Matthew 2:1-12 GVIC 12 Dec & Sadleir 6pm 19 Dec

Introduction: our culture is very focused on celebrities and especially at this time in Australia we have just had Oprah who is a megastar and has done an incredible amount of good for people and influences governments.  Whilst not diminishing her influence our God can use the great star for good but he can also use unlikely and insignificant people for his purposes.  D.L. Moody was uneducated and untrained and yielded his life to Jesus.  He became a great evangelist in America in the 19th C. He led Mordecai Ham to the Lord and Mordecai Ham though not a great evangelist was faithful to the task and won Billy Graham to the Lord. And thank the Lord for the bus driver who persuaded Billy Graham to come to a crusade by letting him drive the bus and the rest is history. If God makes you great that is wonderful but the Lord is looking for people who will be faithful and do their part for the Lord and this happens in unexpected places and in unexpected ways. Many are wanting to find significance in their lives by doing something spectacular – even for the Lord.  May the Lord help many people to do spectacular things for the Lord but often God uses us his people in the ordinary day to day rhythm of life. We can do very significant things by being humble and faithful. Tonight we have the story of the Magi who travelled from the desserts of Jordan and or Arabia. At one level this is a spectacular venture but this is totally left field – they are unlikely people – pagans coming to seek the King of the Jews.. What is wonderful about this whole passage is that they are Gentiles – right at the birth of Jesus the Lord is showing that He is the Saviour for the whole world and not only for Jews.. This passage speaks to us of 3 responses to Jesus : the response of Herod, the response of the chief priests and teachers of the law and the response of the wise men.

1.The response of Herod :  last week in the morning we looked at the story of Cain and Abel and the jealousy which Cain had for his brother Abel. IT led to murder. Jealousy if left unchecked is a destructive force. There is the story of a Texas mother who was so intent on ensuring that her daughter made the cheerleading squad that she was willing to hire a hitman to kill a  competitor’s mother. The woman hoped that the other competitor would be so distraught that she would drop out of the competition. IT is bizarre ! In v3 we learn that when Herod heard that these special visitors were looking for a king  of the Jews who had been born he was disturbed and all Jerusalem with him. The idea of being disturbed carries the sense that they are unsettled. Herod is worried about retaining power. The people of Jerusalem know that Herod was subject to fits of rage and jealousy and bumping people off and they are worried what  the news of a new king  will lead Herod to do ! IT is amazing how one sin leads to another – there is a multiplier effect.  That is why the Bible teaches us to deal decisively with sin – Mk 9:43. If you play with fire you get burnt if you play with sin it escalates !  We see this principle v7 Herod is plotting to get the exact time of the birth of this king and is deceptive in telling magi to go and find the child and report back so he can go and worship also. We see his real motives in v16.  The wise men would be the only people in Jerusalem who would take Herod’s words at face value and believe that he actually would want to worship this king. Given that Herod is a King it is easy to distance ourselves from him and his response. But his sin is the basic sin in that people don’t want Jesus to be King over their lives because they want to run their own life. For anyone to become a Christian and to grow as a Christian they must choose to take the crown off their head and submit to Jesus as the true king. Further they must deal with the related sin of jealousy. Why is jealousy so poisonous ?  IN the NT jealousy led to Herod killing innocent babies in Bethlehem, , the envy of the chief priests led them to hand Jesus over to Pilate Matt 27:18.  The great problem with jealousy is that when we are unhappy with someone else and their gifts or abilities it reveals that we are not trusting that what God has given us is good and we are failing to rejoice in God’s blessings to other people.  Jealousy is a temptation for all of us. We know that jealousy is fed by our society which through advertising encourages us to be dissatisfied with who we are and what we have.  IT is continually encouraging us to compare ourselves with other people. To deal with jealousy we need to work hard at thanking the Lord for what he has given us and not get sucked into comparing ourselves with other people except where we seek to thank the Lord for other people and their wonderful gifts and be content with what God has given us and them  !  I believe that it is a Christian value to strive to be the  best you can in every area of your life but that doesn’t mean you have to be better than everyone else at everything.  IN this church I thank the Lord for the people in this church who can do things much better than I can. God wants us to have an attitude where we strive for our best and rejoice in the gifts and abilities of others. Herod was jealous and rejected Jesus as his king. This is the most basic sin and it led to his judgement and downfall !

