THE WISE, THE LEARNED AND THE POWERFUL – REACTIONS TO JESUS’ BIRTH

Introduction

With this title in mind, let’s start with a little quiz. Who are the wise, the learned and the powerful?

Reading: Matthew 2:1-18

So who are the wise, the learned and the powerful here? 

Correct. The text we have just heard portrays a situation at or some time after Jesus’ birth. It shows us the response of three people, or groups of people, to the coming of Jesus. First, there are the Magi, wise men from the east as they are often called. Second, we have the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law. They were learned, in fact the acknowledged experts in interpretation of scripture. They were also key players in Jewish society, who derived great wealth from their control over the working of the temple. And third, there is King Herod, the powerful absolute ruler of Judea where Jesus lived, under the authority of the Romans. A man of power. All of them were challenged to the core by the advent of Christ, the “One who is born the King of the Jews”. They give lessons to us to gauge our own reaction – as you will see.

The wise

The wise. What is wisdom? The world thinks of a wise man as knowledgeable but I think the words understanding, insight and good judgement are closer to the mark. The book of Proverbs gives us some clues. 14:33 says “Wisdom reposes in the heart of the discerning and even among fools she lets herself be known.” Discerning, seeing and finding our what is right. But more deeply look at 3:5 “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.” When we are wise we subordinate our own intelligence to God’s. We trust him, we follow him, and he will guide us. For wisdom is from God himself, it is his creative power. As 3:19 says “By wisdom the Lord laid the earth’s foundations, by understanding he set the heavens in place.“And with wisdom we can share that power!

These Proverbs are a great introduction to the story of the Magi. Wise men, they are Gentiles, coming perhaps from Mesopotamia. They had perhaps studied the religious texts of many countries but had been convicted by whatever fragments they had of the word of God. They may have seen Numbers 24:17 “I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near. A star will come out of Jacob; a scepter will rise out of Israel.” And prayed for enlightenment on its meaning. They were stargazers, astrologers, something that the Bible frowns upon, but which God used to bring them to him. They were very wealthy, as witness their gifts. But they were also adventurous, seekers after truth, willing to risk a long and dangerous journey to no personal advantage but to give Jesus homage. You’ll remember Wayne talking about Melchizedek from Hebrews, the mysterious man who suddenly appears with no known history to play a crucial part in salvation history. I feel that the Magi are similar – the first to worship Jesus for who he truly is “the one who came from heaven, the son of man”.

So how can we evaluate their reaction to Jesus coming? Well, first, they were willing to act in response to faith. The signal God gave them by the moving star was one that led them on a long journey, away from their comfortable homes, their wives and families. And they followed God’s guidance in the star. Like the Israelites in the desert following the pillars of cloud and of fire, they followed it as a beacon of guidance to salvation. And equally, when God sent them the dream to not betray Jesus to Herod, they followed that too. Action then, in response to faith but also following God’s guidance. 

They were willing by wisdom to take risks. Remember Lish Eves last week told us God loves those who are reckless in faith. It was pretty reckless to set out in such dangerous times for a tremendous journey, with tenuous goals, into the unknown. Think of the violence on the road portrayed in the Good Samaritan – it could have happened to them. They discerned what is of true worth, an indicator of their wisdom, in seeing Jesus, a poor child in a small Judean town, as “the one” who is “born king of the Jews”. Matrix fans please note, “the one” has already come… 

And they recognized Jesus in worship and joy, as the Holy Spirit spoke to their hearts. Later when the disciples worshipped Jesus, after he calms the storm, they had a physical manifestation of his power. But these wise men needed no such proof – they just knew this child is the one to be worshipped. And they were generous, giving rich gifts to a poor family that surely helped them survive in exile in Egypt. The gifts were not the random presents given at Christmas but spiritually and prophetically inspired ones. Gold, for a king as he was. Incense, for his divinity. But also myrrh for his humanity and mortality, that is used in embalming a body, foreshadowing Jesus’ death. 

In their homage, there are echoes of the past and the future. Past is like the Queen of Sheba giving gifts to Solomon in 1 Kings 10, they honoured the son of David. Future is when every knee will bow to Jesus – including both Christians and non-Christians – but for different reasons!

