
 1 

Epiphany Series: “God Shows the Way” 
“The Mystery Unfolds:” Matthew 2:1-12  

6 January 2013: Epiphany of the Lord 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 “Little girls think it's necessary to put all their business on MySpace 
and Facebook, and I think it's a shame . . . I'm all about mystery.” 

— Stevie Nicks — 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  

 
January 6th is Epiphany Sunday and is the worship day we celebrate 

God’s revelation in/by/through Jesus Christ to all nations or gentiles. 

The words “nation” and “gentile” are interchangeable according to the 

Hebrew Bible. The Magi represent the nations or gentiles as those non-

Jews who come to worship baby Jesus. Our church calendar recognizes 

the season of Epiphany from January 6 to the last Sunday before Ash 

Wednesday which we celebrate as Transfiguration Sunday. Today our 

sermon title is: “The Mystery Unfolds.” May we hear our day’s lesson 

from Matthew 2:1-12?: 

1 In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men 
from the East came to Jerusalem, 2 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." 3  When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem 
with him; 4  and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he 
inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born.  
 
5  They told him, "In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: 
6  '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.'" 7  Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the 
exact time when the star had appeared. 8  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."  
 
9 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. 10 When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. 
11 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. 12 And having been warned in a dream not 
to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road (Matt. 2:1-12). 
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Matthew cloaks his story of the Magi in mystery. Tradition tells us 

outward details like, for example their names: Melchior (perhaps a 

Babylonian academic), Caspar (a Persian intellectual?), and Balthazar 

(an Arab scholar?). Matthew tells us other plain details like, for example, 

the Magi’s gifts were gold, frankincense, and myrrh. Yet upon further 

review we note that there are questions we can not answer from 

Matthew’s Gospel text. For example: 

How many Magi were there? We don’t know. 
Where did the Magi come from? We don’t know. 
How long did their journey take? We don’t know. 

 
These Magi—or wise ones—seem to just show up inexplicably—and 

just as inexplicably they depart. One thing we might examine is the three 

instances of the words we find in the text: “pay him homage.” In verse 2 

the Magi say to King Herod: “we observed his star at its rising, and have 

come to pay him homage.” In so saying they are absolutely unequivocal. 

They intend to pay homage or to submit by bowing before one who has 

great authority—in this case Jesus. There is nothing disingenuous about 

what the Magi tell Herod—they are absolutely earnest. 

 The next instance of the phrase “pay him homage” crops up in verse 

8: “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 
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homage.’ ” Of course, in contrast to the Magi wanting to pay the Christ 

child homage, Herod reveals his true intentions a few verses later: 

When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men, he was 
infuriated, and he sent and killed all the children in and around 
Bethlehem who were two years old or under, according to the time 
that he had learned from the wise men. 17 Then was fulfilled what 
had been spoken through the prophet Jeremiah:  
 
"A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel 
weeping for her children; she refused to be consoled, because they 
are no more (Matthew 2:16-18). 

 
 The final instance of the phrase about paying homage we find in 

verse 11. This reads: “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.” Notice that this verse tells us that the Magi do 

originally what they set out to do—they paid him homage! Notice too that 

only after giving themselves completely to Christ, do they present their 

material gifts. That is the Magi do not immediately present the gifts of 

gold, frankincense, and myrrh. Rather, the text reminds us that first the 

Magi enter the house and seeing Mary and the child kneel and pay him 

homage.  

 We human beings each surrender our lives to something. Some yield 

to a drug induced bypass of the pain of reality—or use alcohol for the 

purpose. Others surrender life to work or reputation or popularity. 

Perhaps others simply take the path of least resistance on a journey to 
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self-indulgent pleasure. Whatever we yield our life to is what we 

worship—or pay homage to—so choose wisely. 

 Today is not only the day of Epiphany; it is the first Sunday in 2013. 

Thus following John and Charles Wesley’s practice of re-covenanting 

with God, I invite you to observe the condensed prayer of covenant from 

the much longer Wesleyan Covenant Service used at the beginning of 

each New Year. Perhaps it can help focus us as to where we pay our 

homage. 

 
David Neil Mosser, FUMC of Arlington, TX 76011 

 


