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Let’s Go to Bethlehem 
Matthew 2:1-12   

 
Intro 
 
The Bible is in ancient book and written in the context of ancient cultures on the other side of the word. 
 
Still, one extraordinary facet of all this is that, of course, you can travel to that distant land, you can 
travel east and walk the paths and visit the locations where many of the events described in the Bible 
took place.  
 
Though maybe a couple of us have enjoyed that experience I would guess most of us have not. One 
website that promotes tourism in Israel says: 
 
If you’re a Christian, there is no better time to experience the Holy Land than Christmas or Easter. 
During these sacred holidays, pilgrims flock to Jerusalem and Bethlehem to immerse themselves in 
the transcendental energy that is palpable at these holy sites…But there is something truly special 
about visiting Jerusalem and Bethlehem during Christmas (touristisrael.com) 
 
If you really want to go, I can point you to a travel package I found for a 7-day Christmas time excursion 
to the Holy Land and it will only cost you around $3000 dollars a person including airfare to participate  
 
For those of us who can’t afford that trip because we have emptied out the savings and leveraged the 
mortgage and are broke from spending all our money on Christmas presents, I have good news for you. 
On this Sunday before Christmas, we have the opportunity to make a pilgrimage to Bethlehem free of 
charge without leaving our seats. For in our text, we are invited to make that pilgrimage, we are invited 
to travel to the place where Christ was born and to enter into the wonder and worship of arriving before 
the Christ child and in that the place where our Savior was born.  
 
So, let’s read the text and together let’s go to that sacred travel destination. Let’s go to Bethlehem. 
 
Three points - three parts to this story  
 
I. The Arrival of the Wise Men  

 
A. Following in the story 

 
1. Preceding our text in Matthew we read that Joseph obeyed God and married his virgin wife 

and adopted her son naming him Jesus so that the promise that the Christ would come in 
the line of David would be fulfilled - this child was born of David, and is the child-king of the 
promise that God made to David 
 

B. In a parallel account in Luke’s Gospel, we learn that Joseph and Mary went specifically to 
Bethlehem to give birth 
 

[3] And all went to be registered, each to his own town. [4] And Joseph also went up from Galilee, 
from the town of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David, which is called Bethlehem, because he was 

https://www.touristisrael.com/type/holy-land-tours/
https://www.touristisrael.com/jerusalem/
https://www.touristisrael.com/5-reasons-to-celebrate-christmas-in-bethlehem/24863/
http://touristisrael.com/
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of the house and lineage of David, [5] to be registered with Mary, his betrothed, who was with child. 
(Luke 2:3-5) 
 

C. In this familiar story that we read each Christmas, Jesus is born in place that housed animals and 
was gently laid in a feeding trough - the humblest of beginnings for the king of kings - the one 
born to sit upon the throne of David  
 

D. V. 1 - after Jesus was born in Bethlehem - We don’t know exactly how long after - the text 
doesn’t say - but it was likely some months - perhaps even a year or so because it took some 
time for wise men from the east to come to Jerusalem to find this child  
 

Illustration: Kreckel Christmas nativity  
 

1. Traditional telling of the story - You have likely heard before that there is no indication that 
there were specifically three wise men - though it is quaint to think so because of Christmas 
tradition and nativity scenes - it would have likely been a large group of people - wise men - 
or magi (not kings) - and their traveling retinue - servants and animals  
 

Illustration: We 12 kings with a large retinue of servants and animals of orient are 
 

E. Wise men from the East - perhaps from Persia - arrive in Jerusalem in “the days of Herod the 
King - we’ll look more at him later  
 

F. Mysterious men form the east came - unnamed - from an unspecified country - a few things can 
be known from the text  
 
1. They were familiar with OT prophecies for they had come to see the “King of the Jews” - the 

one who had been prophesied throughout the scriptures  
 

2. Perhaps most surprisingly - these wise men were into astrology - not simply astronomy - 
examining the positioning of stars and heavenly bodies to discern present and future 
realities - think horoscopes - thoroughly pagan 
a) They saw a star in the sky that directed them to Jerusalem - about 6 miles from 

Bethlehem where the Christ child had been born  
 

Illustration: I know it is popular in some circles to define this star historically as an astronomical event 
that can be documented - careful about speculating - this “star” in v. 10 rises and comes to rest - it 
moves around to direct - likely more helpful to compare to the pillar of fire through which God led the 
people of Israel - this was supernatural guidance.  
 

b) Whatever was happening here - these men who used celestial events to shape an 
astrological worldview - quite pagan and yet God summons them and draws them to 
Jesus - GRACE  
 

3. Clearly these wise men had truly experienced something of the grace of God - for these 
men had come to worship him - pagan, gentile, astrologers are drawn by God himself to the 
place where Jesus was born to worship him  
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G. Represented here is the truth that Jesus himself spoke of later in Matthew’s Gospel when he 
said  
 

I tell you; many will come from east and west and recline at table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in 
the kingdom of heaven, (Matthew 8:11) 
 

