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Sermon for Epiphany Sunday2011 “What Gift Can We Bring?”

Scripture Readings:
Isaiah 60:1-6

Arise, shine; for your light has come,

and the glory of the LORD has risen upon you. 

For darkness shall cover the earth,

and thick darkness the peoples;

but the LORD will arise upon you,

and his glory will appear over you. 

Nations shall come to your light,

and kings to the brightness of your dawn. 

Lift up your eyes and look around;

they all gather together, they come to you;

your sons shall come from far away,

and your daughters shall be carried on their nurses' arms. 

Then you shall see and be radiant;

your heart shall thrill and rejoice, 

because the abundance of the sea shall be brought to you,

the wealth of the nations shall come to you. 

A multitude of camels shall cover you,

the young camels of Midian and Ephah;

all those from Sheba shall come.

They shall bring gold and frankincense,

and shall proclaim the praise of the LORD. 

Matthew 2:1-12

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, asking, "Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage." When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. They told him, "In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: 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.'" 

Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when the star had appeared. Then 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." When they had heard 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. When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On 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. And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road. 

Introduction to worship: Today is Epiphany Sunday. It is observed on the first Sunday of each new year, commemorating the manifestation of Christ to the gentiles in the persons of the Magi.
As we recall, the first visitors to the Christ child were the shepherds, who were Jewish, part of God’s chosen family. 

And as we remember, their journey was a rather short one—a trek from the fields where they watched their sheep to the place where the infant lay—in the nearby town of Bethlehem. 
As we recall, the shepherds set out to find the Christ child immediately upon hearing the angel’s announcement. 

But as we learned in this morning’s NT reading, the journey that the wise men--or magi--made, took a while longer.
According to Scripture, though, so much time had passed by the time the wise men arrived,

the Christ Child was no longer an infant. Nor was he still in the manger. The wise men found him in a house, and he may even have been as old as two years old!
If our nativity scenes were accurate, the wise men would not show up at all there.
We would have to have a separate set-up—a house a distance away from the stable.

Well, for the sake of sentiment--better to keep our nativity scenes as they are.

All the visitors together in one place.

And according to the church calendar, today is the day the wise men arrive. 

These were not locals—these wise men, kings or magi.

Nor were they members of God’s chosen family, the Jews. 
These visitors were gentiles, which adds a whole new dimension to the story. 
And they are the ones who introduced gift giving into our Christmas celebration.
A kindly 90-year-old grandmother found buying presents for family and friends a bit much one Christmas, so she decided to write out checks for each of them to put in their Christmas cards. 

In each card she carefully wrote, "Buy your own present" and then mailed them off. 

Lo and behold! After the Christmas festivities were over, she discovered the checks under a pile of papers on her desk! 

Everyone on her gift list had received a beautiful Christmas card from her with "Buy your own present" written inside, but without the checks! 

Well, fortunately, the Magi did not forget to deliver the gifts they had prepared for the Christ Child. 
Let’s take a closer look…
The wise men have finally arrived in Jerusalem! 
Who are these mysterious people 
who make their way onto the stage of history 
and then disappear, 
never to be seen 

or heard from, again? 
Isaiah prophecies that they are 

Kings from the nations

riding on camels,

bearing gifts 

of gold and frankincense.  

Gospel writer Matthew calls them magi,
the Greek,  

defined as those who claimed the ability to read the stars 
and even manipulate 

the fate that the stars foretold.
The NT, though, does not describe the men/ 
It does not call them kings at all, but simply Magi, or Wise Men. 

We learn from history 

that they were a Median priestly caste 
who rose to power in ancient Persia (today's Iran). 

We also learn that their religion, Zoroastrianism, 

was founded around the 6th century BC 

by a Median man named Zoroaster.

The Magi were held in awe as highly educated scientists and scholars 

who could interpret dreams and even control demons.
And, contrary to what many people think,

the names Melchior, Gaspar and Balthasar 

are not in the Bible.

It is history that teaches us 

that the names came from an 8th century saint 

--Bede the Venerable, 

who described the men as kings 

in this way: 

"The first was called Melchior; he was an old man, with white hair and long beard; he offered gold to the Lord as to his king. The second, Gaspar by name, young, beardless, of ruddy hue, offered to Jesus his gift of incense, the homage due to Divinity. The third, of black complexion, with heavy beard, was called Baltasar; the myrrh he held in his hands prefigured the death of the Son of man."

Interesting information.

But whoever they were, 
wise men or kings or priests,

there is one thing we know for sure:

That when the star appeared in the Hebrew quadrant of the sky

 (on that night when Christ was born)

they knew that something extraordinary had happened


and they set out to discover its purpose.

And because these men were not of the Jewish faith,

but rather, gentiles
we known that it would not have been religious belief

that led them to follow the star,


but rather, 



curiosity 
…not to say that they were in now way affected 

by being in the presence of the Christ child.

They were most definitely affected

….which we will see in just a few moments.

First, though, 

let’s go back to the magi’s search: 
Where should they look 
for the child who has been born 

king of the Jews? 
In the palace, of course. 
And this is why they set off toward Jerusalem

--the capital city 

where the king whose name was Herod 

reigned.

Now,
 as it was,

the king already had more heirs 
than he wanted. 
Once, 

when he suspected that several of his sons 

were trying to seize his throne, 


he had them executed
along with 
their mothers. 
The last thing King Herod wanted 

was more competition for his throne.

