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THOSE WHO ARE WISE STILL SEEK HIM
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Epiphany Sunday

Scripture: Matthew 2:1-12
Wisdom is highly sought after, highly respected, and difficult to achieve.  King Solomon in the Old Testament is regarded as the wisest man who ever lived.  His wise sayings can be found the Book of Proverbs and are still prevalent today as they were during his time.
But during this holiday season when our minds turn to wisdom, we certainly are drawn to the story of Matthew 2 – the story of the wise men that visited the Christ child which we celebrate today, Epiphany Sunday.
Matthew is the only gospel to give us an account of the visit of the wise men from the East.  The Greek word for wise men is ‘magoi’ which is a derivation from the Persian word ‘magav’.  The word we sometimes use for the wise men at Christmas ‘Magi’ comes from the Greek word ‘magoi’.
The Magi were a priestly caste of people originating in Persia (modern day Iran and Iraq).  They were Zorasterans in belief and specialized in dreams and omens.  They studied the stars extensively which is how they came to see the star of Bethlehem.  The Wise Men of our lesson today knew the importance of the Star of Bethlehem.  They knew about the scripture in Numbers 24:17, which says, “A star shall come forth out of Jacob, and a scepter shall rise out of Israel” and they knew about the scripture in Micah 5:2 which says, “But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are little to be among the clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days.”
Many of the ancient peoples studied the stars.  They believed they told the future much as Astrologists tell the future today.  Modern science knows that the closest star to earth is Proxima Centauri in the Alpha Centauri Star System and it is 4.4 light years away.   Some of you may know that a light year is a measure of distance.  It is the distance light travels in a year at 186,291 miles per second, which equates to 5.88 trillion miles.  So Proxima Centauri, our closest star, is 4.4 x 5.88 trillion or 25.87 trillion miles away from earth.  That’s a loooooong way from home.
The promise of the messianic king in Judea was of special interest to the Wise Men.  They believed that the God who created the world interacted and revealed the Creator’s will to people through kings.  Since this Jewish king was supposed to be sent specifically as a king to rule over God’s chosen people, the Jews, the Magi were especially interested in finding him.  You see, their purpose for seeking him was not for personal gain.  They were already wealthy men.  They sought him for two reasons:
(1) because he was a godly king, therefore he had wisdom and knowledge of God and
(2) because he was from God, he demanded worship.

We all know the story.  The wise men followed the large bright star toward Bethlehem.  When they came to Jerusalem, they asked King Herod where the newborn king of the Jews was as they wanted to worship him.  When Herod heard there was a new king born, he was troubled for he feared for his throne.  He sought his wise men secretly and they informed him that the prophet Micah said he was to be born in Bethlehem of Judea.  Herod sent the wise men from the east to Bethlehem to search for the baby and asked them to let him know when they found him so he could go and worship him too.  We know that was a ploy so he could go and kill the baby.  The wise men found the baby in a house with Mary his mother.  You see, the wise men didn't come that first night Jesus was born and laid in the manger. They came a few weeks to a year later when Mary and Joseph had moved to a house (so when the wise men are included in a crèche at the stable, they weren’t present then but are put there to signify they came to see the baby Jesus).  They immediately fell down and worshipped him, presenting him with gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh.
Recent studies by anthropologist Juris Zrins of Southwest Missouri State University, sums up what most biblical scholars believe now regarding the Magi gifts.  It is believed that the gift of gold was not the precious metal that we identify as gold.  They believe it was in reality golden frankincense which was the highest quality frankincense known at that time. So the Magi really brought the Christ child three types of incense.  To the magi, frankincense symbolized divinity and myrrh was the most prized Arabian incense.  The value of each of these gifts to the Christ child was extremely high, indicative of their devotion and worship.
And then God warned the wise men in a dream not to return to Herod so they went home to Persia by another route.
What can we learn from the Magi?  Three very clear things stand out in my mind.

1) Regardless of our background, heritage or past, Jesus was born and died for each of us.  You see, the wise men were Gentiles.  Gentiles at this time were outside the blessings of God.  They were not members of God's chosen people, the Jews.  Yet despite who they were, God led them to Jesus so they could be blessed.  The wise men then wre the forerunners, the first if you will, non-Jews to whom God revealed Jesus. They led the way for us.  God is saying - I am sending Jesus into the world for all people.  So regardless of who we are, Jesus came for each of us.

2) If we open our hearts and minds to seeking God, our Creator will open the doors and satisfy us.  The wise men were seeking to know God.  They left their homes in Persia for a foreign land not even knowing where they were going.  Sound familiar? Yes. That's what Abraham did.  He left his homeland, Ur of the Chaldeans, and went to an unknown land.  And just like Abraham, the wise men were blessed.  God gave them the answer to 'where they were going' through Herod's wise men and opened the door for their blessing.  We too can receive the same blessing if we only open our hearts and minds to God.  If we seek Jesus, God will let us find Him.  Remember Matthew 7:7-8, "Ask, and it will be given you; seek, and you will find; knock and it will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will be opened."

3) Those who are truly wise, seek Jesus.  Let's look at some scriptures from the Book of Proverbs concerning wisdom:

Proverbs 8:11 - "for wisdom is better than jewels, and all that you may desire cannot compare with her."


Proverbs 9:10 - "the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of 
the holy one is insight."
Proverbs 16:16 - "to get wisdom is better than gold; to get understanding is to be chosen rather than silver."

God clearly is telling us that wisdom is to be desired over anything of value in this world.  Again, remember King Solomon and his wish.  When he became king over Israel, he sought from the Lord wisdom instead of riches.  And because he sought wisdom, the Lord gave him both wisdom and riches.  True wisdom comes from God and not from the world.

For John 1:5 says, “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”  The Star of Bethlehem will shine forever. The wise men knew that and the Star of Bethlehem shined for the King of Kings whose light would shine forever.  Therefore, they followed that star.  They followed it day and night for over a year until they came to the house where the young Jesus was.  They were not going to let anything stop them.  They KNEW that the light from the star was exemplary of the light from the child king that was born.

The lesson we need to learn from the Wise Men of Persia today is this – let the Star of Bethlehem be our guide.  Don’t let any situation distract you from your focus.  Don’t let anyone like a King Herod steer you away.  Don’t let ANYTHING draw your attention away from the star.  It is the ONLY GUIDE and hope we have.  It is the light from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Without it we are lost forever.

The wise men from Persia that sought the Christ child over two millennia ago sought Him in faith. Are we seeking the Christ child in faith?  Are we seeking true wisdom as the scripture says or are we seeking the gold and silver of this world?

In Jesus Name.  Amen.
