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“Advent 2: A Very Commercial Christmas” 

Matthew 2:1-12 

December 6, 2015 

Rev. David Williams  

Scripture: Matthew 2:1-12 

Video Clip: Big Bang Theory- Sheldon on Saturnalia (2:05) 

Sermon: 

Imagine… 
 [2 pics] Imagine it’s the week leading up to Christmas and you work in retail.  The crowds have grown to 

enormous size. The lines at the check out are a mile long.  Your whole shift you’re working with cranky people 

who are impatiently asking you to find the Christmas gift they want to give someone but they don’t know what it’s 

called. You spend a couple hours behind a cash register, scanning items, packing them away, scanning items, 

packing them away. Your customers for the most part are hurried and frazzled. This is nothing like the usual 

clientele the rest of the year.  Normally you don’t mind helping customers find what they’re looking for, but now 

it’s harder, they’re less patient and you are too.  Sometimes you think that if your boss could hear the internal 

dialogue you’re having with the customer in your head you’d be fired. Or your boss would laugh and heartily 

agree with you. You’re not sure. 

 In addition to cranky customers, the store where you work is open longer hours during the holidays now 

too. So your shift doesn’t end until after 9pm.  It’s long past dark outside as you finally finish up for the day and 

lock up. It’s pushing 9:30.  You know the next day you have to do it all over again, and at some point you have to 

find time to do your own Christmas shopping.  You’re sick of hearing Christmas music nonstop for more than 8 

hours a day.  You’re not even allowed to say, “Merry Christmas” anymore. You have to say, “Happy holidays.”  

Ugh.  You feel very Grinch-like.  Bah humbug! 

 That was what I often felt like over the three years I spent working at Coles Bookstore while in seminary. 

Working at Coles was a great job most of the time, and I appreciated the income while going to seminary.  I also 

got a good discount on books, which is always a plus! But when Christmas came around everything changed. We 

were a small store that was very good at customer service.  But at Christmas everything went haywire. Our tiny 

store was frequently packed, with lines stretching down 1 of the 3 aisles in the store going all the way to the back 

wall.  One person literally came in and said, “I’m looking for a book for my son. It’s blue.”  

 The dialogue in my head went something like, “You’re kidding right?  Do you think we organize our 

store by colour?”  But out loud I asked her questions and actually did find the book she wanted.  Another lady 

kept pestering one of my coworkers about a hockey book.  She showed the customer the book that we were 

featuring in a special display by the cash register, but that wasn’t it.  They talked for another while, the customer 

becoming increasingly belligerent.  Then our manager stepped in and asked a few questions.  Turns out that the 

book by the cash was, in fact, the book the lady was looking for. But did she apologize? Nope! Merry Christmas! 

 Those three years were really tough at Christmas. Walking home late at night after an long shift with little 

break, knowing I had to get up and go to class in the morning, and then back to work afterwards, made me really 

start to hate Christmas. Or at least hate how we celebrate it these days. 

 In our video clip, Sheldon was right.  Far too often now the way we approach Christmas is with the 

subconscious (or even conscious) attitude that gift giving is an obligation. We have to find the right gift that 

reflects the perceived level of friendship or relationship with the other person. We have to spend the right amount, 

but not blow our budget.  If we get the wrong thing we will be devastated. 

 Do you think this is how Jesus would like us to honour his birthday?  It’s very different than how we 

celebrate anybody else’s birthday.  Although there is gift-giving involved, it’s certainly very different than how 

we celebrate our kids’ birthdays. 

 And why do we celebrate in December anyway?  It turns out that Sheldon may be right about that too. 

Certainly there is nothing in the Bible that tells us the date or even time of year of Jesus’ birth.  All we 

know is that the shepherds we read about last week were out at night tending their flocks.  That’s not really 

helpful for narrowing down the time of year in that climate. 

 Oh, by the way, regarding last week’s message, I have to issue a correction!  Amy pointed out to me last 
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Sunday night that since the shepherds were out at night when the angel appeared to them, they would have gone to 

find Jesus at night too. If it was night time, wouldn’t the family animals have been in the house with the family?  

So yes, there would have been some animals next to Jesus while he was in the manger!  But he wasn’t in a stable 

and there wasn’t an inn that turned Joseph and Mary away.  It’s that people kept their animals in their houses with 

them at night.  Actually, when I want to Kenya in 2011, I had an eye to eye conversation with a chicken in one 

family’s living room. Why? Because the animals came and went from inside the house and stayed inside at night! 

