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Sunday Evening Message 
December 22, 2024  
Title – “The Wise and the Not-So-Wise Men” 
Text – Matthew 2:1 - 12 
"1 Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judaea in the days of Herod the king, behold, 
there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem, 2 Saying, Where is he that is born King 
of the Jews? for we have seen his star in the east, and are come to worship him. 3 When 
Herod the king had heard these things, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. 4 
And when he had gathered all the chief priests and scribes of the people together, he 

demanded of them where Christ should be born. 5 And they said unto him, In Bethlehem 
of Judaea: for thus it is written by the prophet, 6 And thou Bethlehem, in the land of Juda, 

art not the least among the princes of Juda: for out of thee shall come a Governor, that 
shall rule my people Israel. 7 Then Herod, when he had privily called the wise men, 

enquired of them diligently what time the star appeared. 8 And he sent them to 
Bethlehem, and said, Go and search diligently for the young child; and when ye have 

found him, bring me word again, that I may come and worship him also. 9 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. 10 When they saw the star, 
they rejoiced with exceeding 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: and when 

they had opened their treasures, they presented unto him gifts; gold, and frankincense, 
and myrrh. 12 And being warned of God in a dream that they should not return to Herod, 

they departed into their own country another way." (Matthew 2:1-12) 

Introduction 

In this very mysterious story of the wise men following a star and travelling from the East 
to find the Babe in Bethlehem, we see very early in the life of the Christ child examples of 
people who demonstrated, both through their attitudes and their actions, either 
profound wisdom or pitiful foolishness. In Matthew’s Gospel account, we see the Magi 
who are seeking Christ contrasted with Herod, the self-serving and self-proclaimed “king” 
of Palestine who not only rejected the Savior that was sent from Heaven to save Him 
from His sins, but also went to the extreme of trying to kill Him.  
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Transition – I want to examine this story of the wise men one more time this Christmas 
season and see what we can learn about making the wise choice of seeking Christ, not 
only at Christmastime, but also throughout the year. 

"Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judaea in the days of Herod the king, behold, 
there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem," (Matthew 2:1) 

Verse 1 – “in the days of Herod the King” 

Facts about Herod the Great 

Herod the Great was known as Herod the King (Matthew 2:1) and was in power at the 
time of the birth of Christ. His reign as governor of Galilee began in 47 B.C., but his 
authority was expanded to king in 37 B.C.  He may have been nominally Jewish through 
circumcision, but he was really an Edomite by blood.1 His allegiance was mainly to the 
Roman government, and he was despised by the Jews. Unger states, “Herod was not only 
an Idumaean in race and a Jew in religion, but he was a heathen in practice and a 
monster in character.”2 A striking example of his barbarism was demonstrated when 
Herod was just given power. He slew all the members of the Sanhedrin, which had 
previously opposed him, and had them all replaced with a fresh group who would be 
submissive to his control.3 He was not much nicer to his family. Wiersbe tells us, “He had 
nine wives (some say ten), and he thought nothing of slaying his own sons or wives if they 
got in the way of his plans.”4 Phillips comments: 

Herod filled Jerusalem with foreign mercenaries and the cities of Palestine with 
spies. No man or woman was safe while Herod reigned. One by one he murdered 
every rival claimant to the throne. He stamped out the Hasmoneans; he murdered 
his wife’s brother, a lad of seventeen, because he was popular with the Jews; he 
murdered Mariamne, the beautiful Maccabean princess he had married, because 
he was suspicious of her, and he murdered both her sons; five days before his 
death he murdered his son and heir. Herod hacked and hewed his way through life, 
slaughtering six to eight-thousand of the best people in his realm. Caesar Augustus 

	
1 Ryrie, C. C. (1994). Ryrie study Bible: King James Version (Expanded ed., p. 1418). Chicago: Moody Press. 
2 Unger, Merrill F. The New Unger's Bible Dictionary (p. 557). Moody Publishers. Kindle Edition. 
3 Josephus, Flavius. The Antiquities of the Jews by Josephus [Annotated Edition] (Halcyon Classics) (Kindle Locations 11859-11862). 
Halcyon Press Ltd. Kindle Edition. 
4 Wiersbe, W. W. (1996). The Bible exposition commentary (Vol. 1, p. 49). Wheaton, IL: Victor Books. 
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is reported to have cynically said, “I’d sooner be Herod’s swine than Herod’s son.”5 

He was a brutal despot who murdered anyone who threatened his authority.6 He saw 
Jesus, though a mere babe in a manger in Bethlehem, as just such a threat to his power: 
so much so that he had every child two years of age and under in Bethlehem executed so 
that any potential risk would be eliminated. (Matthew 2:16)  

Herod the Great passed off the scene shortly after the birth of Christ. His predecessors 
were perhaps equal to him in their immoral lifestyles and their contempt for the true 
worshippers of God, but they were not equal to them in their accomplishments. His 
children brought nothing worth noting that was beneficial to the land or people of 
Palestine. They were spoiled children, not unlike what is often seen in the children and 
grandchildren of the “great” men in America today.  

