The First Christmas Gifts #1

“The Gift of One’s Possessions”

Matthew 2:1-12

What makes Christmas Christmas?

Is it the winter weather, longing for a white Christmas? (I’ve never minded snow myself, but the older I get, the more I wish it would come just before Christmas and leave after New Year’s!) Is it the holiday decorations—the lights, the tree with colorful ornaments, and the wreaths? Is it the holiday cooking, with special candies and cookies whose aromas fill the whole house? (Makes your mouth water thinking about it, doesn’t it?) Maybe it’s the music, from traditional carols to classic tunes to contemporary Christmas songs. (That’s one I personally would vote for!) Or perhaps it is the television specials; after all, how can it be Christmas without Rudolph, the Charlie Brown gang, or the Grinch?


All of the above certainly play a part in making Christmas a special time of year. But I’ll bet if we were to survey a number of people—particularly children—the top answer would be Christmas presents. After all, I’ve never known of kids waking up at four in the morning to play in the snow, eat Christmas cookies or watch holiday cartoons. But they will wake up (and wake their parents up) at some ungodly hour to tear into the presents under the tree!


Many Christians hear such a list and sigh or groan. “So many things have taken away from the real reason for the season,” they conclude. And they’re right. Somehow the birth of God the Son in a humble stable has been lost in the hustle and bustle of modern Christmas celebrations. Some people have even removed the modern trappings of Christmas from their lives in order not to lost sight of the birth of Jesus Christ.


I don’t know if we need to take things that far to keep the holiday season in its proper perspective. In fact, I believe there are elements of our Christmas celebration that can be related back to the first Christmas to help illustrate the true meaning of this “most wonderful time of the year.”


Christmas gifts are one of those elements. Long before Santa Claus, stockings, wrapping paper, and lists of who’s naughty and nice there were gifts given at the birth of the Savior. For the next four weeks we will consider the first Christmas gifts. In one sense we are considering these gifts in the reverse order in which they appear in Scripture, but there is a reason for that.  In each study we will not only look at the gift that was given, but also consider the giver and the giving of the gift.  Through these examples we will ourselves be challenged by the question, “What can I bring for the King?”

The Distinguished Givers


Our first study takes us to what we would probably think of as the first Christmas gifts.  Matthew records in the second chapter of his gospel of some distinguished guests who brought gifts to the Christ child.

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him” (Matt. 2:1-2).


Traditionally these visitors have been called “wise men,” or, as in the case of the Christmas carol, “We Three Kings of Orient Are.”  But these men were probably not kings, they were not from the Orient (at least what we commonly think of as the Orient, i.e., China or Japan), and there may or may not have been three of them!


The Greek phrase used to describe them, magoi apo anatolon, translates “magi from the east,” and infers that these men were astrologers, magicians, or wise men.
  Albert Barnes points out that the original word here is magoi from which comes our word magician, now used in a bad sense, but not so in the original. These persons were philosophers, priests, or astronomers. They dwelt chiefly in Persia and Arabia. They were the learned men of the eastern nations, devoted to astronomy, to religion, and to medicine. They were held in high esteem by the Persian court, were admitted as counselors, and followed the camps in war, to give advice.
  They studied the stars and planets and interpreted events through them, much like astrologers do today. However, their presence in the biblical record is not a divine endorsement of astrology.
 (In fact, the Bible takes a very negative stance against astrology, but that is for a different sermon!) In other words, these were the most intellectual men of their day, the resident experts in Eastern society.  

The phrase “from the east” has challenged biblical scholars for centuries, for that term was used in the ancient world to denote ancient Persia (modern day Iran) or Babylon (modern day Iraq) or Arabia (modern day Saudi Arabia). Most commentators have concluded that the magi of Matthew 2 hailed from ancient Persia or Babylon, but there is some evidence that they may have come from the Arabian desert, specifically from the ancient land of Sheba, which is located in the southern tip of what is now Saudi Arabia. Early church fathers Justin Martyr, Tertullian, and Epiphanius claimed that the magi were Arabian in origin.
 The history and geography of the ancient world marked this land as the main producers of frankincense and myrrh—two of the gifts presented by the magi to Christ—and the gold from this land was thought to be of great value.
 


(I personally have come to the conclusion that the magi did indeed come from the ancient land of Sheba, based on the gifts they brought as well as the above research. This also brings about a fascinating parallel to the Christmas story, which will be detailed below.)


