
Three ? Kings? 
Matthew Chapter 2 

 

     Reverend John Henry Hopkins Jr., does the name ring a bell? How about a song entitled “Three Kings of 

Orient”? Reverend Hopkins wrote the song in 1875 for a Christmas pageant in New York City. It was written 

for a trio of male voices who would sing the first and last verses together, since they are words of praise, then 

they would each sing the verses in-between as a solo. I don’t think I have ever heard the song sung in that 

fashion. If you are reading this article, there is a good probability you have sung it several times. It also goes 

by the name, “The Quest of the Magi” or as we have come to know it, “We Three Kings of Orient Are”. 

     Matthew chapter two begins with an enigma, the magi. Who are they? Where did they come from? What 

do we know about them? How many came? What were their names? Why did they come? And why did they 

bring gifts? Christians have been trying to answer these questions for millennia. The Greek word, translated 

magi, or more accurately wise men, was the name for priests and wise men among the Medes, Persians and 

Babylonians. The word eventually is associated with someone possessing supernatural knowledge or ability 

including magicians and sorcerer. Around 200 A.D., Tertullian tried to lay out an argument that they were 

astrologers by trade and were considered kings. John Calvin had this to say about anyone who called the 

magi kings, “Beyond all doubt, they have been stupefied by a righteous judgment of God, that all might 

laugh at (their) gross ignorance”.  In reality, there is very little to no biblical or historical basis for calling 

them kings.  

 So, what do we really know? We know Matthew opens chapter two by saying, “Now after Jesus was born 

in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, magi from the east arrived in Jerusalem, saying, 

“Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we saw His star in the east and have come to 

worship Him.” Matthew tells us Jesus was born in Bethlehem, Herod is the king, the magi were from the east 

and had traveled to Jerusalem. If we were to assume the wise men came from Mesopotamia (around current 

day Bagdad in Iraq), they would have to travel approximately between 547 or 640 miles to arrive in 

Jerusalem. Since a fully loaded camel can travel between 25 to 30 miles a day, it would have taken them at 

least 22 days to reach the Holy City. We also know they expected to find a child, not any child, but one they 

called “King of the Jews”. Our text also tells us the magi, “.. saw His star in the east…”.  What star did they 

see? Some thought it to be Halley’s Comet, but the nearest appearance or fly-by was 11 B.C. disqualifying it 

as a viable option. Another possibility has been a “supernova” or exploding star. This would have created a 

sudden flash of brilliant light but there is no record of any such event in the astronomical records during this 

timeframe. A third option was a conjunction of Jupiter, Mars and Saturn which would explain why the magi 

saw it and others didn’t. Conjunctions usually pass unnoticed by everyone except those who regularly study 

the heavens. The fourth and final option would define the star as a supernatural phenomenon, placed in the 

heavens by God to fulfill prophecy. This option is reminiscent of the pillar of fire, the pillar of cloud and the 

shekinah glory of God depicted in the Pentateuch. Interestingly, the magi were looking because they knew 

about the prophecy in Numbers 24:17 from the lips of Balaam (better known for his talking donkey), “I see 

Him, but not now; I behold Him, but not near; A Star shall come out of Jacob; A Scepter shall rise out of 

Israel, And batter the brow of Moab, And destroy all the sons of tumult.” This prophecy applies to Israel 

itself, particularly with reference to David’s conquest of the Moabites (2 Samuel 8:2). However, the concept 

of the scepter, a symbol of kingship, refers not only to David, but to David’s greater son, and refers back to 

Genesis 49:10, “The scepter shall not depart from Judah, Nor a lawgiver from between his feet, Until Shiloh 

comes; And to Him shall be the obedience of the people.” Therefore, they were looking for the “King of the 

Jews”. Another interesting fact, they were not told to watch for the star, find the child, bring Him gifts or 

given guidance by an angel, like Mary, Joseph and the shepherds. 

 We could explore many other possibilities surrounding the mystery of the magi. Did you notice, they 

were learned men, who knew the scriptures, studied the stars and recognized the Old Testament prophecies 

were being fulfilled. They believed what they saw marked a significant event, the birth of the foretold King 

of the Jews, so they prepared for a journey, packed up gifts and left in search Him. Their study, observation, 

belief and action resulted in their ability to see and worship the King. Oh, that we were as knowledgeable, 

vigilant, and decisive in our faith. What a great example of faith in action and what that faith can accomplish. 



1.  There are three people mentioned in the first two verses of chapter 2. Who are they and what do 

you know about them? What do we know about Bethlehem from the Old Testament? (Gen 35:19, 

Ruth 1:22, 2:4, 1 Sam 17:12, Luke 2:4 Micah 5:2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.  What was Herod’s response to the magi’s questions and why did he respond in that fashion? What 

did he inquire of the priests and scribes? Why would all Jerusalem be troubled? Why did Herod have 

a clandestine meeting with the magi? What three responses to Jesus Christ do we see in these verses? 

(3-8) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.  List the actions of the magi in verses 9-12. What was their reaction to the star? Where did they see 

the Child and what did they do when they saw Jesus? Is there any significance in the gifts they 

presented? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. What was Joseph told to do? Why was he told to do? How long was he to stay there? Why Egypt? 

(13-15) What was the angel’s guidance in verses 19-23 and why is it important? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.  Describe Herod’s actions, fears, reasons and decision as written in verses 16-18. Why did he react in 

this manner? Why did he pick the age of children to be murdered? 


