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The Magi and His Majesty 

Matthew 2:1-12 

 

 “Magi” they were called—wise men from the east, probably from Persia, the land we know 

today as Iran, or possibly from Babylonia, which we know as Iraq. 

 Though the Bible calls them magi and never tells us how many there were, tradition through 

the centuries has made them three kings named Melchior, Balthasar, and Gaspar. 

But scholars tell us that they were from the religious and intellectual “upper crust” of their 

nation. Like the descendants of Aaron from the tribe of Levi in Israel, they were probably the 

priestly caste of ancient Persia. They were considered the wise men of the land. They studied the 

stars—partly astronomy, partly astrology—as well as the natural sciences and medicine of their 

day. 

Unlike some of the magi or wise men we read about in the book of Daniel, these magi were 

good men who did what they did not for their own gain, but to care for their people. 

 And now they had come from their homeland to Jerusalem—about a thousand miles—to find 

a baby. 

 It wasn’t just any baby they were looking for, though. As they studied the stars, they’d seen a 

new one appear—an obvious sign in the heavens that a new King had been born. We’re not sure 

how they did it, but somehow they determined that this was the star of the one who was to be 

that mighty King of the Jews that even the Gentiles were expecting to appear. 

 So they came to pay Him homage. 

 

More than a legend . . . 

 Despite the suggestions of skeptics and even some scholars, this beautiful story is far more 

than legend.  

You see, about this time, it was not only the Jews who were expecting a Messiah; the world 

was looking for a mighty King to arise. Even the Roman historians Suetonius and Tacitus noted 

a widespread belief, especially in the East, that a mighty ruler was to arise from Judea.1 

 The magi were careful watchers of the heavens, and apparently they shared this expectation. 

Belief in astrology was common in the ancient world, except among the Jews. So for these magi, 

what they saw in the stars meant something. While God spoke to the Jews through Scripture, 
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prophets, and angels to announce the coming of this mighty ruler, He announced it to these magi 

through His creation, especially through the stars. 

Now astronomers and theologians alike have advanced a number of speculations about 

exactly what the magi saw. There was a series of astronomical events that took place during the 

range of time when Jesus would have been born—things that would probably go unnoticed by 

most people, but not by those who studied the night sky, and who knew how to interpret and 

explain the significance of these kinds of phenomena.  

One of those phenomena happened again just two weeks ago with the conjunction of Saturn 

and Jupiter. While Jupiter passes Saturn about every 20 years, this recent conjunction was the 

closest since 1623, almost 400 years ago. There was an even closer conjunction in 1226. 

Johannes Kepler calculated that a Jupiter-Saturn conjunction took place in 7 BC and speculated 

on whether this might have been the star of Bethlehem that led the magi to the Christ child.2 We 

know that Jesus was born before 4 BC, because that’s when King Herod the Great died. So it is 

possible. But other theologians and astronomers think the star was something else, ranging from 

a comet to an angel. The fact is that we don’t know. 

The important thing in this story is that when they saw this occurrence in the night sky that 

they best described as a star, they took it to be the celestial sign that this long-awaited, expected 

King of the Jews had been born.  

 

Seeking the King . . . 

These magi were so moved by this sighting that they felt compelled to find this new King. 

They had to go and worship Him. So they set out on their journey, following the star. It led them 

to the land of Judea. 

It was only natural, then, that they came to Jerusalem, the capital of the Jewish nation. And 

King Herod soon heard they were there. 

When Herod learned that the magi were asking about “the one who has been born king of 

the Jews,”3 he was very troubled. He was a suspicious, paranoid, and ruthless old man. During 

his reign, Herod had killed anyone he even suspected as a rival or threat to his power, including 

one of his wives, his high priestly brother-in-law, a mother-in-law, an uncle, and even three of 

his own sons. It was so bad that there was a saying that went, “It’s better to be Herod’s sow 

(Greek hus) than his son (Greek huios)!”4 

That the magi asked for the “born king of the Jews,” as the phrase is closely translated, was 

even worse for Herod. You see, he was an Idumean. After the Jews won their independence from 

the Seleucid empire in the 160s BC, their leaders forced the Idumeans (the descendants of Esau) 

to convert to the Jewish faith. So Herod’s physical lineage was not Jewish, and his practice of 

Judaism was at best suspect. Nor was he born the king of the Jews; he was appointed by the 

Roman Senate in 40 BC. In the eyes of the Jews he was certainly not their true king.5 

So no wonder Matthew tells us that all Jerusalem was disturbed with him! They knew him 

well. They knew the extreme measures he was capable of taking. His attempt that we read about 

later on in Matthew 2 to eliminate this new King by ordering the slaughter of all the baby boys in 
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Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old or younger was certainly well in keeping with 

his character! 

