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The Impossible Possibility of God – The Magi, the surprising and unexpected reach of God
Matthew 2:1-12
God uses surprising means to complete impossible promises through unexpected
people.

Opening Story
“In Dr. Seuss’s story “How the Grinch Stole Christmas!” the Grinch steals all of the Whos’
Christmas gifts. He anticipates how distressed Whoville will be when they discover their
Christmas gone. But as he listens for crying sounds, he is most surprised to hear merry singing
instead. The Grinch soon discovers that maybe Christmas “means a little bit more” than gifts!”1
Today, I want us to see how Christmas “means a little bit more” than secondary people and
secular packaging.
A.I.M. | Theological Context: This is the primary intent of the text. Jesus is King and all of
humanity will bow before Him.
“In choosing Eastern Astrologists, God uses the unexpected to reveal the gospel first to the Jews
and then to the Gentiles. God’s radical grace is wondrously frightening. I experience a bit of a
shudder as I think of the implications of portraying the Magi as scientists who practiced another
religion, because to do so pushes me to expand my understanding of both the ways God reaches
out to people to announce good news in and through Christ and what it means for individuals
to have faith and for gatherings of the faithful to be church.”2
“The arrival of those distinguished magi to do homage to the Messiah was clearly a beginning
of the fulfilment of ancient prophecy, according to which the princes of the Gentiles were to
come and present their homage to the Messiah (Psalm 72:10; Isaiah 60:3).”3
“The biblical Magi (/ˈmeɪdʒaɪ/ or /ˈmædʒaɪ/;[1] singular: magus), also referred to as the (Three)
Wise Men or (Three) Kings, were – in the Gospel of Matthew and Christian tradition –
distinguished foreigners who visited Jesus after his birth, bearing gifts of gold, frankincense and
myrrh. They are regular figures in traditional accounts of the nativity celebrations of Christmas
and are an important part of Christian tradition. Matthew is the only one of the four canonical
gospels to mention the Magi. Matthew reports that they came ‘from the east’ to worship the
‘king of the Jews’. The gospel never mentions the number of Magi, but most western Christian
denominations have traditionally assumed them to have been three in number, based on the
statement that they brought three gifts. In Eastern Christianity, especially the Syriac churches,
the Magi often number twelve. Their identification as kings in later Christian writings is
probably linked to Isaiah 60:1–6, which refers to ‘kings [coming] to the brightness of your dawn’
bearing ‘gold and frankincense’. Further identification of the magi with kings may be due to
Psalm 72:11, ‘May all kings fall down before him’”.4
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Isaiah 60:1-3
shine; for your light has come,
and the glory of the LORD has risen upon you.
2 For darkness shall cover the earth,
and thick darkness the peoples;
but the LORD will arise upon you,
and his glory will appear over you.
3 Nations shall come to your light,
and kings to the brightness of your dawn.
1 Arise,



Psalm 72:10 Let the kings of Tarshish and of the islands bring presents; The kings of Sheba and Seba offer
gifts. 11 And let all kings bow down before him, All nations serve him.



Ps 102:15 So the nations will fear the name of the LORD And all the kings of the earth Your glory.



Ps 138:4 All the kings of the earth will give thanks to You, O LORD, When they have heard the words of
Your mouth.



Ps 148:11 Kings of the earth and all peoples; Princes and all judges of the earth;



Re 1:5 and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the
earth. To Him who loves us and released us from our sins by His blood



Re 21:24 The nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the earth will bring their glory into it

Literary Context
“Matthew tells a very different story than Luke:
• Instead of shepherds, Matthew gives us Magi from the East.
• Instead of a stable, Matthew takes us to Herod’s palace.
• Instead of a manger, Matthew shows us gifts fit for a king.
• Instead of angels, Matthew tells us of dreams.”5
“The story in Matthew can be divided into five scenes: the arrival of the magi (2:1-2); Herod’s
alarm and consultation of the priests and scribes (2:3-6); Herod’s request of the magi (2:7-8); the
magi’s visit and adoration of the Christ child (2:9-11); and the departure of the magi (2:12). The
first, third, and fourth scenes are punctuated by the verb ‘worship’ or ‘pay homage’ (proskynein),
which highlights a main feature of the narrative: the magi take the role of the Gentiles who will
come paying homage and bringing gifts to the Messiah according to Psalm 72:10-11. The
sincerity of the magi’s worship of Jesus is contrasted with Herod’s insincere pledge to worship
Jesus. In reality, King Herod will try to eliminate this newborn, rival ‘king of the Jews,’ who
threatens to usurp his title! Matthew probably has Jesus’ death already in view when he has the
magi refer to Jesus as ‘the king of the Jews’ (2:2) rather than as Christ (cf. 2:4), in anticipation of
the charge under which Jesus will eventually be crucified (27:11, 29, 37) (Matthew uses the title
only in these places).”6
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Outline:
I.

