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The Epiphany of Our Lord 
St. Matthew 2:1-12: “Jesus Is Our Greatest Treasure.” 
January 5/6, 2019 | Saude, Jerico, & Redeemer Lutheran Churches 
 

In Nomine Iesu 
+  +  + 

Lord God, heavenly Father, You have given us the light of Your holy Word, the guiding star 
that leads us to the Christ-child: Send, we beseech You, Your Holy Spirit into our hearts, that we 
may receive this light and make use of it for our salvation, and that we, like the wise men, when 
they were seeking the star, may not be afraid because of any hardship or peril, but put all our 
trust in Your only-begotten Son as our only Savior, devote our earthly possessions to the 
advancement of Your kingdom, and in all things serve Him, Your only-begotten Son, Jesus 
Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one true God, now and 
forever. Amen. (Evangelical Lutheran Hymnary, p. 149) 
 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. (Rom. 1:7, etc.) 
 

The sermon text for today is taken from the second chapter of the Gospel according to St. Matthew. We 
read selected verses in Jesus’ name: 
 
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, 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.” / When Herod the 
king heard this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him; and assembling all the chief 
priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Christ was to be born. They 
told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for so it is written by the prophet: ‘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.’” / Then Herod summoned the wise men secretly and ascertained 
from them what time the star had appeared. 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.” / 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. When they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy. 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. And 
being warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they departed to their own country by another 
way. (ESV) 
 
These are Your words, heavenly Father. Sanctify us by Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. (Jn. 17:17) 

 
In Christ Jesus, our Priceless Treasure, who by His suffering and death has unlocked for sinners 
all the riches of heaven, dear fellow redeemed: 
 
Most Christian children can name the gifts the wise men brought to Jesus: gold, frankincense, 
and myrrh. Their gifts are memorable because they are unique. We know what gold is, but what 
are frankincense and myrrh? They are gummy substances that ooze from trees native to the 
Arabian Peninsula. They give off a sweet aroma when burnt, much like the incense we might 
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burn in our homes. Myrrh was also used to sweeten wine (Mar. 15:23) and was utilized for 
burials, like it was when Joseph and Nicodemus laid Jesus to rest (Joh. 19:39-40). 
 
We understand the gift of gold for the “King of the Jews,” but we are not sure why frankincense 
and myrrh were offered. Perhaps these were rare in the area where the wise men lived. They 
did in a way foreshadow the work Jesus came to do. Like a priest offering up prayers at the 
altar of incense, so Jesus would intercede for sinners and offer Himself as a sacrifice to God. 
And the customary use of myrrh for burial foreshadowed Jesus’ death to save mankind. 
 

I 
These were generous gifts, and they probably caught Mary by surprise as much as these strange 
visitors did. What a sight to see those foreigners bow down to her little Child and present their 
treasures! There in a humble home in Bethlehem, they worshiped Him and called Him their 
King. Their actions revealed the foremost concern of their hearts. Nothing was more important 
to them than finding this Jewish King. 
 
Their visit also revealed the priorities of King Herod and the people of Jerusalem. Herod is 
known to history as “Herod the Great.” He was appointed king in Judea by the Roman senate 
and remained on the throne until his death about 35 years later. He was adept at pacifying his 
superiors in Rome while also suppressing any threat to his rule in Judea. He is known as 
“great” because of his ambitious building projects, most notably rebuilding the temple in 
Jerusalem. 
 
But there were many other things that made him not so great. He married multiple times, 
discarding one wife for another if he thought he could gain politically. He also had various 
family members killed—including three of his own sons—when he suspected them of plotting 
against him. This explains Herod’s reaction when the wise men came looking for the “King of 
the Jews.” Matthew writes that Herod “was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him.” Herod would 
tolerate no potential challenge to his throne. He was the king of the Jews, not some little baby! 
 
Jerusalem was troubled because the full force of Herod’s fury was directed toward solving this 
problem. He quickly brought together all the chief priests and scribes and wanted to know 
“where the Christ was to be born.” Notice that Herod referred to the Child by His title of “Christ” 
or “Messiah.” He was aware of the Old Testament prophesies about this Baby. 
 
So were the religious leaders. They correctly stated that the Christ would be born in Bethlehem. 
But their interest in the matter went no further. After delivering the information to Herod, they 
went back to their business. None of them could be bothered to investigate further, despite the 
sudden appearance of these strange men from the east. 
 
And Herod could think of nothing more than protecting his earthy power. He put on a show of 
humility, telling the wise men that he wanted to worship the Christ-Child too. In reality he 
wanted to learn where the Baby was, so he could kill Him. We see here how the leaders of the 
church and state were occupied with the wrong things, just as so many are today. The church 
leaders knew what the Scriptures said, but they did not believe it. Or they feared what might 
happen to them if they followed it. And King Herod heard the truth, but all he cared about was 
himself. 
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II 

In His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus spoke about how temporary all these worldly pursuits are: 
“Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in 
and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where 
thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Mat. 6:19-
21). 
 
