The Epiphany of our Lord – 2008

I. Introduction

We all know the story of the wise men <slide 1> who came to worship the newborn King.  But how did they get that title?  What made them so wise?

II. What made the Wise Men wise
Royal emissaries
They could have just been called Wise Men because of their position in the royal court from the kingdom they came from.  Kings would often send emissaries on perfunctory matters of state.   In those days one did not send a Hallmark card to congratulate a king on the birth of an heir.  If you were a neighboring king you would send your emissaries along with some royal-sized gifts.  It was good PR, and it was the way things were done back then.  And if those emissaries happened to be your royal astrologers who could predict some kind of blessing on the new heir to the throne, then all the better!

More than a title
But the Wise Men must have had a little more going for them than just a title.  Somehow they knew a King had been born in Judea, even when the King of Judea, King Herod didn’t!  <slide 2> Herod was unaware of the birth until the Wise Men told him about it.  The Wise Men said they knew about the birth through their studies of the stars.  We might say the Holy Spirit used the Bethlehem star to announce the Son of God’s birth to them, and they were wise enough to be open to the Spirit’s message.  Anybody listening and responding to the Holy Spirit certainly deserves to be called wise.

More wise
They also proved their wisdom when they arrived at Herod’s palace and didn’t blink an eye to learn that there was no new heir to throne in that place.  They were wise enough to know that those destined to be king are not always born in palaces.

Really wise
But what really proved that they were wise is that when they found the Child with his mother in Bethlehem, they didn’t merely present him the royal gifts and go on their way.  <slide 3> They fell on their knees and worshipped him.  These powerful emissaries of a foreign king, these wise and learned men, put all their power and position aside, and humbled themselves before the infant whom they somehow knew was not only a king, but God-with-us.

Closing
By that act of humility and worship they proved themselves to be so much wiser than Herod, who in attempting to hang onto his power would try to kill the child.

III. How we become wise
Opening
There is a HUGE lesson for us in their action about what really makes us wise.  And to make that lesson easier to remember, I’m going to use the Wise Men’s gifts to help illustrate.

Gold
Their gold <slide 4> represents all the wealth and power and pleasure and security that money can buy.  How much time do we spend in a week trying to get more of it?  How often do we find ourselves putting our trust in it?  I’ll be secure when I have enough to… I’ll be happy when… We’re tempted to cheat to get more of it; we neglect our relation​ships in pursuit of it; because we believe it will provide what we are looking for.  

We need to learn from the Wise Men, who laid their gold at Jesus’ feet and worshipped him, the true Source of abundance.
Frankincense
Frankincense <slide 5> is a very aromatic incense used in places of worship, and it represents our attempt to use religion to make God (or the supernatural) do what we want.  Go to Barnes and Noble and you’ll find that there is never a shortage of books on new age religions, astrology and witchcraft, all promising to teach the reader some kind of spirituality in order to get what they want.  But even those of us who go to church can be guilty of thinking that religion is about racking up \points so that God will give you what you want.
True religion isn’t about any of that—true religion does what the Wise Men did… worship Jesus—not to manipulate him, but because of who he is.  And if one is blessed by that encounter, it is the blessing that comes from yielding oneself to God.

Myrrh
Myrrh <slide 6> was a spice used for burials.  Tradi​tion holds that the wise men brought it because they knew this child was the One born to die for us all.  Myrrh reminds us of all the ways our fear of death—fear of our own death and the death of those we love—ruthlessly drives our thoughts and actions like a cruel task​master.  We avoid visiting the sick and dying; we are obsessive in our attempts to control, \we refuse to set our own affairs in order; we have mid-life crises that sometimes tear our families apart.  All because we are afraid of death.
The Wise Men taught us to lay our fear of death before Jesus, to trust that He is the One who broke the power of death forever, and that death will not have power over those who cling to him. <slide:blank>
Closing
The Wise Men are a stark contrast to the powerful yet frightened Herod.  And their wisdom lay in humbling themselves and worshiping Jesus.  Our wisdom comes from the same place.
IV. Conclusion
And though it’s over two thousands years later, <slide 8> it is the wise who seek him still.  Amen.