1. Reflecting the purpose of God to save for himself in Christ a people not just among the Jews 
but from every tribe tongue and nation - already from the earliest days he is drawing the 
nations  
a) He will be worshipped and adored across the breadth of the whole earth - HABAKKUK 

DECLARED THE WHOLE EARTH WILL ONE DAY BE FILLED WITH THE KNOWLEDGE OF HIS 
GLORY 
 

H. Application 
 
1. For every Christian here, there is an effect an echo of our story in this account of of the wise 

men summoned from the east  
 

2. The story of every Christian is that we were as far from God as we could be - no matter how 
morally upright we appeared to be - and God summoned us - he called us - he drew us by 
his grace to Jesus Christ - “no man can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws 
him” - he is in the business of drawing sinners to the Savior - the Lord Jesus Christ - from 
nice little church girls to pagan astrologers  
a) Let this remembrance of the star and the wise men draw your heart anew to come and 

worship Christ - for we have something greater than a star in the sky - God has revealed 
the one who is called the morning star - the Lord Jesus Christ   
 

For God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give the light of the 
knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. (2 Corinthians 4:6) 
 
The wise men leaned on the prophetic word in the OT Scriptures but as Peter says: 
 
And we have the prophetic word more fully confirmed, to which you will do well to pay attention as 
to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts, (2 
Peter 1:19) 
 

b) Come and Worship  
 

II. The Scheme of Herod  
 
A. V. 3 - Herod enters the scene - a little background on King Herod to understand his motivations 

here 
 

King Herod was Herod the Great, born in 73 BC, the son of the…head of the police force who kept 
order for Rome. He not only took over for his Father but was named king of Judea by Rome in 37 BC. 
Known for his paranoia and jealousy, he killed his wife Mariamne and two of his sons. (Grant 
Osborne) 
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1. Paranoid and jealous psychopath - sounds like a real jerk  
 

B. Herod hears what the wise men from the east are saying - we have come to worship the king of 
the jews - AND he and all Jerusalem were troubled - he because he is a jealous psychopath who 
is clinging to his power as king and Jerusalem likely because they are afraid of the wrath of 
Herod  
 
1. SEE HIM SAYING - The king of the Jews? The king of the Jews! I AM THE KING OF THE JEWS! 

 
C. V. 4 Herod has a pow-wow w/ the Jewish spiritual leaders in Jerusalem to inquire where the 

Christ - this anointed King was to be born 
 
1. They respond with a mixture of Micah 5:2 and 2 Samuel 5:2 

a) In Bethlehem - says the Scriptures - a podunk little town - the hometown of David - by 
no means least though because - from you shall come a ruler who will shepherd my 
people Israel  
(1) A KING MOST UNLIKE HEROD - A SHEPHERD-KING - NOURISH, CARE, PROTECT - THE 

GREAT SHEPHERD WHO LAYS HIS LIFE DOWN FOR THE SHEEP 
 

D. Herod is greatly troubled - this is a direct assault upon his authority as King - an affront to his 
power - so he starts scheming  
 
1. V. 7 - when did that star appear - calculating how old this child would be - assuming that the 

star appeared at the moment of his birth 
a) Chapter 2:16-18 we read that he orders all the children 2 and under to be killed - did a 

little math  
 

E. Conspiring to kill this challenger to the throne -he sought to draw the seemingly oblivious wise 
men into his plot - v. 8 yes go find this child and bring back word of where he is so that I 
can…uh…worship him…yeah that’s it  
 

F. Listen - lest we be tempted to merely think of this as simply the story of an ancient, regional 
king of a small town halfway across the world protecting his authority is actually the expression 
of something far more insidious and eviler in the spiritual realm - Revelation pulls back the 
curtain  
 

And the dragon stood before the woman who was about to give birth, so that when she bore her 
child, he might devour it. [5] She gave birth to a male child, one who is to rule all the nations with a 
rod of iron, but her child was caught up to God and to his throne. (Revelation 12:4b-5) 
 

1. This dragon revealed! 
 

G. Thankfully God’s purposes in Jesus Christ cannot be thwarted - v. 12 he warns them not to go 
back to Herod  
 

H. Happy season of joy and celebration - we are reminded that there are ever those who oppose 
King Jesus - endeavoring to dethrone him - do away with his kingship - his authority over all 
things  



Living Hope Church 19 December 2021 

 

5 

 

1. In a world that is hell-bent on opposing the authority of King Jesus - How grateful we are 
that we are given a divine perspective  
 

[1] Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot in vain? [2] The kings of the earth set themselves, 
and the rulers take counsel together, against the LORD and against his Anointed, saying, [3] “Let us 
burst their bonds apart and cast away their cords from us.” [4] He who sits in the heavens laughs; the 
Lord holds them in derision. [5] Then he will speak to them in his wrath, and terrify them in his fury, 
saying, [6] “As for me, I have set my King on Zion, my holy hill.” (Psalm 2:1-6) 
 