Their journey in context (vv. 1-6)


Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, magi from the east arrived
in Jerusalem, saying, 2 saying, “Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we saw his star when
it rose and have come to worship him.”
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A. Their Occupation / Office
“A monotheistic pre-Islamic religion of ancient Persia founded by Zoroaster in the 6th century
BC.”7
“The word Magi refers to a class of ancient Zoroastrian astrologer-priests who once lived in the
Persian Empire. According to the Greek writer Herodotus, the word magos was held by
aristocrats of the Median nation and specifically to Zoroastrian astronomer-priests. In
Herodotus' writings, the term magos usually referred to a member of the tribe of the Medes
(1.101) who could interpret dreams (7.37). However, with the spread of Hellenism, magos started
to be used as an adjective, meaning "magical," as in magas techne, "ars magica" (e.g. used by
Philostratus). The Magi were the sacred caste of the Medes from ancient Media (inhabitants of
Persia [2]), who were responsible for the religious and funerary practices, and who eventually
accepted the Zoroastrian religion. The Magi organized Persian society after the fall of Assyria
and Babylon. However, their power was curtailed by Persian Emperor Cyrus the Great (c 585 –
529 B.C.E.), founder of the Persian Empire, and by his son Cambyses II; the Magi revolted
against Cambyses and set up a rival claimant to the throne, one of their own, who took the name
of Smerdis. Smerdis and his forces were defeated by the Persians under Darius I. The sect of the
Magi continued in Persia, though its influence was limited after this political setback.”8
“The Greek word µάγος is used by Matthew and translated “Magi” by the NIV. It is the name
given to great, powerful men, who were priests and wise men among the Medes, Persians,
Zoroastrians and Babylonians. he Magi were very important, powerful people of their day. The
mention of their visit to Jerusalem was Matthew’s way of securing the testimony of top scientific
authorities to authenticate the royal birth of Jesus. How could seeing “signs in the sky” inform
the Magi that a King of the Jews had been born? The answer may take us back over five hundred
years to the work of one of God’s faithful servants during the Babylonian exile. King
Nebuchadnezzar assigned the prophet Daniel to the high office of “chief of the magicians,
enchanters, astrologers and diviners” (Daniel 5:11). In other words, Daniel was appointed Chief
of the Magi. The Magi of the first century would have most certainly studied the writing of
Daniel and possibly other Jewish writings with which Daniel would have been associated, like
the book of Isaiah. This connection between Daniel and the Magi may help to explain why six
hundred years later, the Magi in question expected a Jewish king to arrive in Judea near the end
of the first century B.C. It is very likely that the Magi followed the star based on their study of
prophet Daniel’s writings.”9
“What we know about their background suggests either a Mesopotamian or Persian origin for
the magi, who were known to be an old and powerful priestly caste among both the Medes and
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Persians. These priest-sages who were exceptionally well educated for their day were specialists
in a variety of disciplines, including medicine, religion, astronomy, astrology, divination, and
magic, and their caste eventually spread across much of the East. As is true in any occupation,
there were both good and bad magi, depending on whether they did research in the sciences or
practiced the dark arts of augury and necromancy. The Persian magi at least were credited with
higher religious and intellectual attainments, while the Babylonian magi were sometimes
considered impostors. The safest conclusion is that the Magi of Christmas were Persian. Indeed,
the term originated among the Medo-Persians, and early Syriac traditions give them Persian
names.”10
“The Greek term here, sometimes transliterated into English as magi, describes a class of wise
men and priests who were astrologers (L&N 32.40).”11
“Wycliffe renders kings. A priestly caste among the Persians and Medes, which occupied itself
principally with the secrets of nature, astrology, and medicine. Daniel became president of such
an order in Babylon (Dan. 2:48).”12
“Originally the term magoi was applied to a class of scholars, wise men, and magicians who
served as advisers to Persian rulers. It’s not clear just what the term meant in the 1st century,
although it is applied both to these authentic wise men and the charlatans described in Acts 8:9
and 13:6, 8.”13
B. Their Question – Where is He who is born King of the Jews?
Why this question?


Mt 2:2 "Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we saw His star in the east and have come
to worship Him."



