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Christmas Contrasts: The King and the magi * Matthew 2 

December 17, 2017 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

The question at the heart of our passage this morning is a simple one – what’s your attitude towards the 

baby in the manger?    

 

Are you someone who delights in this child, knowing that He is the source of all your hope and strength?   

Or would you be just as happy to do without Him, maybe get rid of the nativity scene altogether?   

Or maybe you’re one to think about the baby away and a manger and say ‘meh’ – it’s a nice story to 

revisit once a year. 

 

What’s your attitude towards the baby in the manger? 

 

That’s the question that Matthew asks us this morning and he does it in the course of three scenes.  

Scene 1, he sets the stage, and then in scenes 2 and 3, he shows us two different ways to respond to the 

baby in manger.   

 

So scene one, we’ll see the king and the magi. 

Scene two is the magi and the child. 

And scene three is the child and the king. 

 

These three scene show us possible response to the baby in the manger and encourage us to respond to 

Him with adoration.     

 

Let’s get right into it – Scene ONE: the King and the magi 

 

Matthew chapter 2, verse 1. 

 

1 After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came 

to Jerusalem 2 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." 

 

Now I seriously doubt that any of you ran into any magi in the parking lot at Tim Hortons this week so 

let’s talk for a minute about magi.  What on earth are magi? 

 

Magi were special kind of priest in Persian and Babylonian and Arabian and Egyptian cultures who 

specialized in interpreting the stars and dreams and magic in general (France, 66; Osborne, 86).  They 

were astrologers who studied the heavens to make sense of what was happening on earth.   

 

And so because of that, they were a central part of the royal court in Persia and Babylon and Arabia and 

Egypt – they were advisors to the king – they would study the stars and interpret dreams for the king 

and the king could rule on the basis of those insights.  Magi weren’t really kings, but they were 

absolutely central to the royal court – kingly advisors really who would share their wisdom with the king. 
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And so it IS true in a sense that they were wise men – these were the greatest thinkers of their time, 

easily the most educated and most learned of their age and so it is true that they were ‘wise.’  But here’s 

the thing.  Where did they get that wisdom?  From the heavens.  From Creation.  And that’s great, but, 

from the Jewish perspective, where does real wisdom come from?  Proverbs 1:7 – the fear of the LORD 

is the beginning of knowledge – Wisdom comes from God.   

 

And time and again throughout the Old and New Testaments, magi, astrologers, people who looked to 

the stars for wisdom were repeatedly shown to be charlatans – here’s just one example from Isaiah 47 –  

 

Essentially God says – oh, they think they’re so smart with their new moon predictions and heavens 

division and star charts – they can’t even deliver themselves from judgment – why listen to them. 

 

 13 You are wearied with your many counsels; let them stand forth and save you, those who divide the 

heavens, who gaze at the stars, who at the new moons make known what shall come upon you. 

 14 Behold, they are like stubble; the fire consumes them; they cannot deliver themselves from the 

power of the flame (Isa 47:13-14 ESV). 

 

And yet, here they are – “the least deserving guests at the birthday party of Christ” (Bruner, 58).  This 

says something very powerful about who Jesus is – He has come to be king of all people, regardless of 

their moral goodness, regardless of their ethnicity.  This baby in the manger is king for all people.    

 

And apparently, a brilliant star in the sky served as their invitation.   

 

Now there’s a couple of things going on here – first, both Jewish and non-Jewish cultures anticipated 

that a great ruler would come out of Judea and second – scholarly opinion at that time said that the 

births of great men were often accompanied by signs in the heavens, so when the magi saw a great star 

in the Heavens, hanging directly over Judea, they put two and two together and figured – this great king 

must be born; let’s go see Him.   

 

(For example, Suetonius who lived at the same time as Jesus wrote - There had spread over all the 

Orient an old and established belief, that it was fated at that time for men coming from Judaea to rule 

the world. Suet, vesp, 4) 

 

Scholars go to great lengths to try to explain this star and there are lots of interesting theories – one is 

that it was actually Halley’s Comet but technically that went by the earth about ten years too early to be 

the Bethlehem star.   

 

And apparently there was a conjunction of planets around this time – Jupiter and Saturn overlapped so 

as to be quite visible and awe-inspiring from earth – and some people wonder if that was it.   

 

Personally, I’m just as happy to understand the star as R T France did – as -  “not a regular astronomical 

occurrence the miraculous provision of what appeared [to pre-telescope people] to be a star which 

uniquely moved and then stopped (or at least appeared to from the perspective of observers on the 

ground)” (69).  The star announcing Jesus’ birth was probably a real star, but not necessarily one that 
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was a normal part of the universe.  Just as God placed the skies at creation and led His people through 

the wilderness with a pillar of fire, I think it’s most likely that at Christmas, He hung a bright and shiny 

star in the sky to lead people to His newborn Son.   

