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God in the Flesh
Matthew 2:1–12

1 Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, wise
men from the east came to Jerusalem, 2 saying, “Where is he who has been born king of the
Jews? For we saw his star when it rose and have come to worship him.” 3 When Herod the
king heard this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him; 4 and assembling all the chief
priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Christ was to be born. 5 They
told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it is written by the prophet: 6 “‘And you, O
Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from
you shall come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel.’”

7 Then Herod summoned the wise men secretly and ascertained from them what time
the star had appeared. 8 And he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, “Go and search diligently
for the child, and when you have found him, bring me word, that I too may come and worship
him.” 9 After listening to the king, they went on their way. And behold, the star that they had
seen when it rose went before them until it came to rest over the place where the child was.
10 When they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy. 11 And going into the
house, they saw the child with Mary his mother, and they fell down and worshiped him. Then,
opening their treasures, they offered him gifts, gold and frankincense and myrrh. 12 And being
warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they departed to their own country by another
way.

The Feast of the Epiphany on January the 6th originated among the Christians of the East,
as a triple celebration of the Nativity, the Baptism, and the first Miracle of Christ.  In each case,
the focus of the Day was the incarnate manifestation of Divine Glory, the appearance of God
in the flesh.

Western influence has moved the Nativity to its familiar location in December, and the
Epiphanies of our Lord are celebrated among us in the course of a Season.  Ideally, this provides
an opportunity to consider more thoroughly the significance of the Word-made-Flesh.  At any
rate, it does allow the Visit of the Magi to stand alone on center stage on its own day, which we,
as in many congregations, transfer to the nearest Sunday.  And well it should stand alone, for
the worship of the Magi in the House of Christ is a beautiful portrait of our own confession: a
recognition of His incarnate Deity – God in Man made manifest.  In this respect, the Magi are
the perfect hinge between Christmas and Epiphany, because they teach us the proper response
to the Nativity and prepare us for the Season now dawning.
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It’s clear that St. Matthew has recorded this story, by inspiration of the Holy Spirit, in
such a way as to proclaim and teach the theology of Christ.  Dr. Martin Luther, for example, was
pleased to see these Magi from the East as a fulfillment of the Prophecy from Isaiah.  Also
suggestive are parallels with the visit by the Queen of Sheba to the earlier son of David, King
Solomon; indeed, Jesus Himself will call attention to that narrative at some point later in
Matthew’s Gospel.  But “one greater than Solomon is here!”

Indeed, the Almighty and Eternal Son of the living God is here revealed in the human
flesh and blood of Jesus.  The fact that the Magi come to worship Him as such demonstrates
their faith in His Divinity.  "For you shall worship the Lord your God and Him only shall you
serve" (Mat. 4:10).  But notice how carefully Matthew describes the object of their worship as
“the Child with Mary His Mother.”  It was the true God-in-the-Flesh to whom they were paying
homage, that is, the Child born of Mary.

Let's give the Magi credit, then, for such astute theological insight. They didn't have the
benefit of Nativity scenes and Christmas pageants to guide their steps; there was no script for
them to follow.  Their worship in the presence of a poor little infant is an astounding confession
of faith.  Oh, that we, with all our Bibles and theology, had less pride and more reverent
humility in the presence of Christ Jesus, who is here with us, even now, in His human flesh and
blood!  For only in this way have we “beheld His glory, the glory of the one and only Son from
the Father.”  Only in this way has He “revealed the Father to us.”

But there’s more to it than even this astounding revelation of God-in-the-Flesh.  In
contrast to the worship of the Magi, those who hear the Gospel from St. Matthew already know
what Herod really has in mind for the Christ Child, and how he will slaughter the Holy
Innocents in his vain attempt to destroy the newborn King of the Jews.  And even though the
Christ Himself will be delivered from that menace, we see and hear in this the foreshadowing
of His Cross.

