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Session 29 The Covenant with Abraham: Star of Bethlehem/ King of the Jews 
 
The “Nativity Scene” Matt. 2:1-12 
 
Where did the “Wise Men” come from? 
 
From eastern lands, v1. This means anywhere west of Judea. There was a huge Jewish population to the east of the 
Euphrates, in Persia and between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, probably numbering millions. Leaders in Judaism 
considered the region as far north as Antioch the Tigris, and also Babylonia, as part of Israel.  
 
The largest and wealthiest Jewish settlements were in the land between the rivers. They considered themselves purer 
than their brothers in Israel. 
They sent huge contributions to the Temple in Jerusalem. There were arrangements to signal to them the exact moment 
when the new month commenced, as viewed from the temple. 
 
The synagogue was “invented” in Babylonia and the Mishnah, the commentaries on the Scriptures, the systyem of 
biblical interpretation evolved there. 
 
The wise men were, therefore, living in an environment where both Scripture and Jewish tradition were prominent 
and would probably have influenced educated religious Gentiles, c.f. Cornelius in the NT. 
 
One very ancient Jewish tradition  (Midrash) beginning “A star shall come out of Jacob” speaks of a period of several 
years when there will be varied harvests; in the 5th year (abundance) “The star shall shine forth from the east and this is 
the star of the Messiah”. He will arrive 2 years later. This would be 5 BCE. 
 
The statement “A star shall arise from Jacob” is in the prophecy of Balaam, Num. 24:17. He was from Babylon, 22:5, and 
probably an astrologer/prophet. 
 
Daniel was also a “wise man” prominent in Babylon/.Persia. He had a revelation concerning the coming of Messiah, Dan. 
9:20-27. This is remarkable in that it gives a time scale for His coming, (just as Jeremiah had done for the end of the 
desolations of Jerusalem – 70 years, Dan. 9:2).   
 
Who were they? 
 
They were Gentiles. They are described as Magi (not kings). There were at least two of them, possibly three or even many 
more. They would have studied ancient Babylonian literature and would probably have been astrologers (not necessarily 
so). 
 
They were aware that Jewish neighbours were looking for the birth of a king and obviously he would be more significant 
than the existing one – Herod. This king would be in the line of David and his coming would inaugurate a new age. They 
understood that they should worship him, bringing suitable and symbolic gifts.  
 
They must have been familiar with Jewish Scripture and tradition, probably including those quoted above. They would 
have perhaps seen themselves as successors of Balaam and Daniel in their pursuits. 
 
What was the star? 
 
- They refer to it as “His star” – Messiah’s star. It is therefore unique and    
 unprecedented. Messiah Himself is the Star – Num.24:17, c.f.  Rev. 22:16 (The Morning Star that 
 rises…). He is also the Scepter.  

- It appears and disappears and reappears (they do not follow the star). 
- It identifies a single house in Bethlehem. 
 
There was a conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn (a normal cycle of 800 years) in 7 BCE, three times that year. This is 
very spectacular. Mars joined this conjunction in 6 BCE. Kepler observed a similar happening in 1603-4, producing a 
new, extraordinary, brilliance. 
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If this is the explanation it necessitates an expectation of the imminent arrival of the Messiah, as per Daniel. 
Otherwise there is not reason why they should have associated it with an event in a small Roman province. 
There is still the problem about the star reappearing over (?a single house) in Bethlehem, Matt. 2:9  
– It is the self same star. 
 

An alternative interpretation.  
 
The Gk. word does not necessarily refer to a star or planet (avste,ra noun acc masc sing , from avsth,r( e,roj( 
o` lit. a (single) star, a luminous (heavenly) body like a  star (MT 2.2).  
It could refer to a bright shining radiance in the sky. Something of the kind happened to Abraham, who also came from 
the east, Acts 7:2.  
 
The Shechinah Glory is the visible manifestation of God’s presence. 
 
How were the Wise Men guided? 
 
There is no suggestion that they were guided by a star. In any case it would have had to travel Northwest to Damascus 
and then almost due South to Judea. 
 
They were guided by Scripture and through dreams, not by stars. 
 
They made their way to Jerusalem because that was the capital city and the centre of Jewish worship. Once there they 
sought information – they seem to have been inquiring to see if anyone could give them specific information, Matt. 2:1-2. 
Theirs was a religious quest, not just a royal one – they must have had some insight, from Biblical writings, as to the nature 
of the Messiah.  
Herod is true to type – superstitious, paranoid, and ruthless. 
 
What were their gifts? 
 
Gold for a King. 
Incense for worship. 
Myrrh for His humanity and suffering.  

 
What is the significance of the story? 
 
They represented the Gentiles just as the Shepherds had represented Israel, c.f. Amos 9:11-12, 
c.f.. Acts 15:16-18. 
  
The Aftermath Matt. 2:13-23 – Three prophetic associations. 
 

- The flight to Egypt, 2:13-15, and His return to the land of Israel, v21.  
- The murder of the children (maybe twenty) v16-18. 

 
These are described as fulfilling prophecies by Hosea and Jeremiah. In their original contexts these prophecies refer to 
the Exodus story and to the Babylonian captivity. It enables us to understand how the NT writers saw the former 
Scriptures – the original events were important in their own right but they also pointed to a larger scenario that would unfold 
and which would be interpreted by the Holy Spirit when the time came. The later event reaches back to the earlier one to 
find layers of meaning, just as the earlier one hints at a greater fulfillment, c.f. Jer. 16:14-15. 
 
- Return to Nazareth 2:22-23 
 
There is no specific Scripture that says that the Messiah would be from Nazareth. There are two possible explanations: 

a) Nazareth was a by word for something insignificant and despised, John 1:46, as the prophets said of 
Messiah, e.g. Isaiah 52-53, Zech. 9:9b, 11:12-13. This sort of “composite” prophecy also occurs in John 7:35-
37. 

b) Nazarene may be a pun on “neser”, the Hebrew word for “branch”. The use of word plays is very 
common in Scripture. 
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All of this points to the unity of God’s revelation, so many things interlocking at various levels of significance. 
 
 


