Excerpts from - The Mortal Messiah – Bruce R. McConkie
Music from Sally DeFord

Chapter 21
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There has been more speculation about, and more legends created concerning, the ... Magi who visited Joseph and Mary in their house in Bethlehem than about almost any other biblical event. There is an air of mystery ... -as to who they were, whence they came, and the symbolical meaning of all that they did - fill many volumes.


They are presumed to be kings because of the richness of their gifts; it is said they were Gentiles, showing that all nations bowed before the newborn King; it is thought "they were masters of some astrological cult that could divine great happenings from the stars. They are even named, identified and described; their ages are given, and the color of their skin; and one can, or could in times past, at least, even view their skulls, crowned with jewels, in a cathedral in Cologne. They are thought to have dealt in magic, to be magicians of a sort, and they have become great heroes of the mystical and unknown.


And the type of speculation that surrounds the men themselves applies in a degree to the star they followed. It is supposed to be a comet or a blazing new light coming from a conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn in the constellation of Pisces, or something else. Astronomers, tinged somewhat with astrology, have a field day here. And then all of it is tied back into Balaam's prophecy-"There shall come a Star out of Jacob" (Num. 24: 17)-he, Balaam, being assumed to be one of the greatest Magi of them all.

1.  The Star of Bethlehem (Piano Track/ Solo?)

5:50
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As to the wise men and their stated purpose, all we learn from Matthew-and he alone records the account-is that "there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem." Their question was: "Where is he that is born King of the Jews?" Why did they ask? "We have seen his star in the east," they said, "and are come to worship him."


Who were they? We do not know, nor does anyone. How many were there? Two or more; perhaps three, perhaps twelve, or twenty; maybe a whole congregation. They may have come together; they may have come alone, or in groups.


As to the men themselves, one thing is clear. They had prophetic insight. It was with them as it had been with saintly Simeon: the Lord had revealed to them, as it were, that they should not taste death until they had seen and worshipped the Christ. They knew the King of the Jews had been born, and they knew that a new star was destined to arise and had arisen in connection with that birth. The probability is they were themselves Jews who lived, as millions of Jews then did, in one of the nations to the East. It was the Jews, not the Gentiles, who were acquainted with the scriptures and who were waiting with anxious expectation for the coming of a King. And that King was to come to them first; he was to deliver his message to them before it went to the Gentile world, and his first witnesses were to come from his own kinsmen, from the house of Israel, not from the Gentile nations, not from the nations composed of those who knew not God and who cared nothing for the spirit of prophecy and revelation found among the Lord's people.

2.  The First Noel

(Piano Background)


3:30
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As to the star, there is nothing mysterious about it. The Magi, if so they are to be designated, were not reading portents in the skies nor divining the destinies of men by the movement of celestial bodies in the sidereal heavens. The new star was simply a new star of the sort we are familiar with. No doubt it exhibited an unusual brilliance, so as to attract special attention and so as to give guidance to those who walked in its light, but it was, nonetheless, a star. There was among the Jews of that day a prophecy that such a star would arise at the time of Messiah's coming, and these men who came to Jerusalem in search of that Holy Person had seen and identified the star by the spirit of inspiration. Edersheim quotes from the ancient Jewish writings relative to the prophetic knowledge then had as to such a Messianic star. One such writing says: "A star shall come out of Jacob. . . . The star shall shine forth from the East, and this is the Star of the Messiah." Another said that "a Star in the East was to appear two years before the birth of the Messiah." (Edersheim 1:211-12.)


That these traditions were true, we know from the Book of Mormon account. Samuel the Lamanite prophesied that at our Lord's birth "great lights in heaven" should appear; that during a whole night it should remain light, "And behold, there shall a new star arise, such an one as ye never have beheld; and this also shall be a sign unto you." (Hel. 14:2-6.) The fulfillment of this prophecy is stated in these simple words: "And it came to pass also that a new star did appear, according to the word."

3.  When the Son of God Was Born (Accompaniment Track)
3:54
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The appearance of these wise men sent a tide of concern through all Jerusalem that grew into a flood of paranoiac proportions in the palace itself. "Herod the Great, who was residing in his new palace in Zion, when, half maddened as he was already by the crimes of his past career, was thrown into a fresh alarm and anxiety by the visit of some Eastern Magi, bearing the strange intelligence that they had seen in the East the star of a new-born king of the Jews, and had come to worship him.  Herod summoned to his palace the leading priests and theologians of the Jews to inquire of them where the Messiah was to be born. He received the ready and confident answer that Bethlehem was the town indicated for that honor by the prophecy of Micah. Concealing, therefore, his desperate intention, he dispatched the wise men to Bethlehem, bidding them to let him know as soon as they had found the child, that he too might come and do him reverence." (Farrar, pp. 19-20.)

