
How Many Kings 
Matthew 2:1-12 

 
Series: Contemporary Christian Christmas Carols 2021 
Preaching Date: December 26, 2021 
Worship: We Three Kings 
Key Sentence: Only Jesus stepped down from his throne to become least for me  
Outline: 
Verse 1: Follow the star to a place unexpected (Matthew 2:1-10) 
Chorus: How many kings stepped down? (Philippians 2:5-8) 
Verse 2: Gold, Frankincense and Myrrh (Matthew 2:11-12) 
Chorus: How many fathers gave up their sons? (John 3:16) 
 
Matthew 2:1–10 Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of 
Herod the king, behold, wise men from the east came to Jerusalem, 2saying, 
“Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we saw his star when it rose 
and have come to worship him.” 3When Herod the king heard this, he was 
troubled, and all Jerusalem with him; 4and assembling all the chief priests and 
scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Christ was to be born. 5They 
told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it is written by the prophet: 6“ ‘And you, 
O Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of 
Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel.’ ” 
7Then Herod summoned the wise men secretly and ascertained from them what 
time the star had appeared. 8And he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and 
search diligently for the child, and when you have found him, bring me word, that I 
too may come and worship him.” 9After listening to the king, they went on their 
way. And behold, the star that they had seen when it rose went before them until it 
came to rest over the place where the child was. 10When they saw the star, they 
rejoiced exceedingly with great joy.  
 
Philippians 2:5–8 Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ 
Jesus, 6who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a 
thing to be grasped, 7but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being 
born in the likeness of men. 8And being found in human form, he humbled himself 
by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.  
 
Matthew 2:11–12 And going into the house, they saw the child with Mary his 
mother, and they fell down and worshiped him. Then, opening their treasures, they 
offered him gifts, gold and frankincense and myrrh. 12And being warned in a 
dream not to return to Herod, they departed to their own country by another way.  
 



John 3:16 “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever 
believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.  
 
Verse 1: 
Follow the star to a place unexpected 
Would you believe after all we've projected 
A child in a manger? 
Lowly and small, the weakest of all 
Unlikeliest hero, wrapped in his mother's shawl 
Just a child, is this who we've waited for? 
 
Chorus: 
'Cause how many kings stepped down from their thrones? 
How many lords have abandoned their homes? 
How many greats have become the least for me? 
And how many gods have poured out their hearts 
To romance a world that has torn all apart? 
How many fathers gave up their sons for me? 
 
Verse 2: 
Bringing our gifts for the newborn Savior 
All that we have, whether costly or meek 
Because we believe 
Gold for His honor and frankincense for His pleasure 
And myrrh for the cross He'll suffer 
Do you believe? Is this who we've waited for? 
(Is this who we've waited for?) 
 
Chorus: 
How many kings stepped down from their thrones? 
How many lords have abandoned their homes? 
How many greats have become the least for me? 
And how many gods have poured out their hearts 
To romance a world that has torn all apart? 
How many fathers gave up their sons for me? 
Only one did that for me 
 
Source: Musixmatch 
Songwriters: Marc A. Martel / Jason Ronald William Germain 
How Many Kings lyrics © Centricity Music Publishing, Germain And Martel 
Publishing 
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How Many Kings 
Matthew 2:1-12 

 
What would you do for love? People say things like “I’d take a bullet for you,” “I’d 

give everything for you.” This has been the subject of ad campaigns by both 
Christian Dior, “What would you do for love?” and Cartier Jewelers “How far 
would you go for love?” Love means materialism, obviously. But it also 
means music. I found one website that lists “the best songs about traveling a 
very, very specific distance for love,” from six blocks to 2000 light years. I 
think the most well-known song is by the Proclaimers “But I would walk five 
hundred miles, And I would walk five hundred more just to be the man who 
walked a thousand miles to fall down at your door.” There’s another thousand 
mile one that says “If I could fall into the sky do you think time would pass 
me by? 'Cause you know I'd walk a thousand miles. If I could just see you 
tonight.” But seriously, would you walk a thousand miles to be with the one 
you love? I don’t know if I would. Though I did drive 629.6 miles one time 
to surprise Gail in North Carolina before we were even really dating.  

