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CHRISTMAS SERMON
THE TRUE STORY OF THE THREE KINGS
[bookmark: _GoBack]Matthew 2:1-16
INTRODUCTION
Today I want to look at a familiar Christmas text. This is one of those rare texts that many of us may be familiar with not because we’ve studied it or paid close attention to it, but because it’s been ingrained in popular culture for a long, long time. 
In 1857, Anglican priest John Henry Hopkins Jr. wrote both the music and the lyrics to the Christmas carol that we know as “We Three Kings”. It is apparently the first American Christmas carol to become popular around the world. The original carol is structured around the three gifts that the wise men brought to Jesus in Matthew 2: gold, frankincense, and myrrh. Gold was a recognition of Jesus’ royalty. Frankincense, which was burned to offer incense to God in religious ceremonies, was a recognition of Jesus’ divinity. And myrrh, which was an expensive spice and perfume used to embalm the deceased, was a recognition of Jesus’ death. 
It’s a beautiful carol that has become quite popular because of contemporary renditions by singers like Anne Murray and Sarah McLachlan, which is a little surprising given how much the song says about Christ. These days you hear a lot of “Christmas songs”, but not many of them have anything to do with Christ. This carol has been an exception. 
Although I’m glad that this carol has made it into popular culture, there is so much about the biblical narrative about the Three Kings that isn’t contained in the carol. That can be the danger of popularizing biblical narratives. We get so familiar with them that we assume that we know what they mean, but in reality we’ve missed the whole point. We think that Noah’s Ark is about how God loves animals because of all the pictures we saw of the ark as children, but it’s really about God’s wrath against sin. We think that David and Goliath is about “slaying the giants in your life”, but it’s really about God’s covenant with David and his descendants, including the Messiah. 
So what is the story of the three kings really about? Is it about how far the three kings travelled to see baby Jesus? Is it about the star of wonder guiding with perfect light? Or is it about something else? That’s what we’re going to look at today.
The title of this message is The True Story of the Three Kings. My aim today is to show you that It’s All About Worship. 
We will have three points today:
(1) The Wise Men
(2) The Evil King
(3) The Divine Child

(1) THE WISE MEN
The first thing we should notice about this story about the three kings is that they’re not called kings. Verse 1 calls them “wise men”. The word used for “wise men’ here is “magi”, which is significant because other parts of the Bible mention magi as well. The book of Daniel tells us that there were magi in Babylon who were known as “magicians”, “enchanters”, and “astrologers”. They were men who were interested in studying mysteries, future events, and dreams. We don’t know if they were royalty or not, but that’s a tradition that’s been taught by the early church since the early 3rd century. 
The second thing we should notice is that there may not have been three of them. Verse 1 simply tells us that there were “wise men” in the plural. It could have been two or two hundred. We don’t know, but again, the early church began teaching that there were three to correspond with the three gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And so, if we are to be biblically faithful, perhaps the song “We Three Kings” should be retitled “We Wise Men of Unspecified Number”. 
What else do we know about them? Verse 1 tells us that they came “from the east”, which was where Babylon was located in relation to Jerusalem. Verse 2 tells us that they came to Jerusalem because they “saw his star when it rose”, which to them signaled the birth of the king of the Jews.  D.A. Carson tells us that they likely reached this conclusion through their study of astrology as well as the Jewish Scriptures, since there was a large and influential Jewish settlement in Babylon, and therefore, they may have been familiar with this Messianic promise from Numbers 24:17, which said:
“A star shall come out of Jacob, and a scepter shall rise out of Israel.” 
The difficulty they had, however, was that they didn’t know where this king had been born. The star had only signaled his birth, not his location. And so, they decided to go to Jerusalem, the capital city, to inquire about where they might find him. 
But in Jerusalem, they encountered something quite unexpected. No one had heard about the birth of the king, including King Herod, who had Jewish roots himself. You would have thought that if anyone knew about his birth, it would be the people he was born to reign over. But no one knew. What’s more, when they found out, they didn’t respond with the excitement that they should have had. Instead, verse 3 says that Herod was “troubled, and all Jerusalem with him”. 
Jerusalem’s response didn’t deter the wise men. After all, they had travelled across the continent just to see this child king and offer him their gifts. Indeed, we can infer that the trip took them about two years. In verse 7, Matthew tells us that Herod found out when the wise men had first seen the star, which would tell us approximately how long the wise men had travelled and how old the king would have been by then. Matthew doesn’t record the wise men’s answer, but we can infer that this was about two years ago, because verse 16 says that Herod ordered the execution of all the male children in Bethlehem who were two years old or under “according to the time that he had ascertained from the wise men.” 