 But back to Dec 25
th

.  We don’t know the exact reason why we celebrate Jesus’ birthday on this day.  

There are two competing theories.  One is that Christians took over the already existing festival “Saturnalia” 

which celebrated the winter solstice. The Romans celebrated this holiday with giving gifts to one another and 

bringing in greenery to symbolize new or eternal life.  This could explain some of the roots of gift giving at 

Christmas and the use of greenery for decorating, even eventually leading to the Christmas tree! [Brian 

Handwerk, “Yuletide Tales: Santa, Singing Mobs, and the Time Christmas Was Canceled,” for National 

Geographic, Dec 23, 2013.] 

 The difficulty with this theory is that the early Christians were quite intent on distancing themselves from 

all things pagan. So celebrating Saturnalia but giving it different meaning may not have been realistic.  So the 

other theory has to do with the fact that in the ancient world people believed that great men died on the same day 

of the year that they were conceived. (Why they believed that I don’t know.)  Since Jesus died in the spring, if he 

was conceived in the spring he would have been born in December. At first, this would have been a point of 

embarrassment for Christians since his birthday was around the time of the Saturnalia festivals, but over time they 

may have been able to influence Saturnalia festivities and redeemed them. [Handwerk] 

 Either way, what we do know is that we do not know the exact day or even the exact year of Jesus’ birth!  

So when we celebrate on Dec 25
th

 it is not because the Bible tells us to! 

 So what does the Bible actually tell us about the first Christmas?  Last week we looked at Luke’s account, 

including the angel appearing to the shepherds and telling them about a baby lying in a manger. Mangers were 

common features in ordinary houses in those days, so there is no need to read into the text a stable or cave. 

Text 
 This week we are looking at the first half of Matthew’s account of Jesus’ birth- the famous account of the 

three wise men coming to visit Jesus. Let’s turn to Matthew 2:1-12 and see what the Bible actually says. Like last 

week, be aware of what the text actually says and what it doesn’t say. 

What It Says 
 Matthew begins with “after Jesus was born in Bethlehem.”  He doesn’t mention the shepherds or angels 

at all. He doesn’t mention a manger either.  He just gives us as a point of fact that Jesus was born in Bethlehem.  

His interest is in something other than the details of Jesus’ birth.  His interest is in the response of others to Jesus’ 

birth. 

 The first group Matthew introduces are the “Magi.”  We often call them “wise men” which is probably 

true. They were learned, educated and would have been considered wise.  Notice, though, that Matthew does 

not tell us the number of Magi.  We often, if not always, speak of 3 wise men. But there’s no reason to think 

there were only 3.  They gave 3 gifts.  That doesn’t mean there were 3 Magi.  They could have gone in together 

on a group gift!  And even if there were 3 Magi, they would not have travelled so far alone. They would have had 

servants with them. So the whole group would have been much larger than just 3. 

 But what are Magi?  Certainly they were not kings.  That they are called kings and even wise men is an 

attempt to sanitize them from what they really were. They were magicians.  Magi is the source of our word for 

magic and magician.  They were likely from Persia, possibly even part of a priestly cast descended from men 

who worked with Daniel in the OT.  Remember, Daniel was made chief of the “wise men” under the Babylonians 

and then under the Medes and Persians! 

 The Magi were both astronomers and astrologers. They studied the stars, like modern astronomers, but 

with the purpose of understanding the message and meaning of the movement of the stars- that is astrology.  

They were very pagan!  “Israel cordially despised the magicians and astrologers of the gentile world and felt that 

God had decisively rescued his people from the tyranny of the stars and from those who desires to know their 

secrets.” [Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew Vol 1, p. 45]  Remember, even the creation story of Genesis 1 puts 
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stars in their place- below God as part of creation, not gods in and of themselves! 

 Everywhere else in the NT, Magi is a term used derogatively. That is, in the rest of the NT Magi are 

despised.  Twice in Acts men are referred to as “magi” or “magus” (singular) and they are never portrayed well. 

(Acts 8:9-24; 13:6-11)  So it is fascinating and even scandalous that Matthew begins his Gospel account, a 

Gospel intended to be read by Jews, by having pagan sorcerers be the first people to encounter Jesus. Not only 

that, by they are eagerly seeking Jesus out, in contrast to the Jews in Jerusalem! [Bruner, p. 47]  

 That’s the next thing I want to point out in the text.  We’re going to look at Herod more closely next 

week, but notice that Herod was afraid of the message of the Magi?  Why? Because Herod was not a Jew, he was 

of the Edomite people. He was also not born a king, but was appointed king by Rome for helping Caesar out of a 

jam.  So Herod knew his position with the Jewish people was precarious and he had reason to fear one born of the 

line of David, born a king.   