Mt 27:11 Now Jesus stood before the governor, and the governor questioned Him, saying, "Are You the
King of the Jews?" And Jesus said to him, "It is as you say."



Mt 27:29 And after twisting together a crown of thorns, they put it on His head, and a reed in His right
hand; and they knelt down before Him and mocked Him, saying, "Hail, King of the Jews!"



Mt 27:37 And above His head they put up the charge against Him which read, "THIS IS JESUS THE KING
OF THE JEWS."



Mt 27:42 "He saved others; He cannot save Himself. He is the King of Israel; let Him now come down from
the cross, and we will believe in Him.

“There is another way as well in which this story points ahead to the climax of the gospel. Jesus
will finally come face to face with the representative of the world’s greatest king – Pilate,
Caesar’s subordinate. Pilate will have rather different gifts to give him, though he, too, is warned
by a dream not to do anything to him (27:19). His soldiers are the first Gentiles since the Magi
to call Jesus ‘king of the Jews’ (27:29), but the crown they give him is made of thorns, and his
throne is across. At that moment, instead of a bright star, there will be an unearthly darkness
(27:45), out of which we shall hear a single Gentile voice: yes, he really was God’s son (27:54).”14
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“There was, at this time, a prevalent expectation that some remarkable personage was about to
appear in Judea. The Jews were anxiously looking for the coming of the Messiah. By computing
the time mentioned by Daniel, (Da 9:25-27,) they knew that the period was approaching when
the Messiah should appear.”15
“King Herod was Herod the Great, who ruled Judea (with the support of Rome) from 37 b.c. until
he died in 4 b.c. He was known for his extensive building projects (including the temple in
Jerusalem) and for his cruelty.”16
“Why didn’t Herod go? If they [the Jewish leaders] knew the truth, why didn’t they go to
Bethlehem? Let me suggest three answers to that question.
1. Their knowledge made them intellectually lazy.
Did you know it’s possible to know too much? You can study so long, compare so many
opinions, read so many books, and debate so many ideas that you never get around to making
a commitment to anything. You are ‘ever learning but never able to acknowledge the truth’ (2
Timothy 3:7). Knowledge is good but at some point you’ve got to decide what you personally
believe. It’s not enough to say, ‘I’ve studied religion. I know what the Hindus believe, I know
what the Muslims believe, I listen to all the experts, I’ve read the latest books, and I can
intelligently discourse on the merits of all the major denominations.’ Well and good. But of what
use is your great knowledge if you never make a personal commitment?
2. Their religion made them spiritually indifferent.
Answering Herod’s question was like playing a game of Bible Trivia where you know all the
answers in advance. But religion, even good religion, even Bible-based religion, can deaden the heart
and mind. It’s all too easy to fall into the trap of saying, ‘I’m Baptist’ or ‘I’m Catholic’ or ‘I’m
Lutheran’ or ‘I’m Presbyterian’ or ‘I’m Brethren’ or ‘I’m Church of Christ’ or ‘I’m Episcopalian,’
as if going to heaven is determined by church affiliation. It’s too easy for all of us to ‘play by the
rules’ of whatever church we attend and still keep Christ at arm’s length. As long as Jesus is just
a theory to us, he will be of no benefit to us personally.
3. Their background made them culturally arrogant.
I think this may be a central reason. Think about it for a moment. One day some strangers show
up in your town, claiming to have seen a star in the east that led them in search of a baby born
‘king of the Jews.’ What a bizarre story. And who are these guys anyway? How do we know
they’re for real? Who sent them? Where did they come from? And what was this star? Where is
it? Why can’t we see it?”17
In contrast to this, we have the Magi from the East. We will see more of this structure at the end
of our study.
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C. Their sign – For we have seen His Star.
“Among the ancients, the appearance of a star or comet was regarded as an omen of some
remarkable event. Many such appearances are recorded by the Roman historians at the birth or
death of distinguished men.”18
Christian faith has no fear of genuine science. Genuine science is amoral and neutral. All
objective science filters through subjective presuppositions and worldviews. It is when science
refuses to acknowledge the God of the Bible that its conclusions become clouded and misguided.
“Science is the pursuit and application of knowledge and understanding of the natural and
social world following a systematic methodology based on evidence.”19
“Thus, all secular knowledge, however blended with error, serves to draw heavenly minds to
Christ. Error is but the husk, truth is the kernel. Accordingly, the star which was a sign to these
wise men, is to us a symbol that all nature – in particular, the starry heavens, and the whole
compass of natural science – if properly understood, will, under Divine guidance, lead us to
deeper and stronger faith.”
“Genuine science, if true to its aim, points to the center of all knowledge. Every department of
knowledge a mere potsherd, unless completed by faith.”20
I have watched videos and read articles from those who seek to identify what this “star” was.
Yet, this text isn’t wanting us to focus on the star in the sky, but the star in the house. Jesus is the
star of this Story.
D. Their desire – we have come to worship Him.
“This does not mean that they had come to pay him religious homage, or to adore him. They
regarded him as the King of the Jews. There is no evidence that they supposed he would be
Divine. They came to honor him as a prince, or a king, not as God. The original word implies no
more than this.”21
II.


