CHARACTERS OF CHRISTMAS

#4 Wise Men: Keep Your Eye On the Goal

December 20th, 2009 – Matthew 2:1-12

Two young boys were spending the night at their grandparents the week before Christmas. At bedtime, the two boys knelt beside their beds to say their prayers when the youngest one began praying at the top of his lungs.  I pray for a puppy, I pray for a Wi, I pray a new baseball bat.  His older brother leaned over and nudged the younger brother, Why are you shouting your prayers? God isn't deaf.  To which the little brother replied, No, but Grandma is! 
Now this boy had a goal in mind and knew how to get there! The Wise Men are a perfect example of keeping one’s eye on the goal.  They doggedly persisted in the pursuit of the goal that God had given them.  Today is an excellent time to think about spiritual goals as we get closer to a new year!  WISE MEN: Keep Your Eye on the Goal!
In an interesting article I read it said that if you select 100 people at random and ask them if they have any goals in life 77% will say yes. From there 10% will actually develop a plan. But only 2% are willing to pay the price to go all the way. Many people lack the discipline to sick it out when the going gets tough. What impresses me about the Wise Men is that they were persistent in their goal to find Jesus. As we look at their story we discover several worthy goals that we can build into our lives as we follow Jesus into 2010:

GOAL 1: Seek To Grow In Grace and Knowledge!
Matthew 2:1-2: After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem 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. These Wise Men inspire us to seek to grow in grace and knowledge of Jesus.
Who were these Wise Men? They were the professors and philosophers of their day, originating from the country we now call Iraq. These professionals were brilliant and highly educated scholars who were trained in medicine, history, religion, prophecy and astronomy. Our modern word “magistrate” is a direct descendant of the word magi. Since these men thought deeply about life, it certainly makes sense to call them “Wise Men.” They were also trained in what we would call astrology. Back then, astrology was connected with people’s search for God. The ancients studied the skies in order to find answers to the great questions of life--Questions like: Who am I? Why am I here? Where am I going? They were highly influential men who served as advisors to the king. 
Dr. John MacArthur writes about the importance of the magi: Because of their combined knowledge of science, agriculture, mathematics, history, and the occult, they became the most prominent and powerful group of advisors in the Medo-Persian and subsequently the Babylonian empire. Historians tell us that no Persian was ever able to become king without mastering the scientific and religious disciplines of the magi and then being approved and crowned by them. (The Gospel According to Matthew, p.27)
It’s likely that these magi were descendants of the ten tribes of Israel that remained in Babylon after the time of Daniel. Many of the Jews did not return to their homeland but rather chose to remain behind in Babylon. There they were assimilated into the culture and probably adopted many of the religious practices of the pagans, but still, they were looking for the coming messiah. They took literally the statement from Numbers 24.17: A star will come out of Jacob; a scepter will rise out of Israel. And so they searched the skies for hundreds of years looking for a sign that the messiah had come. Isaiah 60:6: Caravans of camels shall fill you, dromedaries from Midian and Ephah; all from Sheba shall come bearing gold and frankincense, and proclaiming the praises of the Lord. The prophesies of the Old Testament were fulfilled in regard to the Wise Men.

How many of them were there?  Most people assume there were three of them, perhaps because they gave three different gifts to Jesus. In the sixth century, someone decided that their names were Melchior, Balthazar and Gaspar. But in spite of the song, “We three kings,” we don’t know how many there were. It has been suggested that there were actually 4​ but the fourth guy’s gift was fruitcake and he wasn’t allowed on the trip! Would you want to travel great distances carrying precious cargo with just a few people? It would be odd to travel in a small group, especially carrying riches. It is evident that robbers and thieves existed in that day, just as they exist in this day. It seems likely that this might have been a sizable group of travelers. And, three men traveling alone would be especially odd if these men had the status that we traditionally ascribe to them.
What about the star?  Verse 2 adds a detail that has baffled and intrigued Bible scholars and astronomers for 2,000 years: We have seen his star in the east, and have come to worship him. What was “this star in the east?” There are many theories ​in fact two new ones appeared in US News and World Report (12/20/99): One astronomer from Rutgers University argues that it was an alignment of stars and planets that ancient astrologers would have recognized as significant. Jupiter was considered the planet of kings, and a lunar eclipse of Jupiter in the constellation which was an ancient symbol of Judea, would have excited expectations of a divine birth in the Jerusalem area. According to sophisticated calculations, this would have appeared in the year of Christ’s birth.

