Contemporary Christmas Classics #5

“Follow the Star”
Matthew 2 


Contrary to most nativity scenes, not all of the characters in the first Christmas showed up at the manger the night Jesus was born. Usually shepherds and sheep appear on one side of the stable while three ornately robed men with gifts are placed on the opposite side. The arrangement makes for a nice contrast and balance.


According to Scripture, though, the wise men came later…perhaps as much as two years later, though that is probably a stretch. Matthew 2:11 records, “On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary…” The word translated “house” is very different from the term translated “manger” where Jesus was born.
 


The wise men are the subject of the popular Christmas carol, “We three kings of Orient are….” The title of this song, though, may be misleading. We do not know how many there were, we can be quite certain they were not kings, and they were not from the Orient as we know it, meaning the Far East (i.e., China, Korea, or Japan).
 In fact, Matthew gives practically no details about them—what country they came from, what religion they repre​sented, or how they knew the meaning of the star they had seen. They just show up, leave their gifts, and disappear.

Matthew calls them simply “magoi apo anatolon”—literally “magi from the East”—and the term magoi probably been studying Jewish texts such as Numbers 24:17 in order to correlate their astronomical is usually translated as wise men, astrologers, or magicians. And “the East” has been variously identified as any country from Arabia to Media and Persia, but no farther east.
 Most scholars believe these wise men were from Persia (modern day Iran), or ancient Babylon (modern day Iraq) where astrology was started and developed.
 There is, however, some evidence that they may have come from the ancient land of Sheba, which is located in the southern tip of what is now Saudi Arabia. Early church fathers 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.
 While it is true that magi were originally a religious class in Media and the Persian Empire, the word magi came to describe any student of astrology and lore. These men had observations with the birth of a Jewish king.


Whereever they came from, we do know that these wise men were ancient scholars who studied the stars. Their title connects them with magic, but they were probably more like astrologers. However, it should be pointed out that their presence in the biblical record is not a divine endorsement of astrology.
 The Bible explicitly prohibits God’s people from indulging in any form of astrology, horoscopes, witchcraft, or communicating with the spirits of the dead (see Deuteronomy 18:9-16).


Beyond the speculation of who they were and where they came from, I believe there are important lessons that can be learned from the visit of the magi. Like the old bumper sticker proclaimed, “Wise Men Still Seek Him.” I’d like to point out three this evening.

Their Guide…and Ours


First let’s consider their guide…and ours. The wise men were guided by a star which they had seen. Matthew two begins, 

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.”

What was this star? Some take the star as purely supernatural, since it pointed the way to where Jesus lay (v. 9). Several scientific explanations have been offered to identify the star of Bethlehem, such as it being a conjunction of Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn in 7–6 b.c. or perhaps the appearance of a comet in 5 b.c.
 Others, though, point out that the course of this star was highly irregular; it went before the wise men, leading them from Jerusalem to the house where Jesus was living, then it stopped. This was so unusual, they claim, that it can only be accounted for as a miracle.
 John MacArthur suggests that it may have been the shekinah, the visual expression of God’s glory, which in the time of Moses led Israel to the Promised Land, appearing as a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. Perhaps what the magi saw was a similar manifestation of God’s glory, which appeared to them like a star.
 We cannot be any more certain than this.
Two small clues appear, though, in verse two that may point us to what really guided the wise men. Notice that they say, “We have seen his star.” What does that mean? According to David Stern, a Messianc Jewish scholar, “This seems to allude to Numbers 24:17, where Balaam prophesies, ‘A star will come out of Jacob; a scepter will rise out of Israel.’ Judaism understands this “star” to be the Messiah (for example, in the apocryphal books Testament of Levi 17:3, Testament of Judah 24:1–5).”
 Since ancient magi studied all forms of religion, they would have been aware of this prophecy. 

Furthermore, the sentence continues, “We have seen his star in the east…” at least that is how most English translations read. The Greek is better translated, “We have seen his star at its rising …” which again alludes to the prophecy from Numbers 24:17.
 

