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Christmas Wisdom 
Matthew 2:1-12 

Have you come across these ads before: 

It’s a campaign to encourage us to spend more time looking up and looking 

out at the world around us. We spend a lot of  time hunched over our desks, 

glaring at screens, eye’s glued to our phones. This is not good for us, in case 

you didn’t know. And if  you go to the look up website, you’ll see all the 

benefits of  looking up and out. Looking up grows empathy and trust, and a 

sense of  belonging and hope. It increases our connection with other people 

and fires up the creative parts of  our brain.  

Whether it’s bird-watching, or star-gazing; Appreciating a flower or analysing 

some architecture; looking up and looking out is good for us. 
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But the question that lodged in my mind is this: does looking up actually lead 

anywhere? What I mean is: is there anything more to looking up than just 

psychological and social benefits? Or is this just a good way to cope with the 

harsher realities of  life? When we look up are we just finding a distraction 

that is better for us than a word game on our phones, or are we actually 

connecting with something deeper, something more true and fundamental to 

reality. To put it most simply, are the stars and the birds and the sea and the 

buildings, and the sunflowers and the bees all there is — or is there 

something, or someone, behind and beyond and above it all? 

The appearance of  the wise men in Matthew 2 drives at these very questions. 

Their story is the original “looking up” story, and what we find in their 

journey is that looking up really does lead somewhere…to someone. 

And so this Christmas I want to reflect with you on this aspect of  the 

nativity. And in particular there are four features of  the story which we will 

dwell on together. There are the wise men, the star, the scriptures and the 

Son. 
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The Wise Men 

So firstly, who are the wise men? They are quite obscure characters. We know 

from the gifts they bring that they are wealthy. We’re told they come from the 

east, probably from a long way away. But apart from that we don’t know their 

names, or their nationality. But we don’t know nothing. 

And the key is in their title. The wise men are actually Magi, which is basically 

the same word used in the Greek New Testament: magoi. And it’s the same 

word used at several points in the Old Testament about advisors to the King 

of  Babylon. Just like our government would have a whole host of  scientists 

and experts and academics to advise them on policy matters. The courts of  

Babylon were filled with astrologers and enchanters and sorcerers who would 

help guide the King. 

That’s who these Magi are. Advisors in the court of  some foreign King. 

Ancient near-eastern scientists and experts and academics, seeking for 

knowledge and understanding. And the picture the Bible gives of  these 

characters is that they are basically secular seekers. You see this most clearly in 

the beginning of  the book of  Daniel. You know the one with the Lion’s den 

and all that.  

And in Daniel chapter 2 the King gives his advisors a basically impossible 

task. And as they try to explain to the King that they can’t do what he asks, 

they say: no one can do this “except the gods, and they do not live among 

humans.” This is their secular mindset. Yes the gods might exist, but they are far 

off  and distant, and they have little to do with life here on earth.  

In their search for truth, they are basically closed off  from the possibility that 

God has anything meaningful to say. I wonder if  that might describe you.  
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I don’t actually think there are many hardcore atheists going around. I don’t 

meet many people who are dogmatically committed to denying the existence 

of  anything beyond this world. But I think there are many people just like these 

sorts of  wise men. They might believe in some sort of  God—a supernatural 

power, or a spiritual force—but when push comes to shove, they think this 

god is closed off  to them. Too far off  to have any bearing on our search for 

meaning. “Yeh, there might be a God but he doesn’t live among humans.” 

And so when things are fine, God is not necessary to my life. When 

everything’s falling apart God is not not interested in my life. 

But somehow the appearance of  this star challenges their assumptions. It 

raises questions for them, and courageously they begin a quest to find some 

answers.  

I was reading this story with a friend a couple of  weeks ago. This friend 

moved to Australia from China a few years ago and I was saying to him that 

we don’t know where these men come from except that they are from a long 

way away in the east. And he said: maybe China! 

That’s the point! Maybe China! Maybe Australia! Maybe Iran!Maybe Canada! 

Maybe Tanzania! The wise men represent seekers from every nation. As they 

arrive on the scene they bring us with them. And their courage to undertake 

their journey is an encouragement to us to ask questions, challenge our 

assumptions and seek answers about truth and meaning and purpose. To 

look for wisdom, even in unexpected places. 
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The Star 

And so what do we make of  this star that kicks off  their quest. What is the 

significance of  this particular sign. Most simply, the star is a part of  creation, 

which points to the reality of  the Creator. It’s something in the world, which 

points to the King of  the World. Remember, these wise men are astrologers. 

