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Sermon on January 10, 2021  
by Pastor Jon Haug 

 
 
It happened from time to time in my family growing up that my parents 
would find a leftover Christmas present.  My birthday being two days 
after Christmas and just the nature of parents and losing things it 
could happen.  And now in my family here, it happened this year too. 
Some time after Christmas I brought a gift out to the kids that I had 
found that I had intended to give to them on Christmas day.  But it was 
a fun moment.  It was unexpected.  They sat on the couch and 
opened one more gift, this one a Nerf Football.  We laughed together. 
We had lost a football a while back in a tree and this was a perfect 
replacement for some outdoor fun as a break from online school. 
 
Epiphany, which always falls on January 6 and marks the end of the 
12 days of Christmas, feels to me at times like this last unexpected gift 
of Christmas.  And though you’ll be hearing this sermon after January 
6 I actually get to record it exactly on January 6 this year!  You see 
Epiphany is always the day we read the story known most typically as 
the three wise men, who come to offer gifts to Jesus from afar.  But do 
we really know this story?  There are some unexpected details when 
we look more closely at it. 
 
First of all we don’t know how many wise men there really were.  The 
story never identifies them as three or any number.  But we assume 
three and have long held that tradition due to the three gifts they bring. 
But we really don’t know for sure. And to call them wise men may be a 
bit misleading.  Another perhaps more accurate translation for them 
you may have heard is “magi”. Now Magi sounds a bit like our word 
for magician and this better encompasses their place in the story. 
These magi were stargazers, astrologers, and a bit more like our 
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modern day fortune-tellers or horoscope fanatics.  And this should 
catch our attention.  United Methodist Pastor James Howell writes: 
“They were magi—astrologers! What bawdy humor: non-Jews who 
practice illegitimate arts find the Christ child, while the Bible people 
missed it.” 
 
God comes in the flesh to God’s people, the people of Israel, but they 
aren’t the first to find him.  No, in the ironic humor of God, non-Jews, 
fortune-tellers who would have been considered outsiders, coming 
from another nation and people, read signs in the sky to be guided 
miraculously to the new born baby Jesus.  What a story! 
  
And it’s nothing short of amazing that these magi survive. They come 
to Herod the Great, a cruel and selfish Jewish leader in cahoots with 
the Roman government.  Herod wanted to keep his power as it was 
and the magi naively say, “Where’s the new boy king?  We saw his 
star and want to pay our respects to this new king?”  They are lucky 
they didn’t get killed right there by Herod!  
 
But instead they are sent on their way, with the caveat that when they 
find this boy, they will return to Herod to tell him where he is so Herod 
can go and pay his respects too. Imagine the grinchy smile on Herod 
as the magi leave his presence and cue the haunting music and hear 
a classic evil speech said aloud to no one in particular “And I’ll get that 
boy king and finish him for good!” 
 
And so the magi set off for the little town of Bethlehem.  It really was 
an unexpected place for anyone of any significance to be born, a 
small country town.  But they reorient themselves, these three kings of 
orient are, and find Jesus as they first saw hints in the sky by a very 
bright star.  There they give valuable gifts of gold, frankincense, and 
myrrh.  
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A brief word on frankincense. It is a woody, sweet smelling tree resin 
and it is still used today in some aromatherapies.  We hear about it in 
not just the gospel text but the older text from Isaiah as well.  It’s been 
around for a while and certainly would have been a comforting and 
welcome smell for the holy family at this most special of encounters 
with the magi.  
 
I bring it up on these waning days of Christmas because I want to 
remind you of the comforting smells of this season that you may tap 
into one more time before it’s over.  Maybe one more favorite cookie 
or kind of coffee or cinnamon scented candle.  Maybe you can lean 
into a favorite Chritsmas smell one more time today to tap into the feel 
of the magi’s encounter with Jesus. 
 
And it also reminds me of the sometimes fragrant oil used in our 
anointings at church for Healing Sundays or sometimes for baptisms. 
I wonder if this Christmas-y smell might just remind you of a precious 
moment in your life when you felt God’s healing at work because 
smells can evoke strong memories.  Or perhaps you can reawaken to 
the wonder of your baptism too.  Afterall, though I am prerecording 
this sermon on Epiphany, January 6, you may not first hear it until 
Sunday, January 10, which is often celebrated as the Baptism of Our 
Lord Sunday.  January is actually the month of my baptismal birthday! 
And there’s something in this story that brings us back to our origin 
story of our faith. It’s the moment that this good news of God born into 
the world began to spread beyond just one family or one people and 
out to the whole world.  And in our baptisms we are claimed as 
children of God and called to live lives that share that good news in 
the world.  
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There’s one final line in this story of Magi that I wanted to highlight.  I 
often skip quickly over this line in the story.  We read: “When they saw 
that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy.”  
 
The anticipation of encountering this new king overwhelms the magi 
with joy. I think I needed to hear this line this week as the New Year 
begins and the Christmas decorations are being put away and the 
stark reality of sheltering in place hits me again facing this new year. 
The uncertainty of my children even getting a single day of in 
person-school looms ahead.  The political tragedy or comedy of the 
day has yet to hit my ears on the daily news.  The latest information 
on the COVID surges or vaccines.  There is real fear and tension in 
each one of our hearts.  
 
And yet, let us anticipate holy encounters with joy. Joy will still come. 
Joy can still overwhelm us.  Trust in God who is still full of surprises 
for us.  Just as this most unexpected story of starlight leading 
fortune-tellers to reveal Christ to the world, we too will be awakened to 
the wonder and joy of God at work in our lives in 2021.  Maybe it will 
make you laugh, like a leftover and forgotten Christmas present. 
Maybe it will be the shock of a smell memory that fills you with 
goodness.  Maybe it will be a change that’s been a long time coming. 
But I promise you.  We are going to find joy this year... or maybe it will 
find us.   And we are going to laugh together.  And then I hope we tell 
someone else about it.  About how great our God is to come to us in 
the most unexpected of ways. 
 
Amen. 