What really guided the wise men, then, was not so much the star but the Scripture that gave the star its significance. Yes, it is true that later in the story the star reappeared and stopped over the house where Jesus was. But, as pointed out previously, this could not have been a normal star (or any other astronomical phenomenon) for it would not have stopped precisely over any particular place.

This reminds us that we must allow the Scripture to guide us first and foremost when it comes to truth. Traditions, conjectures, and objections may arise and try to alter the revealed Word of God. This is especially true of the Christmas story, but we must maintain this standard in all areas of our Christian life. Their guide—and ours—must be Scripture.

Their Goal…and Ours

Now let’s consider their goal in making this journey. Once again referring to Matthew 2:2, “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.” Their goal was to worship this king of the Jews. One commentator observes,
The verb worship (proskyneō) need mean no more than to pay homage to a human dignitary, but Matthew frequently uses it in contexts where Jesus’ more-than-human status is recognized (e.g. Matthew 14:33; 28:9, 17), and the same implication may be present here.


There was no question in their minds, the birth of Jesus represented the birth of a king. The star was “His star.” Clearly in their minds, He was “King of the Jews,” and they had come to bow down before Him in worship.


In verse 11 the wise men are led to the house and, “on coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him.” Notice that they saw Jesus with His mother. Ordinarily mention would be made of a mother first, then her child, but this Child is unique and is given first place. The wise men worshiped Jesus, not Mary or Joseph. It is Jesus who deserves our worship, not anybody else.

It is significant that they worshiped. They may have actually begun seeking Him because of political motivations. Possibly they were simply curious about the long-prophesied Jewish Messiah. Or it could be that they were genuinely seeking the true God. Whatever their motives at the start of their journey, when they saw Him, “they fell down and worshiped Him” (Matthew 2:11). God in His grace opened their eyes to something His own people did not see—that Jesus was God in human form.


Worship is a missing element in the Christmas story. We rarely think of worship when it comes to the birth of Jesus, but the nativity accounts are filled with instances of worship. What was Mary’s response to the angel’s news that she would bear the Messiah? Worship. What was the first thing Zechariah did when he regained his voice at the birth of John the Baptist, who would prepare the way for Jesus? He worshiped. The angels worshiped and praised God to the shepherds, who in turn worshiped the Child when the found Him in the manger. Now we see the wise men bowing in worship.


The commercialism of Christmas in modern times has taken away the themes of worship and wonder from the original story. I’m not against Christmas decorations, lights, presents, and such. But we must make sure that we do not allow these other things to distract us from what Christmas is all about.


Their goal—and ours—is worship. Let us worship the Child of Christmas.

Their Gifts…and Ours

While it is true that each character in the first Christmas story worshiped God, the form of their worship varied from person to person. Mary worshiped by giving her person to the Lord. The angels and the shepherds worshiped by giving their praise. The wise men worshiped by giving their possessions. I’d like to conclude this message by considering their gifts…and ours. Their gifts expressed the worth of God to them.


We are familiar with what they brought—gold, frankincense, and myrrh—even if we’re not sure what they all are. Matthew tells us that they “offered” these gifts, and the Greek verb used here is frequently used in the offering of sacrifices in worship.

I am fairly certain that we have heard that the gifts of the magi had special significance. Gold and frankincense would be typical gifts for a king. Gold, the most precious metal then known to man, was a common symbol of royalty from the earliest times and remains so today. Frankincense, an expensive fragrance, had special sig​nificance in Old Testament worship (Leviticus 2:2). It was often sprinkled on offerings in the Temple. The frankincense may therefore have had additional meaning in signifying Jesus’ deity. 

