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T H E R IGH T FU L K I NG

Enemy-occupied territory—that is what this world is. Christianity 
is the story of how the rightful king has landed, you might say 
landed in disguise, and is calling us all to take part in a great 
campaign of sabotage.

– C. S. Lewis in MERE CHRISTIANITY

One of the great themes in Matthew’s Gospel is that Jesus is the “rightful 
King” of the Jews whose reign will finally also bless Gentiles. That theme 
is on display in chapter 2. Here we see the twofold reaction that the new 
King’s arrival prompted — the homage of the Magi (Gentiles!) and the 
anxious hostility of Herod, the “enemy” who saw Jesus as a threat.

The chapter presents fascinating contrasts. Just as strong as the 
contrast between the reverent Magi and the malevolent Herod is the 
contrast between the two kings themselves. Herod is powerful and 
ruthlessly violent, while Jesus is the small, helpless (but ultimately 
victorious!) King of Peace. The way of the world versus the way of God.

This story is an invitation for us to reflect on these two opposing ways 
that we still see operative in our violent world. It gives us the heart to 
take part in that “great campaign of sabotage.” Settle in and think deeply 
about this very familiar story.

One of the great themes in Matthew’s Gospel 
is that Jesus is the “rightful King” of the Jews 

whose reign will finally also bless Gentiles.

Matthew
h o m a G e  T o  T h e  r i G h T F U l  k i n G
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T HOSE M YST ER IO US V ISI TOR S 
Matthew 2:1–2
Matthew says nothing about the angelic 
annunciation to Mary in Nazareth, nor the 
details of what transpired in Bethlehem on 
that “silent night.” But Matthew is a witness 
with his own unique perspective, and he 
adds a rich, thought-provoking dimension to 
the arrival of the “King of the Jews.”

A careful reading of the chapter dispels 
several misconceptions about the Wise 
Men. “We three kings of Orient are”? They 
are not kings, an idea that did not arise 
until centuries later. The Greek word magoi 
(transliterated “Magi”) denotes either 
astrologers or magicians, perhaps attached 
to a priestly class of the sort which existed 
among the Medes and Persians. Paul Maier 
writes that “these priest-sages . . . were 
specialists in medicine, religion, astronomy, 
astrology, divination, and magic.”

They are not from the Orient (as we 
presently designate the Far East), but 
more likely Babylon or Persia. Early Syriac 
tradition gives them Persian names, and the 
art in the Roman catacombs depicts them 
in Persian clothing. Nor does the mention of 
three gifts necessitate only three of them. 
Some early traditions number as many as 
twelve in their caravan. Finally, many a 
Christmas program to the contrary, they did 
not show up with the shepherds the night 
of His birth, but months (or even a year) 
later. They came not to the manger, but to a 
“house” in Bethlehem (v. 11).

Since the Magi were probably pagan 
astrologers, why would they undertake a 

journey of weeks or months to seek out “the 
king of the Jews”? In other words, “What 
are THEY doing HERE?” Their explanation to 
Herod is simply “to worship him” (v. 2). The 
Greek word may mean to “worship” a deity 
or “do homage” to royalty. They knew that a 
“king of the Jews” had arrived somewhere, 
and they meant to pay proper respect to 
Him. It is curious, points out Mark Powell, 
that “God revealed the truth about the 
Christ to a bunch of pagan fools while those 
who were wise enough to figure it out for 
themselves missed it”!

What about that star they saw? Was it 
a natural phenomenon or a miraculous 
special event? One of the most interesting 
natural explanations is that the “star” was 
the conjunction of the planets Jupiter and 
Saturn in the constellation Pisces (“the 
Fishes”) which occurred for ten months in 
the year 7 BC. In ancient astrology, Jupiter 
was styled the “King’s Planet.” Saturn was 
deemed “the shield of Palestine.” Pisces 
represented epochal events or crises. 
This conjunction, therefore, would have 
meant that a cosmic king was to appear 
in Palestine at a historic juncture. But they 
would have appeared as a pair and not a 
single star, and the date of their appearance 
is a little too early to synchronize with 
Jesus’ birth. Further, could any natural 
phenomenon go “before them until it came 
to rest” (v. 9) over a specific house in 
Bethlehem? For this and other reasons, we 
take it to be a miraculous star provided for 
THIS occasion.
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T H E CONST ER NAT ION OF H EROD 
Matthew 2:3–8
Herod the Great was not a Jew but an Idumean appointed to be king by the Roman senate. 
He ruled from 37 BC until his death in 4 BC. That tells us Jesus was born before 4 BC since 
Herod was still very much alive in this story. It’s not the Bible but our calendars that are 
in error. Paul Maier informs us that “it was a sixth-century Roman monk-mathematician-
astronomer named Dionysius Exiguus . . . who unknowingly committed what became 
history’s greatest numerical error” when he tried to reform the calendar to pivot around 
the birth of Christ. A mistake in his computation resulted in all subsequent calendar dates 
being 4–5 years off.

