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Not Just For Us – FaithMC – Jan. 6, 2013 – Matthew 2:1-12 
 
Of course, we all know what made the wise men wise: 
 they stopped, and they asked for directions.  Men, take note. 
 
The story of the wise men is a story about light. 
 God is light.  God’s creation began with light. 
And so it’s the image of God within us that is attracted to light. 
 It’s how we’re made. 
 
I remember well holding our son Matt, when he was a small baby, 
 as he looked up to the ceiling light and said, “Ga!” 
  All lights were “Ga!” 
 Light was the first thing in this universe that he had a name for. 
 
But a baby down in front of a dark Christmas tree, and they’ll ignore it. 
 Turn on the lights and their eyes sparkle with delight. 
 
With a 6-year-old, turn down the lights in the dining room, 
 light a candle, and you’ll have their attention. 
 
When you walk into a dark room, the first thing you do is turn on the 
 light.  It’s not just for safety reasons; 
  light makes us feel at home. 
All things move instinctively toward light; it’s a God thing. 
 
We just passed the winter solstice a few weeks ago. 
 The first day of winter is the day that days start getting longer, 
  the day the sun starts to creep southward along the horizon 
  as it rises and sets. 
 Though we know 3 months of winter lie ahead, 
  that shortest day is a day of hope, 
   because every day after that, the light grows. 
 
The Magi were drawn to the light, a special light in the sky. 
 
They recognized, somehow, that God was speaking through that light. 
 And because the light was new, 
  they expected something new from God, 
  and they wanted to find it. 
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On one level, this is a political story; 
 there’s some major geopolitical stuff going on here. 
 
The Magi were not just wise men—that’s too generic a term. 
They were not kings and did not wear crowns. 
They were astrologers, but not in the corrupted modern sense. 
 
The Magi were part of a caste of very high-ranking 
 political-religious advisors to the rulers of the Medes and the  
  Persians—present-day Iran and Iraq, more or less. 
 
In the American system of government, 
 they would be like the Cabinet, or the Chief of Staff, 
  anyone who is a close advisor to the president. 
 
The world of the Magi was a world where East and West were in 
 conflict. 
 
The West was the world of Rome, the world of Greek culture. 
When Alexander the Great marched east with his conquering armies, 
 the Magi resisted. 
The Magi and all the Medes and Persians resented the fact that 
 the Greeks from the West considered themselves superior. 
 
The Jewish King Herod was a puppet king, 
 a king appointed by Rome, a King of the West, 
 a man not liked or respected by leaders from the East, 
  with their centuries-old opposition to Western imperialism. 
 
So when the Magi, eastern leaders, 
 saw a sign in the sky that a NEW Jewish king was to be born, 
  their minds and hearts were not thinking purely 
  religious thoughts. 
 
This was politics—a new leader of the Jews who would perhaps NOT 
 be like Herod, with his subservience to Rome. 
 
This was a chance to bring Herod and the West down a peg or two. 
 “Let’s go find the NEW king,” the Magi said to one another. 
 “Let’s reduce the power of Herod and Rome and the West.” 
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So the story starts with plain history, with real politics. 
 But they followed the light, 
  and when you follow the light, God-stuff happens, 
  and there will be surprises. 
 
Now the Magi, as I said, were politically smart; 
 they knew where the world’s centers of power were. 
 
That’s why they headed, quite logically, for Jerusalem, 
 for the palace, to speak with the king. 
 
They were genuinely unsure about where to find the baby. 
They really did need to stop and ask for directions. 
But I think they also relished the opportunity to give King Herod 
 a political poke in the eye: 
  “Tell us, O King, where we can find the NEW king. 
   Tell us, O King, where we can find your successor, 
   the one who’s about to take your place.” 
Yes, indeed, I think these guys from the East loved asking this Western 
 leader that provocative question. 
 
Imagine how you would feel if you’re a businessperson and 3 strangers  
  walk into your office one day and ask, 
 “Hey, where can we find the guy who’s taking over this business?” 

You’d be “disturbed,” just as King Herod was. 
 
Herod checked with those who know the Scriptures and found out that 
 the Magi were 9 miles off in their quest to find the new king. 
 Bethlehem is 9 miles south of Jerusalem. 
 
Coming to Jerusalem to find the new king was not a surprising mistake. 
After all, when the prophet Isaiah says in chapter  60, 
  “Arise, shine, for your light has come” 
  he seems focused on the capital city of Jerusalem. 
 
