Four Responses to the Grace of God
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Matt. 2:1-12

Introduction:  The events leading up to the birth of Christ were all carefully planned in advance by God Himself.  The entire process was marked by Divine intervention.  Luke records most of the events in great detail: 

Luke 1
11Then an angel of the Lord appeared to Zechariah, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. 12When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear. 13But the angel said to him: "Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. 14He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, 15for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth.[1] 16Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God. 17And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous--to make ready a people prepared for the Lord."

Luke 1
30But the angel said to Mary, "Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. 31You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. 32He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, 33and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end."

Luke 2
8And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. 9An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. 11Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ[1] the Lord. 12This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger." 
13Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising 
God and saying, 
 14"Glory to God in the highest, 
       and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests."

Time does not permit us to speak of the Simeon or Anna the prophetess but just the events noted so far make it apparent that God was entering the flow of human time in a most extraordinary way.  In the passage at hand Matthew combines many of the events we have just considered into a brief description and then moves on to speak of other things in greater detail.  Matthew was interested in establishing the authority of Jesus to take the throne of His father David.  To that end he writes a meticulous genealogy, summarizes the events of Christ’s birth, and then goes to the story of the Magi who God raised up for the purpose of calling attention to the birth of the royal heir.

Before we begin let us make one point as clearly as possible.  The events that we will look at today do not merely record the birth of a special child.  The entire Scripture testifies to the fact that this was God’s appearing on the Earth.  It is the First Advent of Christ.  His existence did not start with these events.  

In this story we discover two groups and one individual.  Each responds to this astounding event in a different manner.  Let us look at the three principles in our story and consider how each reacted to the grace God offered them.

But first let’s set the scene.  

· It is the winter of 4 /5 BC in the Middle East.  The calendar dates, that we in the west use, were prepared by Dionysius in 525 A.D.   Dionysius modified a calendar that was in use in Rome at that time and sought to calculate the date back to the birth of Christ.  Here is what we know about the date.  Herod the Great died in the spring of 4 B.C.  Christ was born before that time according to Matthew 2:1.  The date therefore would be 4 or 5 BC. 

· The exact place is Jerusalem.  In this day one of the principle cities in the Roman Empire.  It stands at the cross roads of commerce for that area and is considered even today to be a focal point in the modern world. 

Now for the main players.  

I.
Response Number One: The Magi

Into this scene appears a company of strangers from afar.  Although Jerusalem is a central city in the world, it is still an event when a major caravan of visitors from a far off country appears in town.  It is highly unlikely that there were only three.  It was not common for men to travel across the desert in small numbers. The tradition of three probably stems form the number of gifts that are mentioned in the text.   Not only that but they were seeking an individual. They were looking for the King of the Jews and they were not themselves Jews.  The tense of the word translated “saying” or “asked” seems to indicate that they were asking everyone they met, where He was.  Surely in the capitol of Judaism, the whereabouts of the “one born King of the Jews” would be known.  Furthermore they claim to have seen a sign,  “His star” while they were in the East and had come across a vast desert to worship Him. We have many questions about this star but it seems clear that it was a supernatural occurrence because stars do not move so that you can follow them.  Whatever can be said about the star this much is clear, it is not the star itself but its object, The Christ Child, that God wants us to focus on.  The size of their company, the great distance over which they traveled and the specific question they asked garnered the attention of King Herod himself.  Consider then, if you would, these men and their response to the appearing of the Christ Child, the one who was to be “King of the Jews”.

· They came a great distance.

Yes, it is true that God is omnipresent and can be found anywhere but it is also true that Jesus said:

Hebrews 10
25Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another--and all the more as you see the Day approaching

Those who draw near to God find that He draws near to them. 

· They came asking and seeking

Asking implies that I don’t know and seeking implies that I have need.  These men came with both attitudes into the presence of the God of Creation. 

Luke 1
52He has brought down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up the humble.

James 4
10Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.
· They were motivated to find the King

What would you be willing to do to enter into the presence of the God of Creation and worship Him?  Would you be willing to invest any free time in knowing the Word of God or being taught the Word of God?

· They had been given knowledge about His appearing

The fact that these men came to Jerusalem demonstrates that God was already at work in their lives.  Does Christ have any draw on you?  Does His Word hold any sway in your life? Do you respond to what knowledge you have of Him?

