


WELCOME to Epiphany 

They typically receive fourth billing in 

Christmas plays. Outfitted with 

oversized bathrobes and foil crowns, 

they present shoeboxes to the baby 

doll in the manger. Nearby are cattle-a

-lowing, angels, and shepherds too 

young for speaking parts. 

They are the “wise men.” 

Immortalized in Matthew’s Gospel and 

seared into our collective 

consciousness by the song “We Three 

Kings,” these figures have been a 

mainstay in retellings of Jesus’s birth 

for centuries. 

But what do we really know about 

these men? Narrative padding has 

tended to stifle their profound 

importance in Matthew’s Gospel. Yet 

by looking at things afresh—what 

they aren’t and what they are—we can 

better appreciate their role in 

heralding the gospel itself. 

 

Tradition pegs their number at three. 

One is hard-pressed, however, to find 

that detail in Matthew. Three comes 

from ascribing the number 

of gifts (gold, frankincense, myrrh) to 

the number of men bringing them.  

 

Matthew’s magoi were likely 

specialists in dreams and astrological 

phenomena, as attested by their 

interpretation of the star. They were 

“wise men” only in a secular sense, 

and it’s unlikely they were real kings.  

 

These magoi were likely from Persia, 

Arabia (Syria/Jordan, not Saudi 

Arabia), or Babylonia. Traditional 

nativities place the magoi with the 

shepherds at the stable on the night of 

Jesus’s birth. Upon their arrival, they 

visit Jesus in a house, where the family 

apparently re-located after birth.  

 

Ironically, it is thoroughly pagan 

Gentile ”kings”—perhaps from a 

nation that had held Israel captive, if 

the Babylon theory is right—who alone 

read the Scriptures rightly and came to 

herald the true King.  
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But beneath the fear that they spoke about to Pilate lay another fear that they had not spoken 

about to anyone probably, not even to each other. This was the fear which I doubt very much if 

any one of them had had the courage to face more than fleetingly even within the secrecy of his 

own heart-the fear that the man whom they had crucified would really come alive again as he 

had promised, that the body that now lay dead in its tomb, disfigured by the mutilations of the 

cross, that this body or some new and terrible version of it would start to breathe again, stand 

up in its grave clothes and move toward them with unspeakable power. To the extent that deep 

within themselves the Jewish elders feared this as a real possibility, their being told by Pilate to 

make things as secure as they could was to have the very earth pulled out from under them. 

How does an old man keep the sun from rising? How do soldiers secure the world against 

miracles?  

 

Yet maybe it is not as hard as they feared. I suspect that many of us could have greatly 

reassured them. I suspect that many of us could tell that all in all there is a lot one can do in 

defense against miracle. 

 

So what do I believe actually happened that morning on the third day after he died?  

 

I can tell you this: that what I believe happened and what in faith and with great joy I proclaim, 

is that he somehow got up, with life in him again, and the glory upon him. And I speak very 

plainly here, verygot up. He said, "Don't be afraid." Rich man, poor man, child; sick man, dying; 

man who cannot believe, scared sick man, lost one. Young man with your life ahead of you. 

"Don't be afraid."  

 

He said, "Feed my sheep," which is why, like the chief priests and the Pharisees, we try to make 

that tomb as secure as we can. Because this is what he always says: "Feed my sheep ... my 

lambs." And this is what we would make ourselves secure from, knowing the terrible needs of 

the lambs and our abundance, knowing our own terrible needs. 

 

He said “Lo, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The proclamation of Easter Day is that all is well. In the end, his will, not ours, is done. Love is 

the victor. Death is not the end. The end is life. His life and our lives through him, in him. 

Existence has greater depths of beauty, mystery, and benediction than the wildest visionary has 

ever dared dream. Christ our Lord has risen. 

                                                                                                                                            ~Frederick Buechner 
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