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 According to Matthew, these are wise men – or magi – and not kings. He 

does not tell us that there are three – just that they bear the three gifts of gold, 

frankincense, and myrrh – and he certainly does not give us any of their names, 

like Melchior and the rest.  

 Elsewhere in the Bible, the term for “wise man” is translated as “magician” 

– one who does mysterious acts such as interpreting dreams or deducing meaning 

from the stars. In its origins, the word magi referred to priests of the Zoroastrian 

religion, who came from lands in the east.1 

 The primary prophet for Zoroastrianism is Zoroaster. Followers of this 

ancient faith believe that he was miraculously conceived in the womb of a 15-year-

old Persian virgin. Like Jesus, Zoroaster started his ministry at the age of 30 after 

defeating Satan’s temptations. He predicted that “other virgins would conceive 

additional divinely appointed prophets as history unfolded.” These priests – or 

magi – believed that they could foretell these miraculous births by reading the 

movement of the stars.2 

 Here, in Matthew’s telling, these wise men from the east saw the rising of 

the star and, after determining its significance, departed for Jerusalem. Matthew 

uses the magi to highlight the universal importance of the advent of the Messiah. 

Even the priests of other religions watching and waiting for such a revelation 

would come to seek him out. No place or people – whether Greek or Roman, 

Egyptian, Samaritan, or Persian – laid outside of the story’s scope or beyond the 

influence of this infant king. 

 But the local king, Herod, was alarmed by these foreigners coming to greet 

the new king of his realm. Though he tries to hide his bad intentions, Herod’s 
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jealousy and anger stands in contrast to the curiosity and awe of the magi. Upon 

seeing the child, the magi are overwhelmed with joy and pay homage to Jesus. 

This means that Herod is not the recipient of such honor. The horror that he will 

later inflict upon the innocent children of his land reflect his displeasure. 

 Thus, from the very beginning, a shadow of danger is cast over the life of 

Jesus. While this king Herod will not be successful at eliminating the threat of 

Jesus, the new king, his son and heir to the throne, will eventually play a role in the 

crucifixion. And while Matthew’s gospel ends with the risen Jesus commanding 

his disciples to go out from Galilee and make disciples of all nations, the story 

begins with an anticipatory visit of gentiles to Judea to worship the newborn 

Messiah. The magi stand for all nations, including us, who would come to pay 

homage. 

Despite being born in a stable, far away from the spotlight, the looming 

prospect of his mortality will follow Jesus for his entire life. As we are reminded 

each time we participate in the Lord’s Supper – and celebrate Christ’s life, death, 

and resurrection – the body of Jesus is broken for us and the blood of Christ that is 

shed becomes the cup of salvation. 

The Christian story is one that is constantly reminds us that life – even 

innocent, new life – is tinged with mortality. Our world can be a dangerous place 

to live. Blessed though we may be, we are always surrounded by individuals, 

systems, powers, and natural events that would do us harm. The good news of the 

gospel is that Jesus comes to be with us – as one of us – and thus understands 

every danger and difficulty we might encounter. Through him, we are granted the 

unmerited gift of grace and the hope that – no matter where we find ourselves, no 

matter what we do or fail to do – nothing will separate us from God’s love; a love 

that would willingly risk the reality of mortality in order to offer us life in its 

fullness. 

At the end of one year and the beginning of the next, we often pause to look 

back on what has transpired and look forward to what the future will bring. This 

past February, pains in my chest led me to the hospital and an emergency 

procedure to relieve dangerous but previously hidden blockage. And then in 

November, a journalist who shared my surname, Grant Wahl – who I had read for 

many years and was several years younger than me – died unexpectedly of a 

similar condition. 

In the weeks since, I have given a lot of thought about mortality: why him 

and not me, why Grant instead of John? If, as my cardiologist said to me: “God 



must not be done with you yet,” then what do these two unrelated events – apart 

from a shared surname – mean for the future: for this coming year and – God 

willing – far beyond? 

Sometimes, we look to outside events for such explanations. Like the magi 

of old, we look for something like a rising star to provide meaning for these 

unanswerable questions and count those findings as wisdom. In his telling of the 

birth story, though, Matthew uses the longings of these magicians from the east – 

who come bearing gifts for the new king – to teach us how to live. Instead of 

acting like Herod, who was consumed with jealousy and fear, the magi set out for 

Judea with curiosity and meet Jesus with awe. They willingly journey far distances 

and traverse many boundaries to pay homage to the newborn king. Overwhelmed 

with joy, they offer their gifts: expecting nothing in return, likely never to see this 

child again.3 

I hope and pray that my personal encounter with mortality of the past year 

will lead me, in this New Year, to live life more joyfully, even if part of that means 

taking better care of myself; to willingly cross over distances and boundaries that 

of often divide; and to share from the gifts I have to offer more freely, doing so 

without expectation of reward or return.  

And I am thankful that, today, we come to the Lord’s Table to acknowledge 

the bread of life and the cup of salvation: the gifts of God that are given for the 

people of God. Jesus, the light of life, honored as a king, chose instead to become a 

servant, willingly giving himself for others. In dying and rising again, he frees us 

from the bondage of obsessing about our mortality; giving us, instead, the 

opportunity to truly and freely live. 

Let us, therefore – in these early hours of the New Year – come to the Table 

to receive this gift of grace that Jesus offers each one of us, no matter the day or 

the year. Amen. 
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