Thus did He come to His own, but His own did not receive Him; He was in the world,
and the world was made by Him, but the world did not know Him.  Rather, He is under attack
from the start, and, as such, the Epiphany of His Divine Glory is manifested under persecution,
suffering, and the pain of death.  It's all foolishness to the world; but for you, by faith, it is the
grace and power of salvation.

Even the description of Christ as the “King of the Jews” foreshadows the epitaph on His
Cross.  Indeed, it’s precisely on the Cross that He will conquer the kingdoms of this world and
take His throne as the everlasting King of Jew and Gentile alike – the Lamb once slain for sinful
men.

Christians from at least the second century onward saw all of this revealed in the gifts
presented to Christ by the Magi.  So also Martin Luther, for example, who interpreted the gifts
in this way:
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“The sacrifice of gold signifies the confession of the Magi that Christ is a King; the frankincense,
that He is a Priest between God and man; the myrrh, that He died and was buried.  These three
aspects apply to the humanity of Christ, but in such a way that He is God and that all of this
happened to Him in mortal flesh because of His Divinity.”

“For He could not be the King over all things for our good, if He had not first reconciled
God with us and quieted our conscience, so that He might rule and do His work within us in
peace and quiet, as in His own Kingdom. Therefore He also had to be our Priest.  But if He was
to be a Priest and reconcile us with God, He had to satisfy God's righteousness for us.  But no
other satisfaction was possible than for Him to offer Himself and die and in His own Person
conquer sin together with death.  Thus, in dying He became our Priest, and through His
Priesthood He received the Kingdom.”

All of this our dear Lord Jesus Christ has suffered and achieved for you and for me.  That
is to say, in Him, “God became Man, so that man might (by grace) become divine (in Christ).” 
He became like you in every way, except without sin.  He lived a human life on your behalf –
under the Law, and under the burden of your sin – and by His sacrificial death, He destroyed
forever the power that death and the devil held over you. Therefore, also, by His bodily
Resurrection from the dead, and by His Ascension into heaven as the One who remains – now
and forever – true Man, He has raised you up with Himself to everlasting Life and Salvation.

This is the great “Mystery” of the Christian faith: the forgiveness, life, and salvation of
Christ, especially in His incarnational revelation of the true Divine Glory –  certainly, in the
Incarnation itself, and most especially by the Cross, but so also in His Church on earth, in the
preaching of the Gospel and in His Holy Sacraments.  Thus, the “Mystery of Christ” has been
revealed to His New Testament Apostles and Prophets, including Saint Paul; and these, in turn,
have made known the Mystery of Christ to His Church.

Such is the grace and mercy given by the Spirit of Christ to His Ministers of Preaching
and the Sacraments down to our own day.  And this is no small thing, that the human
proclamation of the Gospel is in fact a bodily manifestation of the full Divine Glory in Christ;
that the pastoral administration of such earthly things as water, bread, and wine – with nothing
but a few simple Words – is a very real participation in the unsearchable riches of Christ.

However foolish and humble all of this might appear to human eyes, it’s a demonstration
in the Church of Divine Wisdom, which makes the principalities and powers sit up and take
notice.  For in Christ, you have access to the heights of Divine Glory, where even the holy
angels dare not tread.

But now, as those who have been given the privilege of following in the footsteps of
Christ, you should also understand that to share in His Divine Glory here on earth means
precisely nothing more and nothing less than to share in His Cross and suffering.  For now, your

participation in His glory is not “in spite of” the Cross, but rather in the Cross itself, and by
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extension, in your sacrificial love and service to others.  For the Cross and sacrifice are the true
glory of Christ and the manifestation of His full divinity as the only-begotten Son of the Father.

Consider, for instance, the example of the Magi.  Though they saw nothing but a
rundown shack and a poor young Mother with her poor little Baby – not much of a king; more
pitiful than one of their own servants  – still, they did not falter; but with a great, strong faith,
they cast out all the misgivings of common sense, and, following nothing but the Word of a
Prophet and the witness of a star, they accepted Him as a King, fell on their knees, worshiped
Him, and presented their treasures.

