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By Another Route
Matthew 2:1-12

When they kneel, that’s the breathtaking moment. Imagine, strangers from a strange land,

perhaps kings, at the very least the wisest of wise men, guided by a heavenly star, find Jesus.

And when the find him, they kneel, they worship, they offer him precious gifts. The very best

gifts they have. 

As they kneel, the Christmas song is sung again, Jesus is born for all of us. First the shepherds,

those living on the outside had been made welcome to gaze upon the savior, and accept him as

their own. And now, sometime later, how much later we don’t know, tradition says 12 days,

one can infer, if one wants to from Scripture,  that it might have been as much as two years, in

any case, sometime later, these wise men from a far-off place and far different faith, now come

to worship the Son of God, and claim him as their savior as well. 

Oh, by the way, who were these people, anyway? The original Greek says “Magoi” and some

translations take it over into English as Magi. By the way, our word “magic” comes from this.

Back then science and magic were all jumbled up together. What Matthew wants to say is that

these were intelligent people, if you will. And, some translations call them astrologers, since

they were scientists who were looking to the heavens. Back then astronomy and astrology were

combined.

[Speaking of astrology, Genesis 1 is quite subversive in its own way. It was written when the

Hebrews were in exile in Babylon and in Babylon folks relied heavily on astrology. That is, your

destiny was determined by the position of stars and planets at your birth. Genesis 1 however
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states that God made the heavens and the earth and the stars and the planets, so our lives are

subject to God, not to those stars and planets! Which means that horoscopes are worthless...]

Back to the question, “Who were these people, these wise men? Now,  “Kings” is simply not

an accurate translation. As the Christmas story grew through the ages, many folks looked back

at Isaiah 60, where it reads, For, behold, the darkness shall cover the earth, and gross darkness the

people: but the LORD shall arise upon thee, and his glory shall be seen upon thee. 3And the Gentiles shall

come to thy light, and kings to the brightness of thy rising and took the arrival of the wise men as a

fulfillment of that statement. But if Matthew had meant “kings” he would have written “kings.”

So, let’s stick with wise men.

When they kneel, it’s a holy moment. Led by a star, they have come to Jesus. To digress for

a moment. Folks, you know I love astronomy, and I get excited when I see beautiful stuff in the

sky. A few weeks ago I got up at three in the morning to see the lunar eclipse. And I know that

there have been many theories brought forth about this heavenly star. A comet? Bright planets

hovering in the night-time sky?

But when it comes to the wise men, I’m not so interested in any scientific explanations. They

don’t excite me. What excites me is this: this was a God-given star, and these wise men,

perhaps astrologers some have surmised, accepted it as such. A god-given star to lead them on

a god-given journey to find the god-given savior. [Astrology taught back then that the birth of

an important person would be marked by the birth of a new star.]

So, having seen the star, they set forth on their journey and go to the most likely place, the holy

city of Jerusalem. And there they ask for directions. . . . We might want to remember that as

the people of God it is our task to help people find the savior today. When we give of ourselves,
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when we live Christ-like lives, we give directions, we show others that there is a life of peace

and promise that can be found. As people see such a life reflected in us, as individuals and as a

church, they too find reason to believe that the savior has been born for them as well.

Folks living today do not have a star to guide them to Jesus. They have you. They have me. 

Anyway, back to the Scripture. All Jerusalem is disturbed by the news. Herod, because it’s a

threat to his power. That’s why he says he wants to worship Jesus, but in fact wants to destroy

him. And the religious leaders: they’re disturbed as well. What new ideas, what new ways of

living might this new-born king bring? What traditional applecarts might be overturned? What

power might they lose? 

In any case, the wise men ask, for they have not yet found the savior. He’s  isn’t found, yet, in

this holy and mighty city of Jerusalem. And they are told: Look in a surprising place, a humble

town, a little town, called Bethlehem, about twelve miles down the road. 

And then the star does something else miraculous: now it begins to lead them, and leads them

right to the savior....

Worship. Gifts. When they kneel, that’s the breathtaking moment. You wish you could freeze

that moment in time, these strangers, these wise men, kneeling in adoration and worship. 

I wonder if the Wise Men were tempted to stay. I know sometimes wish time would stop

somehow, just so I could stay in a special moment in a special place. With the New Year already

here, I’m so aware again of time taking flight and rushing, soaring, cascading into the future.

In my office I have a treasured photo of my nine year old son rushing towards a monument at
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Gettysburg. I wish I could have frozen that moment  forever. A dad and his boy.

But no, the journey continues. My nine-year old is now 27. Lives in Gettysburg. Go figure. But

then again, we now have new moments to savor and moments yet to come. 

We can’t freeze time, any more than the Wise Men could have stayed at the manger, in

adoration and worship of the newborn King.  But that’s OK. 

Faith  tells us that there is always blessing to be found in the journey we are on. We celebrate

where we have been; perhaps we even mourn where we have been, feel sadness at loved ones

no longer with us, maybe even have regrets at choices made; we might reminisce and be

nostalgic for the ways things were, for happy moments now fled into the past.

But in faith, we look forward. We look forward to a new year. We look forward to a new

journey. Because, we trust that Christ goes with us. The unstated joy of the season isn’t that

once long ago a savior was born in Bethlehem, but that He still lives, and in the words of the

hymn, walks with me and talks with me. 

It’s even ironic that the new holiday, New Years, comes galloping so quickly on the heels of

Christmas, as if to say, let’s get on with it, the future awaits. And so it was even back then. The

shepherds had to return to their sheep, the Wise Men had to get back home. Even Mary and

Jesus and Joseph suddenly will have to flee in the night to the safety of Egypt. New journeys

always await. 

And so, we pause the celebrate this breathtaking moment when we, and the wise men, kneel

in worship at the New born King. 
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But as important as the worship is, what is even more important is that having worshiped, the

Wise Men now go on a new journey. They depart for home by a different way. 

Think about it. A star has led them to Bethlehem. And King Herod has commanded them to

report to him. And now, there is no star to lead them. But what there is is faith in their heart.

Having met the savior, they are now willing to let Godly dreams guide their way. Godly dreams

instead of Herod’s orders.  

May we learn the same lesson today. We have met the savior. Now, may he guide us into a new

journey in this new year. And if he does, what will that journey look like to you?

Perhaps... 

More caring? Compassion? Dedication to family or marriage? To church? Perhaps more strength

to face whatever adversity might come your way?

What does it mean to you that the savior has been born? What does it mean that we, with the

wise men, worship him and give him good gifts? As impressive as the moment was, when the

wise men knelt to worship Jesus, what was more important was the new journey that followed.

Having worshiped Jesus, the Wise Men find themselves on a new journey, a different journey.

May it be the same for us in this new year. Amen. 
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