Their resolve in coming (vv. 1-6)
1 Now

after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, wise men from the
east came to Jerusalem, 2 saying, “Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we saw his star
when it rose and have come to worship him.” 3 When Herod the king heard this, he was troubled, and all
Jerusalem with him; 4 and assembling all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them
where the Christ was to be born. 5 They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it is written by the prophet:
6 “‘And

you, O Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,
are by no means least among the rulers of Judah;
for from you shall come a ruler
who will shepherd my people Israel.’”
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Traveling from the East was no small trip.
“Where is the East?
The Jews considered the area of northern Arabia, Syria, and Mesopotamia as the ‘East.’ There
are several references in the Old Testament to the word ‘East.’ The city of Haran was located in
‘the land of the people of the east’ (Genesis 29:1, 4). The king of Moab brought Balaam ‘from
Aram [that is, Syria], out of the mountains of the east’ (Numbers 23:7; ch. 22:5). Also, the prophet
Isaiah spoke of Cyrus, the Persian, as ‘the righteous man from the east’ (Isaiah 41:2) and ‘a
ravenous bird from the east’ (Isaiah 46:11). So, the Magi might have began their travel from the
‘east’ as being a vast area in Mesopotamia. This could range from 400-700 miles depending on
the region. A trip of 400 miles would have taken them approximately two to three weeks on
camels or around a month’s journey by foot. If we assume that they traveled by night to be able
to be guided by the star, this would mean that their journey would have taken even an even
longer time.”22
“These Magi spontaneously submit to the Babe. From the East. The proper home of the Magi
would thus be Media, and, from the length of time employed on their journey (ver. 16), it is
probable that by ‘the East’ we must here understand Media or some other part of the kingdom,
of Parthia, into which Media had been mostly absorbed, and in which, in fact, the Magi were
now greatly honored.”23
“Or ‘and scribes of the people.’ The traditional rendering of γραµµατεύς (grammateus) as
‘scribe’ does not communicate much to the modern English reader, for whom the term might
mean ‘professional copyist,’ if it means anything at all. The people referred to here were
recognized experts in the law of Moses and in traditional laws and regulations. Thus ‘expert in
the law’ comes closer to the meaning for the modern reader.”24
How far did you have to travel when you came to Jesus? Some of you travelled a long distance
and others of you grew up in religious homes, but still, both had to come.
III.


Their faith in continuing (vv. 7-9)
7 Then

Herod summoned the wise men secretly and ascertained from them what time the star had
appeared. 8 And he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently for the child, and when you
have found him, bring me word, that I too may come and worship him.” 9 After listening to the king, they
went on their way. And behold, the star that they had seen when it rose went before them until it came to
rest over the place where the child was.

They believed the prophecy of Micah. Despite the deception of King Herod, the Magi persevered
in believing.
“search diligently” = “to test thoroughly”
How determined are you in your relationship with Jesus? Does He get was is primary or are
you giving him what is left?
My mother and meals. She always served herself last.
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IV.

Their response in seeing (vv. 10-11a)


10 When

they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy. 11 And going into the house, they saw
the child with Mary his mother, and they fell down and worshiped him.

They fell down and worshiped him. Gospel Link: “Three times in the story the reference to
‘paying homage’ (2:2, 8, 11; the original Greek word means ‘worship’) is significant in its
description and modeling of the first appropriate response to the birth of God's Messiah.”25 The
gospel is for ALL THE NATIONS. This Story accents that truth.
In your pursuit of Jesus are you over awed or under awed? No one can give you what you need.
Your appetite for Jesus must be wakened by the Holy Spirit.
V.