When the unexpected caravan of Magi arrives in Jerusalem and announces they are 
seeking the one “who has been born king of the Jews,” Herod is understandably troubled 
“and all Jerusalem with him” (v. 3). “Who is this little upstart? I want him eliminated!” 
Herod summons the available religious scholars and asks them where the expected 
Messiah is to be born.

“In Bethlehem of Judea,” they respond correctly, “for so it is written by the prophet” (v. 5). 
The prophecy, which will bolster the claim of Jesus’ rightful kingship for Matthew’s Jewish 
readers, is recorded for all to examine. The scribes’ quote that Matthew records appears 
to be a combination of two sources, the first being Micah 5:2, 4 and the second an almost 
exact quote from 2 Sam. 5:2. See below:

Micah 5:2,4

But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are too little to be among the clans of Judah, 
from you shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel, whose coming 
forth is from old, from ancient days 
(v. 4) and he shall stand and shepherd his flock

Matt. 2:6

And you, O Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the 
rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel

2 Sam. 5:2

You shall be shepherd of my people Israel

Herod’s murderous mind was already plotting a strategy. He “summoned the wise men 
secretly and ascertained from them what time the star had appeared” (v. 7), then sent his 
unsuspecting guests off with instructions to let him know the little one’s exact location 
“that I too may come and worship him” (v. 8). Ah, cursed cleverness!
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GI F TS FOR T H E I N FA N T K I NG 
Matthew 2:9–12
For Christians, the audience of the Magi with 
the infant Jesus is not merely informative, but 
inspiring, especially as we consider our own 
approach to the One who is our King. If pagan 
astrologers were willing to travel so far and bring 
so much to do Him homage, how shall we who 
confess Him as Savior and Lord respond? What 
shall we offer Him?

The gifts they offered were “fit for a king.” 
The prophet Isaiah speaks of “the wealth of 
the nations” coming to Israel in the future and 
a “multitude of camels” bringing “gold and 
frankincense” (Is. 60:5–6). While Matthew 
elsewhere mentions gold (Matt. 10:9 and 
23:16–17), frankincense and myrrh never recur 
in his record (but see John 19:39, where it is 
His burial spice).

Are the gifts symbolic? Already in the ancient 
church these gifts were thought to refer to 
Christ’s royalty, deity, and sacrificial death, 
respectively. Gregory the Great took the gifts to 
stand for wisdom, prayer, and the mortification 
of the flesh! Scriptural evidence for these 
symbolic meanings is meager. Still, many today 
find the Magi’s generosity a moving example.

We observe that four times in the first two 
chapters of Matthew, dreams become the vehicle 
for God’s sovereign intervention and protection 
of His Son. Here a dream warns the Magi “not to 
return to Herod” (v. 12).

T H E HOLY FA MI LY ’S 
FLIGH T TO EGY P T 
Matthew 2:13–15
Instead of being cut down in Herod’s brutal 
massacre, Jesus and His family are headed 
south to Egypt, thanks to yet another angelic 
message: “Rise, take the child and his mother, 

and flee to Egypt . . . for Herod is about to search 
for the child, to destroy him” (v. 13). Now and 
again Egypt became what chess players call an 
“escape square.” Abraham (Gen. 12), Jacob’s 
family (Gen. 46), Jeroboam (1 Kings 11) and 
a certain Uriah (Jer. 26:21) all sought food or 
refuge there. For Joseph’s purpose Egypt is 
relatively near, yet out of Herod’s jurisdiction. 
“Stay put until I give the ‘all clear,’” is the angel’s 
instruction.

But the trip to Egypt is more than just a practical 
necessity. We begin to see that the life of 
Jesus reprises the history of the nation Israel. 
Matthew’s third “fulfillment” passage in this 
chapter makes that point clearly. The citation 
from Hos. 11:1 (“Out of Egypt I called my son”) 
is not a prediction at all, but a description. In the 
original context, God is pronouncing judgment 
against His rebellious people Israel. In the 
anticipation of coming punishment at the hands 
of the Assyrians (Hos. 11:5–7), God makes a 
moving declaration of His love for His wayward 
“son,” whom He had rescued from Egypt, but 
who continued to turn away from Him. Matthew 
uses it to say that Jesus is not only the King of 
Israel but the embodiment of the nation as well 
— “Israel reduced to one” (Gibbs). We will meet 
this idea again in Matthew’s Gospel as Matthew 
teaches his readers that Jesus is in fact the true 
Israel!

