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J O Y
MATTHEW 2:1-12                                 DECEMBER 20, 202

P R E P A R A T I O N   

>   Spend the week reading through and studying 
Matthew 2:1-12. Consult the commentary pro-
vided and any additional study tools (such as a 
concordance or Bible dictionary) to enhance your 
preparation. 

>  Determine which discussion points and questions 
will work best with your group.

>   Pray for your pastors, the upcoming group meeting, 
your teaching, your group members, and their 
receptivity to the study.

H I G H L I G H T S  
  
TAKEAWAY: The birth of Christ was accompanied 
by multiple signs and wonders. One of those signs 
is the arrival of kings from the East who bore gifts fit 
for a king and who bowed down and worshiped the 
child, Jesus. 

WHY IT’S IMPORTANT: Embedded in this story is 
a simple description of their countenance as they 
drew near to where the child was. Matthew recorded 
that they were “overjoyed.” (Matt. 2:10)

GOSPEL CONNECTION: Those who have been the 
recipients of the benefits of the person and work of 
the Son of God come in flesh ought to be a rejoicing 
people!  
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ALTERNATE 
INTRODUCTION

What comes to mind when       
you hear the word “joy”?

What connection does the 
Holy Spirit have to joy in 
the lives of Christians?

The Holy Spirit generates 
the joy of Christians as He 
causes them to reflect on the 
beauty and goodness of the 
person and work of Christ. 
The joy that is found in Christ 
is deep and lasting. It is deep 
because it is produced by the 
work done in the soul of a 
person. It is lasting because 
that work is permanent and 
increasing. A Christian’s 
security and salvation never 
decays or fails. 

In our passage today, we 
will consider the story of 
the kings of the East who 
came to bring gifts to Jesus. 
We will especially consider 
their joy as they drew near to 
meeting him.  

I N T R O D U C T I O N
As your group time begins, use this section to help get the 
conversation going. 

1 What does it mean to have joy? Is it different 
than happiness? Explain.

2 According to the world, how can a person be 
a joyful, happy person? 

The world’s view of joy isn’t the same as the Christian’s 
understanding of joy. One difference is the fact that 
Christian joy isn’t based on changing circumstances. 
In fact, the Christian’s joy exists unaffected by and 
indifferent to the external. It relies on the internal. 

How is it possible for a person to suffer greatly but 
also to rejoice in Christ? It is possible because his or 
her source of joy is Christ Himself. Christ’s presence, 
power, and preservation don’t change. He is the same 
yesterday, today, and forever in the lives of those who 
trust in Him. 

In our passage today, we will consider a familiar aspect 
of the Christmas story. In the story of the kings from 
the East, we will specifically focus on this idea of 
Christ being the foundation of true and lasting joy. 
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Notes:

U N D E R S T A N D I N G   
Unpack the biblical text to discover what Scripture says or 
means about a particular topic.

The term magi, according to Daniel 1:20; 2:2,10,27, 
and so on, referred to priests and experts in mys-
teries in Persia and Babylon, but by the time Jesus 
was born, this term had come to encompass a wide 
range of people who practiced astrology, dream inter-
pretation, the study of sacred writings, and magic. 

Thus, it was likely that these wise men would have 
been familiar with the Old Testament prophecies 
as a result of the interaction between the Jews and 
Babylon. They may have even known well Balaam’s 
prophecy that “a star will come out of Jacob; a scepter 
will rise out of Israel” (Num. 24:17).

It is unclear whether the appearance of the star was a 
natural phenomenon, such as a comet or supernova, 
or a supernatural event. Given that the star moved, 
most Bible commentators are inclined to believe that 
it was a miraculous appearance. 

Though tradition often pictures only three magi, who 
traveled alone, it is more probable that there were 
more than three wise men and that they traveled with 
a large number of attendants and guards for the long 
and dangerous journey, which would have taken sev-
eral weeks or even months. 

The text tells us that this group from the East fol-
lowed the star all the way to Bethlehem. 

9 “After they had heard the king, they went on their way, 
and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them 
until it stopped over the place where the child was. 10 When 
they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On coming to the 
house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they 
bowed down and worshiped him” (Matt. 2:9-10).
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Notes:

In our study today, we will focus on the joy of the wise 
men and seek to be joyful also, as we remember the 
coming of the King of kings. We will see that rejoicing 
isn’t optional for those who are in Christ, but should 
characterize everything we do.

