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You may not have seen it as you drove to church today, but there is a star shining over 
Blacksburg Presbyterian Church.  You might consider that it drew you here today.  
 
I hesitate to say this in a University Church because there are probably experts in the 
field sitting in the congregation, but I think I’m correct in saying that most stars have a 
magnetic field.  They pull external objects into their orbit.  That could be you – acted 
upon by a heavenly force – pulling you in. 
 
You think that you chose to come. You may have thought that you came to see friends 
and family.  Or you may have thought that Duty called you here; that it is your 
responsibility.  Or maybe you thought that you would get some help here today – 
perhaps getting through a problem, or getting through the last of the holidays, or 
getting through a dark season in your life.   
 
And perhaps you will get something, but today getting is not the main thing.  The main 
thing today is that you see something – that you have an epiphany. A light needs to go 
off on in your head and your heart. 
 
We are learning today from the 2nd chapter of Matthew, from the story of the magi who 
followed that star to Bethlehem. What they saw, what they saw, was not a cute little 
baby all wrapped in swaddling clothes. They were not dropped into Luke’s vision of 
the birth of Jesus. What Matthew’s magi saw was a new born king and they came to 
show him some respect. As the text puts it, “To pay him homage.”  Or it can just as 
easily be translated, “To worship him.” I’m going to stick with show him respect – 
because we know what that means in everyday life – to show respect.  
 
It may be helpful to review who magi were and what they were about in the ancient 
world. The magi were astrologers – ancient experts in observing and interpreting the 
movements and alignments of planets and stars. The only kings in the story are Herod 
and Jesus. The magi were more like priests. They interpreted the will of the gods for 
people based on their interpretation of the night sky. 
 
To understand their significance, we have to picture the world before modern medicine, 
before antibiotics, before modern methods of agriculture, before modern modes of 
transportation and communication.  No penicillin. No trains. No Iphones or ear buds.  
 
We’ve got to picture a world in which war, famine, poverty, and disease were a part of 
the everyday fabric of life. Bart Ehrman, a religious studies professor at the University 



of North Carolina in Chapel Hill, describes it as “life on the edge.” We are taught to 
treat life as a grand adventure. To the person living in the ancient world life was about 
hanging onto the edge of existence by your fingertips, and at any time a force of nature 
or someone more powerful than you could break your grip. 
 
Ancient astrologers, the magi, were like priests to those ancient people. When the magi 
looked up into the night sky they saw messengers and messages from the gods.  They 
saw clues and signs of who the gods were, where they were, what the gods were up to, 
and what the gods might want from humanity. And in the ancient world you wanted 
whatever even tiny advantage you could get and the magi were thought to know how.  
 
Think about what Matthew is saying. In God’s infinite wisdom the star of Bethlehem 
drew in the magi, the international experts in the will of the gods. And what they see in 
Bethlehem is heaven’s true answer to the world’s brokenness.  We can’t miss Matthew’s 
point: 

 In an uncertain world, if you want to know the truth about who God is and what 
God wants both from you and for you…  

 come see Jesus. See him for who he is – the face, the voice, the hands, feet and 
heart, the essence, the very will of God in the flesh. 

 
Don’t look to the night sky, says Matthew. Look to Jesus if you want to know the 
wonder and will of God.  
 
At the deepest level, I think that’s what draws us to church – we want to see God. 
That’s what the church advertises as its purpose. We want to experience God’s 
presence.  We want to know God and to be guided by God. The church answers, “Then 
come and see Jesus.”  
 
Can you see that? 
 
And, to press on, when you come, say the magi, come prepared in advance to show him 
respect. They did that by opening their treasure chests and offering Jesus their gifts of 
gold, frankincense and myrrh.  Come to show your respect.  
 
Gold was in the first century what it is today: a precious metal, a symbol of wealth and 
significance, representing the best that anyone could offer. I wonder, have you come to 
show Jesus respect by bringing him the best that your life has to offer today?   
 
I think we may be getting it wrong at church these days. We come as consumers. We’ve 
come to think that everything needs to add value to our lives, values that we recognize 
and can validate, including God, or it, whatever it is, or whoever it is, is not worth it.   
 



People are baffled by and sometimes angry with younger families that do sports on 
Sunday mornings.  We shouldn’t be puzzled by that. The value of competition, team 
work, winning and losing honorably, playing by the rules, sacrificing for your 
teammates, pushing yourself to your limits so that you can be stronger or smarter – all 
of that is a clear advantage, both short term and long term.   
 
And that’s what we want from God.  Give us an advantage is still the basic human 
prayer.  
 
But the magi came, not to get something, but to give the advantages that they had to 
Jesus. It was a matter of honor – showing respect.  
 
And they brought him frankincense. In the ancient world the smoke of burning incense 
was a customary feature of every temple.  The smoke of incense represented the 
sacrifice or a prayer rising up into the heavens. You may remember the words of the 
psalmist: “Let my prayer rise as incense before you, and the lifting up of my hands as 
an evening sacrifice.”  
 
It might be said that the magi brought Jesus the gift of prayer, not praying to him, not 
praying to get something from him – but the gift of prayer for him, or perhaps to add 
their prayers to his.   
 
When you come to see and respect Jesus, come prepared to pray with Jesus: to share his 
concerns, to see the world for an hour and the people in it as Jesus sees them, and to 
pray for the world and to pray for other people in the way that Jesus prays out of his 
love for all. When you see Jesus, pray with him as a sign of your respect. 
 
And finally there was myrrh.  Myrrh was the strangest gift for an infant Jesus, out of 
place really. It would have been more suitable for Jesus at his death.  Myrrh was a 
burial spice.   
 
Initially I wasn’t sure what to make of that. But it occurred to me that we might want to 
think of myrrh as a gift of loyalty, a promise that we will stand with and by Jesus, not 
only at his birth, but throughout his life, even all the way until his death on the cross.   
 
In other words:  Will we listen to what he teaches?  Will we feed the hungry, give water 
to the thirsty, put clothes on people’s backs, visit those who are in prison, or who are 
sick? Will we turn the other cheek, love our enemies, do good to those who hate us?  
Will we forgive seventy times seven?  Will we be a good neighbor?  Will we resist evil?  
In other words, will we follow Jesus from Bethlehem, into Egypt, then Nazareth, then 
Jerusalem and at the cross? Will we share in his sacrifice in order to show God’s love? 
 



I have one last thing to say – if you follow God’s call here – if you see Jesus for who he 
is and respect him by giving him your best, your prayers, and your loyalty – you 
yourselves will be a light –  

 you will shine like the sun,  
 you will be a city on a hill, 
 You will be the place where Jesus is to be found and followed.  
 

The star over Bethlehem will be the star over Blacksburg Presbyterian Church.  And all 
the world will be able to see it. Amen.  
 


