
Christmas on a Camel #5

”The Integrity of the Wise Men”

Matthew 2:12
Each year during the month of December, Christians retell the familiar story of the birth of Jesus. Mary and Joseph travel from Nazareth to Bethlehem, only to find “no room at the inn”; shepherds have their peaceful night broken by the angelic host proclaiming the good news; and wise men from the East present the Christ Child with costly gifts. These scenes are recreated in nativity sets, Christmas plays, and are the subjects of many Christmas sermons.

But as soon as the Christmas decorations are put away and the yards of torn wrapping paper are set out by the curb, so the story of the birth of Jesus is set aside. Even though both Matthew and Luke continue their accounts beyond the initial birth, these events are largely overlooked. In the minds of most, the Babe of Bethlehem grows into the Christ of Calvary in the time it takes to go from Christmas to Easter.

This year we have focused on the wise men in our series entitled “Christmas on a Camel.” We have seen their identity as the most educated and respected scholars of the day; their insight as they saw the star and put that together with the Scriptures to deduce that a new king of the Jews had been born; their inquiry once they arrived in Jerusalem regarding the new king; and their impartations of gold, frankincense, and myrrh and what those gifts meant. For many, the story of the wise men end with their worship and gift giving. But that’s not the end. We read in Matthew 2:12, “And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route.”
Once they had found the Christ Child and given Him the worship He deserved, they may have thought to themselves, “Mission accomplished! Just one more duty to perform before returning home. We’re supposed to go back to Jerusalem and report our findings to King Herod so that he too can come and worship the infant Christ.” Little did the magi know that Herod’s plan was to come seeking this rival sovereign with a sword. But God knew.
 And He was not about to stand idly by.

Their Divine Communique 

First we see their divine communiqué. Verse 12 records that they were warned in a dream not to go back to Herod. The Greek verb translated “warned” was used often to indicate a divine utterance or revelation.
 Dreams occur frequently in Matthew’s nativity account—four of the five times Joseph is the one instructed by a dream—but we note that angelic visitation is not mentioned here or in verse 22.
 This does not mean that an angel was not involved in these two instances, just that Matthew did not mention such.

The belief in dream oracles is well attested in the ancient world, including in the Bible. Job’s friend Eliphaz stated that he had received in a dream a divine message relating to Job’s misery in Job 4:12-21. Elihu also expressed his knowledge that dreams are one means by which God communicates with people in Job 33:14-18. The Lord visited Jacob in a nocturnal vision in Genesis 28:11-19. His son Joseph also received prophetic dreams (Gen 37:5-11), as did Solomon (1Kg 3:5-15), Daniel (Dan 7), and prophets in general (Num 12:6). Of course, not all dream oracles can be considered legitimate. If the dream encouraged the worship of anyone besides the one true God, or if the apparent implication of the dream did not come to pass, that message did not issue from the Lord according to Deuteronomy 18:20-22. Dreams were one of the many ways people of the ancient world believed that humans received divine messages. It is important to observe, however, that the Bible contains no guidebook for interpreting dreams. There is no magical code we can follow. If God communicates by a dream, only God can give the interpretation, as Joseph states in Genesis 40:8.

In this case, the wise men were instructed not to go back to Herod. No reason for this is given, but the informed reader will know that Herod was a bloodthirsty and unreliable man, and more may well have been said to the Magi than Matthew records.

Most kings reacted with hostility to potential usurpers and to astrological predictions of their demise. That the Magi had to be warned by a dream not to return to Herod may suggest their naïveté,
 or perhaps simply their ignorance of the kind of person Herod had become. They may have known him as “Herod the Great” of his younger years, unaware of the effects of physical and mental illness that afflicted him later.

This dream is actually the last in a series of divine communiqués given to the wise men in this passage. They saw a star. They studied the Hebrew Scriptures. They followed a light. They were warned in a dream. Max Lucado observes, “God uses every possible means to communicate with you. The wonders of nature call to you. The promises and prophecies of Scripture speak to you. God himself reaches out to you. He wants to help you find your way home.”

God has spoken. Are you listening?

Their Difficult Conundrum 

This divine communiqué led the wise men to their difficult conundrum. Clearly God wanted them to return home a different way, but the route He now prescribes is to have serious consequences.
 Without question the wise men understood Herod’s words to return and inform him of the child’s whereabouts as a command, not a suggestion. It is likely that Herod would have killed the wise men if he had caught them escaping.

They may have headed due east into the Judean badlands, brushing just north of the Qumran wilderness community that would one day give the world the Dead Sea Scrolls. Then they crossed the Jordan River ford just above the head of the Dead Sea and returned to their eastern homeland.
 They could have also traveled south of the Dead Sea, which might have promised them more secrecy.
 Or they may have ventured far south to Hebron, then followed the rugged road to Gaza on the coast, where another road could lead them northward. This route would then have carried them through Nazareth, then Capernaum and on to Damascus.
 At any rate we are informed that they were obedient and went back home by another way.

Interestingly, the departure of the wise men is expressed by the verb anachōreō, which often expresses what might be called “strategic withdrawal” from those who oppose Jesus and the message of the Kingdom. Thus the wise men, along with Joseph, Mary, and Jesus, withdraw at crucial times to places of safety (Mat. 2:12, 13, 14, 22; 4:12; 12:15; 14:13; 15:21).

