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Lord God, heavenly Father, You have given us the light of Your holy Word, the guiding star
that leads us to the Christ-child: Send, we beseech You, Your Holy Spirit into our hearts, that we
may receive this light and make use of it for our salvation, and that we, like the wise men, when
they were seeking the star, may not be afraid because of any hardship or peril, but put all our
trust in Your only-begotten Son as our only Savior, devote our earthly possessions to the
advancement of Your kingdom, and in all things serve Him, Your only-begotten Son, Jesus
Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one true God, now and
forever. Amen. (Evangelical Lutheran Hymnary, p. 149)
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. (Rom. 1:7, etc.)
The sermon text for today is taken from the second chapter of the Gospel according to St. Matthew. We
read selected verses in Jesus’ name:
Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, wise
men from the east came to Jerusalem, saying, “Where is He who has been born King of the
Jews? For we saw His star when it rose and have come to worship Him.” / When Herod the
king heard this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him; and assembling all the chief
priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Christ was to be born. They
told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it is written by the prophet: ‘And you, O Bethlehem, in the
land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a Ruler who will
shepherd My people Israel.’” / Then Herod summoned the wise men secretly and ascertained
from them what time the star had appeared. And he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and
search diligently for the Child, and when you have found Him, bring me word, that I too may
come and worship Him.” / After listening to the king, they went on their way. And behold, the
star that they had seen when it rose went before them until it came to rest over the place where
the Child was. When they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy. And going into
the house they saw the Child with Mary His mother, and they fell down and worshiped Him.
Then, opening their treasures, they offered Him gifts, gold and frankincense and myrrh. And
being warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they departed to their own country by another
way. (ESV)
These are Your words, heavenly Father. Sanctify us by Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. (Joh. 17:17)
In Christ Jesus, whom we look upon with eyes of faith like the wise men did and see even in a
humble Child a great King and mighty Redeemer, dear fellow redeemed:
When a host of angels appeared to the shepherds on the night of Jesus’ birth, a new star became
visible in the sky, seen by wise men in the east. At least that was King Herod’s guess. He
wanted to learn when exactly the star had appeared, so he would have an idea how old the
Christ-Child might be. Herod wanted to know the age of this presumed rival, so he could do
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away with Him. The wise men were oblivious to this plot. They came to Jerusalem with honest
intent, looking for the long-promised “King of the Jews.”
Who exactly were these wise men? The popular Epiphany song tells us they were “three kings”
from the “orient.” But actually we have no indication that there were just three of them—there
were three gifts, but there may have been more travelers. We don’t know that they were
kings—today’s account does not identify them in this way. And the most prominent theory is
that they were from the area of Persia or Babylon, not from the far east.
The wise men were Gentiles, which means they had not descended from God’s chosen people,
the Israelites. It is a mystery how they knew anything about a special King of the Jews. We think
they had the Hebrew Scriptures, perhaps from the dispersion of Israelites when the Assyrians
conquered the northern kingdom of Israel. Or perhaps the Scriptures came to them through the
influence of God’s servant Daniel who served in the Babylonian and Persian courts.
However they learned about this King, the appearance of a unique star caught their attention
and set them on the move. They had to see this young Child! They believed that even though
He was “of the Jews,” He was their King too. They must have been surprised when no one
seemed to know what they were talking about as they came closer to their destination. “What
newborn King? Our king is Herod!”
The wise men came to Jerusalem, and their coming produced a lot of excitement. But it was not
excitement that the Christ may have been born. Herod “was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him.”
Herod was troubled because he was not looking for any Savior. He was a jealous king who had
even killed his own wife and children to protect his power. He gathered the Jewish religious
leaders to find out where the Christ was to be born. “In Bethlehem of Judea,” they said and cited
the prophecy from Micah.
They were right. But it seems that these religious leaders, these “wise men,” did not have any
interest in going to Bethlehem to see for themselves. Herod was interested in what these
foreigners might find only so he could eliminate a possible opponent. Herod and the religious
leaders were wise according to worldly standards. Herod was a ruthless king but successful in
consolidating power. The chief priests and scribes were revered as some of the brightest, most
capable men in the city. They were wise in worldly things but not in heavenly things.
The wise men from the east were different. It is shocking to think of intelligent, wealthy men
traveling such a great distance to bow before a young Child. Do you suppose they felt foolish
when they fell down and worshipped Him and offered Him expensive gifts? If our little boy got
hold of gold, frankincense, and myrrh, each item would promptly go into his slobbering mouth!
