
“Will You Worship The King Of The Jews?”                        December 22, 2019 
Matthew 2:1-12 

SI:  There are some stories that never get old.  This is one of them. 

INTRO:  In my home church, the Christmas tradition was a nativity play put on 
   by the children and youth of the church.   
Picture lots of bathrobes and fake beards and a plastic baby Jesus  
   and a level of confusion and you’ve got it.   
Most of the time nothing unusual happened,  
   but over the years there were two memorable performances by the wise men.   

One year the three wise men came and knelt before the manger and presented  
   their gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh, but when the narrator said: 
   And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod,  
   they returned to their country by another route.   
Two of the wise men stood up and began to walk up the aisle, but the third one had  
   gotten the tips of his shoes caught in the inside hem of his robe.   
So when he tried to stand up, it forced his head down to the ground. 
   And the more he struggled, the more tangled he became. 
So he started trying to inch his way, like an inchworm,  
   up the aisle and back to the far east. 
Everybody loved it and the place was roaring with laughter each time he would jerk  
   his body forward a little bit.  Then finally a couple adults lifted him up and freed  
   him to continue his journey. 

The other memorable wise men performance wasn’t funny. 
Two of the wise men got into a fist fight as they were on their way to worship 
   the baby Jesus.  Again adults had to intervene to get things back on track.  
I don’t know what it was about wise men in my home church,  
   but they were the wild card in the nativity play. 

The episode of the wise men is so familiar to us and so much a part of Christian  
   tradition that we miss how truly strange it is and how jolting it must have been 
   to Matthew’s first readers. 
The Apostle Matthew was a Jew who wrote his Gospel for a Jewish audience, 
   mostly Jewish followers of Christ, but also for unbelieving Jews in the hope 
   of leading them to Christ. 

If we can understand some of the original impact of this story of the wise men, 



   and why Matthew included it in the account of Christ’s birth,  
   then there is something here that will be very challenging for all of us. 

So let’s look at this familiar passage and ask three questions: 
Who were they? 
What did they see? 
How did they respond? 
Then when we have those answers, let’s consider faith lessons for us. 



MP#1  Who were they? 
Many English Bible translations call them wise men, and that’s not incorrect. 
   But what the Greek text actually calls them is Magi from the east. 
The east means Persia, modern day Iran, which was outside the Roman Empire 
Magi were the educated elite of Persian society who were experts in astrology,  
   numerology, dream interpretation, necromancy, and various other occult arts. 
   Our word magic is derived from this Persian word magi. 
The reason they practiced these occult arts was to predict the future.  
   Government leaders especially would ask the Magi to tell them what the future  
   held so that they could make decisions based on those predictions.   

So, what does the Bible say about fortunetelling?   
In Deuteronomy 18 the Lord says:  
Let no one be found among you . . . who practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in 
   witchcraft, or casts spells, or who is a medium or spiritist or who consults the dead.  Anyone who does these  
   things is detestable to the LORD, and because of these detestable practices the LORD your God will drive out  
   those nations before you.  You must be blameless before the LORD your God. 
This condemnation is repeated about a dozen times throughout the Bible.  
   Why is God so opposed to using occult arts to predict the future?  

Because those practices are based on the belief that real and ultimate power resides  
   somewhere else besides God—that our destiny is in the stars or dreams, not God. 
Also, when people live according to predictive arts, then those become the authority  
   they follow for life and decision-making instead of the moral law of God. 
And for believers it goes a step farther.  God tells us to live by faith, not by sight. 
   Relying on predictions of the future for direction, decisions, and so forth, 
   is contrary to a life of faith.  We are to obey God and trust him for the future.   

You might wonder why I’m bearing down on this.   
It’s to show you that much of the study and belief and practice that the Magi had  
   devoted their whole lives to following was contrary to the law and will of God. 

In addition to being astrologers, the Magi were probably priests of a religion called  
   Zoroastrianism.  It was the ancient religion of Persia. 
Like all manmade religions, Zoroastrianism taught that salvation is achieved  
   through a combination of good deeds, right behavior, and the performance of  
   certain rituals. 
So the Magi had no true concept of sin and grace.   
   That’s who the Magi were, now let’s try to answer the question . . . 



MP#2  What did they see? 
Let’s read verse 2 again and hear it from their own lips. 
   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. 
A star for them meant not just stars but also planets, comets. 
   “In the east” is not the best translation.  It’s a Greek word which means rising. 
   It was often used to refer to the east, because that’s where sun rises. 
But most commentators say the Magi used this word to express that a new star  
   appeared in the night sky. 

So, what was this star?   
Some say this was a natural event, others say it was a supernatural event. 
For those who argue this was a natural event, the most plausible explanation is that  
   the star was a rare conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn in the constellation Pisces.   
That conjunction happened three times in 7 BC. 
   Herod died in 4 BC, so the date of this planetary event works for Jesus’ birth. 