What would you do for love? Would you give up a throne? We’ve talked before 
about Edward VIII, the King of England. He gave up his throne in 1936 that 
he could marry an American divorcee named Wallis Simpson. In Scripture we 
have the story of Jacob, who worked seven years, and then another seven years 
for his beloved Rachel. We have the Song of Solomon, where we are told that 
“Many waters cannot quench love, neither can floods drown it. If a man 
offered for love all the wealth of his house, he would be utterly despised.”  

Then we have the journey of the wise men. This is not romantic love, but it is intense 
devotion. It’s Matthew 2:1-10 After Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in 
the days of Herod the king, behold, wise men from the east came to Jerusalem, 
2saying, “Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we saw his 
star when it rose and have come to worship him.” 3When Herod the king heard 
this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. 4Assembling all the chief 
priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Christ was to 
be born. 5They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it is written by the 
prophet: 6“‘And you, O Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means 
least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who will 
shepherd my people Israel.’” 7Then Herod summoned the wise men secretly 
and ascertained from them what time the star had appeared. 8He sent them to 
Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently for the child, and when you 
have found him, bring me word, that I too may come and worship him.” 
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9After listening to the king, they went on their way. And behold, the star that they 

had seen when it rose went before them until it came to rest over the place 
where the child was. 10When they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with 
great joy. 

Who were these wise men or magi from the east? We don’t know with absolute 
certainty, but the strongest idea is that they were from Babylon or Persia where 
the Jews had been exiled centuries before. One commentator says that the 
word magi “is used for a member of a caste of priests and wise men among 
the Medes, Persians and Babylonians, whose learning was chiefly astronomy 
astrology and enchantment.” This same word is used at least a dozen times 
with this meaning in the book of Daniel. When Daniel 5:11 says that Daniel 
was made "chief of the magicians” it means that he was made chief of this 
caste of learned, wise, men, the Magi. And Daniel taught them, as well as 
learning from them. Another commentator explains “These wise men were 
familiar with the prophecies of a great Jewish king to come, the Messiah. All 
the prophecies of the Bible were known to the Jewish nation. So, when Israel 
was conquered and sent into exile this knowledge was passed on to all the 
other people groups they came into contact with. In particular, Daniel and his 
friends were in very high positions in the Babylonian and then Medo-Persian 
governments. They would have had many opportunities to share these 
prophecies with the wise men, the magi during their lives in these empires.” 

How far would these Magi go to see the fulfillment of this prophecy? Pretty far. 
Even six centuries after Daniel, Babylon was the central hub of the magi. 
Babylon is about 500 miles from Jerusalem as the crow flies. People and 
camels carrying a heavy load can travel about 10 miles a day. Therefore, the 
journey might have been 2 or 3 months using ancient roads and mountain 
passes. If you notice that Matthew 2:1 says these wise men came after Jesus 
was born in Bethlehem, you realize immediately that they were not present on 
the night of his birth, though nativities often picture it this way.  Instead, they 
came sometime later, when Jesus was living with Mary and Joseph in a house.  

Notice too that the wise men did not know the birth was in Bethlehem, but the chief 
priests and scribes did. They had read Micah 5:2. This fits with the idea that 
the Jews of the Babylonian exile had shared prophecies with the Magi, since 
the prophecy of Micah hadn’t been written then. Before he let them go, evil 
Herod asked the wise men when the star had appeared, then, when they didn’t 
return, he sent soldiers to kill all the boy babies of Bethlehem up to two years 
of age. So, this journey may have been as much as two years after although, 
knowing Herod he wouldn’t be opposed to a little overkill just to make sure. 
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Our theme song for this morning, “How Many Kings” by Downhere is concerned 

with the same question “how far would you go for love?” “what would you 
do for love?” It starts with the magi. The first verse of the song says “Follow 
the star to a place unexpected. Would you believe after all we've projected, a 
child in a manger? Lowly and small, the weakest of all, unlikeliest hero, 
wrapped in his mother's shawl, just a child, is this who we've waited for?” 
Who followed the star? The magi. To a place unexpected? Bethlehem was 
unexpected to them, and in a larger sense the idea of the Messiah coming as a 
child, born in poverty and laid in a manger was totally unexpected. The magi 
themselves must have been surprised that when they got to Jerusalem there 
was no acclamation for a new king. Instead the old king, Herod, was evilly 
intent on holding on to his throne. And when they found the child they found 
that he had been born into poverty, that he was “lowly and small, the weakest 
of all” and a truly unlikely hero. How could this powerless baby be the king? 