A British astrophysicist argues that the Bethlehem star was indeed a real star that can still be seen by telescope today. Back when Jesus was born, it was a bright nova. In fact ancient Chinese astronomers report that an unusually bright star appeared in the exact year that Jesus was born. Like the astronomer from Rutgers, this guy argues that ancient astrologers would have found the nova significant because of where and when it appeared ​during a triple conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn in the constellation of Pisces. According to this researcher, the conjunctions would have told the Magi to await news from Judea and, possibly, to expect the imminent birth of the Messiah.

I love how US News concludes the article; we now have two fresh theories providing new scientific support for the biblical story…which makes the ‘star of wonder’ a little less of a mystery. Once again, we see that the Bible stands up to scientific inquiry. Without question, this bright light was the supernatural work of God. The Wise Men were students of the sky. They would not be frightened or put off by anything unusual that suddenly appeared to them. In those days it was not uncommon to associate the birth of a great ruler with unusual heavenly phenomena. The sudden appearance of a bright star would make perfect sense to them. God spoke their language.
Seek to grow in 2010:  2 Peter 3:18: But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Matthew is writing this gospel to Jewish people who are living away from Israel. His purpose is to convince them that Jesus is the Christ predicted in the Old Testament. That’s why he makes so many references to it.  They should be like the magi, not like the Jewish religious leaders.
We have no way of knowing just how much of the Old Testament they had actually read; but one thing we know – they had to have enough knowledge of scripture to know that a “Messiah” was coming. They didn’t have all the answers, but they had enough to give their souls a hunger for more. They had enough to decide to begin their search. It is not surprising then that the first rerecorded words in the entire New Testament are: Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? (Where is the Messiah?)!
The message of Christmas is that God talks our language.  For the Magi it was a star! For the Shepherds it was angels. As they went out into the fields they had a saying: May you see the fluttering of angel wings. To the artist, He is the One altogether lovely. To the architect, He is the Chief Cornerstone. To the physician, He is the Great Physician. To the philosopher, He is the Wisdom of God. To the dying, He is the Resurrection and the Life. To the geologist, He is the Rock of Ages. To the farmer, He is the Lord of the Harvest. To the professor, He is the Master Teacher. To the prodigal, He is the forgiving Father. To the lost sheep, He is the Good Shepherd. To the thirsty, He is the Water of Life. To the hungry, He is the Bread of Life. To the sinner He is the Savior! God knows the human heart and he can speak the language of the human heart.  He knows how to reach each and every person.  He can speak your language. He can communicate His grace and knowledge so that we may grow.

Wise men still seek him. So must we. Growth is not automatic. It must be planned. We plan for vacations. We plan for meals. We must also plan to grow in Jesus. Take some time to set some spiritual growth goals for 2010! There are many resources available. Find one that works for you and stick with it in 2010!

Goal 2: Offer God Your Very Best in 2010

Matthew 2:9-12:  … the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. 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. And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route. They offered God their very best! So must we in 2010!
We always place the magi in nativity scenes don’t we? Notice verse eleven. On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Scripture tells us that they came to a house, not a stable. They bowed down and worshipped him. They presented him with gifts. Listen, it is not enough to discover who Christ is or even what he had done – we fall short if we only discover certain truths about him without also giving ourselves to him in faith and worship. We receive from God but we also give back to God in worship!
One of the most enjoyable things about Christmas is giving gifts to others. It would be nice to think we got the idea from the Wise Men. Sometimes what we give and receive during this season aren’t truly gifts at all. They are just exchanges. You could call them gifts-for-gifts. That’s when you give a gift because someone has given you a gift and you calculate about how much the gift was worth that they gave you so you can spend roughly the same amount on their gift. If you’ve ever said, I gave someone a great gift and all they gave me was this or since they didn’t give me a gift last year, I won’t give them a gift this year then you don’t truly understand the nature of a gift.

