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Matthew 2

If you're like me, you really enjoy reading the stories of Jesus' birth, stories like:

 
In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. And everyone went to his own town to register. So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David . . .He went there to register with Mary . . . While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.

 
And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger." 


I just love those verses.  Unfortunately, you won't find any of those stories here in the gospel of Matthew.  Only Luke tells the story of Joseph and Mary traveling to Bethlehem and there being no room in the inn.  Only Luke tells what happened to the shepherds.


But only Matthew tells us of Joseph's dream.  And only Matthew tells us what happened to the Wise Men, several years after Jesus was born.  Who remembers Matthew's purpose in writing this gospel?  It was to convince his fellow Jews that Jesus was the Messiah.  And the story of the Wise Men helps him to do that.  Several OT prophecies tell of Gentiles coming to give tribute to the Messiah, such as Psalm 72:10-11 -
"The kings of Tarshish and of distant shores will bring tribute to him; the kings of Sheba and Seba will present him gifts.  All kings bow down to him and all nations will serve him.  May gold from Sheba be given him."  (Psalm 72:10-11, 15)

Read Matthew 2:1-2


Wow.  A person may not realize it if they're just casually reading these verses.  But Matthew packed a whooooooole bunch of information in these two short verses.  Let's unpack it.  

"Bethlehem" - what were Joseph and Mary doing in a town that's about a 50 mile walk south of their hometown?  Matthew doesn't tell us.  But Luke did.  Joseph had to go there for a census that the Roman government was conducting, which required all Jewish males to be counted in their town of family origin.  For Joseph, that was Bethlehem.  But because Joseph decided to take his very pregnant wife with him on this long, arduous, trip Jesus was not born at home.  He was born "on the road", in a cave or a barn in Bethlehem - a harbinger that Jesus would grow to be a man who was "on the road" a lot, with no place to call his own.


"During the time of King Herod" allows us to give an actual historical time period to the days of Jesus' birth.  "Herod the Great", as he was called, reigned over the land of Judah for 34 years, from 37 BC to 4BC.  Do either one of those dates surprise you?  The 4BC dates shows us that Jesus wasn't really born in the year "0".  He was born during Herod the Great's reign, so that means the latest year that Jesus could have been born was in 4BC.  It may have been even earlier than that.  We'll look at a more exact date in a minute.

(Herod Antipas is the tetrarch who ruled in the northern regions of Galilee and Perea, from 20BC to AD 39, and who ordered the beheading of John the Baptist, and the death of Jesus.  [When Herod the Great died his kingdom was divided among his three sons, all of whom took the name "Herod".  Herod Antipas was one of them.  Herod Agrippa reunited the kingdom in 41AD.  He is the Herod referred to in the book of Acts.]) 


King Herod was known for two things:  his building projects and his brutality.  He had the second Jerusalem temple greatly expanded.  (This temple is the one that the Romans destroyed in 70AD.  The "Wailing Wall" which Jews pray to today is the only remaining section of this temple that remains.  It was a retaining wall for Herod's expansion, which created a flat platform for the temple construction, known as the "temple mount".)  He also built Masada, and several new cities (such as Caesarea Maritima).  

Yet, Herod was a brutal dictator.  He exiled his first wife and child for political reasons.  He had another wife killed.  He had three of his sons killed.  He had his mother killed.  In the last days of his life he had an elite group of Jerusalem citizens arrested, with the order that when he died they were to be executed, so that someone would be shedding tears (i.e. their families would be!) upon his passing.  And, as we'll be reading here in Matthew 2, he had innocent babies killed. 