Shortly before his death, Herod had his oldest son, Antipater, executed. When Herod 
finally died himself, He was replaced by his son Archelaus. (Matthew 2:22) Herod, 
however had six wills, the last of which was written just days before his death. The 
children squabbled over who should rule after their father. According to Josephus: 

When Caesar had heard these pleadings, he dissolved the assembly; but a few days 
afterwards he appointed Archelaus, not indeed to be king of the whole country, but 
ethnarch of the one half of that which had been subject to Herod, and promised to 
give him the royal dignity hereafter, if he governed his part virtuously. But as for 
the other half, he divided it into two parts, and gave it to two other of Herod's sons, 
to Philip and to Antipas, that Antipas who disputed with Archelaus for the whole 
kingdom.7 

Although Herod was very wealthy and powerful, he was obviously a fool.  

Verse 1 - “there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem," 

The Scriptures describes these men as wise. The Greek word used here is μάγοι (μάγος - 
magos), which is the same word twice translated “sorcerer” in the Book of Acts. It is also 
the word used in the Septuagint Greek translation of the Old Testament Book of Daniel to 
reference the “astrologers” who were part of Nebuchadnezzars group of advisers.  

	
5  Phillips, J. (2014). Exploring the Gospel of Matthew: An Expository Commentary (Mt 2:2). Kregel Publications; WORDsearch. 
6 Hester, Richard H. (2008) New Testament Bible History (p. 41). Blacktown, NSW, AU: www.missionaryoutpost.com. 
7	Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews (Kindle Locations 15268-15271). 
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These men may have come from Babylon, which was 800 or so miles northeast of Judaea, 
travelling the route that they would have to take. Some believe that they may have come 
from as far as Persia or Parthia. They could have been descendants of the captives from 
Babylon and Persia. We are not sure who these men were, or how many there were, but 
we know that they were wise, not just because of the title given them here three times in 
our English Bible, but because their action of seeking Christ and worshipping Him.  

"10 The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom: and the knowledge of the holy is 
understanding." (Proverbs 9:10) 

"7 The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge: but fools despise wisdom and 
instruction." (Proverbs 1:7) 

"Saying, Where is he that is born King of the Jews? for we have seen his star in the east, 
and are come to worship him." (Matthew 2:2) 

Verse 2 – “for we have seen his star in the east” 

There is a lot of conjecture regarding this “star.” Some believe that the star’s appearance 
was caused by a rare convergence of planets: 

Astronomers assure us that two years before the birth of Christ there was indeed a 
remarkable conjunction of the planets Jupiter and Saturn. In the following year 
Mars joined the conjunction. This phenomenon occurs only once in every eight 
hundred years. The renowned astronomer Kepler discovered these facts by 
observing a similar conjunction in a.d. 1603 and 1604. He noticed that when the 
three planets came into conjunction, a new, extraordinary, brilliant star was visible 
between Jupiter and Saturn. Kepler believed that a similar star had appeared under 
the same circumstances prior to the birth of Christ and that it was this star that was 
seen by the wise men.6,8  

Others believe that this star was just a star that was over Palestine but was visible to 
these men in the East. Others believe that the star was from where these men were, and 
it moved, and the wise men followed it.  

	
6	See	Alfred	Edersheim,	The	Life	and	Times	of	Jesus	the	Messiah	(Peabody,	MA:	Hendrickson,	1993)	148.	
8	John	Phillips,	Exploring	the	Gospel	of	Matthew:	An	Expository	Commentary,	The	John	Phillips	Commentary	Series	(Kregel	
Publications;	WORDsearch,	2014),	Mt	2:1.	
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Personally, I believe the star was an actual star, but it was supernatural occurrence. God 
put it in the sky supernaturally. As we read the story, we will see that the star appears, 
disappears, and then reappears again. That is a supernatural event. The appearance of 
the star was a fulfillment of Balaam’s prophecy back when he was hired by King Balaak 
and the Moabites to curse Israel: 

"15 And he took up his parable, and said, Balaam the son of Beor hath said, and the man 
whose eyes are open hath said: 16 He hath said, which heard the words of God, and knew 

the knowledge of the most High, which saw the vision of the Almighty, falling into a 
trance, but having his eyes open: 17 I shall see him, but not now: I shall behold him, but 

not nigh: there shall come a Star out of Jacob, and a Sceptre shall rise out of Israel, and 
shall smite the corners of Moab, and destroy all the children of Sheth." (Numbers 24:15-

17) 

These wise men who feared the Lord were given divine light and divine insight regarding 
the connection between this Heavenly phenomenon of the star and the coming of the 
Messiah. A star is a light, and spiritual insight is also light.  