You can give without loving, but you can’t love without giving.  A real gift always is motivated by love. For God so loved He gave! The phrase “gift exchange” is actually an oxymoron, but the phrase “love gift” is a redundancy. Love always gives. From our own Christmas giving we recognize that the gift is not nearly as important as the motivation for giving. What we offer reflects the worth we place on God.
You know what would have happened if it had been Three Wise Women instead of Three Wise Men? They would have asked directions, arrived on time, helped deliver the baby, cleaned the stable, made a casserole and brought practical gifts like pampers. One of my favorite cartoons shows a little boy listening to his grandpa read the Bible, the Christmas story. The boy looks up at his granddad and says, Gold, frankincense, and myrrh? I bet what he really wanted was a puppy. Another boy: They brought him goats, Frankenstein, and smurfs. Bringing gifts was very important in the ancient East when approaching a superior (Genesis 43:1; 1Kings 10:2) and had great meaning!

GOLD: Give Him your first and best!  Kings received gold as tribute. A gift fit for royalty! Gold signifies Jesus Kingly role! Were they not absolutely sure of the status of the one that they were seeking, would they risk giving away gold? Their faith is lived out through their gifts. I surrender all to King Jesus. Many folks want to give to God, but each month, they pay all their bills and spend on themselves and then if any if leftover, they give God some of it. He deserves your first not your leftovers. Proverbs 3:9: Honor the Lord with your wealth by giving him the first fruits of your income. I Corinthians 16:2: One the first day of every week, each one of you should set aside a sum of money in keeping with his income… Gold represents the treasure God has blessed us with!
The last Sunday of January is designated PROMISE SUNDAY! You will receive a packet of information today that includes a worksheet, percentage chart, and a promise card. The average percentage given in our church body is 3%. Nationally it is roughly 2% of ones income given back to the Lord. We are free from the law to actually give more than the Old Testament tithe. I am challenging us to grow by 1% this year. Fill out your promise card and bring it back on PROMISE SUNDAY as we bring it like the Wise Men and place it on the altar as an act of worship.

Keep the other card for yourself as a reminder of your promise before God. Give Him your first and best!
FRANKINCENSE: Give Him your joyous worship!   This is a glittering, odorous gum obtained by making incisions in the bark of several trees.  This ingredient was used by the priests in temple worship to blend with the smell of the sacrifices. The incense produced a unique odor people only associated with worship. The cloud created by the incense represented the presence of God that was revealed as a cloud that led Israelites to the Promised land. We also associate smells with certain experiences. This time of year Connie boils some sweet spices that makes for a wonderful aroma in our home this time of year. The rest of the year it’s mostly Lysol.  
This signifies Jesus PRIESTLY role. Hebrews 12:2 Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Jesus sacrifice for us made atonement for our sins. He did it joyfully. Like the wise men, when we bow before Jesus, there should be so much joy that “we can hardly contain ourselves.” Many people come to church, but they never truly worship. They just listen as the songs are sung, or they sing them without thinking about the words, or striving to sing to God. Worship is also about giving something back! Over the years I have heard it said:

I came to church and I didn’t GET anything out of it? That’s the problem. We aren’t here only to “get” something. We’re here to give praise back to God. Then we go back out into the world to Proclaim Christ in a changing world! We serve others! Give a hug to someone who needs one. Encourage someone who is hurting! 

MYRRH: Give Him your consecrated life!  Myrrh exudes from a tree found in Arabia and a few other places and was a much-valued spice and perfume used in embalming. John 19:39 tells us that after Jesus died, his body was wrapped in linen along with 75 pounds of myrrh and other spices.  Signifies Jesus PROPHETIC role. The Magi understood that Jesus was born to die. It was an act of consecration.  Romans 12:1 ...in view of God’s mercy offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – this is your spiritual act of worship. The myrrh represents the need for us to offer Him our lives because He was willing to die for us. When you die to self and lose your life in following Him, you demonstrate He is the King of your life. Myrrh was used to remove the smell of death. We are saying, God I am coming to you smelling like Myrrh because your Son has removed the smell of death and sin in my life. I come to you set apart as holy and righteous. I offer myself as a living sacrifice in service to Jesus today.  Everyday we should look in the mirror and ask, Am I giving my very best in the situation I am in?

