12-23-07 Christmas Sunday
“Gold, Frankincense and Myrrh”

Matthew 2

Introduction:

-every Christmas we hear the story of how our Lord Jesus came to earth from heaven; He was sent by the Father in heaven; He came willingly to this earth

-Jesus, the Word of God, tabernacled in a body of flesh; the Holy Spirit overshadowed Mary and she conceived in her womb having never known a man

-Jesus was born in a stable and laid in a stone feeding trough for His crib; He came to this earth as a servant in every way: His birth, His life, His death, even His resurrection
-if any man would be His disciple, this life of servanthood must be the footsteps in which he is to walk

-it is not enough to say, “I believe He existed”; true discipleship means denying oneself, taking up the cross daily, and following Him alone

-it is this risen Jesus, the Savior of the world, that we worship; it is this Jesus who was born of a virgin

-it is this Jesus that the wise men from the East came so far to worship; their gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh were expressions of their honor to Him, even though He was just an infant

-this morning we want to examine these three gifts the wise men brought to Jesus; by them we are exhorted to offer to our Lord all of which they testify

-read Mt. 2; pray

I.
Who Were These Wise Guys?

A.
Magi from the East
-first of all notice how vv. 1-2 tell us these wise men saw His star in the East

-the word translated into the English ‘wise men’ is the Greek word ‘Magos’ or ‘Magi’

-they were like a priestly class of Persian mystics that studied the stars and constellations for indications on how to order their official policies

-we know from the book of Daniel that Daniel was put as supervisor over all of this class of men during the days of the Babylonian and Early Medo-Persian Empires

-it is quite possible that his influence upon this class prepared them for this moment

-Daniel may have pointed to the earlier prophecy given in Numbers 24:17 that said:

Num 24:17 NKJV  "I see Him, but not now; I behold Him, but not near; A Star shall come out of Jacob; A Scepter shall rise out of Israel, And batter the brow of Moab, And destroy all the sons of tumult.

-Daniel also gave a very detailed account of when the Messiah, the King of the Jews would come on the scene in the ninth chapter of his book

B.
Monitoring the Heavens
-these Magi said that they had seen His star in the East; the stars and the constellations follow a pattern as observed from our position on the earth

-we know that the earth rotates over a 24 hr. period; its rotation around the sun gives us the seasons of the year (at least in some parts of Arizona!)

-the constellations remain the same but our view of them places them in different positions in the night sky as the seasons change

-when the planets align or come close, it’s an unusual sight against these constellations

-many would see in these sightings ominous warnings or indications of special events

-but upon closely examining the whole text of ch. 2 of Matthew we find that this star is of supernatural origin

-we are told that the very same star led them out of Jerusalem to Bethlehem, six miles south, and stood over the very house in which the King of the Jews lay

-it is possible that this star was actually an angel of the Lord

-maybe this star was Gabriel, since he seems to be quite involved in the announcements of the birth of the Christ child  

-throughout Scripture angels are referred to as stars in the heavens

-these Magi didn’t have all the details of who this King of the Jews was, nor exactly where He was to be found in Israel

-but one thing they knew for sure: from what they interpreted from this manifestation, this King of the Jews was the King of kings

-He was of such importance that they must gather together the most precious of gifts and make the grueling three month journey to Jerusalem to find him
-why? that they might worship Him

-the idea of there being three wise men comes from the three gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh 

-we really don’t know how many there were in this entourage’; it is likely there were more than three since there entry into Jerusalem caused quite a stir

Vincent Word Studies: “Many absurd traditions and guesses respecting these visitors to our Lord's cradle have found their way into popular belief and into Christian art. They were said to be kings, and three in number; they were said to be representatives of the three families of Shem, Ham, and Japheth, and therefore one of them is pictured as an Ethiopian; their names are given as Caspar, Balthasar, and Melchior, and their three skulls, said to have been discovered in the twelfth century by Bishop Reinald of Cologne, are exhibited in a priceless casket in the great cathedral of that city.” 

