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Passage
Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod
the king, behold, wise men from the east came to Jerusalem, 2 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.” 3 When Herod the
king heard this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him; 4 and
assembling all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired
of them where the Christ was to be born. 5 They told him, “In
Bethlehem of Judea, for so it is written by the prophet:

6 “ ‘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.’ ”

7 Then Herod summoned the wise men secretly and ascertained
from them what time the star had appeared. 8 And he sent them to
Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently for the child, and when
you have found him, bring me word, that I too may come and worship
him.”

9 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. 10 When they saw the star,
they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy. 11 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. 12 And being warned in a dream not
to return to Herod, they departed to their own country by another way.

Prayer



Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart
be acceptable in your sight,
O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.

Introduction - Important days
Important days.

There are two kinds of important days.

There are the important days that we know are important at the time. And
there are the important days when we only know of their significance with
hindsight.

A couple weeks ago, we had the anniversary of an important day in
American history when we remembered the 80th anniversary of the Pearl
Harbor attacks on December 7, 1941.

Other important days in American history.
November 22, 1963, the day President Kennedy died.
September 11, 2001.

You knew those were historic days at the time.

And that’s also true in our personal lives.

There are some days that you know are monumental days at the time.

The day you get married. The day kids are born.

But as we begin in our passage this morning, I want to talk for a moment
about the days that matter but that we don’t know matter until after the fact.

On June 28, 1914, the heir to the throne of Austria-Hungary was killed. It
was a story at the time, but to observers, it seemed like a regional matter
that wouldn’t extend much past Eastern Europe. In reality that event was
the spark that led to the outbreak of World War I, the most destructive war
the world had ever seen at that time.

The days that matter that you don’t know matter.



The first time you ever heard of Covid-19 in China, you probably never
imagined that it was going to turn our world upside down.

Think about the day the lightbulb was invented. The world was going to
change but most people had no idea.

It’s always a fascinating thought to me. That such significant days can be
days when you don’t know it at the time.

I think of one of the most significant days in my life. February 20, 2017. It
was on that day that I talked to a girl on eharmony.com who I thought
looked cute. I had no idea at the time, but that was the first day I ever
talked to my wife.

Think about the day a famous person was born. No one knows it at the
time. A future president, or leading actor, or star athlete could be in the
process of being born this very morning and we wouldn’t know it.

And I think of that with the events surrounding the first Christmas Eve.
Human history was about to forever change.

For people who lived in Bethlehem on that first Christmas Eve, their little
town was about to be center stage to events that we’d be talking about
2,000 years later, events that were so significant that time itself is
calculated by its proximity to them.

And for the average person living in Bethlehem on that first Christmas Eve,
they would have had no idea.

Think about that.

Song - While you were sleeping
One of my favorite newer Christmas songs of the last several years comes
from the Christian band Casting Crowns. The song is titled “While you were
sleeping.”



And the song considers this world-changing event. Christ coming into the
world, and how it happened on - for many people - just any other ordinary
night.

The song says:
O Bethlehem, what you have missed while you were sleeping
For God became a man
And stepped into your world today
O Bethlehem, you will go down in history
As a city with no room for its King
While you were sleeping
While you were sleeping

The world kept turning. On that first Christmas and over the coming weeks
and months, people continued to live their lives.

For the average person living at the time, that seems to be the most likely
response at the advent of Christ. Unawareness. Obliviousness.

But there were some who had heard about the birth of Jesus. You have
wise men who sought this newborn baby out. You have King Herod who
heard the news but who was not overjoyed at the prospect of another king
living in his territory. And you have Herod’s priests and scribes, those who
were most learned in the Old Testament, yet who would miss the
significance of the moment.

We see all of these groups in this passage and we’ll look at their various
responses to Jesus. And to summarize our three points, we’ll see: a
competing king, an unbelieving priesthood, and the seeking wise men.

With that, we’ll jump into our passage this morning.



1. A competing king

Verse 1
Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod
the king, behold, wise men from the east came to Jerusalem,

First thing to note. The passage begins with after Jesus was born.

Matthew tells us about Mary and Joseph before Jesus was born. In chapter
2, he’s telling us about after Jesus is born. And we don’t know how long
after Jesus is born that this text takes place. Perhaps a few days or weeks,
maybe even into the months? We don’t know for sure.