In this passage, Jesus does not give the advice the world does. He does not tell you to follow 
your heart or trust your feelings to lead you to good things. He says the opposite. He says that if 
you want to know where your heart is, look at what you treasure the most. We know what we 
should treasure the most. We know we should treasure Jesus and His Word the most. But if that 
were the case, God’s Law and Gospel would occupy a large part of our thoughts. We would 
constantly desire to study it and live according to it. 
 
Instead we let other things take the rightful place of God’s Word. Our primary concern may be 
money and securing a comfortable future. It may be respect and prestige in our work and doing 
whatever it takes to advance. It may be our appearance and getting others to notice us. It may 
be our children’s future success by giving them the best opportunities now. There is nothing 
wrong with money and respect and caring for our bodies and giving opportunities to our 
children. But these things must not be what we treasure the most. 
 
The devil and our own flesh want us to ignore and despise our greatest treasure. They want our 
Bibles and devotion books to collect dust on the table or shelf. They want us to believe that there 
is no room in our busy schedules for regular church attendance. And when we are in church, 
they want us to be distracted by thinking about our plans for the rest of the day. In other words, 
the devil and our sinful flesh want us to starve while a feast is on the table in front of us. They 
want us to throw away the treasure box and the key that opens it. 
 
But we could not hope for greater treasure than what we have in the divine service. We have 
God’s Word and Sacraments, through which we receive His heavenly riches. The world and our 
sinful flesh cannot understand this, just as they have no appreciation for the events of 
Epiphany. If any unbeliever looked at a picture of the wise men visiting the Child Jesus, they 
would say that the greatest treasure in the room was the gold. And they would think it strange 
to see grown men bow down before a Baby. What is so special about a Baby? 
 
In the same way, if an unbeliever visited our church, they might think that the greatest treasure 
is the building with its ornate altar and other decorative features. Or they might see potential in 
the offerings given by the members. But they would likely be unimpressed by our liturgy, 
hymns, and sermon, and the strange practice of going to the Communion rail and eating bread 
from the pastor’s hand. 
 

III 
But our greatest treasure is located in those humble means. The apostle Paul wrote to the 
Christians in Corinth that “the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are 
being saved it is the power of God” (1Co. 1:18). The Word of the Gospel is a powerful Word. It is a 
Word that gives what it declares. To the weak it gives strength. To the grieving it gives comfort. 
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To the dying it gives life. The Word gives all these things because Jesus comes through the 
Word, and Jesus is our strength, comfort, and life. 
 
Paul expressed in another place his prayer for the Christians in Colossae and Laodicea, “that 
their hearts may be encouraged, being knit together in love, to reach all the riches of full assurance of 
understanding and the knowledge of God’s mystery, which is Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures 
of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:2-3). Paul says that “all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge”—
all of these are found in Christ. In Him, we have forgiveness for all our sins and eternal life. 
 
The way you lay up these treasures for yourself is to gladly hear and learn the Gospel and to 
hunger and thirst for the saving body and blood of Jesus in His Supper. It may be difficult for 
you to grasp why God is so good to you and so willing to give you His gifts. How could He be 
that eager to come to one who is often distracted by the things of the world? How could He 
make you such a priority, when He and His Word are not always at the top of your list? 
 
God’s love for you and me is impossible to comprehend. His love is the reason that God became 
Man and was born in Bethlehem. His love is the reason the Christ Child was revealed to the 
wise men through a special star in the sky. His love is the reason Jesus offered His life for yours 
to save you from your sin and death. In one of his hymns, Paul Gerhardt wrote about the great 
riches we have through the shedding of Jesus’ blood: 
 
Enlarge, O thou, my heart, thy shrine, 
To hold this treasure given; 
Far greater treasure here is thine 
Than earth and sea and heaven. 
Away, gold of Arabia, 
Away, myrrh, aloes, cassia! 
I’ve found a better portion, 
My greater treasure, Jesus Christ, 
Is this which from Thy wounds most blest 
Flowed forth for my salvation. (ELH #331, v. 7) 
 
Jesus—with His perfect righteousness and cleansing blood—Is Our Greatest Treasure. The 
wise men believed this too. They knew their gifts were not equal to their King. No amount of 
treasure in the world could be a sufficient offering for the One who made all things. But Jesus 
does not yearn for these things. What He desires most from us is a humble heart of repentance 
and trust in His everlasting promises. As Gerhardt wrote in another hymn: 
 
The world may hold 
Her wealth and gold; 
But thou, my heart, keep Christ as thy true Treasure. 
To Him hold fast 
Until at last 
A crown be thine and honor in full measure. (ELH #161, v. 6) 
 
Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost; as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever 
shall be, forevermore. Amen.   +  +  + 


