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Matthew’s wise men are better described as magi, probably 
astrologers, men whose profession was to study and interpret the 
movement of stars and planets in the heavens.1 Matthew ignores 
the “generally negative view” of the Hebrew Scriptures to 
astrology, sorcery, or mediums.2 The star in Matthew leads the 
magi to Jerusalem, where scripture will reveal where the king of 
the Jews, the Messiah, the Anointed One, the Christ, has been 
born. God himself leads the magi to Jerusalem, to Bethlehem, and 
later on a safe journey to their own country.3 
 
The magi meet Herod, the Herod who will send soldiers to 
Bethlehem to have not only the infant Jesus, but all of the 
youngest boys murdered. This Herod is the father of the Herod 
who had John beheaded and to whom, in Luke’s gospel, Pilate sent 
Jesus during Jesus’ trial.4 Luke says that this Herod, “with his 
soldiers treated [Jesus] with contempt and mocked him; then, 
arraying him in gorgeous apparel, he sent him back to Pilate.”5 
 
Since the invention of better telescopes in the first decade of the 
seventeenth century—when Galileo and Kepler get started—

                            
1 Ulrich Luz, Matthew 1–7: A Commentary, trans. James E. Crouch, Hermeneia 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2007), 112. 
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attempts have been made to discover a scientific explanation for 
the star or planets that Matthew describes, but there is no 
explanation for it.6 That said, because of the more or less fifty 
years between Jesus’ death and when Matthew the evangelist 
wrote, he himself may not have invented the story of the star but 
an event in the heavens was part of the story of Jesus passed on to 
him.7 
 
The late Raymond Brown’s The Birth of the Messiah8 includes an 
exhaustive study of the Old Testament background for the infancy 
narratives of Matthew and Luke. Indeed, all of our gospels and all 
of the preaching in the New Testament are shaped by the 
conviction that Jesus is the embodiment of creation history, which 
is, the history of life itself—what we mean by the words “salvation 
history.” 
 
I want to mention three stories in the Torah, the first five books of 
the Bible, that shaped Matthew’s understanding of Jesus’ birth, 
that of Joseph, the son of Jacob; of Moses, the son of a man and 
woman of the house Levi; and of Balaam the son of Beor, a 
foreigner from a town on the banks of the River Euphrates.9  
 
First Joseph. When his father Jacob died, Joseph’s brothers, the 
ones who had sold him into slavery and had lied to their father 
about him being dead, were afraid Joseph would take his revenge. 
Joseph’s response to them was, [Although] “you meant evil against 

                            
6 Luz, 105–06. 
7 Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in 
the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, Updated ed. (New York: Doubleday, 1993), 171. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Numbers 22:5, NRSV. 
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me; but God meant it for good . . . do not fear; I will provide for 
you.”10 One notes that like Joseph the patriarch, Joseph the legal 
father of Jesus was blessed by his ability to understand his dreams, 
and like Joseph the patriarch, Joseph the legal father of Jesus saved 
himself and his family by going down into Egypt.  
 
Moses, of course, was spared death as an infant by being hidden in 
the bulrushes and found by Pharaoh’s daughter.11 He left the royal 
household of Pharaoh to serve God’s purposes: to lead his own 
people, the children of Israel, out of slavery. When Herod dies and 
Joseph takes his family to Nazareth, the evangelist writes, “This 
was to fulfil what the Lord had spoken by the prophet, ‘Out of 
Egypt have I called my  
son.’ ”12 
 
And then we have the seer Balaam, an astrologer, a Gentile. He 
was brought to the Moabite kingdom to curse the arriving 
Hebrews, but he would not. He would not curse those whom God 
was blessing. It is Balaam who gives us the prophecy of the star in 
the Greek-language Old Testament, called the Septuagint: 

 
I will point to him, though not now; 
I bless him though he has not drawn near; 
A star will rise from Jacob, 
And a man will stand forth from Israel.13 

                            
10 Genesis 50:20–21. 
11 Exodus 2:1–10. 
12 Matthew 2:15. 
13 Numbers 24:17, Translation, Brown, 195. 
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There is harsh anti-Judaism in Matthew—it’s in Matthew alone 
that the crowd shouts at Jesus’ trial, “His blood be on us and on 
our children!”14 In Matthew Jerusalem is the city of Jesus’ death.15  
 
Scholars generally understand this to be his reaction to Jewish 
leaders and people who not only do not accept Jesus as the 
Messiah, but who banish Christians from their synagogues and 
persecute them. Jewish Christians were shunned by their families.16 
Again, by the time Matthew writes, gentiles matter. (This makes 
me wonder if Matthew’s Jesus’ singular words to Simon about 
being the rock on which Jesus would build his church doesn’t have 
something to do with this new community that is arising and 
beginning to overwhelm Jewish Christian traditions.) 
 
There is a universal message in the story of the child, the magi, the 
star, and Herod. Raymond Brown describes Matthew’s narrative of 
Jesus’ birth as “a story that grips the imagination and remains in 
the memory.” 17 

 
Some takeaways from this story. In Matthew, God is with Jesus, 
but not just Jesus: he is with those who are near him.18 Matthew’s 
Jesus will cry from the cross, “My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me,”19 but Matthew understands this as another 
prophetic example of how Jesus embodies in his life the fulfilment 
of salvation history. 
 

                            
14 Matthew 27:25. 
15 Luz, 113. 
16 Ibid., 115. 
17 Brown, 119. 
18 Luz, 115. 
19 Matthew 27:46. 
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The annunciation and birth narratives of both Matthew and Luke, 
along with the prologue of John, are regarded as the last works of 
these evangelists. Ulrich Luz suggests that the magi became fixed 
in this story as the non-Jewish numbers of his community grew.20 
More important than the gifts of the astrologers, was their action: 
they bowed their heads to the ground in worship of the infant 
Messiah21—and in the New Testament, as Professor Andrew 
McGowan points out in his book Ancient Christian Worship, the 
words in the Old and New Testament that are usually translated by 
the English word worship “are concerned with reverence and 
obedience” or the movements of our bodies that show this—the 
usual New Testament word is the Greek word prostration: on 
one’s knees, forehead to the ground. McGowan says, “Worship” is 
about the body and about service.22 
 
I treasure the memories of those rare occasions when I believe I 
have had a greater awareness of God’s presence in my life and 
those even more rare occasions when I have been deeply aware of 
that presence in the lives of others. I am happy to worship the 
infant Messiah, our Risen Lord, on my knees, forehead to the 
ground. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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