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Discussion Guide

I am second
Matthew 2.1-12

Connecting: 
45 minutes 
(The following questions are intended to 
provide your group with a way of connecting 
with one another so that you might partner 
in the work God is doing in your lives.)

In what ways did God move in your •	
life this week? In what ways did you 
respond to him? 
What was your biggest challenge this •	
week? In what ways, if any, did you 
invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us? •	
(Graciously thank group members for 
their honesty if they answer that they 
have held back.)

Getting Started: 
10 minutes

Have you ever been around someone •	
of great importance or power? How 
did you respond to them or act around 
them? Would you elaborate?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes 
(The following questions are intended to 
provide your group with a simple road map 
through the text. Feel free to use these 
questions in ways that best fit your group 
and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

Using the background notes, explain •	
the narrative context for Matthew 
2. Then, read Matthew 2.1-12 aloud 
slowly. Seek to imagine the scene 
unfolding before you.

In the text, in what ways does the birth •	
of Jesus impact the lives of those who 
hear about it?

In your mind, why might Jesus’ birth •	
make these kinds of impacts?

What impact, if any, does the birth of •	
Jesus make upon the lives of people 
today? 

Compare and contrast the impact of •	
Jesus’ birth upon the lives of those 
who first heard with the lives of people 
today. Would you elaborate on these 
similarities and differences?

Would you say that the birth of Jesus •	
makes an impact upon you? Would you 
explain? 

In the text, Jesus is presented as the •	
one who is, by right, in control. How 
great an impact would it be for you to 
no longer be in control? What feelings 
does this thought evoke in you? 

What would it look like for Jesus to take •	
complete control of you as your rightful 
king? What, if anything, keeps you from 
responding to him in this way?

Read Matthew 2.1-12 aloud slowly, •	
allowing time for group members 
to respond to Jesus as the one who 
rightfully sits upon the throne.



Context and Background
Herod the Great
Herod the Great ruled as King of the Jewish 
people from 37 to 4 B.C. Herod was not Jewish 
by birth but rather was Idumean/Nabatean. 
He came to power with the patronage of Rome 
in 37 B.C., and proved to be a shrewd diplomat 
under Roman hegemony. Herod is perhaps 
best known for his many public building 
campaigns, the most prominent being the 
Temple in Jerusalem. However, Herod’s 
multiple public works projects came with a 
high price for the citizens under his reign as 
taxes soared. In the early years of his reign, 
Herod proved to be adept and fair, but in his 
later years he became increasingly paranoid, 
ever-fearful of a possible threat to his power. 
Herod was known to respond viciously against 
those whom he felt posed a political threat, 
including those from his own family. During 
these periods of paranoia, Herod executed 
numerous family members, including his own 
sons and wives, giving rise to a famous quote 
by Caesar that it was better to be Herod’s pig 
(hys) than his son (huios). 

The Text
Matthew 2.1-3: A king has been born
The Gospel of Matthew never recounts the 
birth of Jesus, only the events surrounding 
the birth. Matthew’s Gospel begins with a 
genealogy which is constructed in such a 
way that it is apparent that Jesus’ birth is a 
momentous affair. After fourteen generations 
King David was born. Fourteen generations 
later the people of Israel went into exile. Now 
fourteen generations later, Jesus is born. The 
pattern implies that this will be momentous, 
but will it be for good or ill? The interpretation 
seems to be that it will be good as the angelic 
message is that Jesus will save people from sin 
and be God’s physical presence with humanity 
(Matthew 1.20-23).

Time passes and Jesus is born without any 
fanfare; that is, there is no one who seems to 
know of his birth until the arrival of the Magi. 
Sometime after Jesus’ birth, Magi arrive 
in Jerusalem asking for the location of the 
new king of the Jews. These men were likely 
astrologers from Persia, men of great learning 
and influence. In some ways, their arrival 
signifies the legitimacy of the new king, for 
they represent visiting foreign dignitaries. 
They state that they know that a king has 
been born because they have seen his star. 
In ancient times, it was common to identify 
celestial events with great happenings on 
earth. In this case, the rightful king of the 
Jews—one who is born king rather than 
installed by Roman military might—has 
arrived. 
The news that the rightful king of the Jews 
has been born should be a great cause for 
celebration. Instead, it leads to great turmoil 
in Jerusalem. Both Herod and the people 
of the city are in an uproar, because this 
news means that a challenger has arisen, a 
challenger to the throne. Everyone knows 
what Herod does with challengers. (See 
Herod the Great.)
Matthew 2.4-6: What kind of king?
When Herod hears that the rightful king of 
the Jews has been born, he assumes that the 
one mentioned is the long-awaited messiah. 
This assumption is probably due in part to 
Herod’s knowledge of Judaism and in part 
to the rampart messianic fervor sweeping 
the area since the rise of the Maccabees in 
the second century B.C. Herod sends for the 
religious leaders of the day in order to inquire 
as to the prophetic specifics surrounding 
the birth of the expected messiah. Quoting 
from the prophet Micah, these leaders state 
that the messiah was to be born in the city 
of Bethlehem (Micah 5.2). Further, they note 
that this leader would be quite different from 
Herod. 



Application: 
The birth of Jesus has been so celebrated that 
it has become ordinary and common. For many 
of us, Jesus’ birth is one of the many things we 
celebrate and then move on. It is wonderfully 
ordinary, anything but life-changing. This was 
certainly not the experience of those who first 
learned of Jesus’ birth. Jesus’ birth changed 
everything. The birth of Jesus was the grand 
movement of God, a movement that brought a 
new king, one who had a rightful claim to the 
throne. The rub was that someone was already 
sitting there, a usurper to the throne. The life-
changing question raised by the birth was quite 
literally, who would sit upon the throne? Today, 
the birth of Jesus carries the same impact. He 
remains king, the one who has the rightful claim 
to the throne, but as in the first century, the 
throne is often occupied. We sit on the throne, 
running our lives, despots of our domain. 
Therefore, as we celebrate the birth of Jesus we 
must also lean into the question of who will sit 
upon our throne for to celebrate his birth is to 
celebrate the reality that everything changed.

Want to know how this looks in real life? Check 
out Blake’s blog at blakeshipp.blogspot.com.
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Rather than functioning as a tyrant, the 
messiah would shepherd people; that is, this 
leader is more interested in caring for people 
than controlling them (Micah 5.4).

Matthew 2.7-12: Responding to the king

With the apparent news of the birth of a 
king, the central question is how will people 
respond to him? More specifically, how will 
Herod, the current king, respond to this child? 
Herod calls the Magi into a secret meeting, 
ostensibly to give them guidance in finding 
the messiah so that he too might honor him. 
Following Herod’s guidance and the celestial 
signs, the Magi find their way to Jesus and 
they honor him with gifts worthy of a king. 
However, all is not as it appears for they 
are warned by God not to return to Herod. 
It seems that Herod has intentions that are 
less than upright, something that comes to 
the fore when Herod discovers that he has 
been outwitted by the Magi (Matthew 2.13-
18). In other words, Herod has no intention 
of yielding the throne.