After they found out that this king was to be born in Bethlehem, they set out in verse 9. And as they do, they see a familiar friend. The star that had signaled the birth of the king was in the sky once more, but this time it was on the move. Verse 9 tells us that it “went before them until it came to rest over the place where the child was” in Bethlehem. The wise men are overjoyed as it seemed that the heavens were confirming what Herod had told them. 
Finally, verse 11: “And going into the house they saw the child with Mary his mother, and they fell down and worshiped him.” 
The moment had finally come for this group of wise men. Two entire years of long, hard travel culminated in this moment, when they laid their eyes on this royal child. The Scriptures had foretold his coming, the stars had proclaimed his birth, and now these magi from the east were witnesses to his arrival. 
They were overwhelmed. They were in awe. They were so taken up by the significance of the moment that they “fell down” before him and “worshiped him”. The Greek word here for “worship” doesn’t necessarily mean “worship of a deity”. It could just mean “paying homage” to a person of dignity like royalty. We don’t know whether the magi grasped Jesus’ deity or not, but there’s no question that they had the highest respect and esteem for this child. 
Their response to him shows us that they didn’t just come to see Jesus like mere spectators. They came to honour him. Praise him. Adore him. They came to express their loyalty to him as they fell at his feet and offered him gifts fit for a king – gold, frankincense, and myrrh – treasures that they had carried with them for their entire journey from the east. 
There are at least two lessons for us here as we consider the wise men. The first is a challenge. Do we come to Jesus with a heart of worship, or do we come to him as mere spectators? When we read our Bibles, are we just gathering interesting facts, saying, “Oh, that’s a nice little fact that I didn’t know before.” Or are we coming to the Word with a heart desperate to know Jesus and worship him? Or when we go to church, are we coming just to enjoy the music, listen to what we hope will be an entertaining sermon, and meet up with some friends afterwards? Or are we coming to offer ourselves to Jesus as his loyal subjects and to worship him in the splendour of his holiness? 
Do we come to Jesus to observe him like we might observe an interesting historical landmark or a rare creature at the zoo, or do we come to him to worship him as our king? The wise men could have just peeked into Mary and Joseph’s house to catch a glimpse of baby Jesus and said, “Wow, look at that. A real baby king. That’s amazing. Ok, let’s go home now”, but they didn’t. They went into the house, fell down on their faces, and offered him the finest gifts they had to offer. That’s what worship looks like. It’s offering Jesus the best of what we possess. Our possessions. Our talents. Our lives. As Romans 12:1 says,
“…present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.” 
The second lesson here is one of encouragement. One of Matthew’s purposes in including this account of the wise men is to show that the birth of Christ ushered in a new era of salvation history, an era when God’s redemptive plans were no longer tied to Israel but were extending to the entire world. This is one thing that the old Christmas carol doesn’t capture. The magi were Gentiles, non-Jews, who travelled from a far off country to worship the King of the Jews as their King, because God sent them the star as a sign. God wanted them to come to Jesus to worship him and offer themselves to him, and that’s what they did. 
The same couldn’t be said of the Jews in Jerusalem. King Herod was jealous, and the people were afraid. They were the ones who should have been rejoicing and paying homage to Jesus, but it was the Gentile wise men who did this, not them. This contrast shows us that the God of Israel, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, was about to reveal himself as the God of the nations. As Isaiah 60 foretold,
“Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your rising. Lift up your eyes all around, and see; they all gather together, they come to you; your sons shall come from afar...They shall bring gold and frankincense, and shall bring good news, the praises of the LORD.” (Isaiah 60:3, 4, 6)
Christmas is meant to remind us that the birth of Christ was the definitive act that ushered in an era when people of every nation and language could know the one true living God, and worship Christ the Son. If you are a Christian today and a non-Jew like I am, we have special reason to praise God this Christmas for extending his mercy to us. And if you’re not a Christian today, the message to you is come. Come to the Lord. His arms are opened wide to receive anyone who would come to him. He received the wise men who came from the east, and he continues to receive foreigners like myself as his own, precious children. Come to him this Christmas and learn what it means to worship him. 

(2) THE EVIL KING
That’s the first lesson from this story about the wise men: Christ is worthy of worship, not just by the Jews, but by everyone. God is calling people from every language and nation to come and adore his beloved Son and to honour him as the king of their lives. But there are two other lessons in our text today that I want to address more briefly, which leads us to our second point: The Evil King. 
The evil king, of course, refers to King Herod. Historically speaking, King Herod, also known as Herod the Great, has a very mixed legacy. On the one hand, he was an excellent administrator who organized famine relief and undertook massive building projects, including the expansion of the Second Temple in Jerusalem. But on the other hand, he was a cruel tyrant who would do anything for the sake of power. The Jewish historian Josephus records him murdering his favourite wife and at least two of his sons in fits of rage and jealousy. This cruel, hunger for power seemed to increase with age as he became increasingly unwilling to share his power let alone give it up. 
