
Christmas on a Camel #1

“The Identity of the Wise Men”

Matthew 2:1
“We three kings of Orient are….” So the beloved Christmas carol begins, but already it has made at least three errors. First, how many wise men made the trip to Bethlehem is not known. And they were not “kings.” And they did not come from as far away as the “Orient,” that is, the Far East.

Tradition, of course, has placed, their number at three, probably because of the three gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh that they presented to the infant Jesus, the assumption being one gift—one giver. But some earlier traditions make quite a caravan of their visit, setting their number as high as twelve. Legend has also supplied names in the case of the three—Caspar, Melchior, and Balthasar—and has even reported their ages—twenty, forty, and sixty—as well as their skin colors—white, yellow, and black. But these names initially arose in the sixth century a.d., too late for any authenticity, and their ages and races are too obviously spaced.

The wise men (or magi) “are surely the strangest characters in the Christmas story,” according to John MacArthur. “Unfortunately,” he adds, “most of our conceptions about them come from the imaginations of people who draw Christmas cards.”
 

Of the four gospel accounts of the life of Jesus, only two—Matthew and Luke—record anything of His birth. And only Matthew writes about these distinguished visitors from a faraway land with beautiful and bizarre gifts to present the newborn King.

This month I want to devote our Sunday morning messages to an in depth study of these men under the theme, “Christmas on a Camel.” Each week we will look at one aspect of their role in the first Christmas and what we can learn and apply to our lives.

Our first study focuses on the identity of the wise men. Who were they? Where did they come from? What does that mean for us today?

Turn your attention to Matthew 2:1-2, “After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and 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.’” 

Who the Wise Men Were

In order to understand who the wise men were, we must first untangle the truth from the tradition, for many legendary accounts have arisen about them that are simply not true, although many believe the legends as facts. Tradition says that there were three of them, but Matthew gives no number and it appears to be a deduction from the number of the gifts. Tradition also makes them kings, but this is highly unlikely.

By the sixth century, the wise men were given names and places of origin: Hormizdah King of Persia, Yazdegerd King of Saba, and Perozadh King of Sheba. The first references to the traditional names of the Magi—Melchior, Balthasar, and Gaspar—occur in The Armenian Infancy Gospel specifies that Melchior, who gave gold, was an old man with white hair and a long beard and came from Persia; Balthasar, who gave myrrh, was black-skinned and heavily bearded, was from Arabia; and Gaspar, who brought incense, was young and beardless, hailing from India.
 Another legend states that the three met in Armenia in ad 54 to celebrate the feast of Christmas. Soon after they died; St. Melchior at age 116; St. Balthasar at age 112; and St. Caspar at age 109.
 Their three skulls were supposedly discovered in the twelfth century by Bishop Reinald of Cologne, and are exhibited in a priceless casket in the cathedral of that city.

With such wild and, frankly, implausible tales surrounding the wise men, some discount Matthew’s account as legendary as well, seeing this as created either as a reflection of another historical event or as a rabbinic elaboration of another biblical passage or even as an upgrade of Luke’s story of the shepherds.
 But the wise men are not mythological figures. The Magi were very well-known in Near Eastern history at this time. Universities had not yet been founded, but these wise men filled the bill, professor types as they were, who attracted and taught students. They would have dialogued with Jewish scholars there and learned the prophecies in their Scriptures involving the Messiah and his star.
 As Edwin Yamauchi concludes (and I paraphrase), it takes more faith to believe the critics than to accept the episode as historical.

The word translated “wise men” (Greek magi) refers to a group of scholars who studied the stars. Their title connects them with magic, but they were probably more like astrologers. (Their presence in the biblical record, however, is not a divine endorsement of astrology.
) They were students of the stars.
 Astronomy, the observation of celestial phenomena, was rarely separable in antiquity from astrology, the belief that a knowledge of such phenomena could be used to foresee the future. The earliest development of astrology in Mesopotamia consisted in the simple observation of omens regarding the planets, the sun 0and the moon, which were also regarded as gods. According to Greek historian Herodotus the magi were originally one of the tribes of the Medes who functioned as priests and diviners under the Persians in the sixth century bc.

