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Matthew 2: 1-12  
   
Today we read the lessons for Epiphany, which is always January 6, the twelfth and last day of 
Christmastide. An epiphany is a manifestation, a revelation. It is a time when, in the midst of 
everyday experience, one suddenly finds oneself in the unmistakable presence of God. The coming 
of the wise men to see the child Jesus is an epiphany – it is a moment when the identity of the child 
is revealed to the world.  

About these wise men. I am reminded of the comedian whose favorite line is, “the Holy Roman 
Empire was neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire. Discuss.”  The usual image we have is simple: 
three wise kings who arrive on camels at midnight from the East. Let's discuss.   

The idea that they were kings comes from the kingly gifts they brought. But the text doesn’t give us 
any indication they were kings. They were “magi” – word from which we get “magician.” They 
were Persian priest-scholars.They studied the philosophy, religions, mathematics, astronomy, 
astrology texts of the ancient world. All of these would be loosely characterized as “wisdom,” and 
they would all be considered more or less the same subject.  So these are people who have studied 
the prophecies and learning of the ancient world, who know the lore and mysteries, who see in the 
sky a sign that leads them to believe something significant has taken place in Jerusalem. They take it 
seriously, for they make the trip, and, we note, Herod and the scribes in Jerusalem take it seriously 
as well.  

They were familiar with the prophecies of a Savior and King, and especially the words of the 
prophet Balaam, also from the East, which we read in Numbers 24:17: "A star shall rise out of 
Jacob.”  They knew the traditions of the Jews, for since the Exile several centuries before, there had 
been communities of  Jews in the East. And so seeing the star, they go to Jerusalem. As an ancient 
hymn puts it, Those who worshipped the stars were taught by a star to adore thee.  

The tradition of the Church names them Gaspar, Melchior and Balthasar. They were baptized into 
the Christian faith many years later by the Apostle Thomas, who was on his way to preach the 
Gospel in India. You don't have to believe that, but you should believe that they went away from 
this encounter changed: even though he is only a child, they have met the Savior of the World. No 
doubt they waited and wondered for years, hoping for more news about the child.   

They bring three gifts, gold, frankincense, and myrrh. Three to remind us of the Holy Trinity. Three 
to symbolize the threefold nature of Christ’s ministry as prophet, priest, and king. All of these are 
costly, all luxurious and rare. It would not be customary for people of Joseph’s and Mary’s status to 
have a supply of these things. These gifts reveal who the baby is. Gold is fit to offer a king. Christ’s 
natures are revealed in the offering of frankincense fit to offer God, and myrrh, for God who is to 
suffer and die. Incense has long been used in the church as a symbol of prayers, as the Scripture says 
in Psalm 141:2. Incense then indicates God. Myrrh is used as a burial spice, put in the shroud as it is 
wrapped around the body to make it smell better. Myrrh then indicates that this one is human, and 
will suffer death like all of us do.   



 Thirdly, while the miraculous star may have indeed been timed to bring them on the very night of 
the birth, the text indicates that Herod killed all the children under two years old, “according to the 
time the wise men told him.” We may conclude they came much later than the original Christmas 
night.   

Much has been made of the star. Some try to align the date of Jesus' birth with the known 
occurrences of various astronomical conjunctions that the Magi might have thought were signs. 
Some have said the star is this or that alignment of planets and moons. Some have even said it was a 
UFO. Whatever it was, it was taken as a sign by those who were very wise. We would do well not to 
dismiss signs that lead us to God. One ancient insight says that just as God led his people through 
the wilderness toward the promised land in a pillar of fire by night and cloud by day, so God led 
these outsiders to the savior by a star. John Chrysostom, a 4th century preacher of great renown, said 
that God uses a star large enough to astonish even the astronomers, and uses it to lead them away 
from their errors and toward the Truth, toward true wisdom.   

What do we get from this story? Aside from the notion that we give gifts because the wise men did, 
what do we learn?  

This story represents the first moment when God's plan of salvation is revealed to be broader than 
previously thought. These wise men come to pay tribute and worship the newborn king. He is not 
born in the royal house, though his lineage, as Matthew goes to great lengths to show, is of the 
house of David. Jesus is born to be a king. For these wise men, these Gentile scholars, to come and 
bend the knee to this child reveals that his kingdom includes all people, not only the people of Israel. 
This child is savior for the world, and that is revealed to us by the visit of these wise men. The 
messiah comes to fulfill God's promises to the Jews, but there is more. The messiah also comes as 
Savior of the world, who brings salvation to outsiders, to Gentiles, to us.  

The gifts and the signs and the trip of these visitors all indicate that this child is different. They give 
us the news that he is king, and that is he is a priest and prophet, that he will suffer and die. They 
show us who he is, if we are willing to see the signs. Like the wise men who trusted the signs 
enough to follow them across the desert, are we willing to follow the signs and proclamation, to be 
his disciples in our lives?   

Are we willing to bring our gold to him? Do we trust God in this new year to provide for our needs, 
to give us our daily bread, and so bring our offerings freely?   

What about our worship? Do our prayers rise like incense before God? Prayer is the life of faith. To 
bring our prayers before him daily is our worship and our service. In this new year, let us praise and 
worship him each day.   

What about myrrh, the symbol of suffering - are we at all willing to suffer, to sacrifice, to be 
changed? His suffering is our salvation - for that we should give thanks each day.    

And so like those wise men of old, let us bow the knee before our King, let us bring our gifts, costly 
and rare, let us commit our lives to the service of Jesus the king.   

To God be all glory and honor and power and blessing, now and forever. Amen.  

   