I mentioned this last week, but Matthew does not give us any recording of
the actual birth event of Christ. That is found exclusively in Luke chapter 2.

The passage mentions that Jesus was born in Bethlehem. Matthew
introduces us to the location of Chirst’s birth here but it will become more
important later in the passage.

So Jesus is a baby.

Verse 1 also introduces us to King Herod.

A few notes on Herod.

Herod the Great
Herod was the king of the territories that are mentioned in the gospels:
Judea, Galilee, and surrounding territories. He had been appointed as king
by the Roman government.

He ruled from around 37 B.C. until his death in 4 B.C.

He’s also one of two Herods in the Bible. This Herod dies when Jesus is
young. There’s another Herod we see in Jerusalem at the time of the
crucifixion. That Herod is this Herod’s son.

Couple more brief notes.



Something that is very important to the background of the passage. Herod
was Jewish but he was not an Israelite. His mother was not Jewish. His
father was, but he was not ethnically Jewish.

And that matters because it speaks to his ancestral pedigree.

Keep in mind everything in connection with the birth of Christ. The Jews
had long hoped for a Davidic King.

Not only was Herod not from the line of David, he was not related to any of
the 12 tribes.

And so for this reason, and others, all accounts seem to point to the Jewish
people in his kingdom absolutely hating Herod.

He also wasn’t popular because he was a brutal ruler. He was loyal to
Rome, which was not a popular sentiment to Israelites who wanted to be
independent. He built temples to pagan gods.

He was also brutal to his own family. He had a wife and two of his sons
killed. This seems to stem from paranoia that worsened later in his life.

So to summarize.

You have a paranoid, murderous, king who the Jews don’t consider to be
legitimate and along comes Jesus.

Application - All in the timing
Think of all of the history that led up to the coming of Christ into the world,
and he’s born in the territory of a hostile king.

It seems like some pretty inopportune timing.

But it was the exact right timing.



Galatians 4:4-5, Paul says:
when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of
woman, born under the law, 5 to redeem those who were under the
law, so that we might receive adoption as sons.

Timing can be a funny thing.

Just because something doesn’t SEEM like the right timing doesn’t mean it
isn’t. Sometimes something doesn’t seem like it should be the best time,
but it’s the time the Lord has.

Continuing in our text.

Verse 1 ends by saying that wise men from the east came to Jerusalem.

The ESV says wise men. The Greek word that it comes from is magi, if
you’ve ever heard that term.

They’re basically astrologers and astrology was respected in the ancient
Roman world.

The text says that they came from the east. That’s probably referring to
either Persia, or Arabia, or Babylon.
These wise men came from somewhere where they clearly had some
familiarity with Jewish beliefs and Messianic expectations1.

But, and this matters, they themselves are not Jewish.

Also - for the record - the Bible never says that there were three of them.

It seems most likely that the number comes from the three gifts they bring
of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.
The text says that the wise men came to Jerusalem. That makes sense.
That would be an obvious starting palace if you’re looking for the Jewish
messiah. Jerusalem had been the capital of the promised land.

1 Osborne, G. R. (2010). Matthew (Vol. 1, pp. 86–87). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
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In verse 2, the wise men say:
2 “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.”

When they mention seeing a star, once again, that’s debated among
scholars. Is it a natural phenomenon they saw? Was there something
miraculous? I lean towards the latter.

Cosmic signs were associated in the ancient world with the birth of kings2.

But they’re led to Jerusalem.

So in verse 2, the wise men ask: “Where is he who has been born king
of the Jews?”

Now we might read that and not think a whole lot about it. Because that’s
how we think of Jesus.

But verse 3 says:
3 When Herod the king heard this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem

with him;

Herod is not nearly as keen on the idea of a baby who has been born to be
king of the Jews.

Why?

Because Herod is the king of the Jews!
Now for just a moment, let’s remember the beginning of our time in
Matthew when we spent two weeks looking at the genealogy of Jesus.

In showing Jesus to be the Davidic king, it showing that Jesus is the rightful
king.

And that is contrasted with Herod, who is a Roman appointed king in a
Roman occupied territory and who’s viewed as being an illegitimate
monarch.

