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Joyful Giving, Blessed Living 
 

Focus:  The gifts we treasure – a place to belong and a sense of sacred meaning – are found 
when we offer them to others. 

 
Did you know that today is the 12th day of Christmas?  In the Western world, Christians 
celebrate the birth of Jesus on December 25th with the exchange of gifts.  But today our Eastern 
Orthodox brothers and sisters exchange gifts on what we celebrate as Epiphany.  Epiphany is a 
Greek word which means ‘splendid appearance.’  Today we hear the Christmas story from 
Matthew’s gospel, with the visit of the Magi who arrive seeking a King whose birth appearance 
is predicted in both the heavens and in scripture.  It’s the gifts of these wise seekers and God’s 
gift to us of a Savior that inspired our tradition of exchanging presents in this season of 
celebration. 
 
So what did you enjoy more over the holidays? Getting gifts or giving them?  I felt so fortunate, 
so blessed by the thoughtful gifts I received this year.  And at the same time, the longer I live on 
this earth, the more fun I find in the planning, the plotting, the care in selecting or making gifts 
– all with the hopes of surprising or delighting those who’ll receive them.  Is that true for you as 
well?  I wonder if you’ve ever heard this saying:  “We make a living by what we get in our 
earnings… but we make a life by what we give…”   It’s a paradox, that the greatest joy in life is 
found as we give of ourselves: of our time, our passion, our dreams, our love.   
 
With all our gift giving and receiving behind us, maybe Epiphany is a good time for us to ponder, 
to think about what kind of gifts would really make a difference in our lives and in the lives of 
others. 
 
In our celebration of the Bethlehem star this morning, we heard stirring words of hope from the 
prophet Isaiah.  These were spoken to a dis-spirited band of the first exiles who’d returned 
from Babylon to find Jerusalem burned and broken.  Their numbers were few, their economy 
was gutted, their fellowship was fractured by infighting.  In the midst of this dark time, God 
declares a new reality.  The prophet describes a gift we all long to have:  that sense of being at  
home, of having a place to belong.  Isaiah shouts, “On your feet, people of God!  Let everyone 
see you!  The glory of the Lord has set you ablaze with light. Open your eyes!  The crowds are 
streaming toward you.  Everyone is coming, even the children you thought you had lost forever.”  
It’s a picture of the world streaming toward Jerusalem, it’s a way of describing the existential 
longing of every human heart to find themselves at home in God’s embrace.  How we yearn to 
find ourselves in that sacred place where we’re welcomed and cherished.   
 
Another gift we long to have is that of reconciliation:  the gift of being at peace with God and 
with one another in relationships that are healthy and sound.  We dream of what our world 



would be like without boundaries between ‘us and them,’ between ‘insiders and outsiders.’ 
Brother Paul reminds the Ephesians of the reason he is a prisoner for Christ.  He’s made known 
the mystery revealed to him by revelation, as well as to the apostles and prophets.  His claim 
that both Gentiles and Jews are both members of the family of God is controversial.  Paul 
preaches the Good News, that in Christ, all humanity has been given the gift of reconciliation, 
erasing divisions between peoples, races, clans and tribes.   But those who consider themselves  
insiders, find this message to be threatening.   
 
After all, as Matthew tells the story, it was outsiders who brought news of God’s epiphany, 
God’s splendid appearance, breaking into our world.  Just who were they - the magi, these wise 
ones?  We’re told they came from the east, which could’ve been from any of the countries 
known now as Iraq, Iran, Arabia or Yemen.  They were educated, cultured, attached to a royal 
court as priests and advisors.  They were experts in interpreting dreams, scholars of the night 
sky.   
 
People in ancient times had as brilliant minds as we have today; and the night sky was an 
obvious thing for the curious to study there in the desert, night after night and decade after 
decade.  These people memorized the sky; their minds familiar with every nuance of change 
that occurred above them. Astrology was the respected science of the stars.   
 
Common throughout the cultures of the Mediterranean was a belief about the interconnection 
between the heavens and the earth – that what happened in the heavens would be replicated 
on earth.  If you wanted to understand what was going to happen here in human events, you 
studied the night skies.   
 
