LIFE OF CHRIST I   LESSON 3 – Wise Men Worship the King

(Notes compiled by Mary Ann Lapointe)

Matthew 2; Luke 2:39,40

Memory Verse: 1 John 4:14  

And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent the Son as Savior of the world. 

Motions to Memory Verse:

And we have seen – Point to eyes with forefingers.

and testify – Both hands with palms open coming down from mouth as if words are coming out.

that the Father – Point towards heaven.

has sent the Son –  Rock arms as if holding a baby.

as Savior –  Fists crossed over chest, pulled apart with a staccato motion as if being freed.

of the world. – Make deaf sign for a “W,” then make a circle for World.
Matthew 2

   Matthew was written to the Jews, a religious people.  In chapter 2 the fulfillment of four Messianic prophecies are noted:

· He was to be born in Bethlehem (Micah 5:2)

· He was to be called out of Egypt.  (Hosea 11:1)

· There was to be weeping in Ramah.  (Jeremiah 31:15)

· He was to be called a Nazarene.  (Isaiah 11:1)

   Since Christ was to be born in Bethlehem, why should there be weeping in Ramah, which is about as far north of Jerusalem as Bethlehem is south of Jerusalem?  And He was to be called a Nazarene although He would be born in Bethlehem and called out of Egypt.  The question is:  How could all of these prophecies be fulfilled in the same little baby?  Well, Matthew shows how literally, accurately, and easily all were fulfilled without any strain on prophecy or on history.  It came about exactly as God said it would come about. J. Vernon McGee

   Mary and Joseph chose not to return to Nazareth after they traveled to Bethlehem for the census.  Had neighborhood gossip made life in Nazareth unpleasant?  Perhaps.  But for the wise men to find them and for prophecy to be fulfilled, they needed to remain in Bethlehem. 

Matt. 2:1 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, 2 saying, "Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we have seen His star in the East and have come to worship Him."  

   …wise men from the East… These wise man or magi were “king-makers,” not kings, as many believe.  The magi were a caste of wise men specializing in astronomy and the natural sciences.  They occupied the highest job in their kingdom.  They came from the East, from Babylon, which was a very civilized nation.  They would travel the trade routes to get to Israel.

   Magi was the name given to a priest caste of Zoroastrians in Media in the East.  This caste was the intelligentsia of the nation.  They tutored princes and were students of a variety of subjects including astrology.  Study of the stars was an important feature of their religion.  They believed that astral phenomena either influenced or signaled unusual events taking place on the earth.  When Alexander the Great was born, magi prophesied from a brilliant constellation that the destroyer of Asia was born. Wise Men Still Seek Him, article in CEF magazine, Dec. 1964 by Andre Bustanoby  

   Because of the influence of Daniel and other Jewish people centuries before, the Babylonians had become fascinated by the monotheism of Moses and they respected the religion of the Jewish people highly.  By the time of Jesus’ birth, they were anticipating that something extremely significant was going to happen in connection with the Jewish people, and as soon as the great celestial events started to occur, they immediately understood that the King of the Jews had finally been born.  They knew that this king deserved their worship.  The Back to God Hour, Astrologers’ Christmas by Dr. Joel Nederhood

   The book of Daniel has much to say about these men.  In fact, Daniel was made the head of this privileged caste.  Though it can’t be proved, I suspect that Daniel, chief of the magi for over eighty years, thoroughly instructed them in the Messianic expectation.  I believe it was because of Daniel that the magi in Matthew’s story came seeking the Messiah. Wise Men Still Seek Him, article in CEF magazine, Dec. 1964 by Andre Bustanoby  

   The most famous converts from Daniel’s testimony were Nebuchadnezzar and Darius the Mede.  No doubt there were hundreds of others.  These magi could have been direct descendents of converts of Daniel. Daniel wrote the book of Daniel and possibly other writings testifying to the Great God of the Universe and His promised Messiah.  Somehow these men knew this king of the Jews was born for them too.  They came saying, “Where is He?  We’ve seen His star in the East and have come to worship Him.” 

   They might have come with a huge army, possibly on Arabian horses.  We know not how they came, but we know why they came.  They came to recognize the baby Jesus as the rightful King of Israel.  The Bible doesn’t say how many magi there were, it just says there were three gifts.  There could have been hundreds of king makers that came to Bethlehem.  

   …we have seen His star in the East… We are not told how the Magi (Greek Word for wise men) identified the star, nor are we told what sort of a star it was.  Perhaps it was a literal star, or maybe the star was a manifestation of the Shekinah glory of God, similar to the pillar of fire that guided the children of Israel during their journey in the wilderness (Ex. 13:21).   We do know that in some miraculous way, God used the star to inform the Magi of the birth of the King of the Jews.  

