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Where is  
the One born king? 

Isaiah 60:1-6; Ephesians 3:1-12, Matthew 2:1-12 
 

On the Saturday before Christmas I hosted a radio programme with Chris Wisbey 
on 936 ABC local radio with people ringing in with their Christmas stories.  It was my first 
time doing something like that and on the whole things went well, with some heart 
warming stories, some poignant reminders of how things used to be, as well as a few 
humorous yuletide slip ups. 

However one caller decided that it was opportunity to quiz a cleric and started 
asking questions about the Christmas stories, particularly some geographic and 
astrological issues about the star of Bethlehem which led the Magi from the East to 
Bethlehem.  This was not really a forum for expressing doubts about dogma so Chris 
indicated to me that I should just start talking at which point he punched a button to cut 
this caller off. 

The questions he raised however are ones that many may have.  There are 
elements around the stories of Jesus birth that sound like a pious myth or legend.  On 
this basis many will want to dismiss or avoid them. 

But as I looked again at this passage this week, I wished that I had studied the 
stories more closely prior to that radio program because as with many issues around 
these well known stories we perhaps have not paid close enough attention to them.  For 
the star does not lead the Magi to Bethlehem.  Rather seeing the star sends the Magi to 
Jerusalem, from there they are directed by the Scriptures to the town of David, and to the 
Christ Child, born King of the Jews. 

It is the Scriptures that lead the Magi to Jesus and I pray that this will be true for us 
today.  But as we do examine them we still may be tempted to find reasons to avoid or 
dismiss this story not because it is myth but because of the truth we find there. 

THE PASSAGE 

THE QUESTION OF THE MAGI 
The story certainly starts in a way that ties it into an historic period, being set in the 

reign of Herod the Great who died in 4BC, and we should also note that this is after 
Jesus had already been born.  The classic nativity scene with the Shepherds and Magi 
combined is certainly a myth of Christmas. 

We are then told that men arrive in Jerusalem.  As is often pointed out we don’t 
know how many there were, and certainly not their names, the commonly known names 
are a medieval invention. They also are certainly not kings, again this is a later addition 
that arose from Old Testament prophecies that spoke of kings coming bearing gifts. 

All we know is their job title, Magi.  Magi can carry the idea of esoteric scholars: 
wise men, perhaps, astrologers definitely.   

Very interestingly the Scriptures take a very dim view of Magi and astrology.  
God’s people are warned against it in both the Old and New Testament.  In other words 
these visitors from the East, probably Babylon, are very unlikely heroes in this story.  It 
would be like saying the bikies from Queensland had turned up.  Furthermore if you were 
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to invent a story you wouldn’t choose such characters.  This is part of the reason I 
believe there is history behind this narrative. 

They then give their reason for their arrival, and these are the only words they 
speak in the story, ‘Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we 
observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.’   

We should note a few things about this question.  They are not looking for the one 
who will become the king, but the one who has been born as king.  Secondly they saw 
the star in the past and so have come now to Jerusalem.  They have seen an astrological 
event, perhaps the congruence of Jupiter and Saturn in 7BC.  Such events were often 
taken as a portent of great things in human affairs.  Maybe then some Jews in Babylon 
told them of the prophecies of a great ruler coming from Judea.  Whatever the reason 
that has brought them to Jerusalem they wish to pay homage, to worship the new king of 
the Jews. 

THE QUESTIONING OF HEROD 
This question of the Magi leads to questioning by Herod, a leader who was 

increasingly insecure at this point, having killed at least 2 of his own sons as he became 
more paranoid.  He consults the religious scholars who unanimously point him to the 
prophecy of Micah 5, that Bethlehem will be where the coming ruler and shepherd of 
Israel will come from. 

The star had lead to the question, the answer was in the Scriptures.  But Matthew 
is perhaps also asking why are God’s people not looking for their own leader and why I is 
it left to these astrologers to ask the question. 

Herod then has some questions of his own, wanting to know times and dates, 
before sending them to Bethlehem apparently with his blessing but really to do his 
spying.  He promises homage but is planning damage, as we discover later in the 
chapter.  He will allow no one else the title of “King of the Jews.” 

THE WORSHIP OF THE MAGI 
It is on their way to Jerusalem that the star reappears, which indicates as was 

often the case in the Middle East that they were making this short journey at night.  It is 
hard to know what to make of the language that is used here of the star. I have no 
problem with God doing miraculous things, the Gospel narratives are full of them, but it 
may be that the star did no more than indicate which direction Bethlehem was.  There is 
no hint of the star turning left or right as my interlocutor on the radio was suggesting. 

