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“Shepherds and Wise Men”            Luke 2:8-20; Matthew 2:1-12          Craig Crawshaw 

The story of the birth of Jesus to Mary and Joseph will ever be told with the story of the shepherds and the 
story of the wise men.  Their stories are forever intertwined by the design of our God. And yet, have you 
ever pondered that they never meet in the Christmas story, these shepherds and wise men?   

Indeed, the story of the shepherds is found exclusively in the gospel of Luke, Chapter 2.  And the story of 
the wise men is found exclusively in the gospel of Matthew, Chapter 2.  It is never recorded that the 
shepherds saw a special star in the sky, or saw camels travelling from the east.  Nor is it recorded that the 
wise men ever heard the song of the angels or even saw the newborn baby lying in a manger.  Christmas 
cards, Nativities and multiple video portrayals that portray the shepherds and wise men together 
notwithstanding, the truth is they probably never met.  And yet both of their stories are forever intertwined 
with the birth of Savior Jesus.  Curious.  And I believe, informative. 

Surely the Almighty had a design and purpose in mind to include both, and yet keep them distinct.  I 
believe we can learn much from each of their stories, and learn as well from their distinctiveness.  And that 
will be our journey to discover today.  To begin, let’s read each Biblical account, followed by what we can 
learn from each. 

 

THE STORY OF THE SHEPHERDS 

Luke 2:8-20   In the same region there were some shepherds staying out in the fields and keeping watch 
over their flock by night.  And an angel of the Lord suddenly stood before them, and the glory of the Lord 
shone around them; and they were terribly frightened.  But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for 
behold, I bring you good news of great joy which will be for all the people; for today in the city of David 
there has been born for you a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.  This will be a sign for you: you will find a 
baby wrapped in clothes and lying in a manger.” 

And suddenly there appeared with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, 
“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among men with whom He is pleased.”   

When the angels had gone away from them into heaven, the shepherds began saying to one another, “Let 
us go straight to Bethlehem then, and see this thing that has happened which the Lord has made known to 
us.”  So they came in a hurry and found their way to Mary and Joseph, and the baby as he lay in the 
manger.  When they had seen this, they made known the statement which had been told them about this 
Child.  And all who heard it wondered at the things which were told them by the shepherds.  But Mary 
treasured all these things, pondering them in her heart.  The shepherds went back, glorifying and praising 
God for all that they had heard and seen, just as had been told them. 

 

SHEPHERD GLEANINGS FROM THE SCRIPTURE 

“In the same region” was probably north toward Jerusalem.  Hundreds of lambs were needed for sacrificial 
slaughter in Jerusalem at the temple.  It has long been speculated that these shepherds were guardians of 
some of the lambs that would be become the sacrifice for sins at the temple.  Thus, their awareness of a 
need for a Savior as final atonement for sin would have been especially high. 

Shepherds were the lowest in society.  And the night shepherds would have been the lowest of the low.  
These shepherds represent for us God’s special attention and love to those whom society shuns. 

God got the shepherds’ attention through supernatural means – an angel “suddenly” appearing out of “thin 
air.”   The shepherds’ reaction? – understandably, terror.  Sometimes God gets our attention through 
spectacular means – disaster, disease, disability or even an angel encounter.  He wants our attention. 

The message, audibly given by the angel, was one of “good news of great joy.”  It was for all, not just for 
the shepherds, though they were the first recipients.  Verse 11 gives the great news:  A Savior has been 
born.  He is the long awaited Messiah and Lord of all.  He is born “for you” – a personal promise, as well as 
a universal one.  And the city location is given – in “the city of David” = nearby Bethlehem.  Some respond 
especially well to the need for a Savior and Lord of their life. 



Then the angel gives them a “treasure hunt” clue.  This is how you will find the baby:  (1) he will be 
wrapped in strips of cloth (not uncommon, but indicating parents of poverty, as opposed to a more common 
blanket) and (2) lying in a manger – an animal’s feeding trough – far more rare.  This was the key clue. 
God often leads us by “clues” if we are open to see them as God’s leading.  But it may not have been as 
difficult for the shepherds as we might think.  North of Bethlehem on the road to Jerusalem, near the field 
that the shepherds would have had their flock graze, was a high tower in which was essentially a “clean 
room” for the sheep that needed to be as ceremonially clean as possible.  There was a manger that was 
kept relatively clean, and the new lambs were born here.  And to keep them as unblemished as possible 
they were wrapped in (ready?...)  swaddling clothes – strips of cloth. 

