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I am going to tell you a story from an old book, not the Bible: It’s from the Other Wise Man by Henry van 

Dyke.   

This is the story of Artaban, who lived in the city of Ecbatana, in the mountains of Persia, in what is now 

Iran.  He was a Magi, a priest in the Zoroastrian religion.   

The Magi had a prophecy about a Prince, the Anointed One, who was to come and bring in the reign of 

good over evil.  This Prince was to be born the King of Israel.  Many Magi thought this unlikely, as Israel was 

a small, insignificant place.  And they thought that good and evil were equal, and that one would never win.  

But Artaban and his three friends, Melchior, Caspar and Balthazar, looked forward with hope to the coming 

of this Prince.  They had studied the old books, and worked out when the Anointed One should be born; 

and it was to be that year.  They were also astrologers, who believed that the movement of the stars and 

the planets showed the mind of God, and they had seen a new star in the sky.  They had agreed that, if the 

star appeared again, this would be the sign that the Annointed One was really coming.  They would meet 

together at the Temple of the Seven Spheres at Borsippa, near Babylon, and set out across the desert to 

find him.   

Artaban had sold his house and possessions to that he could buy three jewels to present to the king: a 

sapphire, a ruby, and a pearl.   

One evening, he looked into the sky and saw Jupiter and Saturn close together, and beneath them was 

another tiny star, making a small triangle.  He bowed his head, covering his face with his hands.  “It is the 

sign,” he said.  “The King is coming, and I will go and meet him.”   

The next morning, Artaban got onto his favourite horse and set off to meet his friends.  He had to be at the 

meeting point by midnight ten days later, and he just had enough time to get there.  It was a long way, and 

as night fell on the evening they were due to leave, he was just a few hours from the temple.   

But then his horse saw something on the road, and hesitated.  By the dim starlight they saw a man lying in 

the road.  He was very ill, suffering with a fever.  By his face and his plain clothing Artaban saw he was a 

Hebrew.  What should he do?  If he carried on, this man would certainly die there.  But if Artaban stayed to 

help him, he might miss his friends.  He prayed, “God of truth and purity, direct me in the holy path, the 

way of wisdom which only you know.”   

He carried the man and laid him down under a palm tree.  As a Magi, he was also a healer, and he laboured 

for hours to save him until, at last, the man’s the fever eased.  The man looked at Artaban, and said, “Who 

are you, who has brought me back to life?”   

“I am Artaban the Magian, and I am going to Jerusalem in search of the one who is to be born the King of 

the Jews, a great Prince and Deliverer of all men.  I dare not delay longer, for the caravan of camels that 

was waiting for me may depart without me.  But here are my remaining bread and wine, and some healing 

herbs.  When your strength is returned you can go home.”   

The Jew raised his hand and said, "Now may the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob bless and prosper 

you.  I have nothing to give you - only this: that I can tell you where the Messiah must be sought.  For our 



prophets have said that he should be born not in Jerusalem, but in Bethlehem of Judah.  May the Lord bring 

you in safety to that place, because you have had pity upon the sick." 

It was already long past midnight.  Artaban set off in haste, but the sun was rising as he rode into the 

temple, and he could see no sign of his friends.  He climbed to the highest part of the hill, but he could not 

see them on the road.  Then he found a piece of parchment under a stone.  It said: “We waited till after 

midnight, but can delay no longer.  We go to find the King.  Follow us across the desert.” 

Artaban held his head in his hands in despair.  “How can I cross the desert on my own, with no food and a 

tired horse?  I might not catch them.”  After thinking for long time, he went and sold his sapphire, bought a 

train of camels and food, and, days later set out across the desert after them.   

After a long journey travelling in the baking heat of the day, and the cold nights, he came to the city of 

Damascus, and then down into Judah.  Finally, he came to Bethlehem.  It seemed deserted, but he found a 

young woman with her baby in a stone cottage.  She told him of the strangers from the far East who had 

appeared in the village three days before, saying a star had guided them to where Joseph and his wife were 

lodging with their new child, and how they had paid reverence to the child and given him many rich gifts.  

But they left quickly.  And Joseph had left in the night, taking his wife and baby, setting off towards Egypt.   

Suddenly, there was a noise in the village, a shrieking of women, the sound of trumpets and the clash of 

swords, and a desperate cry: “The soldiers of Herod!  They are killing our children!”   