What does this mean to us today?  Here are the most educated, most intelligent, most respected people of the day worshipping at the feet of Jesus.  May this be a challenge to all who would take a more rational, intellectual approach to life and religion.  Christianity is not for the ignorant and gullible—the opiate of the masses, as Karl Marx put it—requiring a “blind leap of faith” in order to accept.  As Proverbs 1:7 states, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge…” 
The Diligent Giving


Let’s move from who these men were to the act of their giving.  Returning to Matthew 2 we read in the first two verses, 

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.”

They claimed to have seen the star “in the east,” or (more probably) “at its rising,” since they would have actually seen the star in the western sky from their vantage point.
 Later we learn that the star had appeared some two years before their arrival in Jerusalem, so it would appear that these men, once they had seen the star and understood its significance, set out immediately to find the newborn King of the Jews.  They did not put off their quest until a more convenient time, nor did they allow other pursuits to interfere with their search.


Their efforts to find Jesus and pay homage to him were intensive as well.  The trip across (or around) the desert to Jerusalem would have encompassed between 1,200 and 1,600 miles.  And that is on camel, not a plane or a car!  As mentioned before, the trip took two years to undertake.  That is diligence! John MacArthur comments,

The Magi made their long journey west to Palestine for one stated purpose: They wanted to find the newborn Savior and worship Him… 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.


Furthermore, once they arrived in Jerusalem, they did not know where to find the King.  So they began asking, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?”  Of course, this did not go over well with King Herod, who knew nothing of such a birth.  Matthew records in verses 3-8,

When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. When he had called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Christ was to be born. “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the prophet has written: “But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will be the shepherd of my people Israel.” Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and make a careful search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.” 

The word translated “careful” in verse eight means “diligent.”  They were to go house to house, if necessary, to find this new king.  Of course, Herod had other designs for this newborn king than the wise men did! But the magi sought diligently until the found the One they were looking for. 

Matthew goes on in verses 9-10 to record,

After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. 


Their diligence was rewarded, as the divinely appointed star pinpointed the very house where the child was.  And they were delighted. What characterized the attitude of these visitors? Joy. Exceed​ingly great joy. And what was the result? Great generosity. They gave gold, frankincense, and myrrh to this little Child. They lavished upon Him sheer extravagance—they worshiped as they gave expensive gifts. Why? Because they had cheerful hearts.
 Leon Morris points out that, “Matthew’s expression indicates that when they saw their star again they were more than mildly pleased.﻿ ‘Deliriously happy’ may be an overstatement, but it was something like that.”


I’ve known children who were “deliriously happy” when they received Christmas presents, but how many of us are so cheerful when we are giving gifts? Yet that is exactly what happened here, and that is what true worship is all about. According to A. W. Pink, “It is not a coming to receive from Him, but to render unto Him. It is the pouring out of the heart’s adoration.”


I’ve seen on posters, shirts, and bumper stickers the phrase, “Wise men still seek Him.” This truth applies to all who would seek the Lord.  Deuteronomy 4:29 states, “But if from there you seek the Lord your God, you will find him if you look for him with all your heart and with all your soul.” Jeremiah 29:13 echoes this promise, “You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.”  Some seek Christ half-heartedly, and give up when they fail to see immediate results.  Others begin in the Christian life, but when they see the cost involved in discipleship, they back away.  The wise men can teach us to seek the Lord diligently, to do so immediately and intensely, regardless of the cost. The classic preacher and author J. C. Ryle notes,

We read of no greater faith than this in the whole volume of the Bible…The wise men saw a new-born babe on the lap of a poor woman, and yet worshiped Him and confessed that He was Christ. Blessed indeed are those that can believe in this fashion!

The Demonstrative Gifts


Finally, let us consider the gifts the wise men gave to Jesus.  Matthew writes in verses 11-12, 

On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and of incense and of myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route. 


We are immediately impressed with the gifts themselves—the gold, frankincense, and myrrh—but we should not miss the importance of the words prior to the gifts: they bowed and worshipped Jesus.  (By the way, notice that Matthew records that the wise men “saw the child with his mother Mary,” but they “bowed down and worshiped him.”  Only Jesus deserves to be worshipped!)  The gifts themselves did not constitute worship; rather, they were expressions of the worship being given.  The presents were demonstrations of the attitudes of their hearts, as we have just considered.


