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I often get asked this important question, "Will people who never hear of Jesus get into heaven?"  That's a crucial question.  It is one of many questions that deal with how people are saved.  When it comes to questions about salvation, we must begin at the most important truth.  We must understand who God is.  We see in Jesus that God wants people to know Him and be saved for eternal life with Him.  Jesus shows us God fully loves and is completely fair and just.  God will always do the right thing with the best of intentions for humanity.  So whenever we talk about someone being saved, we can know with certainty that we can trust God to save.
In the first three chapters of the book of Romans, the apostle Paul explains how people know God and receive salvation.  Paul explains how God reveals Himself to us in four ways.  How people respond to these revelations determines their salvation.  First, God reveals Himself through the wonders of His creation.  When you hear people talking about being able to worship God in the mountains or at the beach, that shows they can see God through His creation.  Bible scholars call this natural revelation.  Second, God reveals Himself through our conscience.  The conscience is God's law of what is right and what is wrong written upon our hearts.  When you and I get a feeling that something we are doing is not right, that is our conscience speaking to us.  Every human knows God through both of these revelations.  If those 2 are all people know about God, then how they respond to natural revelation and their conscience shows if they are saved or not.  The 3rd way, God reveals Himself to us is through the written Word of God.  Through His Holy Spirit, God inspired the writings of the Old and New Testaments.  Those who have access to these written truths can understand more of who God is and what He wants of them.  So how they respond to the Bible, indicates if they will be saved for eternity.  The fourth and by far the greatest revelation of God came in Jesus Christ.  Jesus completely reveals God the Father to us.  If we want to know who God is we can look at Jesus and see Him.

Therefore, here's the very clear and essential teaching of the Bible about how we are saved.  We are saved by responding to the revelation of God we have received.  Let's put it this way, if you see light and walk toward it, you eventually come into that light.  But if you see light and walk away from it, you will end up in darkness.  Those who see the light of God and walk toward it will end up in the fullness of light - Jesus.  Those who reject Him and walk away, walk into darkness.  Everyone in the world walks one way or the other; either walking away from the light of God or walking toward Him.  We are all on a journey; either toward eternal death or eternal life.  Which journey are you on?  I hope because you are here worshipping together it means you are journeying toward Jesus.

The Bible is filled with examples of people who either receive or reject Jesus.  One of the most interesting examples happens early in the Gospel of Matthew chapter 2.  Here we find a group of men who take a long journey to discover Jesus.  We also find a man who will do anything to reject Jesus.  Let's take a look at how this happens.

1After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem 2and 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."
3When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him.  4When 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.'"

7Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared.  8He 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." 

9After 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.  10When they saw the star, they were overjoyed.  11On 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.  12And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route. 

13When they had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream.  "Get up," he said, "take the Child and His mother and escape to Egypt.  Stay there until I tell you, for Herod is going to search for the Child to kill Him."  14So he got up, took the Child and His mother during the night and left for Egypt, 15where he stayed until the death of Herod.  And so was fulfilled what the Lord had said through the prophet: "Out of Egypt I called my Son." 

16When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi.  17Then what was said through the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled: 18"A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more."