II.
What Were the Reactions to Their Appearance?

A.
From Herod the Great
-the Magi naturally came to Jerusalem since that was the capital of the Jewish nation

-surely they would know about this marvelous appearance of the King of the Jews

-but, as v. 3 tells us, When Herod the king heard this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him…
-this Herod is called in history, ‘Herod the Great’; at that time he was the reigning king over Israel

-he was called ‘the Great’ because he was of the greatest and most noble character; in fact he was the one of the most infamous and notorious figures in all of history

-he was referred to as Herod the Great because of his great structural accomplishments throughout Israel, including the Temple in Jerusalem along with all the surrounding complexes

-he was a vain, paranoid man though; he had his wife and two of his own sons killed because he thought they were conspiring against him to overthrow the throne

-his father was from Edom, and his mother was a Jewess; because he refused to eat pork it was said of him that it was safer to be Herod’s pig than Herod’s son

-he thought nothing of committing mass murder to rid himself of any threat to his kingdom or his plans, as shown a little later in the chapter

-no wonder Jerusalem was troubled; what would Herod do if he caught wind of this?

B.
From the Religious Leaders 
-the first thing Herod did was call together the religious leaders—the chief priests and scribes of the Law of Moses; Herod wanted to know where in Scripture this Messiah was to be born

-they knew exactly where it was recorded; a prophecy given through Micah was recorded some 700 years earlier:

Mic 5:2 NKJV  “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, Though you are little among the thousands of Judah, Yet out of you shall come forth to Me The One to be Ruler in Israel, Whose goings forth are from of old, From everlasting.”
-after Herod received this information he secretly called the Magi for a meeting; secretly probably to hide his intentions from these religious leaders

-from the text it doesn’t appear these Magi ever met with the religious leaders

-what Herod wanted from these Magi was a timeline; what time did this star appear?
-because of Herod’s attempt to kill all young children two years and under in the vicinity of Bethlehem, we can assume it had been at least one if not closer to two years earlier that the star had appeared
-the Magi gave Herod that information, not knowing his evil intent
-but the Magi did glean from Herod the city in which this child was born: Bethlehem, six miles south of Jerusalem

-even though Herod had evil intent, God used the information to direct these foreign worshipers to the city where this child had been born

-Herod left them with one last request: “Go and search carefully for the young Child, and when you have found Him bring back word to me, that I may come and worship Him also.”

-it was obvious that these Magi had openly shared their mission: to worship this young Child, the King of the Jews

-but they must have sensed something sinister about Herod although they probably couldn’t put their finger on it at the time
-their own excitement about finding the exact city in which this King was born must have been overwhelming

C.
From Men and Women Today

-it is interesting to consider that we have three different reactions to the news of this King of the Jews

-one is the reaction of Herod: intrusion; he saw the entry of this child as an intrusion, a threat into his kingdom, his plans, his life; he had no desire to worship this King

-the second reaction is with the religious leaders: indifference; although they had all the facts, they had no desire to worship this King; they had an easy life, all was in order, all was privileged

-the third reaction was with the Magi: intense desire to worship; this desire led them to go to great lengths and at great expense to find this child to worship Him

-these three reactions continue to this day over who Jesus is; some are like Herod: they don’t want Jesus interfering into their lives; they see Him as an intrusion, a threat into their kingdom, their plans, their lives

-some today are like the religious leaders of Jesus’ day: they really are indifferent to any reality of who Jesus is or what He came to do
-they say, “It’s really all the same. All religions are on an equal level. Find what suits you and go with that. As long as you understand everyone’s point of view, let’s all just get along. After all, my life is in order and that’s what’s important to me”

-yet there is that remnant of souls who react in the way these Magi reacted: “I must find Him and give Him my all—all I am, all I have, all I ever will be”
-what is your reaction to who Jesus is and what He has done for you?

III.
What Gifts Did They Present?

A.
The Gift of Gold

-the first gift that they presented to the child in worship was gold; it was considered to be the most precious of metals at this time
-gold represented His royalty; it was an acknowledgment of Him being King of kings

-these Magi laid down gold before this young child; it was the most precious thing they had to bring
-in the Providence of God this gold provided for the necessities of the family during their flight to Egypt and covered their living expenses until they could make it back to Israel 

-the Scriptures speak of things that are more precious than gold that perishes

1Pe 1:6-7 NKJV  In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while, if need be, you have been grieved by various trials,  (7)  that the genuineness of your faith, being much more precious than gold that perishes, though it is tested by fire, may be found to praise, honor, and glory at the revelation of Jesus Christ,

Job 23:10 NKJV  But He knows the way that I take; When He has tested me, I shall come forth as gold.