You might ask – this sounds good, but is it in the Bible?  The answer is “yes.”  In Micah, the same book we 
find that the Messiah was to be born in Bethlehem (5:2), we find this Scripture: 

Micah 4:8   As for you, tower of the flock, hill of the daughter of Zion, to you it will come – even the 
former dominion will come, the Kingdom of the daughter of Jerusalem. 

“Tower of the flock” in Hebrew is “Migdal Eder,” the place where the royal flocks were raised and cared for.  
What a perfect place for Jesus to be born – nearby to the shepherds and away from the census crowds, 
and in a relatively clean manger environment, where the shepherds would have understood the “treasure 
hunt riddle” or the shepherds quite clearly. 

To highlight this “good news of great joy” there was a visible and audible display of magnificent 
proportions.  The night sky was filled (multitude = 1000+) of angels praising God.  And within the praise 
was a precious promise we sometimes miss:  through this Child there will be God’s supernatural peace on 
those with whom God is pleased.  And we can assume that God is pleased with those who accept and 
receive this Child as the Messiah and Lord that He is, and will thus give His supernatural peace. 

The shepherds immediately followed the clues and found the baby in the manger, relating to Mary and 
Joseph the amazing story of what had prompted them to come.  This gave Mary further assurance of the 
supernatural occurrence of this birth, as she pondered this in her heart.  We too should respond as soon as 
God leads, and not delay. 

The shepherd did not, however, only “ponder this in their heart” but went back as enthusiastic and vocal 
representatives of this miracle gift of God.  To praise God is to tell God directly how great He is in giving 
this gift.  To glorify God is to reveal God to others of how great He is.  The shepherds were the first 
“missionaries” of the good news of Jesus.  May we continue in that tradition! 

 

THE STORY OF THE WISE MEN  

Matthew 2:1-12   Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, magi 
from the east arrived in Jerusalem, saying, “Where is He who has been born King of the Jews?  For we 
saw His star in the east and have come to worship Him.” 

When Herod the King heard this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him.  Gathering together all the 
chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born.  They said 
to him,  “In Bethlehem of Judea; for this is what has been written by the prophet: ‘And you, Bethlehem, land 
of Judah, are by no means least among the leaders of Judah; for out of you shall come forth a ruler who 
will shepherd my people Israel.’ “   

Then Herod secretly called the magi and determined from them the exact time the star appeared.  And he 
sent them to Bethlehem and said, “God and search carefully for the Child; and when you have found Him, 
report to me, so that I too may come and worship Him.”   After hearing the king, they went their way; and 
the star, which they had seen in the east, went on before them until it came and stood over the place 
where the Child was.   

When they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy.  After coming into the house they saw the 
Child with Mary His mother; and they fell to the ground and worshiped Him.  Then, opening their treasures, 
they presented to Him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  And having been warned by God in a dream 
not to return to Herod, the magi left for their own country by another way.  

  



WISE MEN GLEANINGS FROM THE SCRIPTURE 

The magi, or wise men, were both scientists and men of faith.  They are descendants of the magi or wise 
men of Babylon, over which Daniel was made “head maggot” (literal from Daniel 2:46) by King 
Nebuchadnezzar after God helped him interpret the king’s dream.  (Note: “maggot” is the singular of the 
plural “magi”)  Those we know as Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego were also the head magi under 
Daniel (Daniel 2:49).  Thus these four Jewish men were the original magi – the wise men of Babylon.  They 
were seekers of truth and given by God “knowledge and intelligence in every branch of literature and 
wisdom” (Daniel 1:17).  As Jews, they were men of faith in the God of Israel.  This was the heritage that 
would have passed down through generations to the magi of Matthew 2 – men of science and men of faith.  
They were aliens in the land of Babylon, ever searching for signs of the promised Messiah. 

As magi – the wise men of the land, anointed by God – they would have been (1) well respected and high 
in the status of society and (2) financially well-endowed, able to bring costly gifts of gold, frankincense and 
myrrh.   

