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INI 
 
 
You may have had the experience of hearing different people tell you about 

the same events. Sometimes it’s difficult to reconcile the accounts, almost 

as though they were talking about different things. We have some of that in 

moving back and forth between Luke and Matthew. Today we’re back to 

Matthew, after hearing the Luke Christmas narrative a couple of times and 

the first chapter of John last week. 

 

It’s worth teasing these stories apart so we see what the gospel of Matthew 

is telling us about Jesus.  

 

The Christmas story we’re most familiar with is really a combination of the 

stories from Luke and Matthew. From Luke, we get Mary and Joseph 

traveling to Bethlehem to comply with a registration ordered by Caesar. 

There is no room at the inn, so they are directed to a stable, where Jesus is 

1 



born. Luke tells us of shepherds and angels. This is most of the scene we 

see in Christmas pageants and nativity scenes. Many carols are based on 

this story.  

 

The star and wise people from the East are not in Luke, but in Matthew. 

And I will refer to Wise people, since likely there were also women traveling 

in the magi party. In the gospel of Matthew, Mary and Joseph live in 

Bethlehem, in a house. The Wise People, or magi, come to the house 

where Jesus is, after following a star. They may have come from Persia 

and were well-educated, being familiar with constellations and assigning 

meanings to the stars.  

 

It was not unheard of in those days for kings to send emissaries to greet 

the birth of a king in another land. Herod would have understood the 

custom, which is why he was so afraid when these people came to him and 

asked where they could find the young King of the Jews. Herod thought he 

was the king of Judea and was threatened by the idea of another king, 

heralded by a star, evidence of a real king. 
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Herod was not a strong, confident leader. He served at the pleasure of 

Rome and could be removed from power for any reason. Like many weak, 

insecure leaders, he was easily threatened and lashed out against any 

threat. We can easily imagine him trash-talking this new King of the Jews. 

But not to the distinguished visitors from the East. To maintain the facade 

of competence, he had his staff find out where the King of the Jews was to 

be born and directed the wise people to Bethlehem. Herod also asked them 

to come back and tell him where the baby Jesus was so that he could also 

go worship him. 

 

So as we read in today’s Gospel, the Wise People went to the house where 

Mary, Joseph and the baby were and knelt before him, with precious gifts 

that reaffirmed Jesus’s position as a king. 

 

Some people have made some humor out of the gifts of gold, frankincense 

and myrrh, saying truly wise people should have brought something more 

practical, maybe some diapers, baby toys, a crib, or even a casserole.  
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The gospel’s point is that these gifts are not practical. They’re extravagant. 

Just as God’s gift to us, of Jesus being born among us, is extravagant. I 

imagine many of the gifts that you gave or received from those you love are 

not practical, but extravagant, showing your love. Many of us have learned 

not to give practical gifts, but to give something beautiful, utterly 

impractical, and a great demonstration of love. 

 

Giving practical gifts carries an assumption by the giver that they know 

what the recipient needs. In some cases that’s OK, as when a parent gives 

a child clothing they know they need. Well, it may not be OK with the child, 

who really wanted an iPad. But between adults, such an assumption 

patronizes the recipient, taking away their power and agency over their own 

lives. The Wise people did not do that to Mary and Joseph, but shared their 

best, very impractical gifts. 

 

Rather than go back to Herod, the wise people went home by another way, 

as an angel had warned them in a dream. An angel also warned Mary and 

Joseph to leave Bethlehem. Herod decided to take no chances with this 

new King and ordered all boys under the age of two in the region of 
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Bethlehem to be killed. Mary and Joseph escaped the slaughter of the 

innocents, as this event is known, by fleeing to Egypt. They were refugees, 

fleeing their home to avoid Jesus being killed by Herod, and going to a 

distant land. 

 

Notice the timing - Herod determined the star appeared to the wise people 

as much as two years earlier. Jesus was a toddler by now, as they seek 

asylum in Egypt. We can be thankful that the rulers of Egypt allowed the 

holy family to stay together in Egypt until they could return safely. 

 

From time immemorial, people have left their own land, where they were 

threatened with rape, injury or death, to go to another country where they 

might find safety. In the time of Jesus, borders were fairly porous. Until the 

late 19th century, people moved back and forth depending on where there 

was work or safety. Until very recently some rural border crossings 

between New England and Quebec only had a gate and an intercom - 

people crossed largely unhindered. Today the rights of refugees are 

protected by treaties and laws. But our government acts as though 

refugees are somehow a threat to us. The lesson of Jesus fleeing to Egypt 
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should help us see Jesus in the refugees fleeing to our country, just as 

most state governors of both parties have told the administration they will 

not bar refugees from coming to their states. 

 

Jesus and the holy family found safety in Egypt. Some time later, Joseph 

again had a dream in which an angel told him that Herod had died and they 

could return home. But they went to Nazareth instead of Bethlehem, as 

they were afraid that Archelaus, successor to Herod, was no improvement 

and they needed to be far away, in Galilee. 

 

How are we to read this story of the Incarnation of Jesus, with no 

shepherds, no stable, no angels singing Gloria? In Matthew we have a 

royal birth, attested by a star and distinguished emissaries from a distant 

land. And a King who is a threat to the power of Rome, so much of a threat 

that the appointed king of Judea struck down all the young boys, heedless 

of the misery and sorrow he caused. 

 

Matthew places Jesus in his role as royalty, descended from Jewish rulers, 

from Abraham and David. We and the wise people encounter in this 
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Epiphany the reality of God being born as a child, but a child who is the 

culmination of an age-old dream, of the revelation of God to the whole 

world. 

 

Jesus brings an epiphany to the world, a revelation of God as a child, going 

beyond the anticipation of an anointed one, the king of the Jews, to a God 

for the whole world. The wise people did not come to Jesus as the people 

of Judea did. The writer of the gospel of Matthew carefully places Jesus as 

the fulfillment of the prophecies, and then goes beyond them. We should 

not be surprised that people from another culture, not Jews, but probably 

Zoroastrians, also came to worship the Christ Child. They came in their 

own way, according to their own traditions. And in their own way they 

fulfilled the prophecies that we read this morning from Isaiah and Psalms. 

The offerings of gold, frankincense and myrrh are not traditional Jewish 

gifts. The wise people came to worship the new king, but according to their 

culture. Just so, we welcome people to St John’s who bring their own 

culture and traditions to us. Over the years we have expanded our 

repertoire of hymns and worship styles as our membership has grown and 

become more diverse. We are not a church of only cradle Episcopalians, 
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singing only Episcopalian and Anglican hymns, or using only the Book of 

Common Prayer. In addition to those who have been part of St John’s all 

their lives we welcome many from other churches and faith traditions and 

from no church at all. 

 

Just as Mary and Joseph did not expect the wise people, we cannot predict 

who will walk through our doors. We only know that we have new people 

here every Sunday. We welcome you. We expect that you bring your own 

experience and understanding of Jesus, wherever you are on your faith 

journey. We encourage you to join with us as we learn about each other 

and how you followed in the steps of the wise people and came to this 

place to worship Jesus with us. 

 

As we say in our welcome statement, We will be better because you are 

here.  

 
-------------------------------------------- 
 
https://episcopalchurch.org/library/sermon/stars-feast-epiphany-2019 
 
https://politicaltheology.com/the-gifts-we-give-matthew-21-12/ 
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