"16 The people which sat in darkness saw great light; and to them which sat in the region 
and shadow of death light is sprung up." (Matthew 4:16) 

"When Herod the king had heard these things, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with 
him." (Matthew 2:3) 

Verse 3 – Notice that all Jerusalem was troubled. The arrival of the Messiah would not 
only mean the end of the Herodian Dynasty – there is no need for two kings; but it would 
also put an end to the political power of Rome and the corruption of the religious system 
of Judaism. All the people that were benefitting from the greed and religious oppression 
in the Jewish world were about to be put out of business. 

"And when he had gathered all the chief priests and scribes of the people together, he 
demanded of them where Christ should be born." (Matthew 2:4) 

"And they said unto him, In Bethlehem of Judaea: for thus it is written by the prophet," 
(Matthew 2:5) 

"And thou Bethlehem, in the land of Juda, art not the least among the princes of Juda: for 
out of thee shall come a Governor, that shall rule my people Israel." (Matthew 2:6) 
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"Then Herod, when he had privily called the wise men, enquired of them diligently what 
time the star appeared." (Matthew 2:7) 

"And he sent them to Bethlehem, and said, Go and search diligently for the young child; 
and when ye have found him, bring me word again, that I may come and worship him 

also." (Matthew 2:8) 

Verse 8 – Obviously, Herod had zero intention of worshipping the Lord. He was a fool. He 
did not fear the Lord. He feared only losing His power. 

"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." (Matthew 

2:9) 

Verse 9 – Notice the star reappears here. It was absent from them while they were in 
Jerusalem. Because Bethlehem was only a short distance of just five miles to the south of 
Jerusalem, these wise men may have just assumed that Jerusalem would be the place for 
the arrival of the Christ child. 

"When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceeding great joy." (Matthew 2:10) 

"And when they were come into the house, they saw the young child with Mary his 
mother, and fell down, and worshipped him: and when they had opened their treasures, 

they presented unto him gifts; gold, and frankincense, and myrrh." (Matthew 2:11) 

Verse 10 – We do not know how long it took for the wise men to find Jesus. He was not 
still in the stable, as He was in a house. The word used here for child is different than the 
word used for baby. βρέφος – brephos – is the word for baby; παιδίον – paidion – is the 
word for child. Jesus may have been all the way back in Nazareth by this time.  

We are not sure if the star appeared at Jesus’ birth or before the birth. If the star 
appeared at His birth, it certainly would have taken the wise men several months to get 
to where Jesus was. The star may have appeared before His birth, however, giving them 
enough time to arrive at the time that He was born. 

You will notice also in this verse the three gifts that were given, which is why people 
assume that there were only three wise men: 

Gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh – “These were gifts worthy of a king. The early 
church Fathers understood the gold to be symbolic of Christ’s deity, the frankincense of 
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His purity, and the myrrh of His death (since it was used for embalming).”9 

"And being warned of God in a dream that they should not return to Herod, they departed 
into their own country another way." (Matthew 2:12) 

Of course, we know the rest of the story also. In Herod’s attempt to rid the threat of a 
competing king, he has every child killed in not just Bethlehem, but in all of Judaea. He 
murdered thousands of innocent babies, just so that he could hold on to his power. He 
was a fool. 

Conclusion 

So here we have it. Clear examples of wise men and unwise men. The wise men were 
wise, not because of their human wisdom or earthly knowledge, but rather because they 
were seeking Christ and worshipping Him. Herod and all the other unwise men from the 
political and religious mess in Jerusalem were fools – they were unwise – because they 
rejected that light that was sent to them from Heaven.  

"11 He came unto his own, and his own received him not." (John 1:11) 

By these definitions, you would be considered wise by God today because you have come 
here seeking to worship Christ.  

My challenge to all of us in this new year is to keep seeking Christ; keep worshipping Him; 
and keep building our lives on the principles contained in His Word: 

When Jesus preached His famous “Sermon on the Mount” He concluded it by saying: 

"24 Therefore whosoever heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them, I will liken him 
unto a wise man, which built his house upon a rock: 25 And the rain descended, and the 

floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon that house; and it fell not: for it was 
founded upon a rock. 26 And every one that heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth 

them not, shall be likened unto a foolish man, which built his house upon the sand: 27 And 
the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon that house; 

and it fell: and great was the fall of it." (Matthew 7:24-27) 

If you are here today and you are not saved, the very wise choice for you would be to 
receive Christ as Savior. Do it today! 

	
9	Charles	Caldwell	Ryrie,	Ryrie	Study	Bible:	King	James	Version,	Expanded	ed.	(Chicago:	Moody	Press,	1994),	1419.	