2 Blomberg, C. (1992). Matthew (Vol. 22, p. 62). Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers.

https://ref.ly/logosres/nac22?ref=Bible.Mt2.1-2&off=2253&ctx=rper+to+the+throne.+~A+new+star+in+the+sk


So when the wise men ask about the king of the Jews, it strikes a nerve.

Verse 3 ends by saying that Herod was troubled and all Jerusalem with
him.

Jerusalem is likely troubled because they have a despotic and unstable
ruler and if he’s not happy, no one is happy.

And that will lead us to our second pont.

2. An unbelieving priesthood

Verse 4:
4 and assembling all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he
inquired of them where the Christ was to be born.

Part of the significance of this fourth verse is that Herod is the king of the
Jewish territories but he has to assemble a team of advisors to respond to
the wise men’s question of where the Christ would be born.

What that’s showing is Herod does not really know his Old Testament.

In calling together all of the chief priests and the scribes, it’s probably
pointing to Herod calling together both Pharisees and sadducees, the two
primary schools of Jewish thought of that timet3.

And so they direct Herod to the Book of Micah, which Matthew quotes in
the following verses. Meanwhile they themselves miss the significance of
the event.

You’d think the people who were most well versed in the Old Testament
would investigate what was claimed and seek out this baby. If they do, it
does not lead to any sort of widespread belief among the priesthood.

But they do know the Old Testament prophecy and that’s where they lead
Herod.

3 Osborne, G. R. (2010). Matthew (Vol. 1, p. 88). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
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5 They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it is written by the
prophet:

6 “ ‘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.’ ”

That’s a quotation from Micah 5:2 which talks about the coming ruler being
born in Bethlehem.

‘And you, O Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,

Bethlehem is the city where Jesus was born.

Because of the Christmas story we’ve heard of it.

Without the Christmas story, you’d have never heard of it. First century
Bethlehem was very small. It’s about six miles away from Jerusalem.

It is mentioned in conjunction with some significant events in the Old
Testament. Jacob’s wife Rachel was buried there. Ruth and Boaz meet in
Bethlehem. Most significantly, it’s also the birthplace of King David4.

Where the text says Bethlehem in the land of Judah, that is reminding us
of Judah and Jesus’ association to the tribe of Judah from which he is born.

The prophecy says are by no means least among the rulers of Judah

That is basically saying that Bethlehem is otherwise pretty insignificant. But
what gives it significance is what will happen there in God's redemptive
plan.

for from you shall come a ruler
who will shepherd my people Israel.’

Bethlehem was very small and insignificant at the time that Jesus was
born, but something amazing was going to happen there.

Let me illustrate it this way.

4 Carson, D. A. (1984). Matthew. In F. E. Gaebelein (Ed.), The Expositor’s Bible
Commentary: Matthew, Mark, Luke (Vol. 8, p. 83). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan
Publishing House.

https://ref.ly/logosres/ebc08?ref=Bible.Mt2.1&off=2&ctx=reign+(12:41%E2%80%9342).%0a1+~Bethlehem%2c+the+place


Tampico, Illinois is a small town in the northwestern part of the state. It’s
population is a little bit smaller than Cissna Park. But Tampico’s claim to
fame is that in 1911 a baby was born there who would become America’s
40th president. Ronald Reagan.

He’s what put that town on the map. If you’ve ever been to Tampico, I’m
going to go out on a limb that it was probably to visit his birthplace.

Jesus gives meaning
Jesus gives significance and meaning to Bethlehem.

No one would really care about Bethlehem were it not connected to Jesus.

But Jesus didn’t come just to give meaning to a place.

Jesus gives meaning to your life.

For a moment, let’s remember the other birth narrative of Jesus in the
Gospel of Luke. In Luke 1, you see all of these people. Zechariah and
Elizabeth. Mary and Joseph. In Luke 2, you see people like Anna and
Simeon at the temple.

All of these people.

What do they have in common?

Their meaning and significance is directly tied to their relationship to Jesus.

And that is meant to be true for our own lives. Our meaning and purpose
are meant to be grounded in Jesus. Knowing him. Living for him. Loving
him. Making him known.

Bethlehem is known because it’s where Jesus was born. The cross is
known to us today because it’s where Jesus died. May we be known today
because we’re where Jesus lives.