Their gifts in believing (v. 11b)


Then, opening their treasures, they offered him gifts, gold and frankincense and myrrh. 12 And being
warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they departed to their own country by another way.
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They gave from their surplus gifts worthy of his status.
“Our Three Magi collection in the Biblical Archaeology Society Library reveals different
interpretations of the ‘three wise men,’ as they are most commonly known, and why they
brought gold, frankincense, and myrrh to Jesus.
 Tradition: These valuable items were standard gifts to honor a king or deity in the ancient
world: gold as a precious metal, frankincense as perfume or incense, and myrrh as
anointing oil.
 Symbolism: In the well-known Christmas carol ‘We Three Kings,’ the three gifts were
chosen for their special spiritual symbolism about Jesus himself—gold representing his
kingship, frankincense a symbol of his priestly role, and myrrh a prefiguring of his death
and embalming.
 Medicine: Researchers at Cardiff University have demonstrated that frankincense has an
active ingredient that can help relieve arthritis by inhibiting the inflammation that breaks
down cartilage tissue and causes arthritis pain.
Did the magi ‘from the east’ know of frankincense’s healing properties when they presented it
to young Jesus? Are the gifts simply symbolic, or were they based on tradition?”26
“That the gold was presented to the infant King in token of His royalty; the frankincense in token
of His divinity, and the myrrh, of His sufferings; or that they were designed to express His
divine and human natures; or that the prophetical, priestly, and kingly offices of Christ are to
be seen in these gifts; or that they were the offerings of three individuals respectively, each of
them kings, the very names of whom tradition has handed down--all these are, at the best,
precarious suppositions.”27
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“But the gifts of the Magi were significant on another level as well. Gold was the metal of kings.
Frankincense was a sweet-smelling gum imported from Arabia that was used by priests in
temple worship (Lev 2:1, 2, 15-16). Myrrh was a fragrant gum which was used as medicine and
as a perfume, as well as to embalm the bodies of the dead. Thus, unbeknownst to the Wise Men
each of their gifts meant more than they could have probably understood. These facts moved
Bible commentator William Barclay to write:
Gold for a king, frankincense for a priest, myrrh for one that was to die – these were the
gifts of the wise men, and, even at the cradle of Christ, they foretold that he was to be the
true King, the perfect High Priest, and in the end the supreme Savior of men.
But what an indictment it is upon the religious elite of the day, that the birth of the Jewish
Messiah was noted by Gentile foreigners! Where are the scribes? Where are the chief priests?
They’re in Herod’s palace seeking favor with the political power from a man who within a few
short years will be dead. While at the same moment the King of the entire universe has invaded
planet earth. Talk about misplaced priorities!”28
“Frankincense refers to the aromatic resin of certain trees, used as a sweet-smelling incense (L&N
6.212). Myrrh consisted of the aromatic resin of certain shrubs (L&N 6.208). It was widely used
in the ancient Near East by the Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans as perfume, as incense, and for
medicinal purposes (W. Michaelis, TDNT 7:457). It was also used in preparing a corpse for burial
(cf. John 19:39).”29
“The providence of God is seen in these gifts. It provided the means necessary for the flight to
Egypt that was to follow at once, and to sustain the holy family in a foreign land.”30
Now What; Where do we go from here? [Shepherding the Sheep]
1. No one is beyond the reach of God.
Who is it in your family or circle of influence that you are believing God will save? Remember,
no one would have ever thought you would ever be saved.
What about today? How far did you travel to be with Jesus? How determined are you in
following? How deeply do you worship and how costly is your gift?
2. Jesus is for all people from every nation.
The gospel is color blind. God is gathering worshippers from every tongue, tribe, people, and
nation. There is no limit to God’s redemptive purpose apart from those imposed by Him.
3. He alone is worthy of our worship.
God’s desire and demand is that we have no other gods beside Him. Is it easy when confronted
by an impossible situation to believe something or someone other than Jesus is our immediate
answer in the present moment. However, let us not forget, “But God.”
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4. The serpent’s seed is always seeking the destruction of the woman’s seed and her
offspring.
Although not all outside suffering is because of the gospel, let us not assume or believe that the
church isn’t always under assault. Our prayers for our persecuted church are a persistent
reminder of this sobering truth.
5. Because Jesus is the King before whom every tongue confesses and every knee bows, you
and I are to “1 keep seeking the things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of
God. 2 we are to set our mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth. 3
For we have died and our life is hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ, who is our
life, is revealed, then we also will be revealed with Him in glory.”
When I voted this last cycle, I wasn’t voting for my king or my savior. That issue has already
been settled and God himself has not relinquished that role or title.
Do not stop believing and trusting in the absolute lordship of Jesus. He is alive.
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