This is one full display in our text as well. Verse 3 says that when the wise men came asking questions about the birth of the king of the Jews, Herod was “troubled, and all Jerusalem with him.” Herod was troubled because his power was threatened, and Jerusalem was troubled because of what Herod might do in response. 
Herod was no fool. He was a politically savvy schemer who knew how to play the game of power. And so, although he’s troubled at this news, he doesn’t do anything impulsive or rash. Instead, he decides to gather more information before he sets out on a course of action. He turns to the “chief priests and scribes of the people” in verse 4 and asks them where the Christ was to be born, and they tell him that it would be in Bethlehem. 
Herod then turns to the wise men themselves to gather more information in verse 7. He summoned them “secretly and ascertained from them what time the star had appeared” so that he could find out how old this child had become. Once they told him that it was about two years ago, he sends them off to Bethlehem in verse 8 with a lie, 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.” We know that this wasn’t Herod’s intention at all. He didn’t want to worship him. He wanted to murder him. He sent the wise men on their way as his unwitting spies, puppets in the master plotter’s hands that he would use to determine the precise location of this young king. 
His plan was a good one. He had successfully deceived the wise men, and it was only a matter of time before they returned so that he could make his next move and exterminate this political threat quietly and efficiently.  But something happened that no one could have anticipated, not even Herod with all his cunning. God intervened. In verse 12, God warned the wise men in a dream not to return to Herod, and then he warned Joseph in another dream to flee to Egypt until Herod died. Just like that, Herod’s plan fell apart. 
This is when we see how foolish Herod really was. Did he really think that he could scheme and plot against God and his Anointed One? He may have had an excuse if he didn’t know what the Scriptures said about the Messiah, about how he was the one God himself had chosen to reign forever on David’s throne, but he did know. He believed the Scriptures. That’s why he consulted with the chief priests and scribes in verse 4 about where the Christ was to be born and believed that testimony to be true. But in his foolishness and sin, he also believed that he could thwart God’s plans by killing the Christ. He thought he could change alter the inevitable course of history that God had chosen by using deception and murder. That may have worked against earthly kings, but it most certainly did not work against the heavenly king. No one can thwart God’s plans. No one can harm his Anointed One unless he allowed it. As Psalm 2 so powerfully states:
“Why do the nations rage
    and the peoples plot in vain?
The kings of the earth set themselves,
    and the rulers take counsel together,
    against the Lord and against his Anointed, saying,
‘Let us burst their bonds apart
    and cast away their cords from us.’
He who sits in the heavens laughs;
    the Lord holds them in derision.
Then he will speak to them in his wrath,
    and terrify them in his fury, saying,
‘As for me, I have set my King
    on Zion, my holy hill.’”
When Herod discovered that his plan had failed, verse 16 tells us that he was furious, and in this state of pure rage, Herod decided to do the unthinkable. Verse 16: Herod “sent and killed all the male children in Bethlehem and in all that region who were two years old or under, according to the time that he had ascertained from the wise men.” This was an act of pure evil, the inevitable consequence of an evil man wielding too much power who was willing to do anything to stay in power. At this point, all of Herod’s discretion had been lost. All his cunning, all his subtle scheming had been forgotten and discarded and replaced by raw fury.  
As horrible as this fury was, it merely foreshadowed a future fury, the fury that Jesus would face as an adult just a few years later. A massive crowd of his own people would be stirred up into such a primal rage that when they looked upon this man they once respected and even admired, they could only cry, “Crucify him! Crucify him!” Even when the Roman Governor Pontius Pilate, a Gentile, tried to reason with them, they could only respond with the same two dreaded words: “Crucify him! Crucify him!” They were so furious, so full of unrighteous wrath against Jesus, that the only way they could receive satisfaction was through his bloody crucifixion.  
Jesus faced wrath as a baby, and Jesus faced wrath as an adult, because that’s what sin does. It responds to the Son of God not with faith and worship, but with rebellion and rejection. It’s no different with us. There’s no question that Herod was a brutal man. He reached a level of evil that not many have descended to in human history. But if we look at his life and fail to say, “But for the grace of God, there I go as well”, we’ve missed the whole point. Herod gives us a terrifying picture of what we would become if God did not intervene in our lives. If God’s grace had not touched our souls, we would rage against his Anointed One with just as much anger and fury as this evil king with hearts so hardened that we would actually believe that that our plans could prevail over God’s. 
What this teaches us is that the story of the wise men doesn’t just show us how we should respond to Jesus with faith and worship. It also shows us how we could respond to Jesus with rebellion and rejection if God doesn’t intervene in our lives. If any of us are to come to Jesus with hearts of worship, we need God to change us. We need him to take out our hearts of stone and replace them with hearts of flesh, so that our wrath against God can be replaced with peace.