There was concern in Jerusalem from Herod and the people because they
saw the threat of a competing king. In the following sections, we’ll see
Herod’s ruthlessness as he tries to wipe out all competition.



Herod didn’t want a competing king and so he tried to kill off the
competition.

Jesus is the rightful king of the Jews, the rightful king of kings, the rightful
king of the universe. And he’s also meant to be the king of your life.

Is he?

Herod rejected his kingship and tried to have him killed.

At the crucifixion, the Jewish leaders rejected his kingship and did have him
killed.

But we too often also reject his kingship.

Herod didn’t want another king in Jerusalem.

But the sinful world doesn’t want a king over their lives.

Herod was an illegitimate king who was too prideful and power hungry to
know that there would be a rightful king, but that’s what the whole world
does apart from Christ. We refuse to acknowledge his Lordship.

So I ask again, who’s the king of your life?
Is it Jesus? Is it yourself? Is it your family? Is it your money? Is it your
security?

We come to our third point.

3. The seeking wise men

The seeking wise men. We’ve already met them in the story, but now we’ll
turn our primary focus to them.

The wise men have come to Herod seeking where to find the King of the
Jews. You might question why they’d ask such a thing of a brutal leader like
Herod. It’s possible that they simply didn’t know how bad Herod was since
they didn’t live in his territory.



Herod opposes Jesus. His priests and scribes disregard Jesus.

But the wise men have come seeking Jesus.

Before they leave Jerusalem in search of Bethlehem, Herod requests that
they let him know when they find the young Jesus.

Verses 7-8:
7 Then Herod summoned the wise men secretly and ascertained

from them what time the star had appeared. 8 And he sent them to
Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently for the child, and when
you have found him, bring me word, that I too may come and worship
him.”

When I read the story and Herod tells the wise men to let him know when
they locate Jesus so that he too may worship him, I imagine the music in
the soundtrack turning more sinister. Herod has no desire to worship Jesus.
It’s a ruse.

I think of the big bad wolf dressing up as the grandmother of Little Red
Riding Hood. I think of Ursula the Sea Witch pretending to care about Ariel
in the Little Mermaid.

Herod is lying.

So the wise men depart for Bethlehem.

Verses 9-10:
9 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. 10 When they saw the star,
they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy.

Keep in mind that the wise men are not Jewish.

They’re pagan astrologers.

And with that, let’s zoom out of the story for a moment.



The wise men story
When we read any Biblical account that’s associated with Christmas, there
are different aspects of the story that are embedded in our culture.

It’s part of the story that the baby was born at an inn and laid in a manger,
and that three wise men followed a star and came to him.

And with the idea of the three wise men, it’s so embedded into our
understanding of the Christmas story, it’s such a normal part of the story to
us that I don’t think we consider how utterly bizarre it truly is.

You have pagan mystics who are the first ones to seek out newborn Jesus.

That’s weird.

Matthew tells us about the wise men. And we see them nowhere else in the
New Testament5.

It’s not like when Jesus does his first miracle, there are wise men who are
led to that place.

It’s not like when Jesus is at the cross, there are wise men in the crowd.

It’s not like when the disciples find the empty tomb on the first easter, that a
star leads wise men from the east to the tomb.

But they’re the first ones on the scene when Jesus is a newborn?

It’s weird!

Astrology is pretty clearly forbidden in the Old Testament.

Deuteronomy 4:19
And beware lest you raise your eyes to heaven, and when you see the
sun and the moon and the stars, all the host of heaven, you be drawn
away and bow down to them and serve them, things that the Lord
your God has allotted to all the peoples under the whole heaven.
5 I feel like my thinking of the novelty of the wise men is influenced by Tim Keller.
Keller, T. J. (2014). The Magi and Jesus. In The Timothy Keller Sermon Archive, 2014–2015 (Mt 2:1–12). New York:
Redeemer Presbyterian Church.
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Deuteronomy 18:10-12:
anyone who practices divination or tells fortunes or interprets omens,
or a sorcerer 11 or a charmer or a medium or a necromancer or one
who inquires of the dead, 12 for whoever does these things is an
abomination to the Lord. And because of these abominations the Lord
your God is driving them out before you.

Yet, here we have wise men on the scene.

Why?

Why does Matthew say there were wise men?

Couple of reasons.