 

And I think too that this is actually a fulfillment of Balaam’s prophecy back in Numbers.  Remember 

that?  The king of Moab hired Balaam to curse Israel – and Balaam said – I can’t curse these people, God 

has blessed them – and in fact – God will send the greatest blessing – Number 24:17 - A star will come 

out of Jacob; a scepter will rise out of Israel.  There’s the star (up in the sky) pointing towards the 

scepter, the king who will rise out of Israel.   

 

But, here’s the thing – unlike many lovely Christmas cards, the star did not shine like a spotlight upon 

the little town of Bethlehem.  They saw the star and started walking, but they didn’t know specifically 

where to go.  And anticipating that it was the newborn king that they were going to see, they went to 

where you’d expect to find a newborn king – in the capital city – in the palace – in Jerusalem. 

 

And so now they’re standing in front of the king of Israel and saying – ‘we’ve seen his star; where’s the 

new born king?’ 

 

I don’t know if the magi anticipated how awkward this question could be – maybe they thought that it 

was Herod’s son whom the star foretold.  But it wasn’t.  And that was going to be a problem for the 

reigning king.   

 

 3 When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. 

 

See King Herod had no claim to the throne.  He was not actually Jewish but an Edomite, (Idumean), a 

descendent of Esau.  Long and short of it - he has no hereditary right to the throne – he’s only ruling 

because Rome had put him there.  37 BC they made him the king of Israel in order to keep the Jewish 

population in line for the Roman empire.  And generally speaking, Herod was “politically gifted, intensely 

loyal, an excellent administrator and clever enough to remain in the good graces of successive Roman 

empires … but he loved power, inflicted incredibly heavy taxes on the people and resented the fact that 

man Jews considered him an usurper” (Carson, 110).  The Jewish people felt that Herod had stolen their 

throne and was collaborating with their enemies, and people hated him for it.  

 

 And what’s worse, some sort of illness late in his life compounded his natural paranoia and he became 

both hated and murderous.  He had his favourite wife, Mariamne murdered, and he killed at least two of 

his sons.  There’s actually historical record of Caesar Augustus knowing his puppet king Herod and saying 

of him’ ‘I’d rather be his pig than his son’ (Osborne, 90) it was so dangerous to be connected to him.  

And by far, Herod saved his most diabolical plan of all to the end.  He knew that no one would mourn 

him when he died, before he died, he lured all of the important Jewish leaders into one place and locked 

them in there, then gave order that they should all be executed when he died.  That way people would 

mourn when he died.  Fortunately, his *surviving wife and sons agreed that it was probably wise not to 

follow those orders and let the Jewish leaders go unharmed.i   

 



4 
 

That’s the kind of guy King Herod was – to say that he was disturbed by news of a rival is probably an 

understatement.  And you can probably see here why Jerusalem would be disturbed with him – An 

angry and threatened Herod was a danger to all around him (France, 70).  And so ‘all of Jerusalem’ was 

disturbed.   

 

But it appears that with these magi in front of him, Herod played it cool and gathered his own wise men 

to see if he couldn’t figure out where this ‘new king’ was born.  Verse 4 -  

 

 4 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. 

 

(Now this is really interesting as an aside – remember Deut 17 – what should an Israelite king do when 

he takes the throne?  Make a copy of the Law and know it inside and out, govern of the basis of God’s 

wisdom – and here’s a king who knows nothing). 

 

But, he does call in the priests and teachers of the law and they dig back into their Old Testament and 

they say – you should look -  

 

 5 "In Bethlehem in Judea," they replied, "for this is what the prophet has written:  (And Micah, 

centuries before, had written) - 

 6 " '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 foreign nations knew that a ruler would come from Judea, Micah zooms in a little more and says – 

not just Judea, but Bethlehem in Judea.  The long awaited King who will make all things right will come 

from Bethlehem. 

 

 7 Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared. 

 8 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” (Mat 2:1-8 NIV). 

9 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. 

 

So that’s scene one – the king and the magi – and really it sets up the contrast in our drama.  On one 

hand, you have pagan astrologers, total outsiders, travelling a great distance to find the King whom God 

has sent.  And on the other, you have the current king of Israel, who is really at the centre of Jewish 

religious life in his role as king, and he just learned that God’s long awaited King is nearby.  How are they 

going to react?  What will be their attitude towards this baby in the manger?   

 

Scene 2 – the magi and the child.   

 

Having got directions and the orders from Herod, the magi leave the palace and hit the road for 

Bethlehem. 
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Now if you’re like me, you probably picture the magi traipsing over miles and miles of terrain to get to 

Bethlehem but no – it’s six miles away – from Jerusalem.  Getting from Jerusalem to Bethlehem would 

be like travelling from here to the Wayne Gretzky parkway if you go along Colborne St.  It’s really not 

that far.  Probaby about a two hour journey (Osborne, 90).  The magi go, but the man who is supposed 

to be the leader of God’s people – the king - won’t even bother going the six miles to see the king of king 

whom God has sent.  That’s an interesting insight into how Herod’s gonna react. 