"Magi" - we call the Magi "Wise Men".  Magi in Matthew's day were holy men and astrologers from Persia, (modern day Iran), many miles east of Israel.  They were men who studied the stars in order to know future events.  The fact that they traveled all the way to Israel shows that they were of the wealthy and educated class of society.  They were very wise in philosophy, in medicine and in natural science like astronomy.   So, the magi were some of the smartest, wisest, and wealthiest men of their day.  Nowhere in the Bible are they called "kings", however - as in the song we love "We Three Kings".  (Though early Christians took Isaiah 60:3 and applied it to these men:  "Nations will come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn.")  In fact, nowhere are we told how many there were - though they do end up giving Jesus three gifts.  Six hundred years later a legend was created about them which gave them the names of Melchior, Balthasar and Gaspar.  This legend has lived on for over 1,400 years to our day!

"We saw his star in the east . . ."  Whose star?  They don't know.  But it was believed that when a new star appeared in the sky that it marked the birth of a new ruler.  Perhaps they were influenced by a verse in Numbers 24:17:

A star will come out of Jacob;

a scepter will rise out of Israel.


They followed this star to the west and saw that it had settled somewhere over Israel.  Naturally, they went to the seat of government in that area, to ask permission to travel further in their land, and to ask where the new king has been born.  That means they went to King Herod's office, who we know died in 4BC.  That means that Jesus was born in or before 4BC.  More on the dating in a minute.

What was the new star that the Magi saw in the sky?  Astronomers aren't sure, but some believe it was the light formed by the coming together of Jupiter and Saturn, or Jupiter and Venus, in the sky.  Star charts show that these planets may have been aligned in either 6 or 7 BC.  Keep those years in mind.


Whatever made the light in the sky, it was not a human invention.  God is still the only one who can put lights in the sky, at the exact time and in the exact place that he chooses!


The Magi traveled hundreds of miles, (in a day waaaaay before the comfort of SUV's) to see this new king, whose birth had been marked by a new star in the sky.  Why?  Why did they come all that way?  Do you see the verb in verse 2?  What is it?


"Worship" - they came all that way, paid all that expense, took all that risk, (remember how dangerous it was to travel in those day) . . . for what?  For worship.  For worship!  And we have people today who can't even get out of bed on Sunday morning to worship God, because "it's their only day to sleep in".  Give me a break.  Give GOD a break!


It's ironic that these non-Christian, non-Jewish, probably pagan Magi from the east, show us what true worship looks like.  And the first thing they show us is that true worship involves a sacrifice of time.  This trip, this long, long, trip with the single purpose of worshipping someone, took them a long time.  But they took the time, because they really wanted to worship!

Time is such a precious commodity today.  People have become so busy!  How do people in our church feel about giving their time to worship?  Do you think they understand that giving their sacrifice of time is part of what it means to worship?  [Take answers.]

Let's read on.  Verse 3.


Read v. 3


Why would Herod be "disturbed"?  He felt threatened.  He felt threatened for three reasons:


1.  Who did the Magi say tell him they were looking for?  "The king of the Jews."  But Herod is the "king of the Jews".  No baby is going to usurp his throne. 

2.  There was a general feeling of anticipation all over Israel in that day that God was about to do a new thing, that their Messiah was coming.  As one commentator put it, "At the time Jesus Christ was born there was a general expectation of an act of God to bring a person into the world who would deliver man from his bondage and limitations."  (Myron Augsburger, The Communicators Commentary, p. 33.)  Herod had to have known of these expectations, and worried that maybe this baby was the one.

3.   Herod knew that he was not the rightful heir to the throne of King David.  Instead, he was put in power by the Romans.  Many even questioned whether he was a real Jew, or not.  So there were many people in Israel who would love to have dethroned Herod, and he knew that.

Read vv. 4-6


The gospel of Luke doesn't "connect the dots" between the OT and the NT for us, like our gospel of Matthew does.  Matthew tells us a story that even includes the ancient prophecy, from Micah 5:2, (which tells us where the Messiah was to be born) because his purpose was convince his Jewish friends that their Messiah hadcome!  