The magi’s trek to Jerusalem was prompted by their search for “the King of the Jews”, as evidenced by 
their query to the people of Jerusalem.  And it was prompted by something they had seen in the stars – 
“His star.”  They were so convinced of the birth and by the impact of this star that they made a long and 
difficult journey and “come to worship Him.” 

Herod and his wise counselors knew nothing of this “star” as evidenced by their questioning, which leads 
us to believe that the kingly sign in “His Star” was something known and seen only by the Babylonian magi. 

I urge you to investigate bethlehemstar.com or purchase the video “The Bethlehem Star” by Ken Larsen for 
the research that has gone into a most viable candidate for the star of Bethlehem.  Briefly, this research 
finds in Sept of 3 BC that there was a close conjunction of Jupiter (the King planet) and star Regulus (the 
King star) in the “Lion” constellation of Leo that could easily have caught the attention of wise, spiritually-
minded astronomers and pointed them to the possibility of a coming king of the lion of Judah. If this was at 
the conception of the king, then 9 months later research shows that the most spectacular and brightest of 
phenomena ever seen by man in the night sky occurred in June of 2 BC which would have heralded the 
birth of the King.  It was a super-close conjunction of Venus (the brightest in the sky) and Jupiter (the 2nd 
brightest in the sky). On earth, they appeared to the naked eye to touch, but one not hiding behind the 
other.  In Babylon, from where the wise men came, it would have appeared to point to Jerusalem.  Once 
they were in Jerusalem it would have appeared as over Bethlehem toward the south. 

When Herod asked of the time the star appeared, the wise men might well have indicated the original 
conjunction of Jupiter with Regulus in Sept of 3 BC, which would have been 15 months earlier, allowing for 
the time of the wise men’s preparation and journey.  Thus, Herod would have ordered the murder of any 
child in Bethlehem under the age of two years old. 

As the magi saw the star night after night it brought them exceeding joy.  And when they finally came to the 
house of Mary and Joseph in Bethlehem (probably 6 months after the birth in the manger) they “fell to the 
ground and worshipped Him.”  One does not worship merely a human king.  One worships God – and 
these wise magi knew this Messiah to be God come to earth.  

The magi’s financial wealth gave them ability to offer costly gifts, which they did.  And their God-given 
wisdom was lastly revealed as they chose to not return to wicked Herod, as he had asked, but returned to 
their country “by another way.”  May we be granted such wisdom to avoid the perilous traps laid for us. 

THE SIMILARITY IN THE STORIES 

There is but one striking similarity in the stories of the shepherds and wise men.  That is, they both 
enthusiastically sought the supernatural Infant and found Him, with great joy.  This must be our journey as 
well.  When we are alerted as to our need for the Messiah, Savior and Lord we must jump every hurdle and 
cross every barrier to find and worship Jesus.  And the Biblical promise is, that if we truly seek Him, we will 
find Him.  (Jeremiah 29:13) 

THE CONTRAST IN THE STORIES 

But the contrasts in the stories are many, and very informative as well.  To me they speak to the variety of 



ways God has made Himself available to all, and the variety of ways we are all to come to Him. 

The fact that these two stories are told from different authors is informative.  Luke, a Gentile doctor who 
emphasizes the humanly compassion of Jesus, writes of the lowly shepherds.  Matthew, writing primarily to 
Jews, emphasizes the royalty of Jesus in the Kingly line, introducing the wise magi-kings.  And note: 

Shepherds       Wise Men 

Simple folk with minimal means    Wise folk of exceptional means 

Culturally close to the Messiah    Culturally far from the Messiah 

Close to spiritual/Jewish tradition    Far removed from spiritual/Jewish tradition 

God gets their attention by supernatural means  God gets their attention by natural means  

Their initial response is fear    Their initial response is wonder and curiosity  

They are urged to seek a Messiah/Savior  They are urged to seek the King of kings  

They come with no gift but their praise   They come with costly gifts and worship 

They return publically     They return secretly 

 

God seeks and calls both the lowly and the high of society – he loves all equally 

God seeks and calls the spiritually mature and those spiritually removed – He wants all for His own 

God will get our attention by various means – sometimes supernatural and sometimes natural  

For some He grabs their hearts, to others their minds 

Some are scared and have to be drawn in “kicking and screaming” with fear 

Some are ready and willing without much of a “fight” 

Some are drawn to love, some to grace, some to a need for a Savior, some for wanting a Lord/King 

Some seek to be snatched out of the fires of hell, some seek the joys of heaven and heaven on earth 

Some have energy, talents and gifts to bring, while others feel they have little to bring but a broken life 

Some will express their faith openly and vivaciously, while others will express a life of faithfulness 

  

The Christmas stories of the shepherds and wise men will continue to mystify and delight.  But may we 
ever allow these stories, in both similarity and contrast, to instruct us as to how we should respond to the 
Savior, Jesus – ever seeking, ever enthusiastic, and ever in humble and grateful worship!  

