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Matthew 2:1-10

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."  3 When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him.  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.  5 "In Bethlehem in Judea," they replied, "for this is what the prophet has 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.'"  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."  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.  10 When they saw the star, they were overjoyed.

 Intro
The background of Jesus’ birth is very mysterious. We can find very deep insights from His birth. During the season of Christmas, God’s saints should enjoy true joy and peace by realizing the amazing truth about Jesus’ birth. It is uncertain that December is the month of His birth. Even more, Christmas’ celebration is traced from pagan custom. Therefore, God’s saints shouldn’t celebrate this special season just like others, but search for God’s special message from observing the story of Jesus’ birth more closely. 

Jesus’ birth is recorded in detail in the book of Matthew and Luke. The first chapter of Matthew witnesses that Jesus was born of the Virgin Mary and also came from a royal family. The writer tries to present the fact that Jesus was the Messiah who came as our King in order to conquer the darkness of the world and save His people from their sin. However, the second chapter of Luke describes Jesus in quite a different way than Matthew. The baby Jesus who was wrapped in cloths and placed in a manger was found by shepherds who watched over their flocks at night.  He didn’t come as a kingly figure but as a humble shepherd who would keep His flocks from their spiritual blindness. Later, Luke also introduces a genealogy of Jesus to introduce Him as “the Son of Man’ (The perfect Son who was proceeded from God the Father) and describes His life as the Son whom God is most pleased with in his entire book. 

Appearance of ‘Magi’ from the east
‘Magi’ from the east are also called ‘the wise men, teachers, priests, magicians, Persians, etc.) One day, they suddenly appeared in Jerusalem and asked King Herod where the ‘king of Jews’ was born?  King Herod and all Jerusalem were greatly disturbed after hearing this news. Where did the ‘Magi’ come from? Many scholars believed that they came from the eastern Mediterranean (today Iran or Iraq).  They were known as ‘magician, priests, or practitioners of magic in the area of astrology, or other forms of esoteric knowledge.  In the book of Daniel, many ancient kings always kept many excellent magicians, enchanters, sorcerers and astrologers by their side as advisories. Although Daniel was a captive to Babylon, he served in the king’s palace because he was a noble, brilliant, and even gifted in interpreting dreams and visions of all kinds through the power of God (Daniel 1:4, 17, 2:23).  One day, the king of Babylon was troubled in his mind and couldn’t sleep because of his weird dreams. When he saw that all the wise men of Babylon couldn’t interpret his dreams, he became so angry and furious that he ordered the execution of all the wise men. Then, Daniel, by God’s grace and power, gained a chance to come before the king and perfectly interpreted the dreams and visions that passed through the king’s mind even before the king told him about his dreams. As a result, the king was so amazed at his gift that he “placed Daniel in charge of all its wise men and made him ruler over the entire province of Babylon” (Daniel 2:48).  We can assume that ‘the wise men’ were royal, noble, and smart people who were hired in a high position in the king’s palace.  Also, they were religious priest who practiced exorcism, especially through astrology.  

However, we have a few questions arising in our minds about them. The relationship of Jews to Persians was always a hostile. Even more, the wise men were Gentile magicians who were the object of the most contempt and considered an abomination by Jews. But to such detestable aliens in the eyes of Jews, God first informed them about the birth of the Messiah for whom the Jews desperately awaited over thousands of years.  In addition, the ‘wise men’ who never had the law of God were ‘overjoyed’ when they witnessed the birth of Jesus as if their final hope was fulfilled. They wholeheartedly worshiped before the baby Jesus with their most precious offerings.  What is the message that God wants to tell us through the writer, Matthew? In chapter one of Matthew, the royal genealogy of Jesus shows an unimaginable fact to the Jews. It surprisingly includes few names of gentile women such as ‘Tamar,’ and ‘Rahab.’ In the next chapter, other gentiles appeared in the most important event in history. God announced the most important news to the Gentile ‘Magi.’  The baby Jesus received their warmest greeting and joyful acceptance. What is the message of God that we can find here? God is breaking the darkness by which we are bound to the law of the Old Testament. The audience of the book, Matthew is the Jews who deeply fell into legalism. Jesus’ birth announced God’s new works that began to overcome the darkness of their legalism. Jesus came in a way that those legalistic people could never ever imagine with their own human wisdom and knowledge. This is a symbol that tells us how the grace of the gospel would break down the huge mountain of man’s legalism. Who were the ‘Magi?’  They were the very first object of God’s terrible judgment according the law of the Old Testament.. “When you enter the land the LORD your God is giving you, do not learn to imitate the detestable ways of the nations there.  10 Let no one be found among you who sacrifices his son or daughter in the fire, who practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in witchcraft,  11 or casts spells, or who is a medium or spiritist or who consults the dead.  12 Anyone who does these things is detestable to the LORD, and because of these detestable practices the LORD your God will drive out those nations before you” (Deuteronomy 18:9-12). God ordered Israel, “You shall not permit a sorceress to live” (Exodus 22:18).  But we can see a complete reversal of His policy in the New Testament. He used the ‘wise men’ who used to be the most despicable sinners among the gentiles as a tool to reveal the good news of gospel.  The New Testament begins to witness to God’s amazing grace and love that is poured out upon us freely through the work of Jesus Christ. When Jesus began His ministry, He didn’t spend time with the Pharisees who wrapped themselves with false righteousness, but always with sinners such as fishermen, tax collectors, and even adulterous women in order to bring them the true righteousness of God that could be gained only by faith in Him. God’s promise and oath that was made to Abraham for saving all the nations finally began to transpire (Gen. 12:1-3).

