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They appear in every nativity story yet we know practically 

nothing about them. We have given them names, guessed at 

their number and assumed they were wise! 

We are told they came from the east, probably from Babylon, 

the centre of astral observation of the time and that they 

studied the stars, so let’s call them astronomers.  

Jesus has already been born, probably a few weeks earlier, and 

their sole knowledge is contained the phrase, “Where is the 

baby born to be the King of the Jews?” Their knowledge is 

limited, so their search continues, guided by the star.  

It might seem strange to us that these visitors from the east, 

clearly non Jews, first of all, had some knowledge of the birth of 

the Messiah. However, at that time, it was not unusual to 

connect a stellar phenomenon with the birth of some notable 

person. So maybe it is not that surprising that such men would 

set out to investigate this star. What is more surprising is that 

they would want to come and worship him, the first gentiles to 

do so. Yet, we need to take into account of a strand that runs 

right through the scriptures; of the Jewish nation being a light to 

the world and in the birth of this child that light will continue to 

shine. I wonder if we can we see the star as a parable of that 

light from God, which guides these gentiles, and points them 

and us, to the true light, who has come into the world?  

Enter King Herod, Herod the Great, who at that time saw 

himself as the King of the Jews, and he is not looking for any 

competition! I am not sure if everyone in Jerusalem was upset 

about the rumours of the birth of the Messiah, but he certainly 

was, and maybe what made them fearful was the possible 

reaction of an ill tempered tyrant, and so a plan is devised to 

eliminate the competition and these astronomers unwittingly 

become part of his plan. 

We must assume that their initial thought was the Messiah 

would be born in Jerusalem and not in insignificant Bethlehem, 

a short 10 mile journey away.  

So, the first thing that happens is that experts are brought in. 

The chief priests and teachers of the law are asked, “Where will 

the Messiah be born?” They point to scripture which confirms 

the place of birth as Bethlehem. Then, Herod calls the 

astronomers to a secret meeting, and note, it is the gentiles 

who act on the word of scripture to go to Bethlehem and not 

the religious teachers of the day. Herod finds out the details of 

their journey following the star and then makes the audacious 

claim that he too, wishes to worship the child. Fortunately that 

information never finds its way back to him.  

The rest of the story is so well known as part of the traditional 

nativity. The star is once again seen, the child is discovered; are 

there not echoes here of the people of God following a pillar of 

cloud and fire in the desert, and finally gifts are given.  



But we need to dig a bit deeper. What is the significance of the 

joy, wonder and worship of these Gentiles? That is the key 

question. Yes, the Jews, the shepherds got there first, but in out 

traditional nativity scene, a key role is played by these Gentiles 

who travelled from the east. 

Setting aside the astrological details of the star, it gives us our 

key motif, that of light. We need to see the nativity story as the 

narrative version of these famous words from John 1.  

“The Word was the source of life, and this life brought light to 

people. 
 
The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has 

never put it out.
 
God sent his messenger, a man named John, 

who came to tell people about the light, so that all should hear 

the message and believe. He himself was not the light; he came 

to tell about the light. This was the real light—the light that 

comes into the world and shines on all people.” Did these 

Gentiles recognise that the light of God had entered the world? 

From the days of Abraham this had always been the 

responsibility of God’s people, “Other nations will be covered by 

darkness, But on you the light of the Lord will shine; the 

brightness of his presence will be with you Nations will be drawn 

to your light, And kings to the dawning of your new day.” (Isaiah 

60: 1-2)  

Yet often it burned so dimly, if not snuffed out all together and 

replaced with a protectionism that said we alone are God’s 

people! So how significant then, at the birth of Jesus, Messiah of 

the Jews, that the light of the star guides Gentiles to the Christ 

child.  

As followers of Jesus, do we not follow in the footsteps of these 

first Gentiles? Do we not recognise and claim to follow a light 

that shines in the darkness? Was there not a man who said, “I 

am the light of the world.”?  

No matter how we understand this ancient story, it is ever true, 

for people still seek the Christ child, through the light of God, 

pointing to Jesus, the true light of the world made flesh, 

Immanuel, God with us. Amen. 

 