 

 11 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 incense 

and of myrrh. 

‘ 

What a powerful picture – Royal, gentile, pagan outsiders bow down before the child in the manger.  As 

magi, they were from a Jewish point of view ‘the nations’ worst elements’ (Frederick Bruner writes “The 

Gospel that ends with the Great Commission TO the nations beings at Christmas with an invitation OF 

the nations and even of what many considered the nations’ worst elements” (58).  And yet here they are, 

bowing down to worship the child.  They’ve left the comfort of home, travelled field, fountain, moor and 

mountain, just to find this baby who will be King.  This is one way to respond to the child in the manger – 

adoration.  They understand that He is good – and they honour Him because of it. 

 

The song ‘We three kings’ assigns each of the gifts symbolic value – gold: fit for a king; incense: in liht of 

His divinity; and myrrh: for His sacrificial death on the Cross but I don’t really think that the magi had 

supernatural insight that allowed them to foreshadow Jesus’ life this way.  The reality is that these are 

gifts that you would give to a king in this day in age and they were here to see the new born King.   

 

So let’s pause and think about Scene 2 and the magi here for a minute.  What’s their attitude towards 

the child?  Adoration.  They see that He is God’s answer to the pain and injustice and suffering in this 

world and they honour Him because of it. 

 

That’s scene 2, but scene 3 is going to show us a very different response.  The child and the king – verse 

12. 

 

12 And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, the magi returned to their country by 

another route (Mat 2:9-12 NIV). 

 

Verse 16 -  

16 When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to 

kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the 

time he had learned from the Magi. 

 

How did he respond to the child in the manger?  With antagonism.  That’s an understatement – with 

murderous rage!  He decides that rather than honour this king that God has sent, he’s going to wipe him 

out.  And to be sure that he did, he ordered that all boys born since the time the star appeared be wiped 

out too.  It’s awful.  It’s terrible.  Admittedly Bethlehem is not that big – scholars I’ve seen put the 

population around a thousand – and so filter that down to boys, aged two and under, and 12 maybe 20 



6 
 

at the most who were killed– but still – twenty child in one community?  It’s the sort of thing that would 

tear a community apart … But it’s totally in keeping with Herod’s character, isn’t it? 

 

His response was antagonism, a desire to do away with Jesus and protect his own interests. 

 

But of course, we know that Jesus got away, didn’t He?  That part that I skipped says so – verse 13 -  

13 … an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said "Get up; take the child and his mother 

and escape to Egypt. Stay there until I tell you, for Herod is going to search for the child to kill him."  So 

off they went to Egypt and stayed there until Herod died.  And then they make their way back to Galilee 

and then ultimately they land in Nazareth, and the really neat thing is – how do you think they paid for 

that trip?  I mean, based on the offering they give at the Temple in Luke, Mary and Joseph are not well 

off by any means.  And a trip to Egypt, back to Galilee, to Nazareth would be expensive.  How do you 

think they paid for it?  The gold, frankincense and myrrh that the magi brought.  Those gifts probably 

financed that journey.   

 

And that, and the OT stuff in verses 15, 18, and 23 go a long way to showing God’s sovereignty at work.  

This is kind of an aside – but let me just point out – in this scene – the king Herod vs the child Jesus – it 

sure looks like Herod is winning – the child is running for his life.  

 

 But God has already provided for that escape through the magi.  And sure, it looks like they got chased 

down to Egypt, but look, God’s son coming up out of Egypt actually fulfills something that Hosea 

prophesied years before.   

 

Herod might look like he’s winning when he slaughters the baby boys, but the prophet Jeremiah already 

foresaw that something like that would happen.   

 

And Matthew tells us that Jesus ultimately grew up in Nazareth not because of Herod’s plans, but 

because it was foretold that He would be called a Nazarene.  Who’s in charge here?  It’s God.  There are 

no surprises here; God has already anticipated Herod’s every move and accommodated for it within His 

good plan.  This long awaited King will rule because this long awaited King will be good.   

 

That’s a bit of an aside; let’s get back to the main point.   

 

In the course of three scenes – the king and the magi, the magi and the child, the child and the king - 

Matthew has shown us that there are two ways to respond to the child in the manger.  Adoration and 

antagonism.  And if we’re going to apply this in our lives, then we need to ask ourselves, what is our 

attitude towards this baby in the manger?  Do we bow before Him and let Him govern our lives?  Or do 

we do our best to get Him out of our lives and seek our own interests first? 