The wise men were the scholars of the ancient world—they served as the scientists, mathematicians, philosophers, doctors, and legal authorities of their culture.
 These were the ones of whom Matthew wrote in chapter two of his gospel.

Where the Wise Men Were From

The second issue regarding their identity is where the wise men were from. The Greek of the New Testament calls them simply “magoi apo anatolon”—”magi from the East”—and “the East” has been variously identified as any country from southern Arabia to Media and Persia, but no farther east.
 Most modern scholars place the origin of the wise men as the land of Persia—present-day Iran—or Babylon—present-day Iraq.
 Both Persia and Babylon were prominent in the later Old Testament period where many Jews lived after the destruction of Jerusalem. 

In Babylon Daniel spoke disparagingly of the “wise men, enchanters, magicians, and astrologers,” but the king made Daniel himself “chief over all the wise men of Babylon” (Daniel 2:27, 48). So with Daniel and many other Jews living at Babylon the magi may well have been familiar with Jewish expectations of a future king and kingdom and been alert to accompanying signs in the heavens.
 Thus it is believed that these wise men from the East—remnants of the old Babylonian and Persian schools of wise men—saw “His star” in the sky and knew what it signified, perhaps from information provided by Daniel. Based on this, the wise men undertook an expedition to find the new king.

This is one time when I respectfully disagree with the majority of scholars. For reasons that will be expounded throughout this series, I believe that the wise men came from southern Arabia—modern-day Yemen—known in the biblical era as Sheba. One scholar cites evidence in favor of an Arabian origin includes the testimony of early church fathers, the designation of the land of the wise men as east of the Jordan River, and the friendly relationships between the Jews and their Arabian kin that made the messianic hope common among them. (We sometimes forget that the Arabs and Jews both trace their lineage through Abraham.) And, as we will see in a few weeks, the gifts offered by the wise men pledging loyalty to Christ were well-known products of ancient Arabia, as seen in Isaiah 60:5–6.

Long before the legends of three kings named Melchior, Balthasar, and Gaspar ever appeared on the scene, the early church fathers favored the view that the wise men came from Arabia. Justin Martyr, Tertullian and Epiphanius believed that they came from Yemen, basing their opinion on the fact that gold, incense and myrrh abounded there.

About ad 155 Justin Martyr wrote about a debate that had taken place twenty years earlier between him and a certain Jew named Trypho. Nine times in his Dialogue with Trypho Justin said the Magi were from Arabia. This testimony of Justin Martyr may well reflect an apostolic tradition, for Justin (born between a.d. 100 and 110) was raised in Neapolis, Samaria. He may have been a Samaritan because he called the Samaritans “his people.” So he could well have been in touch with early Palestinian traditions.

Around ad 208, in Carthage, North Africa, the famous Christian apologist Tertullian advocated the tradition that the Magi were “kings” that came from Arabia. He wrote, “For apart from the fact, known to everybody, that the strength of the East, that is, its force and power, is customarily potent in gold and spices, it is certainly possible for the Creator to constitute gold the strength of the other nations besides: as by Zechariah, And Judah shall encamp before Jerusalem and gather together all the valiance of the peoples round about, gold and silver. But of that gift of gold David also says, And there shall be given to him of the gold of Arabia; and again, The kings of the Arabs and of Saba shall offer him gifts. For the Orient for the most part held the Magi for kings.”

Epiphanius (fourth century ad), bishop of Salamis in Cyprus, believed also that the Magi were from the descendants of Keturah, who were dismissed by Abraham and “settled in Magodia in Arabia.” By saying the Magi were from Arabia, Epiphanius was not dependent on Justin Martyr either. The best way to account for the similarities among these church fathers is to see that Justin, Tertullian, and Epiphanius were all depending on earlier apostolic tradition that said the Magi came from Arabia. 

