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My Finest Gift I Bring 
 

On Sunday, we continued our series called “If we knew now what they knew then. . . .   

7 Steps to spiritual power.”  We looked to the example of the shepherds and the magi for Step 5. 

 

1. Before we discuss the sermon, first a warm up question: What’s one of the best 

Christmas gifts you’ve ever given someone?  

 

2. In our culture, we tend to idealize the shepherds and magi.  First, let’s look at the 

magi.  We tend to picture them as wise, scholarly, and regal.  Some even imagine 

them as kings – “we three kings.”  In 1
st
 century Jewish culture, though, the magi 

would have been seen as pagans who engaged in sorcery, astrology, and other 

questionable practices. They were anything but orthodox.  With this in mind, read 

Matthew 2:1-12.       

 

a. King Herod was appointed by the Romans to serve as ruler over the region of 

Jerusalem.  He functioned as king over the Jews.  How do you suppose he felt 

when these magi from Persia show up, asking about a new “king of the Jews”? 

 

b. How do you suppose the Jerusalem priests and scribes (i.e., theologians) felt when 

they heard from Herod that sorcerers and astrologers from Persia were making 

inquiry about a new king of the Jews?   

 

c. Read the words of Balaam in Numbers 24:17.  Given the unusual star the magi 

reported seeing, you’d think the priests might have been curious enough to send 

someone with the magi to see what they found.  Why do you suppose they didn’t?    

 

3. Now let’s look at the shepherds.  We tend to think of shepherds as honorable, 

hardworking blue collar laborers.  In first century Jewish culture, though, shepherds 

were classified alongside gamblers, usurers, and tax collectors as engaging in a shady, 

dishonest occupation.  (Source: Joachim Jeremiahs, New Testament Theology, pp. 

108-109.)  At a time when land ownership was increasingly important, shepherds 

were nomads who tended to disregard boundaries and allow their herds to trample 

and eat the crops of others.  With this in mind, read Luke 2:8-20. 

 

a. In our culture today, what occupations are looked upon like shepherds were in the 

1
st
 century? What would it have felt to have been a shepherd in that culture?   

 

b. How do you imagine the shepherds felt when the angels appeared and honored 

them with “inside” information about the birth of the Messiah?   

 

c. Why might God have chosen to reveal the birth of the Messiah to shepherds and 

magi, instead of the mainstream religious leaders of the time?   

 

4. Jeff suggested that God was able to reveal the birth of the Messiah to the shepherds 

and magi because they had open, seeking, and responsive hearts, whereas the 
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religious elite (priests and Pharisees) were closed, rigid, and nonresponsive.  Jeff 

drew a contrast between knowing God in our hearts versus in our heads.  From this he 

drew this lesson: Genuine spirituality comes from the heart, not the head.   

 

a. Jeff told a story about the first time he, as a kid, realized that just because people 

have “good” religious credentials and confess an “orthodox” creed doesn’t mean 

they really “get it” spiritually.  When/how did you first learn that lesson? 

 

b. Jeff said, “Ironically, religious knowledge can sometimes become a barrier to 

truly knowing God.”  Do you agree or disagree – and why?   

 

c. Who is the most religiously knowledgeable person you’ve ever know and who is 

the most spiritually awesome person you’ve ever known?  Which person would 

you rather be?  What are the differences between the two? 

 

5. The 4
th

 chapter of John describes a conversation between Jesus and a Samaritan 

woman.  Jews typically viewed Samaritans as theologically-confused heretics.  The 

Message Bible paraphrases the words of Jesus in John 4:21-24 as follows:   

21-23 
“Believe me, woman, the time is coming when you Samaritans will worship 

[God] neither here at this mountain nor there in Jerusalem. You worship guessing in 

the dark; we Jews worship in the clear light of day.  God’s way of salvation is made 

available through the Jews.  But the time is coming—it has, in fact, come—when 

what you’re called will not matter and where you go to worship will not matter. 

23-24 
“It’s who you are and the way you live that count before God. Your worship must 

engage your spirit in the pursuit of truth. That’s the kind of people [God] is out 

looking for: those who are simply and honestly themselves before [God] in their 

worship. God is sheer being itself—Spirit. Those who worship [God] must do it out 

of their very being, their spirits, their true selves, in adoration.” 

a. What words or phrases jump out at you here?  What do you think of what’s said?   

 

b. Given all we’ve discussed, should we seek religious knowledge?  Is there a 

benefit to achieving the most accurate spiritual belief structure as possible?   

 

6. Jeff closed Sunday’s sermon with several examples of people genuinely living their 

faith from the heart – e.g., Rich Mullins mowing the yard of a friend he’d offended; a 

woman with cancer taking time to help a depressed friend; and a conservative 

preacher being transformed by holding a child with AIDS.  Think of a stressful event 

that occurred in your life lately.  What happened?  Looking back, do you feel you 

lived your faith from your heart in that situation?  

 

As the New Year approaches, many of us will be updating our Soul Care Plans. 

Pick up a hard copy at the Info Desk at church or go http://soulcare.cc to get started. 

http://soulcare.cc/