What specifically did these gifts demonstrate?  First, they indicate what the wise men believed about Jesus.  The early church father Epiphanius wrote that they “brought gold because He was king; incense because He was God; and myrrh because He was mortal.”
 Gold was considered the only form of tribute worthy of a king.  Incense was burned as a part of worship—in fact, frankincense was a required part of the Israelite sacrifices to God.
 Myrrh was a spice used mostly in the burial of the dead, and was used to prepare the body of Jesus for burial (John 19:38-42).  These gifts speak volumes to the person of Jesus Christ!


Secondly, the gifts symbolized the best that these men could offer.  Gold speaks for itself, but few realize the value of frankincense and myrrh in those days.  They came only from northern Africa and southern Arabia and were expensive outside of these regions.
 The ancient land of Sheba was well known for its fine gold, frankincense, myrrh, and cinnamon in those days.
 It is very possible that these men brought the choicest gifts representing their homeland.


If that is true, then they were also fulfilling Old Testament prophecy regarding the Messiah.  Psalm 72:10-15 speaks of tribute to be brought to the Messiah:

The kings of Tarshish and of distant shores will bring tribute to him; the kings of Sheba and Seba will present him gifts. All kings will bow down to him and all nations will serve him. For he will deliver the needy who cry out, the afflicted who have no one to help. He will take pity on the weak and the needy and save the needy from death.  He will rescue them from oppression and violence, for precious is their blood in his sight. Long may he live! May gold from Sheba be given him. May people ever pray for him and bless him all day long. 


In the Song of Songs, there are three instances in which incense and myrrh are associated with the king, whom the Jewish rabbis taught was a prefigurement of the Messiah:  

Who is this coming up from the desert like a column of smoke, perfumed with myrrh and incense made from all the spices of the merchant? (Song 3:6)

Until the day breaks and the shadows flee, I will go to the mountain of myrrh and to the hill of incense (Song 4:6).

…nard and saffron, calamus and cinnamon, with every kind of incense tree, with myrrh and aloes and all the finest spices (Song 4:14).

 
Then, in Isaiah 60:6 it is predicted, 

Herds of camels will cover your land, young camels of Midian and Ephah. And all from Sheba will come, bearing gold and incense and proclaiming the praise of the Lord. 


Does this mean that we can conclude with certainty that the magi came from Sheba?  Not really.  It may not make for much more than interesting speculation, except for one application.  Turn to 2 Chronicles 9, where the Queen of Sheba comes to visit King Solomon.  Verse one records, 

When the queen of Sheba heard of Solomon’s fame, she came to Jerusalem to test him with hard questions. Arriving with a very great caravan—with camels carrying spices, large quantities of gold, and precious stones—she came to Solomon and talked with him about all she had on her mind. 


After visiting with the king and discovering that all the good reports about him were true, verse nine speaks of what she left with him:

Then she gave the king 120 talents of gold, large quantities of spices, and precious stones. There had never been such spices as those the queen of Sheba gave to King Solomon. 


From what we learned of ancient Sheba, it is likely that frankincense and myrrh were included along with the four-and-a-half tons of gold which she brought with her.  Those are quite exceptional gifts!  Perhaps this is a foreshadowing of the gifts to be brought by future generations to the ultimate King of the Jews. Martin Selman writes, 

In the New Testament, Solomon’s glory and the Queen of Sheba’s visit point to the greater reality of Christ (Matt. 12:42; Luke 11:31). Wise men from the East, following in the queen’s footsteps, brought traditional gifts from Sheba of frankincense and myrrh to Solomon’s descendant (cf. Matt. 2:1–12).


But look at verse 12, the concluding verse in this section:

King Solomon gave the queen of Sheba all she desired and asked for; he gave her more than she had brought to him. Then she left and returned with her retinue to her own country. 


In spite of the impressive amount and quality of gifts which the queen gave to Solomon, he sent her home with more than she had given to him!


I think the same could be said for the wise men.  They came with impressive gifts for Jesus.  But they left that simple house in Bethlehem with more than they gave.  No, they did not return with more gold, incense, and myrrh than they brought, but they left with something eternally more valuable: life.  


The same can be true today.  We ought to be like those wise men and seek diligently for Christ.  We ought to bring the best we can offer—however big or small that may be—to give to the King.  But as we do, we will receive more in return than we could ever give.  No, we might not receive back the same things we give to God, but we will lay up for ourselves treasures in heaven which cannot be lost or destroyed.

What will you bring for the King?
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