Gold, Frankincense, and Myrrh
1) Epiphany – 3 (or however many) kings <slide>
a. Traveled from the East following the star

b. Met Herod who was frightened but sent them to Bethlehem

c. Presented gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh <slide>
d. Wise men warned in a vision and return by a different way

2) Not biblical, but often the 3 gifts are interpreted to be signs of Jesus’ identity <slide>
a. Because gold is expensive and rare, the gold is often interpreted to be a sign of a king because Jesus is our king

b. Because frankincense (also expensive and rare) is burned as a symbol of prayer during worship, the frankincense is often interpreted to be a sign of Jesus’ divinity.

c. Because myrrh (also expensive and rare) is used to embalm dead bodies, the myrrh is often interpreted to be a sign of Jesus’ sacrificial death (in John, Nicodemus takes Jesus body from the cross and wraps it in myrrh with the linen cloths)

3) But maybe the gifts of the wise men weren’t signs of who Jesus was and who Jesus was going to be, maybe they were signs of how the wise men were going to respond to Jesus and how we are called to respond:
a. In giving the gift of gold, the wise men were giving God their possessions: Their money, wealth, goods, livestock, land and livelihood.  The gift of gold represented their willingness to give what they owned to God.  But of course we know that giving material possessions is not just about things, also about security, power, enjoyment, and in many ways control.
In giving the gift of gold, the wise men challenge us to give up what we own to God.  Are we willing to give our money, our wealth, our goods, our livestock, land or livelihood?  We talk about tithing a lot and we all know that it’s the bare minimum expectation (although many of us don’t tithe) but are we willing to go a step further?  Are we willing to give up our security? Our power?  Our enjoyment?  Our control?

b. In giving the gift of frankincense, the wise men were giving God their prayers.  They were giving their thanksgivings, their confessions, their laments, their adoration, their supplication.  The gift of frankincense represented their willingness to trust God.  But of course praying to God is more than just asking God for what they want - they were acknowledging God’s place in the universe above their place in the universe.  In praying, they were turning over their past mistakes, their future hopes and dreams, the prosperity health of their families, and their eternal destiny.  They were wise men, but in giving frankincense, they were proclaiming that there was one who was wiser and higher than them.
In giving the gift of frankincense, the wise men challenge us to give our prayers to God, but not just in the sense of giving 5 minutes before we go to bed.  Are we willing to trust God with the people and organizations that we hold dear?  With protecting our families?  With providing for our needs?  With our church?  With our eternal destiny?  Are we willing to build a relationship with God of honesty, accountability and grace?
c. In giving the gift of myrrh, the wise men were giving God their lives.  More than demonstrating how Jesus was going to die, they were proclaiming that they were willing to follow Jesus at the cost of their lives.  In giving the myrrh, they were proclaiming that their very survival was secondary and that they were willing to give everything in obedience to God.  But of course being willing to die for God also means being willing to live for God.  They were declaring that from that moment on, God’s will came before their will.  God’s wisdom trumped their wisdom.  God’s way became their way, no matter the cost.
In giving the gift of myrrh, the wise men challenge us to give our lives to God. Do we truly say, “Thy will be done” in all decisions in our lives?  Do we truly put God’s interest ahead of our interest?  Are we willing to live for God as well as die for God?  Are we able to set aside our selfish egotistical interests and do what God wants?  Do we even want to?

The wise men made 3 proclamations in their gifts and also made 3 challenges to us:  They proclaimed that they were willing to give their material things to God and challenged us to do the same.  They proclaimed that they were willing to give their prayers and worship to God and challenged us to do the same.  And they proclaimed that they were willing to give their lives and deaths to God and challenged us to do the same.

And while these gifts were more about the wise men and what they would do than about Jesus and what he would do, epiphany is still about Jesus.  <slide> The wise men gave these gifts because Jesus is trustworthy.  They trusted God, even in his most helpless form: a young baby in his mother’s arms – even in that state, they trusted that a helpless God who would die an outcast, stripped of his clothes and his power, would still always provide for them, protect them and save them.
The wise men issue us these challenges across time, not because they want to test us or make us feel guilty, but because they themselves found that Jesus was worth of their gifts and is worthy of whatever gifts we might give.  They found that when they gave their possessions, prayers and lives to Jesus they were protected and provided for in a miraculous and unexpected way (remember, they were warned in a dream not to return the same way).

So brothers and sisters, what are we willing to give to God?  How willing are we to give our possessions?  How willing are we to give our prayers?  How willing are we to give ourselves in life or in death?  Can we meet these challenges as individuals, as families, and as a congregation, not because we feel guilty, not because they are a test, but because we truly believe that God is trustworthy and we truly believe that he will provide for and protect us?
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