Do not be offended, then, by the lowly estate of your neighbor, but rather see Christ in
them.  For the everlasting Kingdom of Christ is found among the lowly and despised, in
persecution, misery, and under the Cross.  Those who look for Christ anywhere else will never
find Him.  The Magi discovered Him – not at Herod's court, not with the high priests, nor in the
great city of Jerusalem – but in that little town of Bethlehem, with lowly folk, with Mary and
Joseph.  In a word, they found Him where no one in the world would ever have expected.

Like the Magi, you and I are granted to recognize the true Divine Glory in the Cross of
Christ, and in His humble flesh and blood, solely by the revelation of His Word received by faith
alone.  For though the star attracted the attention of the Magi, it was nevertheless not the star
at all, but the Prophecy of Micah, that finally sent them to the Child in Bethlehem.

So, aside from the historical fact of the star as an astronomical phenomenon, let’s focus
more on the theological implications of the words of Matthew and the Magi.  The real “Star”

of the story, if you’ll pardon the pun, is really the Child, not the star.  In Him are the Prophecies
fulfilled and made more sure.

Thus, the startling contrast in this Holy Gospel: The chief priests and scribes know where
the Christ is to be born – and they certainly know – or they ought to know – more than pagan
Magi who and what this Christ would be – and yet, they’re content with their knowledge,
content to stay at home in Jerusalem with their Bibles, while the very Christ of God was less
than ten miles away.

The Magi, on the other hand, received the Word of God as it was meant to be received,
and it drives them, compels them, to seek out the Christ, their Savior and their God-in-the-flesh,
so that they may worship Him.  The Magi relied on the Word, certainly, but they were not
content with Scripture for its own sake.  They clung to it for the sake of Christ, to Whom it
points and leads.

Those in our own day who think it’s sufficient to stay home with their Bibles or to watch
some religious program on television, and forsake the Divine Service of Christ in His Church
have missed the whole point.  They search the Scriptures, because they think that in them they
have eternal life; but they do not find it, because they don't allow themselves to be led by the
written Word to the Word-made-Flesh.

But, No!  Like the Magi, let’s follow the guidance and direction of the Word to the place
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where Christ is present for you; enter the House of Christ, and see Him cradled in the bosom
of His Church.  And here, in this “Bethlehem” – this “House of Bread” – let us receive His holy
presence with thanksgiving.

You see, it’s not simply a matter of architecture, but a truly theological proclamation of
Divine grace, when Matthew writes that the Magi “entered the House and saw. . . .” Called by
the Word and Spirit of God into the House of the Lord, they are enlightened by His grace and
grafted into the true house and lineage of Abraham and become children of Abraham by faith
in Christ.  Their lives are fundamentally changed; they return to their homes by an entirely
different way – having been called away from the false belief and treachery of Herod.

No longer are these Magi guided by the majesty of heaven, but rather by the Star Who
had risen for them – in the flesh – here on earth.  They’d come to worship Him and offer gifts,
but He blessed them with the richest gift of all: a participation in His Divine Life.  Sacrificing
themselves by repentance and faith, they had received all things in heaven and on earth from
the real King, who was Christ.

So also for us: Our too-frequent failure to believe the Word, to follow the Star, to
worship the Lord as we should – our tendency to live far more like Herod than the Magi – is
resolved and forgiven, not by greater efforts or “New Year’s” resolutions, but solely by the
ultimate Epiphany of God in the Flesh: His sacrificial death on the Cross for our salvation.

It’s by that Divine Glory that He comes to dwell with you today, in this place – giving you
the very flesh and pouring out for you the precious blood of His holy Passion.  God grant you
His grace, that you may follow the example of the Magi in receiving these gifts . . . confessing
the Divine Kingship of Christ, your Lord and Savior, and praising His goodness with your lips
and with your lives.  In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
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