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1. Grace like Water: Flows to lowest point!

2. I Spent Fathers’ Day in Jail! Shocked!

a.  Invited to preach @ P.C.I.
b.  Worship Leader greeted me: “Welcome 2 R Church! 

c.  50 of the 60 men began Worshipping!

d.  My Goal: Comfort these “Saddened Men” on F. Day

e.  Sat in back… watched & listened.

f.  JOY! ENERGY! ENTHUSIASM

g.  But: A JAIL… NO! BUT YES! > To Knees: “HELP!”
h.  We’ve ALL broken God's Laws… I’m Equally Guilty!
i.  2 months of Prep: & Unprepared! “Forgive me” Joined!
3. Fathers’ Day Became “Repentance Day”

a.  Recognition: Aware I’m > in wrong direction. Acknowledge
b.  Regret: I experience inward pain over my wrong choice.
c.  Reorienting: I turn; changing the direction in which I’m going. 
4. Matthew presents Jesus beginning ministry:

a.  4:17:”From that time Jesus began to preach and say, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.’”
b.  But Repentance requires the plowing up of our hearts
· Hosea: Plow up the hard ground of your hearts for now is the time 2 seek the LORD that He may come & shower righteousness upon U
5. Ch. 2: Goal > Jews: Recognition & Regret
a.  Recognition: “My Religion & Leaders: Bankrupt”

b.  Regret: “MY religion & Leaders are bankrupt.”

6. Matthew’s Plow will be History… of X’s Birth
a.  “Let me tell U: Messiah’s birth & our religious leaders”
b.  “And in the midst of all that… A group of Pagans.”
c.   Matthew 2:1-13 (Spurgeon: The Far-Off, Near—The Near, Far Off) 
       Jesus was born in the town of Bethlehem in Judea, during the reign of King Herod. About that time some wise men from eastern lands arrived in Jerusalem, asking, 2 "Where is the newborn king of the Jews? We have seen his star as it arose, & we have come to worship him."  

3 Herod was deeply disturbed by their question, as was all of Jerusalem.  4 He called a meeting of the leading priests and teachers of religious law. "Where did the prophets say the Messiah would be born?" he asked them.  5 "In Bethlehem," they said, "for this is what the prophet wrote:  6 'O Bethlehem of Judah, you are not just a lowly village in Judah, for a ruler will come from you who will be the shepherd for my people Israel.' " 7 Then Herod sent a private message to the wise men, asking them to come see him. At this meeting he learned the exact time when they first saw the star.  8 Then he told them, "Go to Bethlehem and search carefully for the child. And when you find him, come back and tell me so that I can go and worship him, too!"  
9After this interview the wise men went their way. Once again the star appeared to them, guiding them to Bethlehem. It went ahead of them & stopped over the place where the child was.  10 When they saw the star, they were filled with joy!  11 They entered the house where the child & his mother, Mary, were, & they fell down before him & worshiped him. Then they opened their treasure chests and gave him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  12 But when it was time to leave, they went home another way, because God had warned them in a dream not to return to Herod. 13 After the wise men were gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. "Get up & flee to Egypt with the child and his mother," the angel said. "Stay there until I tell you to return, because Herod is going to try to kill the child."  
14 That night Joseph left for Egypt with the child and Mary, his mother, 15 & they stayed there until Herod's death. This fulfilled what the Lord had spoken through the prophet: "I called my Son out of Egypt."  16 Herod was furious when he learned that the wise men had outwitted him. He sent soldiers to kill all the boys in & around Bethlehem who were two years old and under, because the wise men had told him the star first appeared to them about two years earlier.  
7. As soon as born… 

a. Spurgeon: “A stir begins as soon as Christ is born… There were 2 results from Christ’s coming, as there always will be, for this Child is not only a Savior to some, but also a stumbling block to others. His Gospel is either, “a savor of life unto life,” or else, “a savor of death unto death.”
b. All in story: Response to Messiah: Divided into 2 camps.
1. Jerusalem Camp (Near): King Herod, “All of Jerusalem,” “Leading Priests & Teachers of Religious Law”
· “Herod:” 
· Feared he’d lose throne: his place, power, influence, > Destroy him.
· Murders the “Innocents;” 2 years & under around Bethlehem

· Reminds of many other Jewish Kings in Genealogy
· “All of Jerusalem”
· All Jerusalem troubled w/ Herod. Why? New King = Herod upset. > Trouble 4 Jerusalem. Keeping peace > seeking/ worshiping Messiah.
· Pre-figures Good Friday
· “Leading Priests & Teachers of Religious Law”
· They told Herod Micah 5:2; none inquired why Herod was asking! Content to KNOW Scripture, read it & stop!! = INDIFFERENCE
· So engrossed in Temple ritual & legal discussions > completely disregarded Messiah. He meant nothing to them.

· Matthew’s Readers: “Is Jesus, Messiah? I don’t yet know. But I clearly see that my people do not want the Messiah; Jesus or another. > Rule their own hearts.  // Some too busy. Others just want peace more than truth. = Recognition
2. Seekers’ Camp (Far): “Pagan Wise Men”; “Mary & Joseph;” “Bethlehem & Nazareth”
· “Mary & Joseph” 2 simple, poor, young, radically obedient Israelites
· “Bethlehem” (Vs. Jerusalem)
· 2:5-6: "for this is what the prophet wrote:  6 'O Bethlehem of Judah, you are not just a lowly village in Judah, for a ruler will come from you who will be the shepherd for my people Israel.'
· To be associated w/ Messiah (though lowly) is to become great!
· “Pagan Wise Men”
1. Jesus’ 1st Sermon: Attempted stoning
· Lk. 4:25-7 “Certainly there were many widows in Israel who needed help in Elijah's time, when there was no rain for 3 1/2 years & hunger stalked the land. Yet Elijah was not sent to any of them. He was sent instead to a widow of Zarephath-- a foreigner in the land of Sidon. Or think of the prophet Elisha, who healed Naaman, a Syrian, rather than the many lepers in Israel who needed help." > So w/ foreign Wise Men!
2. Notice the Length of God’s Arm, to Save!
Spurgeon:: If people are not to be reached in any ordinary way, God's elect shall be brought to Him in an extraordinary way! If they are given to the study of the stars, God will write in that illuminated book which they are accustomed to read & they shall there see a new letter & learn something fresh concerning His will!

I have known the Lord meet with men in the midst of evil, in the very act of sin. We’ve known men struck down by the most amazing accidents & the most extraordinary chain of circumstances, men whom it seemed impossible to reach…
a. In the midst of their sin… Astrology! // Cults // Drugs

b. BUT GOD! Its Not supposed to happen that way!

c. As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher…
d. Bypass Israel – Go to foreigners!!  //  Bypass a church > Jails!!
e. Grace… like water… always flows to the lowest place!
8. Matthew > Readers & Us: “Get your eyes off your religion & let the former pagans teach you how to respond to Messiah.”
· At this point, some walk away! But 4 others who hear…
1.  Dependence on Religion/ Tradition/ Leaders = Death
2.  Unlike:

·  Herod… You must centrally enthrone Him
·  All Jerusalem… You Must choose Truth re. X, over the desire to avoid conflict.
·  The Jewish leaders & teachers… you must move beyond the Scriptures, to knowing the Messiah
3.  Like the Foreign Wise Men, You Must:
·  Know that God will seek & meet you, whatever your past, wherever you are, in whatever sin you are in.
·  Look for Him – somehow - to reveal Himself to you.

·  Come Promptly & Care enough, to Enquire of others!
4. Upon finding Him > Bow > WORSHIP (Matt. = God)
5. Bring/ Give Him Your very best gifts, 1 being: Repentance
·  Recognition 4U?> Regret 4U?> Reorienting 4U??
9. 2 much like Xmas? ~ About 12/25 for Matt.

·  Matthew invites readers (US) early on: take eyes off their (YOUR???) king, leaders, great city, and religion.
·  Allow some former pagan-seekers to lead them to X.
·  P. 146 in Green… “I worship You, almighty God”
Notes: Used & Unused
It was in Nazareth that Joseph settled, and it was in Nazareth that Jesus was brought up. It must not be thought that Nazareth was a little quiet backwater, quite out of touch with life and with events.

Nazareth lay in a hollow in the hills in the south of Galilee. But a lad had only to climb the hills for half the world to be at his door. He could look west and the waters of the Mediterranean, blue in the distance, would meet his eyes; and he would see the ships going out to the ends of the earth. He had only to look at the plain which skirted the coast, and he would see, slipping round the foot of the very hill on which he stood, the road from Damascus to Egypt, the land bridge to Africa. It was one of the greatest caravan routes in the world.

It was the road by which centuries before Joseph had been sold down into Egypt as a slave. It was the road that, three hundred years before, Alexander the Great and his legions had followed. It was the road by which centuries later Napoleon was to march. It was the road which in the twentieth century Allenby was to take. Sometimes it was called The Way of the South, and sometimes the Road of the Sea. On it Jesus would see all kinds of travelers from all kinds of nations on all kinds of errands, coming and going from the ends of the earth.

