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

loving God, open our hearts and minds to know the child born for 

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

In a Peanuts cartoon, Lucy grumbled to Charlie Brown about the awful 

New Year she was having. She complained that problems abounded, and 

she felt that difficulties were around every corner. Then she said, “I don’t 

think this is a New Year at all - I think we’ve been stuck with a USED year!” 

John Newton, a one-time captain of slave ships, and later, an Anglican 

priest and writer of the famous hymn Amazing Grace, said, “I compare the 

troubles which we have to undergo in the course of the year to a great 

bundle of sticks, far too large for us to lift. But God does not require us to 

carry the whole at once. He mercifully unties the bundle, and gives us first 

one stick, which we are to carry today, and then another, which we are to 

carry tomorrow, and so on. This we might easily manage, if we would only 

take the burden appointed for us each day; but we choose to increase our 

troubles by carrying yesterday's stick over again today, and adding 

tomorrow's burden to our load, before we are required to bear it.” 

Lucy would have benefited from John Newton’s wisdom, for each day is 

a wondrous gift to us from our loving God; a day to enjoy and to make 

some progress on our bundle of sticks. This is our epiphany for today. 

The word epiphany comes from the ancient Greek word for 

‘manifestation’ or ‘striking appearance’ and has come to have the secular 

meaning of a sudden realization or comprehension of something. In 

Christian circles, Epiphany celebrates the revelation of God in the person of 

Jesus Christ. Epiphany is celebrated as the day after the twelfth day of 
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Christmas, which is always January 6th, but we’ve come to celebrate 

Epiphany on the Sunday between January 2nd and 8th, which is today! It’s 

the day that we celebrate, in particular, God’s epiphany to gentile wise 

men. 

You may have noticed in the reading from Matthew this morning that 

there’s actually no mention of there being three wise men - or three magi - 

or three kings. There are however, three gifts: gold and frankincense and 

myrrh, so, it must have been determined that there was one gift per 

person. The wise men, or magi became associated with three kings, in part 

because of the prophesies in the Old Testament book of Isaiah that Joan 

read this morning, which refer to kings, gold and frankincense. 

Matthew is quite clear that the wise men are gentiles and are not 

Jewish. They’re gentile astrologers from the East; scientific people of their 

day who come bearing precious gifts and kneel down before the Jewish 

child Jesus to pay him homage. The gentile wise men treat Jesus as a king, 

presenting him with costly gifts and kneeling before him. It seems, though, 

that the wise men don’t fully understand what Jesus is all about. First of all, 

they needed the cruel King Herod to direct them to Jesus’ birthplace in 

Bethlehem. And then they bring precious gifts for the young child Jesus 

when elsewhere in Matthew, it’s clear that Jesus is not associated with 

kingly or priestly or other well-to-do luxuries. It seems as though these 

wise men didn’t know exactly what they sought and they may have been 

unsure of the perfect Christmas gift to bring little Jesus. 

When a seminary professor was a young man of 23, he was given a 

summer tour of Europe as a graduation present. He traveled throughout 

Europe and ended up on the beaches of France where he was determined 

to spend the rest of the summer. His parents, who had paid for his trip, 

insisted that he visit relatives in Switzerland. This was the last place that 
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he wanted to go; he wanted to stay at the beach. But his mother insisted 

that he visit the relatives in Switzerland, and she warned him to make a 

good impression. So, reluctantly, he took a train to the Alps. 

He had spent all of his money having fun at the beach and only had 

three dollars left when he arrived in his relative’s town. He looked in the 

store windows to see what gift he could buy for three dollars to make a 

good impression for his mother, but it was hopeless. As he pondered his 

situation, a beautiful young woman caught his eye who was working in a 

fine crystal shop. He immediately went into the store, even though he knew 

he couldn’t afford anything in the store. 

Forgetting about his dire situation, he began to flirt with the young 

woman, making her laugh – and she accidently dropped a very expensive 

crystal bowl, breaking it into three pieces. The owner of the shop yelled at 

her and she fled to the back of the store crying. It was then, that he 

realized his problem was now solved. He purchased the broken bowl for 

three dollars and asked the shop owner to gift wrap the bowl. 

Upon arriving at his relative’s house, he fake trips through the 

doorway, and drops the gift-wrapped box. Everyone is shocked! He picks 

up the present, apologizes for his clumsiness, and gives the banged-up box 

to his aunt who opens the box to find a beautiful crystal bowl, broken into 

three pieces – and each of the three pieces is individually wrapped in white 

tissue paper.  

Some scholars say that the three gifts offered to Jesus by the wise 

men represent three roles of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew. Gold is the 

precious metal of kings and represents Jesus’ reign as the King of the Jews 

and of God’s kingdom on earth. Frankincense is a type of incense or 

perfume used during worship in the Temple that represents Jesus’ 

priesthood, ranking above the Scribes and the Pharisees. Myrrh is 
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embalming or anointing oil that represents Jesus’ suffering and death for 

our salvation. The gifts then, foretell Jesus’ roles as king, priest and 

saviour. 

Marjorie Tallcott was married and had one child during the Great 

Depression. Her family managed to scrape their way through, but as 

Christmas approached one year, Marjorie and her husband were 

disappointed that they would not be able to buy any presents. A week 

before Christmas they explained to their six year-old son, Pete, that there 

would be no store-bought presents this Christmas. “But I’ll tell you what we 

can do” said Pete’s father, “we can make pictures of the presents we’d like 

to give to each other.” 

Marjorie and her husband set to work. Christmas Day arrived and the 

family rose to find their skimpy little tree made magnificent by the picture 

presents they had adorned it with. There was luxury beyond imagination in 

those pictures: a black limousine and red speedboat for Dad, a diamond 

bracelet and fur coat for Mom, a camping tent and a swimming pool for 

Pete. 

Then young Pete pulled out his present, a crayon drawing of a man, a 

woman, and a child, with their arms around each other laughing. Under the 

picture was just one word: “US.” 

Years later Marjorie wrote that it was the richest, most satisfying 

Christmas they ever had. The most precious gift we can ever offer is 

ourselves; the precious present of our presence. This is the gift that Jesus 

offers us - the gift of himself. If Jesus was to draw a gift, perhaps it would 

be just like Pete’s: people with their arms around each other laughing - 

human community with Christ at the centre. 

Gold and frankincense and myrrh are precious gifts. But the gospels 

don’t describe the life and work of Jesus in terms of a king adorned with 
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gold, or of a priest in flowing robes in an ornate temple smelling of 

frankincense, or of a saviour anointed with myrrh to lead the people in 

overcoming the oppressive rule of the Romans. The gospels tell us a 

different message. 

In the gospels, Jesus proclaims hope and peace and joy and love. Hope 

for the poor and for the poor of heart; peace for the nations and for those 

with conflicts that rage within; joy that frees those held captive by bars and 

by the burdens of life; and love that brings us ever closer to God through 

the child who was born in a manger. Thanks be to God for Jesus and for 

the precious gift of love that we’ve been given; given to share. Amen. 

 


