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Matthew 2:1-12 

1 Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, 
behold, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, saying,  

2 "Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we have seen his star in 
the East, and have come to worship him."  

 

and lo, the star which they had seen in the East went before them, till 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 

  

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 govern my people Israel.'"  

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:  

7 Then Herod summoned the wise men secretly and ascertained from them what 
time the star appeared;  

8 and he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, "Go and search diligently for the child, and 
may come and worship him."  

9 When they had heard the king they went their way; 
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COMPOSITION 

The passage is made up of a concentric structure:  ABC/D/ Cʹ′Bʹ′Aʹ′. The outer parts 
of the structure are A (1) and Aʹ′ (12) that frame the visit of the wise men within their 
coming (1b) and their departure (12b). The first verse of the passage contains a 
chronography that characterizes the time of the event – “when Jesus was born in 
Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king” (1a).1    

Segments B (2) and Bʹ′ (9bc-10) parallel each other in content both containing a 
repetition of the magi’s seeing “the star in the East” (2b, 9b). Segment B presents the 
desire of the magi to worship the “king of the Jews” (2a) while segment Bʹ′ presents 
the fulfillment of their desire to see and worship the child:  “they fell down and 
worshiped him” (11b).  

A more complex parallelism is found between segments C (3-4) and Cʹ′ (7-9a). Both 
segments contain a temporal participial phrase whose root is akouō (“to hear”). 
And both participle phrases are followed by an immediate responses that are meant 
to be juxtaposed in the parallelism: “he was troubled” (3a) versus “they went on 
their way” (9a).  This segment also has two synonymic parallel phrases where 
Herod “assembles” (4a) and “summons [together]” (7a) groups of people with the 
idea of “inquiring” (4b) or “ascertaining” (7b) unknown information.  

At the center of the concentric structure is the segment D (5-6) that contains a 
citation ad sensum. 2  Commentators have observed that the citation of “the 
prophet” (5b) is a combination of Mic 5:1 and 2 Sam 5:2.3 This citation speaks to 
the commonly accepted notion that the Messiah was to be born in Bethlehem.  

The passage also contains an easily perceived articular key word “the child” that is 
repeated three times with a synonymic substitution “the Christ” as a fourth 
repetition. The repetition creates a focalization of the idea – Christ-child – who is 
the intended object of worship for the wise men.  

                                            
1 Chronography is defined as “a type of description which characterizes the time of an event by its 
attendant circumstances…The distinction between chronography and chronology is clear: the latter 
is a simple indication of the moment, in terms of the era, century, year, month, day, hour, minute, 
second, ” (cf. B. DUPRIEZ, A Dictionary of Literary Devices, Gradus A-Z, 97). An example of 
chronology would be Luke 1:26 – “In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent form God to a city 
of Galilee named Nazareth” or to a greater extent 2 Kings 25:27a- “And in the thirty-seventh year of 
the exile of Jehoiachin king of Judah, in the twelfth month, on the twenty-seventh day of the month, 
Evilmerodach king of Babylon, in the year that he began to reign, graciously freed Jehoiachin king 
of Judah from prison.”  

2 A citation ad sensum refers to a citation where there is a slight variation, modification, or 
amplification of the original biblical text and some sense of the original is retained although altered 
(cf. L. ALONSO – SCHÖKEL, A Manual of Hebrew Poetics, 143-144). 

3 Cf. D.J. Harrington, The Gospel of Matthew, 43 (“Some manuscript witnesses try to specify the 
prophet as Micah or Isaiah. In fact the quotation is a combination of Mic 5:1(2) and 2 Sam 5:2”). 
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The repetition of the verb of perception eidon (“to see”) creates a focalization on 
the sense of sight: “we have seen his star in the East” (2b); “the star which they had 
seen in the East” (9b); “they saw the child with Mary his mother” (11a). This 
emphasis on “seeing” will carry over throughout the Gospel of Matthew especially 
in the teachings of Christ in the Sermon of the Mount:  “Blessed are the pure in 
heart, for they shall see God” (Mt 5:8); and “Let your light so shine before men, that 
they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Mt 
5:16). 