The young mother’s face grew white with terror.  She crouched in the corner with her baby, covering to 

keep him quiet.  But Artaban went quickly and stood in the doorway of the house.  His broad shoulders 

filled the opening, and the peak of his cap touched the lintel.  The soldiers came hurrying down the street 

but, at the sight of the stranger, they hesitated.  The captain approached to push him aside, but Artaban 

did not stir.  “I am alone in this place”, he said, “and I am waiting to give this jewel to the captain who will 

leave me in peace.”  He showed the glistening ruby in his hand.  The captain was amazed, and looked 

greedily at the jewel.  “March on!” he cried to his men, “there is no child here.”   

The clamour and clang of arms passed down the street.  Artaban re-entered the cottage.  He turned his 

face to the East and prayed: “God of truth, forgive my sin!  I have lied to save the life of this child.  And two 

of my gifts are gone.  I have spent for man that which was meant for God.  Shall I ever be worthy to see the 

face of the King?” 

But the voice of the woman, weeping for joy in the shadow behind him, said very gently: “Because you 

have saved the life of my little one, may the Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make His face to shine 

upon you; the Lord lift up the light of his countenance upon you, and give you peace.” 

Artaban left and tried to follow the child King to Egypt.  But he always just seemed to miss them.  He found 

a venerable old Jewish rabbi in Alexandria who gave him advice.  “Remember, my son, the King you are 

seeking is not to be found in a palace, nor among the rich and powerful.  This I know.  Those who seek Him 

will do well to look among the power and the lowly, the sorrowful and the oppressed.”   

Artaban travelled on through many countries, living among the poor, among those who were sick, or in 

prison, or slaves.  In all this world of sorrow, he found none to worship, but many to help.  He fed the 

hungry, clothed the naked, healed the sick, comforted the captive.  It seemed to him as if the years flew 

past, until it was thirty-three years since he had left home.   



Old now, and worn and weary, but still looking for the King, he went for one last time to Jerusalem.  It was 

the Passover festival, and the city was full of strangers.  The town was busy, and anxious, with many people 

flowing towards the Damascus gate.  He asked some people from his own country what was happening.  

“Have you not heard?  There is to be an execution outside the city, at the place called Golgotha.  Two 

famous robbers are to be crucified, and with them another, called Jesus of Nazareth.  He has done many 

wonderful things among the people, so that they love him greatly.  But the priests and elders have said he 

must die, because he said he was the Son of God.  And Pilate has sent him to the cross because he said he 

was the King of the Jews.” 

So, the King had arisen, but he had been denied and cast out.  He was about to die.  Was this the same 

person who was born thirty-three years ago in Bethlehem? 

The old man followed the crowd.  As he went, he saw some soldiers dragging a young girl with a torn dress 

and dishevelled hair.  As he passed them, she cried out as she recognised him as a Magi from her own 

country.  “Have pity on me and save me, for the sake of the God of Purity!” she said.  “I am also of your 

religion.  My father was a merchant, but he is dead, and I have been seized to be sold as a slave to pay his 

debts.” 

Artaban trembled.  It was the old conflict in his soul.  Should he help this girl, and miss the last possible 

chance of seeing the King?  But he knew what he had to do.  He took out the pearl, and gave it to the girl.  

“This will buy your freedom” he said.   

Suddenly, the ground shook, and the sky darkened.  A heavy tile fell from a roof and struck the old man.  He 

lay breathless and pale, with his head resting on the girl’s shoulder, with blood trickling from the wound.  

As she bent over him, fearing that he was dead, she heard a voice, small and still, like music in the distance.  

And then Artaban spoke, as if in answer.  “Not so Lord!  When did I ever see you hungry and feed you; or 

thirsty and gave you drink; or naked and clothed you.  Thirty-three years I have looked for you, but not 

found you.  I have never seen your face, or helped you, my King.”   

The small voice came again.  “Truly, in as much as you did this for the least of my people, you did it to me.”   

A calm radiance of wonder and joy lighted the face of Artaban.  One long, last breath of relief came from 

his lips.   

His journey was ended.  His treasures were accepted.  The Other Wise Man had found the King.   

Jeremy Thake 

St. John & St. Stephen.   



Matthew 2 
The Visit of the Wise Men 
In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men[a] from the East came to 
Jerusalem, 2 asking, ‘Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its 
rising, and have come to pay him homage.’ 3 When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all 
Jerusalem with him; 4 and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of 
them where the Messiah was to be born. 5 They told him, ‘In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written 
by the prophet: 
 
6 “And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 
    are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 
for from you shall come a ruler 
    who is to shepherd my people Israel.”’ 
 
7 Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when the star had 
appeared. 8 Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, ‘Go and search diligently for the child; and when you 
have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage.’ 9 When they had heard the 
king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped 
over the place where the child was. 10 When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed 
with joy. 11 On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid 
him homage. Then, opening their treasure-chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 
12 And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another 
road. 


