
Christmas on a Camel #3

”The Inquiry of the Wise Men”

Matthew 2:1-11
“Holiday time is highway time,” Max Lucado writes. He goes on to add,

Ever since the magi packed their bags for Bethlehem, the birth of Jesus has caused people to hit the road. Our Christmas trips have a lot in common with the one of the wise men. We don’t camp with camels, but we have been known to bump into a knobby-kneed in-law on the way to the bathroom. We don’t keep an eye out for star lights, but flashing lights of the highway patrol? We watch for them at every curve. And we don’t ride in a spice-road caravan, but six hours in a minivan with four kids might have made the wise men thankful for animals.

Growing up, I remember hitting the road every Christmas Day. We would pack up the car and head about 90 miles southeast to my grandparents’ home in West Virginia. For a child, that hour-and-a-half journey felt like forever, but the sight of my grandparents and uncles and aunts and cousins made it all worthwhile.

In our series of messages, “Christmas on a Camel,” we have come to the journey of the wise men in search of the Savior. This morning I do not want to focus so much on the trip itself but on the purpose of their trek under the title, “The Inquiry of the Wise Men.” I believe we will see how this aspect of the Christmas story can apply to us today.

The Unexpected Query

We begin with the unexpected query, found in Matthew 2:1-2,

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.”
Perhaps you never thought of this before, but this is the first question found in the New Testament.
 Their study of the stars had led them to believe that a great leader had been born in Judea. That being so, the wise men naturally directed their trip to Jerusalem, the capital city.
 Expecting that everyone there would be aware of the new king’s birth, they asked, “Where is the newborn king of the Jews?” They probably asked the citizens and shopkeepers as they entered the city, but nobody knew what they were talking about.
 

Notice what the wise men asked: “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?”, not “born to be king of the Jews.” They are talking about what he is, not what he will be.
 Paul Maier suggests their query could have been a bit more diplomatic: “Where is he who has been born king of the Jews?” might have sounded far more courteous to the king had it been worded: “Where is the new prince who will one day succeed you?”
 But that is not what they said (and we will see the royal reaction to this in a moment).

The wise men were no less direct regarding their intentions upon finding this new king: “We…have come to worship him.” They harbored no ulterior motives, no hidden agendas in their endeavors. As John MacArthur puts it, 

The Magi made their long journey west to Palestine for one stated purpose: They wanted to find the newborn Savior and worship Him. “Worship” expresses the idea of falling down and kissing the feet or the hem of the garment of the one honored. That definition in itself verifies that the wise men were true seekers after God. Though they had limited spiritual light, they immediately recognized God’s voice when He spoke to them, and they responded in faith and obedience. The Magi had the type of genuine seeking hearts that God promises always to reward (Jer. 29:13).

The verb may indicate an act of reverence toward a great man or an act of worship of God. The Magi probably intended an act of homage (in a political sense), but Matthew may well be giving the expression its fullest meaning—the attitude of the Magi in the presence of the Baby was the attitude proper in the presence of God. The worship of the Christ was important to Matthew, and he refers to this worship no less than ten times.

The Unsettling Quandary

The unexpected query led to the unsettling quandary described in verse 3, “When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him.” Herod was “deeply disturbed by their question” (tlb). “King of the Jews?” he must have thought to himself. “Why, that is my title! That is my assignment!” 
 Matthew does not say how Herod heard this, only that he did hear. But with such visitors no doubt reports were flying through Jerusalem, and it would be strange if some of Herod’s people did not pick up the news. 

Eventually the question reached Herod, who was surprised because he assumed that he was the king of the Jews! Here are visitors in town who know more about what’s going on than the locals do! Herod was disturbed by this question, and the people of Jerusalem were disturbed because he was disturbed.
 When Herod the Great trembled the whole city shook.

Whereas the Bible only mentions Herod the Great in this brief story recorded by Matthew, ancient history tells us much more about this man. Flavius Josephus, the first-century Jewish historian, devotes two whole books of his Antiquities to the reign of Herod, as well as further space to his sons and successors.

The young Herod had been an exceptionally able ruler, governing Palestine as client-king in behalf of the Roman emperor Augustus. And the House of Herod had the uncanny knack of being able to sniff the airs of Mediterranean politics and make the right decisions. Herod’s father had given crucial help to Julius Caesar when he was down in Egypt, cut off from his supplies, and Caesar rewarded him handsomely for that. Herod himself shrewdly advised his friend Mark Antony to drop Cleopatra and make peace with Rome. (Antony should have followed that advice.) And once Augustus emerged victorious from the civil wars, he was so impressed with young Herod that he allowed him to become one of his most intimate friends.

The face of Palestine was groomed and beautified during Herod’s thirty-three-year reign. Across the land he erected palaces, fortresses, temples, aqueducts, cities, and—his crowning achievement—the great new Temple in Jerusalem. He created the magnificent port of Caesarea and stimulated trade and commerce. In seasons of famine, Herod remitted taxes, and during one crisis he even sold his dinnerware to buy food for the populace. He also served as protector of overseas Jews in the Dispersion by conciliating their gentile rulers. He was so highly respected by Rome that he would actually go down in history as “Herod the Great.”

