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Matthew’s story of the Magi travelling to visit baby Jesus is very different form Luke’s gospel with the story of Mary as a young peasant girl and her laying the baby Jesus in a manger and lowly shepherds coming to visit with the message that God lifts up the poor and the meek. Matthew’s setting is among royalty, the chief priests and wealthy foreigners. Jesus is a new born king of the Jews.  His story confirms the Jewish history – the story of Jesus as the fulfilment of God’s promises to Abraham through David.  Jesus is the royal heir of David. And The Magi come to worship the new king in Jerusalem, the capital of the Israelite world where their temple is located. It is in Jerusalem that they meet Herod. Matthew shows that Jesus is the long awaited Messiah by saying that he was born in Bethlehem from where David’s family came, even though he came from unbiblical Nazareth – up north – Galilee, where the Jewish people mixed with foreigners and were seen as less holy than those close to Jerusalem. Matthew’s gospel tells the story of Jesus’ birth to his Jewish contemporaries in Jerusalem. The Early church were converted Jews. He emphasizes that Jesus’ birth was fulfilling past promises, but not as they had expected; God was doing a new thing. 

The Magi are not kings, but astrologers probably from Persia or Babylon where the Israelites had been in exile. They were extreme Pagans. They used magic or sorcery astrology and dream interpretation, so they were well outside the nation of God’s people. Yet as Gentiles even though they didn’t have the special revelation of God in the Torah, they come to Jerusalem following the light they had seen. Jewish tradition related the hope for the Messiah with the star of Jacob. ‘A star shall come out of Jacob, and a sceptre shall rise out of Israel .... one out of Jacob shall rule . . .’ Numbers 24.17. Matthew links the Pagan astrological hopes based on the stars with the Jewish biblical promises of a new leader. So, right from the birth of Christ it is to outsiders as well as his own people that god comes. Amazingly, God’s epiphany or revealing or manifestation in Christ is recognised not by his own people but by foreigners, Gentiles far remote from the Jewish citizens of Jerusalem in heritage and world view. Matthew’s message is the dividing walls between races and cultures are breaking down. God’s plan of salvation reaches out to all creation – not only his chosen people. This was what was planned for the beginning to Abraham. Gen 12, ‘I will make you a blessing and all nations will be blessed by you.’
Herod is Jewish but he was backed by Rome and had established himself as king by military force over his own people. Although his architectural and cultural achievements were great – he did renovate and enlarge the Jerusalem Temple. To this day his large stones can be seen in the ruins, the people resent his rule. Herod represents the resistance of those in this world to the divine kingship of Jesus ... and we read that all Jerusalem were troubled with him, which includes the religious leaders, and priestly ruling class associated with the Temple. Herod is portrayed as a hypocrite; he claims he, too, wants to worship the baby, but he has murder in his heart. Unlike the wise men or foreigners, he has the Torah with verses such as Micah 5.2 2 Sam 5.2 but he does not believe and act on that knowledge. The Jewish tradition did include awareness that all nations of the world would come to bring gifts to God, but some had forgotten this and thought that they were special because they were chosen. They were distracted by the values of this world: power, prestige, and willing to use violence and to oppress the poor to maintain their position. They were not open to God’s just and loving rule. The Magi however find the new born king and are filled with joy. Instead of seeking to keep and to get, they are generous and giving. And the gifts they bring are appropriate for royalty. So they are warned by God in a dream and do not go back to Herod but return home to their Gentile land by a different route. 
So, for Matthew the story of God coming in Jesus is the coming of God’s rule as a different rule from the ways of this world. And it is not only the fulfilment of the promises to Israel, but the fulfilment of the longing of all people’s hope for salvation and wholeness. Even though the Magi were not God’s people, they were open to what God was doing; whereas the Jewish leaders were not. Since Jesus’ coming it is not being Jewish that makes people God’s, but those who come to Jesus as the Messiah and accept him as Lord.

It is true that there is much in our society that distracts people from the quest to know God, as George’s reading identifies, as much today as was then. The striving for power and wealth and social standing still today keeps people in the dark about the wonder and truth of the gospel message of Jesus’ birth. There is something to what Jesus said that it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. So many are seeking profits capitalists, bankers, businessmen and women, others are seeking accumulation of goods and technology that they think that is what is most important in life. Just as in Jesus’ day there are those who are prepared to use violence and to exploit and oppress the weak and the needy to obtain their own material wealth and security. All these selfish desires keep people from seeing the wonder and truth in God’s coming on earth as a vulnerable child offering himself unconditionally for the world. These people bring judgement on themselves. But some find that material earthly things do not truly satisfy or bring ultimate fulfilment. It is true that ‘our hearts are restless till they rest in God, our creator and redeemer. The task of the church is to see the ultimate quest for meaning and wholeness even in the non-biblical ways in our contemporary life such as those who are lonely, unwell, bereaved, working poor or unemployed or those who are anxious or disillusioned or disappointed with life and to let people know how God truly fills their longings and seeking for meaning in his coming in Jesus at Bethlehem. May he give us discernment and sensitivity and wisdom as we do so.  AMEN. 
