SMALL GROUP NOTES – THE WISE, THE LEARNED AND THE POWERFUL – reactions to Jesus’ birth

Philip started by showing some pictures of people we may think of as wise/learned/powerful such as Mandela/Einstein/Hitler. He suggested that this was a way to see the three main characters in Matthew 2, other than the holy family, namely the Magi, the Chief Priests and teachers of the law, and Herod.

After quoting Proverbs 14:33, 3:5 and 3:19 to explore the nature of godly wisdom, Philip suggested that the Magi were wise in the following senses. They were willing to act in response to faith, which may have been aided by scripture such as Numbers 24:17; they followed God’s guidance; they were willing to take risks; they recognised true worth in Jesus; and they showed generosity from the heart in the gifts they gave. We need to reflect on these lessons in our own lives, for example in emulating their reckless faith by giving up our comforts for God’s ends, and in remaining generous to the poor in a recession. Equally, we are challenged whether as mature Christians we spend enough time in prayer seeking God’s guidance, and whether we look down on seekers with “wrong beliefs” who God may nonetheless be guiding to the truth.

The learned in the text are the Chief Priests and teachers of the law. Philip quoted Ecclesiastes 12:12 and 1 Corinthians 8:1-3 to show the Bible is not supportive of knowledge without insight; it risks being futile or a cause of pride.  In fact we can deduce from this passage and elsewhere that although they had the facts of biblical interpretation at their fingertips, it had no effect on their lives, as they did not seek to find the king who had been born. And they were proud and jealous of their status, as was later shown in the crucifixion. Again, there are challenges for us. Do we risk being “head Christians” who know the word but do not act it out, as James 1:22-24 warns? Do we also think ourselves some form of elite, who can rest on our laurels of having said the prayer of commitment? And for non-Christians knowledge can be a barrier to faith, as the story of Philip’s friend shows.

The powerful, exemplified by Herod, have been all too apparent in the last century. Herod illustrates the attributes of power, such as low cunning; trickery and lies; insecurity; fits of rage and ruthlessness/. Philip traced the link of Herod to Satan, which is explicit in Revelation 12:4-5 and which can be seen as part of the combat of the son of Eve and of the Serpent, which began in Genesis 3:15. Philip highlighted the suffering of the people in Zimbabwe and North Korea under tyrants akin to Herod, but also the hope aroused by the fall of the Berlin wall and the transition to majority rule in South Africa, under pressure from God’s people. Hence we must remember in prayer those suffering under tyranny today with the hope that God may overthrow them. There remain challenges for us even from the powerful. Are we sufficiently armed against Satan’s temptations, for example not to forgive? And, do we recall that Jesus in Matthew 5:21-22 said we could kill with words as well as swords. And Christmas is the worst time for family quarrels.

Concluding, Philip saw a choice before us. To be like the learned with Christmas in the mind but not the heart. To be like the powerful – a quarrelsome Christmas. And to emulate the wise - acting in faith on the truth and the guidance God has given.

· What do you think of as wisdom? Has the sermon broadened your view of it?

· How can we become wiser?

· Do you see risks of knowledge for its own sake in your live, and in the world around?

· How can we protect ourselves from behaving like the powerful?