But he had little support in his own kingdom. Herod was not Jewish—his father was an Idumean (a descendant of Esau) and his mother an Arabian.
 Herod seemed far too Romanizing for his subjects, whom he taxed heavily. Soon he was hated as a tyrant, even by members of his own family. A maddening maze of intrigues infested the palace, and Herod began suspecting everyone while tormented by fears of assassination. In his advancing paranoia, he was continually writing Rome for permission to execute one or two of his sons for treason. Finally even his patron and friend Augustus had to admit, “I’d rather be Herod’s pig than his son.” It was not only a play on the similar-sounding Greek word for son and pig, but a wry reference to the fact that pork was not consumed by Jews.

Herod was so jealous of his favorite wife that on two occasions he ordered that she be killed if he failed to return from a critical mission. And then he finally killed her anyway, as well as her grandfather, her mother, his brother-in-law, and three of his sons, not to mention numerous subjects. During a swimming party at Jericho, he also drowned the high priest, who happened to be another of his brothers-in-law. The real villain behind many of these murders was his sister Salome, who was so jealous of Herod’s wives that she sowed the seeds of suspicion for years in the Jerusalem palace, concocting monstrous lies about everyone—lies which Herod too easily believed.

Old and very ill from arteriosclerosis, Herod worried that no one would mourn his death—a justified concern. So he issued orders from his deathbed that leaders from all parts of Judea were to be locked inside the great hippodrome at Jericho. When he died, archers were to massacre these thousands in cold blood, so there would indeed be universal mourning associated with his death.
 (They weren’t killed, by the way.)

So when the Wise men asked about a newborn King of the Jews, it only inflamed his paranoia to the breaking point.
 This sounded suspiciously like the emergence of a genuine descendant of the royal line of David as a claimant to the throne.
 The wise men had no idea that such a question was like lighting a match in an explosives factory.

Herod’s suspicious mind immediately warped the Wise men’s query into: “Where is the real king, you imposter?” At the time, Herod mistrusted everyone and thought himself surrounded by young aspirants all plotting to seize his throne.

Probably his first impulse was to clap the mysterious visitors into irons for asking such a question, but his native shrewdness checked it. He would have to pose interest and ferret out whatever information he could from them in order to kill off a possible rival. Instead, then, he assembled his priests and demanded to know where the Messiah-king was expected to be born. We read in verses 4-8,

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.”
His eyes crinkling with suspicion even as his face wore a mask of affability, Herod directed his guests to David’s city: “Go and search diligently for the child, and when you have found him bring me word, that I may come and worship him….”

“…in mockery and then kill him!” Herod’s mind completed the thought.

Notice that Herod could not bring himself to say, “Search for the king.” He could only muster, “Search for the child.”
 The arrival of the wise men in Jerusalem (instead of Bethlehem) put them in an unsettling quandary of which they remained ignorant until it was almost too late. They had aroused a tiger.
 We read in verses 9-11,

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. On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him.
When the wise men saw the star, they were more than a little joyful. Matthew’s expression indicates that when they saw their star again they were more than mildly pleased. “Deliriously happy” may be an overstatement, but it was something like that.

There is an unmistakable contrast between the enthusiasm of the Gentile wise men and the reception afforded Jesus by His fellow Jews and by the half-breed monarch Herod. The king clearly wanted the child found, but to kill him in order to protect his own throne. At best, the Jewish authorities were apathetic about the news, more concerned about political peace than determining the truthfulness of the claims the wise men made. The religious authorities had accurate scriptural knowledge, but no heart to seek out the kind of Messiah who was hidden in a village. (Wiersbe observes, “They were five miles from the very Son of God, yet they did not go to see Him!
) By contrast the wise men came from a considerable distance and began their search from doubtful premises; but they found the Saviour, presented their gifts, and gave Him worship.

Their search for the newborn King of the Jews put the wise men in grave danger of which they were unaware at the time. They had unwittingly stepped into a scene of intrigue and violence that would soon take innocent lives. The wise men could have been accused of being very politically incorrect at the time. 

None of that seemed to matter, though. They found what they came looking for. They were filled with joy and, I am convinced, their lives were never the same from this point forward. 

The Ultimate Question

This leads to what I am calling the ultimate question. What are you looking for this Christmas? No, I’m not asking what you hope to find under the tree on Christmas morning, but rather, what do you hope to do with your life?

Herod was looking to maintain control of his own kingdom. The religious leaders were looking to keep the peace between the might and the right. In both cases the goal was to maintain the status quo. Let’s not rock the boat or go out on a limb (to mix some metaphors).

The wise men, however, were not about keeping the peace or maintaining the status quo. They were on a mission to find the King and to give Him the honor and worship He deserved. A. W. Tozer writes about them, 

That they were not mere ivory-tower religious dreamers is proved by the fact that they immediately set out to make the long journey, determined to follow the star till it led them to the Savior. Theirs is a good example, and their story a noble and heartening one to meditate upon in this day of universal religious lethargy.

Perhaps this Christmas finds you on that kind of search. The good news for you is that you have arrived at your destination. In Christ you have found the Way, the Truth, and the Life. Just as the star led the wise men to the exact place where Jesus was, so the Spirit of God has led you on your search to Jesus Christ. Now the next step is yours: What will you do with Jesus? Will you take Him as your King, giving Him your allegiance and the worship that only He deserves? 
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