Sabbath sermon of April 9, 2011
By Chika Flint, Bishop

The Visit of the Wise Men

Matthew Chapter 2

2:1. This chapter begins with the news of the birth of Jesus Christ in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of king Herod who was the son of Antipater, who wormed his way into the confidence of Julius Caesar. This Herod was an Edomite, a Gentile made king of Judea by Augustus and Antonius, the then chief rulers of the Roman state, a man made up of falsehood and cruelty; yet he was complimented with the title of Herod the Great. The Romans made him procurator of Judea in 47 B.C., and elevated him to the kingship in 37 B.C., when the last reigning descendant of the Maccabean dynasty, Antigonus (Mattathias), was executed in 30 B.C., the first "king" to be so executed at the hands of Rome. Herod craftily managed to stay in power despite the changing government of Rome. But that was typical of Herod the Great. Other historians confirm his savagery. He killed his own favorite wife and two sons. He also killed his oldest son just before he died himself. He was paranoid about assassination plots: when palace eunuchs accused each other, heads rolled. Herod was extremely jealous, murdering suspects and rivals. Herod wasn't principled. Although he had Gentile background, he built the magnificent Temple in Jerusalem but when in Rome he would sacrifice to the god Jupiter - his was a religion of convenience. His god was himself: witness his chaotic family life, and delusions in later life when power was finally slipping out of his grasp. Herod brought death, not life, to those he served. He was so evil that even Augustus Caesar the Emperor even said of him, "I would rather be Herod's DOG than his son." It would certainly be safer!
 “This was probably the first time a non Israelite was named the king of Israel. Jesus Christ was born not later than 4 B.C in the 35th year of Herod’s reign, and notice is taken of this, to show that the sceptre had now departed from Judah and the lawgiver from between his feet; and therefore now was the time for Shiloh to come, and to him shall the gathering of the people be (Gen. 49:10). Herod improved the temple in Jerusalem not knowing it was for the coming of the Messiah (Dan 9:24, 25). Herod died shortly after the murder of the innocent infants of Bethlehem.
2: 2. Wise men from the east. The term for “wise men,” or “astrologers,” is magoi, the Greek form of magav, an Old Persian word. They could have been those of the captivity who remained in Babylon after the 70 years of captivity and knew the Old Testament prophecies of the Messiah’s coming; that is how they knew the star represented the Messiah. Remember that Daniel’s prophecy in which he pinpointed the exact time when the Messiah will arrive was written in Babylon during their captivity (Dan. 9). These men constituted a priestly class that originated in Parthia near the site of ancient Babylon. These visitors doubtlessly came having heard of the promise of Messiah in Judea and having seen the new and brilliant star, they were guided by it to the birthplace of Jesus. Their worship prefigured the later submission of many Gentiles to Jesus Christ, the Messiah.

2:3-10. Herod had good reason to be alarmed when the wise men asked about a new born king of Israel, because he was not the rightful heir to the throne of David. He and all Jerusalem were troubled by the news of this born King of Israel, because they supposed that Messiah would come to be a great military and political deliverer. Herod advisers would have told him this. This would mean the end of Herod’s reign, and he had no intention whatever of permitting anyone to usurp his kingdom. No wonder this ruthless man took no chances and ordered all the male babies in Bethlehem killed. 
In Micah 5:2., we read as follows: “But thou, Bethlehem Ephratah, though thou be little among the thousands of Judah, yet out of thee shall he come forth unto me that is to be ruler in Israel; whose goings forth have been from of old, from everlasting.” This verse is not only prophetic, it has important implications in other ways. Micah says the Messiah will be born in Bethlehem, and that he will come from the Davidic line. From Matt. 2:5 it appears that all Israel thought Micah’s prophecy to be genuine. The prophecy also states that the Messiah is alive from ever-lasting. The Hebrew word translated goings-forth points to the times when God “went forth” to make known his truth to his people, or to redeem them from peril or bondage. The Messiah will go forth to provide eternal redemption. 
The leading priests and teachers of the Law were aware of Micah 5:2 and other prophecies about the Messiah. If so why were many of the religious leaders in Israel opposed to Jesus during his ministry. There is only one answer to this question, because the power of the doctrine of divide and rule was immediately put to work by Herod who was in collaboration with the Romans authorities who put him on the throne. If Jesus really was an heir to the throne of David, trouble would arise. Herod was ruthless, and because of his many enemies, he was suspicious that someone would try to overthrow him. This doctrine of divide and rule was instituted and put into action to prevent Israel, a religious people, from uniting around a religious figure.
2:11-14. The wise men, or astrologers, saw Jesus sometime after he was about two years old, for the family is now in a house not in a manger as have been portrayed in the movies. These wise men we are sure of, that they may have had a special message from God directing them to the Messiah. It has also been suggested that these wise men were each from a different land, representing the entire world bowing before Jesus. The Jews religious leadership regarded not Jesus Christ, but these Gentiles enquired him out. These wise men from faraway lands recognized Jesus as the Messiah when most of God’s chosen people in Israel did not. Many times those who are nearest to the means are furthest from the end. In chapter 8:11, 12, Matthew emphasizes this universal theme—Jesus’ message is for everyone. The Old Testament prophets knew this (Isa. 56:3, 6-8; 66:12, 19; Malachi 1:11), but many New Testament Jewish leaders chose to ignore it. Each individual has to choose to accept or reject the Gospel, and no one can become part of God’s Kingdom on the basis of heritage or connections. Having a Christian family is a wonderful blessing, but it won’t guarantee you eternal life. You must believe in and follow Jesus Christ. Following Jesus is not always easy or comfortable. Often it means great cost and sacrifice, with no earthly rewards or security. Jesus didn’t have a place to call home. You may find that following Jesus Christ costs you popularity, friendships, leisure time, or treasured habits. But while the cost of following Jesus Christ is high, the value of being Jesus’ disciple is even higher. Of course, discipleship is an investment that lasts for eternity and yields incredible rewards. 

