
In the first century AD, the Roman historian Josephus wrote that in that time “there spread over all
the Orient the belief that it was fated for men coming from Judea to rule the world.” Another Roman
historian of the first century AD named Tacitus wrote that “there was a firm persuasion that at this
very time the East was to grow powerful, and rulers from Judea would acquire universal empire.” 

Scholars tell us such expectations developed because learned men throughout the east had uncovered
in the writings of the people of Israel a prophecy in the book of Numbers which stated that “a star
will come out of Jacob, a scepter will rise out of Israel.”  Since stars and scepters were symbols of
royalty, this led to the speculation that something wonderful was about to happen, that this
something wonderful was about to happen in Israel, and that this something wonderful that was
about to happen in Israel would change the world.  
   
So, when a star appeared in the sky where there had never been one before, some of these wise men
set out to see the fulfillment of the prophecy themselves, following it all the way to Israel.  But when
they arrived in Jerusalem (the capital city, where a newborn king would be expected to be found),
they were probably disappointed.  For they were not taken to a royal baby in the king’s palace. 
Instead, they were sent to Bethlehem: a back woods town in Judea.  To see why Matthew tells us that
when they found the child they “bowed down and worshiped him,” we need to understand what God
says it means to be wise.

First, God says being wise means we must choose NOT TO GET STUCK IN THE STABLE.   When
the wise men got to Bethlehem, they searched for the child.  And when they finally found him, they
probably grew even more disappointed than when they had failed to find the child in the palace in
Jerusalem.  That is because when they spoke with Mary and Joseph, they discovered that while this
child was of the branch of Jesse, he was on an outward branch to say the least.  Mary and Joseph
were not in any direct line to claim the Davidic throne.  

In fact, they were so far from being in line for royalty their child was not born in a place of wealth
or power, but in a borrowed stable.  So surely, the wise men must have thought, one born to “rule
the world” and “acquire universal empire” would have had a better start.  Surely, they must have
thought, this may not be the one we have come to see.  Surely, they must have thought, there is
reason to be disappointed in how this something wonderful was unfolding.  And yet, the wise men
must also have sensed that something wonderful was still happening.  So they made a choice.  They
chose NOT TO GET STUCK IN THE STABLE.  

Maybe that is because they realized that God sometimes works in mysterious ways.  Maybe it is
because they chose to believe that this child could still be the one who was mysteriously prophesied
to “rule the world” and “acquire universal empire.”  And maybe they were able to realize - and
believe - such things because they knew that the birth of this child was not the end of the story.  If
he was indeed the one whom Numbers prophesied about, the one whose birth the star had signaled,
then this was only the beginning of what God had in store for the world.
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The same choice stands before us today.  In the story of the wise men, God tells us that we too need
to realize that being wise means making the choice TO NOT GET STUCK IN THE STABLE.  This
is because the birth of Jesus in the stable is not the end of the story.  The story went on to include
the crucifixion, the resurrection, the ascension, and arrival of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost.  Nor did
the story stop at that point.  Two millennia later the story continues to be written.  And it will not be
complete until Jesus returns in glory.  This is why the Apostle Paul wrote “When I was a child, I
talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child.  When I became a man, I put
childish ways behind me.  Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face
to face.”  
   
This is because we can only imagine what God’s kingdom will look like when it comes in all its
glory.  We can only dream about what it will be like when pain, suffering, and death are gone.  And
we can only wait with hope, peace, joy, and love for the moment we enter glory ourselves, are
reunited with loved ones who have gone before us, and are freed from the pains of this fallen and
sinful world.  In a time when we are suffering through a pandemic this is crucial for us to understand. 
For like the wise men, we may be wondering why God is allowing such things to happen.  Like the
wise men, we may be wondering why God is not doing the things He has promised to do.  And like
the wise men, we may be wondering how the difficulties we are encountering can be part of God’s
good and perfect will for the world.
   
But this is why we need to make the choice to not get stuck in the stable of our disappointment, and
instead trust that the Apostle Paul was right when we wrote that “in all things God works for the
good of those who love him.”  For this pandemic is not the end of the story.  The suffering we may
be going through because of the many other difficulties that crop up in life is not the end of the story. 
And even what God might be seeking to do right now in our hearts and lives is not the end of the
story.  God has even more in store for us if we will trust Him by choosing NOT TO GET STUCK
IN THE STABLE.  But wise men (and women) do more than choose not to get stuck in the stable. 
God says there is a second aspect to being wise we must choose.