But there was another road. There was the road which left the sea coast at Acre or Ptolemais & went out to the East. It was the Road of the East. It went out to the eastern bounds and frontiers of the Roman Empire. Once again the cavalcade of the caravans & their silks and spices would be continually on it; and on it also the Roman legions clanked out to the frontiers. Nazareth indeed was no backwater. Jesus was brought up in a town where the ends of the earth passed the foot of the hilltop. From his boyhood days he was confronted with scenes which must have spoken to him of a world for God.

1. Themes:
a. Evil, Pride, Falseness of Religion; 
b. Heart; Grace reaching > Babylonians breaking through (astrology); 
c. Little is much (Family, 2 townlets – see Micah 5:2) when God is in it; 
d. hypocrisy; worship; rebellion; fulfillment of Scripture
2. Contrast:

a. Magi (Wise Men), Joseph, Mary, and the Child with 
b. King Herod, All of Jerusalem, Herod’s Soldiers, 

c. Magi’s pagan lands and Egypt, with Jerusalem 

d. Bethlehem and Nazareth with Jerusalem

3. Questions:

a. What is the meaning of each of the contrasted elements?

b. What are the differences between these elements and what is the meaning of these differences?

c. What is implied by these findings?

d. Why are these differences stressed?

e. What is implied by the use of this contrast?

 Tomas Horas wrote about the three R's of repentance.

1. Recognition: You become awareness you are going in the wrong direction. 

2. Regret: You acknowledge the cost of going the wrong way. 

3. Reorienting: You changing the direction you are going. 

Horas points out that a failure to repent is a failure on at least one R. People may recognize they are going the wrong way, but if they don't regret going the wrong way, they won't change. Many people recognize and regret they are going the wrong way, but never get around to reorienting themselves or changing their direction.

Changing direction is difficult. The longer you drive regularly to one particular location, the more difficult it is to remember that you really want to go somewhere else, and to change your route.

Lk. 4:25-7 “Certainly there were many widows in Israel who needed help in Elijah's time, when there was no rain for three and a half years and hunger stalked the land. Yet Elijah was not sent to any of them. He was sent instead to a widow of Zarephath-- a foreigner in the land of Sidon. Or think of the prophet Elisha, who healed Naaman, a Syrian, rather than the many lepers in Israel who needed help."
Magi: unexpected, illogical worshipers: so it was for me at jail. Does it make sense?

2:47-48 “The king answered Daniel and said, ‘Surely your God is a God of gods and a Lord of kings and a revealer of mysteries, since you have been able to reveal this mystery." Then the king promoted Daniel… and he made him ruler over the whole province of Babylon and chief prefect over all the wise men of Babylon.”

1. After Daniel interprets the King’s dream… when “Wise Men” can’t.

2. Made: chief prefect over all the wise men of Babylon.”

3. Wise Men = Magi

4. Given: Daniel was a godly Jew… Knew His Scriptures

5. In position > dispense information about O. T. to the Magi

6. Surely he did! Thus… Magi were also looking for the Messiah!

7. Num. 24:17: “A star shall come forth from Jacob; a scepter shall rise from Israel…”

           d. John MacArthur:

“In the 6th century B.C., there was a great king of the Medo- Persian Empire by the name of Darius the Great. Desiring to establish a national religion, he selected Zoroastrianism with its emphasis upon astrology, which may account for the preoccupation of the Magi with that field of study. 

So, on top of their own culture's religion was superimposed Judaism and after that, Zoroastrianism…  Within this priestly group, there were some who became committed to Zoroastrianism, some who were still committed to the ancient magian beliefs, & some who honestly believed in their hearts that the God of Daniel was the true God. 

I really believe that it was the Magi of the latter group who showed up at the birth of Christ as honest seekers of the true God.”

A French soldier who had served ably in Napoleon's army lay dying of a wound received in battle. As they probed his shattered ribs to find the fatal bullet he said, "Dig a little deeper and you will find the emperor." If we dug deeply enough, would we find Christ in our hearts? That's a question we all must ask ourselves. 

Clare Sheridan, journalist for the New York World, once interviewed Mussolini, the Italian dictator: What [she] remembered particularly was Mussolini's parting advice on what it took to succeed in life. "Above all, keep your heart a desert!" the dictator told her.

Disbelieving What You Hear 

Jesus is clear that it is dangerous for a person to close one's ears, eyes, and heart to the leadings of the Holy Spirit. In The Magician's Nephew, a novel from C. S. Lewis' Chronicles of Narnia series, Narnia is created when Aslan—the Lion who represents Jesus—sings it into being. The creation song reveals Aslan's majesty and glory. It is a grand "call to worship!" But there is one, Uncle Andrew, who refuses to hear it, and the consequences are staggering.

When the great moment came and the Beast spoke, he missed the whole point for a rather interesting reason. When the Lion had first begun singing, long ago when it was still quite dark, he had realized that the noise was a song. And he had disliked the song very much. It made him think and feel things he did not want to think and feel. 

Then, when the sun rose and he saw that the singer was a lion ("only a lion," as he said to himself) he tried his hardest to make himself believe that it wasn't singing and never had been singing—only roaring as any lion might in a zoo in our own world. "Of course it can't really have been singing," he thought, "I must have imagined it. I've been letting my nerves get out of order. Who ever heard of a lion singing?" And the longer and more beautifully the Lion sang, the harder Uncle Andrew tried to make himself believe that he could hear nothing but roaring. 

Now the trouble about trying to make yourself stupider than you really are is that you very often succeed. Uncle Andrew did. He soon did hear nothing but roaring in Aslan's song. Soon he couldn't have heard anything else even if he had wanted to. And when at last the Lion spoke and said, "Narnia awake," he didn't hear any words: he heard only a snarl. And when the Beasts spoke in answer, he heard only barkings, growlings, bayings and howlings.

Reference:   Psalm 14:1-3; Mark 4:1-25; Mark 8:14-22; Luke 11:28-36; John 9:35-41            

Citation: C. S. Lewis, The Magician's Nephew (Collier Books), pp.125-26; submitted by Eugene A Maddox, Interlachen, Florida

Words Reveal the Heart 

I am by words and actions constantly revealing the state of my heart. When we lived in a small valley town in California, I was Christmas shopping one day. It was rather late in the season, and I had to run out and get a few last minute things. At Christmas time, you know what it's like simply to find a parking spot in the jungle.

I finally spotted this old couple walking very slowly to their car. I thought, If I can follow them down the aisle and wait for them to get into their car, that parking space will be mine! So I waited patiently with my blinker on.

The couple put their gifts in the trunk, and he opened the door for his wife. I thought, There's no time for chivalry. Get in the car and go.

They pulled out slowly, and as I was ready to turn in, a beat up, old van pulled in front of me and took my space. I got out of my car and had a chat with the driver. Had my mother been there, she would have washed my mouth out with soap. I chatted so long and hard and with such interesting words that he backed out of the parking space.

I felt good initially. I thought, I'm good. I stood up for my rights. I'm pretty feisty. But then, the verse came into my head that says, "The things that come out of the mouth come from the heart, and these make a man 'unclean'" (Matthew 15:18).

The painful truth is the Bible says the condition of my heart is reflected by what comes out of my mouth and how I live my life. Many days after that I came to the conclusion I was wrong. I told God my actions and words did indeed reflect the condition of my heart, and I wasn't proud of it.

Reference:   Matthew 15:17-20; James 3:1-12   Nancy Ortberg in the sermon "Matters of the Heart

A [2006] medical study reveals just how difficult change is for people. Roughly 600,000 people have heart bypasses a year in America. These people are told after their bypasses that they must change their lifestyle. The heart bypass is a temporary fix. They must change their diet. They must quit smoking and drinking. They must exercise and reduce stress.

In essence, the doctors say, "Change or die."

You would think that a near-death experience would forever grab the attention of the patients. You would think they would vote for change. You would think the argument for change is so compelling that the patients would make the appropriate lifestyle alterations. Sadly that is not the case.

Ninety percent of the heart patients do not change. They remain the same, living the status quo. Study after study indicates that two years after heart surgery, the patients have not altered their behavior. Instead of making changes for life, they choose death.

Change is that difficult. The majority of the heart patients choose not to change. They act as if they would rather die.

The Heart of Christ 

The heart of Christ became like a reservoir in the midst of the mountains. All the tributary streams of iniquity, and every drop of the sins of his people, ran down and gathered into one vast lake, deep as hell and shoreless as eternity. All these met, as it were, in Christ's heart, and he endured them all. 
Citation: Charles Haddon Spurgeon, Christian History, no. 2

Education Won't Change the Heart 

D. L. Moody, the great American evangelist, once said, "If a man is stealing nuts and bolts from a railway track, and, in order to change him, you send him to college, at the end of his education, he will steal the whole railway track."

