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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord 
and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, the gospel reading, beginning with these words, “Now 
after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of 
Herod the king, behold, wise men from the east came to 
Jerusalem, saying, “Where is he who has been born king of the 
Jews? For we saw his star when it rose and have come to 
worship him.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 On the heels of a Christmas season many have relegated 

to the stuff of myths, we observe tonight a historic event 

equally relegated to the stuff of myths. The visit of the magi is 

taught even by many Christians as fiction, used to teach people 

to bring to Christ gifts in their heart – or even in the offering 

plate. Fact is mixed with legend (and some of that legend is 

quite old… but it’s still just legend), so that movies depict the 

magi as three in number and even make use of the names 

assigned them by tradition. Children’s movies teach the event 

by trivializing it, featuring a smiley-faced star bouncing along, 

leading a singing trio riding atop synchronized-tap-dancing 

camels. 
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 The truth of the history is far more awe-inspiring – that 

the Lord sought to announce the birth of the Messiah to the 

entire world! Think about that: it may be that only the 

shepherds were audience to the angels over the Judean 

hillside, but the whole world sees the same night sky, so that 

the star could be seen “from the east” (and – with it – west, 

north and south) and point all nations to the Messiah, so that 

even those far from the line of Abram could rejoice in their 

salvation.  

 How could this happen, that a star so high in the sky 

could point to a single child? The wise men simply say the star 

arose, and – seeing it in the east – they took it as a sign to take 

the long journey to the holy city, Jerusalem. Only then do they 

hear the prophecy that the one born king of the Jews is to be 

born in Bethlehem.  

 We know the weight of that phrase regarding the one 

they seek: “king of the Jews”… it hangs heavy forever on the 

cross of Christ, an everlasting confession of the true identity of 

the Messiah and the true disregard by His own people, just as 

St John’s gospel testifies: “He came to His own, and his own 

people did not receive him.” And yet, as the wise men remind 

us, there are those not of his people who do desire to receive 
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him: “We saw his star when it arose and have come to worship 

him.” That phrase for worship – proksyneo – means either “to 

beg like a dog toward its master” or “to kiss the ring of the 

master.” In Herod’s ears, the sentiment must have been the 

latter, for he is troubled and jealous by the magi’s confession. 

And, when Herod is troubled, we hear “all of Jerusalem with 

him” is with him… another phrase that cynics point to so as to 

claim this is just a fairytale; how could all Jerusalem be troubled 

by such things?! 

But this phrase is explained by Herod’s known tyranny 

over his subjects. Let’s not forget that Herod is a true, historical 

figure – as documented by the 1st-century historian Josephus in 

books 14-18 of Josephus’ Antiquities. Listen to this excerpt of 

Josephus’ description of Herod, from roughly 75 years after 

Herod’s reign (equivalent in time to a historian today describing 

the president of about 1950 - Eisenhower). Of Herod, Josephus 

says:  

“Herod the Great, as he is now called, was born in 73 BC 

and was named king of Judea by the Roman Senate in 40 

BC. By 37 BC he had crushed, with the help of Roman 

forces, all opposition to his rule. Son of the Idumean 

Antipater, he was wealthy, politically gifted, intensely loyal, 

an excellent administrator, and clever enough to remain in 

the good graces of successive Roman emperors. His famine 
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relief was superb and his building projects (including the 

temple, begun 20 BC) admired even by his foes. But he 

loved power… [and] he turned to cruelty and in fits of rage 

and jealousy killed close associates, his wife Mariamme, and 

at least two of his sons.” (quote from Matthew, Gibbs, 122).  

 

Learning this of Herod, is it any stretch of the imagination that 

he would be willing to slaughter other families’ sons to protect 

his reign?  

No wonder “all Jerusalem was troubled” when Herod 

was troubled! Perhaps this also is why the chief priests and 

scribes whom he summoned did not quote to him all of 

Micah’s Bethlehem prophecy, but – from Matthew’s record – it 

appears they left out two important phrases regarding this 

newborn threat to Herod. In our text, we hear that the chief 

priests and scribes quoted Micah 5:1 and  conclude the 

prophecy with a reference to 2 Samuel 5:2… but in so doing, 

they omit the weighty, indeed divine, conclusion of Micah’s 

prophecy, when he says regarding the Ruler being prophesied:  

“His goings-out are from of old, from the days of eternity. 

And he will stand and shepherd in the strength of YHWH.” 

Who would want to report such things to a tyrant king prone to 

fits of rage to control his power? And yet, by these words, we 
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learn to appreciate that Herod as a king in history is no match 

for the infant King and ruler of eternity.  

 Let that be a comfort to you as the increasingly godless 

western world has (at least) an appearance of spiraling into 

dark days of emerging tyranny. No matter how fitting a penalty 

tyranny is upon our sin and all lawless godlessness, the faithful 

ought take comfort: No western power – no monarchy, no 

republic, no government… no power that sees its authority 

above or independent of God Most High – will destroy the One 

who stands and shepherds in the strength of YHWH. They may 

persecute His Church and temporally cause her children to 

suffer, but they are forever powerless to thwart the everlasting 

King or cause Him to forsake the ones He loves (so that the 

Church, as the bride of the King, still today has a day on the 

church calendar to commemorate the infant martyrs of 

Bethlehem… for if Christ the King will never forget those first 

ones the tyrants martyred, neither will His Church). 

 Nevertheless, as the prophets prophesied would be the 

case, the nations rage and the kings plot in vain. And Herod is 

no exception. He devises a plan and sends the magi on their 

way to Bethlehem.   
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 And, upon leaving the city, then they are divinely led by 

that star – perhaps the Lord had now even re-positioned it low 

in the sky and directly overhead the house where the Christ 

child was cared for by his mother – they are specifically led to 

the very location, the very house where the child was; and they 

worshiped Him.  

