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On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. 

In the name… 

 Peace and blessings to you in this new year of  Our Lord 2019 and on this, the Feast of  the 
Epiphany. Seldom does this principal feast of  the Christian year fall on a Sunday, and so it is a 
special joy to share in this festivity in the regular course of  Sunday celebrations as a parish. The 
Epiphany not only marks the end of  Christmas and the traditional day at Christmas time for 
celebrating and gift-giving, but it also points the way ahead. For, the Epiphany is the first sign in the 
Gospel that, in Jesus, God was indeed bringing about the salvation and restoration of  all peoples 
and not Israel only. Isaiah prophesied that, when the Messiah was revealed, “Nations shall come to 
your light, and kings to the brightness of  your dawn.” Before him, the Psalmist proclaimed, “All 
kings shall bow down before him, and all the nations do him service.” And before them all, at the 
very beginning of  God’s covenant relationship with Abraham and his children, the Lord promised 
to Abraham that, “by [his] offspring shall all the nations of  the earth gain blessing for themselves.”   1

 The Magi of  this morning’s Gospel, who came bearing gifts for the new-born king of  the Jews, 
are the first Gentiles to encounter Jesus; the first signs that, in Jesus, God was revealing himself  to 
the nations. And so began the manifestation of  God’s promised redemption of  the whole world 
through his people, Israel. 

 It is impossible to know if  they understood what they were doing. Matthew provides us few 
clues, but that they went to Jerusalem — the seat of  Judaean power and government — rather than 
to Bethlehem, suggests that they weren’t fully acquainted with Hebrew Scripture, and thus also not 
with God’s promises concerning the birth of  the Messiah. All it seems they knew for sure is that a 
star had appeared, signaling a momentous event taking place in Judea. They knew enough to call this 
star “his star” — that is, a star associated with the king of  the Jews — and to bring with them gifts 
fit for the occasion. And they knew that the journey — what Herod reckons later took two years — 
would be worth what they found when they arrived.  

 And indeed, it seems that it was. Matthew tells us that, when they had finally made their way to 
Bethlehem, “they were overwhelmed with joy.” The fact that they had to search diligently signals that 
no obvious signs of  kingship or importance surrounded the house or its inhabitants. Yet, what they 
found when they “saw the child with Mary his mother” was sufficiently moving and compelling that 
they did what they came to do: “they knelt down and paid him homage” and “then, opening their 
treasure chests, they offered him gifts of  gold, frankincense, and myrrh.” What was it about the two 
of  them — Mary and Jesus — that elicited joy and worship from wise men of  a foreign land? 
Matthew remains silent. It is clear, however, that they came searching for a king and found one. That 
they did not return to Herod as instructed suggests that they felt some allegiance to this child and 
his kingship. 

 Clearly, not everyone had the same reaction, Herod chief  among them. He held the title of  King 
of  Judea, but this was his only by an act of  the Roman Senate.  This meant that, while he had great 2
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to control the people he ruled who did not support him. The possibility of  a natural-born king, 
raised up from among the people of  Israel in keeping with the prophecy that stretch back to 
Abraham: this was an existential threat to Herod. The political danger it represented was absolute. 
And so he, like the Magi, diligently sought to find this Messiah but with entirely different motives. In 
time, Herod would resort to killing all the male children of  Bethlehem in order to ensure his 
position and security. He was interested in finding Jesus, to be sure; but not to bring gifts or to offer 
praise. He was interested in finding Jesus for his own ends and gain. 

 What a strange thing: pagan Gentiles from the East, without knowledge of  God’s promises 
concerning the Messiah, greet the child who is born king of  the Jews with praise and lavish gifts; 
while Herod, a Jew not only with the benefit of  the Scriptures but also priests and scribes to help 
him discern them, greets the same news with fear and murderous jealousy. Both seek the same child, 
though with entirely different ends in mind. 

 Herod and the Magi, then, are for us archetypes. They stand for the poles around which those 
who seek Jesus have always gathered. At one extreme, are the Magi who seek Jesus for no reason but 
to know him and delight in his presence. They bring gold for a king who will not rule them; incense 
to be burned as a fragrant offering to a God who they do not know; myrrh to dress the wounds of  a 
crucified Lord whose death they could not anticipate. Their intentions, like their offerings, are pure. 
They lack knowledge but not love. Their aim is simply to pay homage to Jesus for who and what he 
is.  

 Herod, however, is the opposite pole. He seeks the same Jesus and with equal fervor, but to 
satisfy his own, private ends and ambitions. Despite the benefit of  great knowledge and resources, 
he is devoid of  love for Jesus. His motives don’t even have the benefit of  being mixed. It is his birth-
right to know and love and serve the Lord born in his midst, and yet he trades it willingly for worldly 
power and gain. 

 That we celebrate today the Feast of  the Epiphany signals the pole around which the Church 
remains oriented. Yet many in every generation have been drawn toward Herod, seeking out Jesus to 
satisfy their own ends. Many do still, though few ever have with motives so nakedly and wholly 
wicked as Herod once did. Much more common and subtle is the desire to co-opt Jesus, putting him 
in the service of  some other ambition — political, social, economic, or cultural. One needn’t look 
farther than politicians who cater to religious sentiment, pay lip-service to Christian values, or who 
practice a false, public piety to garner votes to see that Herod’s interest in Jesus is alive and well. 
Often, for average people, it is by way of  complex and mixed motives that we are drawn into the 
orbit of  Herod — seeking Jesus for therapeutic, moral, or relational ends. Think here of  self-help 
books that promise peace, happiness, and contentment to those who follow Jesus, health and wealth, 
or of  the old habit of  bringing children to Church so that they receive good moral formation.  

 It turns out to be incredibly easy to be drawn toward the pole at which Herod stands, to seek 
Jesus for private ends and aims. But this is why worship remains at the heart of  Christian practice. 
For worship is given alongside and in the spirit of  the Magi of  this morning’s Gospel, those bringing 
their gifts and their praise for no reason but for who and what Jesus is. The worship of  God is not 
for us to feel close to God, nor to arouse religious sentiment, nor to keep us entertained. It is strictly 
and solely for God, given because of  who and what Jesus is. It is without remainder homage paid to 
the Messiah who reconciles the world to God in his blood. For this reason, true worship can only 
flow from love. Love alone makes worship pure and credible and acceptable. The incense we burn 
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today, our prayers and praise, music, worship, and attention — these are all gifts laid alongside those 
brought once by the Magi from the East. May God receive them likewise as pure gifts, given in love. 

I have said…
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