It is up to us to use the freedom we have been given to choose life or death. So I beg you as lovingly and tenderly as I can to be the sort of flower that breathes out a fragrance before God and for those in your care. Be a true shepherd, ready to give your life for your sheep. Correct vice and strengthen the virtuous in doing good. The failure to correct causes decay just as surely as does a gangrenous organ in the human body. Keep a watchful eye on yourself and on those in your care. Don't think it harsh to root out the thorns; the fruit will be far sweeter than the effort is bitter.


Consider God's ineffable love for your salvation; open your eyes and you see his boundless blessings and gifts. Is there a greater love than to give one's life for one's friends? How much more deserving of praise is the one who gave his life for his enemies! So let our hearts be on the defensive no longer, but let hardness be driven out and let these hearts not be stone forever. Let that binding chain be broken with which the devil so often keeps us bound. The power of holy desire, scorn for vice, and love for virtue will break all these bonds. Fall in love with virtue; its effect is the opposite of that of vice, because sin brings bitterness while virtue brings sweetness and even in this life a foretaste of the next.
Catherine of Siena

Am I a stone, and not a sheep, 

        That I can stand, O Christ, beneath Thy cross, 

         To number drop by drop Thy Blood's slow loss, 

    And yet not weep? 

    Not so those women loved 

        Who with exceeding grief lamented Thee; 

        Not so fallen Peter weeping bitterly; 

    Not so the thief was moved; 

    Not so the Sun and Moon 

        Which hid their faces in a starless sky: 

        A horror of great darkness at broad noon 

    I only I. 

    Yet give not o'er 

        But seek Thy sheep, true Shepherd of the flock; 

        Greater than Moses, turn and look once more 

    And smite a rock.

        ... Christina Rossetti (1830-1894)
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THE FAR-OFF, NEAR—THE NEAR, FAR OFF NO. 2325

INTENDED FOR READING ON LORD’S-DAY, SEPTEMBER 10, 1893.

DELIVERED BY C. H. SPURGEON, AT THE METROPOLITAN TABERNACLE, NEWINGTON,

ON LORD’S-DAY EVENING, AUGUST 11, 1889.

“Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the King, behold, there came wise men from the East to Jerusalem, saying, Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we have seen His star in the East, and have come to worship Him. When Herod the king had heard these things, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. And when he had gathered all the chief priests and scribes of the people together, he inquired of them where the Christ was to be born.” Matthew 2:1-4.

 “When Jesus was born.” A stir begins as soon as Christ is born. He has not spoken a word. He has not worked a miracle. He has not proclaimed a single doctrine, but, “when Jesus was born,” at the very first, while as yet you hear nothing but infant cries and can see nothing but infant weakness, still His influence upon the world is manifest. “When Jesus was born, there came wise men from the East,” and so on. There is Infinite Power even in an Infant Savior! When Jesus is born in the heart and there are only the feeblest impulses towards righteousness and repentance with regard to sin, He makes a stir in our whole nature. The most distant faculty feels that something wonderful has happened. When Christ is formed in us, the hope of Glory, a sacred revolution commences within us! When Christ is born in a village, a town, a city—the first sinner converted, the first open-air sermon preached—the first giving away of sacred literature makes a stir! It is wonderful how soon it begins to manifest itself. Somebody or other is affected by the fact that Christ has come! He cannot be hid! The first match struck makes a great blaze. Jesus of Nazareth is so potent a factor in the world of mind that, no sooner is He there in His utmost weakness, a new-born King, than He begins to reign!

Before He mounts the Throne, friends bring Him presents and His enemies plan His death. Oh, that the Lord Jesus might be here, tonight, if it is but as new born, in some few hearts! There will be a result from Christ’s coming, even though I preach Him very feebly—though you may say that I can only bring to you an Infant Christ—though my power of speech may fail me and I may but set Him forth in His littleness rather than in His greatness. When Christ is born, when Christ is only feebly preached, when Christ is but stammered out, a great result comes of it and His name is made glorious! [AMEN!]

There were two results from Christ’s coming, as there always will be, for this Child is not only a Savior to some, but also a stumbling block to others. His Gospel is either, “a savor of life unto life,” or else, “a savor of death unto death.” I want you, first, to notice the note of exclamation that we have in the first verse. “When Jesus was born, behold.” Ecce! Behold! There is something to look at, something good that is worth gazing upon. Behold it! Here are far-off persons who

come very near. Wise men from the East come and worship the Infant Christ! But there is something to which there is no “behold” put, yet it is sorrowfully worth considering. Here are near ones who are far-off—Herod, the inhabitants of Jerusalem, the chief priests and the scribes. They are as far from Christ as if He had been born in the distant East, while they who lived in the far country came as near to Him as if they, themselves, had dwelt at Bethlehem! So I have these two

things to talk about, tonight—first, the extraordinary fact that many far-off ones are brought near, and the sad but almost equally extraordinary fact that many who are apparently very near never really come near to Jesus.

I. To begin, then, at the beginning. THERE ARE FAR-OFF ONES BROUGHT NEAR. 
You cannot see, as I do, so many persons brought to Christ without often wondering why they were brought. I have often seen the last first and the first last—people of whose conversion I would hardly have dreamed become converted, while other persons, for whom I have hoped and over whom I have prayed, remain unconverted!

It is very delightful, as well as very amazing, to notice the strange way in which the Grace of God singles out men, and the marvelous measures which the God of Grace uses to bring these men to the feet of Jesus. Well now, first, these people were wise men, magi, students of astronomy, learned in the lore of the ancients. Their philosophy was not a very true one—it was about as true as modern philosophy—which is not saying much. They believed very absurd things, these magi, almost as absurd as the scientists of the present day, perhaps not quite as ridiculous, for science has grown in absurdity, especially of late—but these men were professors of the philosophy of the period.

They were the wise men…But here the Infinite Sovereignty of God calls these wise men first! No, I must not say first, for the shepherds came first—but next to the shepherds, the Lord calls these wise men from the distant East. It has been truly remarked that the shepherds did not

miss their way—they came to Christ at once, while the wise men, even with a star to guide them, yet missed their way and went to Jerusalem instead of to Bethlehem—and enquired at the palace of Herod instead of at the stable where the Christ was born. However, they did come to Christ, even if they did come in a roundabout way and make a blunder or two!

Here was the wonder, that they did come, and if I address myself, tonight, as I would do most respectfully, to any here who excel in human wisdom, how I wish they would join Divinity to their humanities! And if they know much, yet I long that with all their knowledge they would know Christ—and with all their getting that they would get understanding, for the science of Christ Crucified is the most excellent of all the sciences! It is the central one round which every true

science will revolve in its proper place. And happy is the man whose solar system of knowledge has Christ in the very center of it. Still, if it is so, I shall not cease to wonder and bless God that He has, again, brought wise men, like Saul of Tarsus, and like these wise men from the East, to worship this new-born Savior!

Notice, also, that these men were not only wise men, which is one cause of our wonder that they sought Christ, but they lived far away in the East. We do not know the distance they had traveled, but it does not matter—it was a long way and probably a very difficult journey—in those days, at any rate. It did not seem likely, when this Child was born at Bethlehem, that worshippers should come outside of Judea, or that they should come from distant regions unknown to the Jews, themselves, yet God, in His mercy, called these men from the farthest East. Oh, that His love would light on some, tonight, who are strangers and foreigners, aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, perhaps without God and without hope in the world! May His Grace call such! What a mass of people we are, and what odd people there must be here, whom none of us could describe!

After this morning’s sermon, [somebody told me that, had I known the story of one of my hearers, I would not have dared to describe him as correctly as I did. Happily I did not know that hearer—I am glad that I did not—my message should come all the more distinctly as a voice from God to him because it did so accurately describe him! But I will breathe this prayer, that somebody here, who is a stranger, even, to the very form of religion, someone who has never been in this

house before, or in any other place of Christian worship, may be called by the mighty voice of God, attracted by the irresistible charms of Christ and may come and believe in the Incarnate God who took our flesh at Bethlehem, that He might bear our sin and bear us up to the Throne of God with Himself! Here was the double wonder, then, about the magi coming to Christ—they were unlikely men from an unlikely place. As we think of them, we are constrained to say, as we have often sung—

“How sweet and awful is the place,

With Christ within the doors,

While everlasting love displays

The choicest of her stores.

Pity the nations, O our God!

Constrain the earth to come!

Send Your victorious Word abroad,

And bring the strangers home.”

And they were singularly guided, were they not? They were watching the midnight skies and they spied a strange star. According to astronomers, there was probably a conjunction of two planets about that date. When two planets were in conjunction in 1640, or about that date, it was said that such a conjunction must have taken place at about the time when Christ was born and that the wise men may have thought it was a new star. I do not, however, think that that can

have been the case. It was probably not simply a star, but a marked appearance which moved through the heavens. Well now, it was a strange thing that they should see this star and more strange, still, that seeing it, they should put this and that together, and by their astrology, for, perhaps, it was nothing better, infer that some wondrous personage was born away there in Judea and they must needs go forth to find Him. They may have heard of the famous prophecy of Balaam; there might have been traditions in their country that the Coming Man was to be born in Judea. All that may have been, I do not know, but this I know—God miraculously sent this star. If men are not to be reached in any ordinary way, God's elect shall be brought to Him in an extraordinary way! If they are given to the study of the stars, God will write in that illuminated book which they are accustomed to read and they shall there see a new letter and learn something fresh concerning His will!

