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“The Wise Come”

Matthew 2:1-12
Epiphany, January 6, 2008

Paul to the Corinthian church wrote, “Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth.” who God chose to know Jesus. That is true, but from the very beginning of the Christian era wise, influential and noble people have sought out the Christ.

We call them “wise men” or “Magi”. The title Magi was given them by Matthew and is from the Greek word Magoi which actually means “great or powerful ones”. That would explain why Matthew says when King Herod heard of their coming he and all of Jerusalem was disturbed. It would also explain why they were able to quickly gain audience with the king and his advisors. These Magi who came were powerful, influential people a king could not ignore.
They came from the distant East, probably Persia, and they were so distinguished even by the worldly standards of that day that their arrival in Jerusalem caused a stir. When we think of the Magi we see three but that is more a result of our Christmas cards than anything else. They gave the child three kinds of gifts, but we don’t know how many Magi were in the caravan, could have been any number, might have been a dozen or more, but three will work.
Matthew also doesn’t tell us when they came. We know it wasn’t on the night of the birth like our favorite creche portrays.  Wise men on camels around the manger is just a shorthanded way to tell that part of the birth story. We can be certain that it was sometime later because Matthew says “On coming to the house they saw the child”, and a little later in the story Matthew tells us that King Herod targeted all the boy children from the age of two on down based on the time the star was first seen. (My youngest grandson Cooper won’t let us put the baby Jesus in the manger until Christmas eve, and the Magi have to stay the box until after Christmas day. He knows the story!)
Obviously the Bible shows little interest in the details of the Magi’s visit, how many there were, when they saw the star, how long the journey took them. Matthew is more interested in the fact that from the beginning of this story Gentiles have come to worship the Jewish Messiah. He was also interested in the gifts they brought, gold, incense and myrrh.
It is easy to see why gold was an appropriate gift for Jesus. Gold was then, and is now, the metal of kings. When the wise men presented the baby Jesus with gold it was their acknowledgement of His right to rule. Some theologians point out that when the wise men brought gold to the infant Jesus they were providing the money His parents would need to escape into Egypt. No doubt that is true, but it is not as important as the significance of the gift itself. Jesus was a king, and He is the King of Kings. The wise men confessed His kingship when they presented their gift of gold. We do the same.
It is also easy to see why incense was an appropriate gift to the baby Jesus. Incense was used in the temple worship. A blend of incense and oil was used to anoint the priests of Israel, and it was also mixed into the meal offering that the people gave the priests. In presenting incense the wise men, either intentionally or unintentionally, pointed to Jesus Christ as our great High Priest, the one whose entire life was a pleasing offering to His Father. In Philippians 4:18 Paul compares the gifts of the Philippians to “a fragrant offering, an acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to God.”
I wonder what the wise men were thinking when they presented myrrh as a gift to a newborn? Myrrh was a substance used in the embalming process. To present myrrh to the baby Jesus was like us giving funds for a funeral at a baby shower. By any human measure it would be odd, if not offensive, to present a spice used for embalming at the birth of a child.
But remember, the ones bringing gifts were wise men, astrologers, academics who had been given insights into this child’s role in human history. We can assume they had studied the Old Testament prophesies and knew that the Savior King would also be a Suffering King. Psalm 22 describes Jesus’ death by crucifixion. Isaiah 53 says “Surely He took our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered Him stricken by God, smitten by Him and afflicted. But He was pierced for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon Him, and by His wounds we are healed.”

William Barclay says rightly, “Gold for the king, frankincense for the priest, myrrh for the one that was to die – these were the gifts of the wise men, and, even at the cradle of Christ, they foretold that He was to be the true King, the perfect High Priest, and in the end the supreme Savior of all.”

Wise men, Magi! How were they wise? They were wise enough to seek Jesus! Somehow God showed them the impending birth of the new King and they felt this birth so significant that they prepared a caravan and made their way to the capitol city of the Jews.

Wise men and women still seek Jesus and for the same reasons the Magi sought Him, to present gifts, to worship, to serve the King. So far we have focused on the things these Magi brought. But I think one of the greatest gifts the wise men brought Jesus was their journey and their search, their time. Time has always been a valuable thing, especially to busy people. We are busy people, time is a valuable commodity for us.  One of the greatest gifts we can give our Lord and one of the best ways to acknowledge His lordship is to give Him our time. Every day we could spend just a few minutes reading about or thinking about our Lord. And on Sunday, the day God set aside for worship, we could make those few hours the highest priority.
The Magi were wise enough to want to know more about Jesus.  In their home country they were the ones to whom people came for wisdom. But they gained that wisdom from being good learners. In this story from Matthew we clearly see the wise men patiently listening to the chief priests and teachers of the Jews, trying to discover clues to where they might find the newborn King. They listened as someone read Micah 5:2, “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel.”  Don’t you imagine they were surprised? Don’t you imagine these wise men expected to find the newborn King in the palace or maybe the temple? Don’t you imagine these wise men quietly listened and in listening began to realize that this new King would not be welcome in Herod’s palace or by these religious leaders? Don’t you imagine that as they found their way to Bethlehem they discussed what they had seen and heard and were already wondering about the wisdom of returning to Herod as he had requested.
The Bible is filled with the wisdom of God. You and I don’t have to make a long journey to find His wisdom for us. Hebrews 4 says, “The word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.”  When we spend time in God’s Word we discover, like wise men always have, that God knows the challenges we are facing and the wisdom we need to make our way, and God has that wisdom right there for us. The Bible clearly shows us everything we need to know about our own situations and about the one who was sent by God to save. Everything we need to know to be His disciples and to live as He would have us live. Wise men study God’s word!
And finally, wise men are wise enough to worship Jesus when they find Him. That may seem self-evident, but you might be amazed at the number of people who seek knowledge but don’t apply that knowledge, who enjoy learning about Jesus but wouldn’t take the time to worship and serve Jesus. You can tell who those people are by the way they live outside the church. Paul warned Timothy that he would meet people who were “always learning but never able to acknowledge the truth”. (2 Tim. 3:7) The wise men wanted to know about Jesus, but they were also prepared to worship and serve Him with their gifts.
We have to ask, what is Matthew’s point in telling this story? It most certainly must be an encouragement for us to find the Christ, worship Him and offer Him ourselves as a gift. And for those of us who have already found our Lord then this story, coming at the beginning of a new year, encourages us to recommit ourselves to bring our Lord our gifts of gold, incense and myrrh.
We must begin with the myrrh! It is a symbol of death, and may it be a symbol of your willingness to die to yourself so that you might live for Him.

And then bring to him the incense of your worship. Incense is a symbol of your life and of your commitment to serve Him. When He comes to live in your life He will do a good work in you that produces fruit worthy of a disciple.

And finally bring your gold. When you offer your money you are acknowledging that Christ Jesus has the right to rule in your life. A financial gift is much more than money in the plate, it is your way of saying to Christ, “I am your servant. You direct my life, you make me strong, I completely trust you.”
If you do these things, give yourself to Jesus, worship Him and serve Him, trust Him, you will find what the Magi found, that you can’t return home by the way you came. Your life will have a new and better path. Amen. 