The darkness of the law makes us spiritually blind. When we read and study the bible, we must be able to find one united message between the Old Testament and the New Testament. Otherwise, if we remain in legalistic faith just like the people did in the  time of the Old Testament, the word of God will lead us to be more spiritually blind and deaf.  To the gentiles who didn’t even have the law of God, God secretly revealed the time and place of the coming of the Messiah. ‘Magi’ became the very first witnesses to see the most amazing event in history along with the shepherds. The Pharisees strongly believed that they themselves were specially chosen more than anyone else. But in fact, they were completely rejected by God. It is very shameful and fearful to see that the spiritual leaders who were considered to be the most honorable and faithful by many people couldn’t actually even imagine any part of the most special revelation of God.  What was the reason? They falsely took the law of God and used it to fulfill their own lustful desires and ambitions. They kept developing the law to justify their self-righteousness. As a result, their hearts became more harden and evil through their own false interpretations and incorrect applications of the law. Today, we have to also be careful not to follow these same steps.  Misunderstanding the word of God makes us fall too fast and easily into legalism and mysticism.  Then, we will also be called, ‘Satan’ by Jesus. When King Herod heard about the news of the new king’s birth from the ‘Magi’, he and all Jerusalem were deeply ‘troubled.’ King Herod immediately called all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law and asked them where the Christ was to be born. They replied confidently by quoting the prophecy of Micah, "But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times” (Micah 5:2).  They were all expert in the knowledge of the Old Testament, yet they actually feared His savior’s coming. This is the natural outcome when one holds a legalistic faith.  The true faith responds in the opposite way. The word of God penetrates our inner darkness and makes us unite with Jesus’ body and blood. It leads us to true repentance of our sins and also to the place of ‘self-denial’ where we have to only desire Christ’s righteousness. The legalism that causes self-improvement and self-righteousness will crucify Jesus. In fact, it did. Those who practiced legalism became murderers of God just like Cain did.  What is the true confession of one whose faith is mature in Christ?   “If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord.  9 For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that he might be the Lord of both the dead and the living” (Romans 14:8-9).

Meaning of ‘Star’
What was the ‘star’ that led the Magi to the place of Christ’s birth? God used the Magi’s knowledge of astrology to find Jesus. The star is God’s creation.  “And God said, "Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate the day from the night, and let them serve as signs to mark seasons and days and years” (Gen. 1:14).  “For the director of music. A psalm of David. The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands” (Psalm 19:1).  God showed Abraham ‘the numerous stars in the sky’ and told him that his descendants would be like those.  “I will surely bless you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore. Your descendants will take possession of the cities of their enemies” (Genesis 22:17).  ‘Star’ symbolizes ‘church’ which is God’s glory.  It is the church united with Christ. It also spiritually represents the existence of God’s saints. For what do God’s saints exist? “Those who are wise will shine like the brightness of the heavens, and those who lead many to righteousness, like the stars for ever and eve” (Daniel 12:3). The ‘star’ that the Magi followed represents the stars of God’s saints. Christ who was the brightest star of all finally came down to earth and began to shine over the darkness of the world. “But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law,  5 to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons” (Galatians 4:4-5).  Through Christ, we are also shining starts who have to carry on the same mission that Jesus demonstrated on earth.

Conclusion
What does the birth of Jesus mean to us? If Jesus didn’t shine His light over our darkness, we would have had no choice but would have to still live in deep darkness and exercise evil legalism until our death. No matter how smart, successful, and honorable we are, we would have to live and depend upon our daily fate in fear and insecurity just like the ‘Magi’ did. However, God didn’t judge our darkness but used our darkness to find Christ Jesus as our Lord and Savior just like the way that the ‘Magi’ used their knowledge of astrology to find Him. Why did they rejoice exceedingly with great joy?   Who can change their miserable fate and uncertain destiny except God? The  ‘Magi’ were very knowledgeable and successful in the world, yet they had to live in emptiness and chaos every day. But God’s special grace came upon them. They began to travel to find the star of the Messiah through Gods’ special revelation. They became God’s important messengers to fulfill His predestined and divine plan. On the way of their journey, they probably doubted and feared because of their mission many times. But at the moment of witnessing to Jesus’ birth, they finally realized that they were perfectly guided by the living God, and their lives were no longer bound to uncertain fate. It made them rejoice exceedingly over and over. Our lives are just like that. There is no more coincidence happening but only perfect guidance working in our lives. God’s amazing grace always precedes us.  On the way of our journey through the gospel, we can fall into fear and insecurity from time to time.  But God will surely lead us to finish our race until we reach our final destiny just as He led the Magi. Let us celebrate our Christmas with true thanksgiving to God’s amazing grace.
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