I have known the Lord meet with men in the midst of evil, in the very act of sin. We have known men struck down by the most amazing accidents and the most extraordinary chain of circumstances, men whom it seemed impossible to reach.

Beloved, no man is beyond the reach of God! He has ways and means of enlightening the understanding, awakening the conscience and renewing the heart, of which we know but little. “Remember that Omnipotence has servants everywhere”— in the Heaven above and in the earth beneath—and in the waters under the earth! He has means of getting at the hearts of men and He will do it. If it cannot be done anyway else, He will make new stars. I was about to say, He will make new heavens and a new earth, but He will call His own. When Christ is born, the wise men from the East must come, and a star shall be sent to guide them. Perhaps, by some remarkable circumstances, you, my Friend, are here tonight.

It was very unlikely that you should be here, but you have come into the Tabernacle that the Grace of God may arrest you, that the hand of Eternal Love may be laid upon your shoulder and that you may be taken prisoner for Christ, henceforth to be His servant and His, alone!

It is worth noticing, again, that these men earnestly enquired. Having once seen the star, they hurried off, no matter how long the journey, to find the new-born King, and they asked everybody to tell them the way to Him. They even went to the court of Herod to ask the way to find Christ! A man must have a deal of curiosity when he puts his head between the jaws of such a lion as Herod in order to find what he wants to know! I wish that God would stir up that kind of curiosity and enquiry in many men’s minds. The general way, now, is to put off the Truth of God with a huff, to suppose that it is not worth looking into. But the claims of the eternal Son of God, the claims of His Grace and of His Throne ought not to be treated so. May God give back to the people a spirit of enquiry into the things of God, so that they may not be as indifferent as the masses of our fellow citizens now are! May they begin to question and say, “Which is the way to Heaven? Who is this Christ? What is the plan of salvation?” If it is so, we shall soon have cause enough for joy and we

shall praise the Sovereign Grace of God!

Being enquirers, these men were singularly unprejudiced. They said, “Where is He that is born King of the Jews?” “Jews?” Who cared for Jews? Even in those days, Jews were the subject of contempt, for they had aforetime been carried captive into the East. Although they are the very aristocracy of God, His chosen people, yet the nations looked down upon the Jews. Judah was a little paltry territory, insignificant and small, and many asked with Sanballat, “What are these feeble Jews?” But here are men from a great empire, like Persia or Media, asking about the King of the Jews! Surely there are still some candid men about, some who will enquire after Christ, even though they have to ask of Methodists, and Baptists, and the like! Oh, that men could break through the foolish shell of prejudice to enquire if these things are, indeed, so! The time was when the very word, “Evangelical,” had a kind of contempt affixed to it. I am not sure that that time has quite yet passed. Yet, whatever others may say or do, let none of us be swayed by prejudice or disdain, but let us search and see whether these things are so.

And note again, that these men, being candid enquirers, were wonderfully prompt—“When Jesus was born, there came wise men from the East.” Well now, I think that it would naturally strike you that if a man were born a king, there would be time enough to pay him homage when he grew up! To bring gold and frankincense, and myrrh, to a baby, does not always commend itself to wise men! Let us see the child become a youth and the youth become a man—then we may take this long journey to find His Royal Highness. But, no, when the King was born, the wise men came to Him! They must have started to find Him long before. I would that the Lord might put into the hearts of men, today, something like this energy and promptness about Divine things! If God was really Incarnate. If He did come here in human form, oh, come, let us go and find Him! Let us bow at His shrine and worship at His feet! Did He really die and die for guilty men?

Did He, in their place, bear the penalty of their sin? Come, let us seek this “Lamb of God, which takes away the sin of the world,” and let us seek Him before another sun has risen!

And then see, dear Friends, how supremely obedient they were, how entirely surrendered to the Divine impulse that moved them, for they hastened to do what they were told to do and rejoiced as they bowed low before the new-born Child, worshipping and adoring Him. They were also abundantly generous with their offerings. They brought the best that they could find—gold, and frankincense, and myrrh—and they spread the royal gifts before the royal Child. Lord, send us converts like these wise men! Send us men and women, in great multitudes, who will cheerfully obey, who will find a delight in worshipping Christ, in paying Him homage, giving to His service and in giving themselves to Him!

Thus I have tried to show you what the Sovereign Grace of God did when Christ was born. May the Lord, in His mercy, do the same to many here! Oh, how often has it happened that when I least know it, I was preaching to one who would become, afterwards, one of our best helpers, one of our most earnest Brothers, one of our most fervent Sisters! I hope that I am speaking to some such tonight—utter strangers as yet, who will be brought into this Church, or into some other Church of Jesus Christ—and become not a whit behind the very chief of the Apostles, though as yet they are not numbered with the household of faith!

II. But now, in the second place, I have a sad task. The other was a glad task, but now I have the sad task of noticing THE NEAR ONES FAR OFF.

Here, first, we read that many were troubled about Christ. He was but newly born and yet He troubled them. Herod was troubled and all Jerusalem was troubled with him. It is an unusual thing to hear of a king troubled by a baby! Proud Herod, the fire-eater, troubled by a Babe in swaddling bands, lying in a manger? Ah me! How little is the real greatness of wickedness—and how small a power of goodness may bring it grief! Herod was troubled and all Jerusalem with Him.

So, when some people hear the Gospel, and find that it has power in it, they are troubled. Herod was troubled because he feared that he should lose his throne. He thought that the house of David, in the Person of the newborn Child, would take possession of his throne, so he trembled and was troubled. How many there are who think that if religion is true, they will lose by it! Business will suffer. There are some businesses that ought to suffer and as true godliness spreads, they will suffer. I need not indicate them, but those who are engaged in them usually feel that they had better cry out, “Great is Diana of the Ephesians,” for they get their living by making and selling her shrines—and if their shrines are in danger and their craft is in danger—then they are troubled. There are such. I have known men who have been leaders in sin, ringleaders in sin, and they have thought that they would lose some of their followers through Christ’s coming, so they have been troubled.

But all Jerusalem was troubled with Herod. Why was that? It was most probably because they thought there would be contention. If there was a new King born, there would be a fight between Him and Herod, and there would be trouble for Jerusalem. So there are some men who say, “Do not bring that religion here! It makes such contention. One believes this, and one believes that, and another believes nothing at all. We shall have trouble in the family if we get religion into it.” Yes, you will—that is acknowledged in the Scriptures—for our Lord came to bring fire on the earth. He has come with a sword in His hand, on purpose, to fight against everything that is evil—and there will be contention. I do not wonder that the great lovers of ease are troubled!

But the fact is that many are troubled because the Gospel interferes with their sin. “If I become a Christian, I cannot live as I have been accustomed to live,” says one, “so I will not believe the Gospel.” The great argument against the Bible is an ungodly life. If you probe to the bottom of the matter, some sinful pleasure is the reason of many a man’s infidelity. There is a practical reason against his repenting—he cannot give up his darling sin—he will not give it up, so he is troubled when Christ comes near. It is a terrible thing to cling to sin. That Spartan boy who caught a young fox and carried it in his bosom and then, lest the schoolmaster should see it, and chastise him, allowed the fox to go on eating into his flesh till it ate into his heart, is like you. You are hugging this fox, this wolf, this asp to your bosom all the while we are preaching to you! What comfort can we give you? Quit your sin, or quit all hope! Will you have your sin and go to Hell, or will you leave your sin and go to Heaven? You cannot have Christ and sin—the two are diametrically opposed. I will not mention what your sin may be. Let your own conscience tell you that. You cannot continue in the practice of any known sin, willfully and deliberately, and yet find any comfort from the Word of God, or from the Gospel! There must be, in your heart’s intent and resolve, the quitting of sin, or there cannot be the finding of the Savior!

I have told you, before, of the two Highlanders who wanted to row across a certain inlet on one occasion. They had been largely helping themselves to whisky before they got into the boat, but they began to row and they kept on rowing, but they made no progress. They could not understand how it was that, with all their rowing, they stayed in the same position till one said, “Sandy, did you pull the anchor up?” No, he had never pulled the anchor up, so there they were, with the anchor down and pulling away to no purpose! You must have that anchor up, young man, whether it is drink, or lust, or gambling, or pilfering. You are a fool if you pretend to row when you know that the anchor is still sticking in the mud!