2.The indifference of the Religious leaders:  there is a famous quote from Martin Niemoller who was a German Pastor sent to a Nazi concentration camp. He commented on the indifference displayed by the German people to rise of Nazism. He said: In Germany they first came for the Communists and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Communist, then they came for the Jews and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Jew. Then they came for the Trade Unionists and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Trade Unionists. Then they came for the Catholics and I didn’t speak up because I was a Protestant. Then they came for me and by that time no one was left to speak up.  Indifference is an aweful disease because it effectively is focused on self-protection and self promotion.  We see indifference in the response of the religious leaders who know from the Scriptures where the King of the Jews will be born but do nothing about it.  The wise men have come from the East and they want to know where the one to be born king of the Jews is. Herod rightly calls in the experts – the chief priests and the teachers of the Law. They consult the Scriptures and inform Herod that the Prophet Micah about 700 years previously spoke of God raising up a ruler in the town of Bethlehem. Bethlehem was a small insignificant town. Again and again we see that God works in unexpected ways and yet it is not a surprise because this king will be born in the land of Judah meaning that ancient prophecies about a king coming from Judah are fulfilled. Gen 49:9-10   God does unexpected things that are consistent with his word and plan. We know that the religious leaders are indifferent because John 1:11 says that Jesus came to his own but his own did not receive him. The sin of the religious leaders is as bad if not worse that the Hatred of Herod  because in the end it led to the same thing – attempting to kill Jesus and the religious leaders succeeded where Herod failed.  Having knowledge is a dangerous thing ! Many feel secure because they believe in  Jesus but it doesn’t necessarily mean that they act on this knowledge. “he who has been given much, much will be demanded Luke 12:48. Dante the 12/13 C   Italian poet said : The hottest places in hell are reserved for those who remain neutral in a time of great moral crisis.”
3. The worship of the wise men : the wise men or magi were from a religious and priestly group who were involved in predicting the future from stars and in the seeking of wisdom. What is wonderful in this passage is that God uses their natural interest in astrology to use this to get them started in the search for the King of the Jews. In v2 when they say they saw his star it can also be translated they saw a rising star. For some reason in their wisdom literature they understood this would refer to a king of Jews. It is likely that they had some access to the Jewish scriptures and interpreted Numbers 24:17 as referring to this king of the Jews. God meets them where they are at but note and this is important they cannot find the King of the Jews with their own wisdom. They need the true wisdom which comes from God’s Word and which the religious leaders give them from Micah.  But these wise men are very different from the religious leaders of Israel. IN v10 as they approach to worship Jesus they are overjoyed.  Recently I have had the privilege of giving out some hampers from Anglicare and it is wonderful to see the joy on people when they receive something good which benefits them. When we understand who Jesus is – the king of the world and the benefits of forgiveness and peace we are filled with joy. IT is that simple.  In v11 they also bow down. They humble themselves because they recognise that the baby is greater than them and finally they offer gifts which are expensive. We are so accustomed to emphasising that salvation is a free gift that people can fail to offer things to God. IT is right to bring offerings to Jesus. Firstly it is the offering of ourselves and to also give finance so that God’s work of spreading the Gospel can happen. They offer Him valuable gifts of gold, frankincense and myrr because these are valuable and Jesus is worth the best !  Worship involves joy, worship involves humbling yourself because one who is great  is here and worship involves offering gifts to the Lord – ourselves and the resources which God has given us !

Conclusion ; the neutrality of Switzerland was envied during WW11 but we subsequently learnt that the banking system allowed money  and treasures which the Nazis had stolen or hoarded to be hidden in their banking system – in effect they supported the Nazis. Switzerland wasn’t neutral.  Ultimately in life you can’t remain neutral about Jesus – you will either gravitate to worship him and give him honour because he is the king of Kings or you will be like Herod who hated him and the religious leaders who eventually killed him.  What is your response  to Jesus today ? The coming of the magi to worship Jesus is fulfilling God’s plan - Isaiah 60:1-5 reminds us that God is fulfilling his word. So at Christmas you have poor shepherds, you have wealthy Gentiles or foreigners coming to worship Jesus because He is the Saviour of the world for all people. He is the one who made you he is the one who died so you could go to heaven.  Today the Lord calls you to worship him – to be filled with joy, to humble yourself  and brings gifts to Jesus – give him yourself, give him the best gifts you can.

