fail greatly can hope to achieve greatly.”  It takes courage to put it all on the line, to go against conventional wisdom and the current of society to search for the true and the right. No wonder the Scriptures time and time again reiterate the command, “Be strong and courageous.”  


The magi were courageous to undertake this long journey; they were courageous to arrive in the city of Jerusalem asking, “Where is the one who was born king of the Jews?”  Between King Herod and the Romans, neither of whom put up with challenges to their sovereignty, such a question was like lighting a match in an explosives factory.


The final indication of their courage was the magi’s decision to defy King Herod once they found the Christ Child.  He had instructed them to return to him once they had found the Baby’s location.  But an angel warned them of Herod’s murderous plot and they went home “by another route.” One resource explains the significance of this phrase,

The main road they would need to take northward from Bethlehem went directly through Jerusalem, then eastward through Syria. …Indeed, no major route could take them homeward without passing through Jerusalem. They probably ventured far south to Hebron, then followed the rugged road to Gaza on the coast, where another road could lead them northward. This route would then have carried them through Nazareth, then Capernaum and on to Damascus.
 

Their Search Was Consistent

Finally, their search was consistent.  They harbored no ulterior motives, no hidden agendas in their endeavors.  As John MacArthur puts it, 

The Magi made their long journey west to Palestine for one stated purpose: They wanted to find the newborn Savior and worship Him. “Worship” expresses the idea of falling down and kissing the feet or the hem of the garment of the one honored. That definition in itself verifies that the wise men were true seekers after God. Though they had limited spiritual light, they immediately recognized God’s voice when He spoke to them, and they responded in faith and obedience. The Magi had the type of genuine seeking hearts that God promises always to reward (Jer. 29:13).

What a contrast this is from those they encounter along the way.  Herod had instructed the Magi to return and tell him the location of this King so that he might come and “worship” Him. That was not, however, what he had in mind.  As Wiersbe writes,

The magi were seeking the King; Herod was opposing the King; and the Jewish priests were ignoring the King. These priests knew the Scriptures and pointed others to the Savior, but they would not go to worship Him themselves! They quoted Micah 5:2 but did not obey it. They were five miles from the very Son of God, yet they did not go to see Him! The Gentiles sought and found Him, but the Jews did not.

Here we see three possible responses people have when they are confronted with the truth of the Gospel of Christ: Herod reacted with hostility, the Jewish leaders acted with indifference, and the magi responded in honor and worship.  The same is true of people today.

The search of the magi was also consistent with their education and training.  Again quoting from Wiersbe,

Keep in mind that these men were Gentiles. From the very beginning, Jesus came to be “the Savior of the world” (John 4:42). These men were also wealthy, and they were scholars—scientists in their own right. No scholarly person who follows the light God gives him can miss worshiping at the feet of Jesus. In Jesus Christ “are hid all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3). In Him dwells “all the fullness of the Godhead bodily” (Col. 2:9).


Too often Christians are characterized as ignorant and those without much to offer to society.  Here are men from the opposite extreme, and they worship at Christ’s feet.


Yet another aspect of their consistency deals with the well-known gifts they brought to Jesus: gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  You have probably heard how the gold represented Christ as King, the frankincense represented Christ as High Priest, and the myrrh represented Christ as the Lamb of God who would take away the sin of the world.

But consider this: “the wise men came to Jesus not to gain something from Him but to give something to Him.”
  How many people in churches today could fit into that category?  How many go to church for what it can benefit them?  (You can tell who these folks are when they say, “I didn’t get anything out of that service today!”)  How many give to charitable causes just so they can have a tax deduction next year?  How many are active in Christianity because they think God will bless them materially in return?

True worship is not measured by what I get from doing it but by what I give.  It is true that those who worship benefit from the experience, but that is not the reason for worshiping.  Nothing kills the spirit of true worship—and true Christianity—like selfishness.  The magi were consistent in their worship of the Christ Child.

Finally, their search was consistent in their obedience.  After they discovered the location of Christ, the wise men were divinely warned in a dream not to return to Herod, who wanted to kill the Child.  So they obediently returned to their homes by another route.  

This did not entail driving around the block or going a mile or so out of the way.  Given the geography of the time, in order to avoid Jerusalem the magi would have had to travel south from Bethlehem, go east all the way toward the Mediterranean, then north toward Galilee and onto Damascus.  This detour probably added hundreds of miles to their trip.

Not only that, but they were taking a great risk in their obedience.  By defying Herod’s orders, they could have been arrested and at least detained.  Perhaps the king would have tortured them until they revealed the location of baby Jesus.  He may have then had them killed—Herod was infamous for putting to death anyone who got in his way, as evidenced by the actions after the magi had skipped town.

This same costly obedience is evident in any true seeker and worshipper of Jesus Christ.  Their lives are marked by compliance to Christ and His Word, regardless of the cost.  Living the Christian life is not easy, especially when surrounded by others who do not.  The true believers are marked by consistency, not compromise.  As one commentary puts it, “No one who meets Christ with a sincere heart ever returns the same way. True encounter with Him transforms all of life.”


The old saying I mentioned earlier is still true: “Wise men still seek Him.”  From this morning’s message, we can see the true search for Christ is costly, courageous, and consistent.


Perhaps this Christmas finds you on that kind of search.  The good news for you is that you have arrived at your destination.  In Christ you have found the Way, the Truth, and the Life.  Just as the star led the magi to the exact place where Jesus was, so the Spirit of God has led you on your search to Jesus Christ.  Now the next step is yours: What will you do with Jesus?  For those who are Christians, do we live the costly and courageous faith that is consistent with what we claim to believe?  


How much like the wise men are we?
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