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A sermon preached at  
St Andrew’s Parish Church, Headington 

 
By Rev Tim Howles  

 
 
Reading: Matthew 2:1-12 

  
On Christmas Day, there was a great deal of excitement for our children. I’m sure you know 
what I mean! They woke up early; very early. As they came downstairs and saw the pile of 
presents, they began to jump around and shout. They could barely contain themselves as they 
grabbed at boxes indiscriminately and tore at paper. It was hard to get them to slow down and 
look at what they’d been given—even for a moment! At one point, and I’m not exaggerating 
here, William unwrapped a present, glanced at it for three-tenths of a second, and literally 
threw it over his shoulder in his rush to move onto the next one. It was not a very dignified 
spectacle! It was only later on in the day, when things had calmed down a bit, that they began 
to appreciate the gifts they’d been given. 
 
Epiphany, which we celebrate today, is the festival of the revelation of Jesus to the world. It 
encourages us to think about Jesus’ identity, who He is and what He has done for us. And the 
texts we’ll look at throughout this season, beginning today, will help us to pause, to look and 
to think about what kind of a gift we have been given in Christ. 
 
This morning we begin with the very beautiful story of the visit of the “magi”. We shouldn’t 
really be envisaging this visit as having taken place in the stable, with the shepherds, etc, as is 
often shown on our Christmas cards. Rather, it would have been some time later, perhaps in 
the first couple of years of Jesus’ life. But the point of the story is that these “magi” are the 
first people (outside his family) to stop, to pause and to recognise what kind of a gift Jesus is. 
For look, they come not merely to visit this child, but (verse 2) to “pay homage” to Him as 
their king. And, through this story, we can learn to do the same. 
 
So let’s look at two aspects of the story: first, who were these visitors? and second, what gifts 
did they bring?  
 
1. The Identity of the Visitors 
 
Who were these “magi”?  
 



	 2 

There’s much we don’t know. The text doesn’t give us their names, their gender, nor even 
how many there were (the tradition of three comes largely from the mention of the “three 
gifts” they bring).  
 
The word “magi” had originally been the name for a Persian priestly caste. But by this time, it 
referred more generally to magicians, dream-interpreters and astrologers from the East. These 
“magi” were foreign, they were exotic, they were mysterious.  
 
So it is quite extraordinary that these people turned up to Bethlehem. Jesus came as “king of 
the Jews”. But here we have “magi” travelling all the way from the East to acknowledge 
Jesus as their king too. 
 
It was always God’s plan to reach the whole world with the good news of His king. Think 
right back to the beginning, to the book of Genesis. God promised to work in a special way 
through the people of Israel. But his promise to Abraham was that, through him, not just the 
nation of Israel, but “all the nations of the world would be blessed” (Gen 22:18). God then 
says the same thing to Israel through the prophet Isaiah: “it is too small a thing for you to be 
my servant to restore the tribes of Jacob only”, He says, “I will also make you a light for the 
Gentiles, that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth” (Is 49:6). And the Psalms are 
full of whispers that the salvation revealed to the people of Israel would soon be known by 
the whole world. In Psalm 86:9 it says: “all the nations you have made will come and worship 
before you, O Lord”. And in Psalm 87, we have a list of foreign nations, “Rahab, Philistia, 
Babylon, Tyre, Ethiopia”, people who seemed to have no desire at all to worship God, and yet 
the promise is: “the Lord will write their names in the book of life, and it will be as if they too 
had been born in Zion” (Ps 87:6).  
 
All these promises are fulfilled in our story here, when these “magi”, who are representatives 
of all the nations of the world, come to Jesus and worship him as their king.  
 
These days, it takes courage to believe that Jesus is king of the world. Perhaps some of us 
have become a bit shy of saying it. After all, we live in a secular, pluralist society. People out 
there believe many different things and claim that there are many different paths to God. Are 
we really going to go out there and say that Jesus is king? Are we really going to go out there 
and say: he is “the way, the truth and the life, there is no other way to God except through 
Him” (John 14:6)? 
 
Well, let me encourage you to take heart. God’s wisdom is greater than the wisdom of the 
world! He has given his Son, Jesus, as His full and final revelation. There is no other plan, 
there is no other revelation, there is no other king.  
 