God says being wise means we must choose to LOOK THROUGH THE STABLE.  The wise men
understood that God does not typically come to us in ‘other worldly’ ways, but through the everyday
(and sometimes painful) events of life.  So when they saw that God had chosen not to send this new
king into the world through a palace in Jerusalem but a stable in Bethlehem, they were not shocked -
even though they may have been disappointed.  Maybe they were able to do this because they had
also read the words of the Jewish prophet Isaiah, who wrote that God had said “as the heavens are
higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways.”  Maybe they were able to do this
because they had read the words of a Jewish psalmist, who wrote that “the righteous cry out, and the
Lord . . . delivers them from all their troubles.”  Or maybe they were able to do this because they had
read the Jewish story of a man named Job, and how at the end he declared “I know that God can do
all things; no plan of His can be thwarted.”
   
So, because the wise men sensed that something great was still happening, they decided that God
was still in what was occurring.  So they made another choice.  They chose TO LOOK THROUGH
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THE STABLE.  Looking through the stable doesn’t mean they didn’t see the weirdness of a king
being born among the livestock instead of in the midst of doting servants.  It doesn’t mean they
didn’t see the irony of one who would  “rule the world” and “acquire universal empire” being
afforded only a borrowed stable for his birth.  
   
And it doesn’t mean they were oblivious to the melancholy feeling Mary and Joseph must have felt
about how it all went down.  But, as they spoke with Mary, they heard about the words of the angel
Gabriel.  As they spoke with Joseph, they heard about the words of the angel that spoke to him.  And
as they heard those stories, the star continued to shine above their heads to say this was not the end
of the story.
   
The same choice stands before us today.  In the story of the wise men, God tells us that we too need
to realize that being wise means choosing TO LOOK THROUGH THE STABLE.  That is because
God sent His son into the world in this way so we would know that He understands our pain.  He
sent His Son into the world in this way so we could realize that He is not indifferent to our suffering. 
He sent His son into the world in this way so we might know the truth of the words that this child
would one day say: “in this world you will have trouble.  But take heart!  I have overcome the 
world.”  
   
This is because God does not typically save us by just taking away the pain, but by using the pain
to bring about His will.  God does not just usually deliver us by just keeping the difficulties at bay,
but by helping us conquer them.  And God does not characteristically just redeem us by making it
as if the problems were never present, but by showing us that He is greater than any problem we face. 
But wise men (and women) do more than choose to not get stuck in the stable, and look through the
stable.  God says there is one more aspect to being wise we must choose.

God says being wise means we must choose to LOOK BEYOND THE STABLE.  As the wise men
met with Mary and Joseph, they learned the story of their child’s birth.  And as they listened to that
story, they were able to see through eyes of faith that when Mary “gave birth to her firstborn, a son”
and “ wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger” it was not “because there was no room
for them in the inn.”  They were able to see through eyes of faith that such things had taken place
because the “the time came for the baby to be born” because God wanted the Christ Child born at
that time, in that place, and that all of it was part of His plan to work through this Child for the sake
of the whole world.  So, because the wise men sensed something great was still happening, they
decided that God was still in what was occurring, and made another choice.  They chose TO LOOK
BEYOND THE STABLE.
   
The same choice stands before us today.  In the story of the wise men, God tells us that we too need
to realize that being wise means learning how TO LOOK BEYOND THE STABLE.  This is because
God has more in store for us than the mixed experiences of good and evil we endure in this present
life.  It is because God, being rich in mercy, has acted in the messiness of a stable to enter into the
pain of our fallen human existence.  And it is because God has offered in what happened in that
stable to one day lift us up into what He originally had in mind when He said “let there be light.” 
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We see this in the words of the Christ Child years later when He said “In my Father's house are
many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. 
And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also
may be where I am.”
   
As we enter a new year, it would be wise for us to therefore remember those words most of all.  For
that is the purpose our Heavenly Father intends for us: to one day take us to where He is.  That is the
reason Jesus was born, why He lived, and died, and rose from the dead, and ascended to heaven, and
(together with His Heavenly Father) sent the Holy Spirit at Pentecost.  It is also why Jesus has
remained present to His people through the Church for two millennia.  When He will bring His
kingdom to full fruition only our Heavenly Father knows.  What we DO know is that in this present
time of waiting, and in the passing of one year to the next (especially in the midst of a pandemic),
we have to choose how we will live.  
   
Let us then, for God’s glory, for our benefit, and for the benefit of all those to whom we are called
to be witnesses of Jesus’ love, choose this day to NOT GET STUCK IN THE STABLE, to LOOK
THROUGH THE STABLE, and to LOOK BEYOND THE STABLE, so we - like the wise men -
may move past the stable “by a different way.”  For in the different way God is calling us to journey
in 2021, we will - if we are willing to be people of faith - be enabled by Him to do more than just
worship Jesus.  We will be enabled to follow Him as His disciples.    
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