The respect paid to Jesus Christ by these wise men was a happy presage and specimen of what would follow when those who were afar off should be made nigh by Jesus Christ. The wise mean gave these expensive gifts, because they were worthy presents for a future king. These were gift symbols of Messiah’s identity and what he would accomplish. Gold was a gift for king; frankincense was a gift for deity; and myrrh was a spice used to anoint a body for burial. 
The wise men brought gifts and worshipped Jesus for who he was. This is the essence of true worship—honoring Jesus Christ for who he is and being willing to give him what is valuable to you. Worship God because he is the perfect, just, and almighty Creator of the universe, worthy of the best you have to give. After finding Jesus and worshipping him the wise men were warned by God not to return through Jerusalem as they had intended. God warned them because Herod did not want to worship Jesus; it was a trick to get the wise men to return to him and reveal the whereabouts of the newborn king, so he could have Jesus killed. In most cases finding Jesus may mean that your life must take a different direction, one that is responsible and obedient to God’s Word. Keeping The Lord’s commandments means you must be willing to be led a different way. 
  According to verse 16, "When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi." Such genocide! This would have affected dozens of children, slaughtered for no reason, for he wished to be assured that among them the infant Jesus Christ was slain (Jer. 31:15). 
In another dream God told Joseph how to protect the child’s life. This is the second dream that Joseph received from God. He first dreamt that Mary’s child would be the Messiah (Matt. 1:20, 21). Although Joseph was not Jesus’ natural father, he was Jesus legal father and was responsible for his safety and well being. Divine guidance comes only to prepared and willing hearts. Joseph as we have seen remained receptive to God’s guidance.  By night, i.e., that very night. No legions of angels were sent to protect the infant Jesus; Joseph and Mary fled to Egypt. Just as there was no room for Messiah in the inn, there was no room for him in the land of Judea. Going to Egypt was not unusual because there were colonies of Hebrews in several major cities there (Jer.43-44). Here we find an interesting parallel between this flight to Egypt and Israel’s history. When Israel was an infant nation, it went to Egypt, and Jesus did as a child. God led Israel out of Egypt (Hosea 11:1; Ex. 12). God brought Jesus back from Egypt. Both events show God working to save his people.
2:17-23. Just as Isaiah chapter 7:14 had a double fulfillment, so this verse represents a similar situation. God called Israel out of Egypt, as recorded in Hos. 11:1. The verse speaks of Israel as God’s son, Here Matthew picks up this prophetic word and assigns it to Jesus—the second fulfillment. Joseph and Mary took Jesus to Egypt and remained there until Herod died.  Their return with Jesus is said by Matthew to be the fulfillment of the Hosean prophecy. A number of prophecies concerning the earthly mission of Jesus are stated in the New Testament to be fulfillments of Old Testament prophecies. Among them are the following (1) he would spend part of his childhood in Egypt (Hos. 11:1; Matt. 2:15); (2) he would suffer and make atonement for sins (Isa. 53:4-6; 2 Cor. 5:21); (3) he would ride into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey (Zech. 9:9; Matt. 21:2,4,5); (4) he would be offered a pain-killer in his agony on the cross (Ps. 69:21; Matt 27:34); (5) he would suffer no broken bones, contrary to the usual procedure connected with crucifixion (Ps. 34:20; Exodus. 12:46; John 19:36); (6) men would gamble over his garment (Ps. 22:18; Matt. 27”35); (7) he would utter certain words in his dying agony (Ps. 22:1; Mark 15:34); (8) he would rise again from the dead (Ps. 16:9, 10; Acts 2:31); (9) he is “Star out of Jacob” (Num. 24:17).
 Apparently the wise men told Herod the date they had first seen Jesus Christ’s natal star. They pinpointed the birthdate of the Messiah and gave Herod some idea of the age of the infant. Herod slaughtered all the children two years old and under to be sure he killed the Messiah. Archelaus was the son and heir of Herod the Great; his mother was Maltthace, a Samaritan woman. Caesar Augustus made him ethnarch (not king) of Samaria, Judea, and Idumea. He was the worst of Herod’s sons. The people suffered under him for nine years before he was banished to Vienna by Augustus. After his deportation, Judea was under the rule of Roman procurator until A.D 41. 
God did not want Joseph’s family to go into the region of this evil ruler. In a dream for the third time, God warned Joseph and he turned and went to Galilee, and they dwelled in a city of Nazareth. This city sat in the hilly area of southern Galilee near the crossroads of great caravan trade routes. The people of Nazareth had contact with people over the world, so world news reached them quickly. In any case, Matthew in his narrative on the events before and after the birth of Jesus Christ described Jesus as the true Messiah announced by God through the prophets, and he made the point that Jesus, the Messiah, had unexpected humble beginnings, just as the Old Testament predicted (Micah 5:2). God came to us in His son Jesus Christ, through the back door.  He entered this world in a humble status and hence he was born in a manger.  He left through the front door in His resurrection and ascension into heaven. 
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