Oftentimes, when a man is troubled about religion, he says, “If I become a Christian, I shall have to give up my pleasure.” Not that true religion requires us to give up anything which is real pleasure or, if it makes us give up what affords us pleasure, now, it changes our tastes so that it would no longer be a pleasure we could indulge. True religion gives us new pleasures—it takes away our halfpence and it gives us golden coin instead! It does better than that, but I cannot employ a figure good enough to describe the change! True religion never was designed to make our pleasures less and it does not make them less. But still some think that it will do so and, hence their trouble. You would be astonished if you knew why some men oppose true religion. The wife will not go to a place of worship. There shall not be a Bible in the house. They will not have their boy attending a Chapel where there is a Prayer Meeting, or they will not allow the master where he is apprenticed, to take the boy with him to the House of God. Men say and do all sorts of strange things when they are troubled by Christ—and it is not because they have any real ground for their perplexity. They are troubled about Christ very much for the same reason that Herod and Jerusalem were troubled about Him, certainly for no better reason.

Well now, this is very sad, that the Gospel, which is meant to be good news to men, should trouble them! That the heavenly offer of Free Grace should trouble them. That to have Heaven’s gate widely open before them should trouble them. That to be asked to wash themselves or to be washed in the blood of Christ should trouble them. Troubled by Infinite Mercy! Troubled by Almighty Love! Yet such is the depravity of human nature that to many who hear the Gospel

every day, it is still nothing but a trouble to them.

Now there is another case here. It is the same man in another character. There is one who plays the hypocrite. “Yes,” he says, “there is one who is born King of the Jews. Will you wise men kindly tell me all about it? You say you saw a star? When did the star appear? Be very particular. Did you take note of its movements? You say you saw it, and you saw it, and you saw it? What time in the evening was it first visible? What day of the month did it appear?” Herod is very particular in getting all the information that he can about that star. And now he sends for the doctors of divinity, and the scribes, and the priests, and he says, “When ought this Messiah that you talk about to be born, and where ought He to be born? Tell me.” Herod, you see, is a wonderful disciple, is he not? He is sitting at the feet of the doctors. He is willing to be instructed by the magi and then he finishes up by saying to the wise men, “Go now. You go and worship the newborn King. You are quite right to have come all this distance to worship this Child. Be particular, too, to take notes as to where you find Him and then come and tell me about Him, that I, also, may go and worship Him.”

So we always find that where Christ is, there is a Judas somewhere about. If the Gospel comes to any place, there are a certain number of persons who say, “Oh, yes, yes, yes, we shall attend that place!” I know a certain town where there is one true preacher of the Gospel, who has won many to Christ—but there are a great many who go there who know nothing at all about Christ. Of course they go to what is called, “The Tabernacle,” in that place, because it is the right place to attend! I know a town where there is one Church in which Evangelical Doctrine is preached, and the good people all used to go to, “St. Peter’s.” It was a kind of patent of respectability to have a pew at St. Peter’s because good Evangelical Doctrine was preached there! Well now, that is just how it is with some persons nowadays. A certain number of people would think that all was wrong with them if they did not hear sound Doctrine, but all the while they have made up their minds that sound Doctrine shall never change their lives and shall never affect their inward character! They are hypocrites—just as this man, Herod, was! They will not have Christ to reign over them! They do not mind hearing about Him. They do not mind acknowledging, to a certain extent, His rights, but they will not yield allegiance to Him—they will not practically submit to His rule and become believers in Him. Am I not speaking to some such, tonight? I know

that I am! Dear Friends, do not stay in that state, I pray you! You do not wish to be called a hypocrite—well then, if you cannot bear to be called by that name, do not be such a character. Be true! Come to Christ, bow at His feet, accept Him as your Lord, trust Him to save you and then rejoice in Him as your Savior and King!

But there were other characters beside the hypocrite who were troubled and they wore the men who displayed their learning. These were the scribes and the chief priests who looked in their Bibles and turned up that passage of the Prophet which said where Jesus was to be born. Now, I like these people for looking up their Bibles and studying the Scriptures—but what I do not like in them is that while they told Herod that Christ was to be born at Bethlehem, none of them said that they would go to Bethlehem and worship Him! Not a living soul of them, not a scribe or a chief priest said, “If this is the Messiah, who was to be born at Bethlehem—and this remarkable star makes us believe that it is even so—we will go with the wise men and worship Him.” No, not they! They were quite content to have the Sacred Roll and read it and know all about the Truth of God, and yet to leave it there! I used to know, in my youth, certain very sound Calvinistic Brothers. I fancy that they were a little too sound, certainly sixteen ounces to the pound with an ounce or two of bone thrown in and, after they had had a glass or two of beer, they could talk over Scripture better than they could before. I think that the most of those people sleep in the dust. I hope that the whole tribe will—I mean those who live only upon talking sound Doctrine without feeling the power of it. But nowadays I meet people “mighty in the Scriptures,” yes, and very keen, too, upon Doctrine, who— “Could a hair divide Betwixt the west and northwest side,” as regards points of Divinity, but as to charity to the poor, as to visiting the needy, as to caring for the souls of men, as to holy living and as to prevalence in prayer with God, they are nowhere at all! I pray you to dread a religion which is all in the Book! You must have it in the heart—you must have it in the life—or else this Child that was born at Bethlehem will only affect you so far that you turn over the Books of Scripture, and that is an end of the matter so far as you are concerned.

Yes, yes, yes, know your Bible, that is good! But practice what your Bible tells you, for that is better! Yes, yes, yes, understand the Doctrines of Grace, be clear upon them—but love them, live them—for that is far better. Yes, yes, yes, be a sound Divine, but let us see a holy humanity about you as well. God grant that it may be so! Otherwise, I tell you, your book-learning will still leave you an enemy of Christ!

The saddest point is that none of these people sought Christ—not Herod with his hypocrisy, nor Jerusalem with its troubles, nor the scribes and priests with their ancient knowledge—none of them sought Christ! May God grant that no hearer of mine may be on that black list! Oh, may we all seek Jesus! May we all find Him! May we find Him tonight! We shall seek and find Him if we really felt in our hearts that hymn that we sang just before the sermon—

“I need You, precious Jesus!

For I am full of sin.

My soul is dark and guilty,

My heart is dead within.

I need the cleansing fountain,

Where I can always flee,

The blood of Christ most precious,

The sinner’s perfect plea.”

There are two prayers with which I wish to close my discourse. One is, “Lord, bring the far-off ones near tonight!” May I beg the thousands of Israel present, tonight, to pray that prayer? You cannot tell for whom you are praying, but you need not know. There may be persons here who are as far from God as they can be. To them I give this text, the word of our exalted Savior and Lord, “Look unto Me, and be you saved, all the ends of the earth; for I am God, and there is none else.” Look, look, look, look!
Sinner, look unto Him and be saved!—

“There is life for a look at the crucified One,

There is life at this moment for you.”

“For you.” “For you.” Then look! Look now and find it to be so!—

“There is life at this moment for you.”

The other prayer, & I ask my Brothers & Sisters here who have power in prayer to pray it, is,
“Lord, bring the near ones really near—
these many who are always in this House
and yet not in Christ!”
No, I must not say these “many”—I mean these few—for there are now few who are in that condition. Lord, bring them in! One came the other Monday and said, “I am one of the few. I have been attending the Tabernacle for many years and yet I have never told you that I have found the Savior.” And he came to confess his Master. There are still some few of that sort. Lord, bring them all in! You who are always hearers only, remember that text, “Many shall come from the east and west, and shall sit down with Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the Kingdom of Heaven. But the children of the Kingdom”—that is, you people who have heard the Gospel ever since you were children—“the children of the Kingdom shall be cast out.” Pushed aside—“cast out into outer darkness. There shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” Pray that it may not be so with one single hearer of mine tonight, for Jesus Christ’s sake. Amen.

EXPOSITION BY C. H. SPURGEON. MATTHEW 2:1-12.

Verses 1, 2. Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, there came wise men from the East to Jerusalem, saying, Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we have seen His star in the East, and have come to worship Him. Observe here that when the Son of God was born into the world, it was in a very lowly village, the village of Bethlehem. Very naturally, the wise men supposed that “the King of the Jews” would be born in the palace, in the metropolis of the country, at Jerusalem. But it pleased the Lord that everything about Christ’s birth should have the stamp of lowliness, that the poorest and humblest of men might understand that Christ took not upon Him the nature of princes, but the nature of men—not of the great ones of the earth, but of our common humanity. Hence Jesus was born of a lowly virgin and was but roughly cradled in a manger, and the village chosen as the place of His birth was Bethlehem, well-named the, “house of bread,” for it is there that the Bread of our souls is found.

The Holy Child Jesus was born “in the days of Herod the king.” The last spark of sovereignty was just dying out. Herod, an alien, held the kingdom under the Roman Empire. Did not old Jacob’s prophecy say, “The scepter shall not depart from Judah, nor a lawgiver from between his feet, until Shiloh comes”? Therefore is it expressly mentioned that Jesus was born “in the days of Herod the king.” We must also remember that although our Lord’s birth is full of every circumstance of humiliation, it has a wondrous glory about it. The Magi, probably from Persia—“wise men,” philosophers and theologians—heard in far-off lands of His fame and a star led them to His feet. “There came wise men from the East.” They supposed that the birth of Christ would be well known among the Jews and be a common theme of conversation. So, when they reached Jerusalem, they enquired, “Where is He who has been born King of the Jews?” Ah, when the heart is awakened to the love of Christ, it often dreams that everybody else feels an equal interest in Him, but it is not so!