T H E MU R DER OF B ET H LEH E M ’S 
CH I LDR EN 
Matthew 2:16–18
Only after Matthew narrates the Holy Family’s 
flight to Egypt does he go back and describe 
Herod’s fruitless attempt to kill Jesus. Duped by 
the Magi, the furious king orders the massacre of 
the children in Bethlehem. But the reader knows 
that Jesus has already escaped his wrath. This is 
Matthew’s eloquent message: evil kings will have 
no power over this child!
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The killing of the children, nonetheless, is a frightful episode. In a town of Bethlehem’s 
size (population perhaps 2,000), there may have been as many as two dozen “male 
children . . . two years old or under” (v. 16), says Paul Maier. Some scholars have 
suggested that the slaughter of the children at Bethlehem is an invention for dramatic 
effect. But these murders fit the profile of Herod’s record of ruthlessness all too well. 
Secular historians chronicle how he murdered his favorite wife (one of ten!) and three of 
his sons, along with other relatives, and he drowned the high priest at a swimming party 
in Jericho. No wonder Maier dubs Herod “the monster of the Christmas story.”

Another version of this story is set on a cosmic stage in apocalyptic garb in Rev. 12:1–6. 
Both there and here a Messianic child is born (Rev. 12:5). In both a raging enemy seeks 
to destroy the child. Matthew’s “monster” Herod is depicted as a “great red dragon” 
(Rev. 12:3). In both accounts, the child is delivered to safety. Both stories present us 
with the scary truth that forces are arrayed for war against God’s anointed. Should 
we be surprised when in our own time the followers of Jesus provoke a downright 
murderous response? The systematic murder of Christians in the Middle East (at this 
writing) is only the latest in a very long line of such sad episodes. We hear this story, 
then, as a mighty comfort in the face of such hostility.

Even this tragic scene, Matthew says, fulfills Scripture. As we read “Rachel weeping for 
her children,” we can hear and see the wails of grief that must have echoed through 
that little town of Bethlehem. Rachel is probably mentioned here because she is forever 
associated with Bethlehem. Genesis 35:19 describes how she died while Jacob was on 
the way to Bethlehem and was buried nearby.

The citation from Jer. 31:15 mentions Rachel’s (Bethlehem’s) “children.” The passage 
originally described the sadness of Israel going into exile during the Babylonian 
conquest. Rachel’s “children” are the Israelites gathered for deportation at the town of 
Ramah, 5 miles north of Jerusalem (Jer. 40:1–2), barely a day’s journey from Bethlehem. 
Jeremiah continues, however, with a note of hope that in spite of the Exile, God will 
restore Israel’s fortunes (Jer. 31:16–19) and forgive her sins (31:31–34). Rachel weeps 
now, but the future holds hope. The infant king lives, says Matthew, and God’s plan has 
not been derailed.
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T H E FA MI LY ’S R ET U R N 
TO N A Z A R ET H 
Matthew 2:19–23
Soon enough God dispenses with the monster. 
He is dismissed from the stage of history with 
a two-word obituary: “Herod died” (v. 19). 
Meanwhile, Jesus is very much alive, and 
once more an “angel of the Lord appeared in a 
dream” to Joseph to call the family back home 
(vv. 19–20).

But where will “home” be? The words in v. 
22 make it sound as if Joseph might have 
stayed in Bethlehem, but for the accession 
of Herod’s son Archelaus to the throne. Fear 
that son might be like father, along with 
another warning “in a dream,” drove Joseph 
to head northward to Nazareth in Galilee. So it 
happened that the “son of David” would grow 
up in a town that is not even mentioned in the 
Old Testament, to which no promises were 
attached, and which most people referenced 
with a sneer. “Can anything good come out of 
Nazareth?” Nathanael asked Philip (John 1:46).

Perhaps that dismissive attitude is behind 
Matthew’s obscure citation that ends the 
chapter: “that he would be called a Nazarene” 
(v. 23). This, the fourth such “fulfillment” 
saying in chapter 2, has no known Old 
Testament source. Matthew says it comes 
from “prophets” (plural) rather than a single 
prophetic source. Where is Matthew directing 
our attention?

Some explain the saying as a wordplay with 
“Nazirite” (see Judges 16:17), a person 
consecrated by a special vow for a holy purpose. 
Another wordplay involves the Hebrew word 
netser, the “branch” in Is. 11:1 (a shoot from the 

stump of David’s royal line) with its Messianic 
connotations. If that’s the case, Matthew has not 
made it clear to readers, who are reading his 
Gospel in Greek, not Hebrew.

Was Jesus, as D. A. Carson suggests, going 
to be a “despised” person in a way that 
corresponded to His hometown? Isaiah 
had foretold that He would be “despised 
and rejected by men” (Is. 53:3, and cf. Ps. 
22:6–8). If so, Matthew has here given us 
the substance of something several prophets 
had said, that the Messiah, God’s Servant, 
would be despised . . . like a Nazarene! 
When Christians were later referred to as the 
“Nazarene sect” (Acts 24:5), the name was 
obviously meant as a gibe.

