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Matt. 2:1-12

Brothers and sisters, Matthew’s gospel was intended for the Jewish reader. When we read, however, we are surprised how little effort Matthew took not to anger or insult his readers. He was writing a story which must have been extremely shocking. Jerusalem learns about the birth of the Messiah from cursed pagans. Without them they wouldn’t know anything about the fulfillment of God’s promise – for every thinking Israelite this was a blow in the face. Matthew’s story about the Magi’s acts in Jerusalem challenges all those deeply rooted notions of Israel’s spiritual uniqueness, of God’s election, whom God loves and to whom He reveals Himself, and all the notions of who God’s enemies are and who will never find God’s truth. It problematizes pride of the elect mindset and it complicates the commandments of the Holy Writ to be separate from heathens.


Even if Matthew’s readers hadn’t felt offended by the role that was left over to Israel, they must have been puzzled by what the Holy One was willing to work with. God’s Word in Matthew insists that the One who has come changes everything and tears down every barrier that causes separation. It insists that those who were unloved can become beloved and that slaves can become sons of the living God. And it says so from its beginning to its end. It relies on the Holy Spirit to be stronger than all the hurt feelings of the readers and to show them how wonderful those events were and that God had been announcing them long before through his prophets.

The Jesus whom Matthew introduces is a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Greeks, but to the elect Jews and Greeks He is the power of God and the wisdom of God. It is not surprising that everyone will be puzzled when the God preached by the gospel writers abolishes the division between the sacred and the non-sacred which He Himself helped to create by His law. But if our indignation does not prevent us from reading further and asking more questions, we will learn about wonderful things of God. We will find that God’s law is not abolished but that the original intention of God’s purposes is fulfilled by overcoming the letter of the law. We will see that heathens play a new role, they come to nudge Israel to really be the royal priesthood. No one denies this even in this story of the Magi’s journey. The coming of the One whose star was seen by the pagans brings an end to the hopeless darkness of the nations. It is the beginning of a time when even the remotest ends of the world will speak passionately about the treasures of the Word of God known in Israel.


If our indignation does not prevent us from asking further, we will find out that this is the beginning of a time of great missions to pagans, a time when they are called to the God of Israel. We will also find that God has the right to destroy old things and old decrees because that’s how He always makes room for something new, more beautiful and more blessed than the previous. Matthew relies on this enlightenment of his readers, and so he doesn’t hesitate to say hard things. Some might stop in their dislike and dissatisfaction but those are people who don’t try to listen to the living God of the Scriptures whose ways always surprise us by being so different.

The Magi or wise men from our story were astrologers. Their science assumed that changes in the sky prefigure changes that will happen on earth. They believed that stars determine the fate of individuals and of nations and that every person and every nation has their own star. Such astrologers were paid by the court as advisors, not only in the Middle East at the time of Christ’s birth. When they saw an important sign, their task was to examine it. This was the purpose of their prognostic-diplomatic mission to Jerusalem. But all this was used by God because He needed those people to announce the birth of His Annointed. God wanted this because His coming was not just Israel’s business, it was also the pagans’ business. The promised King comes for both to make them children and heirs of God.


When God used these astrologers as His messengers, He did not find it repulsive to speak in their own manner. He did not even find it repulsive to make use of their superstition, although He had forbidden it to His people. (Just one example out of many: “You, Lord, have abandoned your people, the descendants of Jacob. They are full of superstitions from the East; they practice divination like the Philistines and embrace pagan customs.” Is. 2:6) Realizing this gives great freedom to the church. Not freedom to indulge in astrology and believe in horoscopes, but freedom to say the first words of the gospel always in the manner of the unbelieving person whom we want to invite to Christ. When God decided that his gospel wouldn’t be defiled by being announced in the manner of pagans, we can count on it too.

Does the other person speak as people speak on the street? Does he speak the language of an ideology? Or the language of Eastern religions? No problem. We can step down to him and use such words too. Is he convinced that all important information is to be found on the internet and in television? No problem either. We can share the Good News in that way. We know about whom we want to speak when we use such words and means. We can be confident that we will be able to put the first piece information about Christ in any kind of words, if we try, just as in our story God put it in the language and manner of astrology. When we come to other things, we will need to use the language of Scripture and teach our friend how to use it. But the first piece of information, that Jesus Christ is here, is translatable into the language of our unbelieving neighbors. If God didn’t find this repulsive, why should we? When God used the manner of astrological deceit to announce the most beautiful truth, why should we hesitate to do the same? Just because we feel holier when we don’t use such means? Or because it is a lot of work to speak in unholy words and use nonbiblical terms and it makes us insecure? It is better to disregard our feelings in this case and try the effort. It can bring life to our neighbors.


