
Christmas on a Camel #2

”The Insight of the Wise Men”

Matthew 2:1-10
If Christmas was to have a logo, what would be the image? Would it be a tree, a present, or Santa Claus? None of those refer to the birth of Jesus. Would it be an angel, a shepherd, or a baby? Perhaps. But a good argument could be made for a star, as Paul Maier observes,

One of the most spectacular aspects of the Christmas story must be the great star which lured the wise men from their eastern homeland to Jerusalem and on again to Bethlehem. For that star never really disappeared. In silver or gold, plastic or cardboard, it crowns the tops of Christmas trees and twinkles among the festive trappings along Main Street. In glitter or aluminum foil, it shines on as the most familiar single motif on Christmas cards.

The star of Christmas is one of the enduring symbols from the birth of Jesus. And it is definitely a key element in the story of the wise men recorded in Matthew 2:1-10,

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, “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.” 

When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. When he had called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Christ 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 be the shepherd of 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 make a careful search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.” 

After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. 
This morning I want to consider the insight of the wise men.

The Appearance of the Star

We begin with the appearance of the star. It was the star that first alerted the wise men to the birth of a king, according to verse two. Before we get into the identification of what the star may have been, an important point needs to be made. Max Lucado writes,

God uses the natural world to get our attention. Earth and stars form the first missionary society. “The heavens declare the glory of God” (Psa. 19:1 nkjv). As Paul wrote, “The basic reality of God is plain enough. Open your eyes and there it is! By taking a long and thoughtful look at what God has created, people have always been able to see what their eyes as such can’t see: eternal power, for instance, and the mystery of his divine being” (Rom. 1:19-20 msg).

Creation itself testifies to its Creator, and it should not surprise us that natural phenomenon would accompany the human birth of God the Son. 

The star of Bethlehem has puzzled scholars for centuries. Some have skeptically dismissed the phenomenon as a myth, a mere literary device to call attention to the importance of the Nativity. Some Christians, at the other extreme, have argued that the star was miraculously placed there by God to guide the Magi and is therefore beyond all natural explanation.
 Most authorities, however, take a middle course looking for some astronomical and historical explanation for the Christmas star, and several interesting theories have been offered.

Without going into tedious detail, the most common natural possibilities are a triple conjunction of Jupiter, Saturn and Mars in the constellation of Pisces (which ancient astrologers connected with Palestine) in 6 b.c., a comet, or a nova—any of which would have appeared as a significantly bright star to the naked eye. The only one that can be dated close to the time of Christ’s birth is the planetary conjunction, and for this reason it remains a favorite for those who see a natural explanation for the “star.” 

The wise men explain that they saw “his star.” Whatever the star was, what is clear is that the wise men reported some astronomical phenomenon that they had some way of linking with a particular king, the king of the Jews. But they do not say what the link was. It is not completely certain whether we should translate “at its rising” or “in the east.”
 Since they were most likely from a land east of Judea, one would think they would have seen the star in the western sky if it were hovering over Bethlehem.

The scenario was probably like this. In ancient times people believed that the birth of great men was announced by the stars. These astrologers saw the new star appear in the east and concluded from their studies that it announced the birth of a Jewish king. The logical place to find this king would be in Jerusalem, so they began their journey to Judea and, knowing the route, they didn’t need the star to guide them.

As I mentioned last week, we should not take this example as an endorsement of astrology, a practice that the Bible consistently condemns. Walter Kaiser explains,

Can God speak through astrology? Yes, for he did it once. Is it then a normal means of his revelation? By no means! God has given us his Word, a far more accurate and fuller means of revelation. Yet when his people are ignoring his Word, it may well be that God will speak to some pagan through the stars and that pagan will respond with a faith that shames the indifference of the people who claim to be God’s and who are custodians of his revelatory book.

This was certainly the case in the first Christmas.

The Association with the Scriptures

The appearance of the star, however, was not enough to explain the pilgrimage of the wise men from their distant homeland to Jerusalem, nor their precise question about a newborn King of the Jews in Matthew 2:2. One might imagine that, from the planetary phenomena given, they could have expected any other happy or important event among the Jews. But, in practice, astrologers always have made ample use of other sources of information and of analogies with more or less similar cases in the past.

In this case, the testimony of the star was substantiated by the testimony of the Scriptures. Why would these Gentile astrologers know or care about what the Jewish Scriptures said? In those days, kings looked for knowledge and wisdom everywhere, and would even look to the religions and philosophies of defeated enemies for truth, such as how Daniel and his friends were used by the Babylonian kings. Archaeologists have discovered many instances of this in the ancient world, and no doubt these wise men had the Jewish Scriptures at their disposal. Perhaps they drew the connection between that star and Numbers 24:17: “A star will come out of Jacob; a scepter will rise out of Israel.” The vision is brief and to the point; it focuses on the coming Messiah of Israel and His conquests “in the latter days” (verse 14). The images of the star and scepter speak of Messiah’s kingship and reign in Genesis 49:10, and “out of Jacob shall he come who shall have dominion” refers to Messiah in Num. 24:19; Psa. 72:8; and Zech. 9:10.

