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 When you and I think of the “Christmas story,” we’re usually referring to the beloved 
narrative in Luke’s Gospel, where the birth of Jesus is revealed by angels to shepherds.  Today, 
we’re examining Matthew’s version of the Christmas story, which is a far cry from the simple, 
modest, quiet event reported by Luke.  By telling the story of the magi and King Herod, Matthew 
adds a new dimension to our understanding of the Christ event. 
 

 For one thing, Matthew recognizes in the birth of Jesus an event of cosmic significance.  
This newborn baby is the decisive revelation of God, the ultimate “epiphany.”  He appears as the 
true king of Israel, descended from David and born in David’s hometown of Bethlehem.  But 
Matthew’s emphasis goes a step further:  Christ appears not for Israel alone but for the whole 
world.  The good news is for everyone, Gentiles as well as Jews.  God reveals himself in an 
object of nature, an extraordinary star.  Even foreigners can recognize the star as a sign from God 
and be moved to worship him.  In today’s Call to Worship, we were reminded that the prophet 
Isaiah envisioned a time when rulers of other nations would come to Jerusalem to worship 
Israel’s God, bringing him gifts of gold and frankincense (Isaiah 60:1-6).  Matthew sees this 
prophecy fulfilled by the magi.  The gospel, he says, is made available to all people, and all 
people have the capacity to respond to it.  
 

 There is an Anglican cathedral in Aklavic, Canada, one of the northernmost cities of the 
Western Hemisphere.  Above the altar in that cathedral hangs a painting entitled “Epiphany of 
the Snows,” which interprets the Christmas story in terms easily understood by people who live 
close to the North Pole.  The Madonna and Child are dressed in regal white fur, representing the 
riches of that region.  A tall Native American is portrayed bringing a live beaver, the most 
expensive gift he can offer.  Kneeling below him, a trader from the Hudson Bay Company offers 
white fox pelts.  Nearby stands a Royal Canadian Mounted Police officer offering protection, 
while two sledge dogs are harnessed ready for service.  An Eskimo kneels in the snow with two 
walrus tusks – trophies of the hunt.  Instead of the traditional camels of the East, the painting 
features reindeer.  The message of this painting is that Christ is for everyone, and each one must 
bring to Christ the gift that is appropriate. 
 

 Friends, this is the glad message we proclaim on Epiphany Sunday.  Christ is not the 
exclusive property of any region, race, gender, or denomination; Christ is for the whole world.  
It’s almost ironic that Matthew is the one who bears witness to this fact.  After all, his Gospel is 
known for its Jewishness, but it is Matthew who reminds us that God reveals himself in Christ to 
all people, without discrimination. 
 

 When we place Matthew’s Christmas story alongside Luke’s, other distinctives become 
apparent.  In these two accounts, the revelation of God comes in different ways to different 
people, thereby prompting different responses. 
 

 Luke’s story depicts God slipping onto the stage of world history incognito, as a “babe 
wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger” (Luke 2:7).  His coming is quiet, unobtrusive, 



and virtually unnoticed.  The advent of the Messiah is announced only to his own family 
members and a few shepherds, not to the general public.  Moreover, these are folks you and I 
would least expect to receive a divine revelation.  God’s favor comes to rest upon Mary, a poor 
servant girl, and upon a band of uneducated, unwashed shepherds. 
 

 Now, note the dramatic change when we flip over to Matthew.  The revelation of God is 
anything but incognito; a star is placed in the heavens, which is visible to all people.  Wise men 
from the East recognize the star as a sign of the birth of the Jewish Messiah, and come to 
worship him.  They arrive in Jerusalem and inquire of his precise whereabouts.  In no time at all, 
the birth of Jesus is headline news, the talk of the town.  Matthew tells us that “Herod was 
troubled and all Jerusalem with him” (Matthew 2:3).  Not only are the Gentile magi caught up in 
this event; the ruler of the Jews and the chief priests and scribes also get involved. 
 

 This is a detail in the Christmas story that is easy to miss.  Matthew tells us that the light 
of God comes to Gentiles as well as Jews.  But that is not all.  Whereas Luke shows Christ being 
revealed to the poor, the uneducated, and the oppressed, Matthew places the birth of Christ 
among the wealthy, the wise, and the powerful.  We don’t know the precise vocation of the magi, 
but in the popular imagination they represent people of learning and affluence and are often 
portrayed as royalty.  Likewise, King Herod and the religious authorities are obviously people of 
power.  Matthew is saying that Christ reveals himself, not only to the humble classes, but also to 
the political, economic, and religious establishment of the day.  He is not only the Savior of the 
poor and the obscure; he is also the Lord of the rich and famous.  And please note:  he is their 
Lord, not their lap dog. 
 

