Wise Men Looking Upward
Matt 2:1-12 Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, wise men from the east came to Jerusalem, 2 saying, "Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we saw his star when it rose and have come to worship him." 3 When Herod the king heard this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him; 4 and assembling all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Christ was to be born. 5 They told him, "In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it is written by the prophet: 6 "'And you, O Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel.'" 7 Then Herod summoned the wise men secretly and ascertained from them what time the star had appeared. 8 And he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, "Go and search diligently for the child, and when you have found him, bring me word, that I too may come and worship him." 9 After listening to the king, they went on their way. And behold, the star that they had seen when it rose went before them until it came to rest over the place where the child was. 10 When they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy. 11 And going into the house they saw the child with Mary his mother, and they fell down and worshiped him. Then, opening their treasures, they offered him gifts, gold and frankincense and myrrh. 12 And being warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they departed to their own country by another way. ESV

Col 3:1-2 If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. 2  Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. ESV
It is no secret that I love the Christmas season and the Christmas story and that my favorite part of the Biblical narrative is our text where we find that wise men came from the east to seek the child out.  It is also no secret that the holidays for many are times of depression, darkness, and trial.  Let this message address both things at once for I believe that my favorite part of the Christmas story speaks to all of us in a trying time of life, today.  It's Christmas!  And if that phrase creates in you a melancholy sigh because of previous experiences or tales, why don't you let God's Word connect you to the real Christmas story that is far deeper and far more satisfying than this world's empty traditions.  To you I would like to kick off officially this holiday season by reminding you that the Christmas story reminds us that because He came, we can ever be, “Men Looking Upward.”
_____________________________________________________

We're not entirely sure what that Christmas star that led the wise men to Jesus truly was.  We're not sure what it looked like nor how exactly it appeared.  Our modern traditions have it as a huge, kite-like start with a tail and always somewhat shaped like a cross.  Of course, our modern traditions also have it that there were only three wise men and that they came to the manger scene with the shepherds, both of which the scriptures do not teach.  The wise men – a number is not given but there are hints in Old Testament scriptural prophecies of a great caravan and large number of men rather than the Catholic tradition of just three – came not to the manger and the night of the birth but sometimes afterward for they came to the house where Joseph and Mary had moved Jesus to be.  It likely happened within the first couple years of Jesus' life but it was for sure not the night of His birth.  

If we take the scriptural narrative only, then there are a couple of interesting points about the Christmas star, one being that these wise men from a far off land, who were not Jewish, saw it and knew it's significance.  It's one thing to see a sign in the heavens and yet another thing to know what it means.  Even if I took a phenomenon in the sky to mean that something profound had happened, how would I know that it meant that king would have been born and of what country of all of the countries of the earth?  The other point is that the people of Israel, even the scholars of the Jews, hadn't seemed to see the star.  Simply put, if the Christmas star was some miraculous shining sign that was utterly abnormal, all of the people of every nation would have seen it and realized something was going on.  If it was a comet or some sort of supernova that hovered over Bethlehem, then others would have been trying to take note of it.  But when the wise men arrived in Judea, it seemed that only they had noticed the star and knew the significance of it.  

I presented a theory several years ago first presented by Michael Molnar, an astronomy professor who collects old, rare coins.  He found a coin that had a star in a particular constellation and in trying to understand what it meant, began to discover some interesting things.  For one, he discovered that the to the Greek and Roman astrologers, the constellation Aries, the Ram, was considered a representation of Israel for they were known for their often blood sacrifices to their God.  The ancients also believed that Jupiter, what we know as a planet but that appears in the sky as a strong white, unblinking star, was a sign of a King.  If Jupiter was the morning star, it was a sign that a new king had been born and whatever constellation that Jupiter was in when it was a morning star, “rising in the east,” just before sunrise, signified the nation of the newly-born king.  Furthermore, if there were other prominent stars or planets in the sky around Jupiter as the morning star, they thought that for every other bright body, it meant that the king was of greater and greater importance.  

You can see Jupiter as the evening star right now in our skies in the east shortly after sunset.  But in springtime of 6 B.C., Jupiter was in Aries and was a morning star.  Also, Venus – which is even brighter – and Saturn were very close to Jupiter and the moon was very close to all of this on several occasions throughout the spring.  If find it a fascinating and very believable theory that this is what the wise men saw and discerned.

Can this be proven?  No, but it explains quite a bit.  It explains why the wise men, Gentiles from a foreign country, would see the sign and the Jews would not, for the Jews were forbidden to read any signs in the heavens.  They had a more sure word of prophecy, the written word.  And the wise men did not have this word, for they did not know that the Savior King would be born in Bethlehem.  They traveled first to Jerusalem, the capitol city of the nation of Israel, and inquired of Herod, the king of Jerusalem of the matter.  