King Herod was one of the truly bad guys of the Bible.  What made Herod evil?  He had a case of terminal pride.  Herod was not a true king or a Jew.  He was appointed king of the Jews by the Romans whom he served.  Herod gained his title through politics and treachery.  He taxed people heavily and did whatever he thought necessary to keep his power, including murdering family members.  When the wise men came to him and reported about the star and the birth of the true king of the Jews, Herod had his opportunity to go to Bethlehem and worship too.  Instead, Herod thought his throne was threatened by Jesus’ birth.  The self-centered, proud person will do everything in their power to protect their own throne.  King Herod is the prime example of this.  He would do anything to stay in control.  If Jesus is King of Israel, then Herod is no longer king.  He can't stand this.  We see this his subsequent evil actions.  He deceives the wise men to serve his own purpose.  He lies to them to get his own way.  He tells them to find this new born king and return to tell him where to find Him so he can worship too.  He never intended to go worship Him.  Then, he gets angry when he does not get his way.  When he hears the Magi have not returned, he becomes furious.  He lashes out with violent evil to protect his power.  He sends his soldiers to murder every boy child under two years old in Bethlehem, trying to keep the new King from taking his throne.  This is the tragic consequence of those who reject God.  Rejecting revelation leads to hurting people.  Those who reject God become inhumane and ungodly.  The life of God within them dies and they cease being in God's image.  They hurt others and themselves.  Shortly after we are told that Herod dies painfully, probably from a cancer.  That physical cancer represented his spiritual cancer.  His self-centered pride grew into a cancer that killed him.
We see this same reaction to Jesus many times in people around us.  If Jesus is Lord, they can no longer rule over their own life.  But they will not accept this.  They want to rule their own life so they reject Jesus.  If they continue with this rejection it leads to the failure and destruction of their lives.  I know people like this, don't you?  People who think they know it all, lose it all.  People who think they're always right, make bad decision after bad decision.  People who think they're the center of everything, become isolated from everyone around them.  They die lonely, rejected and frustrated.  We see this in other people; but we need to be aware that we can do this too.  Anytime we reject the truth for a lie, we head down this path of failure.  Anytime we think we know better than God, we're in big trouble.  Proverbs 9:12 (NLT), “If you become wise, you will be the one to benefit.  If you scorn wisdom, you will be the one to suffer.”
Now let’s look at the wise men and discover what made them wise.  Who were the Magi?  Contrary to popular belief, they were not sorcerers or magicians.  There were not three wise men because the Bible doesn't say how many came.  They were not kings.  So the Christmas Carol “We Three Kings” has it all wrong.  Who were the Magi?  Rulers of mid-eastern countries employed Magi much the same way as specialists are employed by modern governments today; to keep them up to date on latest developments and to provide advice.  They were learned counselors and consultants.  They would have been interested in time keeping, calendars, tides, medicine, religion, alchemy and many other subjects.  They were particularly interested in the study of the night sky.  It was thought that what was observed in the sky was reflected in the events upon the earth.  They believed that monitoring of events in the heavens gave insight into what was happening, or going to happen, upon the earth.  Knowledge of the night sky was therefore essential for Magi.

