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Studies in becoming like Christ and ushering in His kingdom in your daily life
December 13, 2009
Christmas: The Story of Joy
This Week’s Essential

Joy: I have inner contentment and purpose in spite of my circumstance.
John 15:11 I have told you this so my joy may be in you and your joy may be complete.

C
histmas is an occasion for joy. As Gabriel said to the shepherds, “I bring you good news that will bring great joy to all people. The Savior – yes, the Messiah, the Lord – has been born today in Bethlehem, the city of David!” (Lk 2:10-11 NLT). It’s also an occasion for celebration. As Luke said about the shepherds, “The shepherds went back to their flocks, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen. It was just as the angel had told them” (v. 20). Ironically, the holiday with all its con-temporary attachments can diminish our joy and detract from our celebration of the glorious incarnation. If that’s not bad enough, we’ll miss an opportunity to become more joyful people.
I
n his book, The Life You’ve Always Wanted, John Ortberg writes: 
     “You can become a joyful person. With God’s help,
      it really is possible. The biblical writers would not

      command it if it were not so. But joyfulness is a 

      learned skill. You must take responsibility for your 
      joy. Not your friend, not your parent, not your spouse,
      not your kids, not your boss–your joy is your respon-

      sibility. For some of us, this does not come easily. 

      You may be joy-impaired. You will have to fight for it.   

      But it can be done.
      “People who want to pursue joy especially need to 

      practice the discipline of celebration. This is a primary

      reason that we see much emphasis placed feast days

      in the OT. Times of feasting were to be transforming

      experiences – just as times of meditating or fasting 

      were. Celebration generally involves activities that 

      bring pleasure – gathering with people we love, 
      eating and drinking, singing and dancing. Spiritual 
      celebration means doing them while reflecting on the
      wonderful God who has given us such wonderful gifts.

      The words of Nehemiah express this spirit of cele-  

      bration. Our English word holiday comes from the 

      practice of ‘holy days’. We often think of ‘discipline’

      as abstinence from pleasurable things, but Nehemiah

      commanded the people to set aside a time to revel

      in them as a discipline for personal transformation. 

     ‘Eating the fat’–in other translations called ‘choice 

      food’–can be every bit as much a discipline as 

      fasting. We expect a prophet to tell us to eat locusts

      and Brussels sprouts, or maybe nothing at all, but 

      here we see Nehemiah handing out the equivalent

      of Twinkies and Fritos” (71-72).

The incarnation is a license to celebrate; be sure to use it.
O
ur lesson this week is from Matthew 2:1-12. Wise men came from the east bringing gifts to Jesus, the newborn Messiah. First thing to notice is that the passage does not say that there were three Magi, nor does it tell us exactly where they came from. Tradition places three wise men beside the infant Jesus who is lying in a manger, but in fact they may not have arrived until some time after Jesus was born. Based on details in the story some suggest that Jesus may have been one or two years old when the Magi visited him. They reason this way. The star first appeared to the Magi when Jesus was born. However, by the time they arrived in Jerusalem following their long journey, the first family was living in a house in Bethlehem (v. 11). Furthermore, Herod apparently based his decision to kill all the boys in Bethlehem two years and under (v. 16) on what he believed to be “the exact time the star appeared” (v. 7) suggesting that he suspected that Christ had been born sometime earlier. Obviously, our Christmas traditions have embellished the biblical narrative.  
T
he exile may explain how the Magi came to know about the Messiah. When Judah was taken into captivity in the sixth century B.C., Daniel and the other exiles brought the law and their customs with them. Messianic theology passed from that Jewish community to the Babylonians in general and the wise men in Babylon in particular. Since the Magi referred to by Matthew lived centuries after the exile, they were probably more like God-fearing Gentiles whom we meet in the NT than the wise men of Daniel’s day. The most significant fact to note about the Magi is that they were Gentile wise men who were seeking to find the Messiah whose birth fulfilled prophecy. This is consistent with Matthew’s desire to show that Jesus was the Savior of both Jews and Gentiles. At the same time he contrasts the unbelief of the Jews with the belief of these Gentiles to encourage his readers to follow the example of the Magi rather then that of Herod and the Jewish religious leaders.
Consider what the following passage says about the Essential Virtue of “Joy”.
         Read Matthew 2:1-12 from your own Bible.

