Christmas Eve, 2010
Matthew 2:1-12


Do you have a nativity scene in your home at Christmas? Does that help you to remember what this season is all about?  


I read about a family that had a nativity scene for each member of the family. Each of the kids had a nativity set for their own room as a special way of reminding them of the meaning of Christmas. Two of the children, Elizabeth and Katie were getting ready for Christmas and Katie ran into Elizabeth’s room, saying, “Elizabeth, have you got your ‘Activity set’?” (story file, 16.2.8)

Katie had something there, I think. When you look at a nativity scene, it’s kind of like a photograph, a moment frozen in time. And it’s a moment of quiet contemplative worship (silent night, holy night, all is calm, all is bright) which we like as a reminder of a worshipful approach to the meaning of this day—especially in the midst of our own rather frantic lives. Yet if you think about it, those statuesque characters, just standing there suggest inactivity, when in reality there was a whole lot going on.  


The birthing itself, the angelic announcement to the shepherds, the bright lights in the sky, the journey of the wise men. And behind the scenes, not even pictured in our nativity scene is the hubbub of the Census in Bethlehem, and in Jerusalem the royal palace of Herod all in a turmoil, because of this rumor that a king has been born. 


So, tonight, I want to encourage you to think about some of the activity that was going on, and consider what kind of activity might be appropriate for you in response to this birth. 


And what I want to particularly focus on tonight is the magi, the wise men. Now, I suspect that you know that the wise men did not necessarily make it to the manger. It may well be that the wise men saw the star on Christmas but arrived on the scene much later. Perhaps as much as two years later.  
Still, they are legitimately a part of the nativity story, the story about Jesus’ birth and the meaning of that birth, so tonight I want to encourage you to focus on these people and the star that drew them to Bethlehem. 


These magi, or wise men as we call them, are people of great mystery. They seem to come “out of the blue.” They are regal figures among humble shepherds and the ordinary figures of Mary and Joseph. We are not sure where they came from, except as Matthew said, “from the east.” Maybe Persia, maybe Arabia. We don’t know how many of them they were either. Because they brought three gifts, we think of three people, but the reality is that three people would not have undertaken such a lengthy and hazardous trip. They would have assembled a caravan. Camels, supplies, and possibly also bringing their wives and families with them. 


One thing is sure. They are not among the people commonly regarded as “God’s people.” They were outside the faith, and this is something Matthew wants us to notice.  


By calling them “magi” Matthew suggests that these people are astrologers, and likely they are adherents of the religion called Zoroastrianism. When they saw a new star in the sky, they knew that it meant a new king had been born. A new king of Israel. And somehow this event drew them. God spoke to these pagans, and they responded with faith. Faith that took action. 

So you might ask, what was so important, so compelling about this new star. 


The central belief of Zoroastrianism is that the universe is divided between two equal powers: the kingdom of light and the kingdom of darkness. The two forces are locked in equal combat. The struggle is long and intense, but neither side—neither light nor darkness—is winning. Human beings have to choose which side to join. Each human decision, for light or for darkness, adds an incremental weight to one side or the other. If enough people choose the light, goodness will win. If too many choose the dark side, evil will triumph.  Sounds kind of like Star Wars, doesn’t it? 


So, if these wise men, these magi, are a part of that belief system, and they see this new star, they can easily read into this event that a great warrior of the light has been born. And you can see why they would want to come and see this new king, because he brings hope that the kingdom of light will win out. 


Little do they know, how right their instincts are. And beyond what they could imagine. Because Jesus is not just a warrior for the light. He is light itself. And little do they know that this light is far more powerful than the darkness. This is a major difference between Christianity and Zoroastrianism. We don’t believe that the kingdom of darkness is equal in power to the kingdom of light. We believe that God is light and in him is no darkness at all. We believe that the light shines in the darkness and the darkness does not overcome it. 