Myrrh, on the other hand, was a curious gift for a newborn king. It was a substance used in embalming the dead (John 19:39). Mixed with wine, it had an anesthetic effect. When Jesus was crucified, He was offered a myrrh and wine mixture, but He refused it (Mark 15:23). The gift of myrrh therefore seems to foreshadow Jesus’ suffering and death. There’s no indication that the magi foresaw the details of this. But it is likely that just as God had led the magi to the infant Jesus, He had also guided them in the selection of their gifts, so that the combination of gifts they brought would testify to the new King’s royalty, His deity, and His death on behalf of humanity.


Perhaps. 


The problem with this interpretation is that it may lead us to conclude that we cannot likewise give as the wise men did. Most of us don’t have gold at our disposal, and not even Super Wal-Mart sells frankincense and myrrh! How can we follow the example of the wise men in this fashion?


While we cannot give the same gifts, we can give in the same manner as they did.


Look at verse ten: “When they saw the star, they were overjoyed.” 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.

They had joy…exceed​ingly great joy. And what was the result? Great generosity. They gave gold, frankincense, and myrrh to this little Child. They brought what they had. They brought the best that they had. And they lavished upon Him sheer extravagance—they worshiped as they gave expensive gifts. Why? Because they had cheerful hearts.

What can we learn from the wise men?

Their guide—and ours—is the Word of God.

Their goal—and ours—is the worship of God

Their gifts—and ours—express the worth of God

Scripture is silent about what became of the magi after their visit. I am confident that God, who revealed Jesus’ birth to them, led them to where He was, and warned them about Herod in a dream, also saw to it that they had enough truth to be brought to full spiritual maturity in Christ.

Matthew tells us that the magi, “having been warned by God in a dream not to return to Herod…departed for their own country by another way” (Matthew 2:12). There almost seems to be a double meaning in that statement. They returned to their country by a different geographical route, to be sure. But they also were now followers of another way in the spiritual sense. That’s true of everyone who turns to Christ and becomes one of His worshipers in spirit and truth: “If any man is in Christ, he is a new creature; the old things passed away; behold, new things have come” (2 Corinthians 5:17).

“Wise men still seek Him,” the familiar slogan says. It’s true. In all the world, there are only two kinds of people: those who are fools and those who are wise. Herod typifies one brand of fool, who overtly rejects the Savior. The Jewish religious leaders who counseled Herod were fools of a different kind. They didn’t hate Jesus; they just didn’t care about Him. They ignored Him. They were too busy and too wrapped up in themselves to bother with Him—just like most people today.

The magi, on the other hand, were true wise men. It wasn’t convenient for them to come to Jesus, but they realized they had no option. Although it meant great sacrifice for them, they doggedly pursued until they found Him. They typify every true wise man—or woman—who has ever lived.

How about us? Who or what takes first place in our life? That is the only measure of whether we are foolish or wise. Each of us fits in one category or the other, for our only possible responses to Christ are to hate Him, neglect Him, or like the magi, adore Him. In Christ “are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Colossians 2:3). May we be truly wise.

CLOSING HYMN: O Come, All Ye Faithful

Follow the Star

O, winter night of wonder—night of promise long foretold 
When angel voices filled the heavens high above 


Announced the joy of the ages and His glory to behold 
For into this world is born the wondrous Child of Love 


O, star of hope that leads us to His manger 
Shine your light upon the newborn King
For all who seek to find new life 
Make a gift of your heart and follow the star 


To hear the song that heaven sings 
Like the wise men of old, come follow the star

They laid their gifts before Him on that night so long ago 
Stood in His presence every pilgrim great and small 


To worship at His manger is to kneel before His throne 
Laying our burdens down the greatest gift of all 


O, star divine that brings us to our Savior 
Give the light of love to show us our way

For all who seek to find new life 
Make a gift of your heart and follow the star 


To hear the song that heaven sings 
Like the wise men of old, come follow the star

In place of gold lay down your life 
In place of frankincense and myrrh abandon all

For all who seek to find new life 
Make a gift of your heart and follow the star 


To hear the song that heaven sings
Like the wise men of old, come follow the star

Come follow the star
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