The Way Of The Magi

Matthew 2:1 Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judaea in the days of Herod the king, behold, there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem, 2 Saying, Where is he that is born King of the Jews? for we have seen his star in the east, and are come to worship him. 3 When Herod the king had heard these things, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. 4 And when he had gathered all the chief priests and scribes of the people together, he demanded of them where Christ should be born. 5 And they said unto him, In Bethlehem of Judaea: for thus it is written by the prophet, 6 And thou Bethlehem, in the land of Juda, art not the least among the princes of Juda: for out of thee shall come a Governor, that shall rule my people Israel. 7 Then Herod, when he had privily called the wise men, enquired of them diligently what time the star appeared. 8 And he sent them to Bethlehem, and said, Go and search diligently for the young child; and when ye have found him, bring me word again, that I may come and worship him also.  9 When they had heard the king, they departed; and, lo, the star, which they saw in the east, went before them, till it came and stood over where the young child was. 10 When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceeding great joy. 11 And when they were come into the house, they saw the young child with Mary his mother, and fell down, and worshipped him: and when they had opened their treasures, they presented unto him gifts; gold, and frankincense, and myrrh. 12 And being warned of God in a dream that they should not return to Herod, they departed into their own country another way. 

The story of the Magi often is often trivialized and worse overlooked in the larger events of the birth of Christ.  But the arrival and actions of these wise men, these Magi are especially significant in the day in which we live. They point the way to searching after and finding Christ and in their story is a powerful multigenerational lesson that the church needs so desperately to hear.  

Who Were The Magi?
The Bible simply calls them ”wise men from the East”.  It is from the original text that we get the word “Magi” and some further clues to their origins. In the Hebrew text of the Old Testament the word occurs but twice, and then only incidentally. (Jeremiah 29:3,13) Originally they were a class of priests among the Persians & Medes who formed the king’s privy council, and cultivated astrology, medicine and occult natural science. They are frequently referred to by ancient authors. They appear in Herodotus’ history of Astyages as interpreters of dreams.  But since they appear in Jeremiah among the retinue of the Chaldean king, we must suppose Nebuchadnezzar’s conquests led him to gather round him the wise men and religious teachers of the nations which he subdued, and that this played a role in the sacred tribe of the Medes rising under his rule to favor and power. The Magi took their places among "the astrologers and star gazers and monthly prognosticators." It is with such men that, we have to think of Daniel and his fellow exiles as associated. The office which Daniel accepted (Daniel 5:11) was probably rab-mag --chief of the Magi.  This was the group and discipline from which the men that arrived seeking Christ came.  

The Magi Of The Age
Here are some important facts to understand about the Magi, because it has direct implications for the day in which we live.  These are not suppositions but can be extrapolated from the text we have read and from the historical record.  

They had been exposed to and were tolerant of most world religions.
They were deeply spiritual if not overly religious.  They believed and searched after the spiritual but rejected most organized forms of religion.

They searched after truth, even if they looked often in the wrong places. 

They were willing to go to any length to find what they believed to be true. 

They were so spiritually attuned they could hear from God even while they didn’t claim to be of a particular faith.  

They were open to spiritual experiences, and willing to act on them.

Does that sound at all familiar to you?  Most of the people in this room cannot relate to the mind-set I just outlined.  Either you are of an age, a generation that does not think this way.  Or you are young enough but were raised in church; consequently you don’t think this way.  But there are now multiple generations that know exactly what I am talking about.  And they have more in common in their thinking about spiritual matters with these Magi than they do with you and I.  

They have been exposed to and are tolerant of most world religions.
They are deeply spiritual if not overly religious.  They believe and search after the spiritual but reject most organized forms of religion.

They search after truth, even if they look often in the wrong places. 

They are willing to go to any length to find what they believe to be true. 

They are so spiritually attuned they can hear from God even while they didn’t claim to be of a particular faith.  

They were open to spiritual experiences, and willing to act on them.

I do not know of a more accurate breakdown of the attitude of rising generations toward spirituality and God.  The generations that came after the Baby-Boomers have a markedly different approach than those that preceded them.  Here is the big difference, and I will illustrate this for you from the text.  

The older generation was deeply religious, but not necessarily deeply spiritual.

Following the depression and WWII there was this deep desire for order and structure.  Institutions and mainline denominal churches flourished, but we can see by the choices of that generation (consumerism / sexual revolution) there was not a deep spirituality. 

The younger generations are deeply spiritual, but not necessarily religious. 