Read v. 7


Now, that seems like a strange thing for King Herod to ask, doesn't it?  Why did he want to know when the Magi first saw the star in the sky?  Because if you were King Herod, and you wanted to do away with this threat to your throne, and you knew the town where this baby lived, (Bethlehem), what other piece of information would you want to know in order to be sure that you killed him?  You'd want to know how old this baby is.  Then you'd simply have every child in that town who's that age and younger exterminated.  And that's exactly what Herod did.  Let's skip a few verses and look a verse 16.  This action takes place after the Magi see Jesus and, on their way back home, bypass King Herod.


Read vv. 16-17


That's the final piece of the dating puzzle:


1. Planets aligned in the sky over Israel around 6-7BC.


2.  We're told in v. 19 that Herod died soon after he had all 2 year old boys and younger killed in Bethlehem.  We know that Herod died in 4 BC.  

3.  Jesus could have been born in 6-7BC.

Let's get back to our Magi.  Verse 8.


Read vv. 8-10


I love how joy shows up in this story.  You know, if going out of your way to worship isn't something that fills you with joy, then you're doing something wrong.  If it's a drudgery to go to worship, if it's a drag, if we come to worship with long faces, looking like we're carrying the weight of the world, then we're doing something wrong.  These Magi show us what true worship looks like.  It often requires a great sacrifice of time.  But it gives us true joy.


What gives you joy in worshipping God?


Verse 11 shows us that Joseph and Mary are no longer in a cave, or barn, in Bethlehem.  Time has passed since the shepherds found the baby lying in a manger.  Joseph and Mary have found an actual home to live in.


Read v. 11a


Now, notice the posture of these wealthy, upper crust, sophisticated men.  What is it?  They're bowing before this 2 year old child.  That's a weird scene to imagine, isn't it - upper society men bowing their old knees before a child?  But these men show us what true worship looks like.  True worship puts us in a spirit of humility, as we realize that the one we are worshipping is superior to us.  We don't worship someone who is equal to us.


This is the door to the church that is built over the traditional site where Jesus was born in Bethlehem.  It's called the Church of the Nativity.  What do you notice about this door?  It's short.  That's on purpose.  It's so that you have to bow when you enter it.  In fact, this door is actually called "The Door of Humility".  

True worship puts us in a spirit of humility, as we realize that the one we are worshipping is superior to us. This is another reason that I love this cross that's above us in our sanctuary.  Even if we don't physically bow on our knees like the Magi did, when we worship here we are always under the cross, high and lifted up.  True worship makes us remember that we are not God.  No one should bow to us.  Instead, it is our joy to bow to God, who is far superior to us.

There's a song that says this that I'd like to play for you.  Part of the words go like this:

And we'll all bow down 
Kings will surrender their crowns 
and worship Jesus 
He is the Love of God

[Play "And We'll All Bow Down"]

The Magi didn't just bow before Jesus.  They also gave him things.  Isn't that interesting?  Their purpose in finding Jesus was to worship him.  And they understood that you don't come to someone you want to worship empty handed.  You remember that God told us that himself in Exodus 23:15 when he told Israel:

"No one is to appear before me empty-handed."

(Exodus 23:15; 43:20; Deut. 16:16)


The Magi show us that true worship always involves giving the one you worship costly things.  I say "costly" things because the gifts that they gave to Jesus weren't worth five or ten dollars.  They were:

a.  Gold - a costly gift fit for a king, a foreshadowing of when Jesus will reign as the King of kings and Lord of lords.


b.  Frankincense - a very expensive incense used by Jewish priests in the temple, a foreshadowing of the day when Jesus will be our priest who will make the final sacrifice for our sins.


c.  Myrrh - another very expensive incense, found in the sap of trees that are located only in Yemen, Somalia and Ethiopia.  It was used as a burial powder, a foreshadowing of Jesus' death on another kind of "tree", 31 years later.


Let's put it all together.  Here's what the Magi teach us about worship.  It:

a.  Involves a sacrifice of time.  

b.  Gives us true joy.


c.  Puts us in a spirit of humility, as we realize we are below the one we are worshipping.  


d.  Always involves giving the one you worship costly things.  


