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Let’s open our hearts together in prayer. Let us pray: Gracious and 

loving God, bless us as we receive our Christmas gift of love; a baby 

in a manger, in whose name we pray. Amen. 

A lady waited until the last minute to send Christmas cards. She knew 

she had 49 folks on her list, so she rushed into a store and bought a 

package of 50 lovely Christmas cards without really looking at them. Still in 

a big hurry, she addressed the forty-nine envelopes and signed the cards 

without bothering to read the message inside. 

After Christmas, when things had quieted down a little, she happened 

to come across the one leftover card and finally read the message she had 

sent to 49 of her friends. Much to her dismay, it read, “This card is just to 

say, a little gift is on the way.” 

Have you done enough shopping, wrapping, and gift-giving over the 

last month or so? The old carol, The Twelve Days of Christmas, suggests 

that we have just celebrated yesterday, the twelfth and final day of 

Christmas gift-giving, with the gift of twelve drummers drumming! Today is 

Epiphany, the day following the twelve days of Christmas that celebrates 

the epiphany of Jesus to wise men, who brought the baby Jesus more gifts. 

We don’t know how many wise men there were – the gospel accounts 

don’t tell us. We know there was more than one and we assume that there 

were three, each one bringing a separate gift, because we’re told “they 

offered him gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh.” We’re told, but usually 

overlook, that the wise men, however many of them there were, also 

offered the baby Jesus a fourth gift, for “On entering the house, they saw 

the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him 
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homage.” They worshipped Jesus, and to this day, this fourth gift is the 

greatest gift we can offer Jesus – to offer him our praise and worship; the 

gift of our love.  

The wise men from the East, the magi, follow the star to Jerusalem 

looking for the “the child who has been born King of the Jews.” King Herod, 

who is the King of the Jews, heard about them and he was frightened. 

Herod was a man of great power, who, backed by Rome, established 

himself as king by the military conquest of his ‘own’ people. Having gained 

power by the sword, Herod must have been continually frightened that 

someone would rise up to depose him. 

The wise men were not kings, but magi, a priestly class of Persian or 

Babylonian experts in astrology and the interpretation of dreams. We get 

the English word ‘magic’ from them. They were definitely not Jewish – they 

were gentiles in the extreme, following an unusual star that was leading 

them to worship a new king who they understood to be the King of the 

Jews. It’s an epiphany to gentiles. In a great irony, the rejected, crucified 

King of the Jews is revealed in an epiphany to gentile wise men bearing 

gifts. 

Have you heard the classic short story by O’Henry, The Gift of the 

Magi? The story is about a young married couple who are very much in 

love. Christmas is approaching and neither one has enough money to buy 

the other a Christmas gift. Each one does however, have one prized 

possession; something they treasure very much. Della, the wife, has 

beautiful waist length hair. Jim, the husband, has a beautiful gold pocket 

watch that belonged to his grandfather. 

In her love for her husband, Della goes to a wig maker and sells her 

hair in order to buy for Jim a beautiful gold chain for his watch. In the 

meantime, Jim sells his watch in order to buy Della a beautiful set of combs 
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and brushes for her hair. Each one, out of their love for the other, sacrifices 

the thing they prize the most. 

The last paragraph in the story states: “The magi, as you know, were 

wise men - wonderfully wise men - who brought gifts to the Babe in the 

manger. They invented the art of giving Christmas presents. Being wise, 

their gifts were no doubt wise ones. And here I have lamely related to you 

the uneventful chronicle of two foolish children in a flat who most unwisely 

sacrificed for each other the greatest treasures of their house. But in a last 

word to the wise of these days let it be said that of all those who give gifts 

these two were the wisest. Of all who give and receive gifts, such as they 

are the wisest. Everywhere they are the wisest. They are the magi.” 

It’s a wonderful story of love and sacrifice. Della and Jim are so 

grateful for each other that they each sell material things that are 

important to them. Their selfless gratitude is consistent with an article I 

read in the Globe and Mail during the lead-up to our materialistic Christmas 

season. In his article, How to raise a grateful child, Dave McGinn quotes 

Tim Kasser, a professor of psychology at Knox College in Illinois and author 

of The High Price of Materialism: “[What] we know pretty solidly from the 

children, adolescent and adult literature is that the more materialistic 

people are, the lower their personal well-being.” That diminished sense of 

well-being includes everything from lower life satisfaction and happiness, 

and an increased likelihood of depression and anxiety. 

Research has shown there is an inverse relationship between 

materialism and so-called pro-social values such as generosity. Kasser says 

that “The more that you tend to prioritize materialistic values, the less you 

tend to prioritize what we call intrinsic values for things like personal 

growth and affiliation and community.” The opposite is also true: the more 

that adolescents are encouraged to think about the things and people they 
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are grateful for, the less materialistic they will be. And we know that 

happiness lies in relationship and love, not material things.  

The biblical wise men brought very precious, materialistic gifts of gold 

and frankincense and myrrh. They were guided by pagan astrology to 

follow a star. It was advanced science for their day. But it’s Hebrew 

scripture that reveals what the gentile astrologers are looking for. The 

pagan astrology leads them to Hebrew scripture because the epiphany is 

not the star, but what the star is leading them to: the fulfillment of God’s 

promises; and the fulfillment of human longing for an epiphany of God’s 

love for us even when, like the wise men, we don’t really know what we’re 

looking for. Neither do we realize that, like the wise men, the most 

important gift is the fourth gift: our praise and worship, and love. 

The late great business man and entrepreneur, James Cash Penney, 

founder of the J.C. Penney stores, in his autobiography entitled Fifty Years 

with the Golden Rule, tells of his being in the Battle Creek Sanitarium one 

night when he thought he was dying. He wrote several letters and went 

back to bed thinking he would not be alive the next morning. But, when 

morning came, he was still alive. He got up and as he was walking down 

the hall, not really looking for anything, he heard some people singing a 

hymn in the hospital chapel: “Be not dismayed whate’er betide. God will 

take care of you.” It was a few people having an early morning prayer 

meeting. J.C. Penney slipped inside and sat at the back. Someone read 

from the Bible and led the group in prayer. James Cash Penney 

spontaneously prayed, “Lord, I can do nothing. Will You take care of me?” 

He says, “In the next few moments something happened to me … it was a 

miracle.” He received the gift of God’s love and became a believer. He had 

an epiphany in that little prayer meeting and it changed his life. 
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Through Jesus, God takes care of us always, and offers us our 

Christmas gift of unconditional love. It’s an epiphany. All we can do in 

return is to offer the fourth gift: to offer God our praise and worship, our 

Christmas gift of love. Amen. 