The wise men did not worship Jesus because He looked worthy of their adoration. They
worshipped Him because they believed the prophecy about Him, “And you, O Bethlehem, in the
land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a Ruler who will
shepherd My people Israel.” Jesus may have been in a humble setting, but God’s Word called Him
a King. He may not have looked very impressive, but God’s Word said He would be the
Shepherd of His people.
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Like those wise men, God teaches us to look beyond appearances and place our trust in what
He tells us. That is very difficult for us. To do this, we have to deny the wisdom of the world
and the strong desires of our heart.
The world thinks that much of Christian teaching is foolishness. It is foolish to believe that God
took on flesh in the womb of a virgin. It is foolish to believe that Jesus never did anything
wrong. It is foolish to believe that He willingly died for your sins. It is foolish to believe that He
rose from the dead. It is foolish to believe that you are saved not because of anything you do but
totally because of what He did.
And our sinful nature has some questions of its own. If God reigns over all things, why are
there so many troubles in my life? If God is love, doesn’t He want me to be happy? What if I am
missing out on good things because I am trying to follow made up rules? What if all the
teachings of the Bible did not really come from God?
But then what does the world have to offer that is so much better? The world can mock us for
celebrating Christmas, the birth of God in the flesh. But is a North Pole elf-man delivering gifts
with a flying sleigh so much more believable? The world mocks us for taking time for church,
for listening to a preacher, for believing we eat and drink the body and blood of Jesus with the
bread and wine. But is staring at a TV or smartphone, watching forgettable programming, and
overindulging on junk food so much better?
These things of the world are appealing to our sinful flesh, but they do not satisfy, and they
cannot save us. The wise men had comfortable lives, but they loaded up provisions and set off
on a hard journey to an unknown destination. They had great riches, but they humbly gave
them into the hands of a toddler. The wise men possessed a wisdom of the world, but they
looked for something more, something higher, something better. They found it in the Christ.
The world cannot understand this. No one can apart from the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit leads
us to true wisdom. The Holy Spirit brings us to Jesus. He does this through the holy Word of
God. God’s Word is like the star that guided the wise men to their destination and shined the
light on Jesus. The Word “is a lamp to [our] feet and a light to [our] path” (Psa. 119:105). It leads us
to Jesus, “the light of the world.” Jesus says, “Whoever follows me—whoever believes in Me and
hears Me—will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (Joh. 8:12).
The wise men believed that the little Child of Mary was their Savior and the Savior of the world.
“Foolishness!” said Herod. “That Child will be dead as soon as I know where He is!”
“Foolishness!” said the Jewish religious leaders. “How could you Gentiles know something
about the ‘King of the Jews’ that we do not!” It was foolishness—foolishness to the world. But
foolishness to the world is wisdom to God.
1 Corinthians chapter 1 says that “God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose
what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, even
things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the
presence of God” (vv. 27-29). We do not boast in our intelligence. We do not boast in our riches.
We do not boast in our beauty. We do not boast in our accomplishments. We boast in Christ
Jesus, “who became to us wisdom from God, righteousness and sanctification and redemption” (v. 30).
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Our faith is not in ourselves. Like the wise men, our faith is in a lowly Child, a humble King, a
suffering Savior. There is no higher wisdom than this. The world can laugh at us, ridicule us,
plot our destruction. But Jesus prevails. Herod could not kill Him. The religious leaders could
not destroy Him. The Roman authorities could not keep Him sealed in a tomb. Jesus died and
then rose in victory.
Because Jesus prevailed, His people prevail. The wisdom of this age and the rulers of this age
are doomed to pass away (1Co. 2:6). The Holy Spirit has imparted to us through the Word “a
secret and hidden wisdom of God, which God decreed before the ages for our glory” (v. 7). This wisdom
is that the Son of God became flesh and dwelt among us so that He could redeem us from all
our sinful foolishness.
Jesus has done this for you. Even though you have indulged in foolish things and followed the
wisdom of the world, Jesus has not rejected you. He loves you and wants to give you gifts, gifts
that are far richer than the good things of the world, even better than the gold, frankincense,
and myrrh of the wise men. What Jesus has for you, and what He gives you through His holy
Word and Sacraments, is His forgiveness, His life, and His salvation.
For this abundant grace toward us, we bow down and worship Him and praise His holy name.
Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost; as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever
shall be, forevermore. Amen.
+ + +
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