The world is dead and cold to Christ and men look astonished when we ask the question, “Where is He? We have seen His star in the East and have come to worship Him.” These wise men were not Unitarians who disbelieved the Deity of Christ. It has been said by some that they only meant that they came to pay Him the homage of a king. Then why did they not worship Herod, and why did Herod say that he wished to worship Him? It will not do, the thought is not to be endured for a single moment! The magi believed that He who was born King of the Jews was more than a human being—and they had come to worship him.

3. When Herod the king had heard these things, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. The wise men brought the best news that ever was told and yet it troubled people! Does the Gospel trouble you, my Friend? Then I am afraid you must be of Herod’s kith and kin. It is an ill sign of a man’s heart when that which is for the good of all men becomes a trouble to him! It is an ill stomach that turns good meat to poison. I suppose “all Jerusalem” was troubled with Herod

because they knew that whenever this gloomy tyrant had a fit upon him, he was sure to draw blood somewhere— therefore they were troubled with him.

4. And when he had gathered all the chief priests and scribes of the people together, he inquired of them where Christ was to be born. Think of this vile wretch taking to studying his Bible! Yet there are some who still do the same. Reckoning that gain is godliness and, therefore, turning godliness into gain for sinister motives, they would be religious and wish to be instructed in the Truths of the Bible. Such was Herod—so he gathered all the chief priests and scribes together and inquired of them where Christ was to be born.

5, 6. And they said unto him, In Bethlehem of Judea: for thus it is written by the Prophet, And you Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are not the least among the princes of Judah: for out of you shall come a Governor that shall rule My people Israel. Now, you see, what Herod did with an ill design was overruled for good, for thus we know on the highest authority that Christ was born at Bethlehem! The chief priests and scribes, great students of the Law of God, when they were

assembled in the presence of Herod, declared that, according to prophecy, Christ was to be born in Bethlehem.

7, 8. Then Herod, when he had privately called the wise men, enquired of them diligently what time the star appeared. And he sent them to Bethlehem, and said, Go and search diligently for the young Child; and when you have found Him, bring me word, again, that I may come and worship Him also. Covering his bloody design with the pretense of reverence. There is never a worse sin in the world than that which a man covers over with the cloak of religion! Let us always beware of falling into this evil.

9, 10. When they had heard the king, they departed and, lo, the star, which they saw in the East, went before them, till it came and stood over where the young Child was. When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceedingly great joy. You see, the light of the star was taken from them for a time, just as sometimes the delightful Presence of God is withdrawn from His people. Then, Beloved, you walk by faith, alone, and not by sight, as these men did. But oh, when the Light of God comes back, again—when, after hearing all the chattering of false priests and scribes, and all the talk of Herod the great one, they see the star again—how glad they are! When God sends to His people clear shinings after rain—the brightness of His Presence, after a time of gloom—then is it with them its it was with the wise men, “they rejoiced with exceedingly great joy.”

11. And when they were come into the house, they saw the young Child with Mary, His mother, and fell down and worshipped Him. The old Reformers used to say, “Here is a bone that sticks in the throat of the Romanists and they can neither get it up nor down, for it does not say, ‘They saw Mary and the young Child.’ The young Child is put first—they came to see Him—and it does not say that ‘they fell down and worshipped them.’ If ever there was an opportunity for Mariolatry, surely this was the one—when the Child was, as yet, newly-born and depended so much upon His mother. Why did not the magi say, ‘Ave Maria!’ and commence at once their Mariolatry?” Yes, but these were wise men—they were not priests from Rome, otherwise they might have done it.

11. And when they had opened their treasures, they presented unto Him gifts of gold, and frankincense, and myrrh. The best they had! Presents fit for a King—offered as the tribute of the country from which they came—gold, and frankincense, and myrrh being found in the East. It is well to bring to Christ the best we have, and the best of the best—“gold, and frankincense, & myrrh.”

12. And being warned of God in a dream that they should not return to Herod, they departed to their own country another way.

#Matt 2:1,2

When Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judaea, in the days of Herod the King, behold there came to Jerusalem wise men from the East. "Where," they said, "is the newly born King of the Jews? For we have seen his star in its rising and we have come to worship him."

It was in Bethlehem that Jesus was born. Bethlehem was quite a little town six miles to the south of Jerusalem. In the olden

days it had been called Ephrath or Ephratah. The name Bethlehem means The House of Bread, and Bethlehem stood in a

fertile countryside, which made its name a fitting name. It stood high up on a gray limestone ridge more than two thousand

five hundred feet in height. The ridge had a summit at each end, and a hollow like a saddle between them. So, from its

position, Bethlehem looked like a town set in an amphitheater of hills.

Bethlehem had a long history. It was there that Jacob had buried Rachel, and had set up a pillar of memory beside her grave

(#Gene 48:7 ,#Gene 35:20 ). It was there that Ruth had lived when she married Boaz (#Ruth 1:22 ), and from Bethlehem

Ruth could see the land of Moab, her native land, across the Jordan valley. But above all Bethlehem was the home and the

city of David (#1Sam 16:1; #1Sam 17:12; #1Sam 20:6 ); and it was for the water of the well of Bethlehem that David

longed when he was a hunted fugitive upon the hills (#2Sam 23:14,15 ).

In later days we read that Rehoboam fortified the town of Bethlehem (#2Chr 11:6). But in the history of Israel, and in the

minds of the people, Bethlehem was uniquely the city of David. It was from the line of David that God was to send the great

deliverer of his people. As the prophet Micah had it: "O Bethlehem Ephratah, who are little to be among the clans of Judah,

from you shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel, whose origin is from old, from ancient days" (#Mica 5:2 ).

It was in Bethlehem, David's city, that the Jews expected great David's greater Son to be born; it was there that they

expected God's Anointed One to come into the world. And it was so.

The picture of the stable and the manger as the birthplace of Jesus is a picture indelibly etched in our minds; but it may well

be that that picture is not altogether correct. Justin Martyr, one of the greatest of the early fathers, who lived about A.D. 150,

and who came from the district near Bethlehem, tells us that Jesus was born in a cave near the village of Bethlehem (Justin

Martyr: Dialogue with Trypho, 78, 304); and it may well be that Justin's information is correct. The houses in Bethlehem

are built on the slope of the limestone ridge; and it is very common for them to have a cave-like stable hollowed out in the

limestone rock below the house itself; and very likely it was in such a cave-stable that Jesus was born.

To this day such a cave is shown in Bethlehem as the birthplace of Jesus and above it the Church of the Nativity has been

built. For very long that cave has been shown as the birthplace of Jesus. It was so in the days of the Roman Emperor,

Hadrian, for Hadrian, in a deliberate attempt to desecrate the place, erected a shrine to the heathen god Adonis above it.

When the Roman Empire became Christian, early in the fourth century, the first Christian Emperor, Constantine, built a great

church there, and that church, much altered and often restored, still stands.

H. V. Morton tells how he visited the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem. He came to a great wall, and in the wall there

was a door so low that he had to stoop to enter it; and through the door, and on the other side of the wall, there was the

church. Beneath the high altar of the church is the cave, and when the pilgrim descends into it he finds a little cavern about

fourteen yards long and four yards wide, lit by silver lamps. In the floor there is a star, and round it a Latin inscription:

"Here Jesus Christ was born of the Virgin Mary."

When the Lord of Glory came to this earth, he was born in a cave where men sheltered the beasts. The cave in the Church of

the Nativity in Bethlehem may be that same cave, or it may not be. That we will never know for certain. But there is

something beautiful in the symbolism that the church where the cave is has a door so low that all must stoop to enter. It is

supremely fitting that every man should approach the infant Jesus upon his knees.

When Jesus was born in Bethlehem there came to do him homage wise men from the East. The name given to these men is

Magi, and that is a word which is difficult to translate. Herodotus (1:101, 132 ) has certain information about the Magi. He

says that they were originally a Median tribe. The Medes were part of the Empire of the Persians. They tried to overthrow

the Persians and substitute the power of the Medes. The attempt failed. From that time the Magi ceased to have any

ambitions for power or prestige, and became a tribe of priests. They became in Persia almost exactly what the Levites were

in Israel. They became the teachers and instructors of the Persian kings. In Persia no sacrifice could be offered unless one of

the Magi was present. They became men of holiness and wisdom.

These Magi were men who were skilled in philosophy, medicine and natural science. They were soothsayers and

interpreters of dreams. In later times the word Magus developed a much lower meaning, and came to mean little more than a

fortune-teller, a sorcerer, a magician, and an charlatan. Such was Elymas, the sorcerer (#Acts 13:6,8 ), and Simon who is

commonly called Simon Magus (#Acts 8:9,11 ). But at their best the Magi were good and holy men, who sought for truth.