The stars are their area of  expertise. And so God in his kindness uses a very 

fitting sign to reveal himself  to these men, at that time, and in that place. Of  

course, the star is a unique sign, given to mark the unique arrival of  King 

Jesus into the world. 

And yet, the Bible is full of  examples of  this kind of  revelation. As the 

creator of  all things, God can and does use any thing to make himself  

known. One song from the Old Testament exclaims that: 

The heavens declare the glory of God; 

    the skies proclaim the work of his hands.  

Day after day they pour forth speech; 

    night after night they reveal knowledge. 

Jesus himself  tells his disciples to look upon the birds of  the air, and the lilies 

of  the field, in order to learn something about the Fatherly care of  God.  

In one of  the first Christian sermons, the apostle Paul told a crowd in Athens 

that God: 

marked out their appointed times in history and the boundaries of their 

lands. God did this so that they would seek him and perhaps reach out for 

him and find him, though he is not far from any one of us. 

And so we should expect that in our appointed time, in our particular place, 

an abundance of  signs, inviting us to consider that there just could be some 

one who gives us every thing. 
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The fierce sun beating down on the beach, the white of  the waves as they 

smash against the rocks, the root systems of  trees, the smell of  peat. Music, 

books, and lovemaking; whiskey, potatoes, and butter. A fresh prawn; a 

thoughtful present, the smell of  a Christmas tree and the snap of  a Christmas 

crackers. The sound of  a cricket ball when it finds the centre of  the bat and 

is smashed for a six, the laughter of  children, the smell of  sautéing onions. 

Old men getting the giggles, children playing tip, one of  Chopin’s piano 

concertos, the scent of  a wood fire, the feel of  water.  1

Everything good and beautiful, however mundane or spectacular, is a gift 

given to us by a Giver who wants to be known. They are invitation to begin a 

journey. That like the wise men, we might seek the King, and perhaps reach 

out for him and find him.  

 This is an adapted list from Rory Shiner and Peter Orr, The World Next Door.1

6



Matthew 2:1-12 Christmas 2022

The Scriptures 

But there is a problem here. It’s an easy detail to miss in the story. Did you 

notice that the star raises the initial question, and sets of  the journey, but the 

star alone cannot help the wise men to complete their quest. Why? Because in 

the absence of  a God who comes down, the wise men assume that they must 

go up. Of  course, they think, if  we are looking for the King of  the World, 

then he must be in the palace, the centre of  power in the capital city. But on 

arrival at the palace, all they find is a disturbed King and a bit of  a dead end. 

And this is the great problem for us as well. In the absence of  a God who 

comes down, we assume that the answer to our quest for meaning and 

purpose will be found by going up. We see these signs in creation, and we 

latch onto them. Thinking that if  we can just have more of  this thing or that 

thing, then we will find what we are looking for. But like the star in the 

Christmas story, these created things are only signs: they point us in the right 

direction but they are not the final destination. 

You see this play out with our money and career and relationships and travel 

and sex and everything else. We assume that more money, or greater fame, or 

the latest gadget or the wildest experience or more earnest religiosity will 

satisfy us. We go up and up, but inevitably these created things eventually let 

us down. The problem is not that we can’t get what we desire. Rather, we find 

what we were seeking only to discover that our hearts are still restless. Like 

the wise men we come to a dead end in our quest.  

And so we need more than these general pointers to God. We need a specific 

word from God. And this is what the wise men receive. Listen again from 

verse 3: 

7



Matthew 2:1-12 Christmas 2022

When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. 

When he had called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the 

law, he asked them where the Messiah was to be born. “In Bethlehem in 

Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the prophet has written: 

 “‘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.’” 

The God of  Christianity is not a lonely, distant, impersonal God. Francis 

Schaeffer put it nicely by simply saying: He is there. He is not silent. 

This infinite God is, it turns out, intensely personal. He not only speaks in 

creation but in specific words or promise. The wise men need more than the 

star, they need the Scriptures. They need the actual words written down in the 

Hebrew Bible, to know where they must look for God’s King. 

And so God had spoken through prophets who told his people where the true 

King would be born. Not in the capital city, in the place of  power, but in 

backwater Bethlehem, on the fringes of  society among the poor.  A baby 

born to no-name parents in a no-name town. Think more Bathurst than 

Barangaroo. 