The answer is that only Jesus stepped down from his throne to become least for me. 
That’s our key thought for the day, captured by the chorus of the song: “How 
many kings stepped down from their thrones? How many lords have 
abandoned their homes? How many greats have become the least for me? And 
how many gods have poured out their hearts to romance a world that has torn 
all apart? How many fathers gave up their sons for me?” The answer which 
comes later in the song is “Only one did this for me,” and that One was Jesus 
Christ, the babe of Bethlehem who had come to be the Savior of the world. 

The great text for this, though there are many, is Philippians 2:5–8 Have this mind 
among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 6who, though he was in the 
form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7but 
emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of 
men. 8And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming 
obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.  

Paul begins chapter 2 of Philippians with ethical instruction: Verse 3 “Do nothing 
from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more significant 
than yourselves. 4Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also 
to the interests of others.” At this point Paul decides that he wants to illustrate 
selflessness and humility and looking out for the interests of others, and the 
best example he can find is Jesus. As verse 5 says in the NIV “Your attitude 
should be the same as that of Christ Jesus.” We studied this last year at 
Christmastime and saw that his attitude was humility in the incarnation and 
humility at the cross. Or to put it in the terms of our song, this is a king who 
stepped down from his throne and became the least for me. 
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Verses 6 through 8 picture his deepening descent from glory. Verse 6 “Who though 

he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be 
grasped.” Again, we talked about this last year and I suggested an extended 
paraphrase which captures the idea that in the incarnation Jesus was fully God, 
not just an image, and that though he possessed equality with God, he chose 
not to hang on to it. The paraphrase goes like this “Who, having the very 
nature of God and existing in the very form of God, did not regard his being 
equal with God in glory and majesty as a prize and treasure to be held fast.” 
Jesus embraced humility. He was willing to give up the perks of Godhood, 
unwilling to hang on to the majesty and glory that was rightfully his as God 
the Son. He stepped down and became the least.  

Verse 7 he “emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the 
likeness of men.” The first phrase of this verse, he emptied himself, is the 
subject of controversy, “what did he empty himself of?” Did he empty himself 
of Godhood, become only a man? It’s clear from the life and work of Jesus he 
did not empty himself of Godhood. Don Carson’s commentary, explains it 
this way: “An animal that waddles like a porcupine, has the quills of a 
porcupine, and in general has all the attributes of a porcupine is a porcupine. 
If you take away all the attributes of a porcupine, whatever you have left is 
not a porcupine. Likewise, if the Son is stripped of all the attributes of deity, 
it is difficult to see how he can in any meaningful sense still claim to be deity.”  

Carson says “The expression ‘he emptied himself,’ far from meaning he emptied 
himself of something, is idiomatic for ‘he gave up all his rights.’ NIV: ‘he 
made himself nothing.’ Not literally nothing, of course, for then he would 
cease to exist. Rather, he abandoned his rights; he became a nobody.” Isn’t 
this what the chorus says so well? Jesus stepped down from his throne, 
abandoned his home in heaven and became the least for me. He “took the form 
of a servant, being born in the likeness of men.” Being in very nature God, he 
took on the very nature of a servant. Jesus always had the attitudes and 
attributes and honors of God, but now he has added the attributes and attitudes 
and humiliation of a servant. He himself said: “The son of man did not come 
to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”  

Are you following this? This is a downward movement. God is coming down to our 
level. God the Son made himself a nobody: made himself nothing, became a 
slave, and was made in human likeness. At Christmas we celebrate his 
incarnation as a human being. God was made man, born in the likeness of 
men. This doesn’t mean he just looked like a man. He was the same thing as 
a man. The Greek word translated “likeness” literally means the same thing.  
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And that was a huge step down all by itself. The eternally-existing, holy and perfect 

God became one person made of dust, dirt that he himself had created and 
enlivened. It is as if a man invented microbes and then sought out the smallest 
and least significant microbe and said “from now on I will be a microbe.” 

