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Epiphany  
 
Matthew 2 v 1 – 12 

 
This year we have had over 20 Christmas cards showing the wise men journeying to 
Bethlehem. Many of them show the dominant star in the sky as they travel on their camels 
across the desert landscape, while others show them kneeling in homage beside the infant 
Jesus as he lies in the manger with his parents looking on.  
 
These are very popular Christmas card images, yet I’m sure most of us are aware of the fact 
that the wise men don't really belong in the nativity scene, despite the fact that we have just 
placed them there today! 
 
In Matthew’s account, the so familiar reading that we have just heard the wise men are 
searching for the child who has been born king of the Jews, not a baby lying in a manger, and 
rather than entering the stable when they saw that the star had stopped ….. they entered the 
house, but I don't have a problem with them being there with the shepherds in the stable 
today, as we are just drawing the different elements of the Christmas story together into one 
scene as we celebrate Epiphany, which is after all part of the church celebration of the 
Christmas season. 
 
The arrival of the wise men is traditionally celebrated today the 6th January, but there are a 
lot of things that we don’t know about these mysterious travellers from the east. 
 
How many there were?  
Just before Christmas there was an article on the BBC News website suggesting that there 
may have been twelve! Matthew doesn’t tell us how many, although he does say they brought 
just three gifts – so perhaps that is where the image of three came from – do read it for 
yourself and decide what you think. 
 
What were their names; again we are not told but there is an Armenian tradition identifying 
the "Magi of Bethlehem" as Balthasar of Arabia, Melchior of Persia, and Gaspar of India, again 
I leave you to decide your own view on names. 
 
Where exactly did they come from, and just how far had they travelled following the star, and 
of course for how long? There is much we do not know but we do know they studied the stars 
and were familiar with the Hebrew Scriptures and we do know that they came with special 
gifts for the infant king. Matthew tells us 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. 
 
Gold, frankincense and myrrh – what strange gifts for a child.  
 
Some speculate that these gifts were the principal items used in magic that wise men from 
the east dabbled in. So in giving the infant Christ gold, frankincense and myrrh, they were in 



effect handing over their tools of trade. They were symbolically letting go of their past 
because they had found a new guiding star – the Christ child. I’ll leave you to ponder on that 
one. 
 
Others have reasoned that these gifts are symbols of who this infant was.  
Gold is a gift for a king. It represents power and wealth. This child Jesus being royal and kingly.  
 
Frankincense because he is God come to earth, and this symbolised his divinity. 
 
And Myrrh that was used in embalming the dead, which indicated this his humanity and 
foreshadowed his suffering and death as Saviour of the world.  
 
These have been popular interpretations of the gifts that the wise men brought, but Matthew 
doesn’t give us any explanation why they brought gold, frankincense and myrrh. Matthew 
simply gives us the facts, they knelt, they worshipped and they gave. 
 
To us these might seem rather useless gifts but what do you give to this child who is all-
powerful, who is Emmanuel, God with us, the one who controls the stars to such an extent 
that a particularly bright star travels westward and stops over the place where he and his 
parents were living?  
 
When the creator of the universe reaches down from heaven and touches the earth, chooses 
to come to us, to come in the flesh, as one of us, what do you give?  
 
Surely the wise men must have realised that their expensive presents were hardly adequate 
for the child born in the manger, for Emmanuel, God with us, but I suggest that this is the 
point, the point is that there is nothing that they or we can give that is worthy of the one we 
come each week to worship. 
 
So, what can we give in return?  
 
All we can do is like the wise men, kneel in homage and offer all that we are, and all that we 
have inadequate though that is. Perhaps we just need to be like those men from the east who 
simply came to worship the child who has been born king of the Jews.  
 
Perhaps we just need to come, to come this week and each week and bring to him our praise, 
our music and our singing. To bring him the words of our liturgy, the words we say as we pray; 
to bring him our best. All we can do is to offer God the best of what we have at this moment. 
The best of our time, the best of our talents and the best of our wealth, the best of ourselves.  
 
The wise men brought their treasures, and to many of us they must seem extravagant and 
symbolic gifts of the child they have travelled so far to see, yet I suspect the greatest gift they 
offered was bending the knee and bowing the head in worship.  
 
That was I suspect the best gift of all for the Christ child, the one who was there in the 
beginning at the creation of the universe, the one who would in due time heal the sick, feed 
thousands with a few fish and a few bread rolls, the one who would produce an abundance 



of wine at a wedding celebration, the who would give totally of himself for our salvation, the 
one who needs nothing from us except our love; this is the best gift we can offer, the gift of 
our love, the gift of ourselves to the one who is Emanuel, God with us. 
 
I wonder how the wise men felt that day kneeling at the feet of a toddler?  
 
Did they realise I wonder that even the gift of themselves was something far too small for this 
king of kings. What we give to God may seem so trivial and poor, but what we are asked to 
give is the giving of ourselves; that is the most important gift we can give, because that is the 
best we can give. 
 
On Tuesday we celebrated the beginning of a new year, a time when many of us make a new 
year’s resolution or a promises to ourselves that things will be different in the coming year. 
This will be the year that …. I’ll leave you to fill in the blank! 
Today is the first Sunday of the New Year and once again we have heard about the gifts of the 
wise men. Let’s take a moment to pause and think about how we want to respond  to the God 
who was born in a manger just for us.  
 
How will we respond to him this year? 
What are we prepared to give back to him of our time, our talents, and our wealth? 
 
How willing are we to spend time with him in worship and prayer? 
How willing are we to spend time reading his Word?  
 
How willing are we to give of ourselves and our time to those who need to feel God’s love 
and compassion in their lives?  
 
How willing are too we give God, not second best, not what’s simply what’s ‘good enough’, 
but the best of what we have to offer?  
 
Matthew tells us the wise men left for their country by another road. As we begin this New 
Year we have the opportunity to do the same, we too can take a different path, we can take 
the path that makes Jesus the centre of everything we are and everything we do. 
 
Our challenge as we step out into 2019 is to make everything we do a gift worth giving back 
to God. God came to us and gave himself to us because he loves us; may that love be shown 
in us and through us; that is the treasure he longs for us to give, that is our gold, and 
frankincense and myrrh, that is what he longs for us to offer him today. 
 
What shall I bring you, 
King, my king, 
Creator and giver of everything? 
What shall I bring? 
 
What shall I bring you, 
King, my king? 
The love in my heart, 



the songs I sing, 
the will to obey you in everything. 
These I will bring you, O king, my king! 
 
Elizabeth Rooney 


