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Matthew 2:1-12 – The Gift of Giving
What to give the person who has it all?
We’re just coming to the end of the Christmas season, and I’m sure many of us have faced the greatest of Christmas conundrums – what to give the person who has it all.  Your brother happens to be a millionaire, he’s got every electrical gadget known to humanity, he not only owns an extensive power tool set, but the company that made them, and he’s incredibly well supplied with socks and underwear.  All the traditional present options are covered and you’re left with the desperate task of coming up with something he’ll actually appreciate.  It’s a Christmas gift-giving nightmare.

Easy if they haven’t got anything!

It’s much easier, isn’t it, if you’re giving to someone who doesn’t have anything.  If you’re giving to a poor peasant family on the outskirts of society who were so destitute and despised they had to give birth to their first born son in the stink and muck of a stable.  The wise men had it easy!  They’re not confronted with our Christmas conundrum of what to give the person who has it all, no, they’ve got the triflingly easy task of giving to the person who has nothing at all!!!  What do you give the person who has nothing at all?  It doesn’t really matter does it?  Whatever they give them, they’ll need it, wont they?
What do they give?

On first blush, this seems to be the philosophy of the wise men, doesn’t it?  They don’t seem to have put too much thought into it, do they?  What do you give a poor peasant family?  Gold, frankincense and myrrh.  Gold – ok, that’s useful if you’re hard up for cash, fair enough, they did ok on that one.  But Frankincense and myrrh??  

Elias (my son) has just had his first Christmas.  Could you imagine, the family is all gathered around, we’re about to have Christmas lunch, and we’re handing out the gifts, and we get to the rellies from the east, my uncle in Melbourne, we unwrap the present to Elias and tumbling out of the wrapping is a couple of joss sticks and a coffin.  That’s what the wise men are giving the baby Jesus here!  A couple of joss sticks and a coffin.  Myrrh must be one of the most inappropriate gifts ever given, because you only really need myrrh if you happen to have a dead body about the place.  Myrrh was used to anoint the dead!  Just what a new born baby needs.  
It’s at this point of the story that we know that it was wise men rather than wise women, who were doing the buying.  Because if it were wise women,  they would have given him gifts that were much more appropriate, none of this gold, frankincense and myrrh, no, he would have got a baby bonus, a nappy service, and some nice little clothes from pumpkin patch.  That’s the last time they let the men loose on the Christmas shopping.
But are these inappropriate gifts?


But are these such inappropriate gifts?  Well, whether a gift is right or not always depends on who the person you’re giving to is.  For my first Father’s day, Hannah gave me a stick of metwurst and a packet of lolly bananas.  A lot of people thought that was a bit odd, but for me, it was a perfect gift – I love metwurst and I can’t get enough of lolly bananas.  How good a gift is always depends on who the person you’re giving to is.  And we learn a lot about who the wise men were giving to from their excursion to Herod’s palace and the bible reading of the day.  The wise men go to Herod, wanting to find out where this new king is whose star they’ve seen.  Herod’s pretty interested too, for obvious reasons, and he calls his chief priests and scribes to him, who read from the prophet Micah, chapter 5 verses 2 and 3.  Here in Matthew we get the abridged version, but what the wise men would have heard that day was this:
“But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah,  who are one of the little clans of Judah,  from you shall come forth for me  one who is to rule in Israel,  whose origin is from of old,  from ancient days.  3  Therefore he shall give them up until the time when she who is in labour has brought forth;  then the rest of his brothers shall return  to the people of Israel.  4  And he shall stand and feed his flock in the strength of the LORD,  in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God.  And they shall live secure, for now he shall be great  to the ends of the earth;  5  and he shall be the one of peace. (Micah 5:2-5a)
Who is this one who the wise men seek?  Well, we learn from the prophet Micah, 25 pages before our passage in our bibles but 700 years apart in time, that this one they seek
· will rule Israel

· will tend God’s people with God’s strength

· will be “from of old, from ancient days”

· will bring others to the people of Israel

· will be great to the ends of the earth.

The appropriateness of the gift depends on who the person you’re giving to is – gold frankincense and myrrh are extraordinary gifts, but we learn from Micah that this baby they are seeking is an extraordinary baby, and suddenly the gifts make sense.
Gold – king (will rule Israel as a shepherd).

What other than gold is worthy of someone who is a king?  Someone who will rule in Israel?  Sure, a poor peasant wouldn’t mind a bit of gold, but if you’re wanting to look at gold, you go to a king’s court, don’t you?  This baby the wise men seek is a king, and they offer a present fit for a king.
Frankincense – worship (from ancient days).

But more than a king, we learn from Micah this little one on Mary’s lap is, shockingly, extraordinarily, one who is “from of old, from ancient days”.  Less than a year old, yet older than the hills.  Less than a year old, yet one who comes from time immemorial.  Surely one who is, in the words of Daniel 7, Ancient of days, one in whom the mystery of the ancient and the nascent meets, is worthy of worship.  How appropriate then, to give him Frankincense, a sign and offering of worship throughout the middle-east.
Myrrh – death, by which he will bring others into the kingdom.
But what of myrrh?  The coffin, the gift that reeks of death?  The clue, again, is in Micah 5.  

“Therefore he shall give them up until the time when she who is in labour has brought forth;  then the rest of his brothers shall return  to the people of Israel.”

This child who has been born will bring others into the people of Israel, he will bring people not of God’s people Israel, to be his people.  


We here this morning at St. Michael’s are God’s people, though few if any of us are Jewish.  And how is it that we have been brought into God’s people?  Through a death, the death of this baby grown to manhood, a death on a Roman cross where God dealt with all that keeps us from being his that we might become part of his people.  The gift of myrrh was a prophetic gift, a gift that spoke of a death to come, yet still a death to be celebrated by a gift.  For the death this gift spoke of was the greatest gift God has ever given humanity – the death and resurrection of his Son for us.


Gold, Frankincense and Myrrh, extraordinary gifts for an extraordinary child – a king, the Lord, the saviour.  I wonder what you would offer him.  I wonder what you are offering him.  Are you offering him a gift that is appropriate to who he is?  Are you offering him some loose change, a Sunday morning, and barely a thought through the rest of the week?  It is not enough.  If Jesus is your King, your God and the one who gave all he is on the cross for you, it is not enough.  We are to offer gifts worthy of the one to whom we give, and that is no less than all we have, our worship every day we live, and our gratitude and love for every sin he took.  We can offer no less than our whole mind, body, soul and strength.  

That may sound onerous, perhaps too much, but when we see Jesus and are filled with the joy of knowing him, there is nothing less that we would want to give him, for he is our King, our Lord, our saviour.

No wonder his name was to be great to the ends of the earth – no wonder wise men from the ends of the earth came to worship him as a child.  No wonder Jesus’ name is great throughout our world today.  For men and women from the ends of the earth, if they are wise, can come to him still in worship, offering extraordinary gifts to our extraordinary Lord.