 What was Herod’s response? First, he called the religious leaders and asked them about where the 

Messiah, or the Christ, the Anointed One would be born.  That is, where would the Saviour be born that the 

Jewish people were eagerly awaiting?  The religious leaders cite an OT passage from Malachi (5:2) and say 

“Bethlehem.”  Herod then plots how to kill the Saviour!  Notice, too, that the religious leaders do nothing to stop 

him!  Certainly it would have meant taking their life into their hands if they had tried to say something to Herod, 

but they don’t warn the Magi, or even send somebody to warn the parents!  But we’ll get back to this. 

 What happens next?  The Magi find Jesus and when they found the baby, they worshipped him. 

Notice a couple things here. First, they worshiped the child. They didn’t worship the mother!  That’s something 

Christians have gotten wrong a lot over the past 2 thousand years. 

 Second, the baby didn’t do anything. The child is remarkably normal. There are no miracles. There are no 

profound utterances of wisdom from the baby. There is no voice from Heaven.  But they worship the child.  

They worship Jesus because they have at least an inkling of what God is doing, or is going to do, in this child. 

 Having bowed down and worshipped Jesus, they then give him remarkable gifts. They give him gold, 

incense and myrrh.  Often we say “frankincense” depending on the English translation.  These were very 

expensive gifts that were costly for the Magi to give. But they worshipped through giving. 

 Finally, they return home a different way, having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod.  For 

Matthew, the word “way” is often loaded with significance. [See Matt 7:13-14; 21:32] It’s fair see in this verse a 

double meaning. They not only returned home by a different route, but they were different too!  Matthew is 

making a theological statement about the Magi returning home different than when they arrived. [Bruner, p. 50]  

What It Means 
 So what does all this mean? The first thing we see is the radical flip-flop of how we expect people to 

respond to Jesus.  The pagan foreigners, who have no allegiance to the Jews, are the ones who are seeking Jesus 

and respond to him appropriately. The Jews, the ones eagerly awaiting Jesus, their own long-awaited Saviour, 

respond either with hatred or apathy.  One would expect the opposite!  But this is a consistent theme both in 

Matthew and the NT as a whole. Jesus’ own people didn’t respond to him well. True, some believed and followed, 

but many ignored Jesus and other responded with hatred.  That’s what led to Jesus death and the pattern 

continued in the early church with Paul’s missionary work. Paul always brought the gospel to the Jews first, some 

believed but overwhelmingly it was the non-Jews, the Gentiles, who responded to Jesus whole heartedly. 

 Here we see three ways we can respond to Jesus: worship, anger and apathy. Next week we are going 

to look at the angry response to Jesus. Our emphasis this year, though, is on the response of worship.  Take note, 

however, that even apathy is a response to Jesus.  Not making a decision is making a decision.  This is the first 

time Matthew mentions the Jewish leaders in his account.  As the Gospel continues, they are seen to be worse 

and worse.  But it all begins with their indifferent response to the news that the Messiah may have arrived. 

 Let’s take a look at the worshipful response of the Magi.  Remember, worship is our response to what 

God has done. Worship is not just singing.  It is a bit misleading that we refer to musicians in contemporary 

churches as “worship teams” because it implies that only music is worship.  Worship is our (positive) response to 

what God has done. 

 For the Magi, the first thing they see God do is the star. They have some ancient records that lead them to 

understand that a star indicates the birth of someone special.  They probably have at least the book of Daniel.  So 
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they investigate what they have seen.  Investigating what God has done is the first step in responding to 

what God has done.  And that takes effort. It takes initiative. It means deciding to investigate. Investigating is 

not apathy or indifference.  Some of you here today are still in this investigation stage. Let me say, keep at it!  

Don’t give up. Don’t become indifferent to Jesus. Keep investigating! 

 Then, notice that the Magi’s investigation leads them to Scripture.  Their investigation of the star, 

something in creation, what we call “general revelation,” leads them to Scripture, “special revelation.” [Bruner, p. 

44]  It is almost impossible to come to Jesus without coming through Scripture. So in your investigation, whether 

you’re already a follower of Christ or just seeking, you must come to Scripture if you want to know God more 

intimately, to know more about what he has done so that you can respond to him in worship. 