First, given that astrology is so strongly forbidden in the Old Testament, and
continues to be frowned upon in the New Testament, I think that Matthew
mentions the appearance of the wise men because it really happened.

Why on earth would you make that up?

It’s one of those things that I think gives internal evidence to the
truthfulness of scripture. When we see things that don’t make sense to
make up.

I’ve made this point at Easter, but the gospels tell us that the empty tomb
was discovered by women. In this time and place, a woman couldn’t give
admissible testimony in a trial. Why would you lie and say it was women
who had discovered the empty tomb if you weren’t simply reporting what
actually happened?

But there’s another very important reason for the wise men in the story.

The wise men and the gentile mission
The first people Matthew records seeking Jesus, finding Jesus, giving
reverence to Jesus are non-Jewish pagans.



We take the idea of the three wise men. We see it depicted in nativity
scenes.

It’s a quaint Christmas image.

But what Matthew is once again doing is showing that Jesus is for the
whole world. The gospel that Jesus brings is for the whole world. That light
that Jesus gives is given to the whole world.

Even for pagans who don’t come from Israel and who have practices that
would be looked at as sinful. Jesus is for them too.

There will be Jewish people we get to in this section who are oblivious,
apathetic, or even hostile to Jesus coming into the world. They’re the ones
you’d expect to recognize their coming king and Messiah. But instead, it’s
the outsiders6.

This will also foreshadow two things: Jesus being rejected by Jewish
leaders when he is sent to the cross, and Jesus’s global mission when he
sends his followers into the world to fulfill the Great Commission7.

As D.A. Carson points out in his commentary on Matthew, the apostle does
not condemn nor sanction the wise men for being astrologers8.

And that’s important because what matters is that they’ve come to seek
Jesus. And a person can always seek Jesus just as they are. You don't
clean yourself up and then go in pursuit of Jesus. You don’t get all of your
moral ducks in a row and then go and look for Jesus.

Jesus meets us as we are. And we to come to him, to know him, to love
him, and to believe in him. And when a person does come to know Jesus, it
is such a dramatic and impactful relationship that the person who truly
knows him is changed by him and can never be the same.

We see the reverence they have for Jesus at the end of the passage.

8 Carson, D. A. (1984). Matthew. In F. E. Gaebelein (Ed.), The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Matthew, Mark, Luke (Vol. 8, p. 86).
Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House.

7 France, R. T. (2007). The Gospel of Matthew (p. 67). Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publication Co.

6 Carson, D. A. (1984). Matthew. In F. E. Gaebelein (Ed.), The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Matthew, Mark, Luke
(Vol. 8, p. 86). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House.
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Verse 11:
11 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.

Again, probably different than how we think of worship. It’s probably more
along the lines of prostrating themselves before a royal figure, but they give
that homage to Jesus.

The gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh might seem like od gifts to bring
to a baby.

I mean we just had a baby. Those weren't on our registry.

But think of them as less gifts for a baby and more gifts for a king. When
heads of state visit today, it’s customary to bring gifts.

Gold is universally valued. Frankincense and myrrh are resins which can
be used in perfumes.

Those were the gifts the wise men brought to Jesus.

The gift that Jesus reciprocated with is the gift of eternal life.

Conclusion
In a world where many were oblivious to Jesus, where some denied Jesus,
where others opposed Jesus, the wise men sought Jesus.

In the beginning, I talked about the significant days that we don’t realize are
significant at the time.

The first Christmas, many didn’t realize what had happened.

But since that first Christmas, the rest of history has been turned upside
down.

It was easy to be blissfully unaware of Jesus as a baby. But what do you do
with him as a man? What do you do with him as a teacher? What do you
do with him as a prophet? What do you do with him as a savior? What do
you do with him as Lod?



Some will continue to ignore him, some will continue to miss the
significance of who he is, soe will continue to actively oppose him.

But will you come to him and worship him?

It might have been easy to dismiss a baby, but that baby grew and became
the savior of the world. That baby went to the cross. That tomb was empty
on the third day.

What do you do with all of that?

Will you continue to overlook the significance of Jesus and who he is?

Or will you come to him and worship him as Lord?

People ignored and overlooked the significance on the first Christmas but
what are you doing with Jesus this Christmas?

He invites you to come to him, to know him.


