Matthew 2:1-12; The Pagan Witness of the Christ Child
Preached at Harambee Church by Pastor Michael Gunn on 

December 24, 2006.

“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.’”

Matthew 2:2

Intro

Last week we saw Jesus missionally crossing racial/ethnic, gender, moral, and religious barriers in order to bring the gospel to a Samaritan woman of ill repute so that she could properly worship God in “spirit and truth,”
 and call others into the same experience. This is the reality of the faith. It is not a secret mystery religion connected to political power or national pride, or even seasonal cycles. It is a gospel for all people, despite our gender, social/economic, or ethnic/racial position (see Galatians 3:28). In the birth of Christ we witness God doing the same thing. 

Every Christmas reminds us of the pagan nature of the festival
, and causes many to question the origins of our own story. Many believe that it was ripped off from Greek, Roman, Persian and Egyptian stories of virgin born, dying and rising gods in order to save our souls. The assumption is that these stories are uniform and consistent, however there is no such thing as a universal mystery religion
. This is the idea of 20th century scholars, and not a reality in 1st century Palestine. Jesus isn’t the result of pagan myth, but He is the source of their fulfillment. There is no place or culture or time that God has not left a witness of His gospel (Psalm 19:1; Romans 1:18, 19). In our passage today we will see the reality of this witness to Pagan wise men who utilized their Pagan means to locate a divine end. God speaks in the midst of heresy because He is a gracious God who sheds His grace upon the wicked and the righteous (Matthew 5:45; Acts 14: 16-17 see too Acts 10:34-36). God is a missional God who goes before us proclaiming His truths to those in the “Harvest Fields.”

From the Head…

Jesus was born into a tumultuous time in a tumultuous area. He was born under the reign of King Herod, who was half Jew and half Idumean (Edomite bloodline). Herod had become useful to the Romans, and was made king over Palestine in 40 bc. Although Herod was known as a great builder and a keeper of peace, he was equally known for his pride and brutality. Because he feared that others would try to take his title he had crushed the Jewish Sanhedrin, killed off 300 court officers, killed his wife Marrianne and her mother Alexandra, not to mention his sons Antipater, Alexander, and Aristobulus. So for Herod to order the slaughter of a few hundred children he perceived to threaten his thrown is not overblown at all. During this time there was also a certain expectation of a king from Judea coming to rule in the area. Roman, Greek and Jewish writers of the time commented regarding this reality. The following is taken from William Barclay’s Daily Commentary:

"There had spread over all the Orient an old and established belief, that it was fated at that time for men coming from Judea to rule the world" (Suetonius: Life of Vespasian, 4:5). Tacitus tells of the same belief that "there was a firm persuasion … that at this very time the East was to grow powerful, and rulers coming from Judea were to acquire universal empire" (Tacitus: Histories, 5:13). The Jews had the belief that "About that time one from their country should become governor of the habitable earth" (Josephus: Wars of the Jews, 6:5, 4). At a slightly later time we find Tiridates, King of Armenia, visiting Nero at Rome with his Magi along with him (Suetonius: Life of Nero, 13:1). We find the Magi in Athens sacrificing to the memory of Plato (Seneca: Epistles, 58:31). Almost at the same time as Jesus was born we find Augustus, the Roman Emperor, being hailed as the Savior of the World, and Virgil, the Roman poet, writing his Fourth Eclogue, which is known as the Messianic Eclogue, about the golden days to come”

It was not surprising at all that men from the east would come to check out Christ. The time was ripe for a savior, at least in the social/political sense. It is also important to note that Christ was both from Judea and born in Bethlehem, which was prophetically predicted (Micah 5:2; Genesis 49:10). It is amazing too because of the timing of the census, which is the circumstance of why Joseph and Mary would have gone to Bethlehem in the first place (men had to register in the place of their birth and Bethlehem was the birth place of Joseph). 

The magi were an interesting lot. While it is true they came to be known as charlatans during Paul’s time (see Acts 8:9, 11; 13:6, 8), they were respected and skilled in philosophy, medicine and the natural sciences, and were connected to astrology and the mapping of the stars. This is their connection to this star. What we don’t know is how this star guided them, nor what kind of phenomena it was.  The Magi were from the east and are most likely Medo-Persians. What is important to note is the intent of these magi. They “have come to worship Him” (Matthew 2:2). 

The story goes on to describe Herod’s self-centered and wicked interest in Christ, and the Holy Spirit’s guidance of the Magi. 

The point of this passage is not to show pagan connections to Jesus Christ, but God’s sovereign power over the nations. He is calling people from all nations to be His people and worship Him, and that is what we see in this passage. Actually we see three normal reactions to the gospel (see too Acts 17:32-34).

1. First is the reaction of Herod. It’s a reaction of animosity and hatred. This is no different than those that want to annihilate nativity scenes from public places, because they hate the story. There is nothing new under the sun. It is a normal reaction to the gospel.

2. Secondly, we see the reaction, or lack of reaction of the scribes and priests that Herod gathers together (Matthew 2:4). They are completely indifferent in spite of their basic knowledge of the prophecy (Matthew 2:6) and the potential of the Messiah in their midst. How is this any different than how we treat Christ, especially at Christmas? He’s an after thought in an otherwise secular busy holiday.

3. Lastly, is the reaction of the magi, which is the reaction of anyone sovereignly called by God. It is a reaction of joy and worship and giving. The magi had “Exceeding joy” when they found the star (Matthew 2:10), and worshipped Jesus by giving Him gifts (Matthew 2:11). It is these gifts that infer that there were three magi, but we have no idea. We just know that when God calls worshippers, He uses His sovereign will to interject even in the midst of pagan means. He is God, and His gospel will not be thwarted by unbelief and attacks of the enemy. He leaves a witness of his existence in the stars, dreams, creation and more directly in His word, and His Son Jesus Christ. 

…to the Heart

Christ came here 2000 years ago for a purpose, and God has continued to sovereignly draw men and women of all nations, races and ethnic origins in spite of their religion, political affinity or strength of their faith. Christmas is a time to celebrate and worship that Christ for all the good things He has bestowed on us, and remind us that even in His birth, He was missionally working to bring worshippers to His feet. 

� We defined “Spirit and truth,” as being transformed in our spirits by the Holy Spirit, and being doctrinally connected to the true God. Worship involves therefore our head and our heart. We must know whom we are worshipping (Is God personal/impersonal. transcendent/immanent, many or one?), and it ought to affect every area of our lives including our will, our emotions and our mind. This is why we are to love God with our hearts, mind, soul and strength. True worship encompasses all of who we are!


� After all, December 25th was when the pagan’s celebrated Sol Invictus, a festival to worship their god Mithras. Note that Christians adopted this date hundreds of years later in order to celebrate Christ during this time instead of Mithras. It had nothing to do with influence as much as it did frustration with pagan festivals. While there may be some accommodation here the intent was never syncretism. 


� The many different stories that allegedly are the precursor to the Jesus event come from many different mystery religions from different areas/cultures, and not from any one in particular. It is also important to note that many of these alleged similarities have no record prior to the 2nd century A.D. and is questionable to who may be borrowing from whom? 





