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“What the Magi See”
Isaiah 60:1-6; Matthew 2:1-12 January 8, 2017

What do they see, these strange figures who arrive in 
Bethlehem from another place and another culture?  They 
see a young mother, a father and a child.  Who are these 
Wise Men from the East: exotic astrologers, unnamed 
kings, wealthy merchants, amateur philosophers?  Their 
identity has always been shrouded in mystery.  They seek 
the child who is to be the King of the Jews and whose birth 
has been announced in the stars.  When they arrive, they 
discover the child not only by studying the stars, but also 
(rather ironically) by the wisdom of the scholars of the 
King who claims he is the only King of the Jews.  In their 
journey of discovery, we hear an echo of the Prophet Isaiah:

“Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the 
glory of the Lord has risen upon you… the wealth of 
the nations shall come to you… They shall bring gold 
and frankincense, and shall proclaim the praise of the 
Lord... Foreigners shall build up your walls, and their 
kings shall minister to you (Isaiah 60).”

As we know, there is room for only one King in Israel.  
Feigning excited interest, Herod points the way to 
Bethlehem with instructions that the Magi return to tell 
him all about the child so that he too may pay him homage.  
When powerful people are afraid, they are capable of 
terrible things.  In Herod’s lingo, homage is just another 
word for murderous death.  

What do these exotic figures from the East see?  They see 
that Jesus is destined to be more than the King of the Jews, 
but the King of all peoples and nations.  How do I know this?  
His birth is not only foretold in the Hebrew Scriptures, 
but it is written in the stars.  As the ideal King who will 
be a faithful shepherd to all, he is sought not only by his 
people Israel, but by these kings from the East.  We call this 
day Epiphany.  The word Epiphany comes from a Greek 
word that means appearance or manifestation.  Epiphany 
celebrates the manifestation of Jesus not only to the Jews, 
but also to the Gentile world.  Jesus is no ordinary child.  
He is the long awaited Messiah, the Savior of his people, 
the Prince of Peace.  Or as John puts it so powerfully, he is 
the WORD MADE FLESH.  The Irish poet, W.B.Yeats, 
expresses what they find in a crude stable amid the smells 

and sounds of animals as, “The uncontrollable mystery on 
the bestial floor” (The Magi by W.B. Yeats).

The uncontrollable mystery.  Of course, Herod wants 
to control things.  He wants to have his way, to secure his 
throne, to indulge his grandiose schemes, and to rule over 
a nation that is forced to do his will.  There is no room for 
mystery in his kingdom.  Jesus is a divine mystery whom we 
do not control.  As Herod will soon learn the hard way, all 
efforts to control Jesus end in failure.  Like the Wise Men, 
we too can only kneel down, offer our gifts and pay him 
homage.  

There is another irony at the heart of Matthew’s story: 
strangers see what the religious and political leaders of the 
people cannot see.  God acts in this child to manifest the 
divine purpose for the whole world.  Herod, who ought 
to welcome the child, will do everything in his power to 
destroy the child.  Sometimes we see things through the 
vision of strangers that we cannot see for ourselves.  It may 
be a life changing truth that is right before our eyes.  God 
speaks to us through the voice of strangers, but sometimes 
we, like Herod, seal our ears to the uncomfortable truth, 
we close our minds to new possibilities, we shut our eyes to 
things that challenge us.  

The 18th century Irish clergyman and satirist, Jonathan 
Swift, is perhaps best known as the author of Gulliver’s 
Travels.  He wrote under pseudonyms because his writings 
contained bitter political, social and religious critiques 
of the poverty and social problems that were exacerbated 
by the oppressive British rule of Ireland.  Even though he 
was the Dean of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin, Swift 
believed that the truth would find a better hearing from an 
unknown pen.  In his scathing satire, A Modest Proposal, 
Swift contends that the grinding poverty of Ireland might 
be eased if the poor would sell their children to the wealthy 
for food.  Since the rich landlords had already devoured the 
poor tenants of Ireland, why not devour their children as 
well?  The word from the pen of a stranger brought to light 
the economic and political injustice that kept Ireland in 
chains. 

What do the wise among us see that we cannot see 
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for ourselves?  What brokenness, suffering, hunger and 
violence does God want us to heal and end that we cannot 
see?  Some years ago, I attended a play with the memorable 
line: “There is no smaller package on earth than a person 
all wrapped up in him or herself.”  Thank God that there 
are people around us, even strangers, who help us find him, 
love him and follow him.  Thank God that there are people 
around us who unwrap the all too small package of our 
lives.  We will always live among Herods, but we have one 
true King who shows us the way.  

In a recent radio show, the long time host Diane Rehm 
was asked, “What is one of the most important things 
we can do to heal our society?”  She said that we should 
learn to listen.  We should stop trying to win arguments or 
convince others of our point of view, but simply to listen 
and to seek to understand.  Listening and understanding 
lead to transformation.   

When people struggling with emotional and spiritual 
issues or with difficulties in their relationships, families or 
marriages come to CenterPoint Counseling, a part of what 
helps them heal is the compassion and vision of someone 
they do not know.  The counselors and therapists in our 
Center are able to help others see things that they are not 
yet able to see for themselves; their friends and families 
may be too close and too involved in the situation to help 
them.  Working with someone beyond ourselves and our 
circle of friends helps us come to know God’s healing and 
guidance for our lives.  Through the supportive and, at 
times, challenging insight of others we may come from the 
darkness that surrounds us into the light of God’s peace. 

God can speak to the church through the voices of those 
outside the church.  Strangers may see ways in which we 
have failed the gospel or not seen what God is doing in our 
midst.  I remember a newspaper columnist who severely 
criticized the church for being so wrapped up in itself that it 
paid little attention to important issues in the community, 
such as domestic violence, education, poverty, housing 
and moral integrity.  The column offended a number of 
people in the church I served until one of the deacons said, 
“Instead of getting angry and defensive, maybe we ought to 
ask ourselves if what she is saying is true.”  It is easy to get 
so sidetracked by petty issues and trivial squabbles that we 
forget the main thing: proclaiming in word and deed the 
light of God that has come in Jesus Christ.

Sometimes we have a hard time hearing the ways we need 
to change our lives, rebuild our relationships, demonstrate 
forgiveness, extend hospitality, and practice generosity.  
These Wise Men show us the way.  Matthew suggests that 

what they saw changed them.  They were no longer the 
same.  He says that they went home by another way.  That 
is, they went home as transformed people.  Thank God for 
the voices of others, and even the vision of strangers, who 
cross our paths and help us see the light that has come in 
Jesus.  Thank God for the strangers who cross our paths and 
show us another way to go. 

“Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the 
Lord has risen upon you.”

 
 


