Paying Homage

Punchline: Christian discipleship requires complete commitment, but brings overwhelming joy.

1) A joke I heard in Chinese school “If they were wise and they came from the east, they must have been Chinese!”

2) Who were the wise men?

a) Were they kings?  Magi?  Wise men?  We don’t know, but they were probably well respected in their original country.

b) They came from the east

c) They were astronomers

d) They came to “Pay homage”

3) What does “Pay homage” mean?  We don’t really use that phrase anymore, but it appears 3 times in this passage:

a) What the wise men want to do

b) What Herod pretends he wants to do

c) What the wise men eventually do when they meet Jesus (in our translation it actually says “they knelt down and paid homage”).

4) In movie terms, a homage (French) is a derived work which is a tribute to or a nod.

5) But in Greek and the corresponding Hebrew, this word,  is quite a bit stronger.  

a) In Daniel - Nebuchadnezzar wanted Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego to “pay homage” to the giant gold statue.
b) In Revelation – John, the author, does it to the angel who is showing him all the visions and the angel says, “Get up, don’t do that.  Only ‘pay homage’ to God.”
=> This word, , really means “to fall down in worship before.”  “To bow low and fall at one’s feet.”

6) And Matthew actually even goes one step further – once the wise men arrive and see the baby, he writes, “They knelt down and paid homage.”

a) . To fall or fall down.  Can also mean – “to come to an end” or “to fall to the point of breaking”

So these wise men left their respected positions in the east, came and   -ed (fell to the point of breaking) and ed (bowed down at his feet in worship) and gave him extremely expensive and valuable gifts.

=> These guys were serious!

7) Now on the other hand, let’s look at Herod

a) He wasn’t willing to travel from Jerusalem to Bethlehem – about 5 miles

b) He wasn’t willing to give up his respected position

c) He wasn’t willing to bow down for anyone, even though he pretended to want to

d) He wasn’t willing to give up any valuable gifts

And so woven into this quaint story of the travelling wise men is an immense challenge from Matthew.  As we compare these two characters, Matthew asks us, “What are we willing to do for God?”  “What are we willing to give up?”  “What are we willing to leave behind?”  And most importantly “Are we willing to fall to the point of breaking at Christ’s feet?”

Many people would have you believe that being a Christian is easy: All you have to do is believe.  Well, Herod believed.  In fact it was his very belief that Jesus was in fact the Messiah which caused him to order the death of countless children.

But Matthew challenges us in our discipleship to go beyond just belief to complete and total surrender.  Just as the wise men gave took a long journey and presented Jesus with gifts, we are called to surrender our material wealth to God, through our giving and we are called to surrender our time and talents to God through our service.  But I think what is more important is that they surrendered themselves in body and in spirit to Christ, by bowing down before him to worship.  And so we too are called to surrender – not just our time, talent, and treasure to God but also our identities, our hopes, our dreams, our lives.  We may have plans and visions of where we want or think our lives are going, but God calls us to surrender to his will for us.  We may have a sense of who we are: what we are good at, what we enjoy, what our contribution to the world is going to be, but God calls us to surrender to him as our creator.  We may have thoughts and ideas of where we want our church to go and even what church is supposed to be like, but God calls us to surrender to his plan for our future.

Brothers and sisters in Christ, when we talk about the wise men on Epiphany, we say they were wise because they were able to read the signs in the stars and follow them to Bethlehem and to Jesus Christ.  But perhaps their true wisdom was in what they did once they found him.  Perhaps their true wisdom was in surrendering themselves in time, talent, money, status, identity and life to God.  Perhaps their true wisdom was in falling to the point of breaking and allowing Christ – even as a new born – to lift them up.

So, brothers and sisters in Christ – come to Christ’s table and bow down.  Come and fall to the point of breaking – not because you have earned it or because you are a “good” person or because you believe, but come because you want to surrender.  And know that at this table, Jesus Christ, the newborn king, will always pick you up.