According to Persian astrology, Jupiter is the royal planet, it’s the kingmaker. 
   Saturn represents the Westland, Palestine.   And Pisces represents the last days. 
   So a new king of the Jews who will rule in the latter days. 
The fact that this conjunction appeared, disappeared, and appeared again fits what 
   the Magi say:  They saw his star rise, they interpreted it, it disappeared.   
They came to Jerusalem.  Herod inquired about the exact time it appeared. 
   Then it appears again and they see it and rejoice.   

But what about the detail that the star went ahead of them and stopped over the  
   place where the young child was?  Maybe that’s metaphorical speech. 
   If you were driving your car west, you might say you drove into the setting sun. 
Or maybe, and this is the other opinion, this was a supernatural event and this star 
   did in fact guide them to the very house.   
I personally believe this was a natural event that they saw and interpreted. 

Once again, you may wonder why I’m spending so much time on this. 
   It’s to drive home a point that is often missed.   
The star did not tell them everything they needed to know to find Jesus.   
   They needed God’s word.  They needed the prophecy of Micah 5. 
The star led them to Scripture, and Scripture pointed them to Bethlehem and Jesus. 
Or you could say their experience started them looking for Jesus, but it was  
   God’s word that gave them the truth they needed to find him. 
So they were astrologers and pagan priests, who through something they saw  



   were led to Scripture and to Christ.  Now the third question . . . 
MP#3  How did they respond? 
The big question in this story is:  Where is he who has been born King of the Jews? 
Herod was threatened and angered by that question.   
   He didn’t want another king.  He didn’t want to bow to anyone else. 
The chief priests and teachers of the law were intellectually aloof to the question. 
   They gave a biblically correct answer, Bethlehem, but they showed by their lack  
   of interest that they also did not want a king. 

How did the Magi respond? 
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  
   frankincense and of myrrh.   
It’s a house, not the stable.  Some time has passed, maybe two years. 
   Joseph and Mary had rented a house.   
   Joseph is not mentioned, probably because he was at work. 
A rental house in a small town, dad doing construction, young mother with baby.   
   This does not look like the King of the Jews. 

But they bow down and worship him and give him three gifts. 
These three gifts were highly symbolic in the ancient middle east. 
Gold was a symbol of kingship.  That’s not hard to understand.   
   It’s the most precious metal.  It’s the metal of kings. 
Frankincense was a symbol of deity.  It was an incense that was burned in worship. 
   These Magi do not just bow down, they worship.   
   They somehow understood and believed that this child was God in the flesh.   

And finally myrrh—can you guess what this symbolized?   
   This was also an aromatic incense, but instead of being burned, it was often  
   dissolved in oil and used to anoint and embalm the dead.    
   Myrrh is a symbol of death. 
Now it’s impossible to know exactly, but the Magi seem to have had some basic  
   understanding that this King of the Jews was God who would die for them. 

So they believed in him and submitted to him.   
And we see the new commitment of their lives in the very last verse that God told  
   them to avoid Herod and go home another way—and they did.   
They had a new authority in their lives based on faith in Jesus. 
A remarkable story, so let’s think about some faith lessons for us. 
   And to do this, let’s try to re-imagine this story.. . . 



Suppose you wake up tomorrow and your phone has blown up with messages, 
   everybody is saying, have you seen what’s on the news? 

So you get online and you can’t believe it, the big news story—Jesus has returned. 
   You start scrolling through the all the articles and reading them. 
There are news stories on the official responses of governments around the world.   
The Chinese Communist Party says Christ part of a Western plot to undermine  
   the people’s revolution and he will be issued a visa. 
The Swedish Parliament says they are committed to ethnic, moral, sexual, religious,  
   political, and economic equality and Christ’s claim of absolute authority is  
   incompatible with a just society. 
President Trump says he welcomes the Second Coming as long as Christ agrees 
   to help make America great again. 

Then there are news stories interviewing church leaders. 
Pope Francis says if Christ doesn’t address climate change, his coming irrelevant. 
The presiding bishop of the Episcopal church says if Christ doesn’t recognize the 
   validity of all religions and faith traditions, then his coming a setback to church. 
The Presbyterian General Assembly has put the discussion of Christ’s return on the  
   docket of its annual meeting this summer and plans to appoint a study committee   
   to report back in a year with recommendations.  

One question very few people are asking is:  Where is Christ now?   
   Everybody saw him return in the clouds of glory.   
There was a rumor was he was on his way to Times Square to make a major  
   announcement about his next move.   
All the media outlets converged there but he didn’t show up. 

One investigative reporter tracked Christ down to a little coffee shop in the city 
   where three important people had gathered to meet him— 
The President of Planned Parenthood, 
The Chief Legal Counsel for GLAAD, Gay Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation 
The Head Imam of the Islamic Center of New York City 
   All three appeared to have their heads bowed in prayer,  
   and Christ had his hands raised over their heads in benediction.   
OK, I know that was corny, but maybe it will help us understand why Matthew  
   included this episode in his account of Jesus’ birth. 
Matthew us using this story to help us understand Christ’s kingship in this world. 
   You could almost say he’s giving us a philosophy of history. 