BIBLICAL CONTEXT 

 “Herod, the King” 

The Herod mentioned in the passage is Herod the Great (73-4 B.C.) so-called 
because of his political and military power as well as his massive architectural 
building projects. According to historians the Roman Senate privileged him the title 
“King of the Jews” because of his and effectiveness as a political leader and good 
relations with Rome. This fact gives the narrative an added level of irony in that the 
magi come asking Herod, "Where is he who has been born king of the Jews?” (2a), 
this was Herod’s exact title. The question of the magi immediately generates an 
understandable response of consternation – “he was troubled” (3b).   

The word “king” is repeated four times in the passage making kingship (authority, 
rule, stewardship) an underlying key point. The tension in the text regarding the 
identity of the “King of Jews” presents an underlying question - who is the true king 
of the Jews? The answer can be ascertained by the threefold repetition of the word 
“child” and its synonym “Christ” who is worshipped by the three magi. This 
question is carried over throughout the whole narrative of Matthew and brought to 
its culmination at the Passion of Jesus – Now Jesus stood before the governor; and 
the governor asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” (Mt 27:11).    

INTERPRETATION 

Troubled vs. rejoicing exceedingly  

The difference in the reaction of Herod and the magi after their dialogue regarding 
the birth of the Messiah is striking and represents a greater spiritual reality with 
regards to those who are looking to worship Christ and those who are content 
worshipping themselves or being worshiped by men.  

Herod is “troubled” (3a) at hearing about the birth of the “King of the Jews” for he 
sees the Christ as someone who he is in competition with for power. In contrast to 
this the magi simply “go on their way” (9a) continuing to search for Christ 
undeterred by their encounter with Herod in all his opulence and earthly grandeur. 
They calmly go in their way until they find what they have been searching for – the 
authentic King of the Jews, the Christ.  
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When the magi see that that the star “came to rest over the place where the child 
was” (9c) their reaction is of exceeding joy (10b). This is a sign of the greater reality 
experienced by those who have faith and are on the journey to discover Christ, 
they experience an exceeding joy when fining him as well as rest from their search: 
“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt 
11:28).  

Bethlehem of Judea 

The phrase “Bethlehem of Judea” identifies the city where Jesus was born – there 
was more than one city named Bethlehem in the land of Israel. According to Jos 
19:15 there was a Bethlehem in the territory of Zebulun. This may be the same 
Bethlehem of Galilee mentioned by Flavius Josephus in his Antiquities XIX.  It is 
important that Jesus’ birth be connected with Bethlehem of Judea since this site 
connects Jesus with two significant persons in his genealogy – Ruth and David.   

Bethlehem of Judea was the place where Ruth met Boaz the kinsman of Naomi’s 
husband and where he later married her (Ruth 2:1f). It is also there that David grew 
up tending sheep while he lived at his father Jesse’s house and where he was 
anointed king by Samuel (1 Sam 16:13).  

The word Bethlehem in Hebrew means “house of bread” a title given it presumably 
because of the wheat that was harvested there. In the Septuagint (LXX) version of 
the Bible Bethlehem is also called Ephrathah (Josh 15:59) which means “fruitful” 
presumably because of its abundant harvest. Divine Providence had Joseph and 
Mary depart Nazareth and go to Bethlehem their original family home for 
enrollment in the census of Emperor Augustus. This fulfilled Scriptures and 
connected the birthplace of the savior of the world to his mission as the “first fruits” 
(1 Cor 15:23b) and his identity as the “bread of life” (Jn 6:48).  

They departed another way 

At the end of the passage we see that magi are “warned in a dream not to return to 
Herod” (12a). In the OT dreams are dreamed by both Israelites and non-Israelites, 
however, the latter’s dreams have to do with warnings of punishment (Gn 20:3-7) 
or are in need of interpretation usually by an Israelite (Gn 41:15ff; Dan 2:17ff). In 
the case of the magi who are non-Jews they have a dream that is benevolent to 
them and which they can interpret themselves. This is a sign that God now 
communicates through a dream in a clear and distinct way to the Gentile nations.  

The magi after being warned in a dream, “departed to their own country by 
another way” (12b). This can be interpreted in a spiritual key – once you have 
encountered Christ you cannot return to the same way of life. Your path or way by 
which you live your life is forever changed. And this path is one where God helps 
you to avoid evil. In the case of the three magi they return by a different way and 
avoid being killed by Herod. In the life of faith, we also avoid death, not just 
physical but also spiritual: “For the simple are killed by their turning away [from 
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Wisdom], and the complacence of fools destroys them; but he who listens to me 
will be at ease, without dread of evil” (Prov 1:32-33).    

 


