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THE EPIPHANY OF THE LORD 
Is 60:1-6; Ps 72:1-2,7-8,10-13; Eph 3:2-3,5-6; Mt 2:1-12 

 

THE GIFTS OF THE MAGI 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Sunday, January 7, 2018, 8:30 and 10:30 a.m. Masses 

 

Today, Epiphany, is thirteen days after Christmas. 

 

We are still in the Christmas spirit. 

  The crib is still up. 

  The Christmas tree is still up. 

  Poinsettias are around the tree. 

  Wreaths are hanging on the walls. 

   

Christmas is the time of giving gifts. 

 

The tradition of giving gifts at Christmas 

  is partly based upon the magi in today’s gospel 

  who gave gifts to the infant Jesus (Mt 2:11). 

 

Q:  How many magi were there? 

A:  Three (implied, Mt 2:11). 

 

They magi brought gifts with them. 

 

Q:  What were the three gifts of the magi? 

A:  Gold, frankincense, and myrrh (Mt 2:11). 

 

Q:  Where did the magi come from? 

A:  “The east” (Mt 2:1), modern-day Iraq. 

 

There is a difference between the West and the East  

  when it comes to gifts at Christmastime. 

 

Q:  When did you open your Christmas gifts? 

A:  Christmas Eve or Christmas morning. 

 

Not everyone does it this way. 

I have a friend, Steve, who is Armenia Catholic, 

  one of the Eastern Rites of the Catholic Church. 

They opened their Christmas gifts yesterday, 

  January 6th, the Epiphany. 

Some Christians open their gifts today, 

  the second Sunday after Easter, when they celebrate Epiphany. 
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Epiphany is an excellent day to reflect on Christmas gifts 

  because the magi came bearing gifts. 

 

Gifts say a lot about the giver of the gift, 

  and also about the person who receives the gift. 

For a gift to be a good gift, 

  it has to be appropriate to the person who receives it. 

We wouldn’t give a swim suit to an Eskimo 

  or a heavy winter coat to someone who lives in Hawaii. 

 

I would like to show you three of my Christmas gifts. 

 

Here is my first gift. 

It is a dish towel. 

But it is not just any dish towel. 

Look, there is a Viking embroidered on it. 

 

And what does this gift say about me? 

  I do dishes. 

  It is a very useful gift. 

 

But it also says that I am a Vikings fan. 

  I’ve cheered for the Vikings ever since they were founded in the 1960s. 

  The gift says something about who I am and what I enjoy. 

If I were to receive a dish towel embroidered with  

  the Chicago Bears, the Green Bay Packers, or the Detroit Lions, 

  it would go into recycling. 

 

I have second gift. 

Every Christmas a parishioner sends me a “care package”  

  with a variety of foods and treats, 

  and Joyce always includes at least one jar of peanuts. 

 

Remember, the gift has a lot to say about the person who receives it. 

There is a say, “You are what you eat.” 

I guess the message is that I am nuts, crazy. 

I’ll leave that to you to decide. 

 

Here is my third and last gift. 

My sister Janet gave it to me. 

It is a picture book. 

There entire book is different pictures of Jesus, 

  some are paintings, and there are mosaics, frescoes, statues – all of Jesus. 

 

Q:  What does this book say about me? 

A:  I love Jesus.  I’m a Christian.  I appreciate beautiful art. 
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Q:  What does this picture book on Jesus say about my sister Janet? 

A:  She loves me.  She is kind to me.  She knows how important Jesus is to me. 

 

Remember a gift makes a powerful statement about the person who receives it. 

 

When the Magi presented Jesus with their three gifts, 

  they made three powerful statements about who Jesus is. 

 

The gifts are a main point of emphasis in the Scripture readings for the feast of the Epiphany. 

The way that we can tell this is because two of the three gifts, 

  the gold and the frankincense, 

  are mentioned both in the first reading from the book of the prophet Isaiah (Is 60:6)  

  and in the gospel reading from Matthew (Mt 2:11). 

 

Remember, a gift makes a major statement, 

  not only about the person who gives the gift, 

  but particularly in this case, about the person who receives the gift. 

 

Q:  When the magi appeared before Jesus, what was the first gift they presented to him? 

A:  Gold. 