> Have a volunteer read Matthew 2:1-12.

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the 
time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem 
2 and asked, “Where is the one who has been born king 
of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come 
to worship him.” 3 When King Herod heard this he was 
disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. 4 When he had 
called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers 
of the law, he asked them where the Christ was to be born. 
5 “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what 
the prophet has written: 6 “ ‘But you, Bethlehem, in the 
land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers 
of Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will be the 
shepherd of my people Israel.’” 7 Then Herod called the 
Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the 
star had appeared. 8 He sent them to Bethlehem and said, 

“Go and make a careful search for the child. As soon as you 
find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship 
him.” 9 After they had heard the king, they went on their 
way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of 
them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 
10 When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. 11 On 
coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother 
Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then 
they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts 
of gold and of incense and of myrrh. 12 And having been 
warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned 
to their country by another route.

The magi probably felt a range of emotions as they 
approached the location to which the star pointed 
them. They must have felt some relief because their 
long journey was coming to an end. They likely were 
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Notes:

a bit anxious because of their interaction with Herod. 
Matthew, however, chose this description: “When 
they saw the star, they were overjoyed.” 

It’s as if in the light of this person that they had been 
searching for everything else was swallowed up by 
the joy of having reached Him. To be overwhelmed by 
something is to be consumed by it at the expense of 
all other concerns and ambitions.         

	° Why do you think these men felt such intense 
emotion upon finding the child?

We aren’t given much detail about these men. We 
really don’t know what all information they had 
beyond the understanding that this star was leading 
them to some sort of king. It’s impossible for us to 
know whether or not they had saving faith in this 
king or if they had any inkling about the nature of his 
mission. 

We do know, however, that an encounter with the 
person and work of Christ produces one of two results. 
When a person hears and understands what the Bible 
says about Jesus, they either rejoice or reject. There 
is not room in the gospel message for passivity. Those 
who hear the gospel message and respond with repen-
tance and faith are overwhelmed with joy and keep on 
rejoicing. To be a follower of Christ is to be one who 
rejoices in Christ. 

	° What is the role of rejoicing in the life of the 
Christian? 

Christians are commanded to rejoice in Christ, their 
hope and Savior. It’s true that the fallen world in 
which we live is full of motivations to worry and fear. 
These negative factors, however, are no excuse for not 
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Notes:

rejoicing according to the Scriptures. Paul told the 
believers in Philippi, “Rejoice in the Lord always; again 
I will say, rejoice” (Phil. 4:4). The joy that Paul insisted 
upon isn’t one that is dependent upon external real-
ities but one that is firmly rooted in the person and 
work of Christ. The joy of the Christian is based on 
the faithfulness of the sovereign King who not only 
saved His people, but who is always available to them, 
even in times of great distress and trouble.   

	° Paul said to rejoice in the Lord always. Does it 
seem reasonable to you to be always rejoic-
ing? What makes this difficult?

It may seem obvious that the commands of God should 
always be obeyed, but the command to be joyful 
seems like it may fit in a different category. After all, 
are Christians supposed to try to make themselves 
feel happy no matter what the circumstances may be? 
In order to properly understand how to answer this 
question, we have to make a clear distinction between 
happiness and joy. 

To rejoice is very different than to feel happy, though 
emotion is certainly a part of it. The command to 
rejoice can and should be obeyed in every circumstance. 
Even in adversity, conflict, and suffering, Christians 
are commanded to be joyful. This is possible because 
their joy isn’t controlled by circumstances, but by 
their reality in Christ.  

The text says that “they went on their way, and the 
star they had seen in the east went ahead of them 
until it stopped over the place where the child was” 
(Matt. 2:9). It wasn’t until the magi approached the 
Christ that they were “overjoyed.” Once they were 
there, the joy was natural. They were compelled to 
rejoice by something that had nothing to do with 
their feelings, but with the reality of the Son of God 
in flesh.
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Notes:

	° Is it possible to produce true joy in our own 
hearts by our own strength? Explain.