I. God and his Christ will rule and no one can thwart him or ultimately oppose his reign  
 
1. This child grew to adult manhood - dying as a sinless sacrifice as our substitute - rising from 

the dead in power - ascending to the right hand of the majesty on high with all authority in 
heaven and on earth 
 

[25] For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. [26] The last enemy to be 
destroyed is death. [27] For “God has put all things in subjection under his feet.” But when it says, “all 
things are put in subjection,” it is plain that he is excepted who put all things in subjection under him. 
(1 Corinthians 15:25-27) 
 

J. Application  
 
1. In a culture that is increasingly hostile to the Gospel and to the people of God’s grace - we 

must keep this divine perspective in view - no Herod, no political authority, no president can 
ultimately prevail  
 

2. In humility, we know that we are not immune to the temptations of evil King Herod - Let us 
be careful that there is no hint of rebellious King Herod in us as well - wherever there is an 
area of rebellion - a lack of submission to Christ - let us repent anew and submit ourselves 
to him so that we can receive fresh grace - grace to forgive and grace to empower our 
faithfulness to him  
 

3. Let us not fall prey to having head knowledge but not heart affection and worship  
 

Let us all beware of resting satisfied with head-knowledge. It is an excellent thing, when rightly used. 
But a man may have much of it, and yet perish everlastingly. What is the state of our hearts? This is 
the great question. (J. C. Ryle, Expository Thoughts on Matthew, p. 9) 
 

4. What excellent head-knowledge we receive this day through the reading and understanding 
of God’s Word - Let us pray for our hearts be renewed by the Spirit, in the grace of God, to 
bring our sincere and fervent worship before the Lord Jesus Christ  
 

5. CALL TO UNBELIEVERS  
a) The Bible says that the SHEPHERD KING has come - died in the place of sinners taking 

our sin and the condemnation we have earned for our sin  
b) I urge to turn to Jesus Christ - HE IS KIND AND HE FORGIVES AND REDEEMS - HE HAS 

DIED AS THE SUBSTITUTE FOR REBELLIOUS SINNERS - SO THAT WE CAN KNOW HIS 
GRACE AND MERCY  
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III. The Worship of the Child  
 
A. v. 9 the wise men head out of Jerusalem as the follow the star which rises before them and 

moves to hover over the place where the child was - Bethlehem about a 2 hour walk from 
Jerusalem   
 

B. When they get there - they go bananas - they go absolutely nuts with joy - rejoiced - 
EXCEEDINGLY - W/ GREAT JOY - SOUNDS LIKE SOME HAPPY DUDES! 
 
1. Not merely an interesting phenomenon - an occasion for the greatest joy - here is the king 

that was prophesied!  
 

C. Come into the house - see Jesus now a toddler - with his mom Mary - fall down and worship him  
 
1. They bring out gifts - great treasures - Gold, Frankincense, Myrrh - precious and costly gifts  

 
For these foreign dignitaries to prostrate themselves in homage before a child in an ordinary house in 
Bethlehem is a remarkable illustration of the reversal of the world’s values. (R.T. France, NICNT: 
Matthew, p. 75) 
 

2. Does the world value authority and wealth accumulation? Behold the reversal of those 
values as these royal men humble themselves and give their wealth to the child-King  
 

3. We find an echo of the story of 1 Kings 10:1-10 - the Queen of Sheba comes bearing gifts to 
King Solomon - that story was foreshadowing - the nations are arriving to worship the child 
  

D. Application  
 
1. A compelling and instructive model 

a) God intends that in knowing the Lord Jesus Christ - we would experience joy - 
exceedingly great joy and rejoicing 
(1) Our Savior king has come to rescue us   

b) Worthy of joyful and reverent worship  
c) Generous hearts 

 
May we delight in giving what the Lord delights in receiving. the Magi gave both themselves and their 
resources, as all disciples should. Whether we evangelize, lead, pray, teach, or give financially, our 
gifts cost us something. There are both sacrifice and pleasure in giving to the God who loved us and 
gave himself for us. Wise men and wise women still seek him. We worship and adore and give to the 
Lord who has given us so much more. (Daniel Doriani, REC: Matthew, p. 36) 
 

d) This Christmas season let us worship and adore him - he has given us so much more 
than we could ever repay - HE HAS GIVEN US HIMSELF - HE HAS LOVED US WITH AN 
EVERLASTING LOVE  
(1) This stimulates us with an eagerness to be faithful and to bless others  

 



Living Hope Church 19 December 2021 

 

7 

 

Illustration: Awkward family gatherings - masks and politics - let them see your joy - let them experience 
a joyful and generous spirit - shine like a star in a crazy, polarized, enraged world - maybe - just maybe - 
they will ask you the reason for the hope that is in you  
 
Close  
 
This morning we have made the pilgrimage to Bethlehem and we caught a glimpse of the Christ child. 
 
Let us rejoice in the Lord Jesus Christ  
 
OUR SHEPHERD KING HAS COME - LET US REJOICE AND BE GLAD IN HIM  
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