 When the Magi find Jesus, they bow down and worship him. That is, they submit themselves to him. 

Bowing is a sign of reverence and submission. Part of responding to Jesus is to submit to him and accept his 

authority. Many people want to make Jesus a good teacher, or a great example, or even their best buddy. We are 

slow to acknowledge his authority though. We are slow to submit to him. 

 And notice that his authority is not based on any display of power or rank.  He wasn’t born in a palace. He 

was not the crown prince. He hadn’t performed any miracles.  The Magi responded to the authority placed in him 

by God as demonstrated in the star as fulfilment of prophecy.  Jesus’ Lordship comes from who he is, not just 

what he has done.  What he did for us increases the amazing nature of his authority, but he deserved worship even 

before he did any of that. 

 Also, I need to point out the fact that in Judaism, and in Matthew as well, only God deserves to be 

worshipped.  At other points in the NT mere men or even angels are worshipped and their response is to say, 

“NO! Don’t worship me! I am not God!”  But here Jesus is worshipped and it is appropriate. That is because 

Jesus is God incarnate.  Jesus is God and so he deserves our worship in all the forms that it takes. 

 Finally, as a continuation of their worship, the Magi give Jesus precious, costly gifts or offerings.  

And again, this is not in order to get something from Jesus or to be in Jesus’ good books. The Magi disappear from 

the NT after this. They don’t expect anything in return for their offering. They just know that one appropriate 

response to what God has done in Jesus is to offering him sacrificial gifts.  Today we need to follow their 

example.  We need to a) recognize that part of our worship, part of our response to what God has done needs to 

include submitting to him even when it comes to our own money and wealth.  B) we need to recognize that when 

we do give financial offerings to God there can be no strings attached. We must not think we are putting God in 

our debt somehow, or that he owes us, or even that he will bless us financially.  When we give our offering it is 

because God deserves it for who he is and what he has done, especially in Jesus.  

Why It Matters  

 So what does this matter?  Let’s put this together with what we saw last week.  Worship is our response 

to God.  Last week we saw that our worshipful response to God may include singing, like the angelic host.  But 

it also includes seeking to find out what God has done- investigating what he has done. That was what the 

Shepherds did.  Then, once they found out what God had done, when they investigated and found out it was true, 

they responded by telling everybody they met!  To telling others about what God has done is also part of worship. 

The Shepherds also glorified God, likely in singing and prayer. 

 Today we see worship again includes investigating what God has done.  The Magi see the star. They 

know it is significant, so they investigate it.  Then, they find the child and worship him by bowing down and 

giving him honour. Submitting to God is an act of worship.  They then give to Jesus sacrificially.  Giving our 

offerings of money and treasure is an act of worship.  Worship, responding to God, can take many forms 

including investigating, submitting, giving, telling others and praising God in addition to music. 

 This also matters for Christmas.  We’ve looked at the two Gospel accounts about the birth of Jesus.  In 

both cases, the people responded to God in worship.  Worship, then, is a central part of Christmas.  That is how 

the people in the Bible celebrated the birth of Jesus- a broad range of worship. 

 We’ve been battling over Christmas since day 1.  The Magi, the shepherds and the angels all responded to 

Jesus in worship. Herod and the religious leaders did not.  They didn’t like what Christ’s birthday meant, so they 

responded differently. 

 The same thing has been happening for two thousand years! I was shocked when I started researching this 
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sermon.  People haven’t always celebrated Christmas like we do today. Christmas has not always been about 

family and giving gifts.  Early on, the Christians were likely embarrassed or dismayed that Christmas fell around 

the time of Saturnalia.  Over time, they tried to redeem Saturnalia practices, like using ever greens and giving 

gifts, by showing the potential connection to Jesus. Jesus is God’s gift to us. The Magi gave gifts to Jesus.  Jesus 

brings everlasting life, etc. 

 But Christians have not always won the culture wars over Christmas.  By the 1600’s the 

celebrations around Christmas in England and North America were more like Mardi Gras then our 

modern Christmas celebrations.  People dressed up in costumes and went out in packs doing something like 

trick-or-treating. The lower class people would go to rich people’s houses and demand to be given food and gifts. 