Digging deeper into the meaning 

“after” (v. 1)  As chapter 2 opens, the narrative time frame has jumped ahead upwards of two years.
“King Herod” (v. 1)  Herod the Great who ruled Judea from 37-4 B.C. “Like most rulers of the day, he was ruthless, murdering his wife, his three sons, mother-in-law, uncle and many others–not to mention the babies in Bethlehem” (NIV Study Bible, note on Mt 2:1).
“Magi” (v. 1)  Gentile astrologers who came to Jerusalem to worship “the one born king of the Jews,” Jesus, suggesting that believing Gentiles will be included in Messiah’s Kingdom. “They were not kings but a combination of wise men and priests probably from Persia. They combined astronomical observation with astrological speculation. They played both political and religious roles and were figures of some prominence in their land (Craig Blomberg, Matthew, NAC, 62).
“Star” (v. 2)  Probably not a natural astronomical phenomenon. More likely, this was a supernatural phenomenon, possibly an angel (see 1:20, 24; 2:12, 13, 19, 22; Lk 1:11, 19, 26; 2:9) or th4e glory of the Lo0rd (see Lk 2:9). “They didn’t see the star rise in the eastern part of the sky, otherwise it would have caused them to travel east. Rather, while they were to the east of Jerusalem, the star rose, perhaps to the west of them, causing them to travel west to Jerusalem (Michael Wilkins, The NIV Application Commentary: Matthew, 92).
“worship” (v. 2)  “Their purpose implies Jesus’ deity. Matthew’s readers know the meaning of what the Magi have come to do, namely ‘worship’ Jesus, the manifestation of God’s presence, the Son of God” (Donald Hagner, Word Biblical Commentary, 28).
“all Jerusalem” (v. 4)  “A figure of speech used to refer to the political and religious leaders there. The ‘Chief Priests’ and the ‘Scribes’ had evolved into a class of teachers well trained in interpreting and applying the OT . They had aligned themselves politically with Herod, and if his power base is threatened so is theirs” (Wilkins, 97).
Answering Interpretive Questions

1. What do you think of the commentators’ reasoning why they think the events of this passage happened some time after Jesus was born?
2. Why do you suppose Matthew included the story of the Magi’s visit in his Gospel?
3. Why would all the political and religious leaders of Jerusalem be “disturbed” to hear of the birth of Jesus?
4. Herod had a secret meeting with the Magi.  What was he up to?
5. How could the star in the story be a real star; it led the magi to Jesus’ house?
6. Explain the significance of the contrast drawn by Matthew between Herod and the Magi.
7. Give yourself some good advice based on the message of this passage.
8. Relate the message of this passage to this week’s Essential, “Joy”.
9. How would you respond to the following difficult situation in light of the Essential Virtue “Joy” 

   and the message of this week’s passage?

Randy can tell by the number of appeals he’s receiving from Christian charities that it must be Christmas-time. He gets a bunch of these about this time every year, but it seems he’s received more than usual this year. Unfortunately, while their needs may have increased, his income hasn’t. Besides, his church has launched a special year-end giving campaign. He’s onboard with that and wants to give generously over and above his regular giving. Problem is he doesn’t think he can afford to give as generously as he would like. He has two children with long Christmas lists that seem to get longer every day, and he doesn’t want to disappoint them not to mention the other family members on his list. Kid’s toys are expensive especially the electronic ones and so are adults’ toys. To make matters worse, the economy is in the toilet and who knows what lies ahead. No Christmas bonus this year! He’s going to have to spend differently this year.
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