Moreover, if you watch Jupiter throughout a year, it does what it known as retrograde motion which means that it seems to move backwards in the sky.  Throughout that year, it would have moved out of Aries and then back into it again.  If it took the better part of a year for the wise men to get to Jerusalem, then if they left Herod's palace late as the stars were coming out, Jupiter would have moved back into Aries and would now be directly overhead as the stars came out.  This, of course, matches the Biblical narrative perfectly.  It seems to me a better theory of this Christmas star business.

_________________________________________________  

Hopefully I have not bored you with my wanderings about the star of Christmas.  I have presented this to you to give you a mental image of these wise men – however many they were – of men who were ever looking upward.  They were not men who shuffled their feet and stared at the ground when they walked.  They were not men who stayed indoors and stared at the carpet, but there is a mental image of men who walk with their eyebrows up and their gaze skyward.  These were men who standing around, were ever looking up!  

I saw a quote years ago that has stuck with me and it said something like, “Man alone was created to walk upright because God did not design him to stare at the ground, but to look up at the stars.”  There is a great truth to that.  These wise men, ever looking upward, remind us of that great truth!  You were created to live for more than just this life, to be concerned with more than just low level and ordinary things, and to dream beyond what this world can imagine or foresee.  And not only by your first birth, but especially this is true by virtue of your second birth!  That's why Paul told us in our other text:

Col 3:1-2 If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. 2  Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. ESV      

God didn't save you to live in depression or to live for this life only!  If you have been raised with Christ, you should seek the things that are above.  Say that with me, “the things that are above.”  Christ is up there, now, and not down here in physical form.  Say that last phrase with me, “Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth.”  No man seeks his keys that are lost by staring up in the trees, for he knows that they are somewhere low.  After having small kids, I say check the potted plants and the umbrella stand by the door, because that's where my kids put my keys when they went missing!  But by the same token, you cannot be completely focused on this life and truly be seeking Jesus Christ.  If you are to find the heavenlies, you've got to seek the heavenlies and if you are to seek the heavenlies, you've got to have your mind set on the heavenlies.  As the wise men were, so should we be in this world:  God is looking for a group of people who are in this world but not of this world; who will live life, fulfilling their duties down here but who are living for something greater that comes from up there; who will live life ever looking upward!  Truly it is said, “wise men seek ever for Jesus!”  I want to be wise enough to do so even today, but He is no longer in a manger in Bethlehem, so to find Him, you've got to look upward!  I'm preaching to you, even if you haven't noticed it yet:

The wise men were men looking upward even in their normal life mode.
We focus on their quest and their journey from a foreign land, but I'm impressed that they first noticed the signs in the heavens – whatever they were – while in normal life mode.  These men were of obvious age and of political importance for they were revered as wise and were ushered in before the king of Judea without delay.  And they were from a foreign country without any scriptures to teach them, nor Rabbi to explain it.  And yet as they were living their lives out and going about their daily tasks, they were keeping one eye trained upward, ever looking and searching for something greater!  And even with the pressures of ordinary life, they were keen enough to see the star.

I'm also drawn to the fact that they apparently were very wealthy to be able to afford such extravagant gifts for a child.  They obviously were very educated and had some political power and/or authority in their country and people.  And yet, these wise, educated, wealthy, and influential people were men who always took the time to look upwards towards the heavens!  They refused to get so caught up in their abilities that they didn't seek for something greater.  They refused to get so caught up in their importance that they didn't look for the coming of someone greater!  They refused to get so focused on living ordinary life that they didn't have time to notice and seek the things from the heavens.

I'm preaching to you:  what does it profit a man if he gain the whole world and yet lose his soul?  And in terms of the Christmas story:  what does it profit a man or a woman if they are influential, of some means, and busy and yet never seek out and find Jesus Christ in their life?  That, too, is a pointless life!  But wise men – and wise women – don't get so caught up in the cares of life that there is no time for the heavenlies.  Wise men and wise women are ever looking upward for guidance, direction, and help.  I'm reminded of Jesus' warning about His second return – you do know that the Child of Bethlehem is coming back again, right?