   In Numbers 24:17, the prophet Balaam said that at the end of days, “A Star shall come out of Jacob; a Scepter shall rise out of Israel, and batter the brow of Moab, and destroy all the sons of tumult.”  In the ancient world, it was believed that the birth and ascension of great kings were announced by the appearance of stars.  In Balaam’s prophecy, the star is the scepter that shall rise out of Judah in fulfillment of Jacob’s prophetic blessing to his son Judah: The scepter will not depart from Judah, nor the ruler's staff from his descendants, until the coming of the one to whom it belongs, the one whom all nations will obey (Gen 49:10 New Living).  Mark Ellick, The Chosen People Ministry

   There are a number of explanations of what occurred in the heavens in 5 BC recorded by the highly accurate records kept by the Chinese, and by Johannes Keppler, the 17th century astronomer.  Whatever the physical cause of that star, we know that the heavens expressed creation’s involvement in the birth of God’s Son. The Back to God Hour, Astrologers’ Christmas by Dr. Joel Nederhood

   Christ’s birth was of cosmic significance.  God used the heavens to speak to astrologers about His Son. God wants to tell the world about the Lord Jesus Christ, and He has so constructed His creation that everything about it points to the Savior of the world.  He is willing to use any means and all languages to make people understand the importance of Jesus.  

   …came to Jerusalem…  Why did they come to Jerusalem?  Contrary to our beautifully illustrated Christmas cards, the magi saw the star in the East.  With the rising of that star, mysterious and magnetic, they caught a vision.  Their curiosity overcame their sense of caution and they acted.  Knowing that the king of the Jews was to be born, they went to the capital city. They assumed a king would be born in a palace.  And the palace was in Jerusalem.  They saw the star in the East; they did not follow the star across the desert.  

Matt. 2:3 When Herod the king heard this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. 

   …he was troubled…  It is not surprising that Herod was troubled.  One thing that Herod did not want was competition.  In fact, the one thing that Herod would not tolerate was competition.  King-makers coming to Jerusalem asking: "Where is He who has been born King of the Jews?” alarmed him.  That they were looking for a baby king is what disturbed Herod; he was the king!  

   Herod was a wicked, insane, horrible king.  When he was an old man ready to die, he killed his favorite wife and some of his own sons for fear of them taking his throne.

   …and all Jerusalem with him.  While we are not surprised that Herod was troubled, it is surprising that all Jerusalem was troubled.  They were looking for their Messiah.  Well, He was here!  So why were they troubled?

   The story of the magi is only recorded in Matthew, and this is significant.  The Jews looked down on the Gentiles as outsiders to the favor of God.  Yet here comes a group of pagan magi looking for the Messiah, whereas Herod, the chief priests, the scribes and the people knew nothing about the birth of their King.  This was a subtle rebuke to Israel.  The heathen magi were seeking the Messiah while Jerusalem was going about business as usual.  Wise Men Still Seek Him, article in CEF magazine, Dec. 1964 by Andre Bustanoby  

   The scribes were troubled too.  They had a neat set-up.  They ruled the people with power and authority.  They were not looking for anyone with whom to share that control – not even the Son of God Himself.

Matt. 2:4 And when he had gathered all the chief priests and scribes of the people together, he inquired of them where the Christ was to be born. 

   …he had gathered all the chief priests and scribes … he inquired of them where the Christ was to be born.  Herod knew where to go to find the answer.  He went to those who knew the Scriptures.  Lots of people know deep in their hearts that the Bible is true but they won’t accept it for themselves.  Knowing intellectually is not enough; God is looking for heart belief.

Matt. 2:5 So they said to him, "In Bethlehem of Judea, for thus it is written by the prophet: 

6 'But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,

Are not the least among the rulers of Judah;

For out of you shall come a Ruler Who will shepherd My people Israel.' "

   …Bethlehem … out of you shall come a Ruler Who will shepherd My people Israel." The Scribes knew the Old Testament.  They knew the Messiah was to be born in Bethlehem.

Matt. 2:7 Then Herod, when he had secretly called the wise men, determined from them what time the star appeared. 

   …Herod … secretly called the wise men…  Herod didn’t want the people to know he was that interested so he secretly called the wise men.  Maybe he was afraid someone might warn the baby’s family as his reputation for brutality to competing authority was well known.

