Wise Men Still Seek Him
1After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem 2and asked, "Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him."
Matthew 2:1-2

Introduction

We live in a spiritual age. There is great interest in spiritual matters but not necessarily of the Christian kind. To quote actress Joanna Lumley, ‘I am not into religion but I am into spirituality’. There are those who say that Joanna Lumley is not unique and that ‘it’s cool to be spiritual’ today.
The BBC ‘Soul of Britain Survey’ which found that 70% of the UK population believed in God.  People are looking for an authentic spirituality.
Even celebrities are in on the act:
Madonna – Kaballah

Tom Cruise – Scientology

Shiley MacLaine – New Age

As we celebrate the coming of Christ into the world, we can ask what is at the heart of Christianity and what do we offer those who seek a deep and meaningful spirituality.  How do we help people encounter spiritual reality?
To help us reflect on our spirituality, we turn to the Biblical story of the visit of the Magi – people on a journey, which mirrors much of our spiritual experience.

Who were the Magi? 

Originally the term Magi applied to a tribe of Persian priests, but later the term was applied to magicians and astrologers such as Simon Magus and Elymas. 

So what can we say about these wise men? They were men on a spiritual quest.
They were probably astrologers from modern Iraq or Iran. They studied the stars in the hope that they revealed the future.  They had some access to the Old Testament Scriptures as a result of the Babylonian exile many years previously.

They were not kings and the idea that there were three of them arose from the number of gifts. The names Casper, Melchior and Balthasar are fictitious and derive from the 8th century.

Universality and Inclusiveness

The story of the Magi introduces us to an important theme – the Gospel is for all peoples and the essential nature of the church is international. 

Further, God can speak to people who are genuinely searching even if they seek for him in the wrong direction. 

Seeking for God
Verses 1,2

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.” 

These men were searching for spiritual reality. Like so many throughout history, they had a desire to learn about their destiny. Today there are those who look to horoscopes for daily guidance.

Although there are dangers in occult involvement, God broke through into their understanding and showed them something of deep significance was happening.

But why would they travel for months to find the Jewish Messiah?  Especially as it involved considerable money, time and effort.
It seems there was a widespread belief that a world ruler would come from the Jewish people. Two independent Roman historians – Seutonius and Tacitus – testify to this. So a Jewish king would have more than local significance. 
Is our hunger for God such that we would travel to meet with him? Even though it is costly in terms of time, money and effort.

Seeking God is a mark of true spirituality. The Magi were searching for Christ.
At odds with secular and religious
Verses 3, 4

When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. When he had called together all the people's chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Christ was to be born.
The attitude of the Magi was in stark contrast to that of Herod and the priests of the day.

The Magi knew very little about the Messiah but chose to travel vast distances to show him honour. Herod and the priests had all the knowledge and resources of the Jewish faith available, yet failed to see what was happening a few miles away. When they did find out, they reacted with apathy and hostility – although they hid their feelings from the Magi.

Herod was concerned about possible usurpers. This aged monarch who reigned for 36 years was nearing the end of his life.  He murdered any who posed a threat – imaginary or real – including members of his own family.

But if Herod was acting in character when he sought to kill Jesus, what about the priests? They found the prospect of a Messiah inconvenient, because

· They were under the influence of Herod, profited from his patronage and feared his anger.

· The temple leadership was dominated by the worldly and upper-class Sadducees who had little spiritual interest.

· Managing the profitable temple franchise would have kept them busy.

Self-interest, lack of spirituality, and busyness in keeping the religious show on the road resulted in hostility to the prospect of a new-born Messiah.

The challenge to us today is are we open to the Christ the risen Lord having his way in our lives, in his church, and in our communities.

Like the Magi and the people in Jerusalem, we are confronted with the need of a response in the light of Jesus. Transformation is at the heart of the gospel.
Scriptures the key

Verses 5,6

“In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the prophet has written: ‘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 be the shepherd of my people Israel.’”
The Jewish religious leaders knew exactly where the King of the Jews was to be born. They reply quoting Micah 5:2 together with the last line from 2 Sam 5:2.

These religious people knew the implications of the Scriptures but, for reasons of expediency, they had done nothing about it. They kept others in the dark.
This is sadly the case so often. We know what the Scriptures say, but are so slow to act on it. Does this apply to us?
Searching and obeying the Scriptures is a mark of true spirituality.
Verses 7, 8

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared. He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and make a careful search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.”
Armed with the information provided by the compromised priests, Herod formulates a plan to destroy the potential rival.

This is in keeping with what we know of Herod. He had already murdered his wife, two of his sons and would murder another days before his death. 

Herod was a convincing liar. So convinced was he that he had fooled the Magi and that they would report back to him that he didn’t send anyone with them.

A warning not to be duped by the apparently sincere. The church, through the centuries, has been plagued by deceivers – people with their own agendas.

The safeguard, as is later revealed, is God speaking directly to the Magi – something even Herod hadn’t anticipated. Hallelujah!

Hearing the voice of God is a mark of true spirituality.

Continuing the Journey

Verse 9

After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was.
The Magi continued on their journey. The Christian life is a journey. They followed a star – we should follow the leading and direction of the Holy Spirit, the presence of Jesus when Jesus is absent.

What is the nature of the star? A number of possibilities have been suggested - Halley’s Comet (11 BC), a supernova, a conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn in the area of the sky known as Pisces (7 BC). Or a special manifestation of the glory of God

The text makes it difficult to believe that what we have was a mere natural occurrence. God guided these men to the very place where Jesus was. 

If God does this to get the attention of astrologers, what does he have to do to get your attention? In the same way that God led the Magi 2000 years ago, he leads us by his Spirit today. 
Search ended with Christ

Verses 10-11

When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and of incense and of myrrh.
The end of the search is characterised by joy – that hallmark of true Christian faith – and worship.

Maybe you’re on a spiritual search today. A mark of true salvation is, in the words of the apostle Peter, joy unspeakable and full of glory. Maybe Christian, you’ve lost your joy. You’re like those the apostle Paul addressed in his letter to the Galatians, What has happened to your joy? It’s possible to renew your joy.
The wise men recognized the One to whom worship was due an responded appropriately.

The mark of true spirituality – joy and worship.

And then there are the gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. These gifts are symbolic, prophetic, and costly

Gold – a gift fit for a king

Frankincense – constantly used by priests in the temple.

Myrrh – used to embalm the dead.

The challenge to us as God’s twenty-first century people is to give him our lives in sacrificial worship that affects every area of our lives.

True spirituality involves costly giving of ourselves.

Verse 14

And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route.

The Magi returned home by another route.  But it was more than the route home that was different.

They had embarked on a spiritual journey, they followed a star, they had seen the Christ, they had heard God speak, and experienced true worship.

This is true spirituality. Totally transforming.Have we had this experience?

Conclusion

So what have we learned of spirituality? The truly spiritual life can be likened to a journey.

True Spirituality is Universal and Inclusive.

It involves seeking God.
Responds to the light we have
Searching and obeying the Scriptures

Hearing the voice of God 

Led by the Holy Spirit

Marked by joy and worship.

Involves costly giving of ourselves
Totally transforming

As we seek to be Christ’s church in this area of Darlington, let us seek to be spiritual rather than religious, Christ-centred rather than rule-based, led by the spirit rather than self-absorbed, worshippers rather than ritualists, and Spirit-filled rather than legalists.

Then, maybe, people will come to us as they seek true spirituality. 
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