They would threaten violence if they didn’t get it! [Handwerk]   

At one point in England, during the Reformation, and also in the 13 colonies, the Christians in political 

control literally cancelled Christmas!  Why? Because it was all about partying, getting drunk, sleeping around, 

beating people up, gambling and harassing people!  In the 1800’s, there was an outbreak of violence around 

people celebrating Christmas that may have been influential in the city of NY forming its own police professional 

police force! [Handwerk] 

In response to these kinds of violent incidents and riots, people like Washington Irving and Thomas Nast, 

a cartoonist, then started to reshape Christmas in popular culture by writing stories and drawing pictures of people 

celebrating Christmas as a family, safely in their homes.  Even in the story “The Night Before Christmas” there is 

a demonstration of this change.  The narrator in the beginning thinks there is an intruder in his house because that 

was common around Christmas time.  But it turns out just to be Santa, who has come to give rather than take. 

Christmas has not always been about family, having a big meal and spending the day peacefully 

exchanging gifts with friends and family.  Over the centuries, it has often been a season of excess, of crime, of 

greed, even violence and sexual promiscuity!  Our current, more nostalgic Christmas traditions don’t come from 

the Bible, but come from attempts to curtail the excessive violence, greed, drunkenness and promiscuity that used 

to surround the holiday! 

Bringing It Home 

So how do we bring this home?  How do we let this shape how we celebrate Christmas? We can see that 

Christians have always had a struggle with the surrounding culture when it comes to celebrating Christmas.  

People want to use any holiday as a time to indulge in excess.  Today it is the same. “Christmas remains a season 

of excess… It’s just that the nature of that excess has changed. Instead of drinking heavily and gambling and 

having sex [while] wearing disguises, it’s an excess of shopping and buying things.” [Stephen Nissembaum in 

Handwerk] 

How, then, should we celebrate Christmas if we want to be faithful to the Bible?  How should Christians 

be different from the surrounding culture when it comes to Christmas?  A couple thoughts to ponder as we enter 

the Christmas season. 

First, know that the battle for Christmas has been going on for centuries.  We are not alone. This is 

not a new problem. This is not just a problem our culture struggles with today. 

 Second, look at how people celebrated Jesus’ birth in the Bible- worship!  That is how Scripture 

describes the first Christmas celebrations. That is the Scriptural way to celebrate the birth of Jesus.  Worship- 

investigating, submitting, giving to God, telling others, praising and singing for what God has done. 

 If you want to recapture what Christmas is “really” about, spend Christmas worshipping God and 

worshipping Jesus for what they have done.  When you give gifts, don’t do so out of a sense of obligation, but out 

of a sense of gratitude to God for what he has done for you in Jesus.  Let that shape the gifts you give.   

 I know for my family I started using those Christmas catalogues for our national organization, CBM, and 

I would donate money so somebody in the developing world would get a pig, or a pastor would be able to take 

classes and things like that.  I made those gifts appropriate to my family member- my Dad often gave books to 

pastors, etc.  I thought my nieces and nephew may not like it because it wasn’t something tangible. But in fact 

they thought it was great!  They got enough stuff on Christmas anyway. 

 Also, let the pagan culture around have their “happy holidays.”  I’m ok if they don’t say “Merry 

Christmas,” because frankly, the way most people celebrate Christmas puts Christians to shame.  I want the 
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non-Christians in our culture to be allowed to celebrate however they want, just don’t call it Christmas! 

 For example, you’ve probably seen on TV or experienced yourself the scenario of a big office Christmas 

party in which people get wasted, people break things, others are having sex in the photocopy room, etc.  As a 

Christian, I think that’s a horrible way to celebrate Jesus’ birth.  If they want to have their party, fine, but please, 

for the love of Jesus, don’t call it Christmas! Don’t say it’s how you celebrate his birth!  Call it a holiday party. 

Call it a Saturnalia party even.  Just get the Christ out of how you misbehave! 

 For Christians, on the other hand, we have to strive to break the hold our culture has on how we celebrate 

Jesus’ birth. We need to work hard on our own hearts to examine how we can worship God, how we can respond 

to what he has done when we celebrate Christmas. Let it inform your gift giving, how you spend the days leading 

up to and around Christmas.  If you want to be really Biblical, instead of giving gifts to one another, give them to 

God!  That is, give them to the church!  Or if that’s too bold a step, give a special offering to the church by 

giving a few less toys, gizmos, gadgets and games to everybody else on your list.  You don’t have to not give 

them gifts, just scale back and give what you would have spent to God. 

 As you approach Christmas, pray and ask Jesus how he would like you to celebrate his birthday. 

Anything else you do over the holiday season, don’t call it Christmas.  That way you will put the Christ back into 

Christmas by obeying him, submitting to him and giving him glory- worshipping him! Amen. 


