Today, we continue our walk through the first part of the Gospel according to Matthew by looking at Matthew 2:1-12. 

In terms of the story, this passage continues Matthew's account of the early life of Jesus – including His birth and the events that followed it – by telling us about the visit of the wise men from the East. This is a well-known (even if not well-understood or well-appreciated) event that was a significant milestone in the early life of Jesus – significant enough that Matthew included it in his account. 

But what was so significant about it? The answer moves us beyond the story itself into the bigger theological world in which Matthew is writing. If you remember, as we have seen over the last two weeks, Matthew is not simply writing history. He is writing history with a point – a very theological point. He is writing to make clear that Jesus is the promised Messiah of the Old Testament – with all that entails. He made this point generally in 1:1-17 by identifying Jesus as “the Christ” (which literally means “the Messiah”) who was the son of Abraham and the Son of David. He then made this point more specifically in 1:18-25 by identifying Jesus as the virgin-born Son who would save His people from their sins. 

This text continues this emphasis by highlighting Jesus as the long-promised King of the Jews who came to shepherd His people. 

That said, we will begin by looking at the things Matthew's account highlights and then close by looking at what it means for us that the promised King has come. 

I. Just as promised, God sent the King.

The first thing that is very clear in this text is that from very early in His life, Jesus was identified as a King. Further, Matthew's account makes clear that He was not just a king but the King – the ultimate King that God had promised would come throughout the Old Testament. 

The text begins with “wise men from the east” (the text does not call them kings or tell us how many) coming to Jerusalem. They come looking for the one “born king of the Jews”. And they are coming because they “saw his star when it rose” and they came “to worship him” (2:1-2). How in the world did the wise men come to this conclusion and get their information? The text itself does not answer the question, but the wise men's words do have an explicit connection with promises of God in the Old Testament. Specifically, in Numbers 24:17-19, Balaam – speaking under the influence of the Holy Spirit – declares, 

“I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near: a star shall come out of Jacob, and a scepter shall rise out of Israel; it shall crush the forehead of Moab and break down all the sons of Sheth. Edom shall be dispossessed; Seir also, his enemies, shall be dispossessed. Israel is doing valiantly. And one from Jacob shall exercise dominion and destroy the survivors of cities!” 

The text does not tell us if somehow the wise men had seen this prophecy (most likely) but it is clear – just from the way Matthew presents the episode – that this prophecy is in his mind. Long before it came to pass, God had promised that a star would come from “Jacob” and with that star would come a “scepter” - a King – who would destroy Israel's enemies. 

Numbers 24 was not the only time God promised a King either. In Genesis 49:10, Jacob says of his son, Judah, that “the scepter shall not depart from Judah, nor the ruler's staff from between his feet, until tribute comes to him; and to him shall be the obedience of the peoples”. Through Jacob, God promised that a great King would come from Judah. And in 2 Samuel 7:12-13, God promised David that He would raise up one of David's sons to be king and “establish the throne of his kingdom forever”. And through the prophet Jeremiah, God had declared, “Behold the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will raise up for David a righteous Branch, and he shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the land” (Jer. 23:5). 

God had promised that a King would come, and through the actions of these wise men, Matthew makes clear that Jesus was the fulfillment of that promise. He was the King. And, interestingly (as we will discuss more later), the King was sought out not by the Jews but by Gentiles – while the Jews rejected Him. Nevertheless, the King had come. 

II. Just as promised, the King was born in Bethlehem. 

So, the wise men come from the east to Jerusalem searching for this King. They knew the King had come but they did not know where. And, interestingly, as Matthew makes clear, though the wise men did not know it, God had declared this as well. 

When Herod hears the request of the wise men, he is troubled – presumably because he is supposed to be in charge and is not excited about the prospect of a “king of the Jews” being born. He calls in the chief priests and scribes and asks them where the Messiah is supposed to be born. This is an interesting connection by Herod because He assumes – perhaps demonstrating his own knowledge of the Old Testament – that the King was also the Messiah. Rather than being two separate people, this is one and the same person. And the story makes clear that Herod was right. In response to his question, the priests and scribes quote Micah 5:2: “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” (2:6). 

This quote from Micah is illuminating for a number of reasons. First of all, it reinforces some of the things we just saw. Micah makes clear that a “ruler” is coming. And this “ruler” will come from Judah. This is the king of Genesis 49 and 2 Samuel 7 and Jeremiah 23. Second, the Micah text also enhances our picture by pointing out that the King will come from Bethlehem. The location is significant because it is the “city of David” (Luke 2:4; John 7:42) – reinforcing that this is the eternal King promised to David. And the quote enhances our picture as well because the priests and scribes attach the fact that this King will shepherd the people of Israel. This coming King is not just one who rules but One who cares and tends like a shepherd with sheep. Once again, this is important because it is an Old Testament theme. God promised that a King would come, and He also promised that He would seek out His people like sheep and set up over them “one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed them and be their shepherd” (Ezek. 34:23). 

So, in this second part of the story, we see the picture made even richer. Jesus is the promised King. Even further, He is the Son of David – born in David's town – who has come not only to rule but to shepherd. The King and the Shepherd are one. As God promised through Ezekiel, “My servant David shall be king over them, and they shall all have one shepherd” (Ezek. 37:24a). 