Yet, what are some typical complaints that people say about their worship services:


"The music was too loud in there."


"It was too hot in there."


"John never said 'hello' to me today."


"I didn't get a thing out of that sermon."


What do all of those complaints about worship have in common?  They all have to do with me, me, me - as if we come here to be served; as if we're at a restaurant, or something.  


But what do the four things that the Magi show us about worship all have in common?  They all have to do with giving ourselves to God.


What does it take for a person to realize that worship is about giving to God, not receiving from God?


For a second time in two chapters, an angel is going to give Joseph directions . . . in a dream.  Verse 13.


Read vv. 13-15


Jesus' birth has triggered world-wide movements of people.  The Wise Men came from the far east.  Now Jesus is living in Egypt, in the far west.  All of the known world is being touched by the Son of God, just as Isaiah prophesied 400 years ago - 
"I will also make you a light for the Gentiles,

that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth."

(Isaiah 49:6)

Did you notice that Matthew gave us another footnote, again trying to show that Jesus is the prophesied Messiah?  This time the quote is from Hosea 11:1 -

"When Israel was a child, I loved him,

and out of Egypt I called my son."

(Hosea 11:1)

Now, this walk to Egypt would have been a huge deal for Joseph, Mary and their two year old son, Jesus, to make.  If they thought the 50 mile walk from Nazareth to Bethlehem was hard, imagine what they thought of traveling 200 miles down to Egypt.  Why did they do it?  Because they believed this is what God was asking them to do.

How far would you go to do God's will?  Some of you have gone on mission trips, because you believed this is what God was asking you to do.  Where have you gone on mission trips?  


How far would you go today to do God's will?


We read this next part of the chapter last week.  But because I'm just a little OCD (obsessive compulsive), let's read it again.  Verse 16.


Read vv. 16-18


How many Bethlehem boys were two years old and younger at the time, killed by Herod's soldiers?  It's estimated that there might have been 40-50 boys who were killed by this order of King Herod.  Let's watch this video clip of it.  I want us to see this because it shows us that we're dealing with a very serious event.  Jesus didn't come just so that we would have pot luck suppers and church bizarres and sing "Kum Bay Ya".  When God sends his one and only Son into the world it's serious business.  Jesus came to give us life, and to challenge the status quo and to challenge the invisible powers of darkness.  This event we're about to watch was one way that the status quo and the invisible powers of darkness fought back.


[Show Jesus of Nazareth clip, Scene 22.]


Can you imagine how Jesus must have felt when he grew up and learned that his birth caused the murder of all of these innocent babies?  This is serious business we're about here.  Any questions?  Verse 19.


Read vv. 19-23


There's yet another dream, and yet another footnote - only this time we have no idea where the OT quote that Matthew recorded in v. 23 came from.  

[I am in debt to an article found at the www.answering-islam.org website for the following section.  I have included this article at the end of this lesson.]


It's interesting to know that some Muslim writers have used this quote, which we cant find in the OT, to prove that either the OT has "holes" in it, (i.e. we're missing verses and chapters from the OT) and therefore is unreliable, or that the New Testament is full of lies and is therefore unreliable.  Christian writers, in response, have pointed out that when Matthew writes, "So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets . . ." he's not referring to any one specific prophet, but he's using words that his readers would have understood to mean, "this is a general teaching of all of the prophets, not of any one prophet in particular".  (In all other instances, Matthew tells us that a quote is from a specific prophet, but not here.  Jesus followed the same practice in Matthew 26:55-56 and John 6:44-45.)  Beside, Christian writers also point out, Matthew had no motivation to make this up.  It would have been better for him not to tell his readers that Jesus came from Nazareth, because it wasn't exactly a source of pride for a person to be from Nazareth in Jesus' day.  (Remember what the apostle Nathanael asked in John 1:46?  "Nazareth!  Can anything good come from there?")  To be called a "Nazarene" in Jesus' day would have been to be called something that was despised, like we would say today, "Oh, he's from the sticks," or, "Oh, he's from Pittsburgh."  [Or some other despised city - you can fill in that blank.]  