He was so troubled by it all that, trying to devise a plan to deal with this new threat, Herod 

called the chief priests and scribes together to find out where this King—the Christ, the 

Messiah—was to be born. He knew who this new ruler was to be. Can you imagine that? He was 

plotting to destroy the one he knew was the Messiah that the Jews, and indeed, the whole world, 

were expecting! The answer the priests and scribes gave him was from Micah 5:2— 

 
“But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 

are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 

for out of you will come a ruler 

who will shepherd my people Israel.”  

(Matthew 2:6) 

 

The Messiah was to be born in the town of Bethlehem. 

 With this information in hand, Herod summoned the magi secretly and asked them when the 

star first appeared. This gave him information for Plan B in case Plan A failed. 

 He sent the magi to Bethlehem to find the child and instructed them to report back to him so 

he could also come and worship Him. That was Plan A: send the magi to find the child, then 

send soldiers to kill Him. 

  

Finding the King . . . 

 So the magi came to Bethlehem and found the Christ child. In some way, the star went ahead 

of them and stopped over the place where He was. To say that they were overjoyed, as the NIV
® 

translates it, just doesn’t do justice to Matthew’s description of their joy. Rather, as the RSV, ESV, 

and NASB all put it, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy, or at least the NRSV’s they were 

overwhelmed with joy. 

 They entered the house and saw Jesus with His mother Mary. They fell on their faces and 

worshiped Him. Then they opened their treasures to present to Him very valuable gifts of gold, 

frankincense (a sweet-smelling gum or resin), and myrrh (a gum used for perfume, spice, 

medicine, and embalming).  

 After they worshiped Him, God warned them in a dream not to return to Herod. So they went 

home by another route. 

 When they didn’t report back to Herod, he carried out Plan B—he sent soldiers to kill all the 

baby boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old or younger. (This age limit 

seems to indicate that Jesus was not a newborn when the magi came). 

 It’s amazing, isn’t it? 

Magi came looking for Majesty. They encountered the majesty of Herod, the appointed king 

of the Jews, to try to find the born King of the Jews.  

Herod’s majesty was not legitimate, and it was only temporal. It wasn’t what they were 
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looking for. 

But Jesus’ majesty was vastly different. It wouldn’t show up while He was here, because His 

majesty is eternal, not temporal. Yet these magi knew He was the born King of the Jews, and 

they came from afar to find Him! It wasn’t out of curiosity, or even respect to one who would 

become a head of state. They came to worship Him! They were looking to Him as the fulfillment 

of the hopes and dreams of all the nations for a Redeemer who would arise from the Jews!  

They inquired of Herod on his throne, and with all due respect. 

But when they found Jesus, not on a throne, but in a simple little house with His peasant 

parents, they bowed before Him and offered Him their finest gifts. They worshiped this one who 

would rule on the throne of His father David, this one about whom it would be said in Revelation 

11:15, 

 
“The kingdom of the world has become  

the kingdom of our Lord and of his Messiah,  

and he will reign for ever and ever.” 

 

The magi recognized the true majesty of the Christ child and worshiped Him! 

 So today, this Lord’s Day before the Day of Epiphany (January 6), we remember how they 

came to Him and offered their gifts as they worshiped Him. 

“Epiphany” comes from the Greek word epipháneia, which means appearance or 

manifestation.6 It’s the celebration of Jesus’ being revealed to the Gentiles—that’s most of us—

in the person of the magi. And in that moment, the coming of the nations to the promised 

Messiah, Jesus Christ, began. 

 

When we find the King . . . 

But what does all this call for from us? 

Doesn’t it call us to seek Him, just as the magi did? 

Doesn’t it call us to worship Him as they did, offering Him our best gifts, and more 

importantly, our very selves? 

Doesn’t it call us to obey God as they did when they were warned in a dream not to go back 

to Herod, and by that obedience to be God’s instruments in accomplishing His purpose in the 

world? 

And doesn’t it call us to remember that He is the King of all nations, and that He calls us to 

be on mission with Him to spread that good news to all the world? 

 

Christmastide is passing, the new year is here, and Epiphany is upon us again. As the magi 

worshiped Christ as His majesty, God revealed His Son to the nations. 

 Have you seen Him? 

 Have you worshiped Him? 

 Have you given yourself to Him? 

Will you?                     MEG 
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