   …determined from them what time the star appeared.   Herod wanted to pinpoint the date of this baby’s birth.  He wanted to find out exactly how old this little child was then.  Because calendars were not standardized, Herod must find out when the star appeared to them and how that date matched the Judean calendar.

Matt. 2:8 And he sent them to Bethlehem and said, "Go and search diligently for the young Child, and when you have found Him, bring back word to me, that I may come and worship Him also."

   …he sent them to Bethlehem… The scribes didn’t speak directly with the magi.  King Herod was acting as the middleman.  Herod had ulterior motives in taking care of his guests from the east.

   Go and search diligently… By this time the magi could have been gone from their homes for two years.  Did they need for Herod to tell them to go and search diligently?  To find this king was the very reason they had come at such great expense to themselves.  They wanted to see this child that has been born.  Herod had interest in this child also but not at all for the same reason as the magi.

   …young Child…  He was not a baby in a manger.

   …I may come and worship Him also.  We do not know if the magi knew the type of man they were dealing with.  Anyone who did would have immediately known this to be a lie.

 Matt. 2:9 When they heard the king, they departed; and behold, the star which they had seen in the East went before them, till it came and stood over where the young Child was. 10 When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceedingly great joy. 

   ...behold…  This is always an exclamation of great surprise in the Bible.  

   …star which they had seen in the East… This is further evidence that they did not follow the star across the desert.  They were exceedingly surprised to see the star again and it was the same one they had seen in the East.
…till it came and stood over where the young Child was.  It is clear that the star was not a common or ordinary star.  For it would be utterly impossible for an ordinary star to do what this star did. It is impossible for a star to stand over a particular house.  There are explanations of why Matthew recorded it this way:  
· One is that the star was on the horizon and as they followed it to Bethlehem, it appeared to be directly over the house where Mary and Joseph were then living – not a satisfactory explanation to account for it pointing out the exact house. 

· It could have been a meteor.  But these learned men most certainly knew the difference between a star and a meteor which burns out. 

· It might have been an angel; but then angels in the Bible are usually identified as such. 

   Did it move along quite low, not much higher than the tops of the houses, so that when it came to right place, it stopped moving and shed its soft, pale light, like a silvery finger down upon the exact house where the young King lay?  We are not told.
   However, regardless of the explanation, God in His wisdom used a star to point them to the exact house where the young King was to be found.  For who could they have asked in Bethlehem who would have known the answer to the Christ’s Child whereabouts?
   When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceedingly great joy. Not only was the city unaware that their king had been born; they were troubled at the report that He had come.  So to see this star again, confirmed to the wise men that their long trip was not in vain.  This caused them to rejoice with exceedingly great joy.

Matt. 2:11 And when they had come into the house, they saw the young Child with Mary His mother, and fell down and worshiped Him. 

   …they had come into the house… By this time the young couple had settled into a house with their baby.  Joseph had gotten a job and Mary was a stay at home mom.

   …they saw the young Child…  Again “young Child,” not “baby” is specified.

   …and fell down and worshiped Him.  They first presented themselves to God and then they presented their treasures.  That is the same order that the Lord wants from us.  We are to first give ourselves to Him, and then give Him our gifts.

   Self-fulfillment can be healthy; self-gratification can be satisfying, but neither can be considered worship of God. It is mere worship of self. The Church must be sensitive to the needs and wants of people; but, in the worship of God, the focus is not on us. The focus of worship is to praise God for who He is and what He has done. 

   Many churches no longer have a worship “service.” We design a worship “experience,” so we will feel good. One of the great documents in the history of our denomination is the Larger Catechism, as well as the Short Catechism, and the first question that is written there is: “What is our chief end?” In other words, “What is our reason for being?” “What is God's purpose for you and for me?” The answer is: “Our chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy God forever.” Amazingly, it is as we glorify God, that we gain our greatest sense of fulfillment. That is the wisdom of God. In the name of God, let us worship the King. That is what the Magi did. Dr. William R. Barron, "Journey to Jesus, January 6, 2002
Matt. 2:11 And when they had opened their treasures, they presented gifts to Him: gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 

   …they had opened their treasures… These wise men offered to Jesus the best that they had.  Finding Jesus should cause us to open our treasures to Him.  Upon meeting Him, we should realize that our money, our property, or whatever makes up our earthly treasures, belong to God and not to ourselves.  All belongs to Him and not to us.   He lends them to us to use for Him.  And when we find Him as our Savior we should follow the example of these wise men.  We should open our treasures and present our offerings of the very best and choicest things that we have. 
   The inspired writers of the Bible are economical in their use of words.  Matthew could have said simply, “They presented gifts.”  But he says more; he names them: “gold, frankincense, and myrrh.”  Myrrh was a gummy resin from a tree. It was a pain killer when taken internally.  It was also used for embalming bodies.  Frankincense was also a gummy resin. It came from the balsam tree and was in the incense used by the Levitical priests.  Both were very valuable.