I believe the Magi are what can be called “heart, mind and soul Christians”, given wholly to God, acting out God’s wishes for their lives. Again in Lish’s words, God gave them no peace to stay comfortably at home, but he gave them glory. There are some challenges to us in their response to Jesus’ birth. Are we equally ready to tread a lonely and unfamiliar path, in faith, with an uncertain goal? Is God calling you out of a comfortable life into his service, as he has Lyndsay Burgess to Mozambique? And are we ready to give of our wealth to aid the kingdom, bearing in mind another proverb 19:17 “He who is kind to the poor lends to the LORD, and he will reward him for what he has done”. A recession, when we most need God’s protection, is not a time to cut down on tithes and offerings.

How much time do we spend on our knees seeking God’s guidance and wisdom – does it get crowded out by our busyness? Do we come to socials but avoid prayer meetings like a plague? Recall also that these are Gentiles; they were not supposed to be “saved” according to the Jewish belief of the time. So we who are mature Christians are also challenged to not look down on seekers, those less knowledgeable of the scripture, and those new to the faith. They may have more godly wisdom than the rest of us – or at least God is willing to meet them where they are, even as he seeks to draw them to true faith. And salvation may go wider than our preconceived ideas suggest.

The learned

The learned. We think here perhaps of university professors, in studies full of books, with encyclopedic knowledge of a narrow field. The Bible doesn’t think much of learning on its own, without wisdom. Listen to Ecclesiastes 12:12  “Of making many books there is no end, and much study wearies the body.” I sometimes feel like that. Or Paul in 1 Corinthians 8 “We know that we all possess knowledge. Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. The man who thinks he knows something does not yet know, as he ought to know. But the man who loves God is known by God.” Knowledge on its own can be purely a selfish source of pride and not of help and love for others.

So here we have the priests and teachers. We don’t get to know much about them, but nevertheless it is clear that like our professor they have the facts at their fingertips. Herod asks for advice and they immediately find the scripture – the Messiah will be born in Bethlehem. (From Micah 5:2 actually as they no doubt said.) But…their great knowledge clearly had no effect on their lives, in developing insight and action. They learn the Lord has come but make no attempt to find and worship him. There is no reference to God in their portrayal here. We know from elsewhere in Scripture that Jewish leaders proudly felt themselves to be the elite, saved by God in contrast to godless Gentiles. They were jealous of their privileges in the religious system vis a vis ordinary Jews too. Why else was “all Jerusalem disturbed” with the king when the Magi came and announced the coming of a new king of the Jews? Perhaps their concern now foreshadows their desire for Jesus’ death at the time of the crucifixion, rejecting the true “King of the Jews”.

And there are challenges to us in the portrayal of the learned too. If you consider yourself a Christian today, are you just a head Christian, who know much and act little? James encapsulated brilliantly the contrast of fruitless learning and active wisdom: “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.  Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like.” Like our absent-minded professor in fact, when he has forgotten his glasses…. We can know our bible, perhaps even be proud of our knowledge. but don’t let the word resonate in our heart, leading to reckless action. We equally can be tempted to consider ourselves some kind of spiritual elite, not seeing the wisdom elsewhere, in seekers, in young Christians. And at Christmas, we go through the motions, like the proverbial swimmer at Blackpool. We can compare in detail the Christmas message in Matthew and Luke, but we can’t get to the core of the meaning of it, which is to transform our hearts to love God and our fellow people.

Or do you know in your heart that you are not a Christian today? For some of us learning can be a barrier to faith. A friend of ours was in just that situation. He knew a lot about Christianity but found he had too many questions to put his trust in Jesus. He was learned, but not wise. Then God intervened in a shocking way in his life. He was crossing a street on a pedestrian crossing when a car sped out of nowhere and knocked him flying. With severe head injuries, doctors did not expect him to live. For 5-6 hours he was between life and death. But as he regained consciousness everything was clear and he realized God was with him tangibly. With much prayer, he had an amazing recovery that baffled the doctors. And he became an active Christian, now leading Alpha groups and seeking God’s will for his future. As he put it, I had too many questions so God hit me on the head with a car to show me the truth…. He had moved from learning to wisdom. You can too – don’t languish in learning but have the wisdom to worship.