 (3) THE DIVINE CHILD
Finally, we get to the main character of our text. As much as we have benefitted from studying the wise men and King Herod, this text isn’t ultimately about them. It’s about the child that they are responding to. And so, we close by turning our attention to him and our third and final point: The Divine Child. 
Jesus doesn’t say a word in our text, and he doesn’t have to, because God the Father tells us everything that we need to know about him through the Scriptures. Like a proud father eager to tell the world about his son’s birth, God himself announces three things to us about Jesus through the testimony of his Word. 
The first is in the magi’s question in verse 2. Carson notes that the question isn’t “Where is the one born to become king of the Jews?” but “Where is the one born king of the Jews?” The wise men knew from God’s Word that Jesus didn’t need to become king. He already was king! He was king by virtue of his royal bloodlines as both the Son of David and the Son of God. As the old Christmas carol goes,
“Born thy people to deliver,
Born a child and yet a King,
Born to reign in us forever,
Now thy gracious kingdom bring.”

Jesus was lord at his birth. He wasn’t a commoner who became a king. He wasn’t a man who became God. He always was and always will be the God-King who came to reign over the world. 
The second thing God tells us about Jesus is in verse 6, where the chief priests and scribes quote Micah 5:2: “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.” Jesus wasn’t another Herod. He didn’t come to reign as a tyrant. He came to reign as a shepherd. Yes, he came to rule over us, but he also came to care for us. To protect us. To lead us to green pastures and still waters. To give us peace. As the rest of the Micah prophecy goes,
“And he shall stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of the LORD, 
in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God.
And they shall dwell secure, for now he shall be great
to the ends of the earth.
And he shall be their peace.” 

We need this peace, because none of us are at peace with God without it. Yes, we war against him, but he also wars against us. Our rebellion in his kingdom and our resistance to his authority demand God’s justice. But Christ came to be our peace. He secured that peace through his death on the cross, and he continues to give us this peace through our union with him. It was a peace that cost us nothing. It was a peace that cost him everything. Peace was the reason why Jesus came into the world. Peace was the reason why he was willing to be born during the evil reign of Herod, and it was the reason why he was willing to suffer at the hands of evil men on the cross. Jesus suffered the wrath of man against him so that he could suffer the wrath of God against us, so that everyone who trusts in him as their Lord and Saviour could receive this peace. As J.I. Packer so memorably wrote (Knowing God):
“The peace of God is first and foremost peace with God; it is the state of affairs in which God, instead of being against us, is for us.” 
Lastly, as Mary and Joseph fled to Egypt to escape Herod’s wrath, Matthew tells us in verse 15 that this was “to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet, ‘Out of Egypt I called my son.’” Matthew is quoting Hosea 11:1, which says this: 
“When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.”
It’s pretty obvious that the “son” in this verse refers to Israel, and that the calling out of Egypt refers to the Exodus, which raises the question, why would Matthew cite this verse as being fulfilled in Jesus? The verse doesn’t seem prophetic at all. It merely describes what God has already done. This is when we need to realize that, when the New Testament authors said that an Old Testament prophecy was “fulfilled’, they’re not necessarily talking about a one-to-one correspondence. “God said this would happen, and now it is happening.” They could also be talking about how an Old Testament concept, or image, or event was being fulfilled in New Testament categories. 
That’s what Matthew is talking about here. He’s not saying that Hosea prophesied that the Messiah would come out of Egypt, and lo and behold, here is Jesus coming out of Egypt! He’s saying something much more significant than that. By saying that this verse is fulfilled in Jesus, he’s telling us that Jesus is the New Israel. He is the new locus of God’s promises and the fountain of God’s blessings to the nations. Israel hasn’t been replaced so much as it has been fulfilled, not in a new people, but in a new man. 
And when we put our trust in this new man, believing that he died for our sins, rose from the dead, and now reigns forever, we become part of this new man. The Son of God makes us sons and daughters of God as we become part of his body, the church, so that through us his loving, benevolent rule and reign might spread throughout the world. 

CONCLUSION
This is what the story of the three kings is ultimately all about. It’s about a child, one who was born a king to reign over a people who enjoy peace with God and worship him forever. When we think about these wise men, these magi from the east, let us remember the child that they came to worship. Let us remember that he suffered the wrath of man against him so that he could suffer the wrath of God against us, and because of that, we never will. And let us remember that this child is now the blazing center of God’s redemptive plans to save the world. He is the fulfillment of God’s promises and the fountain of all his blessings, so that everything we need, and everything we most deeply desire, is found in him, and him alone. 


