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“THEY FOLLOWED THE STAR”
Matthew 2:1-12
After 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." 

 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. "In Bethlehem in Judea," they replied, "for this is what the prophet has written... 
 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." 

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


There are few astronomical happenings which have captured our imagination as much as this star described here in the 2nd chapter of the Gospel of Matthew.  For centuries theologians and scientists alike have speculated on what it may have been, what really may have happened.
Was it a “novae” – that is, an exceptionally bright star?

Was it a “supernovae” – that is, an exploding star?

Was it a comet?

Was it an alignment of the planets which put off an extraordinary celestial brightness which the Wise Men followed?

One contemporary astrophysicist at Notre Dame University, Dr. Grant Matthews, says he knows for sure what it was.  It was either an alignment of the planets or a supernova.  His astronomical work has led him to that clear conclusion. 


The truth is, and you know this, there is no way we can know for sure.  What we do know is found here in the Gospel of Matthew and what Matthew tells us is this:

There was a star.

Wise Men from the East followed this star.

It led them to Bethlehem.

And there they saw Mary, Joseph, and the boy Jesus.


This morning I want to focus not on the star but on the ones who followed the star, these three Wise Men.  From their experience there are three spiritual truths I want us to hear as we enter into 2008. 

I.  THE WISE MEN LET GOD LEAD THEM

While none of us in this sanctuary this morning are likely to have an experience like the Wise Men of being led by a star shining brightly in the night, the God of the Wise Men is at work in our lives as well.  Just as God guided them so God wants to lead and guide us.


Someone has said there are six essential ways God is can and wants to guide us:

1. He can help us make right decisions instead of wrong decisions.
2. He can help us make right choices instead of wrong choices.
3. He can guide us to find encouragement amidst discouragement.
4. He can lead us to right relationships instead of wrong relationships.
5. He can guide us to good actions and away from bad actions.
6. He can lead us to discover open doors when we experience closed doors.
It’s pretty awesome when you think about it.  The Lord God of history, the God who can have a star miraculously guide the Wise Men, is ever ready to be at work in my life and in your life, guiding you and guiding me.


The key, of course, is spending time with God.  If we want God’s guidance, if we want God’s wisdom, then we must spend time with Him.  Let me put it this way:  the more time you spend with God the more of God you get.  The more time we spend with God the more of Himself God gives to us.


I want and need God’s guidance.  You want and need God’s guidance.  Perhaps a proper 2008 new year’s resolution for each of us would be to spend time with God so that we might receive more of God.

II. THE WISE MEN WERE ON A SPIRITUAL QUEST
Most biblical scholars agree that these Wise Men most likely were Persian astronomers; that they 

had for some years been studying the skies and the stars for some sign, some clue that God was doing something significant in the world.  And when they saw that not-to-be missed brightly burning star, they had their answer.  And so they set out following that star to see what it what significant thing God had done in human history.


To me the Wise Men are symbolic of countless persons in our day and time who are spiritual seekers.  I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again – there are countless persons in our society, in our culture who are spiritually seeking and searching; who are on a spiritual quest, whether or not they would put it in those terms or not.  
Someone has said this about our culture, “The landscape of modern American society is littered with the spiritual corpses of those who have sought meaning through success or power or pleasure or accomplishment or material goods.”  Well, you and I have the answer.  We know the answer to humankind’s seeking and searching.  We know that this man Jesus and his message are indeed the answer to humankind’s searching for meaning and purpose and fulfillment in our lives.

In 1926 Dr. James Francis, a Baptist minister, preached a sermon in which he offered some remarkable insights on the impact of Jesus Christ on our world and in our lives.  You’re very familiar with it I believe.  Let me repeat a portion of his thoughts for you:

"Here is a man who was born in an obscure village, child of a peasant woman.  He never wrote a book. He never held an office. He never owned a home He never had a family. He never went to college. He never put his foot inside a big city. He never traveled two hundred miles from the place where He was born. He never did one of the things that usually accompany greatness. He had no credentials but himself.  [YET] nineteen wide centuries have come and gone and today He is the center of the human race and the leader of the column of progress.  I am far within the mark when I say that all the armies that ever marched, and all the navies that were ever built, and all the parliaments that ever sat and all the kings that ever reigned, put together, have not affected the life of man upon the earth as powerfully as has this one solitary life."


Knowing that there are indeed spiritual seekers out there, one of the best resolutions you could make for 2008 would be to invite and encourage someone who is not in church to be in touch.  It might just be that when that person comes to church he or she will find this one single solitary life, this person Jesus Christ, who will change his or her life for the better.
III. THEY MADE A GREAT COMMITMENT
It is one thing for you and I to say that we want to worship Christ; it is another thing to make the sacrifice and commitment necessary to really follow him.  

The Wise Men made a significant commitment to find the Christ child and to worship him.  That commitment wasn’t in the expensive gifts they brought him.  While they were Persian astrologers and not really kings, they most likely did have gifts from Persian kings to bring him.  No, the real commitment they made is the journey itself.

Do you realize how far they traveled and how long it took?  Most scholars believe that they traveled somewhere between 1000 and 1500 miles to reach the Christ child.  Traveling by camel over tough and treacherous terrain, it may have taken them as much as two years to make that journey following that star from Persia to Bethlehem.  Their true gift to the Christ child was not the expensive gifts but the journey itself.

How about you?  How about me?  What about our level of commitment of Christ?  The Danish theologian of another era, Soren Kierkegaard, said that we who claim to be Christians are either “admirers” or “followers”.  He put it this way:

 “It is well known that Christ consistently used the expression ‘follower.’  He never asks for admirers, worshipers, or adherents.  No, he calls disciples.  It is not adherents of a teaching but followers of a life Christ is looking for.”

Admirers appreciate Jesus, may even worship him in word and song, but aren’t necessarily willing to work at following him; that is, taking his life and teachings seriously.  Again, how about you? Do you admire Jesus or are you trying to following Jesus?  What is your level of commitment?   Those who really do follow Christ will find that it cost something, just as the long and arduous journey of the Wise Men cost them.  If your commitment to Christ isn’t costing you something, then one has to wonder if you’re more of an admirer than a follower.
CLOSING


As you come to this altar this morning, there are three commitments you can make; three commitments guided by the witness of the Wise Men.
1. Commit to spending time with God so that you can truly let God lead you.  Remember, the more time you spend with God the more of Himself God gives you.
2. Commit to sharing the truth of Christ every chance you get, at the very least inviting persons to church.  There might be just one person who is needing and wanting an invitation from you in order to get his or her life connected to this Christ.
3. Commit to being a follower and not just an admirer.  Christ has plenty of admirers.  He even has many adherents – those who like his teachings.  What he needs is more true followers.  May you and I be the followers in 2008 which he needs.

BENEDICTION
Heads up and eyes open!

I wish for all of us this 2008 “holy dissatisfaction.”

Dissatisfaction with being admirers; and a deep desire to be true followers.

May that be true of you and may that be true of me!

Amen!
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