Now we are seeing the rejection of the institutions.  Attendance in the mainline churches is plummeting, and their congregations are getting older and older.  Yet there is this explosion of spiritual interest.  The most watched television shows all have to do with the para-normal, the occult, or the spiritual.  This is not because they are evil, it is because they are hungry for something spiritual.  Don’t ever think that because the generations coming on do sit on pews and sing from hymnals that they are not spiritual, they are probably more so than most of the people which do.  They are just not religious. 

Hear me well.  As we rush toward 2002 (Can you believe that) understand one thing about your world.  The spirit of the Magi has invaded this age.  There is a whole world that is starving for something spiritual.  God is leading them, (He is at work in their life when we get to them)  They are not impressed by churches, church buildings, church programs, church choirs, church organization, how long the church has been here, and how long you have been in it.  They really only have one agenda.  You can find it in verse two of our text.  “Where is He?”   They are hungry, they are searching, and they only want to find one thing.  Jesus Christ.  They may not even be able to name the object of their search but they will recognize it when they find it.  The longing that drives them is burning just as powerfully in their souls as did that ancient star and it will just as surely lead them to the feet of Christ.   
The Spiritual & The Religious
You and I, the deeply religious and those of an earlier generation are in the story as well.  One reason I come to you with this message on this day following Christmas is that I believe there is still time for us to re-script our role.  Because as the story is told, we don’t look so good.  There are some comparisons in the story between the Magi and the Jews that I really think hold true for the generations of the religious and spiritual seekers.

The Deeply-Spiritual-Not-Religious were following stars, traversing untold distance and digging through ancient text to find Christ while the Deeply-Religious-Not-Spiritual knew exactly where He was but could not be bothered to go see Him.  The Magi were on a quest not knowing exactly what for nor exactly where to find Him.  The Jews (religious) new what they were looking for and exactly where He was but would not be bothered to try and search Him out.  
Matthew 2: 4 And when he (Herod) had gathered all the chief priests and scribes of the people together, he demanded of them where Christ should be born. 5 And they said unto him, In Bethlehem of Judaea: for thus it is written by the prophet

It is appalling to me that there is a generation that does not know God that is coming after Him with more passion than those of us who have been recipients of His grace.  

It is reprehensible that we know how to tell them how to find Christ, but are too often too busy to make the pilgrimage ourselves.  How about instead of telling someone how to find Christ we take them by the hand and make the journey with them?  How about instead of pointing them to Christ we get where He is and call them to us?  The only time that people will ever get to Christ through you is if you are not where He is.  

The Magi of this age will not be afraid to worship God when the church is silent. (Moby) The first act of worship recorded in the NT was by these pagan gentiles, not by the religious people. 

The deeply spiritual of this text were leading God directed lives before they knew God (following His star)  while the deeply religious did not recognize divinity when He was in their very midst.  

Those the furthest distance from Him (the deeply spiritual) got to Him before those living next to Him (the deeply religious).
I tell you that the spirit of the Magi has been loosed in this age and we better wake up to what is happening, we better wake up before we become and irrelevant insignificant religious institution.  You had better realize the central truth that the only important thing is getting to where He is. 

We have something to offer each other.  Those of us from the deeply religious era have something to offer the deeply spiritual.  We have knowledge, we know the way.  We know what it is they seek and how to get there.  Our mission is to find a relevant way to communicate that truth to them in their quest.

But they have something for us.  That deep spiritual hunger.  Whatever it is that has driven them so far in their quest.  While we channel that hunger in the right direction we need to appropriate a little of it for ourselves.  (Don’t ever let seekers pray in these altars alone) This is exactly what Jesus was telling the woman at Jacob’s well in John 4.

John 4: 21  Jesus saith unto her, Woman, believe me, the hour cometh, when ye shall neither in this mountain, nor yet at Jerusalem, worship the Father. (Your religion and religious centers are not cutting it) 22  Ye worship ye know not what: we know what we worship: for salvation is of the Jews. (The deeply spiritual and the deeply religious again) 23  But the hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth: for the Father seeketh such to worship him. 24  God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth.

If we are to be what God destined us to be we are going to have to get off our arrogant, complacent, religious backsides and get some passion in our search and worship of God.  The spirit of the Magi is invading the world, but we desperately need for it to invade the church.  Before we shut the book on this Christmas we there needs to be some heart-felt prayers make their way heaven-ward as we ask God to loose the spirit of the Magi among us.   
