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In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of 

the Holy Spirit. Amen. Although we are celebrating 

Epiphany this morning, the actual day on the Church 

calendar for this event was yesterday. Epiphany is when 

we recall the journey of the Magi who saw the star of 

Jesus in the Eastern sky and came worship Him. But 

who were these men from the East who had come to 

worship our Lord Jesus? All we really know about them 

is that they were men of great learning. Because they 

offered our newborn King gifts of gold, frankincense, 

and myrrh, popular tradition has portrayed them as be-

ing three in number. And in view of this morning’s Old 

Testament lesson, it’s also been thought that they must 

have been kings. But whether they were three in num-

ber – or were, in fact, kings at all – really has nothing to 

do with Matthew’s primary purpose in relating this 

event to us here in this text. 

The Holy Spirit’s purpose in using Matthew to rec-

ord this event is to set before us a contrast – a contrast 

so that you and I might see how these men – these men 

who were undoubtedly Gentiles and not Jews – differed 

in their knowledge, conduct and behavior from King 

Herod and the rest of the local Jewish “upper crust.” 

Herein lies an irony so great that none should fail to 

take notice of it. These men – these mere Gentiles – 

knew that which was unknown to Herod, to the most 

learned leaders of the Jews, and to all the rest of Jerusa-

lem. These men knew that the Messiah had come – that 

He for whom the entire Jewish Nation had supposedly 

been waiting had now been born in a manger to Mary. 

And, it was as a result of this event alone that they had 

come so that they might bow down in worshipful adora-

tion before this newborn King – while at the same time 

Herod and all the rest of Jerusalem were sitting com-

pletely in the dark as to what had just happened right 

underneath their collective noses! 

“When King Herod heard this,” Matthew writes, “he 

was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. So Herod 

called together all the chief priests and teachers of the 

Law, and he queried them concerning where the Christ 

Child was to be born. ‘In Bethlehem of Judea,’ they 

replied, ‘for this is what the prophet has written: “But 

you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means 

least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you will 

come a Ruler who will be the Shepherd of My people 

Israel.”’” It appears that the religious leaders of the 

Jews were apparently not completely without insight. 

Their knowledge of the Scriptures was significant. They 

knew much regarding this Messiah. Yet isn’t it interest-

ing that these Gentile Magi knew what Herod, the reli-

gious leaders and the people did not know – that is, that 

this Messiah had already come! 

Herod and Jerusalem, when they heard this news, 

were hardly filled awe and  joy, but instead with uncer-

tainty, apprehension and fear. What undoubtedly added 

to their confusion was the identity of these men who 

were proclaiming this joyous Good News. They were 

Gentiles! Was this coming King to be King of the Gen-

tiles as well as the Jews? Or would this coming King be 

King of the Gentiles alone since the Jews knew nothing 

of His entrance into the world? The blindness of the 

Jews at the arrival of their king and His purpose for 

coming is most revealing, isn’t it? And their reaction to 

the ones who brought this news to them is even more 

telling. This event makes it clear that, while the prom-

ised appearing of the King of kings was to be made 

known throughout the world, His Epiphany, that is, the 

revelation of His birth, wouldn’t necessarily be held in 

esteem by all who were witness to it. 

To be sure, it was the Jews themselves who would 

be the first not to hold Jesus’ coming in great esteem. 

Herod, their king and leader, would serve as the person-

ification of everything lacking in the Jews’ response to 

the coming of the Savior. Herod would call the Magi to 

meet with him secretly to determine the exact moment 

when His star had appeared. Then Herod would send 

them to Bethlehem with instructions to make a careful 

search for the Child – so that as soon as they found Him 

they might report back to Herod so that he could then 

go to worship Him. But God revealed to the Magi in a 

dream that Herod’s plan had nothing to do with wor-

ship. Rather, Herod intended to destroy Jesus as soon as 

he could discern His whereabouts. 

So when the Magi frustrated Herod’s plans by not 

reporting back, Herod – showing the true color and na-

ture of his intentions – brutally slaughtered every male 

child two years old or younger in Bethlehem and the 

surrounding regions. Already then – even at the very 

beginning of Jesus’ life – His coming and Lordship rep-

resented to the Jews a threat rather than a blessing. And 



precious little would change in later years. A rebellion 

would arise against Jesus which would ultimately carry 

Him to the cross, for it seems that far too many of the 

Jewish people – even though God had chosen them to 

be His own and promised them an eternal inheritance in 

the coming of His Son – would rather destroy God’s 

Son than be defined by Him. 

