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What we actually know about the so called 'wise men' who 

visited Bethlehem, is cloaked in the mists of history, myth and 

tradition. The one thing we can say for certain is this; they were 

probably men. However, we do have some clues, and if we do a 

bit of detective work, we can build up a partial picture, very 

hazy,  of who these men might have been  

Where did these guys come from? Who knows. Matthew's only 

clue is they came from the 'east'. Not really very helpful! That 

simply means the direction of the 'rising of the sun'. And out 

there, was the huge Parthian or Persian Empire. They could 

have travelled from various countries. So we have recorded in 

our traditions of this story; Melchior, a Persian scholar; Casper, 

from India and Balthazar from Arabia.  

How many were there? Who knows. We make the assumption 

that three gifts means three people. This is highly unlikely. 

Nobody at that time would take the risk of travelling in such a 

small group, over large distances. If they did come from Parthia, 

it would have meant a journey of 800-900 miles to get to 

Bethlehem.  

Who were there? Know knows. They were called the Magi. We 

know something of the Magi from other writings. The Magi 

were a group of influential priests, wealthy enough to offer 

lavish gifts and to travel,  and part of their religion was the study 

of the stars. They had a reputation for astrology. Here's where 

history and scripture overlap. Did they know some of what we 

call the Old Testament and its prophecies that foretold of a star 

that would tell the coming of a king? It's an intriguing possibility.  

I look into the future, 

And I see the nation of Israel. 

A king, like a bright star, will arise in that nation. 

Like a comet he will come from Israel. 

He will strike the leaders of Moab 

And beat down all the people of Seth.  (Numbers 24:17,  a 

prophecy of Balaam) 

When did they arrive in Bethlehem? I don't think they never 

actually met any shepherds. As detectives analysing the 

scriptures we can notice two things; Matthew 2: 11, 'they went 

into the house...", no mention of a stable; we have moved on 

from the birth scene, and, it is significant the age up to which, at 

Herod's command, the boys were to be killed. Up to two years 

old. Time has moved on, the Christ child is probably no longer a 

baby and might have even been as old as just under two.  

I want you to forget all that! Scrub from your minds what I have 

just said! Without knowing if there is any historical truth in the 

event, the important question is this;  why did Matthew bother 

recording the events of the Magi at all? One of the keys to 

unlocking  the journey of the Magi is the fact that they were not 

Jews. It was nothing really to do with them bringing gifts. 



Matthew, the only man to record their visit to Bethlehem, is 

Jewish through and through. Everywhere there are quotes from 

the Old Testament, linking the ancient words  as prophecies  to 

Jesus Christ, pointing to him as the Messiah, sent by God. 

Interestingly, there are no quotes referencing the Magi 

themselves, only the insignificance of the  town of Bethlehem.  

I believe it is only a short step from their star, illuminating the 

place of the birth of God into the world, to the motif of Jesus 

Christ, as the light to all the world. This links us into the 

prologue of John's gospel;  

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. (John 1: 6-9) 

This was something the Jewish nation should have been doing, 

as God's light to the nations, for centuries, but had failed to do 

so. If their light did not shine, the star certainly did; if Israel 

jealously held their God close and saw themselves as the only 

true people of God, then Jesus Christ broke their grip on God, 

and in the journey of the Magi, and in Jesus life and witness to 

God, he said; the way to God is now open for all nations.  

The earliest covenant between Abram and God declared such 
an intent and promise. I will give you many descendants, and 

they will become a great nation. I will bless you and make your 
name famous, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those 
who bless you, But I will curse those who curse you. 
And through you I will bless all the nations.”  (Genesis 12: 2-3) 

Here at Bethlehem, that ancient promise is being fulfilled. The 
star shines as the light of God, showing the way, and because of 
that, the Magi journeyed to witness the  birth of Jesus.  

We need to follow both star and Magi. To recognise, not just 

where the light of God shines, in Jesus Christ; but to journey and 

to find out for ourselves what has happened in Bethlehem and 

beyond. Where is God born into the world today? What is God 

up to in our communities, at this very moment? The journey of 

faith is to travel out and to meet with God and participate in his 

mission. We do not take God into the world, he is already there.  

In our lives, the star will not always burn so brightly as it did that 

night, there will be many times when it will be hard to seek him 

out. The way will not always be so clear; so a journey of 

perseverance and patience will be required. The route will not 

always be so straight and obvious; so we have to make choices, 

part of trusting God, as we journey as pilgrims into the future.  

So may the star always be ahead of us; may our journeys always 

be to seek out the light of the world; and as the Magi of old 

brought their gifts, may we bow down to him, who is the way, 

the truth and the life. Amen.  