Isaiah speaks of a day to come when Zion—that means Jerusalem— 
 will once again be prosperous and powerful, 
 a day when camels will again enter its gates with treasure— 
  treasure like gold and incense. 
 



 4 

Perhaps the Magi even knew about the prophet Isaiah. 
Perhaps they brought gold and incense in a conscious attempt 
 to fit into that long-standing expectation. 
 
Maybe they knew Isaiah, but they didn’t know Micah, 
 who said, “Out of Bethlehem will come the Messiah.” 
 
Hope does not lie in Jerusalem and its kings becoming wealthy 
 and powerful once again. 
Hope does not lie with the urban elites recovering their former prestige. 
      No, hope will come from the little no-account place called Bethlehem. 
 
If this were happening in our part of the world today, 
 the Magi would show up in Washington D.C. or in Topeka,  

only to find out:  No, the king will born in Zimmerdale. 
 
Even to this point of the story, 
 I think the minds of the Magi were more on politics than on God. 
 
But they kept following the light, which led them to Bethlehem, 
 to an inn, to a stable, to a manger, to a new-born baby. 
 
They expected to find a baby at the end of their journey, 
 and they expected to give the baby gifts; 
  that’s what you do for kings. 
But something extra happened. 
I don’t think the Magi expected it to happen, but it did. 
They expected that they’d just go through the motions of kneeling 
 and presenting gifts fit for a new king,  
 but when they got there, they worshipped. 
 
Matthew tries hard to let us know that the hearts of these Magi 
 leaped for joy. 
They had an experience of the divine. 
They sensed the presence of God. 
 
This was more than they had expected to find. 
They expected a new leader that would right the balance of power 
 between East and West. 
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What they found was a King who was sovereign over both East and West, 
 one who would unite the world, 
 one before whom all would bend the knee. 
 
There’s a lot we don’t know about this story. 
 We don’t know for sure what kind of star or light they saw. 
 We don’t know how many wise men there were. 
 
But the clearest fact, the most important fact about these Magi is this: 
 they weren’t Jews. They were Gentiles. 
     They were outsiders. 
 
At its heart, this is a missionary story.  The point is:  God’s light is for all.   
 
Way back when God called Abraham, 
 God’s promise to Abraham was this: 
  “ALL peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” 
  
The story of Ruth makes the point that God calls and uses and blesses  
 outsiders, and brings them into the story. 
 
God told Jonah to go to a hated foreign nation. 
 “Go preach in Iraq,” said God. 
 “Lead them to my light.” 
  And those hated foreigners responded. 
 
The apostle Paul met fierce opposition from some Jewish Christians 
 in Jerusalem when he offered salvation—without all the 
  Jewish rules—to the Gentiles. 
 His missionary work broke down the boundaries between 
  Jew and Greek, slave and free, male and female. 
 
And John, at the end of his life given a glimpse of heaven, 
 sees people from all races and nations and tribes and 
  languages gathered together before the throne of God, 
  worshipping God as one. 
 
The story of the Magi fits into this long, broad, and strong biblical 
 sweep of radical inclusion. 
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That God’s light was for Gentiles was not an easy vision for  
 Jews to accept. 
For part of their mind-set was that they were God’s chosen people. 
 They were special. 
 God spoke to THEM on Mt. Sinai. 
 God gave THEM the land. 
 And God would give THEM the Messiah. 
 
But the Magi explode the narrowness of that vision. 
 Here are eastern astrologers from Iran and Iraq who follow 
 God’s light and worship the Messiah. 
  It’s mind-blowing. 
  It obliterates all previous expectations of who you have to be 
  to be loved by God, or to have God speak to you, or lead you. 
 
The Magi remind us that God’s light shines on all, not just on us. 
The Magi remind us that we should not be surprised if some very 
 surprising people show up at our door asking, 
  “Can we find Jesus here?” 
 
The Magi remind us that God calls people who don’t look like us, 
 dress like us, talk like us, or have backgrounds like us. 
 
Around Jesus’ manger, and around God’s throne in heaven, 
 is a grand collection of infinitely diverse people. 
 
They weren’t born in our little Midwest Mennonite box, 
 and their salvation has nothing to do with ethnicity, 
  background, skin color, previous religious training, 

or any boxes of human construction. 
 
They may come for a variety of reasons, just like the Magi did, 
 but when they come, and find Jesus, 
  they will recognize the divine, and they will find themselves 
  worshipping. 
 
What a joy it is when we can all kneel together, 
 worshipping Jesus, 
 in the transforming light of God. 