Jesus’ residence in Nazareth is connected to a 
theme we have already seen in Matthew, that 
God’s sending of the Messiah transpires “in 
unexpected ways, ways that neither the pious 
nor the wicked can know apart from divine 
revelation” (Gibbs).

HOW D O M AT T H EW 2 A N D LU K E 2 
FI T TO GET H ER ?
While it is plain that the Magi arrived weeks 
(or months) after Jesus was born, it is not a 
simple matter to explain how the visit of the 
Magi and the flight to Egypt are to be seen in 
sequence with the events narrated by Luke — 
the presentation at the Temple and the return 
to Nazareth “when [Mary and Joseph] had 
performed everything according to the Law” 
(Luke 2:39).

The Evangelists, as we will see repeatedly, 
were selective in what episodes they chose to 
include and in what order those episodes are 
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presented. We moderns hunger for a clean, explainable timeline. The simplest “harmonization” 
would be to assume that Luke has telescoped his account in Luke 2:39, and that the 
Matthean narrative took place between the dependent clause (“And when they had performed 
everything according to the Law”) and the main clause (“they returned into Galilee”). Such a 
harmonization would be laid out like this:

The two Gospels agree on where Jesus was born (Bethlehem) and where He grew up 
(Nazareth). But as witnesses with unique perspectives, each wants us to focus on a different 
part of the story. Matthew’s account underlines Jesus’ true kingship and the importance of 
seeing all that happened as fulfillment of the Old Testament.

Our understanding of Jesus as our King is enriched by having more than one witness.

Matthew ’s accOUnt

Jesus is born in Bethlehem and the Magi 
see the star in the East.

lUKe’s accOUnt

Jesus is born in Bethlehem.

(Matthew omits all this)

Months later the Magi arrive and visit the 
child in a house in Bethlehem.

The Holy Family flees to Egypt until 
Herod’s death.

Joseph and family return to Nazareth.

The shepherds see Jesus in the manger. 
Jesus is circumcised on the 8th day. 
Jesus is presented on the 40th day, and 
Simeon and Anna see Him.

(Luke omits all this)

Joseph and family return to Nazareth.

(the Holy Family goes on living in Bethlehem for a time)
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Prayer as we prepare: Great God, bless this time of study. Guide me to listen to 
the voice of John the Baptist. Help me to heed his call to prepare my heart and life 

in such a way that I might follow Jesus as Lord. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review
1. What did you learn about the Magi that was “new” information to you?

2. Do you find it enriching or frustrating that Matthew and Luke have such different perspectives on the 
Christmas story?

Matthew 3:1–6
3. What is the most dramatic call for life change you have ever heard personally? Was it in church or 

elsewhere? How did you respond?

4. Compare 3:2 with 4:17 and 10:7. Who is speaking in each place? What is the message?

5. The phrase “kingdom of heaven” in verse 2 can also be translated “the reign of heaven.” Would this make 
any difference in what this phrase means to you?

6. What Old Testament passage does Matthew use to identify John in v. 3? What can you discover about the 
original context of that verse? Was it “good news” or “bad news”?

7. John’s clothing is described with some detail. Why might this be significant? (see 2 Kings 1:8, Matt. 11:14)

Matthew 3:7–12
8. Do a search on the internet or in a Bible dictionary for “Pharisees” and “Sadducees” and share what you 

discover.

9. John calls the Pharisees and Sadducees to “bear fruit in keeping with repentance” (v. 8). By reading Matt. 
12:33, John 15:4–5, and Gal. 5:22–23, what do you understand that John is telling them?

10. What do the following images John uses mean to you: a) the axe? b) the fire? c) the winnowing fork? (vv. 
10–12)
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11. If you asked John what the difference was between his baptism and the baptism Jesus would administer, 
what would he say? How does Acts 19:1–6 shed light on this?

12. If John appeared on the scene today, how would he address the prominent religious leaders among us?

Matthew 3:13–17
13. In v. 15 how did Jesus explain why He came to John for baptism? Do the mentions of “righteousness” in 

5:20 and 6:33 shed any light on what He means?

14. How are the “three persons of the Trinity” active in this section?

15. In our attempt to grasp the meaning of “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” in v. 17, 
what do Ps. 2:7 and Is. 42:1 add?

16. When was the last time you thought seriously about your baptism? In what way does it comfort or 
encourage you at this point in your life?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 3:2 “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”

M A T T H E W  3 : 1 – 1 7

LWBS22

3


	Text11: 
	0: 
	1: 
	2: 
	3: 
	4: 
	5: 
	6: 
	7: 
	8: 
	9: 

	Text12: 
	0: 
	1: 
	2: 
	3: 
	4: 
	5: 