As I said, throughout this series we will consider other considerations about where the wise men came from, and why that could be significant.

What the Wise Men Mean Today

Perhaps the most important matter to us is what the wise men mean today. 

First, we can learn from who the wise men were. These were the most intelligent, best-educated people in the world at that time. And yet they searched diligently for Christ and, when they found Him, they worshiped Him. Today many of the most intelligent, best-educated people are the most hostile to Christianity, portraying religious faith as for the mentally weak. And this should not surprise us, according to 1 Corinthians 1:18-25,

For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. For it is written: “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise; the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate.” Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe. Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For the foolishness of God is wiser than man’s wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than man’s strength. 

Yet there is another side to this matter. Christianity is not only for the uneducated or simple-minded. The wise men prove that the best and the brightest also believe in God. The wise men were wealthy, and they were scholars—scientists in their own right. No scholarly person who follows the light God gives him can miss worshiping at the feet of Jesus.
 Paul writes in Colossians 2:3 that in Jesus Christ “are hid all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.” 
This was true in the biblical era, considering people such as Moses, Solomon, and Paul, who were among the best educated and most intelligent of their times. This is true today as well, as brilliant minds such as Ravi Zacharias, Alistair McGrath, and Norman Geisler attest. 

For those whom God has gifted with brilliance and intellect, who take opportunity to be educated and use their minds, Jesus Christ is for you. Paul wrote above that Christ is “the wisdom of God.” Solomon, known as the wisest man in the world, wrote in Proverbs 9:10, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.” As the saying goes, “Wise men still seek Him.”

Second, we can learn from where the wise men came from. Whether they came from ancient Babylon, Persia, or Arabia, their visit was of great significance for later Christianity: the wise men were pagans, not Hebrews, and the fact that Gentile magi performed the same adoration as Jewish shepherds symbolized the universal outreach for future Christianity.
 Matthew may well have included this story to bring out the truth that Jesus is Lord of all peoples; since this is so, it was appropriate that at the time of his infancy people came from a distant Gentile country to pay their homage.
 From the very beginning, Jesus came to be “the Savior of the world” (John 4:42). 

Some skeptics claim that Matthew took Luke’s account of the shepherds and gave it an upgrade. Actually the visit of the wise men to Jesus is beautifully complementary to that of the shepherds. The two groups could not have been more different from each other than they were. Racially the shepherds were Jews, while the wise men were Gentiles. Intellectually the shepherds were simple and untutored, while the Magi were scholars, wise men from the East. Socially the shepherds belonged to the world’s have-nots, whereas the wise men (judging from the expensive gifts they brought) were wealthy.

Yet despite these barriers (racial, intellectual, and social), which normally separate people from one another, the wise men were united with the shepherds in their worship of the Lord Jesus, forerunners of millions of other Gentiles who have come to worship him.

This is the universal appeal of Jesus, irrespective of ethnicity. It brought the shepherds from their fields and the wise men from the East. It still acts like a magnet. It attracts people of all cultures. It is one of the most convincing evidences that Jesus is the Savior of the world.
 Contrary to our culture’s claim that Christianity is exclusive and bigoted, Jesus came to offer the gift of forgiveness and eternal life to all people from every part of the world. 

The wise men are often overlooked in our Christmas celebrations, almost as an afterthought. But the Bible does not overlook them at all. As Max Lucado observes,

Matthew loved the magi. He gave their story more square inches of text than he gave the narrative of the birth of Jesus. He never mentions the shepherds or the manger, but he didn’t want us to miss the star and the seekers. It’s easy to see why. Their story is our story. We’re all travelers, all sojourners. In order to find Jesus, every one of us needs direction. God gives it. The story of the wise men shows us how.

“Christmas on a camel” may not sound all that attractive to us today, but I believe we will learn much as we see the birth of Jesus from the unique perspective. No matter who you are or where you come from, Christ came for you!
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