We know the rest of the story. Herod took the snub of the wise men with all the rage of the deluded and suspicious old paranoid he had become. Ordering the ruthless massacre of all male babies two years old and under in Bethlehem and vicinity, he hoped that the infant “king” must certainly have been among the victims, Estimating a town of some 2,000 inhabitants at the time, about twenty-five male babies would have fallen into this category and been slain. The scene of mothers madly trying to hush their crying infants so as not to be discovered only to see them snatched out of their arms by Herod’s soldiers and run through with swords sends a bristle of shock into the Christmas story so utterly discordant with the rest of it. To anyone with even the slightest knowledge of the Nativity, Herod emerges quite clearly as “the monster of the Christmas story.”

So incredibly brutal was this slaughter of the innocents that some scholars have superimposed a great question mark over this part of the Nativity record, suggesting that nothing of the kind ever happened. But such a crime was very much in character for Herod in his last years, when illness and court intrigue had nearly deranged the man.

This is the dark side of Christmas, the raw wound of the Nativity. Army boots tromped and stamped across the manger scene. Though Christ was born and rescued, the babes of Bethlehem were slaughtered and buried.

For Matthew, the tragedy brought to mind a prophecy from the Old Testament:

Then what was said through the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled: “A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more” (Matthew 2:17-18, quoting Jeremiah 31:15).

Their Dauntless Courage

I conclude this message by highlighting their dauntless courage. Actually we see the courage of the wise men running through this account. I imagine they encountered a number of people in their own land who tried to dissuade them from making such a long journey in the first place. Skeptics are quick to try to discourage those who attempt to do the courageous deed. But as Theodore Roosevelt stated, 

It is not the critic who counts: not the man who points out how the strong man stumbled or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena: whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood: who strives valiantly: who errs, and comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; who does actually try to do the deed: who knows the great enthusiasm, the great devotion and spends himself in a worthy cause: who, at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly.

It takes courage to put it all on the line, to go against conventional wisdom and the current of society to search for the true and the right. No wonder the Scriptures time and time again reiterate the command, “Be strong and courageous.” 

It took courage to arrive in Jerusalem—a foreign capitol—and ask where the new king was. It took courage to divulge the information they had to King Herod, although they may not have known how courageous they were at that moment! And it took the utmost courage to defy the king and returning home by another route.

Scripture is silent about what became of the wise men after their visit. I am confident that God, who revealed Jesus’ birth to them, led them to where He was, and warned them about Herod in a dream, also saw to it that they had enough truth to be brought to full spiritual maturity in Christ.

Matthew tells us that they “departed for their own country by another way.” There almost seems to be a double meaning in that statement. Matthew uses the word way in other places to suggest a direction of life. He speaks of the narrow way in Matthew 7:13-14) and “the way of righteousness” in Matthew 21:32. He may be telling us that the wise men went home as different men.
 They returned home by a different geographical route, to be sure. But they also were now followers of another way in the spiritual sense. That’s true of everyone who turns to Christ and becomes one of His worshipers in spirit and truth: Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:17, “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!”

In the end there are only two possible responses to Jesus Christ, epitomized in the contrasting figures of Herod the Great and the wise men. Herod’s reaction was fully in keeping with his known character. His long reign was stained with blood. He saw this newborn King of the Jews as a rival to his throne. As we have seen, he was not averse to putting to death members of his own family that he perceived as threats to his power; what are a couple dozen baby boys in Bethlehem?

In principle, the same situation prevails today. Many people perceive Jesus as a rival, a nuisance, an embarrassment, what C. S. Lewis called “a transcendental interferer.” So we are faced with an alternative. Either we see Jesus as a threat and are determined like Herod to get rid of him, or we see him as the King of Kings and are determined like the wise men to worship him.

It takes great courage to come to the end of ourselves, to realize that we cannot make it through life alone. Those suffering various addictions are told that the first step to recovery is realizing they need help. In fact, all human beings are completely helpless in our addiction to sin and the devastating effects of sin in our lives. 

Yet in our pride we cling to our self-determination, demanding to retain control of our lives (in spite of the fact that such control is really just an illusion). “I’d rather fail on my own than succeed with another’s help!” is the cry of the rugged individualist who will ultimately fail without divine intervention.

Some rely on their intelligence, others trust their physical strength, still others lean on their prestigious heritage or the accomplishments they have achieved. The wise men could have done this in a purely human sense: they were the best-educated, most respected people of their time and place. Yet something drew them to leave their homes, travel hundreds of miles across desert, bring the costliest gifts they could find, literally put their lives on the line, in order to pay homage to an infant. Perhaps they recognized their own emptiness and were searching for true meaning, true satisfaction. As we concluded in our last message, when they found Christ, they left with more than they brought.

Are you on that kind of search today? Have you finally come to the end of yourself, realizing that you can’t make it on your own? The story of Christmas has not ended just because the presents have been opened and the tree and decorations taken down. You, like the wise men, can go home another way. You can follow a different path than you have been on. You can become a different person, a child of God, living a life filled with meaning and purpose and promise.

There is a saying popular at Christmas time: “Wise men still seek Him.” That is true, but the truly wise will find Him. The wise men eventually found Christ, and when they did, they worshiped Him, giving Him their very best. And when they left that house, they were never the same again. 

We are on the cusp of a new year. Will you begin a new life in Jesus today?
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