True, biblical joy is a supernatural gift from God to His 
children. It is available to all those who are in Christ. 
Indeed, if a person is truly in Christ and understands 
what the Lord has done, then rejoicing is hardly an 
option. 

We are commanded to rejoice, but we are unable to 
manufacture this from within our selves. Joy isn’t 
something that we can just make happen any more 
than we can produce hope or peace out of thin air 
by the force of our wills. We are unable to produce 
because joy needs a lasting soil in which to take root. 
It has to be firmly planted in a soil that can nourish 
and sustain it. If there were something meritorious in 
ourselves, then maybe we could be joyful on the basis 
of our own selves, but this isn’t the case. Real, lasting 
joy for the sinner must take root in the good soil of 
the gospel of Jesus Christ.  

The Scripture commands us to exercise joy, and it 
also tells us from where our joy should proceed. Paul 
wrote that joy is the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22). Part 
of the Holy Spirit’s work in Christians is producing 
characteristics of godliness, all of which are evident 
in Jesus in the Gospels. In this way, the brimming joy 
that is in the soul of each Christian toward God exists 
because of the Holy Spirit. 

The magi had reason to rejoice. Their being “over-
joyed” was well founded and rooted in something that 
would not cause the leaf to wither. The magi were 
“overjoyed” because they had come upon Jesus Christ, 
the Savior of the world. They were rejoicing because 
they were given the privilege to bow down and wor-
ship God incarnate. 
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Notes:

Christians, too, have reason to rejoice. Christians 
have also drawn near to and come upon the Savior of 
the world. 

	° How exactly does the Holy Spirit produce 
joy in Christians? What is our part in that 
process?  

The Holy Spirit produces joy in the people of God by 
causing them to see the grace, truth, and beauty in 
Jesus. Thus, God the Spirit turns the face of God’s 
children to the person and work of God the Son. It is 
impossible to rejoice in Christ without contemplating 
and meditating upon the Lord. This means that we 
should take concrete steps to put the glorious truths of 
the gospel before our eyes so that we will think about 
and meditate upon the gospel. This paves the way for 
the Holy Spirit’s work to produce fruit in our lives. 
Christians should regularly preach the gospel to them-
selves and meditate on the great work of the cross. 

	° What exactly should Christians meditate 
upon as they seek to rejoice? How have you 
experienced rejoicing in these truths?

When we see who Christ is and what He has done, our 
hearts rejoice. The Holy Spirit bears the fruit of joy in 
our hearts by causing us to see the beauty of Christ in 
the truths of the gospel. When we contemplate the fact 
that Christ’s very righteousness has been imputed to 
us and that we have been adopted into God’s family, 
then what else is there to do other than to rejoice? 
God’s favors of grace toward us lead us to rejoice, and 
that joy is sustained because that grace is eternal. 
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Notes:

A P P L I C A T I O N                  
Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture 
passage apply directly to their lives.

1 What is the difference between the joy of the 
Lord and the happiness of the world? 

2 Do you think that most people would say 
you are a joyful person? What might this say 
about what you regularly set your mind on?

3 What makes you joyful? Is your joy typically 
based on favorable external conditions or 
something deeper? 

P R A Y                                                                                                                                         

Ask the Lord to make you and our church joyful in 
Christ. Pray that joy will be a defining characteristic 
in your life. Pray also that the Holy Spirit would pro-
duce this joy as you gather up the great truths of the 
gospel and look upon them.  
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F O L L O W  U P     
Midway through this week, send a follow-up email to your 
group with some or all of the following information: 

>  Questions to consider as they continue 
to reflect on what they learned this week: 

	° How can you seek to allow the Holy Spirit to 
generate joy in you? 

	° What does the gospel have to do with your 
joy? 

 >  A note of encouragement, following 
up on any specific prayer requests 
mentioned during your group gathering.

>  The challenge to memorize 
Matthew 2:10.
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Notes:

M AT T H E W  2 : 1 - 1 2

2:1-6. The mention of Jesus’ birthplace, Bethlehem 
of Judea, is significant in this passage especially 
because of the prophecy it fulfilled (see 2:4–6). 
Matthew is building his case. Jesus is the fulfillment 
of all the prophetic intentions of the long-awaited 
Jewish Messiah. All the details apply, including his 
birthplace.