But it is finding the house that brings joy, not the return of the star for here was the 
end of their long quest.  Here in a house, not a stable, is the child with Mary and they 
worship.  Whilst this may simply mean paying due reverence it is hard not to see given 
Matthew’s earlier description of Jesus as Immanuel, God with us, that this is true worship. 

They open their treasure boxes, with those well known gifts, gold, frankincense 
and myrhh. 

And then just as quickly as they arrived they were gone, but now wanting to avoid 
Herod, which definitely showed that they were wise men at this point, they went by 
another way. 

WHO IS THE KING 

As we have looked all to briefly at this well known story I hope we have cleared 
away some of the mythic elements that we may have added to it, and in doing so we may 
have made Matthew’s intent in telling this story. 

The big issue here is not how do you explain the star, but to point to the real star 
of the story, and to raise the real question, where and who is the real King? 

This is of course the nature of the Magi’s question, and it is the question we the 
readers are to ask as the story leads us to Jesus.  But the answer is also given force in 
the way the story is told.  Did you notice something about the way that Herod is 
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described in the story?  He is called King Herod in v1 and this is repeated throughout the 
early part of the story.  The question of the Magi throws that label into some doubt and 
once they find the Christ child, Herod is never called king again in the rest of the Gospel.  
As one commentator put it “The Magi’s worship is Jesus’ coronation” (Bruner), p 65  
Once the true King is revealed there can be no other.  Ultimately this is something that 
Herod understands and fuels his brutal response in seeking to remove this one born king. 

But here in his mother’s arms the true King of Israel is revealed, and as the 
prophecies of Isaiah foretold not just the King of Israel but for all the world.  This is his 
epiphany, his revealing to the people of the world and they come in worship.  Matthew is 
clearly inviting his readers whatever their nationality to join in that worship.  If the dodgy 
star following Magi can get in on the act so can we all.  Understanding the story shows 
the grace of God in calling all to worship this one born king. 

But before we move to that question we need to note something about the nature 
of this King.  This is not a king in glory, a king in a palace, surrounded by advisers and 
scholars.  This is a king in humility and in weakness.  This is part of the light that is 
revealed to the nations, this is a different king of kingdom. 

But as is often noted this story looks forward to the climax of the gospel.  Much 
has been made of meanings that can be read into the gifts: gold being a suitable gift for a 
king, frankincense for a priest and myrhh for burial.  Matthew doesn’t make much of this, 
but the only time the language of King of Jews reappears in this story is at Jesus trial and 
his crucifixion.  Here again the paradoxical nature of this King and this Kingdom is 
revealed.  Humility, weakness and sacrifice, in these things is the mysterious yet glorious 
light of the kingdom open to all revealed. 

WALKING IN THIS LIGHT 

WORSHIP 
The invitation then is to join in the homage of this King.  We are not to be like the 

religious leaders who could not be bothered to check out the matter for themselves, to 
make the short 10 mile trip to Bethlehem.  Today also so many do not want to worship 
anything, to recognise anything that is over and above them.  Sadly it can often be the 
religious people who are the worst.  In thinking they know the answers they loose the 
sense of wonder and worship. We are to commit ourselves to seek out Jesus as he is 
revealed in the Scriptures and worship him. 

UNIQUE WORSHIP: NO OTHER KING 
In worshipping this one born king we need recognise there can be no other king.  

Dictators around the world have understood this which is why Christians are so often 
persecuted.  Jesus is crowned with our worship and so no other may have the crown.  
But more personally it will mean not letting other things rule in our lives: work, our 
desires, our families, rather we put Jesus in his rightful place. 

COSTLY WORSHIP: GIVING OF OUR TREASURES 
Worship of this king is also costly, we are to open our treasure store for this king.  

We will not have gold, frankincense and myrhh, but we do have gold, franking shares and 
more.  We also have our time, our skills, our resources and our money which can give. 

LIVING WORSHIP: GO A DIFFERENT WAY 
Our worship is also to be lived out.  Our king is different from those of the world, 

particularly the selfish and brutal Herod.  Worshipping our king will mean walking in his 
ways of humility, weakness and sacrifice.  In so doing we will play our part in shining the 
light of the kingdom and we point people to our King.   

Like the Magi after worshipping Jesus we will leave him going by another way. 

CONCLUSION 
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As we can see the challenge in this passage is not to do with the star but the call 
to worship, unique, costly and living worship.  Here is a reason that people will want to 
dismiss this story and the challenge it brings. 

But when we remember who Jesus is, the King he is, and the kingdom he 
welcomes all into we will find that like the Magi this is the way to joy and the end of our 
quest. 