Yet that was not the lowest point in this downward movement. Verse 8: And being 
found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point 
of death, even death on a cross. As we said last year, this is the high point of 
the low point. If it wasn’t already humiliation enough to have become a man, 
Jesus humbled himself even after becoming a man. Adam had lifted himself 
up to be like God. He had disobeyed. Jesus lowered himself to the status of a 
creature, and he obeyed perfectly. Jesus placed his will and his actions totally 
in the hands of the Father. But what was the Father’s will? That this first and 
only perfect man should die as if a sinner. Jesus was the only one whose slate 
was ever clean, whose record was flawless. He didn’t need to die for his own 
sins, but he choose in obedience to die for ours. When the Father said 
“Sacrifice yourself so that I might redeem a people.” Jesus said “Not my will 
but thine be done.” Perfect obedience led him to the cross. 

This is the last downward step. Not only did die, but he died as one accursed, 
shameful in both Roman and Jewish eyes. Scholars have gone through every 
instance of the word ‘cross’ that has come down to us from about the time of 
Jesus, and shown how ‘crucifixion’ and ‘cross’ invariably evince horror. It 
was too cruel for a Roman citizen, so shameful the word itself was avoided in 
polite conversation. But here is Paul, boldly insisting that the Lord Christ 
made himself a nobody, became human, became a slave, and then humbled 
himself further by allowing himself to be killed in the odious, revolting death 
of the cross. No one does this. Only one does this. Only one did this for me.  

The second verse of “How Many Kings” returns to the wise men and their gifts: 
“Bringing our gifts for the newborn Savior, all that we have, whether costly 
or meek, because we believe. Gold for His honor and frankincense for His 
pleasure and myrrh for the cross He'll suffer. Do you believe? Is this who 
we've waited for?” One who has done all this for me, stepped down from 
heaven for me, become least for me, is worthy of all I can give him, all my 
life, all my possessions, all my time, energy and passion. All that we have 
whether costly or meek. In this we imitate the wise men. Matthew 2:11–12 
And going into the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother, and they 
fell down and worshiped him. Then, opening their treasures, they offered him 
gifts, gold and frankincense and myrrh. 12And being warned in a dream not to 
return to Herod, they departed to their own country by another way.  
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The primary significance of these gifts lay in their great value—they were indeed 

gifts fit for a king, great treasures given in an act of worship. Scripture does 
not directly attach any other symbolic meaning to the gifts. However, without 
moving too far from Scripture, it’s reasonable to draw some inferences from 
the gifts brought by the wise men. Gold, the song says, is for his honor. 
Because of its scarcity and immense value, gold was particularly associated 
with royalty and nobility, as seen in 1 Kings 10 when the Queen of Sheba 
visits King Solomon bearing great quantities of gold as a gift. By bringing a 
gift of gold, the wise men showed that they considered Jesus a king. We also 
know that Joseph and Mary were about to flee with Jesus to Egypt, and this 
gift of gold would have provided the means to sustain themselves in that exile. 

Frankincense is an aromatic gum resin that is still widely used in parts of the Middle 
East and Africa today. It is produced by scraping the bark of certain native 
species of trees and then harvesting the beads of resin after they have dried. 
When burned as incense, it creates a strong and beautiful aroma. In the ancient 
near east the burning of frankincense was closely associated with ceremonial 
worship of a deity. We’re told in Leviticus 2 that the grain offering, mixed 
with frankincense is a pleasing aroma to the Lord. In this way, the inclusion 
of frankincense as a gift for Jesus may have indicated that the wise men 
understood that the prophecy of the newborn king carried with it a claim of 
deity. The song says “frankincense for his pleasure,” his pleasure as God. 

Finally, myrrh is also a fragrant spice derived from the sap of a tree native to the 
Near East. Like frankincense, it can be used as incense, but in the ancient 
world it also had wider usage. Exodus 30 tells us myrrh was a main ingredient 
in the anointing oil used to ceremonially prepare the priests, the instruments, 
the altar, and the Temple itself before sacrifices could be made. Most notable 
with regard to Jesus’ life, myrrh was a key ingredient in the spices that were 
used to prepare bodies for burial, as we see in John 19. So our song says that 
myrrh  was given “for the cross he’ll suffer.” By these gifts Jesus may have 
been recognized not only as king, but as God and as sacrifice. Therefore, the 
verse of the song concludes that this is who we have waited, not just a baby 
born in humility, stepping down from his heavenly station, but also a king and 
a God who would step down even further to become a sacrifice for his people.  

