The First Christmas Lights #1

“The Guiding Light of Christmas”

Matthew 2:1-12

Decorating for Christmas has become a holiday tradition, as many folks utilize the long Thanksgiving weekend to put up the tree, the ornaments, and, of course, the lights. What began as simple illumination—tradition states that Martin Luther used tiny candles for the first lighted Christmas tree—now stretches to the windows, doors, outside bushes, and icicle lights on the gutters. I’ve always loved Christmas lights. My favorites have always been the large outdoor bulbs, particularly the blue ones. Don’t know why that’s true…but it is.


During this month of December I would like to focus our attention on the first Christmas lights. No, I do not mean to suggest that there were twinkling lights around baby Jesus’ straw bed, nor were there icicle lights hanging from the manger. Rather I refer to other lights that are part of the birth of Jesus, and how they still shine for us today.


The first, and perhaps the most obvious of these lights is the light of the star. Paul Maier writes in his book, First Christmas,
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.


Yes, the light of the star has captured imaginations ever since it first shone some two thousand years ago. We read about it in the Bible, we sing about it in our Christmas carols, we display it in our nativity scenes and on our Christmas trees. Yet there is still a message for us today in this familiar symbol, what I call “the guiding light of Christmas.”

The Divine Declaration

Our text this morning begins with the divine declaration 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.”

Into the Christmas story emerge a group of foreigners coming into Jerusalem, asking a very loaded question: “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?” The reason why this question was so loaded is mentioned in the text: “during the time of King Herod.” Herod the Great did indeed live up to his title in many ways, but he was also a paranoid who suspected anyone and everyone of trying to remove him from power. He had several of his sons, his favorite wife, and even his mother-in-law put to death on suspicion of treason. So the query of these men would have immediately gotten Herod’s paranoia boiling.


Who were these men? The King James Version renders this word “wise men.” The niv transliterates “magi.” Our Christmas carols speak of “we three kings of Orient are.” That final designation is wrong on at least two fronts, and possibly three: they were not kings, they were not from the Orient (at least not the Far East as we think of Orient), and there may not have been three (the Scriptures never tell how many; the number three comes from the three gifts mentioned). Rather, the magi were the closest things to scientists in the ancient world. They were the most educated in a variety of fields, including comparative religions and astrology. Though they themselves were not kings, they were often used as advisors for kings and thus were generally wealthy and powerful. They were considered “the best and the brightest” in their Gentile cultures.


Where did they come from? Matthew mentions that they were “from the east,” which many interpreters take to mean the land of Persia (where some Jews remained from the time of the Babylonian exile, which might explain how the magi would know anything about the Jews) or possibly the ancient land of Sheba (what we know as Yemen, south of Saudi Arabia), where descendents of the Queen of Sheba who visited Solomon would also have been aware of the Jews and their religion.


How did they come to the conclusion, then, that a new king of the Jews had been born? There seems to have been two sources of revelation: the testimony of the star and the testimony of the Scriptures. Verse two indicates, “We saw his star in the east…” Here we see the guiding light of the Christmas story—the star. Furthermore, the magi call it “his star,” not just any ol’ star in the sky. But what was the star? Maier comments,

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 which looks 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.” 

Whatever it was, God used nature to reveal to these pagan astrologers that something significant was taking place. In other words, God communicated to these men through a language they would understand. Yes, He also spoke through the Scriptures (as we will see momentarily) to confirm the testimony of the star, but we should not lose sight of the fact that God has revealed Himself in nature. 

Psalm 19:1-4 states, 

The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge. There is no speech or language where their voice is not heard. Their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world.

Paul writes in Romans 1:20, “Since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.”

We should not take this example, though, 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.


In fact, the testimony of the star is substantiated by the testimony of the Scriptures. Why would these Gentile astrologers know or even 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. (Remember 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 magi 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.” Being astrolo​gers, if they had ever read that 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.
 They had heard the divine declaration, through the star and through the Scriptures, and, as Chuck Swindoll notes,
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 bow down before Him in worship.

The Diligent Determination

The story does not end with the divine declaration, though. In fact, it only begins there. Others were given the divine declaration, also; in fact, the Jews (particularly their educated experts) had even more information going for them than the Gentile magi did. Yet they missed the birth of Christ completely!