4.  Oh Holy Night (Accompaniment Track)


5:38
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Guided by the light of the star, but guided even more surely by the light of that Spirit which had directed their steps from the beginning, the wise men found "the young child with Mary his mother" in the house where the Holy Family then dwelt. There they worshipped the Lord Jesus, gave him "gold, and frankincense, and myrrh. And being warned of God in a dream that they should not return to Herod, they departed into their own country another way." They were still receiving revelation and guidance from on high.


And thus ends our sure knowledge of the wise men from the East. The Lord guided them to Jerusalem; they bore a witness before Herod that would not have been heeded had it come from a Simeon or an Anna, or from simple shepherds, claiming to have seen an angel and to have heard angelic choirs; and they returned to their homeland, still guided from beyond the veil and basking in the light of Him in whose presence they had knelt. We can assume they went back to their own people to testify that the King of Israel, the Light to lighten the Gentiles, now dwelt upon earth. 

Joseph and Mary Go to Bethlehem
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Mary, within whose flesh the Eternal One was in process of making flesh his tabernacle, dwelt in love and peace in Nazareth of Galilee. She was sheltered and steadied by the kind arm of Joseph, her husband, for the marriage was now completed; Joseph had obeyed the command of Gabriel and taken the young virgin as his wife. His name and his influence now gave comfort to the one who would soon be a mother, to the one who would bear a Son, conceived under the most unusual circumstances ever known on earth. With Joseph's name and comforting assurances she no longer feared the gossip and shame that otherwise might have attended her forthcoming ordeal.


But Bethlehem, more than eighty dusty, dreary miles away, was the destined place for the birth of the great Deliverer. So it was written by the prophets; so it must be.   Out of this small place, insignificant among the villages of Judea, must come Him whose goings forth have been from of old, from everlasting. Mary knew this and Joseph knew it; both had seen an angel; both knew, by means beyond mortal comprehension, that the Holy Babe  that was in her was to "be called the Son of the Highest," who should rule on the throne of David, his father, forever. They must go to Bethlehem and there attend to the coming forth of a Son, lest any of the Messianic prophecies, by so much as a hair's breadth, should fail.

5.  If I Had Been in Bethlehem (Oriana Hamilton)
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And so to Bethlehem they went. Octavian - the great Caesar Augustus - had decreed all the world must be taxed.   Rome is supreme.   Caesar speaks and the world trembles. Herod will attend to the details.  He will humor the Jews in their traditions and let them be counted and enrolled on the taxing lists in their own cities; he will decree that they return for this purpose to the tribal areas of their ancestors. Joseph and Mary - both descendants of David, both of the tribe of Judah - must enroll in the land of Judah and in the City of David, in Bethlehem.

St. Luke
Chapter 2

 1 ¶ AND it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus, that all the world should be taxed. 

 2 ([And] this taxing was first made when Cyrenius was governor of Syria.) 

 3 And all went to be taxed, every one into his own city. 

 4 And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judaea, unto the city of David, which is called Bethlehem; (because he was of the house and lineage of David:) 

5 To be taxed with Mary his espoused wife, being great with child. 

 6 And so it was, that, while they were there, the days were accomplished that she should be delivered. 
6.  Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing (Accomp. Track)
3:47
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As to why they did not reside in this city of Judah in the first instance, we can only say that the providences of the Lord called for them to live in Nazareth where Joseph carpentered for a living. Jesus was to be a Nazarene; so also was it written. And as to why they did not leave Nazareth earlier, we are left to assume that Divine Providence planned a late arrival, an arrival when there would be no room in the inns, when the new baby would be brought forth under the most humble circumstances.

Jesus Is Born in a Stable

7. When Mary Sang Her Lullaby (Relief Society)
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Among the Nephites in the Americas the same anxieties and expectancies prevailed as to the coming of the Son of God in the flesh as were found in the home country of the Jews. The Nephite prophets had told them plainly that the Messiah would come in six hundred years from the time that Lehi left Jerusalem. According to their calculations, the time was at hand; but among them, as among their Old World kindred, there were unbelievers who opposed and fought the truth. It is the way of the wicked to shut out light and truth and to reject the Author of them.