In those ancient days all men believed in astrology. They believed that they could foretell the future from the stars, and they

believed that a man's destiny was settled by the star under which he was born. It is not difficult to see how that belief arose.

The stars pursue their unvarying courses; they represent the order of the universe. If then there suddenly appeared some

brilliant star, if the unvarying order of the heavens was broken by some special phenomenon, it did look as if God was

breaking into his own order, and announcing some special thing.

We do not know what brilliant star those ancient Magi saw. Many suggestions have been made. About 11 B.C. Halley's

comet was visible shooting brilliantly across the skies. About 7 B.C. there was a brilliant conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter.

In the years 5 to 2 B.C. there was an unusual astronomical phenomenon. In those years, on the first day of the Egyptian

month, Mesori, Sirius, the dog star, rose heliacally, that is at sunrise, and shone with extraordinary brilliance. Now the name

Mesori means the birth of a prince, and to those ancient astrologers such a star would undoubtedly mean the birth of some

great king. We cannot tell what star the Magi saw; but it was their profession to watch the heavens, and some heavenly

brilliance spoke to them of the entry of a king into the world.

It may seem to us extraordinary that those men should set out from the East to find a king, but the strange thing is that, just

about the time Jesus was born, there was in the world a strange feeling of expectation of the coming of a king. Even the

Roman historians knew about this. Not so very much later than this Suetonius could write, "There had spread over all the

Orient an old and established belief, that it was fated at that time for men coming from Judea to rule the world" (Suetonius:

Life of Vespasian, 4:5). Tacitus tells of the same belief that "there was a firm persuasion...that at this very time the East was

to grow powerful, and rulers coming from Judea were to acquire universal empire" (Tacitus: Histories, 5:13). The Jews

had the belief that "about that time one from their country should become governor of the habitable earth" (Josephus: Wa

rs of the Jews, 6:5,4). At a slightly later time we find Tiridates, King of Armenia, visiting Nero at Rome with his Magi

along with him (Suetonius: Life of Nero, 13:1). We find the Magi in Athens sacrificing to the memory of Plato (Seneca:

Epistles, 58:31). Almost at the same time as Jesus was born we find Augustus, the Roman Emperor, being hailed as the

Savior of the World, and Virgil, the Roman poet, writing his Fourth Eclogue, which is known as the Messianic Eclogue,

about the golden days to come.

There is not the slightest need to think that the story of the coming of the Magi to the cradle of Christ is only a lovely legend.

It is exactly the kind of thing that could easily have happened in that ancient world. When Jesus Christ came the world was

in an eagerness of expectation. Men were waiting for God and the desire for God was not in their hearts. They had

discovered that they could not build the golden age without God. It was to a waiting world that Jesus came; and, when he

came, the ends of the earth were gathered at his cradle. It was the first sign and symbol of the world conquest of Christ.

#Matt 2:3-9 

When Herod the king heard of this he was disturbed, and so was all Jerusalem with him. So he collected all the chief priests

and scribes of the people, and asked them where the Anointed One of God was to be born. They said to him, "In Bethlehem

in Judaea. For so it stands written through the prophets, 'And you Bethlehem, land of Judah, are by no means the least among the leaders of Judah. For there shall come forth from you the leader, who will be a shepherd to my people Israel.'" Then Herod secretly summoned the wise men, and carefully questioned them about the time when the star appeared. He sent them to Bethlehem. "Go," he said, "and make every effort to find out about the little child. And, when you have found him, send news to me, that I, too, may come and worship him." When they had listened to the king they went on their way.

It came to the ears of Herod that the wise men had come from the East, and that they were searching for the little child who had been born to be King of the Jews. Any king would have been worried at the report that a child had been born who was to occupy his throne. But Herod was doubly disturbed.

Herod was half Jew and half Idumean. There was Edomite blood in his veins. He had made himself useful to the Romans in the wars and civil wars of Palestine, and they trusted him. He had been appointed governor in 47` B.C.; in 40 B.C. he had received the title of king; and he was to reign until 4` B.C. He had wielded power for long. He was called Herod the Great, and in many ways he deserved the title. He was the only ruler of Palestine who ever succeeded in keeping the peace and in bringing order into disorder. He was a great builder; he was indeed the builder of the Temple in Jerusalem. he could be generous. In times of difficulty he remitted the taxes to make things easier for the people; and in the famine of 25 B.C. he had actually melted down his own gold plate to buy corn for the starving people.

But Herod had one terrible flaw in his character. He was almost insanely suspicious. He had always been suspicious, and

the older he became the more suspicious he grew, until, in his old age, he was, as someone said, "a murderous old man." If

he suspected anyone as a rival to his power, that person was promptly eliminated. He murdered his wife Mariamne and her

mother Alexandra. His eldest son, Antipater, and two other sons, Alexander and Aristobulus, were all assassinated by him.

Augustus, the Roman Emperor, had said, bitterly, that it was safer to be Herod's pig than Herod's son. (The saying is even

more epigrammatic in Greek, for in Greek hus is the word for a pig, and huios is the word for a son).

Something of Herod's savage, bitter, warped nature can be seen from the provisions he made when death came near. When he was seventy he knew that he must die. He retired to Jericho, the loveliest of all his cities. He gave orders that a collection of the most distinguished citizens of Jerusalem should be arrested on trumped-up charges and imprisoned. And he ordered that the moment he died, they should all be killed. He said grimly that he was well aware that no one would mourn for his death, and that he was determined that some tears should be shed when he died.

It is clear how such a man would feel when news reached him that a child was born who was destined to be king. Herod

was troubled, and Jerusalem was troubled, too, for Jerusalem well knew the steps that Herod would take to pin down this

story and to eliminate this child. Jerusalem knew Herod, and Jerusalem shivered as it waited for his inevitable reaction.

Herod summoned the chief priests and the scribes. The scribes were the experts in scripture and in the law. The chief priests consisted of two kinds of people. They consisted of ex-high priests. The high priesthood was confined to a very few

families. They were the priestly aristocracy, and the members of these select families were called the chief priests. So

Herod summoned the religious aristocracy and the theological scholars of his day, and asked them where, according to the

scriptures, the Anointed One of God should be born. They quoted the text in #Mica 5:2 to him. Herod sent for the wise men,

and dispatched them to make diligent search for the little child who had been born. He said that he, too, wished to come and

worship the child; but his one desire was to murder the child born to be king.

No sooner was Jesus born than we see men grouping themselves into the three groups in which men are always to be found in regard to Jesus Christ. Let us look at the three reactions.

(i) There was the reaction of Herod, the reaction of hatred and hostility. Herod was afraid that this little child was going to

interfere with his life,  his place, his power, his influence, and therefore his first instinct was to destroy him.

There are still those who would gladly destroy Jesus Christ, because they see in him the one who interferes with their lives.

They wish to do what they like, and Christ will not let them do what they like; and so they would kill him. The man whose

one desire is to do what he likes has never any use for Jesus Christ. The Christian is the man who has ceased to do what he likes, and has dedicated his life to do as Christ likes.

(ii) There was the reaction of the chief priests and scribes, the reaction of complete indifference. It did not make the

slightest difference to them. They were so engrossed in their Temple ritual and their legal discussions that they completely

disregarded Jesus. He meant nothing to them.

There are still those who are so interested in their own affairs that Jesus Christ means nothing to them. The prophet's poignant question can still be asked: "Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by?" (#Lame 1:12 ).

(iii) There was the reaction of the wise men, the reaction of adoring worship, the desire to lay at the feet of Jesus Christ the noblest gifts which they could bring.

Surely, when any man realizes the love of God in Jesus Christ, he, too, should be lost in wonder, love and praise.

Gifts for Christ  #Matt 2:9-12 

And, behold, the star, which they had seen in its rising, led them on until it came and stood over the place where the little

child was. When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceeding great joy. When they came into the house, they saw the little child with Mary, his mother, and they fell down and worshipped him; and they opened their treasures, and offered to him gifts, gold, frankincense and myrrh. And because a message from God came to them in a dream, telling them not to go back to Herod, they returned to their own country by another way.

So the wise men found their way to Bethlehem. We need not think that the star literally moved like a guide across the sky.

There is poetry here, and we must not turn lovely poetry into crude and lifeless prose. But over Bethlehem the star was

shining. There is a lovely legend which tells how the star, its work of guidance completed, fell into the well at Bethlehem,

and that it is still there and can still be seen sometimes by those whose hearts are pure.

Later legends have been busy with the wise men. In the early days eastern tradition said that there were twelve of them. 
But now the tradition that there were three is almost universal. The New Testament does not say that there were three,
 but the idea that there were three no doubt arose from the threefold gift which they brought.

