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December 19, 2021
Let's Bow Down and Worship!
Matthew 2:1-12
Reverend Yongchoel Woo
During the last two weeks, we have had diverse weather. First, we had freezing temperatures and
tons of snow for several days, and I wondered how long it would take before the snow would go
away. But it just took a couple of days because we then had heavy rain and warm temperatures.
After that, a strong windstorm with gusts over 60 miles per hour hit this area, knocking down trees
and power lines. While we have accurate weather forecasts that can prepare us for possible damage
from weather events, prior to that time the only way to predict the weather was to look up at the
sky.
Back in Jesus' time, in the eastern countries, certain people studied the movement of the sun,
moon, planets, and the stars and related them to future events in human history. They firmly
believed that they could discover divine revelation by studying the universe. (slide 1) The magi in
today's scripture were among those people. In the Christian tradition, the magi were said to be the
Persian astrologists and priests in the Zoroaster religion.
Today, we invited the magi to our miniature manger. I would like us to think about them and gain
some wisdom from them, comparing them with some Jewish people. Let's first ask ourselves these
questions. (slide 2) What made the magi travel to Bethlehem in Judea? What did they do before
they encountered our Lord? Why did God choose them to be some of the first witnesses to the
birth of Jesus?"
My daughter, Jiin, came home last week. I picked her up from O'Hare airport in Chicago, and it
took more than five hours for us to drive back home. By the way, how long would it have taken if
she had walked home from Atlanta, Georgia instead of flown? The distance is more than 900
miles, and it would take more than three months if she could cover 10 miles a day. Furthermore,
she might have encountered unexpected things or dangerous situations during her travel, and she
would have to pay several thousand dollars for lodging and meals.
(slide 3) The magi's journey covered over 900 miles, and they had to spend several months to get
to Jerusalem and spend lots of money for their travel costs. In addition, they had to get through
some unexpected and dangerous situations. They must have been exhausted when they arrived in
Jerusalem.
Then, what made them decide to follow their passion and take the risks of all of the possible
troubles, and spend their time and money to travel such a long distance? Today's scripture does not
say anything about that. No one forced them to do that, and no personal benefits were predictable
and guaranteed as they completed their travel. Without knowing where to go and how far they
should travel, they left their country in the east.
However, they had something meaningful on their minds, which could not be explained in detail in
words. They had a special concern on the rising and movement of a particular star, believing it was
deeply related to a divine revelation. Though they were unsure of the details that would happen in
the future, they decided to dedicate themselves to traveling the long distance and finding out what
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truth God would reveal through the star. Because they only focused on finding out how God would
work through human history, they did not care about how long they would have to travel, how
much money they would have to spend during their travels, or even what possible risks and
dangers they might face while traveling. (slide 4) They were genuine seekers of the truth.
As they came closer to Jerusalem in Judea, they were convinced that a divine character would be
born in Jerusalem. They went to the great king, Herod, who had come from Idumean and was
commissioned by the Roman empire to rule over Judea, and asked him a question, (slide 5)
"Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?" Why did they mention 'king of the Jews'?
Why did they go to the palace where Herod lived? Did they think that Herod and his people might
have known about something incredible that had happened in Jerusalem? Or did they believe that a
great king would be born in the royal family of Herod?
However, when we examine how king Herod responded to the magi's question, we realize what
they meant by ‘the king of the Jews’. (slide 6) “King Herod called together chief priests and
teachers of the law and asked them where the Messiah was to be born. (v.4)" The magi used the
phrase, king of the Jews, to refer to the Messiah (Christ). When Herod heard their reference to
Christ, he was disturbed. (v.3)
It is interesting to examine how Herod, the priests, and the teachers of the law responded to the
magi. They did not seem excited about the news that the magi reported to them. No wonder and
curiosity about that. For them, because the magi were the gentile people who had no knowledge
and background of Jewish religion, they could not trust them. The priests and teachers of the law
might have looked down on the magi, thinking that they were superior to the magi in their
understanding of God's will, plan, and purpose for Jewish history. Or, because they put much
emphasis on their work, that is, temple sacrifices and the law, they might have recommended that
Herod pay no attention to what the prophet Micah had prophesied long before. (slide 7) 'But you,
Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you
will come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel." (v.6, Micah 5:2,4) It was regrettable that
they knew Christ would come from Bethlehem but chose not to go to welcome Him. They ignored
the prophecy of Micah.