And he calls us to go out into the world and proclaim to our friends and neighbours, to those 
of some religion and to those of no religion, that you must come to Him.  
 
And that calling even includes us, here at St Andrew’s! This is our job too, as Christian 
believers.  
 
You know, as I come in and out of this church, I often look at those big, wooden doors over 
there on the south side of the building. They’re very nice doors, of course. And they need to 
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be closed to keep the warmth in, I know. But somehow, they serve as a metaphor for me. For 
those doors need to be flung open! We are called not to stay in here, but to go out there, and 
to proclaim to the world that God’s king has been revealed. “Salvation is found in no one 
else”, we read in Acts 4:12, “for there is no other name under heaven given to people by 
which we must be saved”. 
 
In one of his sermons, J. C. Ryle, the Anglican Bishop of Liverpool at the end of the 
nineteenth-century, wrote this: 
 

The story of the “magi” is one to which we should pay careful heed. These 
people were foreign, and yet they travelled from afar. They did not have 
the Scripture, and yet they sought God’s will in the stars. They were 
Gentiles, and yet they recognised God’s king. They were wise indeed to 
bow down before Jesus and worship Him.  

 
Will we do the same? Will we proclaim to the world that God’s king has come and that all the 
world must come to Him for salvation. 
 
But having thought about the visitors, let’s turn now very briefly to the second thing: 
 
2. The Gifts they Brought 
 
“Then, opening their treasure-chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh” 
(Matt 2:11). 
 
I was in a Bible study once looking at this passage. And upon reading that verse, the person 
sitting next to me, who happened to be a mother of young children, looked confused. And 
when I asked why, she said: “well, what kind of gifts were these? I know if I had a new child 
in the house, I’d have been looking for something more practical: nappies, blankets, or 
microwave meals, for example!” 
 
And it’s true, isn’t it. These are strange gifts.  
 
But, if we look at them symbolically, we can see that they were very appropriate for this 
child.  
 
Gold, of course, is a gift fit for a king. Frankincense, Greek libanos, was a gum resin from 
trees that was used for worship in the Temple; it is a gift fit for one who will bring us back to 
God. Myrrh was an element used in perfumes for anointing and for burial. And from very 
early on in the Church’s history, this was understood then as a gift prefiguring death.  
 
Why? What kind of a gift is that to give to a child? 
 
We will never understood why we should bow down and worship Christ, as the “magi” do, if 
we don’t understand that this child was born in order to die. For it is by his death on the cross, 
some thirty years or so later, that Jesus will pay the penalty for our sin and make a way for us 
to come back to God, justified, forgiven, free. That is the good news of Christianity. That is 
what makes our hearts sing for joy. It’s why we bow our knee and worship Christ. And it’s 
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what prompts us, with every ounce of energy we have, to go out into the world and to invite 
people to come to Him as their Saviour too.  
 
As the Apostle Paul says: “Jesus Christ, being in very nature God, was made in human 
likeness […] But, being found in appearance as a man, he then humbled himself by becoming 
obedient to death—even death on a cross! And so God exalted him to the highest place and 
gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should 
bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil 2:6-11). 
 
In his wonderful poem, ‘Journey of the Magi’, T. S. Eliot describes the journey of these 
strange visitors to Bethlehem, coming from the East. On their way, they see “three trees on 
the low sky” (prefiguring the crosses at Calvary). They see “six hands at an open door dicing 
for pieces of silver” (prefiguring the soldiers casting lots for Jesus’ garments). And, having 
arrived at Bethlehem and seen the child, the poem ends as follows:  
 

We returned to our places, these Kingdoms, 
But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation, 
With an alien people clutching their gods. 
I should be glad of another death. 

 
In the story of the visit of the “magi”, the end foreshadows the beginning. We worship this 
child because He is the one who “will save His people from their sins”. And he will do that by 
giving His life for us. When understand that, when the truth of who He is and what He came 
to do truly sinks in and captures our hearts and minds, then we go out into the world and 
declare His name to the nations. Let us resolve to do that during this season of Epiphany and 
in the year ahead. 
 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Sermon preached on Sunday 06 January 2019, Epiphany 