First of all, this episode demonstrates there will always be opposition to Christ’s 
   kingship, both secular and religious opposition. 
Herod did not want another king to challenge his authority.   
   He started plotting to kill Jesus.  Right after this, when he found out the wise men  
   had fooled him, he had all the baby boys in Bethlehem murdered.   
And throughout history, there has always been secular opposition to Christ. 
   Psalm 2 describes it as the nations raging and plotting against the Lord.  
   Most of the time it’s suppressed, but sometimes it breaks out into violence.   

It’s not as obvious, but the religious leaders were also opposed to Christ’s kingship. 
   They seem to just be apathetic.  They know the answer to where the Christ will be  
   born but they aren’t interested in finding out if what the wise men say is true. 
But it’s not apathy, it’s opposition.   
   And that became apparent thirty years later when Jesus began his ministry and 
   these religious leaders plotted to kill him because of how angered they were by  
   his message and claims of kingship. 
Throughout history, there has always been religious opposition to Christ. 
   Not just by other religions, but within the church itself.  

Why is there always opposition?   
   Because people want to be their own king.  That’s fallen human nature. 
   We want to establish our own kingdom and live by our own laws and be  
   the masters of our own fate.   
So Christ’s kingship and his message—I made you, I claim you, I died for you, 
   obey my Gospel and live—is threatening, disturbing, infuriating. 

There’s one more facet to this opposition.   
The wise men were warned because since they had bowed to Christ, now they were  
   in Herod’s crosshairs.  Their loyalty to Christ would not be tolerated.   
Herod would have taken out his hatred of Christ on the Magi if he could have.  
   Jesus Christ himself says to his disciples in Matthew 24. 
   Then you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death,  
   and you will be hated by all nations because of me. 

The authorities of this world, the powers, the systems, the philosophies cannot  
   tolerate King Jesus or those who recognize his kingship. 
That’s the negative, but there’s something positive. 
The vast majority of Christ’s followers through the ages are ordinary people. 
They are Marys and Josephs—working moms and dads. 
   Carpenters, fishermen, minor government workers like Matthew, 



   remember Matthew was a tax collector before he became Jesus’ disciple. 
The other story of Jesus’ birth in the Bible, Luke’s account of Christmas highlights 
   ordinary people.  It’s in Luke we read about the shepherds and the widow Anna, 
   and the elderly man Simeon.  All ordinary people who bowed to King Jesus. 

But Matthew wants to show us something else. 
   Christ sometimes claims the elite, the intellectual, the high and mighty. 
Jesus calls people who because of their positions and their learning and their  
   accomplishments and their beliefs seem absolutely the last people in the worldd 
   who would ever bow and worship him. 

CS Lewis was a comfortable, accomplished, brilliant, witty, atheistic Oxford prof. 
   He saw a star in a comment by a fellow professor, a historian and also atheist,  
   who said the evidence the resurrection happened is pretty good. 
The star led Lewis to Scripture and to Christ. 

Mitsuo Fuchida was a captain in the Japanese Imperial Navy, the leading pilot in  
   the attack on Pearl Harbor, absolutely committed to Shintoism and the Bushido  
   Warrior Code.  He hated Christianity which he associated with America. 
He saw a star in a story told to him by Japanese solider who had executed two  
   American missionaries in the Philippines.   
That led him to accept a Bible from a missionary and come to Christ. 

Eta Linnemann was the first German woman to reach the rank of theology professor  
   in the German university system. 
She became famous for her scholarship and writings which criticized the historicity  
   of the New Testament, which she believed was a flawed, human document. 
Her star was something said by an ordinary, uneducated man from Nepal, of all  
   places, that lead her to start reading the Bible as the word of God. 
She accepted Christ and quite dramatically burned her own books, blackballed. 
   I heard her speak in seminary.  She was full of joy. 

I know some of you have read recently Beckett Cooks’s autobiography. 
He was one of the leading set designers in Los Angeles. 

He traveled all over the world and worked with the biggest names in show  
   business.  He had achieved the pinnacle of success in his profession. 
Beckett was committed to a hedonistic lifestyle and was utterly dismissive  
   of Christians and Christianity. 
He felt a wave of emptiness in a glamorous party in Paris, it was a star that made  



   him long for something more, then he saw that star again in a conversation with a  
   stranger in a coffee shop in Los Angeles,  and that lead him to a church and 
   a sermon and he bowed down to Jesus. 

The educated, the brilliant, the thinkers, the philosophers—the most unlikely, 
   resistant, impossible people—King Jesus claims some of them too. 

Brings us to the question that is always asked in every sermon on the wise men. 
On which side are you?  
   Are you determined to be your own king, master of your destiny, 
   living in opposition to Christ? 

Or will you bow down and worship him and give him your gifts, and accept him as  
   king and God and sacrifice as many humble and many great men and women have 
   through the years, and will continue to do so until he comes again? 