 

Gold is a precious metal. 

Here is the paten that goes with my chalice. 

The top side is covered with genuine gold plating. 

This is worth a ton of money. 

Gold is selling for over $1,000 an ounce. 

Gold is worth much more than other important non-precious metals: 

  metals like iron, copper, or aluminum. 

When Jesus was born most people were poor, really poor. 

In fact, somewhere between ninety and ninety-five percent of all people were peasants, 

  and they lived below the poverty level, they lived at the subsistence level. 

Gold was so expensive, so valuable, 

  that it was given only to a rare, select few, 

  to the most important people, the highest ranking people, 

    to a king or a queen, to a prince or a princess, 

  because it was the best gift of all. 

 

The magi’s first gift, the gold, is highly symbolic. 

To give gold to a baby would have been shocking. 

The observer cannot help but take special notice. 

When the magi gave gold to the infant Jesus they were saying: 

  “This child will be a king!”  “This child is a king!” 

  In fact, we know in retrospect that Jesus is the King of kings, the Lord of lords 

    (See Is 9:6; 2 Sm 7:12-14,16; Dan 2:44; 7:14; Lk 1:32-33; Mt 25:31-32; Jn 18:36). 

Gold says in no uncertain terms that the infant Jesus is the King! 
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Q:  What was the second gift presented by the magi to Jesus? 

A:  Frankincense. 

 

Frankincense is a special kind of incense. 

It comes from a species of tree found in Asia and east Africa. 

When it is burn on coals, its smoke gives off a fragrant aroma. 

Here I have a “boat,” a container for incense. 

 

Q:  Who is the usual person to offer incense, 

         both in the Temple in Jerusalem or a Catholic church like ours? 

A:  The priest (see Lv 2:2; Lk 1:8-9). 

 

When incense is burned, it creates a sweet-smelling fragrance that it pleasing to God. 

As the smoke curls upward, the peoples’ prayers are carried upward to God (Ps 141:2). 

The priest is a mediator, the one standing between the people and God. 

He takes the prayers of the people and offers them up to God for them. 

 

When the magi gave Jesus frankincense, 

  it was a highly-appropriate, highly symbolic gift that said: 

  this child is the Priest, the greatest of all priests, the eternal High Priest. 

 

Gold, Jesus is the King. 

Frankincense, Jesus is the Priest. 

 

Now, we move on to the last gift. 

 

Q:  What was the third gift presented by the magi to Jesus? 

A:  Myrrh. 

 

Myrrh is the most unusual gift. 

Myrrh is a highly expensive, perfumed oil (Ex 30:23,25; Esther 2:12; Ps 45:9; Prv 7:17). 

It is very fragrant. It has a strong, sweet-smelling aroma. 

It was usually kept in an ornate jar or an urn. 

Myrrh was used for a variety of purposes, but one special use was to anoint a dead body  

  (see Mt 26:7,12; Mk 14:3,8; Jn 12:3,7; 19:39-40). 

Two thousand years ago there was no embalming; 

  decomposition began immediately upon death. 

When someone died, their body was washed first, 

  then immediately anointed with myrrh, 

  and then the body was normally laid to rest later that same day. 

Myrrh is an e unusual and startling gift to present to a baby or a young child. 

The myrrh says symbolically that Jesus was born to die, 

  to die for us, to save us from our sins (Mt 1:21). 

Myrrh says that Jesus is our Savior (Jn 4:42; Acts 5:31; 13:23). 
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The Magi presented three gifts, 

  and they make three powerful statements about who Jesus is: 

  gold – Jesus is the King; 

  frankincense – Jesus is the Priest; 

  myrrh – Jesus is our Savior. 

 

The Magi gave Jesus three gifts. 

 

Jesus, in turn, gives us marvelous gifts, 

  his Word and  

  his Body and Blood at this Mass, 

  and he gives us our salvation. 

 

On this Epiphany, the day of giving gifts, 

  let us be take part in the gift exchange and give Jesus some gifts in return: 

  let us give Jesus the gift of a repentant spirit as we turn away from all of our sins; 

  let us give Jesus the gift of our service; 

  and let us give Jesus the gift of our praise 

    because Jesus is our King, our Priest, and the Savior of the world. 

 