III. Just as promised, Gentiles came to worship the King. 

But the story does not end there. The picture gets even richer as we see what happens next. Interestingly, as we mentioned earlier, this child who is born “king of the Jews” is – for the most part – ignored or outright hated by the Jews and their leaders. As we will see next week, Herod actually tries to kill Jesus, and even in the text this week, we see the beginning of his deception and scheming (2:7-8). The wise men, however, though they are Gentiles, come seeking out this King so that they can show Him the honor and respect He deserves. Once again, this makes the picture of Jesus as the promised King even richer with Old Testament allusion. 

Alongside the promises that God would send a great King from Judah and the house of David who would rule and shepherd God's people, the Old Testament also makes clear that this King was going to come and rule (and shepherd) not only Israel but the nations. In Isaiah 49:5-6, we read, 

“And now the Lord says, he who formed me from the womb to be his servant, to bring Jacob back to him; and that Israel might be gathered to him – for I am honored in the eyes of the Lord, and my God has become my strength – he says, 'It is too light a thing that you should be my servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to bring back the preserved of Israel; I will make you as a light for the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth'”. 

God made clear that He would raise up One who would not only save His people but people from all nations. 

Moreover, there are other allusions and prophecies that point toward a day when the nations will come worship the King of Israel. In Psalm 72:10-11, Solomon writes, “May the kings of Tarshish and of the coastlands render him tribute; may the kings of Sheba and Seba bring gifts! May all kings fall down before him, all nations serve him!” This language is remarkable in that it so closely mirrors exactly what the wise men do in Matthew 2:11. It seems that Matthew himself sees the wise men as fulfillment of Psalm 72. Isaiah – in Isaiah 60:6 – talking about the future glory of Israel, says, “A multitude of camels shall cover you, the young camels of Midian and Ephah; all those from Sheba shall come. They shall bring gold and frankincense, and shall bring good news, the praises of the Lord”. This text also points to foreigners (from the east of Israel interestingly!) bringing gifts to Israel. And the gifts Isaiah listed are the very gifts the wise men brought. 

Once again, this makes the picture all the more wonderful. Jesus is the King of the Jews. He is the great King from Judah and the house of David who came to shepherd the people of God. And He is also the One who came as a light for the nations – that all the nations might bow down before Him and sing the praises of God. 

Jesus is the King who has come to rule and shepherd God's people – from every tongue and tribe and people and language. 

Application

So, the point of this text is clear. But how does that apply to us? What does this text mean for us? 

First of all, it is yet another reminder that God is both faithful and mighty to do whatever He pleases and promises. In faithfulness, God fulfilled the promises He had made to Israel that a great King would come from Judah and David and rule and shepherd His people. Moreover, in power, He worked things out so that His will was done. He used a special-called census to bring Jesus' family to Bethlehem so that Jesus could be born there. He used a star to guide the wise men so that they could come and worship the newborn King. He then used a supernatural dream to keep the wise men from returning to Herod – thus protecting the life of the newborn King. God can do whatever He pleases. He is not bound by the laws of nature or anything else except His own sovereign will. Moreover, God will do whatever He promises. There is no doubt about it. Every purpose and plan of His will endure and come to pass. This text reminds us of the very character of the God who rules the world today just like He did in Matthew 2. 

Second, this text tells us who Jesus is. On the one hand, He is the long-promised, great and mighty King who lives and reigns forever. Particularly now, since He has finished His earthly life of perfect obedience and died on the cross in the place of sinners and been raised from the dead in glorious triumph over death and ascended to the position of power at God's right hand, Jesus is the King of Kings who rules over all. As He told His disciples in Matthew 28, “All authority in heaven and on earth” has been given to Him. He is the King – liked or not, acknowledged or not. 

Perhaps you are here and you have never thought of Jesus in this way (as an ultimate authority to whom you are called to bow), and you have been living in submission to some other authority. I would plead with you to stop your rebellion and bow to the King. Right now, He is seated at the Father's right hand and He is waiting for the day when all of His enemies will be crushed under His feet. Right now, He has sent out His people as ambassadors to plead with people to bow the knee to the coming King. All who bow will be accepted and saved. All who do not bow will be crushed and punished. Repent of your sins and confess Christ as King and you will be saved. 

Perhaps you are here and you have repented of your sins and submitted to Christ as your King but your life does not reflect total submission to His will. I would urge you to remember that your Savior is your King, and He calls you to obedience. Turn away from your sin and put it to death. Follow the King. 

On top of that, the text makes clear that Jesus is not only the great King but the good Shepherd. Perhaps you are here and the world has torn you apart. Or perhaps you have wandered off on your own and found yourself lost and hopeless and in need of help. To you I would say, come back to the Shepherd who will feed and care for and tend your soul. Psalm 23 pictures the Lord as the One who gives His people rest and nourishment and righteousness and protection. Ezekiel 34 – where God promises to send a good shepherd says, “I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak...” (Ezek. 34:16). Jesus is that shepherd who will care for those who come to them and give them rest. Jesus Himself said as much in John 10: 

“The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it abundantly. I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. He who is a hired hand and not a shepherd, who does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and flees, and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. He  flees because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep. I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep” (John 10:10-15). 

As we come to the table, I would urge you to examine your heart and see how you should respond to this great King who has come. Do not be like Herod and many of the Jews who rejected Him. Imitate the wise men who came to worship the One born as King. Bow yourself before this ruler in humble submission. Come to this good shepherd in humble faith. He is a good King who is a good Shepherd. And He is coming again to crush His enemies and save His flock. May we be faithful until that day – waiting for it expectantly and and working diligently until it comes. Amen. 

