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Matthew 2:1-12 

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East came to 

Jerusalem, 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." When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all 

Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of 

them where the Messiah was to be born. They told him, "In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been 

written by the prophet: 

 

`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.'" 

 

Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when the star had 

appeared. 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." 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. When they saw that the star had stopped, they were 

overwhelmed with joy. 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. And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their 

own country by another road. 

 

 

There is some debate as to when it all started or what led up to it, but in Persia there were three men.  

Some call them kings, although it’s questionable that they were really actually kings.  Others call them 

Wisemen or Magi.  I think that there is no doubt that they were that.  It is possible that they were Jewish 

descendants, at least partially, from the exile to Babylon centuries before.  They certainly had a keen 

interest and understanding of what the prophets had written.   

 

They were probably something like well off professors at the local university.  Learned, well regarded, 

very comfortable.  When I think about them, I like to picture them in a large room with scrolls scattered 

about while each one of them mined for clues to the big things of the world.  They most likely would 

have spent their evenings and nights in the courtyard with their equipment studying the stars and the 

planets.  Most recently they would have been out trying to make sense of some very interesting and 

unique developments in the night sky and that is when their part of our story begins.   
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At the same time as the interesting changes in the sky, they are re-reading passages from the Jewish 

writings like the one in Numbers that says, “A Star shall come out of Jacob; A Scepter shall rise out of 

Israel…”  A star in the land of Jacob; that’s the sign they have been watching for.  A kingly scepter out 

of Israel; that’s what the sign was going to point towards.  And up in their night sky, they see heavenly 

bodies that seem to be on a collision course and when they overlap will make one of the brightest events 

in the sky in thousands of years.   Something was happening.  They knew it and, more than that, they 

believed it pointed to something big.  So, they decide to take a trip.   

 

Now, this was not like hopping on the local commuter flight from Babylon to Jerusalem, International.  

All said and done, this would take up a good part of a year on the back of a camel.  It would disrupt their 

lives and it would stretch their comforts.   

 

As they prepared, their students and others around them had to think that they had lost their minds.  

They explained that they were going to Judah, a Roman occupied country, to find a Jewish baby who 

wasn’t even born yet, but would eventually grow up to be a king for a people who had no kingdom to be 

king of. 

 

What they were taking on really didn’t sound very wise.  But I think that the wise men were very wise 

and here’s why. 

 

They were wise because they prepared themselves.   

 

They prepared themselves to know the facts so that they would be prepared to understand what needed 

to be understood when it was time to understand.  Did you get all that?  They prepared themselves so 

that they would be able to get it when God gave it.  They learned about the heavens; about the stars and 

the planets.  They studied the stars’ direction and their history.  They knew what was normal and what 

was not.   

 

On top of this, they also read and knew the writings.  They had to have studied the Jewish Scripture and 

known what the prophets had predicted.  They knew that a Messiah was predicted and that there would 

be signs of his arrival.  They were able to take what they read about God and his plan and then apply it 

to what they knew of and saw within creation.  They saw the writings of the prophets together with the 

movement of creation as a puzzle to be grappled with.  As a riddle to be understood in order to grow 

closer to what God was doing.  They were wise because they prepared themselves to be in the position 

to understand what God was up to so that they might be part of it.   

 

Things really haven’t changed.  Our preparation looks a little different maybe, but really not all that 

much.  We too are to be wise in our preparation by reading the Bible, engaging in daily devotions, 

attending Christian education and formation programs, striving to understand God’s creation, and being 

within an intentional faith community.  We too are to take what we learn from God’s Word, and through 



3 

 

our participation in our faith community, and through our understanding of God’s creation, and apply 

that to our lives so that we can truly understand the big picture.  They all go together.  We are called to 

be in community to prepare so that we can recognize and understand what God is doing… so that we too 

can be part of it. 

 

And they were wise in their understanding that they were on a journey and it wasn’t going to be easy.   

 

Like I said before, they didn’t just go online and make their reservations and then alert Uber.  They 

accepted that, if they were to be part of what God was doing, they had to put everything else into their 

proper perspective.  Sacrifices would have to be made.  The trip to Israel would take up to three months.  

Three months on the back of a camel, hopefully a happy camel.  You know they spit, right?   

 

At the end of each day their camp would have to be set up and then in the morning packed up again.  

They were traveling across the Syrian desert, the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, and over challenging 

mountains with limited supplies and meager accommodations.  There were bandits along the road and 

water was not plentiful.   

 

And it was not just the elements and the robbers that they would be up against.  They had the powers 

and principalities to contend with.  Herod was ruthless in how he dealt with those who were followers of 

anyone but himself, especially followers of this Messiah, this King of the Jews, who was to come.  I 

wonder how we today would react if we were subject to the death penalty, if we followed Jesus?  Or, as 

I have heard it said, if it became illegal to be Christian, would there be enough evidence in our lives to 

convict us?  How far outside of our comfort zones would we go for our faith? 

 

This is not just an intangible, spiritual journey that we are on together.  It is real and it has real 

challenges and real consequences.  It requires sacrifice and determination.  But more than that, it takes a 

decision that opens our lives to God’s grace and leading, which is what empowers our dedication. 

  

They were wise in the preparation.  They were wise in the realities of commitment to a path.  And they 

were wise in the gifts they brought to this special king.   

 

Gold, Frankincense, and Myrrh.  These were not just things they quickly grabbed on the way out the 

door.  These were precious elements.  They were the very best they had.  They were giving to God from 

the top, not from what they had left over.   

 

And more than that, they had obviously given the gift some thought.  I like how they portray the giving 

in the movie The Nativity Story.  Melchior approaches the child placing his ornate container on the 

ground in front of him: “Gold; for the King of kings.”  Gold; a symbol of power and royalty.  Balthazar 

does the same: “Frankincense; for the Priest of all priest,” he says.  Frankincense was burned in the 

temple as incense for God.  That was its sole purpose.  It was not to be used for anything else.  And 
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finally, Gaspar, with a certain amount of torment and heartbreak, drops hard to his knees in front of 

Jesus: “The gift of Myrrh,” he says solemnly, “to honor your sacrifice.”  Myrrh was a spice used in the 

preparation of bodies for burial.  Wise gifts for King, Priest, and Savior. 

 

Most of all, however, they were wise in their faith.   

 

They were wise in their faith and had a lot to teach us for our time.  They showed us how to strive for 

understanding so we would be prepared for what God will do.  They showed us that faith was a journey 

that required a choice to engage it and the dedication to fulfill it.  And they showed us that faith required 

giving the best of ourselves. 

 

You see, if they hadn’t studied, they would not have been able to connect the signs in order to be part of 

the mission of the coming Messiah.  If they had not made the decision, and dedicated themselves to take 

that personal journey, they would not have been able to be where they were called to be in order to be 

with the Christ.  And if they had not given generously and sacrificially of themselves, they would not 

have been able to place value appropriately where it belonged.  If they had not engaged it all, they would 

have missed the Epiphany, the revealing of the Savior to the entire world. 

 

Is experiencing Christ in our lives something that happens spontaneously, or do we somehow prepare 

ourselves for the event through the journey we embrace?  The message of the wise men of Epiphany tell 

us that it is the latter.   

 

Amen 