· They were paying attention to a supernatural sign

Jesus has given us more signs than we can list in the time we have today.  His conception was unique.  Angels announced His birth.  God appeared to His parents in dreams.  He ruled the wind and waves.  He fed thousands with almost no food.  He healed the sick and raised the dead. He literally, physically died and then rose again.  He ascended into heaven.  What attention do you give to these signs.  Do they demonstrate to you that Jesus is the God he claims to be?

· They had decided ahead of time to worship Christ when they found Him

What is your predisposition toward Jesus this morning?  Would you consider doing whatever He asked you to do?  What about a reconciliation with a brother or sister or friend?  These Magi came prepared to worship. It was not religious behavior to them.  It was the giving of their entire life to the Christ Child. 

· They brought gifts of great value to Christ.

But we have little of value.  These men were wealthy.  True, but we do possess the one offering that God says is acceptable to Him.  The irony of it all is that we got this possession from God in the first place and it is so dear to us that we seldom even share it with Him let alone give it to Him.  

Romans 12
 1Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God--this is your spiritual act of worship. 2Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is--his good, pleasing and perfect will.

· They resisted evil

They simply refused to participate in the evil of others.  They offered no assistance to Herod and even left by a different route. 

· They possessed faith that moved them to action. 

There faith produced works that could be seen by any who looked.  They did not know nearly as much as the Chief Priests and Teachers and yet they acted on what they did know.  They followed the knowledge they possessed and it led them to a personal encounter with the God of Creation.  Do not wait to get stronger in the Lord before you do something great for Him. Do it now while you are still gripped with fear and a sense of inadequacy.  Leave your life at His feet and see how God will use it to His Glory. 

· They believed that God was alive in the world and could be known personally

Men like these do not merely know about God but they know God.  They come to experience the life and power of the God of Creation.  It is true what they say: “Wise Men still seek Him”.  Now this is interesting because the Scripture very clearly states that men do not seek God. [Rom. 3:23]  On the other hand just as it was in the days of Christ’s birth Jesus is being lifted up and He is drawing men to Himself. 

This event in the life of Christ like many others also reveals to us the darkest side of the human heart.  Also on this stage is a man who is fully sold to Satan.  Herod was probably an Edomite.  He was certainly no king of Israel and he knew it full well.  The kings of Israel descend from the line of David and come from the house of David, Bethlehem.  Herod reigned as an illegitimate King for 37 years in Jerusalem. He butchered his wives and children and anyone else that was unfortunate enough to cross his path.  It is instructive to see how such a man responds when he encounters the God of Creation. 

II.
Response Number Two: King Herod

· He lived 6 miles from the birthplace of Christ

Herod was sitting on the throne that rightly belonged to Jesus.  He did not need to go anywhere to find the Christ.  Jesus came almost directly to where he was.   Today we live in a world that is flooded with the preaching and knowledge of Christ.  At this time of year even the secularist occasionally acknowledge The Christ Child for who He is.  Yet men remain willingly ignorant of His appearing. 

· He had to even ask where the Christ would be born. 

Herod was 6 miles from Bethlehem but did not know that this was the birthplace of the King.  The true God was entering time and space in his very presence but he remained unmoved. 

· He was disturbed by the thought of the King

Jesus Christ disturbs our plans.  He asks to be given Kingship in our lives and Lordship over our ambitions. How long has it been since you asked God if there was anything He wanted you to do and then waited earnestly for Him to answer. 

· He had no knowledge of Christ’s coming

The world today lives with no knowledge of Christ’s coming.  Like Herod perhaps you believe that things will never change.  That God will not appear and demand His rightful place in the world.  But consider that He will appear again.

1 Thessalonians 4
14We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. 15According to the Lord's own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. 16For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 17After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. 

· He was oblivious to God’s presence in his life.

God grants to all men life.  The things that we experience and cherish are His gifts to us and yet we seldom acknowledge this.  When was the last time that you sat alone and acknowledged to God who you are, what you have and what you hope to be? 

· He had decided ahead of time to kill Christ when he found Him. 

While most men would never consider anything so evil is it not true that our sin was the reason for Christ’s death.  For a man to come to Christ he must determine in His heart to worship Him as Lord.  Christ does not save those He cannot rule. 

2 Corinthians 5
21God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

· He withheld everything from Christ.

