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I hope everyone has had a good Christmas.  If not, this is your last chance!  Today is the 
final day of the Christmas season – the 12th day of Christmas.  Which means that if you 
have a true love, this is the day to send him or her 12 drummers drumming, 11 pipers 
piping, 10 lords-a-leaping, 9 ladies dancing, 8 maids-a-milking, 7 swans-a-swimming, 6 
geese-a-laying, 5 golden rings, 4 calling birds, 3 French hens, 2 turtle doves, and a 
partridge in a pear tree.  Better ship them same day delivery.  Tomorrow will be too 
late. 
 
On second thought, tomorrow might not be too late, because tomorrow, January 6, is 
the Feast of the Epiphany, which celebrates the visit of the wise men (the Magi) and 
their bringing of gifts to the baby Jesus.  Following their lead, in some cultures (in 
Mexico and much of Latin America, for example), gifts are exchanged on Epiphany 
rather than on Christmas Day.  So, if your gifts don’t arrive until tomorrow, it’s not a 
problem. 
 
Epiphany refers to the revealing of Christ to the world, symbolized by the visit of the 
Magi – Gentiles from a distant land – from Persia, Babylonia, or Arabia perhaps, the 
lands we know today as Iran, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia.  Note that while we may sing of 
there being "three kings," the gospel of Matthew does not say they were "kings" nor 
does it say there were three of them.  Matthew simply tells us that they were "wise men 
from the East."  The idea that they were kings may have come from the passage we 
heard from Isaiah: “Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of 
your dawn.”  Or it may have come from Psalm 72: “May the kings of Tarshish and of 
the isles render him tribute, may the kings of Sheba and Seba bring gifts.  May all kings 
fall down before him, all nations give him service.”  The idea that there were three of 
them is an inference from the number of gifts brought by the wise men – gold, 
frankincense, and myrrh. 
 
As Matthew tells the story, the wise ones saw something unusual in the sky that caught 
their attention – a star that was somehow new and different.  Assuming that the visit of 
the Magi was a historical event and not simply the stuff of legend, people have 
theorized for centuries about what the wise ones might have seen.  Was it the 
convergence of two bright planets?  A comet?  A supernova, perhaps?  We’ll never 
know.  Whatever it was, they interpreted it as a sign of the birth of a new king, and they 
set off on a journey to find him and to pay him homage. 
 
They came first to Jerusalem and began asking around about a newborn king.  "Where 
is the child who has been born king of the Jews?" they asked.  It makes sense that they 
would go first to Jerusalem in search of the new king.  After all, Jerusalem was the 
capital of Judea.  It was the center of power in that region.  It was the most likely place 
to find a king. 
 



When Herod learned of the wise ones and their search, he was frightened.  To have 
foreign dignitaries in the capital looking for a child born king of the Jews was terribly 
unsettling to him, because it meant there might be a rival to his throne.  So Herod 
gathers a group of advisers to give him an intelligence briefing.  He calls together the 
chief priests and scribes of the people to find out what they know.  They quote to him a 
passage from the writings of the prophet Micah, which says that a ruler who is to 
shepherd the people of Israel shall come from Bethlehem. 
 
Herod then holds a secret meeting with the wise ones behind closed doors.  He sends 
them to Bethlehem, just south of Jerusalem, to search diligently for the child, and after 
they have found him, Herod asks them to bring him word so that he may also pay him 
homage.  At least that's the rationale Herod gives them.   
 
The wise ones set out again, following the star to Bethlehem, to a house where they find 
the baby Jesus and his mother Mary.  Upon finding Jesus, the wise ones respond in 
three ways.  First, they are overwhelmed with joy.  Second, they kneel down and pay 
him homage.  Third, they open their treasure chests, offering him gifts of gold, 
frankincense, and myrrh. 
 
The early church understood these gifts to symbolize aspects of Jesus’ identity.  The 
gold, a precious metal of great value, suggested his royalty as King of the Jews. The 
frankincense, a highly fragrant incense that was burned as a pleasant offering to God, 
suggested his divinity.  And the myrrh, an anointing oil used in embalming the dead, 
suggested his humanity.  Thus, the gifts came to represent Jesus as King, God, and 
Human. 
 
Like the wise ones, all of us are on a journey, all of us are searching for spiritual 
fulfillment.  And somehow, our spiritual quests have brought us here, to this church in 
Albuquerque, where we find Jesus in scripture, in song, and in the living witness of this 
faith community, offering Jesus’ love and care to the world.  In finding Jesus, we 
respond with joy, with our thanks and praise, and with our offerings – not only our 
material offerings but the offering of our whole selves in service to God and neighbor. 
 
We find Jesus in the most unexpected of places – not in the capital city of Jerusalem, but 
in the little town of Bethlehem; not in a royal palace, but in a simple house; not in the 
lap of luxury, but in the lap of a poor peasant girl.  The King of kings and Lord of lords 
does not emerge from a powerful, influential elite.  Instead, he is born and raised 
among the poor and powerless.  And that is where we find Jesus again and again – 
among the poor, the marginalized, the outcast. 
 
Near the end of Matthew, in chapter 25, Jesus speaks of his coming again to judge all 
peoples, separating the sheep from the goats, the righteous from the unrighteous, and 
rewarding the righteous with eternal life while condemning the unrighteous to eternal 
punishment.  Both the righteous and the unrighteous are surprised to learn that Christ 
identified himself with the needy and that in their responding to human need or failing 
to respond, they in fact were responding or failing to respond to Christ.   
 
“I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to 
drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I 
was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me. . . . Truly I tell 



you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you 
did it to me.” 
 
We find Jesus among those living on the margins -- the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, 
the ill-clothed, the sick, and the imprisoned.  In the poor and oppressed, Matthew tells 
us, we see the face of Christ. 
 
It is Christ, present with us now, who invites us to be in relationship with him -- to 
commune with him, to be guests at his table, to come and eat with him.  As this new 
year begins, and we come to Christ's table, may we do so in joy, with thanks and praise, 
recommitting ourselves to being his faithful disciples.  May it be so.  Amen. 
 


