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Christmas unfolds for 12 days and then the church celebrates Epiphany, the manifestation of Jesus to the 
Gentiles which occurred when the Magi came to Bethlehem. This celebration emphasizes the immediate 
and ongoing impact of Jesus among the nations. The wise men teach us to worship and honor the king.   
 
Who are the Wise Men? 
When we study the identity and arrival of the Magi, we get a very different idea of what the birth of Jesus 
meant, one that frames His controversial ministry and world-changing death and resurrection. These were 
not three wandering conjurors who were adept with their star guides. When Herod hears they’ve arrived 
in Jerusalem asking, “Where is the newborn King of the Jews?” because they’ve seen His star and come to 
worship Him, he and all Jerusalem are troubled about it (Matt. 2:2-3). First, he gathers all the chief priests 
and scribes to find out where the messiah is supposed to be born, and they know from Micah that He will 
come from Bethlehem (vv. 4-6). Then he secretly summons them to find out when the star appeared, and 
sends them to Bethlehem to find Him and bring back news so he too can worship the king (vv. 7-8). We 
find a biblical account of wise men from the east in the book of Daniel. Daniel was chosen along with his 
three friends to serve the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar because he was “gifted in all wisdom, 
possessing knowledge and able to understand” (Dan. 1:4). He served among the magicians, astrologers, 
and sorcerers (Dan. 2:2), and when he interpreted Nebuchadnezzar’s dream he was promoted to be “ruler 
over the whole province of Babylon, and chief administrator over all the wise men of Babylon” (Dan. 2:48). 
When you think of “wise men”, think of rulers, governors, people like Joseph and Daniel who rise to the 
top through wisdom and hard work. After the Medes and Persians toppled the Babylonians, Darius 
appointed 120 satraps and three men, the most prominent of whom was Daniel, to rule over them (Dan. 
6:1-3). We get “Magi” from the Old Persian magus, and this became a powerful office ruling the empire of 
the east.  
 
Cause for Alarm 
So when the Magi showed up to Jerusalem, they were almost certainly not on foot, at least not of necessity. 
You’ve probably seen pictures of three of them riding on camels, but they would have ridden the finest 
horses in the world which came from Persia. Camels would carry their stuff. They likely would have been 
accompanied by soldiers, which would account for Herod and Jerusalem’s troubled reaction. Scripture 
mentions three gifts but not three men, and early Christian art in the catacombs and on vases shows a 
range from two to a bunch. They represented a real and present danger to Herod because he won his 
throne by ejecting the Parthians, the reigning dynasty in Persia, from Palestine. The Parthians were a major 
pain to the Roman Empire, crushing the seven infantry legions of Crassus at the Battle of Carrhae in 53 BC. 
In 40 BC, the Parthians installed a Jewish king in Palestine favorable to them, and Herod fled to Rome 
where the Senate voted him king of the Jews so long as he could invade and take over, which he did after 
a three-year war from 40-37 BC. Herod was ruthless. He executed three of his own sons suspected of 
treason, and put to death his “favorite” wife Mariamne, one of ten. Augustus said he would rather be 
Herod’s pig than his son. So when powerful Magi from the east show up talking about worshiping the 
messiah-king, born of the Jews, he doesn’t hesitate to plot. The Jews never liked Herod since he essentially 
begged his way into authority, plus he was an Idumean, descended from the Edomites who had always 
persecuted the covenant people of God.   
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Worship & Giving 
This description of the Magi fits with Isaiah’s prophecy of the adoration of kings: “The Gentiles shall come 
to your light, and kings to the brightness of your rising…The wealth of the Gentiles shall come to you. The 
multitude of camels shall cover your land, the dromedaries of Midian and Ephah; all those from Sheba shall 
come; they shall bring gold and incense, and they shall proclaim the praises of the Lord” (Is. 60:3, 5-6). 
When Solomon was crowned, the queen of Sheba came to see for herself and hear his wisdom (1 Kgs. 10:1-
13). One greater than Solomon is here, “whose goings forth are from of old, from everlasting” (Mic. 5:2).  
 
Jesus was manifested to the Gentiles, and what did they do? They worshiped and gave to Him. These two 
things are the call of Epiphany. Christ has been revealed and if you can see Him, give Him the honor due. 
Notice the posture of worship. They see the star and rejoice with exceedingly great joy, go to the house in 
Bethlehem, and fall down before Him (vv. 10-11). They did not make Jesus the king and messiah or Lord of 
their lives. He was already king, regardless of whether they acknowledged it or not. But the wisdom, 
organization, journey, risk, dealing with Herod, and all of it driven by indomitable joy would not have been 
theirs had they not acknowledged it. They got to trust in God, believe Him, follow the shekinah glory, come 
to Bethlehem, and fall down in homage to the baby king. Pious thoughts, reading, and conversations in 
Parthia were not the call of discipleship. We travel (not as far!) for worship where we meet, greet, stand, 
sit, bow, pray, sing, listen, read, recite, say amen, shake hands, embrace and love one another all as acts of 
homage to our king. We want to grow liturgically this year because worship is discipleship and it involves 
our whole person. Employers want you to bring your “whole self” to work. Give your creator and messiah-
king and His royal people the most. Compare the Magi to people today chasing a seeker-sensitive 
experience. What did they get instead? Christ the king of heaven and earth. How will you grow in 
worshiping Christ both on the Lord’s Day and throughout the week this year?  
 
Royal people bring royal gifts for the King of kings. Gold is obviously expensive and was a huge blessing to 
Jesus, Joseph and Mary who would soon be fleeing for their lives to Egypt. Everyone tithes, the question is 
“To what?” Frankincense is a perfumed mixture that smells good. Paul says to walk in love as Christ has 
loved us and given Himself for us, an offering and a sacrifice to God for a sweet-smelling aroma (Eph. 5:2). 
The fragrance of the gospel among God’s people smells like death to those who are perishing, but like life 
to those who are being saved (2 Cor. 2:16). The contrasting responses of Herod and the Magi illustrate this. 
We ought to be as pungent as the Magi. And last, myrrh is oil. God gave oil to anoint kings and priests, to 
heal the sick and bless us (1 Sam. 16:13; Lev. 8:30; Jms. 5:14; Ps. 104:15). Jesus came to give us abundant life, 
the life He possesses from the Father. He is an anointed and anointing king.  
 
  

  