Luke 21:34-35 "But watch yourselves lest your hearts be weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and cares of this life, and that day come upon you suddenly like a trap. 35 For it will come upon all who dwell on the face of the whole earth. ESV
Dissipation – which is an old way of saying, “hangovers from partying” – and drunkenness would be a snare and trap that will keep those in the last days from being ready for Christ's return.  We get that, hopefully, that to choose such a lifestyle is to prepare yourself to miss Jesus' 2nd coming!  But in that same list is “cares of this life.”  That is, there are some people who will not be drunk and not partying but who will be intoxicated with just living ordinary life and will yet miss His return.  They will be busy paying bills and working so that they really don't have time to seek Jesus actively in their life.   Church will not be a faithful discipline for them and they will always have excuse.  Everything else in life will be more important than looking for Him and so their focus, their face, is always set towards low-level things and their mind is always dwelling on things that will one day pass away in a fervent heat at the end of the age.  And they spend their lives giving very little thought to what matters most and eternity.  

But let us be wise enough to be different!  Let us be wise enough to not miss the coming of Christ to us, which will be His second and final return!  And the only way we can ensure that we do not miss it, is that to even in day-to-day life yet we are ever focused and gazing upward.  That we, everyday, are checking what heaven is up to and what heaven wants to see.  That we are looking for signs of His coming in our life, even in a spiritual way.  Oh, these wise men are what God wants most even today:  men and women who despite their responsibilities and obligations and life concerns, yet are foremost looking for something greater; who know that they ever need a higher help and direction; who are sensitive enough and of proper mindset to look at circumstances where nobody else sees God up to something and yet discern the signs of His active providence in this world!  There are some who would say, “God is not very active nowadays” to which I would say, “He is, but you are just not seeing it because you are not looking for it!”  Your eyes are focused on life around you and the ordinary or the ground, but not upward.  Men looking upward see signs of His power and glory everywhere!  We must be men who amongst the concerns of this life are ever looking upward!

__________________________________________  

As I ponder this scriptural portrait of the wise men, something else is very striking about their seeking for:

The wise men were men looking upward even in very turbulent times.
Go read the history of what had taken place in the world and in Judea in between the testaments and you will realize that was a very troublesome time.  The Romans, after a bloody bath, had conquered Israel and the known world and were known as brutal and violent people.  Daniel foresaw the Roman Empire in prophecy as a huge, fearsome beast with strong teeth that could crack even bone.  Times have not changed much, and right now Jerusalem is once again a “cup of trembling” as the ancient prophets foretold that she would ever be until the Messiah's full return.  Recently a group of ministers from South Texas were supposed to go on a trip to Israel and the trips been in doubt because of all of the political unrest and violence that is going on there.  I think the realization that they had to travel into Roman Empire territory and especially to Herod's realm would have been something to think twice about even then.  Herod was known for his extreme cruelty and we see that played out in the Christmas narrative of Matthew's Gospel.  And to go and announce to this insecure and violent king that a new king had been born took guts!  To pack up and put everything on hold in their peaceful lives to travel to a place of political unrest took guts.  But they did it, because they were ever looking upward to the heavens and focused less on what circumstances around them currently looked like!    

I think of Jesus' foretelling of how the end days will be and we've heard this in a message recently.  And yet after telling of Great Tribulation and of wars and rumors of wars and famine and outbreak of disease and earthquakes of growing magnitude, yet Jesus made a statement that we'd best get into our heart and spirit:

Luke 21:26-28 People will be terrified at what they see coming upon the earth, for the powers in the heavens will be shaken. 27 Then everyone will see the Son of Man coming on a cloud with power and great glory. 28 So when all these things begin to happen, stand and look up, for your salvation is near!" NLTse
When you see the same things that terrifies most people, don't be afraid or cower in fear, but rather “stand and look up, for your salvation is near!”  That is the advice of the Savior – wise men are ever looking upward even in the most troublesome times for they know that God will take care of them and that there is a purpose to all of this.  How do you rise above fear?  Stop looking at the storm, Peter, and look to Jesus.  You won't sink with your focus on Him!  Get your mind set on things above not so much worried about things below!

There is another quote that I saw once that has stuck with me:

“When it's dark enough, you can see the stars.” – Ralph Waldo Emerson

I don't agree with all of Emerson's theology, but that quote had some great truth in it.  These principles don't just apply to world unrest and political intrigue, but to your own dark times and trials.  It's easy to get focused on your storm and your negative circumstances and forget in personal dark times that if you'd look up, you can see the stars!  Did you know that scientists aren't entirely sure why the night sky is black and gray?  There are some who would have thought that all of the star's light would be magnified so that it would remain well lit up but it is not so.  God did it that way to teach us a principle, that in the darkest of times, there is always light available if you will look up!  You'll never discover Him to be a healer until you've needed healing and you'll never discover Him to be the friend that sticks closer than a brother until you've needed someone to stick by you through something horrible!  