(slide 8) Let's compare the magi to Herod, the priests, and the teachers. While the gentile magi
decided to follow the star, dedicating their time, money, and passion to knowing God's will, and
worshiping our Lord, Jesus, with their offerings of gold, frankincense, and myrrh, the Jewish
leaders, including Herod and the chief priests and the teachers of the law, paid little attention to the
news the magi told them. Through the magi they came to know that Christ would be born in
Bethlehem, but they did not believe that prophecy. They were given a second chance to welcome
and worship Christ but failed to do so. Thus, though Jesus was born in Bethlehem, less than six
miles away from where they were, they chose not to have the precious opportunity to welcome and
worship our Lord, Jesus. They were arrogant and could not open their minds and hearts to God's
possible works. The magi did their best to welcome and worship our Lord, but Herod and his
people did nothing.
With these understandings of today's scripture, let's focus on how we can apply them to our lives.
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Two thousand years ago, God sent His love letter so that His people might know His message of
peace, as shown in Luke 2:14. (slide 9) "Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace to
those on whom his favor rests." The Greek word for peace is Eirene (Εἰρήνη) and shalom( )שָׁ לֹוםin
Hebrew. Usually, we interpret that word as a peaceful state without conflicts in our inner world
and wars in our outer world. But we need to realize that the original meaning of the word, (slide
10) peace is wholeness and completeness.
For example, let's imagine a whole pizza before you. If one piece of it happens to be missing or
someone eats it, we can't say it is a whole pizza. If a glass cup falls to the floor and some part of it
is broken, we can’t say the wholeness of the glass cup has been maintained. Or, if we have some
brokenness in our relationship with another person, we cannot say our relationship is in a state of
wholeness.
What was the nature of the peace relationship between God and His people?
Historically, when God’s people committed sins against Him, violating the law, the wholeness of
their relationship with God was broken. His people could not restore a right relationship with God
on their own. Instead, they were destined to be judged because of their sins and pay the price for
their disobedience.
However, God knew how weak and vulnerable His people were and took the initiative to make a
right relationship with His people by sending His Son, Jesus, to be the ransom sacrifice on the
cross and redeem us from our sins. (slide 11) Through Jesus Christ, the broken relationship
between God and His people could be restored to a whole relationship (or right relationship).
Christmas is God's love letter, written from His forgiving and embracing love, and bringing whole
and complete peace between God and His people.
God never gives up on His people. Instead, he has been, is, and always will be faithful in loving
His people.
In 2021, as we are experiencing the Advent season and preparing for the coming of our Lord into
our lives, (slide 12) we should be reminded that our Lord wants to come into our lives to make a
peaceful relationship with us.
When we compare the magi to Herod, the priests, and the teachers of the law, which group better
describes us? Are we open-minded or closed-minded as we seek to understand how God works
through our lives? Are we aware that our Lord wants to come into our lives and work through us
so we can have peace with God? Do we agree that it is necessary for our Lord to come into and
rule over our lives? How ready are we to welcome His coming into our lives? What preparation are
we making for His coming into our lives?
During the last week of Advent, let's first gain some wisdom from the magi and learn some
challenging lessons from Herod, the priests, and the teachers. God is working through us to make a
right relationship with us sinners in His mysterious way. (slide 13) We should be seekers of God's
love and peace in our lives. Then let's ask the Holy Spirit to help us go beyond our limitations and
weaknesses, including our arrogance, ignorance, and self-centeredness, to open our eyes, ears,
minds, and hearts so we can truly discern God's will and purpose for making a right relationship
with us and worship Him, with much thankfulness.