And God’s words in Scripture also tell us what kind of  King they ought to 

expect. Not paranoid self-interested Herod. But a shepherd. A king who 

would use his strength to protect his people, not oppress them. A King who 

would be gentle and tender to his sheep, healing the sick, tending to the weak, 

feeding the hungry, rescuing the lost. A King who would be struck in order 

to bring us salvation. A King who will rule over all the earth, bringing 

security and peace. This King would not Lord his power over others, but 

lower himself  in order to serve them — even to the depths of  death itself. 
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In fact, all of  God’s promises are like the individual tiles of  a mosaic. Put 

together properly they form a richly detailed portrait of  the true King. This 

King would be the very Son of  God. The God of  Heaven coming down to 

live among human beings. The infinite personal God who longs to know and 

be known by people like you and me. The God who is literally dying to share 

intimate love and relationship with the men and women and children of  his 

creation. 

And so here is the central wonder of  the Christmas story: 

Not only does God reveal himself  in creation through the star. 

Not only does God reveal himself  in writing through the Scriptures. 

No, God actually gives himself  through his Son, Jesus Christ. 

One writer says it this way: 

“Creation’s revelation can bring human beings only halfway; scriptural 

revelation has the power to bring us home — to Christ himself.” 
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The Son 

And so it is that the wise men finally make their way to the child Jesus.  They 

made it…and somehow they knew they had found what they were looking 

for! The goal of  their quest, and the very centre of  Christianity, is not 

objective moral truth, or natural law, or social justice, or lessons for living, or 

an inclusive community, or Judeo-Christian values, but a person. This 

particular person — Jesus Christ — who is God in human flesh. In Jesus we 

discover a God who is not distant, but one who draws near. The God of  all 

who becomes small. Immanuel: God with Us, in order to save us. 

And as the wise men kneel before the infant Jesus they are a model of  faith 

worthy of  our imitation. We see in Herod an antagonism to Jesus. He sees 

Jesus as a threat to his own rule and autonomy and later in chapter 2 will even 

seek to have Jesus killed.  

And we see in the chief  priests and the teachers of  the Law a total apathy 

towards Jesus. And they are the ones who have the Scriptures! They have all 

the pieces of  the puzzle but don’t put it all together. There is not even a hint 

that they follow after the magi to see if  the King has come. Just a shrug of  

the shoulders. Sadly there are plenty of  examples of  Christians and churches 

who have possession of  the Bible but also possess a cool indifference to the 

person of  Jesus. 

But the response of  these unlikely outsiders at the Nativity is what makes 

them truly wise. Not antagonism or apathy. Instead they are filled with joy, and 

their joy overflows into humble worship, and in worship they open up their 

treasures to honour Jesus as King. Their joy flows from the recognition that 

Jesus is the goal of  their quest. Their worship flows from the recognition that 

Jesus is the true King of  the World, God himself  in the flesh.  
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And the giving of  their gifts flows from the recognition that Jesus is more 

wonderful and more worthy than any of  their wealth or possessions.  

This is true Christmas wisdom: to come to Jesus and find all your hopes and 

desires finally and fully satisfied in him. Like the star in the sky, our hearts can 

can come to rest, only as they settle upon to Jesus. Like the wise men, it’s only 

in coming to Christ that we will come to the end of  our quest. As Augustine 

wrote so memorably: 

You made us with yourself as our goal, O God, and our heart is restless until 

it rests in you. 

Christmas teaches us that God is not far from any of  us. And those who seek 

him in faith will find him. And if  you find Jesus you too will be filled with joy, 

and that joy will overflow into worship, and in worship you will open up your 

treasures to honour Jesus as King. And as your heart is satisfied in Jesus, you 

will find the freedom to use all that God has given you — your money and 

possessions and career and power and influence — not for your own sake, 

but in serving God and the people around you.   

So this Christmas, I invite you to put down your phone, get away from your 

desk, and look up and out at the world around you. It will be good for you! 

But don’t just stop there. Keep looking, keep searching, keep questioning, 

have the courage to begin a quest. Look into the Bible for yourself  and hear 

the promises of  God and study the story of  Jesus. If  you have never read 

one of  the gospel accounts of  Jesus as an adult, that is a great place to start. 

And ultimately look down to that baby in the manger. Look at Jesus: the God 

of  heaven who has indeed come down to dwell among human beings. 

In the name of  the Father and of  the Son and of  the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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