Unbelieving Nephites were saying that the time of the Messiah's coming was past, that the signs promised by the prophets had failed, and that the beliefs of the members of the church were pious nonsense. These rebellious and spiritually illiterate persons made "a great uproar throughout the land; and the people who believed began to be very sorrowful, lest by any means those things which had been spoken might not come to pass." The saints fasted and prayed and watched; the unbelievers set a day apart on which they would slay the saints unless the signs were manifest; and Nephi prayed mightily all the day long for the safety and deliverance of his people.


Then, in wondrous glory, the voice of the Lord came unto him, speaking these words: "Lift up your head and be of good cheer; for behold, the time is at hand, and on this night shall the sign be given, and on the morrow come I into the world, to show unto the world that I will fulfill all that which I have caused to be spoken by the mouth of my holy prophets. Behold, I come unto my own, to fulfill all things which I have made known unto the children of men from the foundation of the world, and to do the will, both of the Father and of the Son of the Father because of me, and of the Son because of my flesh. And behold, the time is at hand, and this night shall the sign be given."

8. Born is the Light of the World (Solo)


4:26
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And that night the sign was given, as we shall hereafter note; and that night the Son of God came into the world in Bethlehem of Judea. Of this most important of all births, Luke says simply:   

St. Luke  Chapter 2
 7 And she brought forth her firstborn son, and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger; because there was no room for them in the inn. 

 8 ¶ And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night. 

 9 And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them: and they were sore afraid. 

 10 And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. 

 11 For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord. 

 12 And this [shall be] a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger. 

 13 And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God, and saying, 

 14 Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men. 

9. Hark the Herald Angels Sing (Congregation)

2:11
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 15 And it came to pass, as the angels were gone away from them into heaven, the shepherds said one to another, Let us now go even unto Bethlehem, and see this thing which is come to pass, which the Lord hath made known unto us. 

 16 And they came with haste, and found Mary, and Joseph, and the babe lying in a manger. 

 17 And when they had seen [it], they made known abroad the saying which was told them concerning this child. 

 18 And all they that heard [it] wondered at those things which were told them by the shepherds. 

 19 But Mary kept all these things, and pondered [them] in her heart. 

10. Away In a Manger (Congregation)


3:21
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Hospitality was universal, freely extended, and everywhere to be found. People in all walks of life took strangers into their homes, fed them, washed their feet, and cared for their beasts of burden. It was a way of life. No one can fault the Jewish practice of caring for travelers, whether they were kinfolk or strangers. Had Joseph and Mary come days earlier, they might have found lodgment in the home of a relative, a friend, or a hospitable stranger, any one of whom would have summoned a midwife and prepared a cradle for the Coming One. Had they even arrived earlier in the day, there would have been a place in the rooms or inns rather than in the court, where those beasts were tethered among whom the Coming One came.


No room in the inn-not an inn of western or modern make, but a kahn or place of lodgment for strangers, a caravanserai or place where caravans or companies of travelers bedded down for the night. It may have been a large, bare building, built of rough stones, surrounding an open court in which animals could be tied up for the night. A foot or two above this courtyard were the small recesses or "low small rooms with no front wall" where the humans tethered themselves.

11. A Manger Filled With Love
(SSA)


4:31
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Though heaven was his habitation and earth his footstool, he chose to lie as an infant in a manger, surrounded by horses and camels and mules. Though he laid the foundations of the earth, and worlds without number had rolled into orbit at his word, he chose to come into mortality among the beasts of the field. Though he had worn a kingly crown in the eternal courts on high, he chose to breathe as his first mortal breath the stench of a stable. Though he would one day come forth with all power in heaven and on earth, for now, as the helpless child of a peasant girl, he chose to begin the days of his probation as none of Adam's race had ever done before. And there, even in such a birth, he was rejected by his people, symbolically at least, for none in the recesses and rooms of the inn had seen fit to make room for a weary woman, great with child, who needed above all at that hour the kind hands and skill of those who had attended her cousin Elisabeth in more fortuitous circumstances.


But with it all, a God had come into mortality, inheriting from his mother the power of mortality and from his Father the power of immortality. Soon the infinite and eternal atonement-sought and desired by the righteous for four thousand years-would be a living reality. Soon all that had been hoped and promised and foreseen would come to pass. Is it any wonder that angelic choirs, even now, were awaiting the cue to sing forth great anthems of praise, some of which would be heard by shepherd ears on the nearby Judean hills!