Yet, revealing that Jesus was from Nazareth also helped Matthew make a point.  The OT prophets all prophesied that the Messiah would be despised and rejected, as Nazarenes were in Jesus' time.  So, you could almost reword verse 23 to read, "So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets, 'He will grow up to be despised and rejected, like every Nazarene."

It does appear, however, that Matthew believed Jesus was originally from Bethlehem, in Judea:


1.  He tells us nothing of Joseph and Mary coming from Nazareth, like Luke does.  Matthew 2:1 simply says, "After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea . . ."  


2.  When the Wise Men find Jesus his family is living in a house.  Was it their house?  Could this be where Jesus was born?

3.  And when the Jesus' family returns from Egypt, where do they go to live?  Look closely at verse 22.


Re-read v. 22.


It's clear that they weren't planning on leaving Egypt to go home to Nazareth.  Instead, they left Egypt to go back to their house in Judea, which is where Bethlehem is located.  But why didn't they stay in Judea?  Because the wicked Archelaus was the ruler there.  (This guy was so wicked that the Romans actually deposed him, in response to the complaints of the citizens of Judea.)  Joseph and Mary fled Archelaus and went to "a town called Nazareth" to hide out, to lay low.  It's clear that Nazareth was "Plan B".


By the way, isn't it strange how Matthew first tells us the name of Nazareth?  Matthew introduces us to Nazareth like we've never heard of it before - and like Jesus' family had never stepped foot in Nazareth before. 

So, whose version is true?  Were Joseph and Mary originally from Nazareth up in Galilee, or from Bethlehem down in Judea?  [Take answers.]

Matthew never says that they were from Bethlehem.  But Luke says that they "went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem"(2:4).  So, I guess it would be best to side with Luke on this one, instead of saying that Luke was wrong.

From www.answering-islam.org

HE SHALL BE CALLED A NAZARENE?

In discussions with Christians on the validity and authenticity of the

biblical scriptures, Muslims often raise the question about the

statement made in the Matthew 2:23:

'...he went and lived in a town called Nazareth. So was fulfilled what  

 was said through the prophets: "He will be called a Nazarene."  '

The reason for this is that, quite correctly, Muslims state that there

is no such specific prophecy in the bible.  They infer from this that

therefore one or more of the following must be true:

a)  the bible has been altered

b)  sections of the bible are missing (including the prophecy quoted in 

    Matt 2)

c)  the New Testament is (at least partially) fabricated and therefore 

    unreliable

However, an examination of the Old Testament prophecies, and the context

and form of the statement in Matt 2, show that this inference is, in

fact, incorrect.

Firstly, let us look at the way in which Matthew refers to the Nazarene

prophecy:

"So was fulfilled what was said through the PROPHETS"

Note that the writer does not refer to a particular prophet or prophecy.

This kind of reference is very rare in the New Testament.  The general

means of referring to a fulfilled prophecy is to at least refer to "the

prophet" (any devout Jew would know which one), or else to name the

prophet who gave the prediction, e.g.

Matt 1:22-23

All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the

prophet:

"The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they

will call him Immanuel" --which means, "God with us."

Matt 1:5

"In Bethlehem in Judea," they replied, "for this is what the prophet has

written:

Matt 2:17-18

Then what was said through the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled:

"A voice is heard in Ramah,...."

Matt 3:3

This is he who was spoken of through the prophet Isaiah: "A voice of one

calling in the desert, 'Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight

paths for him.'"

Mark 1:2

It is written in Isaiah the prophet: "I will send my messenger ahead of

you, who will prepare your way"--

Luke 3:4

It is written in Isaiah the prophet: "I will send my messenger ahead of

you, who will prepare your way"--

John 12:38

This was to fulfill the word of Isaiah the prophet: "Lord, who has

believed our message and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?"