Well, at least, in theory, this is what Christians believe. That God is stronger than evil, light is stronger than darkness, life is stronger than death. In reality, in the living of our lives day by day, I think many people often feel more like Zoroastrians than Christians. It feels like a battle is being waged in our souls and in this world. And who knows how it will turn out? 


We would do well in our day to follow the wise men to Bethlehem and see this new king, this warrior of light, and bring him gifts. We would do well, as young Katie did, to turn our nativity scenes into activity scenes. To take action on what we say we believe, first and foremost by bringing ourselves to Jesus. 


Someone once asked what made the wise men wise. And the somewhat “wise crack” answer was that they were smart enough to follow the star. But it’s true. They could have simply logged a new star into their journal of observations, they could have written books about it, held discussions and debates about it. And perhaps they did all of those things, but the thing that set them apart from others is that they took action on what they saw and what they believed.  Do you think these wise men were the only ones who saw this star? Maybe; then again, maybe not.  Did you know about the eclipse on Monday night? Did you get up in the middle of the night to see it? Most of us had the information—not many lost sleep over it! 


The wise men saw the star. They got their caravan together. And they went shopping for gifts. 

Isn’t that interesting? The first Christmas gifts. How do you suppose they decided what to bring to this newborn king? 

Well, how do you shop for gifts? What helps you to decide what to give? It depends on the person, I suppose. You might not give your mother a table-saw, but she might like a new blouse or a Kindle. You probably wouldn’t give your colleague at work diamonds, but you might give a diamond ring to your fiancé.  

The wise men brought gold, frankincense, and myrrh. All of these symbolize the nature of the person who was receiving the gifts. 

Gold symbolizes value, and it is a gift fit for a king.


Frankincense is an expensive incense used in worship, and it symbolizes that the child is worthy of praise and worship. 


Myrrh is made into costly ointment used in embalming. 


Together the three gifts symbolize that Jesus, at his birth, is king, is the Son of God, and is destined to die. 

So, the wise men wrapped up these prophetic gifts. And they followed the star. 


They followed the star to Jerusalem. And it makes perfect sense that they would do that. A new king has been born to Israel. Jerusalem is the capital of Israel. The place to look for a new king is in the king’s palace. But that’s not where he is, and Herod knows it. That’s an interesting facet of the story, if you think about it. Herod doesn’t point to one of his own sons and say, “there he is, there’s the new king.”  Herod is quite aware that he himself is a usurper of the throne. He is only a puppet king, placed there by Caesar.  That fact may explain why the presence of the magi frightened Herod, and all Jerusalem with him. Herod was frightened because a new king might challenge his position and his power. Jerusalem was afraid because when Herod is afraid, heads will roll. 

So, as we think about putting together our activity scenes, we have to recognize that there is a distinctly dark side to this story, and there is great activity on that side as well—activity that amounts to resistance and opposition to what God is doing in the world. 

Herod is no dummy. He knows right where to look to answer the question of the magi. “Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we have observed his star at its rising and have come to pay him homage.”   


Today, Herod might get out his laptop and Google the answer.  But his database was the chief priests and the scribes, the people with the most knowledge of the scriptures. They knew their Bible. And very quickly, it seems, they came up with the answer. If a messiah were born, he would be born in Bethlehem, the city of David.


And here is the real crux of the story, when Herod and the wise men part company. Herod and the chief priests and scribes sit tight in Jerusalem—Herod hatching his plan to annihilate the new king, with his co-conspirators huddling in the background--while the magi continue their pilgrimage to find the king and worship him. 

So, while these pagans go to worship the Son of God, those who are so-called “God’s people” work against him!

It’s quite mind-bending, if you think about it, and sobering. It gives me a sense of urgency to say this to those who think they know the story of Christmas: YOU will also be known by your actions, either as a follower or as an opponent of what God is doing in this child, this king, this warrior of light. 


The kingdom of light will win. That victory is assured. The only thing in question is, which side will you be on?   As it was for Herod and the wise men, it is your actions that will reveal your faith or your resistance. 
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