The Magi saw something unusual happening in what we know as the year 7 Before the common 
Era.  In that year the planets Jupiter and Saturn were in conjunction with one another three 
times.  It’s an astronomical event that happens every 800 years.  In the major cities of North 
America, Christmas programs in planetariums replicate the sky above Palestine in the time of 
Christ, where you can witness the interplay in the night between the two planets.  Ancient 
minds, having memorized the sky, saw what was happening as a strange and unusual 
phenomenon.  Planets were assigned meanings.   Jupiter, the largest planet, represented the 
“king of the heavens” and Saturn was thought to be the “protector of Israel.”  So the conclusion 
was obvious:  a new king of the Jews was about to be born.  Could this be a plausible 
explanation for the Bethlehem star? 
 
God decides to come to earth in the form of a child.  Luke tells us that knowledge of this event 
is given to simple peasants and shepherds; but Matthew tells us that pagan priests are the first 
to deliver news to the power brokers.  Astrologers from the East arrive at the capital city of 
Jerusalem, to ask for directions.  Visiting King Herod, they say, “We have seen this star in the 
East and have followed it here.  Is there anything in your sacred writings, which would tell us 
specifically where this king is to be born?  Interesting that the outsiders find the God they seek 
in both natural phenomena and with the help of scripture.  
 



Matthew records three reactions to God’s appearance on earth.  Herod feels threatened; he 
responds with fear and later, with deadly force.  The religious leaders respond with anxiety and 
inertia. But it’s the outsiders, the pagan astrologers, committed to a journey taken by faith who 
fully embrace the knowledge they’re given, seeking to know more about this mystery.  Their 
reaction?  When they arrive in Bethlehem, they observe the paused star.  When they see the 
face of God in the child, their response is one of giving – giving expression to their great joy and 
kneeling to give their worship.  Did they know their presence arranged by God was a 
foreshadowing of Jesus’ message of reconciliation to include all people?  Did they understand 
their gifts of frankincense and myrrh would point to His anointed sacrificial death?  Did they 
know their gift of gold would assure a refugee family safe passage to Egypt, and later on to the 
anonymity of Nazareth?  What they knew was that an encounter with the living God results in 
the kind of change that leads life taken on another road.  When we give ourselves joyfully to 
God, the result is a blessed life, an adventure taken where Jesus is always with us.  
 
It’s a cautionary tale told to us by Matthew.  When God seeks to break into our world – or into 
our lives, our homes, our workplaces or into our religious structures, may our response be one 
of welcome rather than fear.  May our response be curious investigation rather than paralysis.   
May we recognize the gift that outsiders bring to the church – that we are not complete until 
divisions are erased.   Matthew shows us that the Wise Ones sought what we too long to know:  
a sacred connection, a hunger for knowledge of a welcoming God, to be at peace with one 
another, to be commissioned into a meaningful mission to protect, preserve and participate in 
the cause of good for our world. 
 
How do we gain such gifts?  Where can we find the place we belong or the cause worthy of our 
most sacred allegiance?   As a preacher, I am expected to say “Right here, in church.”  This can 
be a place where you are welcomed, a place where you can worship and serve the One who fills 
your life with meaning.  I pray that this might be that kind of place for you. But the reality is - 
that we find what we long for - in giving away what we have been given.   
 
So if we want our church to be the place where we can truly belong, then we need to look at 
how we can make it such a place for others.  If we want to find a sacred purpose that fills our 
lives with meaning within these walls, then we need to refine our hospitality as a way of inviting 
others.  The Christmas gifts that provide the greatest blessing this Epiphany are gifts we give 
away.  In seeking to belong, we can provide one another a safe haven.  In hoping for meaningful 
life, we share the deep treasures of our hearts with others.  It’s the paradox Jesus shows us 
from the cross:  as we give away that which means the most to us, and we find our lives blessed 
beyond all measure. 
 
Let’s join our hearts in prayer: 
Lord Jesus, guide our lives, our thoughts, our hearts to seek you.  We long for your light to be 
revealed in this place, that all might find welcome here.  Be born in us that we might become 
gifts to one another and to your world.  In your holy name we pray, Amen. 
 