 This leads to another ‘legendary’ point of the narrative 

to dispel. Throughout history, theologians have attempted to 

assign the purpose of the three gifts – gold, frankincense, 

myrrh – to be indicative of true worship… a manner of teaching 

Christians how to properly worship Christ. Chrysostom asserted 

that the gifts stood for the faithful’s knowledge and obedience 

and love; and Gregory the Great said the gifts stand for 

wisdom, prayer, and the subduing of the flesh.  

 But such interpretations imply that the gifts confess 

something about the one who worships, rather than the One 

who receives the worship.  

 But Scriptural worship focuses on and confesses the One 

receiving the worship; thus, the gifts confess something 

regarding the Christ child, not regarding those who worship 

Him. This is true also regarding your gifts – gifts of choral and 

instrumental music that are not at all to point back to you, but 
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only to point to Him… gifts of firstfruit offerings that are not to 

be paltry leftovers or altogether dismissed as legalism, for 

Christ is no paltry Savior and His free salvation is 

indispensable… gifts of daily Christian love, that ought not be 

determined by your view of your neighbor, but Christ’s view of 

him. Yes, all true worship confesses the One who is worshiped.  

 And, regarding the gifts the magi bring, what is to be 

said about this Christ child – this “Ruler of Israel that shepherds 

in the strength of YHWH” – that Micah’s prophecy did not 

already say?  

 Irenaeus says the gifts refer to this Child’s “royalty, 

deity, and sacrificial death.” (Against Heresies, 3.9.2) Yes, that 

certainly is an apt description of the figure of eternity who 

came to save even us gentiles.  

 But Matthew’s gospel is constantly pointing to Jesus as 

the fulfillment of the entire Old Testament. And, thus, perhaps 

we learn better by understanding that gold relates to a king, 

incense to a priest, and myrrh to the one crucified, buried, and 

risen as long foretold by the prophets. Thus, prophet, priest, 

and king – these gifts may remind us – are the three main 

offices of God’s Old Testament order awaiting the Messiah; and 

all of those embodied in this Child… this is the Messiah, the 
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fulfillment of the Old Testament, as Matthew testifies to his 

Jewish readers… that this Child who would save them also 

came to save and be worshiped by us gentiles as the fulfillment 

of God’s promises.  

Now, one might say, “But gentiles did not naturally 

know about prophet, priest, and king!” That’s very true; neither 

did they know about the promised Messiah… how poorly did 

the fathers hand down the faith that even in the roughly ten 

generations between Noah and Abraham, the God of Adam 

was forgotten anew, so that any who believed in the coming 

Messiah would be from the lineage of Abraham.  

Indeed, how poorly was the faith handed down… that so 

many throughout the world were gentiles who sat in great 

darkness. And that includes your ancestors. Trace your family 

tree as far back as you can trace it, and you’ll almost certainly 

find yourself to be gentiles… as some 99% of the world finds 

itself to be not of ‘the chosen Israel’… in other words, “Not my 

People.” 

 But it did not please God to only give a Messiah who 

would be the glory of His people Israel, but also who would be 

a light to the Gentiles sitting in darkness. No matter who you 

are, how great are your sins, how horrible your reputation… it 
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pleased God that this Messiah would lay down his life for you 

and your ancestors who had no anticipation of what He was 

about to do… no history, expectation or eagerness. How 

unexpected is His grace upon you, how unfathomable that He 

would grant us the good news and faith in such wondrous 

salvation! – the miracle of all miracles.  

It’s not unlike when one who has never stepped foot in 

a church, a descendent of generations of secular-minded 

Americans, when that one is introduced to the true history of 

the Messiah. We are tempted to cynicism regarding the 

outcome of such effort and might say, “They have no 

background by which they might appreciate the Word and 

Sacrament!” No matter… the Lord has an entire history of 

converting the gentiles… so that your family, too, was once one 

without any expectation of or hope in the Lord’s Christ – dead 

in sin!, but now lives so fully and lavishly in Xp and His salvation 

that we even often fail to appreciate the glorious title that we 

would be called His baptized children, that He would gather us 

in the communion of divinely-declared holy people, forgiven 

and strengthened and made holy by his heavenly gifts declared 

by his ministry of messengers and distributed at his holy altar.  
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Indeed, this festival of Epiphany is Christmas for us 

gentiles, the festival at which we celebrate that the Christ child 

was born also for us, that He might go to the cross also for us 

and die also for us… so that the sign that weighs heavily upon 

the cross – “king of the Jews” – is now forever a confession not 

only of His deity, but even moreso of history’s 

misunderstanding of this Savior, who is king not only of the 

Jews, but also of the gentiles, of all nations, even as the great 

Advent antiphon prays, “Come, O King of Nations”…  

And that prayer has been heard and answered, so that 

we need never worry that the Christ has forgotten or forsaken 

us, for – through the gift of faith He has planted in our hearts – 

we, too, are now numbered among the true children of 

Abraham, for “Abraham believed and it was counted to him as 

righteousness”…  there’s the true genetics of the blessed line of 

Abraham… those who have been blessed with faith by the Holy 

Spirit to rejoice at the historic news that Christ came into the 

world to redeem the world. What Epiphany joy is ours that 

Christ came into the world for us gentiles also… to pay for the 

sins of us gentiles also… and to rescue us gentiles also, from 

certain and eternal condemnation. What Epiphany joy is ours 

that we might again tonight bow down before Him who was 
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once known as the King of the Jews, but who now and forever 

stands as King of the Nations, He who shepherds His people in 

the strength of YHWH. 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
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January 6, 2023 