 

This baby is no insignificant child – this is God’s own Son, sent to rescue us from sin and injustice and to 

lead us into the fullness of life that God had originally made us to live.   

 

There’s a line in O little town of Bethlehem that I think captures it well – the hopes and fears of all the 

years are met in thee tonight – this child in the manger is everything that we’ve ever hoped for: 
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unconditional love, value, purpose, forgiveness, relationship with the sovereign God and everything 

we’ve ever feared is countered by God’s sovereign hand – loneliness, pain, death – they all meet their 

match when the baby in the manger grows up and becomes the King on His Cross.  He is the great ruler 

that God sent to shepherd His people, to make all things right.  When He died on the Cross, He finished 

the work started in Bethlehem – He died to give us life and then rose again to promise us eternal life.   

 

That’s the child in the manger.  He deserves adoration.  He deserves first place in our lives.  Will you give 

it to Him? 

 

And listen, I know, that it’s probably silly to think that any of you would be antagonistic towards Jesus – I 

mean, certainly not to the degree that Herod was, but - listen that instinct to put our own interests first 

is something that we need to constantly guard against.  Frederick Bruner puts it very profoundly –  

 

Herod is not dead; Herod lives on in us, the people of God…  The exaggerated ambitions, pretensions, 

self-centredness, greed for position, grudge against God, … human cruelty and insensitivity… must be 

contended with even by Christians until the Last Judgment.  There are two kings at war in the world and 

in all of us, Herod and Christ.  We know who will win, but meanwhile, the battle rages on (Bruner, 71). 

 

Are you more like the magi, who adore Him?  Or Herod, who agonizes against Him – who works against 

the King?   

 

We need to make an intentional effort to put Jesus first in our lives or else Herod wins.   

 

And you know what, I think there’s actually another ‘A’ attitude in Matthew that may even a greater 

issue for us than antagonism.   

 

You can respond with adoration. 

You can respond with antagonism. 

It’s also respond to respond with apathy. 

 

I mean, the religious leaders of the people of God, knew that the hopes and fears of all the years were 

met in a God given child two hours down the road, and they didn’t bother to get off their duffs and go to 

Him.  Matthew has set up this Christmas contrast very intentionally.  The magi – the least likely people – 

go the greatest distance to worship the King, and yet the supposed people of faith are like ‘meh’ or ‘let’s 

get Him.’  (apathy and antagonism). 

 

From cradle to Cross to crown, Jesus deserves our heart-felt devotion and adoration – not apathy, not 

antagonism.   

 

If outsider fortune tellers were willing to leave house and home to traipse across the countryside to 

worship the child, then surely, we, the people of faith, ought to act in a way that reflects how much He 

means to us.  If we really believe that He is sovereign and gracious and wise, then our prayer life, our 

Bible study, our love for others, ought to reflect that.   
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He deserves more than apathy or antagonism.  He deserves our best gifts, our daily devotion, our purist 

worship that says – all my hopes and fears are met in you, my King. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BENEDICTION 

 

2 John 3 Grace, mercy, and peace will be with [you], from God the Father and from Jesus Christ the 

Father’s Son, in truth and love. 

 

 

i And now the king was in a wild rage against them all, the innocent as well as those that had afforded ground for 
accusations; and when they were come, he ordered them to be all shut up in the hyppodrome, (9) and sent for his 
sister Salome, and her husband Alexas, and spake thus to them: "I shall die in a little time, so great are my pains; 
which death ought to be cheerfully borne, and to be welcomed by all men; but what principally troubles me is this, 
that I shall die without being lamented, and without such mourning as men usually expect at a king's death. For 
that he was not unacquainted with the temper of the Jews, that his death would be a thing very desirable, and 
exceedingly acceptable to them, because during his lifetime they were ready to revolt from him, and to abuse the 
donations he had dedicated to God that it therefore was their business to resolve to afford him some alleviation of 
his great sorrows on this occasion; for that if they do not refuse him their consent in what he desires, he shall have 
a great mourning at his funeral, and such as never had any king before him; for then the whole nation would 
mourn from their very soul, which otherwise would be done in sport and mockery only. He desired therefore, that 
as soon as they see he hath given up the ghost, they shall place soldiers round the hippodrome, while they do not 
know that he is dead; and that they shall not declare his death to the multitude till this is done, but that they shall 
give orders to have those that are in custody shot with their darts; and that this slaughter of them all will cause 
that he shall not miss to rejoice on a double account; that as he is dying, they will make him secure that his will 
shall be executed in what he charges them to do; and that he shall have the honor of a memorable mourning at his 
funeral. So he deplored his condition, with tears in his eyes, and obtested them by the kindness due from them, as 
of his kindred, and by the faith they owed to God, and begged of them that they would not hinder him of this 
honorable mourning at his funeral. So they promised him not to transgress his commands.  Josephus Antiquities 
xvii, 6). 

                                                           


