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New Testament Lesson – Luke 2:1-16
The Other Wise Man, by Henry van Dyke, as retold by Pamela
Kennedy.
In the days when Augustus Caesar was the ruler of many kings –
including Herod, who reigned in Jerusalem – there lived among the
mountains of Persia a certain man named Artaban. Artaban was one
of the Magi, men who study the heavens in search of truth about God.
He and three of his friends from far away had made a wonderful
discovery. In the ancient writings, they had found a promise that at a
special time a beautiful new star would rise in the eastern sky. At the
rising of that perfect star, a great King would be born. He would be
the 1h1th sent from the One God, the Son of the Most High. Artaban
believed the time was very near. He had sold his house and all he
owned to buy three jewels to carry as gifts for the newborn King.
Now as the sun began to set, Artaban reached into his colorful silk
tunic and brought out the three great gems: a sapphire as blue as the
Persian sky at night, a ruby as red as the first rays of sunrise, and a
pearl as white and pure as the snow on a mountaintop at twilight.
Artaban held the priceless gems together in his hands and gazed into
the darkening sky. That was when he saw the tiny spark on the
horizon.
He watched it grow larger and larger as it rose higher into the sky.
Flashes of light surrounded the newborn star, gleaming with red and
blue and purest white. “It is the sign,” exclaimed Artaban. “The King
is coming and I will go to meet him!” Artaban’s three friends had said
they would wait for him only ten days after sighting the star. He knew
he must race to meet them at the Temple of Babylon, or they would
leave to seek the King without him.
Quickly saddling Vasda, his fastest horse, Artaban galloped off, barely
stopping for food or drink. He rode across brown mountain slopes and
level green plains. He passed fields of nodding poppies and orchards
of peaches and figs. He picked his way carefully over rocky mountain
passes and crossed swirling rivers. Poor Vasda was exhausted and
could hardly walk as night fell on the tenth day. But Artaban knew it
was still three hours’ journey to the meeting place and urged his horse
onward. Suddenly Vasda stopped as if afraid, and Artaban saw
something in the road. He slid from his horse and approached the
dark shape for a closer look. It was the body of a man. Artaban felt
the man’s forehead and listened for the sounds of breathing.
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The man seemed dead, but as Artaban turned to go, the poor man
groaned, reached out one hand, and grasped the hem of the wise
man’s robe. The man was still alive! But Artaban saw that without
help the sick man would not live through the night. If Artaban nursed
him, the man would recover quickly. But Artaban would be too late to
meet his friends at the Temple. Artaban turned his eyes toward the
star he had been following and prayed, “God of Truth and Light, show
me the way of wisdom, which only you know.” Then he turned back:
to the sick man.
Lifting the man gently, Artaban carried him to the foot of a palm tree.
There he gave the poor fellow sips of cool water, and mixing a healing
potion from the remedies he always carried; Artaban poured this, too,
between the man’s dry lips. For several hours Artaban cared for the
man as he slowly regained strength. Finally the man awoke fully and
asked, “Who are you?” Artaban told the man of his quest. “I have
nothing to repay you for your kindness,” said the man as he prepared
to continue his journey, “but I will tell you this. From our Hebrew
prophets we have learned that the Messiah will be born in Bethlehem,
not in Jerusalem, and that is where you must seek him.”
Hurriedly thanking the man, Artaban dashed to his horse and galloped
off toward the Temple. Although Vasda fled over the ground like a
gazelle, the sun’s rays were shining as they entered the Temple
grounds. Anxiously Artaban searched for his friends, but they were
gone. Under a piece of brick he found a note which read: “We have
waited past midnight and can delay no longer. We go to find the King.
Follow us across the desert.”
Artaban sat upon the ground and covered his head in despair. “How
can I cross the desert,” he cried, “with no food and an exhausted
horse? I must return, sell my sapphire, and buy a camel and food for
the journey. Only God knows whether I will lose my chance to find the
King because I stopped to show kindness.”
And so it was that the other wise man sold his precious sapphire,
bought a camel and supplies, and set out across the desolate desert.
By day the sun burned with terrible heat and at night the chill winds
pulled at his flowing robes.
After many long weeks, Artaban arrived in Bethlehem. Searching
through the town, he came upon a stone cottage. Sitting inside was a
young woman rocking her baby to sleep. Artaban knocked at the open
door, and the woman motioned for him to enter. Seating himself on a
low bench, Artaban told the woman of his three friends and the baby
for whom he searched. The young mother listened, then nodded,
saying, “Yes, there were three strangers from the East who came and
gave precious gifts to Joseph and Mary and their newborn son.
But the strangers left suddenly, and just last night Joseph took his
little family and disappeared.
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It is whispered that they have fled to Egypt to escape some unknown
danger.”
Artaban’s heart sank. He had failed once more. Seeing his despair,
the woman placed her baby in a small cradle and rose to prepare a
meal for the other wise man. Suddenly there came the noise of wild
confusion and uproar in the street. Women screamed, men cried out,
and the clanging of swords and armor filled the air. Artaban ran to the
doorway of the cottage as the woman snatched up her baby and hid in
the shadows of the room. “The soldiers, the soldiers of Herod are
coming for our children!” The shouts filled the air as a towering
centurion approached the tiny cottage.
