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We have a portrait that we call “The King” in our home – it is an oil painting

that has been in the family for several generations. The King wears a crown and a

breastplate of metal, and he holds a large ball in one hand and a sword in the other.

The King appears to have the world in his hand. How did The King come to have

control of the world?  By the sword in his other hand? The face in the painting

looks quite like Richard Chamberlain – it is a kind face.  I wish I knew the story of

the painting.  Next to The King is a large Christus Rex – the risen Lord – Christ on

the cross, but whole, alive with a King’s crown and royal garments.  These two

pieces of art hang together to remind me who I am and whose I am. I know that I

am of this world, a world where in the heart of Jerusalem this week many

innocents were killed by modern day swords and where leaders want to take hold

of the world for God, but it is my Christ the King that defines whose I am. The two

opposing philosophies of the two kings are held in a delicate tension on the wall

above my mantle. I suppose that I ought to make up a good story about who The

King in the painting really is.

However, I need not conjure up a story about my Christus Rex’s identity – who

he is – where he is from. Today’s readings tell us quite emphatically who Jesus is.

Matthew’s gospel can be placed squarely within the context of the history of Israel.

The Gospel of Matthew begins with an account of Jesus’s genealogy, from

Abraham forward. Jesus is identified as the Messiah, the descendant of David (as

was foretold by the prophets) whose lineage can be traced all the way back to

Abraham – 14 generations from Abraham to David, 14 generations from David to
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the Babylonian exile, 14 generations from Babylon to Bethlehem. The

Annuniciation and conception of the Messiah takes place toward the end of chapter

1 – with the Nativity – the birth of the Christ child – being reported at the very end

of the chapter – in a brief half of a compound sentence – where Matthew simply

tells us that Mary gives birth to a son and Joseph named him Jesus.

And then in the second chapter to complete the birth narrative, we have today’s

Gospel –the story of the wise men who came from the east following the star over

Bethlehem. In Matthew’s gospel it was they, the magi, the Gentile wise men who

are the first to recognize Jesus as the King of the Jews – the first to kneel before

our Lord – the first to pay him homage. And they offer the baby lavish gifts,

precious gifts from the Orient – gold, frankincense, and myrrh. The wise men’s

gifts were themselves prophetic ones for they were worthy of a King, a Priest, and

a Savior. Gold was a gift fit for royalty– and the Christ child would be a King.

Frankincense comes from the sap of the Boswellia tree and ancient peoples burned

it to carry their prayers to heaven, marking the Jesus as one who would take on the

role of a priest. And myrrh which is a resin made from another desert tree has

healing powers hence the character of the Christ being a savior.

The magi had inquired about where to find the new king of Jerusalem. A key

question for Matthew’s 1st century audience is where – because the messiah was to

be born in Bethlehem.  Jews objected to the Christian claims of Jesus being the

Messiah because he was from Nazareth.  So Matthew is careful to place his birth in

Bethlehem.

But who were the magi, these men from the East? Greek scholars tell us that the

magi were wise men, from a priestly class in Persia, perhaps Babylonian experts in

astrology and the interpretation of dreams. Magi really does not mean Kings except

that the first readers of Matthew and we too who have interpreted the Magi in the
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context of the Jewish scriptures, particularly the portions of Isaiah appointed for

today and Psalm 72. Matthew is identifying Jesus as the Messiah – the fulfillment

of the Jewish Scriptures. And the use of this text today for the Epiphany of the

Lord reveals the truth that Jesus is God’s revelation to the whole world, not just the

Jews. The magi, the kings if you will, are so far from the culture of the Jewish

citizens of Jerusalem to whom Matthew wrote.  They were pagan astrologers

whose worldview could not have been more different from the devout keepers of

the law of Moses. Yet these were the ones to whom God first chose to reveal

Jesus’s true nature – these foreigners, these non-Jews, these Gentile pagans were

the first to recognize who Jesus was.

In the carefully detailed heritage of the Christ child, and the cryptic birth

narrative, and the worship of the wise men, Matthew is identifying Jesus as the

Christ, the Messiah, the King of the Jews – to the Jewish community, and to the

Gentiles and to us. Yes, Matthew was speaking to his main audience – the Jews,

but he also painted the magi, the people from far off with very different belief

systems as the faithful ones who followed the star instead of merely studying it as

astronomers were accustomed to doing and who wisely defied and outwitted King

Herod by protecting the Christ child. Here at the beginning of Jesus’s life, the

divisions among people starts to break down, and we see that God’s message is for

all people. And that the division of our secular and sacred life is not God’s way.

Who we are and whose we are cannot be separated.

The Christus Rex and The King hang in my Living Room to remind me of who

I am and whose I am. But they hang together to remind me to ask myself  “who is

the Lord of my life?” Today’s readings beg the question for all of us: who is our

King? Who is it that we pay homage to? Who is this Christ that the magi came to

worship? Who is it that we come to worship? And whose does that make us?
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I have always said that we are hard-wired for God.  But I think Cat Stevens said

it better in a line from one of his old ballads when he sang “Heaven must have

programmed you.” Do any of you remember Cat Stevens? Well after 30 years, he

has released a new album CD “An Other Cup”  - not another cup, but an other cup.

He recorded this under his Muslim name Yusuf Islam and he does a reprise of his

“Heaven Where True Love Goes” on his new release, and I finally understood a

poignant line in the lyrics of that song – heaven must have programmed you.

Heaven must have programmed you! Yes, heaven – God – did program us! God

programmed us, so we must be His.

Today is one of the special days set aside for Baptism in the church – today

being the Baptism of Christ as well as the day we observe the Epiphany of our

Lord.  We will affirm our faith as we would in the service of Baptism, reaffirming

our Baptismal covenant today in place of the creed.  I want us to remember who

we are and whose we are.  When we were baptized we were claimed for who we

are.  We were marked as Christ’s own – forever!  Forever!

My prayer is that we will be as wise as the magi in recognizing the Messiah so

that we will know more fully who we are and whose we are – children of the one

God who is revealed through the birth, life, death, and resurrection of the Christ –

God’s own child. My prayer is that we learn to live more fully into our Baptismal

covenants. May we as a family at St. Andrew’s continue to present the gifts of

ourselves to “the one to whom we belong” through Christian fellowship, corporate

study, sharing meals at the Lord’s table, and by praying together. When we hurt

each other – and we will – let us seek the forgiveness of “the one who programmed

us” and seek the forgiveness of one another. As we embrace who we are and

whose we are – that we are indeed Christ’s own – may we seek Christ – as the wise

men did – and may we see and respect the Christ that we see in one another and in
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all people.