What is remarkable about the prophecy is its source: Balaam, the pagan “prophet for profit” or “spiritual soldier of fortune,” was hired by the king of Moab to curse Israel. On the way, Balaam’s donkey saw an angel of the Lord standing in the way, ready to strike Balaam down. But Balaam could not see the angel, and beat the donkey for not going forward. Then the donkey spoke to Balaam—perhaps a precursor for what was to follow. (I find it interesting that Balaam carried on a conversation with his donkey, as if that were a common experience!) Anyway, when Balaam arrived at Moab to curse Israel, all he could do was bless them! Time after time, despite growing pressure from the king of Moab, Balaam blessed Israel, including the prophecy of a star coming out of Jacob.

If I may digress for a moment, this reveals an important point about the workings of God. He will work through anyone or anything He chooses, regardless of how worthy they may seem. Commentator Ronald Allen writes,

The truth of the Scripture could never be dependent on the worthiness of the writer or the personal piety of the speaker. Else we would have gradations in inspiration and shadings in trustworthiness. I say this reverently but strongly; the words of Balaam the pagan mantic, when he was speaking under the control of the Holy Spirit of God were as sure as the words of the Savior Jesus in a red-letter edition of the New Testament. Balaam was unworthy of the words that passed through his lips, even as others were unworthy of the role they played in the salvation history of the Bible. But the words were not compromised; it was the Spirit who gave him utterance.

(Spoiler alert: God still works this way today.)

Returning to the wise men, being astrolo​gers, if they had ever read this verse, they would have been keenly interested in it. Of all the verses in the Old Testament, they would have been drawn to that one—it is the only one that talks about a star being any kind of sign. And “a scepter…from Israel” does seem to suggest a King of the Jews. Perhaps they had figured that out.
 There was no question in their minds, the birth of Jesus represented the birth of a king. The star was “His star.” Clearly in their minds, He was “King of the Jews,” and they had come to worship Him.

God led the wise men to Jerusalem with a star. But to lead them to Jesus, he used something else: Scripture. First there was the prophecy of Balaam that helped them make sense of the star. Then, when they arrived in Jerusalem, we read in Matthew 2:3-6, 

When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. When he had called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Christ 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 be the shepherd of my people Israel.’”
The sign—the star—was enough to lead the magi to Jerusalem. But it took Scripture to lead them to Jesus.
People see signs of God every day. Sunsets that steal the breath. Newborns that bring tears. Migrating geese that stir a smile. But do all who see the signs draw near to God? No. Many are content simply to see the signs. They do not realize that the riches of God are intended to turn us toward him. “Perhaps you do not understand that God is kind to you so you will change your hearts and lives” (Rom. 2:4 ncv).
They found the Christ because they heeded the sign and believed the Scripture.

The Application of the Synthesis

I conclude with the application of the synthesis. You may hear “synthesis” and think, “fake,” but that is not what it means. Synthesis is defined as “the composition or combination of parts or elements so as to form a whole.” In the case of the wise men, they took what was happening in their world and interpreted it by the Word. Theologian Karl Barth said that Christians should live each day with a newspaper in one hand and a Bible in the other.
 Chuck Colson agreed, as he wrote,
We must develop a Christian mind. Another great challenge for Christians is to think like Christians on every public issue in every context. I’ve often said the only way you can live in today’s world is to have the newspaper in one hand and the Bible in the other. We need to take the issues that determine the shape of our culture and view them through biblical eyes. We need to speak intelligently and responsibly to our culture about the Christian alternative. It’s not good enough to just talk to one another using our own jargon. We’ve got to go out there and talk in the mainstream—not with the kind of triumphalistic rhetoric that turns off the mainstream, but with intelligent arguments. We don’t want only to say, “The Bible says in verse such and such,” but rather to appeal to reason and good sense.

One of the biggest objections unbelievers have to Christianity is irrelevance. Unfortunately, many Christians serve as prime examples of that criticism. We are either hopelessly ignorant of what is going on in the world, or we have no way of connecting our faith with real world situations and problems.

We need the Bible to give us the basis for faith and action, and the newspaper to give us sufficient knowledge of the current situation to enable us to apply the directives of our faith in a meaningful fashion. We neglect either of these at our peril.
 

What does the Bible have to say about the issues of our day? How do we speak intelligently regarding climate change, immigration, gender and sexuality matters, the opioid epidemic, and socialism? 

If we’re going to read the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other, we’ve got to face these kinds of issues. We’ve got to ask what connection there is between the revealed truth of the Word and the world as we find it. Otherwise, we’re back to the common critique of modern Christianity: The Bible has relevance only as a devotional guide; it has no bearing on the practical matters of life.

However, any sensible Christian will immediately recognize a problem in this regard. There is no one-to-one correspondence between the verses in the Bible and the issues of contemporary life. We can’t just “plug in” biblical texts in answer to the needs and problems we face. Life is far too complex for that.

Nor was the Bible written for that purpose. It is not a text on biology, psychology, business, economics, or history. When it does speak to those areas, it speaks truthfully but not comprehensively. The Bible’s primary subject is God and His relationship with humankind. And it is largely our responsibility to work out the implications of that for everyday life. We have to think them through and make choices—biblically informed choices.

We need the insight of the wise men, who took the appearance of the star and saw the association with the Scriptures. God uses every possible means to communicate with us. The wonders of nature call to us. The promises and prophecies of Scripture speak to us. God Himself reaches out to us. He wants to help us find our way home. When God sends signs, be faithful. Let them lead us to Scripture. As Scripture directs, be humble. Let it lead us to worship.
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