The King Herod in this passage, one of many 
Herods, is Herod the Great, mentioned here and 
in Luke 1:5. His father, Antipater II, was a Jew of 
Idumaean descent (Edomite, related through Esau 
to Jacob) who gained influence under the Roman 
Empire. He was influential in his son Herod’s rise 
to power, in a succession of positions over Galilee 
and ultimately Judea, where Herod ruled from 
37–4 b.c. (Herod’s death in 4 b.c. is one of the main 
reasons we know Jesus was born somewhat earlier 
than the traditional a.d. 1; cf. 2:19.) During this 
time Herod was given the title “king of the Jews” 
by the Roman senate. This in part explains his fear 
and aggressive murderous actions when he heard 
from the Magi that another king of the Jews had 
been born (2:2).

These Magi from the east (2:1) were likely from 
Babylon and were culturally influential students 
of the stars, not evil magicians of some sort. Their 
interest must have been aroused by the unusual 
star they observed. We do not know their number, 
but their entourage was probably substantial to 
make such a lengthy cross-continent trip and to 
cause such a noticeable stir in Jerusalem (2:3). 
How they came to connect the birth of the king 
of the Jews with the strange star is a matter of 
conjecture. Some scholars believe they may have 
been responding, in an amazing display of faith, to 
a scrap of Scripture brought to their people cen-
turies before through Balaam (Num. 24:17), who 
was a Mesopotamian himself.
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Notes:Notes:

The important point here is that God brought the 
birth of the king to the attention of these Gentiles, 
who probably journeyed many months (possibly 
one to two years) from Mesopotamia to Jerusalem. 
Matthew included this information to alert his 
Jewish readers to several realities: (1) the event of 
Jesus’ birth had worldwide impact; (2) the Messiah 
was coming through Israel as a gift from God to 
all nations of the world, not just to the Jews; and 
(3) in contrast to the indifference of Jewish chief 
priests and scribes who should have anticipated 
the king’s birth (2:4), these Gentiles were over-
whelmed with joy!

The quote in 2:6 comes from Micah 5:2. Micah 
prophesied around the time of the Northern 
Kingdom’s fall in 722 b.c. Through this man, the 
Lord used the lesson of the Northern Kingdom’s 
fall to confront Judah’s own covenant disobedi-
ence. He warned of Judah’s future judgment, but 
he also gave cause for hope, foretelling his resto-
ration of the remnant. It is in this context of hope 
that the words quoted by Matthew are written in 
Micah.

2:7-12. Herod called the Magi into his chambers 
alone to try to determine when this new king, 
Jesus, was born. Because both the Magi and Herod 
seemed to identify the appearance of the star with 
the birthdate of the Messiah, Jesus must have been 
at least a year old when the Magi arrived. (This fact 
changes the traditional image of the Magi visiting 
the young family in the stable where Jesus was 
born. Certainly the shepherds found him there, 
but Joseph would have found his family a home to 
live in by the time the Magi arrived.)

Herod wanted to use the Magi to determine the 
exact location of this new king. This was a self-
serving strategy, not a generous desire to aid the 
Magi in their quest. Herod had no desire to wor-
ship the new king. His goal was to locate him and 
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Notes:Notes:

eliminate this bud of growing messianic hope 
which he viewed as potential competition.

The Magi likely followed this star very much as a 
sailor follows the stars to get to his destination. 
The text does, however, give every indication that 
this star was a supernatural phenomena.

When the Magi found where Jesus and his family 
were living, they were overjoyed. Their destination 
was not just a place—but a person—Jesus. Their 
response was the same response that Matthew 
wanted for his readers; they worshiped him. The 
gifts they gave to Jesus—gold, frankincense, 
and myrrh—were the most common mediums 
of exchange in that day. The gold and two forms 
of incense made it possible for the Magi to cross 
through many different lands on their way to 
Bethlehem, much like people today use travelers 
checks when they are traveling. These gifts would 
come in handy later for Jesus’ family as they trav-
eled themselves (2:13–15).

The Magi chose not to go back to Herod as he had 
instructed. Instead they went a different way. For 
foreigners to disobey a king in that day was risky. 
But the Magi, by faith, followed the warning they 
had received in a dream. They clearly were more 
awed by God than by Herod.
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