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Matthew 2:1-12 
1In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise 
men from the East came to Jerusalem, 2asking, “Where is the child who has 
been born king of the Jews? For we have observed his star at its rising, and 
have come to pay him homage.” 3When King Herod heard this he was 
frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; 4and calling together all the chief 
priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was 
to be born. 5They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written 
by the prophet: 6‘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.’” 
 7Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the 
exact time when the star appeared. 8Then 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.” 9When they had hear 
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. 10When 
they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. 11On 
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. 12And having been warned in a 
dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road. 
  
 We know the scene well; young girl, wearing blue, clearly that’s Mary, 

the mother of Jesus; Joseph, draped by drab cloth in a myriad of tans and 

browns. Both remain silent players on our stage. We add a baby doll from the 

church nursery, usually the one that is the cleanest, which often means the 

one that is also the most creepy looking. But, it’s okay, we’ll wrap it in a 

blanket and no one will know. No one really looks at the baby in the manger 

anyway, because we’re busy taking pictures of all the cute kids. Angels with 

gold garland halos … one, two, three … however many you have, we’ll take 

‘em all! In come the shepherds, sometimes with some sheep, other times, with 

the poor kid who was cast as a donkey. Finally, the wise men; the three 



   

kings. If you have a really progressive play director, girls can fill in these 

roles, too … and then, we’ll call them the magi. Three, dressed in the most 

royal of all the costumes we can pull together from our supply, carrying the 

fanciest of containers we can find in our Sunday school rooms. It doesn’t 

matter that they’re empty, because we know, in one you’ll find gold, in 

another, frankincense, in the last, myrrh, whatever that is!?  Sometimes, 

because tradition says, we even give these wise guys names, “Melchior, 

Gaspar, and Balthasar.”   

 Although it’s now widely recognized as historically invalid, it’s an 

adorable scene and even many of the most historically accurate clergy can’t 

resist the yearly recreation for the benefit of parents, grandparents, aunts, 

uncles and the rest of the church family that gathers together to celebrate the 

nativity scene.   

 It makes for great photos. It provides the perfect cover for our 

Christmas cards. It’s recreated in nativity sets around the world. Yet, 

contrary to popular perceptions, the writer of the Gospel of Matthew doesn’t 

speak of three magi, nor does he refer to them as kings. Over the years, we’ve 

deduced the number from the number of gifts named in the text, although 

one early tradition puts the number at twelve, which has interesting 

parallels to the disciples called later in Jesus’ life. Rather than picturing 

them as three royal riders outlined against a desert sky, it’s probably more 

accurate to think of a caravan including magi, servants, and supplies, all of 

whom have been traveling for weeks, if not months. We aren’t actually told 

how long an interval had passed between the time the magi sighted the star 

and their arrival in Jerusalem, but Herod’s subsequent order, which we find 

in verse 16, to kill all children two years old and younger, indicates an 

extended period of time has gone by. So, while it’s cute to see everyone 

gathered around the infant lying in the straw, it’s unlikely that the magi 

were there with Jesus at the same time as any shepherds.   



   

 Some might suggest that given the historical inaccuracy of the story 

we’ve constructed, that the story isn’t true, but I believe that some stories, 

regardless of their historical accuracy, hold truth in abundance for those with 

eyes, and ears, and hearts open to experience it. The story of Epiphany is one 

of those stories.   

 Epiphany, from the Greek root meaning, “reveal,” is the celebration of 

the magi, the stargazing, expert astrologists from a distant land, who follow a 

star into alien territory, seeking a child who was born to be king of Jews. In 

many ways, these foreigners are an odd lot to show up in the birth narrative 

of Jesus and yet, when they do, they reveal and make clear to us that this 

newly born child is not only for the Jews but for all the nations. This newly 

born king has come for the magi from foreign lands, for the early church 

beyond the bounds of Jerusalem, for all the generations of people to follow … 

for you and me, today.   

 Matthew’s gospel tells us that these exotic foreigners with their 

alternative spiritual ways, who have been willing to travel the long distances 

to get to Bethlehem, are better informed about the truth of this child than 

most inhabitants of Jerusalem. Matthew’s gospel makes clear that their 

seeking of the truth is both honored and rewarded.   

 This is so very important for us today. We live in a time of great 

spiritual ache. Our culture makes it clear that there are seekers of every sort, 

people trying to make their way to the most fulfilling destination possible as 

they respond to a deep interior longing. Many dabble in an untold number of 

spiritual approaches. Even those of us within the Christian tradition 

continue to seek. Astrology and horoscopes, meditation, visualization, 

spending time in nature, practicing gratitude, yoga, Tai Chi, self-help books 

and podcasts, mindfulness in breathing, or eating, or movement, writing 

poetry or painting as a way of connecting with something larger than 

ourselves. Every variety of religious expression is available to us with the 



   

click of a mouse or a conversation with a next-door neighbor. And often, the 

church has condemned or ridiculed these alternative spiritual endeavors and 

those who follow them.   

But today in our scripture reading, we realize that any seeker, whether 

by chance or authentic pursuit, can find their way to the manger. As a matter 

of fact, the church wouldn’t exist but for the determination and simple faith 

of seekers who stumbled into the straw surrounding Jesus’ birthing trough.   

 This is Good News for us, my friends! When we make our way here each 

week, we come as people in many different places on our spiritual journey.  

Some of us would classify ourselves as seekers rather than, say, fully 

committed or truly knowledgeable. And even then, some who claim amateur 

status will find it far easier to kneel at the manger than some who have 

worshipped for a lifetime. Today’s scripture tells us that everyone has been 

invited to be a part of what God is doing here, even those who have been 

traveling radically different paths on their search for a place that feels like 

home.   

 Saint Augustine’s famous claim rings true in today’s story of the magi 

when he says, “Our hearts are restless till they find their rest in Thee, O 

Lord.”   

 So today we are challenged to join in with the magi and their caravan, 

with the shepherds and whichever animals they have with them, with the 

multitude of angels whatever their number, and with Mary and Joseph, as 

they gather in whichever configuration fits best in your mind. We are 

challenged to join in with the eyes and hearts of those looking on, as they 

continue to seek out, by whatever road necessary, the One in whom our 

restless, wandering hearts may find their true home. Amen.     

  

  