Which leads us back into the chorus “How many kings stepped down from their 
thrones? How many lords have abandoned their homes? How many greats 
have become the least for me? And how many gods have poured out their 
hearts to romance a world that has torn all apart? How many fathers gave up 
their sons for me? Only one did that for me” 
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How many gods have poured out their hearts to romance a world that has torn all 

apart? That’s a great line and a great question. Most of the gods of antiquity 
and paganism were not the kind to romance anything. Seduce yes. The Greek 
gods were notorious for that. But romance, true love and caring? No. Only 
one God revealed himself as the God of steadfast love. Only one God became 
celebrated for that covenant faithfulness. And only one God allowed the 
compassion of his heart to speak into his dealings with his people. I always 
love Hosea 11. Verse 1 says “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out 
of Egypt I called my son.” In verse 8 he says to his rebellious people “How 
can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand you over, Israel? My heart is 
changed within me; all my compassion is aroused.” We’ve talked often about 
God’s big story, which is the sending of a great hero to rescue his lost love. 
Jesus is that hero. Coming into a world that is torn all apart by rebellion and 
sin and brokenness, he comes to woo and win his bride by salvation. Only 
Jesus ever stepped down from his throne, poured out his heart, to do that. 

Finally, how many fathers gave up their sons for me? This turns our attention from 
the son who came to the father who gave. As we said Friday night, the most 
well-known verse in Scripture affirms this: “God so loved the world, that he 
gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have 
eternal life.” How far would God go for love? All the way from heaven to 
earth, all the way from life to death, all the way from sinlessness to sin-
bearing, all the way from God to man. This is what Scripture says God did. 
“And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior 
of the world.” And 1 John 4:10 “This is love: not that we loved God, but that 
he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.” How many 
fathers would freely give their sons as a sacrifice? How many sons would 
freely humble themselves to death, even death on a cross? Only one did that. 

On January 23, 1943 the American troop ship USS Dorchester left New York bound 
for Greenland and ultimately for the troop buildup in England. When the 
Dorchester had been a civilian ship she had carried 314 passengers. But when 
repurposed as a troop ship she carried over 900. Four of these were chaplains:  
George Lansing Fox, a Methodist, Alexander David Goode, a rabbi, John 
Patrick Washington, a Catholic, and Clark Vandersall Poling, of the Reformed 
Church of America. The four came from four different states and widely 
different backgrounds, but they had met at the chaplain’s school at Harvard 
University and become friends. Eventually they met again at Camp Myles 
Standish in Taunton, Massachusetts and were assigned to the Dorchester.  

It was midwinter in the North Atlantic, home to some of the worst weather in the 
world. But more dangerous than the storms and the cold were the German 
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submarines that were still taking a terrible toll on Allied convoys. The 
Dorchester was part of a small convoy, three ships and three small Coast 
Guard escort vessels. On the night of February 3rd the ship's captain was 
informed that one of the Coast Guard cutters had briefly spotted a submarine 
on sonar. The ship’s crew and the soldiers were already on high alert, ordered 
to sleep in their clothing and keep their life jackets on. But "many soldiers 
sleeping deep in the ship's hold disregarded the order because of the engine's 
heat. Others ignored it because the life jackets were uncomfortable." 

Shortly after midnight of February 3, 1943, while sailing off Newfoundland, the 
vessel was torpedoed by the German submarine U-223. The torpedo knocked 
out the Dorchester's electrical system, leaving the ship dark. Panic set in 
among the men on board, many of them trapped below decks. The chaplains 
sought to calm the men and organize an orderly evacuation of the ship. They 
helped guide wounded men to safety. They then assembled at the main 
distribution locker and helped pass out life jackets. Due to a tragic oversight, 
the supply ran out before each man had one. Faced with this crisis each of the 
chaplains removed their own life jacket and gave it to one of those waiting. 
They helped as many men as they could into lifeboats. Then, as the ship went 
down, they linked arms, saying prayers and singing hymns, and went down 
with the ship. One survivor said “As I swam away from the ship, I looked 
back. The flares had lighted everything. The bow came up high and she slid 
under. The last thing I saw, the four chaplains were up there praying for the 
safety of the men. They had done everything they could.” 

How far would you go out of love for others? The wise men crossed a continent out 
of reverence for God’s plan. The four chaplains gave up their lives to save 
others. But Jesus did all of that and more. He stepped down from his throne, 
abandoned his home in heaven, became the least for us. Jesus poured out his 
heart for us. Jesus was sent by the father, who gave his son for us. That’s the 
message and the meaning, the gift of Christmas. 

 