In the dark, the shadows look bigger and more terrible than they really are, and the fear of the unknown can be overwhelming.  In the dark, life is given to fears that most often prove unfounded or misplaced.  In the darkness the imagination of what might be or could be often overpowers the reality of what is actually there.  And all of that comes from staring at and into the dark.  If it's dark in your life, right now, stop focusing on the darkness and the trial and look upward to see the stars!  God is still there!  He is still active!  In the most turbulent times are the times where He is up to the most because the clouds are the dust of His feet!  But only those who are wise enough to look upward and seek Him realize this great truth!  

This leads us onward for there is another time that wise men are ever looking upward and that is:

The wise men were men looking upward even when they encountered opposition and trouble.  

Herod was up to no good.  He was insincere and a great and terrible act of violence was on the way to Judea from all of this.  Given the chance, he would have likely destroyed the baby and the wise men to keep it quiet.  We'll come back to this another time this season, but Herod was not their friend but rather an enemy.  And to make matters worse, somehow they had seemed to have come as far as they could come on what they knew.  They had come to Jerusalem and yet there was no further direction in the stars and so they had to interact with this evil man who opposed the very event for which they had sacrificed to see.  

And yet, they are ever looking upward.  They tell of the star, they leave Herod's place looking up and when they saw the star they “rejoiced with exceedingly great joy.”  They had temporarily had to function with clear direction and they had run into some opposition and some undesirables and yet there gaze was ever upward!

Those who give up are always those who change their gaze when they meet opposition and trouble.  Those who end up rejoicing with exceedingly great joy are those who, even in the face of tough obstacles and opposition, yet still look ever upward.  I'm belaboring the point for a reason.  God will be faithful and the season will change.  In the words of my mother's favorite scripture, “this too shall come to pass.”  Storms come and go and so does persecution and people who ridicule and oppose those whose life goal is to find Jesus Christ.  But when it is over, where are you and how are you?  That 's the question.  Your decisions when you face persecution can either set you up for despair or exceedingly great joy.  The persecution will come to an end, but you will either be backslidden and far from God after it, or closer to God and ever trusting Him in a greater way!  And the difference is the position of your eyes and face once you have met the fight!  Do you droop your eyes and hang your head and have your lip hanging the floor, or do you keep your faith in God, and your eyes heavenward and your praise in your lips?  

There are those who are like the fragile reed, where even the slightest adversarial wind can knock them over and destroy their faith and their trust in God, and then there are those who are like that little inflatable boxing toy where you hit it with your best punch and it might even flip over a few times but it's weighted in the bottom so that it always comes right back up.  Living for God will mean persecution and opposition and even ridicule and all out attacks some time, but wise men – and women – face it ever looking upward!  With praise on their lips and a bounce in their step.  They look around the giant to see what the heavens are saying!  They look past Goliath to the God who fills the universe!  They see beyond what normal people see because they are men ever looking upward!  I'm not just blowing smoke, for there is scripture for this:

Isa 40:25-31 To whom then will you compare me, that I should be like him? says the Holy One. 26 Lift up your eyes on high and see: who created these?  He who brings out their host by number, calling them all by name, by the greatness of his might, and because he is strong in power not one is missing. 27 Why do you say, O Jacob, and speak, O Israel,  "My way is hidden from the Lord,  and my right is disregarded by my God"? 28 Have you not known? Have you not heard? The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He does not faint or grow weary;  his understanding is unsearchable. 29 He gives power to the faint, and to him who has no might he increases strength. 30 Even youths shall faint and be weary, and young men shall fall exhausted; 31 but they who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings like eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they shall walk and not faint. ESV
That is a familiar passage of scripture that we quote and sing about and place on plaques on our mantles, but we forget that it begins with a commandment from God to “lift up your eyes on high and see.”  These promises – these great promises! – are to those who in the toughest times and amidst great opposition yet will “lift up their eyes!”  These promises are the promises only to be claimed by men wise enough to ever look upward!

__________________________________________________     

There is something else here in the Christmas story that we need not forget:

These wise men were men looking upward even after they ran into spiritual indifference.
What bothers me most about this text is the Jewish leaders whom Herod summoned and asked and who knew the scriptures immediately and could quote where and how their Messiah would be born and yet didn't even know that it was happening and when they were told, never made the trip to seek Him out in a town that was nearby! 