The powerful

The powerful. They don’t need much introduction. Herod was a tyrant, an absolute monarch, albeit subject to Roman domination. We know from the historian Josephus that he killed his wife Marianne and three of his own sons to ensure he stayed in power. A dreadful atrocity against innocent and defenceless children is described in the passage. But he was quite a mild fellow when we compare him with Hitler, Stalin, Mao, Pol Pot……

Herod shows in this short passage many of the attributes of power. Low cunning – meeting the Magi in secret. Tricking them into disclosing when the star appears, that gives him a handle on Jesus’ age that he later uses to terrible effect. The big lie – that he wants to worship Jesus rather than destroy him. But also the insecurity – as it is written, “the king was disturbed”. Power always fears being overthrown and will do anything, no matter how inhuman, to avoid it. Giving way to fits of rage. And ruthlessness in clinging to power, at any cost – inflicting death and misery. He is the inverse of the “shepherd of my people Israel” – he is the butcher. As it was for the learned, the powerful make no reference to God. What a contrast to the godly Magi, who come to worship with gifts, Herod comes to “worship” with the visitation of death and destruction.

I believe there’s a clear link of Herod to Satan. His attempt to destroy Jesus is another instalment in the age long war between the seed of the woman, Eve, and that of the serpent, Satan, stated in Genesis 3:15 when God said “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.” Earlier attempts include the way Pharaoh sought to destroy the Israelite children and Haman tried to annihilate the Jews in Babylon. And later, Adolf Hitler. Herod’s identification with Satan is made explicit in Revelation 12, which Simon preached on last year, which portrays Satan as a dragon. As it is written ”The dragon stood in front of the woman who was about to give birth, so that he might devour her child the moment it was born.  She gave birth to a son, a male child, who will rule all the nations with an iron scepter. And her child was snatched up to God and to his throne.“ 

Satan knew Jesus threatened his rule on earth, that mankind had given to Satan when they disobeyed God in Eden. Satan through Herod was trying to kill Jesus at his birth, even as he did at his crucifixion. Jesus knew his enemy, Satan, as “a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him.“ Like Herod, a liar as well as a killer. And Satan again via Herod inflicts collateral damage in the massacre of the innocents. He glories in destruction and misery in the disordered creation that he had ruined. And yet, as in the crucifixion, the death he causes leads on to his own defeat.

How can we relate to the powerful and the ruthless at Christmas? Firstly in remembering in our comfortable lives that there are wicked rulers in the world today, such as Robert Mugabe. See how even now at Christmas he is denying the epidemic of cholera that is decimating his people. Truly, he is a modern day Herod whom we are called to pray against. Also, our brothers and sisters are suffering in many countries from despotic rulers such as Kim Jung Il in North Korea, a place where Christians suffer torment even as the mothers and babies of Bethlehem did. And it’s happening now, this Christmas. Satan, having failed to destroy Christ, is still trying to wreak destruction on his bride, the church. And again we are called to intercede. We’ll be praying here for the suffering church on Friday 19th at 8pm.

Thank God, there is also a positive side. We can give joyful thanksgiving that often Christian pressure has helped to bring low tyrannical regimes. Even as Herod feared, it can come about! Think of the transition to majority rule in South Africa, which would not have happened without pressure from Christians, and which was secured by the “truth and reconciliation” drive led by Archbishop Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela, a Christian man of great wisdom. Christians equally prayed for the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of communism. May it happen today too in Zimbabwe and North Korea this Christmas!

But surely this stuff about the powerful has no relevance to us personally – except to look on in horror and pray for the victims? I think it does. In our own lives we need to be aware of Satan’s attacks, to be spiritually aware of where temptation comes from. We need wisdom and careful listening to God to avoid giving in to Satan’s power, for example when we refuse to forgive others. We need to recall that we can murder not just with swords but also with words. As Jesus said in Matthew 5, “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment  But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.” We too can lie and condemn like Herod, and the rottenness comes from the heart, as Jeremiah said in 19:17 “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand it?” Remember, Christmas is the worst time for family quarrels!

Conclusion

So we have traced three responses to Jesus’ birth in Matthew 2, from the wise, the learned and the powerful. How will you respond? There are three options. Will you be like the learned – knowing in your head the Christmas message but failing to put it into practice. Or maybe not a Christian, finding that facts are a barrier to faith. Having Christmas with no reference to God. Will you be like the powerful – quarrelsome and quick to anger, killing with words even in the Christmas season? Having Christmas with no reference to God. Or will you be like the wise – acting in faith on the truth and the guidance God has given. Celebrating Christmas with all your heart, mind and Spirit, and being generous to the poor? Having God in Christ at the heart of your Christmas. We all have the choice. Let’s pray and choose the way of wisdom.