In the person of the Magi, however, we encounter an 

entirely different disposition. “After they heard Herod, 

the king,” Matthew concludes, “they went on their way, 

and the star they had seen in the East went ahead of 

them until it stopped over the place where the Child 

was. When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. On 

coming to the house, they saw the Child with His moth-

er Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped Him. 

Then they opened their treasures and presented Him 

with gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And after 

having been warned in a dream not to go back to Her-

od, they returned to their country by another route” lest 

Herod discover where the Child was living. 

In the Magi then what we encounter is adoration, 

praise, worship and the proper giving of thanks. We 

meet those who would eventually become the Church 

of the New Testament – a Church composed not of 

those who rejected the coming of God’s Son, but those 

who joyfully embraced Him – especially among the 

Gentiles. In the arrival of these Magi, dear Christian, 

your own inclusion into the Church of God was fore-

shadowed. What it means to be a “wise” person is 

therein laid bare. And the promise of your eventual par-

ticipation in the identity and purpose of the Christ Child 

is clearly revealed. The locals – the “insiders” – the 

Jews – refused to receive this Christ Child as Lord, but 

to those who did not refuse Him – to those who re-

ceived Him – those who believed and placed their trust 

in Him as Messiah – He has given power to become the 

children of God, even as the Scriptures foretell. And if 

you’re a child of God – as St. Paul teaches – then you 

are also an heir – an heir of the promise – an heir of the 

eternal kingdom which came into this world with the 

Epiphany of Christ – with the appearing of the King of 

kings, born of the Virgin in a lowly stable many long 

years ago. 

Dear friends, there are so many important reasons 

for you to be gathered here in this place today as once 

again we celebrate the coming, the appearing, the 

Epiphany of our King of kings and Lord of lords. There 

are so many important reasons for you to come, just as 

the Magi did, to that place where the flesh and blood of 

the Child born to Mary has promised to be found – 

which is in this very place – this Church and House of 

Worship. But remember – and never forget – that 

what’s most important about you being here in this 

place is not the gifts you might be bringing to our Lord 

– not that gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh, the 

equivalent of a king’s ransom, are inappropriate gifts to 

be brought in thanksgiving and praise to Him who 

alone is King of all Creation and the Author of our sal-

vation. But what’s most important about you being here 

in this place is the gift our Lord deigns to give to you – 

the gift of Himself – the gift of life and salvation which 

was forged for you and for all in His cradle and on His 

cross. It’s the gift you received in the water of Holy 

Baptism – the gift God sustains in you by means of the 

Church’s regular Gospel ministry to you, your family, 

your friends, and your loved ones – that ministry of 

God’s holy Word and His blessed Sacraments. 

This is the gift without which there is no life – for 

the royal gift Christ brings, the royal gift He gives, is 

the golden ransom of His very own flesh and blood giv-

en up in sacrifice for the life of the world. The savory 

aroma of that incense – the offering up of His very own 

life – is the only thing that can appease the wrath of a 

just and righteous God. Christ’s own flesh, anointed 

with the ointment of a cruel, horrible death, is the only 

gift powerful enough to clothe sinners such as we are 

with Christ’s true righteousness, which alone is able to 

spare you from God’s final judgment, and sustain you 

both now and forever unto life eternal. It’s that same 

flesh and blood which He gives to you in the blessed 

Sacrament of His body and blood so that He might be 

yours – and so that you might be His for time and all 

eternity. So rejoice, therefore, dear child of God, and be 

exceedingly joyful. For as our Lord and Savior Jesus 

Christ once came long ago in womb of the blessed Vir-

gin, you may be sure that He will certainly be coming 

again – only this time with great power and great might 

– coming to usher in that kingdom which will have no 

end – and to bring you home to that place He earned for 

us all through His birth, life, suffering, death and resur-

rection. May it always be so for His name’s sake. 

Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-

standing, will keep your hearts and minds, by faith in 

Christ Jesus, unto life everlasting. Amen. 

 