 

Appendix #1 

Did you know that the second verse of “The First Noel” has helped perpetuate misconceptions about the 
story of the shepherds?   

 “They looked up and saw a star” -  it never says they looked up, nor that they saw a star 

 “Shining in the east” -  The star would not have been in the east, but above them 

  (besides, the wise men saw the star while they were in the east, not in the eastern sky) 

 “Beyond them far”  -  had they seen the star it would have been directly overhead, not “far” 

 “And to the earth it gave great light” -  never said that 

 “And so it continued both day and night” – never said that either 

 

Appendix #2  (this from “The Bethlehem Star” by Ken Larsen 

9 Biblical descriptions of the star: 

 It signified birth 

 It signified kingship 

 It had a connection with the Jewish nation 

 It rose in the east, like other stars 



 It appeared at a precise time 

 Herod didn’t know when it appeared 

 It endured over time 

 It was ahead of the Magi as they went south from Jerusalem to Bethlehem 

 It stopped over Bethlehem 

A comet, nova, or meteor (shooting star) don’t meet the criteria.  Neither does a super-bright supernatural 
phenomena which Herod and others would have noticed. 

Jupiter, the largest planet, and second-brightest in the night sky, has long been known as the “King 
Planet.” 

In September of 3 BC at the time of the Jewish New Year, Rosh ha-Shanah, Jupiter began to do things 
worthy of note to a trained eye. 

1. Jupiter came into close conjunction with the brightest star, Regulus, which takes its name from the 
word root which yields our word “regal.”  The Babylonians called Regulus “Sharu” which means 
“king.”  So at the beginning of the new Jewish year, the Planet of Kings met the Star of Kings, 
forming the brightest natural “star” in the sky seen 1000 years before or 2000 years after. 

2. Do to “retrograde motion” Jupiter did three small circles above Regulus that year – very rare.  And to 
an astronomer’s eye, over a period of months, the Planet of kings danced a halo above the Star of 
Kings – a coronation. 

3. This starry coronation occurred within the constellation of Leo, the Lion.  And Judah of Israel, has 
long been associated with a lion, as in “The Lion of Judah.” (Gen. 49:9-10).  And the Messiah has 
been associated with that Lion figure.  Thus, the Star of Kings and Planet of Kings come together in 
the constellation of the Lion King. 

9 months later there was a most spectacular sight in the night sky: 

1. If this unusual phenomenon, fraught with imagery of king was the indication of conception, we would 
expect an addition phenomenon about 9 months later.  And sure enough, in June of 2 B.C, Jupiter 
continued its journey until it made conjunction with the brightest object in the night sky – the planet 
Venus.  This conjunction was the brightest seen before or since in the night sky – the most brilliant 
“star” our man had or has ever seen.  The magi would have seen the spectacle of their career facing 
toward Judea.  This, combined with their discovery 9 months earlier, could certainly have prompted 
their journey westward toward Jerusalem. 

2. Herod (and all the world) would have had no such indication of a “sign.”  When he inquired as to 
when the star appeared, the magi probably described the timing as beginning in Sept. of 3 B.C.  
That would have been over a year before the magi would have reached Jerusalem on their journey, 
prompting Herod to order the death of all in Bethlehem under 2 years of age. 

6 months later: 

1.  Astronomical computer simulations show that as the wise men looked south from Jerusalem in 
December of 2 B.C. the conjunction of Venus and Jupiter would have been directly over Bethlehem. 

2. On Dec. 25 of 2 BC as it entered retrograde, Jupiter reached full stop in its travel through the fixed 
stars.  Magi viewing it from the direction of Jerusalem would have seen it stopped in the sky above 
Bethlehem.  In this, all of the 9 Biblical descriptions of the star were met. 