Some men have never given anything to Christ.  May I suggest that that would place them in the tradition of Herod?  A man who possessed great advantages but never gave God anything at all.  Can you think of what you have truly given to Christ. 

· He epitomized evil

· He possessed hatred that moved him to action

Unlike the Magi, who possessed faith that moved them to action.  Herod possessed a hatred that moved him to act against the God of Creation.  The world of his day felt the sting of his wrath but God was untouched by it.  So it is today.  When we act with hostility toward God He Himself is untouched but the world around us suffers the pain. 

· He believed that God was alive in the world and was a threat to His agenda

Yes, God does threaten your agenda.  Having made the world and everything in it and having knowledge of all events Christ has determined a plan for your life.  In it you will receive the greatest of blessing.  Apart from it you will experience what your own skills and cleverness can bring.  May God deliver us from our own determined will? 

The third and final group in our text is the Chief Priests and Teachers of the Law.  The Chief Priests were mostly Sadducees while the Teachers of the Law were Pharisees.  These were the professional Clergy of their day.  There chief purpose was to explain and argue the letter of the law.  Little is said of their demeanor in this passage.  We unfortunately encounter them in all their splendor later on in the life of Christ.  They had academic and religious knowledge.  They knew the Scripture but will that alone change your life?

III.
Response Number Three: The Chief Priests and Teachers of the Law

· They were exactly where Christ was appearing to men.

Like Herod they did not need to move a foot in order to witness the greatest event in human history.  They were about to see the coming of Messiah. 

· They had to be asked about the coming of the Messiah. 

Messiah was not on their minds. These magi had been asking about the city for some time and yet these ones who knew, needed to be called and asked what they know. 

· They were apathetic about the notion of a King

While the Magi were excited and Herod was disturbed these men were apathetic.  It never seemed to cross their minds that the Bible they so cherished might actually come true and impact their lives on earth.

· They had only religious beliefs about His coming

Perhaps you are one who can read the story every year and hear the carols but is unmoved by the Christ who came into the world to bear your sins in His own body.  Perhaps you have convinced yourself that it is enough just to say that you believe the story.  

· They were unable to recognize Christ’s appearing through the fog of their own religion.

To such people God is never personal.  He is part of their religion.  He always behaves just the way their religion says He should.  He only makes the claims on us that we are comfortable with.  These men never expected God to break out into the world and become real to them. They had created God in their own image. 

· They had decided ahead of time not to even find out if Christ had appeared. 

· They were able to offer only academic assent.

They just answered the question and then went on about their business as if nothing at all was happening. 

· They assisted evil.

While the Magi resisted evil these men assisted it.  They would not soil their own hands now any more than they would at His crucifixion but they would certainly lend any assistance in getting the job done.  The God of Creation must not break out of the box they have constructed for Him. 

· They possessed a bogus faith that rendered them valueless to God 

This is a faith that does not work and cannot change a life.  James rightly asked, “Can such faith save him?”

· They did not believe that God was alive in the world at all.   

The Magi and Herod both believed that God had entered the course of human events.  Both responded differently.  These men did not even believe it happened.  They asserted its impossibility right up until the crucifixion of Christ and then suppressed the truth of the resurrection so as to maintain the self-deception. 

We have examined the response of these men to the appearing of God.  I believe that I see myself and you in these responses.  It is my prayer that we might be confronted by the living Christ today as these men were at His first appearing. Perhaps you noticed from the title that I alluded to four responses to this Grace of God.  That is because the final one will be yours.  What will be your response to the God of Creation and the claims that He makes upon your lives?

IV.  Response Number Four: You and Me

Like the Magi, you too have come. I can see you as I speak. You have been given much greater knowledge of His appearing than the wise men ever imagined.  They had only a star while we have knowledge of His Pre-existence, His conception, His miracles and His resurrection. 

So I ask you…what will be your response to the Christ of Creation.  Will you like the Magi offer Him worship and gifts?  Will you give to Him that priceless possession of your own life?  Will you fear Him and His claims on your life or will you simply give mental ascent to the Christmas story not believing that the God of Creation could break out of heaven and enter the world of men to be known and worshiped by His creation.  This response is yours alone to make. 

John 1
10He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. 11He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. 12Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God-- 13children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God. 
14The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.  
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