Heavenly Manifestations Attend His Birth

12.  What Child is This? (Relief Society)



3:54 Sally DeFord
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In the Americas, Nephi had heard the voice-"the time is at hand, and on this night shall the sign be given, and on the morrow come I into the world"-and on that night the sign was given, "for behold, at the going down of the sun there was no darkness." The people were astonished. Fear fell upon them, and many fell to the earth "and became as if they were dead. . . . And it came to pass that there was no darkness in all that night, but it was as light as though it was mid-day. And it came to pass that the sun did rise in the morning again, according to its proper order; and they knew that it was the day that the Lord should be born, because of the sign which had been given."

13. Shepherds' Cradle Song
 (piano background)
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There was no excuse for any of the inhabitants of the New World not to know of the coming of their Messiah. Samuel the Lamanite had prophesied that there would be no darkness during the night of his birth, and the promised sign had now been seen by all. When else was there ever a night when the brightness of noonday prevailed over whole continents from the going down of the sun on one day to its rising on the next?


In the Old World the message came from heaven in a different way. In the fields of Bethlehem, not far from Jerusalem and the Temple of Jehovah, there were shepherds watching their flocks by night. These were not ordinary shepherds nor ordinary flocks. The sheep there being herded-nay, not herded, but watched over, cared for with love and devotion-were destined for sacrifice on the great altar in the Lord's House, in similitude of the eternal sacrifice of Him who that wondrous night lay in a stable, perhaps among sheep of lesser destiny. And the shepherds-for whom the veil was then rent: surely they were in spiritual stature like Simeon and Anna and Zacharias and Elisabeth and Joseph and the growing group of believing souls who were coming to know, by revelation, that the Lord's Christ was now on earth. As there were many widows in Israel, and only to the one in Zarephath was Elijah sent, so there were many shepherds in Palestine, but only to those who watched over the temple flocks did the herald angel come; only they heard the heavenly choir. As Luke's idyllic language has it: "And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them: and they were sore afraid."


"The glory of the Lord!" - a part of that ancient glory, the Shekinah, which had of old rested in the Holy of Holies and which soon would shine forth on the Holy Mount where Peter, James, and John, and Jesus would be the only mortals present!
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And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy which shall be to all people. For unto You is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord. And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.


His message delivered, the angel ceased to speak; the shepherds must heed the heavenly voice, find the Savior, and then commence the infinitely great and eternally important work of taking the "good tidings of great joy ... to all people." How they will tell the message to their wives and children! How they will explain it to their neighbors and friends, and even to strangers! How they will gather the people in the courts of the temple, at the time of the morning and evening sacrifice - when the very sheep they had cared for so tenderly are attaining their divine destiny on the holy altar - and tell their fellow Jews what they have heard from heaven!
But wait-the heavens are still opened to them. There is now not one angel, but many. The whole heavens resound. The music, written by celestial souls for a celestial choir and sung by celestial voices with celestial fervor, rings from one end of heaven to the other. They praise the Lord; they sing of his goodness and grace; they tell of what his arm hath done; they speak of the tree upon which he shall hang; they exult at the open door of an empty tomb; they tell of prison doors being opened, and of ransomed souls rising to eternal glory. Then in a crescendo of climax comes this glorious benediction:
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Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.

14.  Angels We Have Heard on High (Congregation)

2:40
Sally DeFord






Then the shepherds find the Child and begin to make known what God has revealed to them. "But Mary kept all these things, and pondered them in her heart," awaiting the day when she too will bear witness of all that she feels and believes and knows concerning the Son of David, who was born in the city of David, and who came to reign on the throne of David forever.

15.   Silent Night (Accompaniment Track or Guitar Solo)
4:08
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Upon Judea's Plains


I stood upon Judea's plains



And heard celestial sounds and strains;



I heard an angel, free from sin,



Announce the birth of David's kin.



On shepherds watching sheep by night



There came a shining, glorious light,



As holy choirs from heaven's dome



Saw God's own Son make clay his home.



And voices sweet sang this reprise:



"To God on high, let praise arise;



And peace, good will to men on earth;



This is the day of Jesus' birth."



To me there came this witness sure:



He is God's Son, supreme and pure,



To earth he came, my soul to save,



From sin and death and from the grave.

-Bruce R. McConkie
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