Later legend made them kings. And still later legend gave them names, Casper, Melchior and Balthasar. Still later legend

assigned to each a personal description, and distinguished the gift which each of them gave to Jesus. Melchior was an old

man, gray haired, and with a long beard, and it was he who brought the gift of gold. Caspar was young and beardless, and

ruddy in countenance, and it was he who brought the gift of frankincense. Balthasar was swarthy, with the beard newly

grown upon him, and it was he who brought the gift of myrrh.

From very early times men have seen a peculiar fitness in the gifts the wise men brought. They have seen in each gift

something which specially matched some characteristic of Jesus and his work.

(i) Gold is the gift for a king. Seneca tells us that in Parthia it was the custom that no one could ever approach the king

without a gift. And gold, the king of metals, is the fit gift for a king of men.

So then Jesus was "the Man born to be King." But he was to reign, not by force, but by love; and he was to rule over men's

hearts, not from a throne, but from a Cross.

We do well to remember that Jesus Christ is King. We can never meet Jesus on an equality. We must always meet him on

terms of complete submission. Nelson, the great admiral, always treated his vanquished opponents with the greatest kindness

and courtesy. After one of his naval victories, the defeated admiral was brought aboard Nelson's flagship and on to Nelson's

quarter-deck. Knowing Nelson's reputation for courtesy, and thinking to trade upon it, he advanced across the quarter-deck

with hand outstretched as if he was advancing to shake hands with an equal. Nelson's hand remained by his side. "Your

sword first," he said, "and then your hand." Before we must be friends with Christ, we must submit to Christ.

(ii) Frankincense is the gift for a priest. It was in the Temple worship and at the Temple sacrifices that the sweet perfume

of frankincense was used. The function of a priest is to open the way to God for men. The Latin word for priest is pontifex,

which means a bridge-builder. The priest is the man who builds a bridge between men and God.

The Slaughter of the Children   #Matt 2:16-18 

The Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, and he sent and slew all the children in Bethlehem, and in all the

districts near by. He slew every child of two years and under, reckoning from the time when he had made his inquiries from

the wise men. Then the word which was spoken through Jeremiah the prophet was fulfilled: "A voice was heard in Rama,

weeping and much lamenting, Rachel weeping for her children, and she refused to be comforted, for they were no more."

We have already seen that Herod was a past master in the art of assassination. He had no sooner come to the throne than he began by annihilating the Sanhedrin, the supreme court of the Jews. Later he slaughtered three hundred court officers out of hand. Later he murdered his wife Mariamne, and her mother Alexandra, his eldest son Antipater, and two other sons, Alexander and Aristobulus. And in the hour of his death he arranged for the slaughter of the notable men of Jerusalem.

It was not to be expected that Herod would calmly accept the news that a child had been born who was going to be king. We

have read how he had carefully inquired of the wise men when they had seen the star. Even then he was craftily working out

the age of the child so that he might take steps towards murder, and now he put his plans into swift and savage action. He

gave orders that every child under two years of age in Bethlehem and the surrounding district should be slaughtered.

There are two things which we must note. Bethlehem was not a large town, and the number of the children would not exceed from twenty to thirty babies. We must not think in terms of hundreds. It is true that this does not make Herod's crime any the less terrible, but we must get the picture right.

Secondly, there are certain critics who hold that this slaughter cannot have taken place because there is no mention of it, in

any writer outside this one passage of the New Testament. The Jewish historian Josephus, for instance, does not mention it.

There are two things to be said. First, as we have just seen, Bethlehem was a comparatively small place, and in a land

where murder was so widespread the slaughter of twenty or thirty babies would cause little stir, and would mean very little

except to the broken-hearted mothers of Bethlehem. Second, Carr notes that Macaulay, in his history, points out that Evelyn, the famous diarist  who was a most assiduous and voluminous recorder of contemporary events, never mentions the massacre of Glencoe. The fact that a thing is not mentioned, is no proof at all that it did not happen. The whole incident is so typical of Herod that we need not doubt that Matthew is passing the truth down to us.

Here is a terrible illustration of what men will do to get rid of Jesus Christ. If a man is set on his own way, if he sees in

Christ someone who is liable to interfere with his ambitions and rebuke his ways, his one desire is to eliminate Christ; and

then he is driven to the most terrible things, for if he does not break men's bodies, he will break their hearts.

Again, at the end of this passage, we see Matthew's characteristic way of using the Old Testament. He quotes #Jere 31:15

, "Thus says the Lord: a voice is heard in Ramah, lamentation and bitter weeping; Rachel is weeping for her children; she refuses to be comforted for her children, because they are not."

The verse in Jeremiah has no connection with Herod's slaughter of the children: the picture in Jeremiah was this. Jeremiah

was picturing the people of Jerusalem being led away in exile. In their sad way to an alien land they pass Ramah, and

Ramah was the place where Rachel lay buried (#1Sam 10:2); and Jeremiah pictures Rachel weeping, even in the tomb, for

the fate that had befallen the people.

Matthew is doing what he so often did. In his eagerness he is finding a prophecy where no prophecy is. But, again, we must

remind ourselves that what seems strange to us seemed in no way strange to those for whom Matthew was writing in his day.

Return to Nazareth  #Matt 2:19-23 

When Herod died, behold, the angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt. "Rise," he said, "and take the little

child and his mother, and go into the land of Israel. For those who seek the little child's life are dead." So he rose and took

the little child and his mother, and went into the land of Israel. When he heard that Archelaus was king in Judaea instead of

Herod, his father, he was afraid to go thee. So, when, he had received a message from God in a dream, he withdrew to the

districts of Galilee, and he came and settled in a town called Nazareth. This happened so that the word spoken through the

prophets might be fulfilled: "He shall be called a Nazarene."

In due time Herod died, and when Herod died the whole kingdom over which he had ruled was split up. The Romans had

trusted Herod, and they had allowed him to reign over a very considerable territory, but Herod well knew that none of his

sons would be allowed a like power. So he had divided his kingdom into three, and in his will he had left a part to each of

three of his sons. He had left Judea to Archelaus; Galilee to Herod Antipas; and the region away to the northeast and beyond Jordan to Philip.

But the death of Herod did not solve the problem. Archelaus was a bad king, and he was not to last long upon the throne. In fact he had begun his reign with an attempt to out-Herod Herod, for he had opened his rule with the deliberate slaughter of three thousand of the most influential people in the country. Clearly, even now that Herod was dead, it was still unsafe to return to Judea with the savage and reckless Archelaus on the throne. So Joseph was guided to go to Galilee where Herod Antipas, a much better king, reigned.

It was in Nazareth that Joseph settled, and it was in Nazareth that Jesus was brought up. It must not be thought that Nazareth was a little quiet backwater, quite out of touch with life and with events.

Nazareth lay in a hollow in the hills in the south of Galilee. But a lad had only to climb the hills for half the world to be at his door. He could look west and the waters of the Mediterranean, blue in the distance, would meet his eyes; and he would see the ships going out to the ends of the earth. He had only to look at the plain which skirted the coast, and he would see, slipping round the foot of the very hill on which he stood, the road from Damascus to Egypt, the land bridge to Africa. It was one of the greatest caravan routes in the world.

It was the road by which centuries before Joseph had been sold down into Egypt as a slave. It was the road that, three hundred years before, Alexander the Great and his legions had followed. It was the road by which centuries later Napoleon was to march. It was the road which in the twentieth century Allenby was to take. Sometimes it was called The Way of the South, and sometimes the Road of the Sea. On it Jesus would see all kinds of travelers from all kinds of nations on all kinds of errands, coming and going from the ends of the earth.

But there was another road. There was the road which left the sea coast at Acre or Ptolemais & went out to the East. It was the Road of the East. It went out to the eastern bounds and frontiers of the Roman Empire. Once again the cavalcade of the caravans & their silks and spices would be continually on it; and on it also the Roman legions clanked out to the frontiers. Nazareth indeed was no backwater. Jesus was brought up in a town where the ends of the earth passed the foot of the hilltop. From his boyhood days he was confronted with scenes which must have spoken to him of a world for God.

We have seen how Matthew clinches each event in the early life of Jesus with a passage from the Old Testament which he

regards as a prophecy. Here Matthew cites a prophecy: "He shall be called a Nazarene"; and here Matthew has set us an

insoluble problem, for there is no such text in the Old Testament. In fact Nazareth is never mentioned in the Old Testament.

No one has ever satisfactorily solved the problem of what part of the Old Testament Matthew has in mind.

The ancient writers liked puns and plays on words. It has been suggested that Matthew is playing on the words of Isaiah in

#Isai 11:1 : "There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots." The word for

branch is nezer; and it is just possible that Matthew is playing on the word Nazarene and the word Nezer; and that he is

saying at one and the same time that Jesus was from Nazareth and that Jesus was the nezer, the promised Branch from the

stock of Jesse, the descendant of David, the promised Anointed King of God. No one can tell. What prophecy Matthew had

in mind must remain a mystery.

So now the stage is set; Matthew has brought Jesus to Nazareth and in a very real sense Nazareth was the gateway to the world.
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