Artaban stood still, filling the doorway, and glared into the soldier’s
eyes. Then he slowly reached into his tunic and brought out the huge
ruby, watching the soldier’s face gleam with greed. “I am all alone
here,” said Artaban, “and I am waiting to give this gem to the
centurion who will leave me in peace.”
Quickly the soldier snatched the jewel, then he turned and shouted to
his men, “March on! There is no child here.” The soldiers ran on down
the street, leaving the other wise man and the grateful mother weak
with relief.
“O God of Truth, forgive me for telling this lie and for giving to a man
that gift which was to be for you. Will I ever be worthy enough to see
the face of the King?” But the woman in the shadows spoke softly over
her sleeping child. “Because you have saved the life of my little one,
may the Lord bless you and keep you all your days.”
The next morning Artaban decided to follow the baby King and his
family into the land of Egypt. So he left the town of Bethlehem and
traveled on. But his task was not an easy one.
Month after month, year after year, the other wise man searched for
his King. He traveled to the pyramids and to the Sphinx, to the
palaces of the Pharaoh and to the River Nile. But always the answer
was the same; no King was to be found.
Although he did not find anyone to worship, he found many to help.
He fed the hungry and bought clothes for the naked. He cared for the
sick and visited those in prison. Still he carried the beautiful pearl
close to his heart, hoping one day to present it to the one he continued
to seek.
After thirty-three years of searching, Artaban had grown very old and
tired. But he decided to take one last journey. He thought that
perhaps he might find the clue that would at last lead him to the King.
Arriving in the city of Jerusalem, Artaban watched a shouting, pushing
crowd work its way through the narrow streets.
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“What is this uproar?” he asked a shopkeeper. “Have you not heard?”
the man replied. “Two famous robbers are to be crucified today along
with another man called Jesus, who claimed to be the Son of God. He
is going to be executed because he said he was King of the Jews.”
Artaban’s heart raced at the man’s words. Could it be that he had
found his King at last? Perhaps if he hurried, he could arrive in time to
offer his great pearl to the enemies of the King and rescue him before
he died!
Gathering his robes around him, Artaban hurried up the dusty street.
Just before he reached the city gates, he was stopped by a troop of
soldiers dragging a young girl. The girl was crying, and her hair and
dress were tangled and torn.
Seeing Artaban, she cried out, Have pity, kind sir! My father died
owing these men a great sum of money. I am to be sold as a slave to
pay the debt. Please save me from a life worse than death!”
Artaban had missed his King twice before as he helped someone in
trouble. He was so dose to the end of his search – could he give it all
up now? Then he looked into the eyes of the helpless girl. One thing
was certain – rescuing her would be a true deed of love. And wasn’t
the ability to love the gift of the One True God?
Artaban took the pearl and placed it in the hand of the weeping girl.
“This is your ransom, child,” he said. “It is the last of my treasures
which were to be given to the King.”
At that moment, the sky darkened and echoing peals of thunder
rumbled through the hot streets of Jerusalem. The walls of the houses
rocked to and fro as the earth rolled as the waves of the sea. The
soldiers fled in terror, leaving Artaban and the girl alone.
Suddenly a heavy section of roof tile broke loose and crashed down
upon the other wise man. As Artaban fell to the ground, he heard a
quiet, yet insistent, voice speak to him over the thunder.
“Artaban;” the voice called softly, “you have been a good and faithful
servant. I was hungry and you fed me. I was naked and you brought
me clothes. I was in prison and you visited me. Come now to the rest
I have prepared for you.” “Not so, Lord,” whispered Artaban with the
last of his strength. “When did I do all these things for you?” And the
voice answered, “Whenever you helped one of my people in need, you
helped me”
The peace of understanding fell upon Artaban’s soul like a gentle rain
and he smiled. His journey on earth was ended. His treasures were
accepted. The other wise man had found the King.
The end – eh – the beginning!
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A CHRISTMAS PRAYER
Holy God, Creator of the universe, Redeemer
of heaven and earth, Sustainer of life, we are
awed at the promise of Immanuel, God with
us.
The story of the Incarnation is comforting in
its familiarity to us, but the promise and its
fulfillment are no less extraordinary today
than they were on a starry night 2,000 years
ago in Bethlehem.
Merciful God, we need your incarnate
presence among us today. We need an
encounter with the Holy. We need to be
reminded that we will not find the truth of
who you are in tinsel, bright lights or
gleaming holiday parties, but only in the
stillness of our hearts where we can hear you
say, “Do not be afraid.”
As we prepare to receive you anew and
afresh, quiet us and attune our spirit to your
Spirit, we pray, for the sake of your Son,
Jesus. Amen.
PRAYER OF DEDICATION
Holy God, in the quietness of this moment, on the verge of joyous
Christmas celebration, we pause to remember the true meaning of this
season.
The food, the wrapping paper and bows, and all of the festivities are
but a small part.
You, who give us everything we have, even though we too often turn
away from you, you blessed us with the greatest gift of all: your Son,
Jesus.
Rekindle hope afresh in us as we stand in awe of the Christ child.
Instill in us the ability to bow before you with the trust and innocence
of a newborn.
May the excitement we feel tonight at Jesus’ birth remain with us
throughout the year. Amen.
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