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“Come and Worship”

(4th sermon in a series of 4 entitled, “Advent Conspiracy”)
(display the metaphor)

Well, the day we’ve all been preparing for is nearly here.  Five days and counting.  In some respects the four weeks of Advent have flown by.  Many are feeling exhausted from all the activity, viewing Christmas as the finish line to a marathon. 

Children, on the other hand, have a totally different perspective.  For them, the four weeks of Advent have seemed like an eternity, waiting for Christmas Day to arrive.
(display slide of Advent Conspiracy)

As you recall, during these four weeks of Advent we’ve been focusing on the theme, ‘Advent Conspiracy.”  Our emphasis has been on recapturing the heart of Christmas.  Believing that the celebration of Christ’s birth has been overshadowed and even kidnapped by popular culture, we’ve been learning how to keep our focus on the real reason we celebrate.  

Our goal in participating in this conspiracy is not to eliminate the practice of exchanging gifts.  Rather, it’s to remember whose birthday it is we’re celebrating, and to be sure Christ remains at the center of our celebration.  It’s to resist the compulsion to mindlessly overspend on excessive and unnecessary gifts. 

(display slide of three kids with gifts)

But there’s no denying it: Christmas is about gifts.  Whether we buy into the commercialism of the holiday, or practice alternative giving, Christmas is largely defined by exchanging gifts.

I’m reminded of a comical anecdote I read some time ago.  It involved an elderly grandmother whose fragile health prevented her from going shopping to buy gifts for her family.  So she decided to write each person a check and put it in their Christmas card.  In each card she carefully wrote, “Buy your own gift.”  She smiled to herself as she imagined how each person would spend her gift.
Several weeks later, after the festivities were over, she discovered - to her horror - all the checks buried beneath some papers on her desk.  Somehow she had neglected to place them in the cards.  She was aghast to think that everyone on her gift list had received a beautiful Christmas card with the inscription, “Buy your own gift.”  


While we chuckle at this anecdote, my point is that no matter how we spin it, gifts are a part of Christmas.  Which brings us to our text for this morning: the story of the Magi.
(display metaphor slide)

Many attribute the tradition of exchanging gifts at Christmas to the Wise Men.  After all, they were the first to present gifts to the Christ Child on that first Christmas Eve.

But who were these men?  Where did they come from?  And why would they invest so much time, energy and money to make such a long trip?

Well, the Gospel of Matthew tells us they came from the East, likely from the region of what was once known as Babylon and Persia, and what is today Iran.  Given the old trade routes at the time, its estimated they would have traveled about 300 miles, a journey taking several months through the hot barren Syrian desert.

Now if you’re wondering how they arrived on Christmas Eve if the journey took them several months, you’re not alone.  Some suspect they weren’t anywhere near Bethlehem on that first Christmas Eve.  Rather, they arrived in Bethlehem several months later.  That would explain what Matthew records about the Wise Men finding Mary, Joseph and the Babe residing in a house – not a stable.
“They [the Wise Men] went into the house, and when they saw the Child with his mother Mary, they knelt down and worshipped Him.”  (Matthew 2:11a)

It’s interesting to note that the scripture refers to the men as star gazers.  In other words, they were well versed in the heavenly constellations.  As astronomers they studied and mapped the stars, and as astrologers they applied meaning to what they saw.  That’s how they knew the significance of Jesus’ natal star.  
Of interest is the number of Wise Men who made the journey.  While most of us have learned there were three, Matthew is silent as to the actual number.  The number three is based on tradition, supposed by the number of gifts Jesus received.  

Another tradition is that the men were kings.  Nowhere does Matthew suggest the men were of royal blood.  He only mentions they were men who studied the stars.

(display slide of the Wise Men crossing the desert) 

Another point of interest is why they would travel so far in the first place.  Of course Matthew tells us they did so to worship the Christ Child.  But let’s put that in context of first century Palestine.
At the time Israel was a conquered nation, governed by Rome.  Israel had not existed as a political state for centuries.  What political leaders she had answered to Herod, and ultimately to Caesar.  For all political and practical purposes, the nation of Israel did not exist.
Now, think about it.  There’s a certain irony in this situation.  Men widely respected for their wisdom, decide to travel to a foreign land to worship an infant they believe was born to be king of a nation that no longer existed.  Makes you wonder what was going through their heads.  I’m sure most of their colleagues believed they had lost their minds.
Knowing little more than the Babe they sought was destined to be king of the Jews, the Magi set out to travel to Jerusalem.  Remember, Jerusalem has once been the capital of Israel.  There they were introduced to Herod, the Roman Governor, who ruled Palestine as an extension of Caesar.  

Upon hearing why the Wise Men had come to Jerusalem, Herod became alarmed.  He immediately feared for his throne.  Be mindful, history depicts Herod as a ruthless ruler.  During his reign he is known to have executed three of his sons, their mothers, as well as his own mother, all because he suspected they were plotting to seize his throne. Recall also he later ordered the massacre of all male children in Bethlehem ages two years and under in hopes of killing the Christ Child. 

Unfamiliar with ancient Jewish prophesies, Herod summoned all the chief priests and teachers of the Law together and ordered that they search their sacred texts for any reference to a prophesy about the birth of a king.  They were to report back to him immediately.   
So the priests and the teachers went off to hold a Bible study.  They soon recalled that King David had been born in Bethlehem.  Then someone remembered the words of the prophet Micah, prophesying that the next great king would also be born in David’s birthplace.

“The Lord says, ‘Bethlehem Ephratha, you are one of the smallest towns in Judah, but out of you I will bring a ruler for Israel, whose family line goes back to ancient times.’”   (Micah 5:2)

“That’s it,” they said to one another. “It must be Bethlehem, the city of David.”
So Herod summoned the Wise Men to another meeting.  He told them what the religious leaders had discovered.  Then, after giving the Magi strict instructions to return to Jerusalem to tell Herod the location of the Child, the Wise Men resumed their journey and headed for Bethlehem.  There they entered the house where Mary, Joseph and the Christ Child were living.  On bended knee they presented to Jesus their treasurers of gold, frankincense and myrrh.  

(display metaphor slide)

Undoubtedly, these were gifts of great value, genuine treasures.  Gold, one of the world's most valuable metals; frankincense, an expensive perfume valued for its fragrance; and myrrh, a precious spice afforded only by the rich, often used for burial purposes.
By making gifts of these extravagant treasurers, the Wise Men expressed how much they valued the Christ Child.  

They gave from the best that they had.  They didn’t give from what little was left over after they spent most of it.  They didn't give off of the bottom, but off the top. And that’s why Matthew describes their giving as an act of worship.  
The fact is, we worship the things we desire.  Our hearts are formed by what we value.  We spend our time, money and energy on the things that matter most to us.  
So how much do you value Jesus in your life?  As you reflect on your gift to the Christ Child, would you say your gift is an act of worship, given from the best that you have?   Or is it a  mere token, a polite gesture?

This isn’t a question about the amount of money we give to Christ through an act of charity.  It’s about the state of our soul.  In the scheme of things, how much to we value Jesus?  
The Wise Men traveled 300 miles across the Syrian desert, enduring hardships along the way, simply because they believed in an ancient prophesy about a Child born to be King of the Jews.  For this they risked the anger and revenge of Herod.  And when they found the Child King, they humbly knelt before Him in worship and presented their treasures of gold, frankincense and myrrh.  


In what way have you honored Christ this Christmas?  Has your gift to Him been an act of worship?  Or a polite gesture?
Amen