(see also Matt 4:14, 8:17, 12:12, 12:39; Luke 4:17; John 1:23; Acts

2:16, 7:48, 8:28, 8:30 and many more) 

The use of the more general term, "the prophets", is used only on three

occasions in the gospels to refer to fulfilled prophecy.  The first is

in Matt 2; the other two are

Matt 26:55-56

At that time Jesus said to the crowd, "Am I leading a rebellion, that

you have come out with swords and clubs to capture me? Every day I sat

in the temple courts teaching, and you did not arrest me.

But this has all taken place that the writings of the prophets might be

fulfilled."

John 6:44-45

"No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him, and I

will raise him up at the last day.

It is written in the Prophets: 'They will all be taught by God.'

Everyone who listens to the Father and learns from him comes to me.

In each of these two cases, Jesus uses "the prophets" to indicate the

general effect or result of what God had foretold through various

prophets, rather than to refer to a specific prophecy - there is none in

the Old Testament prophetic literature that makes those exact

prophecies, but there are various prophecies that, if read as a whole,

show that this is what God intends.

It may therefore reasonably be assumed that Matthew's reference to "the

prophets" is used in the same way, and that we should therefore not

expect to find a single, specific prophecy, but rather a group to that

effect.

Having established this (and therefore having solved at least one of the

objections listed above), it remains to identify the prophecies

involved, and to see how they can be said to refer to Jesus' being known

as a Nazarene.

In doing this, an understanding of the significance of the term

"Nazarene" is, of course, very helpful.  In the Palestine of Jesus'

time, the whole region of Galilee and its inhabitants, and in particular

Nazareth, were looked upon in a very negative way by other Israelites

(perhaps because Galilee had often been occupied by pagan nations during

Israel's history (e.g. Tiglath-Pileser the king of Assyria, Hiram king

of Tyre).  There is ample scriptural evidence to support the conclusion

that Galilee and Nazareth were looked down on, even despised:

Matt 4:15

"Land of Zebulun and land of Naphtali, the way to the sea, along the

Jordan, Galilee of the *Gentiles*--" (i.e. pagans)

John 7:52

They replied, "Are you from Galilee, too? Look into it, and you will

find that a prophet does not come out of Galilee."

John 1:46

"Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?" Nathanael asked. "Come

and see," said Philip.

Now there are very many prophecies in the Old Testament to the effect

that the Messiah would be despised and mistreated, even though he is

righteous.  Certainly, there are sufficient instances to warrant

Matthew's use of the generic description, "the prophets", rather than

referring to each specific prophet in turn.  However, here are a few of

the specific references:

Psa 22:6,7

But I am a worm and not a man, scorned by men and despised by the

people.

All who see me mock me; they hurl insults, shaking their heads:

"He trusts in the LORD; let the LORD rescue him. Let him deliver him,

since he delights in him."

Isa 53:2,3

He grew up before him like a tender shoot, and like a root out of dry

ground. He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, nothing in his

appearance that we should desire him.

He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with

suffering. Like one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and

we esteemed him not.

Psa 118:22

The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone;

In summary, then, the word "Nazarene" in Jesus' time, while still

literally referring to someone from Nazareth, had become more or less a

synonym for despised.  Certainly, the Israelites were (rightly)

convinced that no prophet could originate in that lowly place (although

Jesus in fact only grew up there, and was born in Bethlehem, the town

from which the Messiah was to come).  These facts, and the many

messianic prophecies concerning the rejection of the Messiah by the

people of his day, led Matthew to use general terms (following the

example of Jesus) in referring to the effect of the prophecies that the

Messiah would be rejected and held in contempt.  The verse could be

paraphrased, for the purpose of this discussion, in the following way:

'...he went and lived in a town called Nazareth. So was fulfilled what  

was said through the prophets: "He will be despised and referred to

contemptuously"

which, far from contradicting or undermining the authority and

authenticity of the biblical scriptures, is in fact a demonstration that

God is faithful to the words he gave to his prophets.