So, it is no wonder that he too became curious


about the sign 

that shone overhead 

in the skies.

After all, 

he was merely a puppet king,

much more interested in his own power 
than in God’s,
So he had to ask around.

The prophet Micah says that the next great king will come from Bethlehem, 
the city of David, 

his more knowledgeable informers told him. 

"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," 


Herod then instructed the magi.

So they set out on their journey; 

And there it was…

going ahead of them, 

the star that they had seen at its rising, 

moving across the sky

until it stopped over the place 

where the child 
was. 
There are many unanswerable questions 

surrounding this part 

of the Christmas story:
Whether they were wise men or kings or priests.

What their names were. 

Where they came from.

And especially this one:

If they weren’t Jews, how did they know that a Messiah would come?
I suppose that when you get right down to it,

the details don’t really matter much.

All we really need to know for our Christian faith

is that these men 
sought the Lord, 

gave gifts to the Christ Child,



and responded. 
And we can be sure that their lives were changed by the encounter

because scripture teaches us 

that upon finding the child,

they were overwhelmed with joy!

…upon 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.

Clearly,

the whole experience opened them up 
to hear God’s voice…

…because scripture also teaches us that

having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, 

they left for their own country 

…by another road. 

Because they listened to the warning,
the Christ child’s life was spared



so that he could do what he had come to earth to do

--seek and save the lost.

King of kings,


Lord of lords.

Wonderful, Counselor , Mighty God,

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

Jesus is God's gift to us,

the gift of holy presence, 
in our lives here on earth.

Emmanuel
--God with us.

And this is why we make gift-giving 
a huge part of our Christmas. 

As did the wise men,


we give gifts to one another at Christmas,

symbolizing the giving of gifts 
to the Christ child,

And this makes sense!

It may be the only thing that makes sense 

out of all the gift-giving 

at Christmas!
And gift-giving makes even more sense when we remember 

that it was Jesus himself

who would later tell the disciples of his second coming. saying:

"When the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the holy angels with Him, and He sits on the throne of His glory”…  

“All the nations will be gathered before Him (the King), and he will say to those sheep on His right hand, 'Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world:  for I was hungry and you gave Me food; I was thirsty and you gave Me drink ; I was a stranger and you took Me in;  I was naked and you clothed Me; I was sick and you visited Me; I was in prison and you came to Me.'  

And when the disciples ask “When did we do these things for you?”

The King will answer and say to them, 'Assuredly, I say to you, inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these My brothers, you did it unto Me.'  

These words of Jesus indicate, then,

that as Christians, 
whenever we give gifts to others



--at Christmas 

or any time of year



--we are actually giving gifts to Jesus Christ, 

the King of all humankind

--Jews and Gentiles, alike.
So the material gifts 

we give to one another 

are gifts to the Christ.
And this leads us to a certain question:


Could it be

that there are also other kinds of gifts 
we can also bring to Christ?




--gifts that aren’t material in nature?

I believe that the answer to this question is “yes”

--that the words Jesus spoke to his disciples 

on the Mount of Olives that day




confirm that this is so.
For not only did the King 
make note of the fact 

that he was given food when he was hungry,

 drink when he was thirsty, 

and clothing when he was naked.

He also 
made note of the fact 

that when he was a stranger, 

the sheep at his right hand took him in… 

and that when he was sick they visited him; 

and that when he was in prison 
they came to him.  

These are gifts that can’t be purchased.

They can’t be put in a food basket.



or wrapped in wrapping paper 

tied up with a bow. 

They can’t be sealed in an envelope and mailed.
…for these gifts are priceless 
--the gift of self

—the gift of relationship


--of being present for one another 
in times of need.

The truth is:

Unless we have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, 
all of the gifts of Christmas are meaningless. 
For it is only in relationship with him 
that we are able to be 
truly alive.

and it is only in relationship with him 

that we are able to be in meaningful relationship 

with other human beings.

Jesus Christ,

is the gift that God has given to us 
and it is the greatest gift of all!
We cannot hold it in our hands, package it, or unwrap it


but it is very real!  

Our lives will be better for having known and received Jesus Christ.
And the lives of those we touch will also be better for having known us

--through whom 
the light of Christ shines forth.

Christmas 2010 is now behind us.

A whole new year is before us.

I can think of no better way to begin a new year 

than to receive the gift of Jesus Christ.
Over 2000 years have passed 

since the day Jesus was born 

upon this earth.

The life he lived serves as our example


of how to live 

as God intends for us to live

--of how to be the kind of person 
God created us to be. 

We do not know the day or time

he will come again


--but we do know that he will come



…for he has told us so.

We are now at the end of a very busy season


--we have completed our children’s program, cantata,

Christmas Eve service,


and spend time with family and friends.

We have kicked off the New Year together in worship.

We have watched the parade and the bowl games.

And now the time has come 

for us to respond to the invitation 
that Jesus has extended to us
--to be in relationship with him.
Come to Me , all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.”  

Epiphany Sunday offers us the opportunity 

to slow our minds down 

--and also our bodies 

--to prepare ourselves for receiving the gift
that Jesus Christ offers to us

--especially at the beginning of this brand new year


--the gift of himself.

There is a prayer in our Hymnal that has been provided for us this day,


entitled Epiphany, located on page 255.

May these words be our response to Jesus’ invitation 
and our preparation for Holy Communion

as we pray together… 