Rev 3:18 NKJV  I counsel you to buy from Me gold refined in the fire, that you may be rich; and white garments, that you may be clothed, that the shame of your nakedness may not be revealed; and anoint your eyes with eye salve, that you may see.
-our most precious gift we can bring to our Savior is the gift of enduring faithfulness

-the trials we endure through His strength refine our character; those trials reveal what is genuine and honoring to Him

-there are many who give millions to charitable organizations; but have they really given what He desires: a broken and contrite heart toward Him?

Psa 51:17 NKJV  The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit, A broken and a contrite heart— These, O God, You will not despise.

B.
The Gift of Frankincense

-frankincense is the resin from a particular tree found in Arabia; the bark was cut and the resin oozed out and was collected; when put on fire, this resin emitted a wonderful fragrance 

-when you search the Scriptures for how frankincense was used you’ll find that it was a major component in the incense offered before the ark of the covenant

-frankincense was always associated with prayer to the Lord in Scripture 
Psa 141:2 NKJV  Let my prayer be set before You as incense, The lifting up of my hands as the evening sacrifice.

Rev 5:8 NKJV  Now when He had taken the scroll, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb, each having a harp, and golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints.

Rev 8:3-4 NKJV  Then another angel, having a golden censer, came and stood at the altar. He was given much incense, that he should offer it with the prayers of all the saints upon the golden altar which was before the throne.  (4)  And the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, ascended before God from the angel's hand.

-when the Magi offered frankincense to this King of the Jews they were showing that He was worthy of their prayers; they were indicating that He was God incarnate

-what value is this gift of frankincense without genuine prayer and adoration from the heart? God knows the difference; Israel was often rebuked by the Lord for offering incense to Him without the corresponding heart of brokenness
-God loves it when we open our hearts to Him in prayer and thanksgiving; it is a sweet fragrance to Him, well pleasing to His heart

-frankincense was derived from cutting; so the brokenness of our own hearts brings forth that spiritual frankincense that when offer by the fire of trial brings forth a sweet fragrance to the Lord
C.
The Gift of Myrrh

-myrrh was derived in the same manner as frankincense: the bark of the particular tree was cut and the resin oozed out and was collected, then ground to powder

-myrrh was used as a fragrance in the anointing oil of the tabernacle
-when the Magi opened that gift and presented it to the young Child it must have caused the house to be filled with that fragrance
-but myrrh was also used in embalming; it had properties that hindered decay
-it was in the crushing of that resin that the fragrance was released; when mixed with olive oil it became like a perfume

-why did the Magi bring myrrh to Jesus? Was there some leading upon them that indicated His suffering and death?

-Daniel’s prophecy of the coming Messiah revealed that He would be cut off in the midst of His days in Dan. 9:26; and we’ve already brought up the thought of Daniel’s influence upon this class of men
-there are three places where myrrh is mentioned in the New Testament; here and in:
Mar 15:23 NKJV  Then they gave Him wine mingled with myrrh to drink, but He did not take it.
Joh 19:39 NKJV  And Nicodemus, who at first came to Jesus by night, also came, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about a hundred pounds.

-this gift of myrrh testified of the sufferings and the humanity of this King of kings

-what can be likened to our offering of myrrh to Him? The sufferings we endure for His name sake is like that gift of myrrh

-the church in the city of Smyrna went through tremendous suffering because of their faith; that crushing of life was received by the Lord as an offering of myrrh

-we have these three gifts presented to Jesus by the Magi: gold, frankincense and myrrh

-the gold testified of His royalty, the fact of Him being King of kings

-the frankincense testified of His priestly nature, being our High Priest before the throne of God in heaven; it testified of Jesus’ deity

-the myrrh testified of His prophetic nature, the Prophet of God who would suffer and die for the sins of the whole world; indeed Jesus was not only fully God, He was fully human

-He is our Lord; He is our God; He is our Savior
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