It was the diligent determination of the magi to find the newborn King of the Jews that took advantage of the divine declaration they received. Think about the efforts they expended:

· They would have studied both the stars and the Scriptures to arrive at the conclusion that a new King of the Jews had been born;

· They would have spent a small fortune preparing for a trip to Jerusalem as well as the expensive gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh that they brought;

· They would have traveled many miles through difficult terrain probably on camels to make the trip;

· They would have risked their lives by asking, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?”
We don’t know for certain why they originally came. They may have actually begun seeking Him because of political motivations. Perhaps they thought this new King would help the Parthians defeat Rome. Maybe they were even looking for a new king to unify the two empires. Possibly they were simply curious about the long-prophesied Jewish Messiah. Or it could be that they were genuinely seeking the true God.
 But whatever their motivations were, they pursued their goal with a diligent determination. 


What do I mean by “diligent”? Consider these two verses from the Bible and how they define the term. Paul writes in 1 Timothy 4:15, “Be diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them, so that everyone may see your progress.” Notice the parallelism in the second line: “give yourself wholly.” That’s what it means to be diligent: to be a committed Christian, not a casual believer who acts Christian only when it is convenient. Hebrews 6:11-12 echoes this same thought, though from a negative angle:

We want each of you to show this same diligence to the very end, in order to make your hope sure. We do not want you to become lazy, but to imitate those who through faith and patience inherit what has been promised.

Here the second verse contrasts the first: “We want each of you to show this same diligence to the very end” is the opposite of “We do not want you to become lazy.” Diligence and laziness are opposites. The magi traveled hundreds or thousands of miles to find the newborn King of the Jews; the Jewish religious leaders—with all of their knowledge—would not go five miles south of Jerusalem to check it out for themselves! I find it interesting that Herod told the magi, “Go and search diligently for the young child…” (Matthew 2:8 kjv) Perhaps he already knew that the Jewish leaders wouldn’t.

This truth applies to all who would seek the Lord.  Deuteronomy 4:29 states, But if from there you seek the Lord your God, you will find him if you look for him with all your heart and with all your soul.  Some seek Christ half-heartedly, and give up when they fail to see immediate results.  Others begin in the Christian life, but when they see the cost involved in discipleship, they back away.  The magi teach us to seek the Lord diligently, to do so immediately and intensely, regardless of the cost.
The Delightful Destination

Matthew 2:9-11 records the arrival of the magi at their delightful destination:

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. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and of frankincense and of myrrh. 


Notice their reaction when they saw the star once again: they were overjoyed. All of the study and preparation and journeying had finally paid off! They had staked (to borrow the famous line from the end of the Declaration of Independence) their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor on this mission, and now that mission was accomplished.


We’ve probably been familiar with the gifts of the magi ever since the Christmas pageants from our Sunday school days: the gold, frankincense, and myrrh. We may recall that the gold signified that Jesus was a king; frankincense that He was a priest; and myrrh that He would be the sacrifice for the sins of the world. But the greatest gift the magi gave to Jesus was their worship. They found Jesus, God the Son in human form, and they gave Him their best—they gave Him themselves. And Jesus gave them life everlasting.
“Wise men still seek Him,” the familiar slogan says. It’s true. In all the world, there are only two kinds of people: those who are fools and those who are wise. Herod was one type of fool, who overtly rejects the Savior. The Jewish religious leaders who counseled Herod were fools of a different kind. They didn’t hate Jesus; they just didn’t care about Him. They ignored Him. They were too busy and too wrapped up in themselves to bother with Him—just like most people today.

The magi, on the other hand, were truly wise men. It wasn’t convenient for them to come to Jesus, but they realized they had no option. Although it meant great sacrifice for them, they diligently pursued until they found Him. They represent every true wise man—or woman—who has ever lived.

How about us? God has given us His divine declaration through His works and through His Word. We have more than enough information to go on. But it takes a diligent determination to discover and be dedicated to Jesus Christ. When we do that, we will find the delightful destination of abundant life now and eternal life hereafter. This Christmas, the message of the magi echoes down through the ages to our own day.

May we be truly wise.
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