   We don’t know if the magi were aware that their gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh were a silent testimony to the mission of the Messiah.  The myrrh testified to His suffering and death, the frankincense to His priestly session in heaven as our high priest, and the gold to His coming again as king. Wise Men Still Seek Him, article in CEF magazine, Dec. 1964 by Andre Bustanoby  

   These were all costly gifts and may have been used to pay for their subsequent travel to Egypt.

Matt. 2:12 Then, being divinely warned in a dream that they should not return to Herod, they departed for their own country another way. 

   …being divinely warned in a dream that they should not return to Herod…  I do not know how many times these magi had encountered God in their dreams, but such a dream must have been amazing to them.  That trip, to worship the King of the Jews, had been met with all kinds of surprises.  
   That dream probably occurred the first night they were in Bethlehem.  They had accomplished their mission.  It was a small town; there was nothing else to do.  They would have been eager to return home.  

   When the astrologers went to worship Jesus in Bethlehem, that was the end of astrology.  For the science/religion of astrology taught people then, as it does today, that we live under the influence of the stars.  But once a person looks into the face of the Lord Jesus Christ, any notion that the stars govern his life must wither away.  Jesus is Lord.  The stars have no power.  Behind the stars is the God who made them and who uses them to tell His message.  And when we see God, we see His Son Jesus.  When we look at the stars, we make a fatal mistake if we worship them or fear them.  We must worship Jesus, and we must understand that Jesus is the great controller of our lives… Jesus alone.   

   Jesus controls our destiny.  If anyone claims to be a Christian and still makes use of horoscopes and other elements of astrology today, he is fooling himself.  How can we believe that the stars control destiny, when the stars themselves are controlled by God?  And the God who controls our destiny has appeared to us in the person of Jesus Christ.   The Back to God Hour, Astrologers’ Christmas by Dr. Joel Nederhood

   It is sinful for a Christian to consult with an astrologer or a horoscope.  If we have questions or concerns about our future, we are to look to God.  We are not to consult other signs.  When someone says, “I’m a Capricorn, what are you?”  Our answer should be, “I’m a Christian.”    

   After the magi worshiped the Lord Jesus, They no longer looked to the stars for direction.  God directed them other ways.  He directed them through a dream. They did not follow the stars back to Babylon. Kneel as the magi did at the feet of Jesus and put your astrology away. The Back to God Hour, Astrologers’ Christmas by Dr. Joel Nederhood

Matt. 2:13  Now when they had departed, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream, saying, "Arise, take the young Child and His mother, flee to Egypt, and stay there until I bring you word; for Herod will seek the young Child to destroy Him." 

14 When he arose, he took the young Child and His mother by night and departed for Egypt, 15 and was there until the death of Herod, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the Lord through the prophet, saying, "Out of Egypt I called My Son."  

    “…flee to Egypt … Herod will seek the young Child to destroy Him." It was imperative that Joseph act quickly.  He must flee!  He quickly packed what little belongings he and Mary had and left Bethlehem that same night.  He abandoned his job, friends, and all possessions except what he could carry.  By morning the small family had vanished.  No one knew where they had gone.
   Travel would not be easy with a young child.  Travelers were easy prey to thieves. Joseph and Mary traveled about 150 miles to Egypt.   Once there, they found a haven, for Egypt was the home of many Jews.  Thomas M. Lewis

   Joseph’s life was characterized by his immediate obedience to God’s instruction.  His leadership required great self-sacrifice.  

Matt. 2:16 Then Herod, when he saw that he was deceived by the wise men, was exceedingly angry; and he sent forth and put to death all the male children who were in Bethlehem and in all its districts, from two years old and under, according to the time which he had determined from the wise men. 17 Then was fulfilled what was spoken by Jeremiah the prophet, saying: 

18 "A voice was heard in Ramah,
Lamentation, weeping, and great mourning,

Rachel weeping for her children,

Refusing to be comforted,

Because they are no more."  

   Then Herod, when he saw that he was deceived by the wise men…  It was only six miles back to Jerusalem, the wise men could have returned the next day.  It didn’t take Herod long to figure out that he’d been deceived.