Back to our story. The Magi in Jerusalem rock the boat. It seems they know nothing of the political tensions in the country: they have no idea that the throne is occupied by an Arabic-Edomite foe, put there by Romans, immensely fearing to lose his power and not hesitating to execute his own sons in his paranoia. They have no idea that the Jews are expecting a King, a Redeemer from the line of David and that they see Him as the opposite of the present tyranny. Had they known this, they could never have done what they did in Jerusalem. They assumed, on the contrary, that the legitimate and beloved king is happy to have a young successor and most likely is organizing a banquet in his honor.

The situation is very different, though, and the actions of the Magi only cause tumult. Herod senses a political competitor. The people expect the worst when they imagine what might follow. The high priests are upset that some cursed pagans speak of such holy things. They are stuck in their rigidity and they miss out on the important thing. They give Herod what he asks for, a verse about the birth of the Messiah, but then they don’t go to see if something has happened in Bethlehem. The people of Jerusalem do not act either.

It is God’s enemy Herod who first takes the Magi’s words seriously and acts on them. “When he had called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Messiah was to be born. “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the prophet has written: ‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel.’ Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent them to Bethlehem and said, ‘Go and search carefully for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.’” Herod realizes that this is about the hated messianic hope of the Jews. And he also realizes that no rumor should be neglected. Herod is the first to connect the strangers’ questions with God’s promises, even if those promises are part of the religion of his political enemies. Perhaps he senses a chance to get rid of this messianic lunacy for good. He acts fast, precisely and in secret. He asks those who have precise biblical information and secretly those who have astrological information. He pretends humility and readiness to give up his throne in favor of the new star. Politically, it pays off. The strangers will lead him to the future competitor. At the same time they will quickly leave Jerusalem and there will be no tumult. And they won’t be able to undermine Herod’s power by telling stories to their lords.

However, even Herod the Great has to do something very different in the end. God has arranged it so that he, the greatest enemy of everything that had to do with the coming of the Messiah, is used as a mediator for those who are led by God to seek the Messiah. He puts all the pieces of information together for them. We read in Psalm 2 that “the kings of the earth rise up against the Lord and against his anointed, but the One enthroned in heaven laughs,” and we see this happen right here. When God’s enemies are pleased how well they are doing in their fight, they are being used for God’s purposes. 


Conclusion: Brothers and sisters, the star itself is not enough. Its sign must be attended with the testimony of the Scriptures. The Magi wouldn’t have found their way, had they not heard the Scripture verses quoted by the priests. They wouldn’t have known that the King of Israel had been long expected, or that he was a king. Without the words of the Bible, things would have remained at the level of their professional prognostics and diplomacy and would have had no personal relevance for them. Only after they hear the testimony of the Scriptures they know whom they have come to announce, that he will become also their hope and that they can rejoice when they find him. And so we cannot stop on the human level when we speak about Christ. The time inevitably comes when the person to whom we witness will need to hear what God gave His people, His Word. It is good for us to know Scripture well and know where to find the right word at the right moment. It is good for us to value Scripture higher than any other treasures because every person’s journey to faith is fulfilled when the Holy Spirit opens Scripture to him in the right moment. To carry out the full mission of royal priesthood we must be ready to invite in the language of the invited but we must also know the Scripture and apply it. Then everything is ready and new Christians may emerge.

“After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen when it rose went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. 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, frankincense and myrrh.” It is only about 7 km from Jerusalem to Bethlehem so the journey took only a couple of hours. They saw the star again to confirm that they were going in the right direction and that they would find their goal if they follow the information they had received. Eventually they find only a poor baby with its mother. Yet they are certain that they have found the King. Not only a king of Jews but also their own true Lord and King. They bow to him and present him gifts which would be presented only to gods and kings. And in this way they proclaim: My Lord and my God.


These royal Magi give royal gifts to poor people. But these poor people are the reason why the givers of material gifts become themselves rich after this meeting. Rich, because they have found the Savior and the Light of life. This Savior is a light of revelation for pagans and a glory of the people of God. He really does not make any difference. On the contrary, He abolishes all differences by His work of redemption. He will not turn out anyone who comes to Him. This Savior will really gather together people from all nations to join Israel, worship God and serve Him together.

Amen.