God warned the magi in a dream to go home a different way. Not only did they return by a different route, but they also went back home as different men. The “practical” explanation is that they went back in a way they would not be killed by Herod. The “spiritual” explanation is found in the Jewish tradition of going home through a different gate in Jerusalem than whichever one a person came through when arriving to worship at the Temple. It was to signify that they were different people after worship. Jewish readers would not miss this fact! Will we go home as different people having encountered the risen Lord Jesus in worship today? We must ask this question after we worship!        

A man who had been sorrowful and withdrawn from his family since the sudden death of his young son was given a position as the “dead letter man.” He was responsible for trying to find the ultimate destination for letters and cards that arrived with undeliverable addresses. At Christmas time there fell into his hands a letter, addressed to Santa Claus. To his surprise, he noticed the letter had actually come from his own daughter.  Dear Santa, we are very sad at our house this year, and I don’t want you to bring me anything. My little brother went to heaven last spring. All I want you to do when you come to our house is to take my brother’s toys to him. I’ll leave them in the corner by the kitchen stove; his hobby horse and train and everything. I know he’ll be lost up in heaven without them, most of all his horse; he always liked riding it so much. So you must take them to him, please, and you needn’t mind leaving me anything, but if you could give Daddy something that would make him like he used to be, make him smoke his pipe again and tell me stories. I do wish you would. I heard him say to Mummy once that only Eternity could cure him. Could you bring him some of that, and I will be your good little girl. She was hoping for some changes in her dad!
Worship always involves a change. Can we say we have worshipped if we have not been changed?
Once there were three frogs on a log. One of them decides to jump off. How many are left? Two!  No. There’s still three because all the one did was decide to jump but he never made the leap! Don’t stay on the log! Embrace these 

two worthy goals for 2010!  SEEK to grow in the grace and knowledge of Jesus. OFFER God your best! AMEN!

One of the greatest minds of the 20th century was the poet, T.S. Eliot. In 1948 he won the Nobel Prize for Literature. 
At one point in his life he ridiculed Christianity. In 1927, at the age of 39, Eliot became a Christian after seriously studying the Bible. He was baptized, and like C.S. Lewis, he became one of the greatest spokesmen for the intellectual viability of Christianity. Not long after becoming a Christian, Eliot disguised his personal testimony in his poem, “The Journey of the Magi.” He writes as one of the wise men reflecting back on that life-changing quest. 

The poem begins, A hard time we had of it. At the end we preferred to travel all night, Sleeping in snatches, with the voices in our ears, saying that this was all folly (And when you honestly search for God, the world will say you’re foolish). Then we came to a tavern with vine leaves over the lintel (a reference to the Passover Lamb whose life giving blood placed on the lintel is like new wine)  Six hands over an open door dicing for silver.  And feet kicking the empty wineskins, but there was no information, and so we continued (the failure of money and empty religion to satisfy - but he kept searching.) And arrived at evening, not a moment too soon finding the place; it was (you may say) satisfactory (relatively late in life, Eliot arrived at the truth about Jesus) He was saying, Like the wise men, I searched a long time for the truth about God. Then on day Jesus changed my life.

24 year old Danny Simpson was sentenced to 6 years in jail for robbing a bank. Danny got 6 years in the clink for stealing $6,000. But the gun he used in the robbery ended up in a museum. The .45 caliber Colt semi-automatic turned out to be an antique made in 1918 by the Ross Rifle Company. His pistol was worth up to $100,000 on the collectors market. If Danny Simpson had known what he had in his hands, he would not have ended up in jail. Many Christians live like this. They spend their lives searching for God’s power and presence, not realizing it’s already in their hands.