   …Herod … was exceedingly angry… Herod was a mad man.  He was insane.  His savage response when he was not given the information he needed to find the Child was unfortunately typical.  An Edomite, he embraced Judaism outwardly while building pagan temples.  He executed forty-five members of the ruling class when he came to power in Judea.  Always suspicious, he killed one of his ten wives and three of his sons as well as other relatives.

   His madness culminated when he tried to arrange for the murder of all the leaders of the Jews upon his death.  This was to insure national mourning rather than a festival.  Thomas M. Lewis
   If we look behind Herod, we see Satan trying to destroy the Christ child. However, as for Herod, he was probably unaware that this great and unjust slaughter of the children failed to accomplish his purposes.  

   …Lamentation, weeping, and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children…  Rachel stands for all Jewish women.  Herod the Great often had similar purges.  He would order a whole town killed when they disobeyed him.  Secular history shows him to be a very bloody man.

Matt. 2:19 But when Herod was dead,

   …Herod was dead…  James Ussher in his The Annals of the World, records that Jesus was born in 5 BC, the slaughter of the children was in 4 BC and later that same year Herod died.  In 3 BC the angel appeared to Joseph ordering him to return to Israel.  The Christ Child was no threat to Herod.  All those babies died needlessly.

 Matt. 2:19  …behold, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt, 20 saying, "Arise, take the young Child and His mother, and go to the land of Israel, for those who sought the young Child's life are dead." 21 Then he arose, took the young Child and His mother, and came into the land of Israel. 22 But when he heard that Archelaus was reigning over Judea instead of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there.

   …he was afraid to go there.  Joseph’s fear was well founded.  Judea now trembled under Archelaus, Herod’s son and hated successor.  

   Even before Emperor Augustus had confirmed him as ruler, Archelaus revealed his wickedness.  At Passover, many in Jerusalem rioted as they mourned two teachers – Judas and Mattias, who were slain by Herod for inspiring others to tear down the golden eagle he sacrilegiously placed above the Temple gate. 

   Archelaus ordered his cavalry to surround the Temple, slaughtering three thousand men.  The remaining pilgrims fled.  He dealt so ruthlessly with the Jews that the Emperor eventually banished him lest his oppression cause a full-scale revolt. Thomas M. Lewis
 Matt. 2:22  And being warned by God in a dream, he turned aside into the region of Galilee. 

   …being warned by God in a dream…  This was the fourth time that an angel had appeared to Joseph. Once again, leadership demanded sacrifice.  Joseph listened to God; he settled in Nazareth.  Joseph set up his home and reestablished his trade for the third time in just a few years.  He gave his whole life to protecting God’s Son, not to promoting his own interests.

Matt. 2:23 And he came and dwelt in a city called Nazareth, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophets, "He shall be called a Nazarene."

Luke 2:39

Luke 2:39 So when they had performed all things according to the law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, to their own city, Nazareth.
   …Nazareth.  He was to be called a Nazarene (Isaiah 11:1).
   Herod, the king of the Jews, was only concerned about the Messiah as a threat to the throne.  The chief priests and scribes, the religious leaders, were concerned with the Messiah only academically.  But it was the Gentile magi, of all people, who found the Messiah, bowed at His feet and silently testified to His mission.  

   Matthew portrays in this story a simple truth:  Though Jesus came unto His own, the Jews, it was Gentiles who accepted Him as Savior.  John put it this way, “He came to His own, and His own did not receive Him. 12 But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, to those who believe in His name” John 1:11-12.  NKJV
   Jesus Christ came to save Herod, the chief priests, and the people from their sins, but they would have none of it.  It was wise men who sought the Savior then; and, wise men still seek Him today.  Wise Men Still Seek Him, article in CEF magazine, Dec. 1964 by Andre Bustanoby  

   Wise men still seek Him; and those who seek, find.  In Jesus Christ and Him alone are to be found forgiveness, inward peace, all joy, and the promises of life eternal.

   The magi found Him as a young Child with Mary His mother.  We find Him today as the living Christ, clothed with glory and honor and seated at the right hand of His Father in heaven.  He is there because He finished the work He came to do on earth.

   While it is true that wise men still seek Him, it is more wonderfully true that He still seeks us – whoever we are and whatever we are.  Today from His place in heaven comes His divine invitation to saint and sinner.

   If the President, the Queen, or a king invited you, you would surely accept.  The Babe of Bethlehem who is now the Christ of Glory is inviting you today.  May you know what it is to respond; and may all His spiritual blessings be yours.  TRACT: Wise Men Still Seek HIM, by Clyde H. Dennis
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