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The Magi and 
the Star

A Closer Look at the Gospels of Advent & 

Christmas
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Matthew & Old Testament models

▪ The annunciation to Joseph 

follows typical Old Testament 

narratives (e.g. Isaac & Samson)

▪ Joseph receives revelations 

through dreams

▪ Joseph’s escape from Herod 

is reminiscent of Moses 

escape from Pharaoh
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Moses saved as an infant

▪ Pharaoh was warned by his 

scribes of the birth of a 

Hebrew child who would be 

a threat to his reign

▪ He orders all Hebrew male 

children to be murdered

▪ Moses’ father is told in a 

dream that his son will save 

his people so they work to 

save him
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The Call of Moses

▪ As an adult, Moses flees for 

his life to Sinai

▪ God speaks to him to be his 

agent to set his people free

▪ He is sent back to Egypt 

since “all those who are 

seeking your life are dead.”  

(Ex 4: 19 and Mt 2: 20)
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Moses & Balak▪ Moses meets Balak, the 

king of Moab during 

their wandering in the 

desert

▪ He seeks to destroy 

Moses with a Magus, 

Balaam who is 

summoned from the 

east

▪ Instead of cursing 

Moses, he had a 

favorable vision, seeing 

a star shall rise from 

Jacob
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Matthew’s story

▪ Herod takes the role of 

Pharaoh, trying to destroy a 

child he considers a threat

▪ Pagan priests, Magi, the plural 

of Magus, come to recognize 

the truth of Israel’s revelation

▪ The Magi are led by a star, as 

foreseen by Balaam who was 

summoned by Balak to destroy 

Moses
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Jew vs. Gentile

▪ The Jewish people have the 

revelation of God in the sacred 

writings to know and learn the 

ways of God

▪ Gentiles, who do not have the 

revelation that the Jews have, 

must come to this awareness 

through the natural world

▪ The Magi learn of this through 

their study of astrology as they 

see the emergence of a star
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The Good News of Salvation

▪ The star at the birth of the 

Messiah leads the Magi to 

know the revelation

▪ But it is imperfect

▪ They know that the Messiah 

is born, but they do not know 

who or where.

▪ The truth is in the Hebrew 

Scriptures
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The Magi & Herod

▪ The Magi must learn from the 

Jews the revelation of their 

Scriptures

▪ The Messiah is to be born in 

Bethlehem

▪ But these religious leaders do 

not know or choose not to 

worship the truth of this 

revelation
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The Massacre

▪ In fact, rather than worship 

the newborn King,

▪ They choose to conspire 

against the Messiah

▪ And the King issues a decree 

for his death

▪ But God intervenes, as he did 

with Moses
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Joseph the Dreamer

▪ Joseph receives a vision in a 

dream, and rises and in the 

middle of the night takes the 

child and his mother to Egypt

▪ Once again, God will call his 

child from Egypt to the 

Promised Land

▪ Since they had a house in 

Bethlehem, Joseph relocates 

his family to Nazareth as an 

added safety against Herod’s 

son, Archelaus
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The Passion Narrative foretold
a similar cast of characters

▪ A secular leader

▪ The chief priests and 

scribes aligned against 

Jesus

▪ Who has no one but God 

on his side

▪ God makes Jesus 

victorious, bringing him 

back beyond expectations
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The Passion Narrative anticipated

▪ Those who have the 

Scriptures reject Jesus

▪ The Gentiles come and with 

the assistance of the sacred 

writings

▪ They come to find and adore 

Jesus



z

The Star Rising … I see him but not now

▪ The Magi are the 

forerunners of those who 

would come to know and 

believe in Jesus

▪ Balaam saw him but not 

now, from Moses to 

David

▪ The Magi see the star of 

the King of the Jews, but 

he will only be known 

with that title over his 

head on the cross
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The Star
▪ Science

▪ Astronomy

▪ Convergence of two 

planets on December 

21, 2020

▪ No historical evidence 

of an actual star 

▪ Perhaps a Matthean 

construct
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The Magi
▪ Plural of Magus

▪ No number given

▪ Over history there 

were 2, 7, 10 and 

12

▪ Settled on three for 

the number of gifts 

presented

▪ Astrologers, 

Zoroastan priests, 

worshipers of fire
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The gifts
▪ Not typical gifts for a 

newborn child

▪ Speak to the heavenly 

identity and mission of 

this child:

▪ Gold – king

▪ Frankincense – used 

in worship of deities, 

child is divine

▪ Myrrh – used to anoint 

the dead, his death 

will be salvific
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Other details

▪ The Holy Family lives in a 

house, not a stable

▪ The journey from the East 

would have taken considerable 

time

▪ Children slaughtered are up to 

the age of two years old

▪ No reference that they traveled 

by camels or in a caravan in 

Matthew’s telling