 Matthew’s Gospel ought to be good news especially to people like you and me, because 
it’s hard for most of us to identify with the shepherds in Luke’s story.  We’ve had more 
education than they have; we make too much money; we dress too well and smell too fine; we 
are too accustomed to giving orders instead of taking them.  We may not be rich and famous like 
Bill Gates or Oprah Winfrey; but let’s face it:  among the cast members of the Christmas story 
you and I bear greater resemblance to the magi, King Herod, and the chief priests and scribes 
than we do to the low-life shepherds. 
 

 And this could pose a huge problem.  If Christ is revealed only to country folk without a 
sixth grade education, you and I are left standing in the dark.  However, according to Matthew, 
Christ sheds his light on people like us – people who live and work in upscale towns and cities, 
who teach and supervise and govern others, who are flat-out wealthy compared to many 
residents of Ghana and Ecuador, whom we rub shoulders with only on mission trips.  You and I 
may sometimes be heathen like the magi, or sinners like King Herod, or self-righteous snobs like 
the priests and scribes, but Christ comes to us, too. 
 

 And notice:  when Christ does make himself known to the privileged and the powerful, 
he is likely to produce a reaction.  At least he does in Matthew’s story, where we see three 
different reactions to the birth of the Savior. 
 

 From the wise men, of course, comes the response of homage.  Realizing that they kneel 
at the feet of creation’s Lord, they present the costliest gifts they can bring.  Realizing the love of 
God in Christ, they are “lost in wonder, love, and praise.” 
 



 Then, from Herod the king comes the response of hostility.  Matthew gives us the 
shattering image of a tyrant who is intimidated and jealous, screaming death warrants and 
releasing the sword of government against the innocent in order to preserve his entrenched 
power.  Again, we are light years away from the pastoral Christmas story in Luke.  But Matthew 
must tell it like it is:  good news has its enemies.  One has but to love to arouse hatred; one has 
but to speak the truth to strengthen the network of lies and deception.  Christ invites homage, but 
he also provokes hostility. 
 

 I nearly entitled this sermon “The Four Wise Men,” adding King Herod to the original list 
of three.  We usually credit Herod more for his cunning than his wisdom, but at least he is wise 
enough to recognize the power of this little baby!  He knows something earth-shattering has 
happened in Bethlehem which poses a threat to his own authority.  And he responds with a 
vengeance.  In Herod’s defense, one might argue that some reaction to Christ, even a negative 
reaction, is better than no reaction at all.  Perhaps, in the end, hostility is better than apathy. 
 

 And this brings us to the third response to the birth of the Messiah – the most puzzling 
and perplexing response of all.  The chief priests and scribes react to Jesus’ appearance with 
complete indifference.  They are so engrossed in their temple ritual and legal wrangling that they 
simply disregard Jesus.  He means nothing to them.  The priests and scribes even have the 
Hebrew Scriptures that point them to the coming of God’s Son.  The magi, on the other hand, 
have only the feeble pseudo-science of astrology to guide them; yet the magi are the first to 
respond to the newborn King.  The Jewish authorities can provide vital information – the 
Messiah is to be born in Bethlehem – but when his birth actually occurs, they show no interest in 
it.  They know how to give directions to others from the Scriptures, but they don’t allow this 
word to direct their own lives. 
 

 The late Scottish theologian, James Stewart, once observed that the main reason people 
turn away from Christ “is not atheism, though that may be the ostensible reason . . . It is 
preoccupation, and the feeling of being able to get along reasonably well without the things of 
which [Christ] speaks.  ‘What shall we do with the Child?’  Some may cry, ‘Crown him!’ – 
others, ‘Crucify him!’  But there are far more who prefer the middle way:  ‘Ignore him!’” 
 

 Before Will Willimon became a United Methodist bishop, he pastored a church in South 
Carolina, where he once had a moving conversation with a male parishioner.  Willimon writes 
that “[this man] had interpreted and kept his marriage vows rather loosely, had thought little 
about the past and had not the slightest interest in the future.  He had spent the first years of his 
marriage mainly on the road making money.  ‘But one night,’ this man said, ‘I got turned around 
– the night I walked into a hospital room and held my little baby in my arms for the first time and 
realized that she was a part of me even if she was better than I deserved.  I said to myself, “You 
are going to have to stop your foolishness and start living like somebody, because she’s 
somebody.”  The birth of that baby summoned forth the best in this man’s humanity, laid hold of 
his life in a manner that could only be called rebirth.”   
 

 Let me ask you:  what about the birth of the baby Jesus?  Has it gotten your attention?  
Has it made an ounce of difference in your life?  Have you started living like somebody, because 
he’s somebody? 