Spiritual indifference is a horrible disease that can eat away faster than a diabolical Herod or even sin.  These men knew the scriptures and did nothing about it.  They had knowledge but no hunger.  They were close to the kingdom of God and yet were beaten to it by men who came from thousands of miles away.  They were those of the prophets and of the lineage of Abraham and yet never found Him like these Gentile wise men did!  That tells me much!  It tells me that any distance between you and God can be bridged by true hunger and desire to see Him, and that all of the religious knowledge in the world is useless without a passion to worship Him and be in His presence!  Your spiritual background is useless if it does not drive you to seek Him out!  Your religious tradition will damn you if you do not ever look up and seek His coming to you!

And by experience, I can say that when you are on fire and committed and zealous for Him and yet you run into someone who is more knowledgeable, closer, and experienced in God than you and yet are spiritually indifferent and unexcited about what God is doing, it can be like a wet blanket on a small fire.  But they may be more knowledgeable and closer initially, and more experienced, but be wiser than them and wise men, when they hit the brick wall of spiritual indifference, still look upward.  They left that courtroom and those dead spiritual leaders and went outside and looked up!  Forget them and their stagnant walks, we're heading to Bethlehem!  They may want someone else to go and just tell them about it, but we're going to go ourselves!  They may not want to be inconvenienced by what heaven is up to, but we are pushing everything else back to make room for Him in our lives!  They may be upset that He has come, but we have come to bring great gifts and to worship Him!  Like Abraham seeing Lot seemingly blessed in the plains of Sodom and yet God had to take Him up to the mountain and told him:

Gen 15:5-6 And he brought him outside and said, "Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them." Then he said to him, "So shall your offspring be." 6 And he believed the Lord, and he counted it to him as righteousness. ESV 
Why did he take him up to the mountains?  Because He wanted Abram to look upward and see what great things God had in store.  Lot may be spiritually indifferent and even going the wrong direction, but you, Abraham, come get a higher vision!  When you run into someone who is heading backwards or spiritually indifferent despite having great advantages and a head start in such areas, the best thing you can do is to get your eyes off of them as quickly as possible and to elevate your eyes to the heavens!  Wise men keep looking upward even when surrounded by spiritual zombies!  Let us be men and women ever looking upward!

_____________________________________________

As we come to a close in this message, let us not forget that even as they left from where the child Jesus was, yet they were still sensitive to the light and direction of God for He was able to warn them in a dream not to go back to Jerusalem but to return home another way than the one which they had come.  I think that this speaks to us:

The wise men were ever looking upward in their lives from then onward.
What happened to the wise men after this?  We are not told in scripture and usually when the scripture is silent as to the outcome of something, it is because we can know that things turned out just as we'd expect them to from the details provided.  That is, it is likely that they returned to their normal lives and domains and yet ever looking upward to the God of Israel.  I would like to think that men of such means and wisdom, upon finding the answers that they sought were written down in the Hebrew scriptures, perhaps purchased a copy of the ancient scrolls, or went home to look more carefully at the ones that they already had.  One is never looking more upward than when you are staring down at a Bible open in your lap!  And I believe the dream is recorded to let us know that this was not just a one time and done thing for them, but after this great journey and after seeing the child who was the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords, I believe that they were ever for the rest of their lives men looking upward.  They'd see Jupiter rise in the night sky in subsequent years and get a gleam in their eye; they'd see a camel's hump and get a hankering to pack up and travel back to Bethlehem.  They were men who would ever be looking upward!  

Let me close by reading you a passage from another wise man, the man called Job:

Job 22:21-28 "Submit to God, and you will have peace; then things will go well for you. 22 Listen to his instructions, and store them in your heart. 23 If you return to the Almighty, you will be restored— so clean up your life. 24 If you give up your lust for money and throw your precious gold into the river, 25 the Almighty himself will be your treasure. He will be your precious silver! 26 "Then you will take delight in the Almighty and look up to God. 27 You will pray to him, and he will hear you, and you will fulfill your vows to him. 28 You will succeed in whatever you choose to do, and light will shine on the road ahead of you. NLTse
He is coming again, this Christ child!  He will return not to Bethlehem, but to the eastern sky where His star once shone.  Wise men will be not so caught up in life or circumstances or opposition or persecution as to have their head down!  Wise men will not just be counting on a one time past experience where they found Him.  Wise men will be those who, “take delight in the Almighty and look up to God.”  Wise men will be those who pray to Him continually and fulfill their promises and vows to Him.  Wise men will be those who will have been successful because of their continual looking upward and those who every day, the light of truth shone on the road ahead of them.  These will be those who will be ready for His return the 2nd time.  Wise men ever looking upward!  