Where did the wise men come from?  There are 3 main possibilities.  1) Persia, modern day Iran.  This is possible and it was certainly a popular belief of the Christian Church.  2) Babylon, modern day Iraq.  This is based upon the facts that we have concerning the Babylonians.  They apparently studied the night's sky to an excellent degree.  3) Arabia - Sheba was a country located in southwest Arabia.  It was known for its wealth by trading spices, gold and jewels with Mediterranean countries.  It is significant that the earliest references to the Magi in Christian thought are that they came from Arabia.  So any of these are possible, but we just don’t know where.
What made the wise men wise?  Matthew gives us five reasons why these men were wise:
1. They were seekers of the truth.  They sought out the Savior Jesus.  Verse 2, “Where is the One who has been born king of the Jews?”  They looked for wisdom and discovered something important had happened.  They realized that someone, in fact “the One”, the Messiah had been born.  So they sought Him.  Never underestimate the power of seeking the truth.  The trouble is so few people really do.  There were thousands of Magi that time, but they did not seek Him, just these few.  All the wise of Israel who knew the Scriptures about the coming of the Messiah, particularly the religious leaders did not seek Him.  There are so many people today who we would think want to know Jesus, but they don't seek Him.  Wise people seek after the truth.
2. They were wise because they were dedicated in seeking after the truth.  They made a long journey to find Jesus.  Verse 1, “Magi from the east came to Jerusalem.”  Whether they came from Persia, Babylon or Arabia, they came along way.  They made a sacrifice of hardship to journey all that way.  It was a journey of many hundreds of miles - 1000 to 1200 miles; a journey of around 100 days – almost 1/3 of a year.  It was a journey of uncomfortable sleep and travel.  They did not have hotels, airplanes or luxury cars at their disposal.  They came by slow camel train.  It was a journey of great temperature extremes over an arid desert area, dire daylight heat and night time cold.  The journey contained many perils from thieves, marauders, wind and weather.  It took a lot of dedication and courage to seek Jesus.  I don't know how many people would go to the lengths they did to find Jesus then or today.
3. They were wise because they were persistent.  They kept looking for Jesus until they found Him.  Verse 11, “On coming to the house, they saw the Child.”  It took a lot of effort to make it to that house.  These wise men sought Jesus first by what they knew – a natural revelation of being led to God by a star.  When they got to Jerusalem they received a greater revelation through the written Scriptures.  Then finally, they came to the greatest revelation of God found in Jesus before them.  They are good examples of how people take what they know about God and follow that to discover Jesus.  They began with what they knew about God by following the star – natural revelation.  Then they discovered what the Scripture says about the Messiah – written revelation.  Finally they met Jesus Himself – the personal Revelation and Incarnation of God in the flesh.
We cannot say enough about how important it is to study the Word of God.  Many people think they know a lot about God, but they only go by their intuition and feelings.  When we have a question about who God is, or what He wants from us, our best resource is the Bible.  What the Bible teaches always takes a greater priority in position of authority than anything you and I think about God or how to follow God.  To use a phrase from card games, the Bible always trumps our personal opinion.  I'm always amazed, especially in church, when people tell me they think that they understand something.  Then I show them what it says in the Bible, but they still refuse to accept that for their own understanding.  If we consistently let the Bible be our guide over our personal opinions, we will have far fewer arguments and divisions in the church.  If we consistently let the Bible be our guide instead of our emotions, we will have much better relationships.  If we consistently let the Bible be our guide and not try to control our own lives, our lives will be a lot easier, and we will discover greater joy and purpose.  King Herod rejected the directions of God in his possession as the ruler of Israel.  This led to his downfall.  The wise men, led by a star, then led by the Bible, discovered the Son of God.  That is how we come to know Jesus.  It's a natural process of seeking and finding Him.
4. They were wise because they were motivated.  They sought Jesus for the right reason.  Verse 2, “We have come to worship Him.”  Isn't it fascinating that non-Israelites were the ones who came to worship Jesus.  King Herod, the ruler of the Jewish people refused to go to worship Him.  All of Israel should have been coming to worship Jesus.  However only these men from a far-off nation together with a few shepherds and a few others in the town come to worship Him.  Everyone else missed out.  If you're not seeking anything, you'll end up with nothing.  If you have the right motivation, you discover what you seek.  The wise men came for the right reason.  They were seeking God.  They were seeking for truth.  Jesus said it this way in John 8:32 “Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”  Those who seek the truth find it.  Those who truly seek the Lord find Him.
5. They were wise because they sacrificed.  They gave costly gifts that meant something important.  Verse 11, “They bowed down and worshiped Him.  Then they opened their treasures and gave Him their gifts of gold and of frankincense and myrrh.”  Gold was the most precious metal in that time, the gift for a King.  Frankincense was used in temple worship to God.  Myrrh was a spice used to embalm a body after death.  All of them were very costly.  Frankincense and myrrh, both aromatic resins, were once highly prized from Rome to India.  Frankincense was one of the most precious commodities 2000 years ago.  These wise men gave costly gifts in worship of Jesus.  They made a long journey.  First a star led them.  Then the teachings of God in the Old Testament prophecies led them.  They met Jesus in person, God in the flesh.  Finally they could worship Him.  Their gifts represented the very best they could give Jesus.  Their gifts represented themselves.
What happens when people come into contact with the living Jesus Christ?  What happens when people who seek after truth meet the Son of God?  They worship Him.  They met the Creator and Ruler of the universe.  They are humbled and honored to bow down before the Almighty God.  Dale Bruner wrote, "Worship opens people up so that they give gifts.  In worshiping Christ, people find themselves opening their resources and giving what they have to him.  The meaning of life begins to be the giving of oneself to the honor of Jesus Christ."  These wise men discovered what they sought and received what they hoped for.  They sought the one who was and is the King of the Jews and they found Him.
Herod, the false King of the Jews, rejected the true King of the Jews.  The wise men who saw the true King of the Jews received Him.  This is still true for us today.  We either reject or receive the King.  Everyone knows John 3:16, the most famous verse in the Bible, “For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  But few people continue reading verses 17 to 21.  These verses teach this vital truth that the way we either reject or receive Jesus leads to our condemnation or our salvation.  Hear them carefully today, 17For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through Him.  18Whoever believes in Him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because they have not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.  19This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but people loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.  20Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that their deeds will be exposed.  21But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what they have done has been done in the sight of God.”
Wise men and women still seek the Lord and His Truth.  How are you responding to the light?

