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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. 
	
 (Matthew 2:9–11)

At this time of year we celebrate the magi who, following a star, came from far away to offer 
their gifts to the Christ child.  Everything about this story is enigmatic:  
" • who were the magi?  
" • what was the star?  
" • how did it lead them to Judea?  
Perhaps we might think: If only Matthew had told us more!

Even the gifts themselves seem mysterious.  Gold is familiar enough, though we may have 
little experience of it.  But frankincense and myrrh are tantalizing and exotic.  Although 
their names roll off the tongues of poets and carolers, most of us have little actual idea of 
their soft textures, distinctive aromas, and ancient uses.

Everything about this story is enigmatic, that is, except the main point – God is drawing us 
all to himself – and this is itself the greatest mystery.  In this brief Christmas letter, we invite 
you to wonder again with us upon each of these mysteries.
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THE FIRST CHRISTMAS GIFTS
At this time of year we sing of the magi who offered three 
gifts to the child: 

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.  (Mt 2:11)

Centuries of readers have found a variety of meanings in the 
gifts, but Matthew indicates the significance of the gifts in v. 
2:  ““Where is he who has been born king of the Jews?”  All 
three gifts were royal tributes.  These same gifts were offered 
to King Solomon by the Queen of Sheba (1 Kings 10:1-10).  The story of the Queen of Sheba 
anticipates the visit of the magi.  The magi brought from afar a similar royal tribute. 

Resins
Gold as a royal tribute is familiar to us. Frankincense and myrrh are less familiar, but both 
are resins.  Resins are gummy secretions of small trees, often coniferous, that are frequently 
used in incenses and perfumes.  Two familiar examples are pine sap and maple sap.  Amber is 
the fossilized form of a resin (called copal) produced by the Hymenaea tree.  Frankincense 
comes from the Boswellia tree.  The “Balm of Gilead” and and Myrrh both come from 
different species of Commiphora trees.  Resins are harvested by cutting the trunk or 
branches of the tree, then returning at a later 
date to collect the resin that has seeped out.

Frankincense
Frankincense has a light color and a very 
pleasant aroma.  It was widely used for in-
cense and as a perfume.  Your frankincense is 
from Oman and Yemen, likely the same region 
as that obtained by the magi.
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Myrrh
Myrrh is darker than frankincense – it’s the color of 
maple syrup, which is easy to remember because 
myrrh and maple both start with m.  Myrrh is less 
fragrant than Frankincense, but has a distinctive 
aroma nevertheless.  Its value in the ancient world 
was 6x greater than gold by weight.  Myrrh is a 
powerful antiseptic and anti-inflammatory, still used 
for these purposes in many parts of the world today.  
No wonder it was a common burial spice.  In Egypt, 
it served as an embalming agent, and appears in the 
handbook of Egyptian medicine, the Ebers Medical 
Papyrus, from 1550 BC.   At the time of Christ, the world’s finest myrrh came from Southern 
Arabia, as does yours.

Epiphany
The arrival of the magi to worship the Christ child is usually celebrated on Epiphany, 
January 6. This celebration is an older tradition than that of celebrating Christmas on 
December 25th.  Epiphany means “the showing,” that is, the showing of the Messiah to the 
Gentile nations, represented by the Magi.  The Messiah’s work is of universal scope, for all 
the nations and not merely the house of Israel.  

Like a piece of myrrh or frankincense, your life makes a pleasant aroma:  

“We give off a sweet scent rising to God – an aroma redolent with life.” 
(2 Corinthians 2:15)

You are a gift of incense and pleasing perfume, more precious to us than gold.

Epiphany family activities: http://kerrysloft.com/2011/01/04/epiphany/
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THE MAGI:  IN LEGEND
The journey of the magi did not end in Bethlehem.  They have traveled far and wide 
through story and legend down to our times.  For most of us, our conceptions of the magi 
have been significantly shaped by Christmas cards, poetry and carols, such as the following 
lines from a poem by Henry W. Longfellow:

Three Kings came riding from far away, 
	
 Melchior and Gaspar and Baltasar:
Three Wise Men out of the East were they, 
	
 and they traveled by night and they slept by day, 
For their guide was a beautiful, wonderful star.

The star was so beautiful. large and clear, 
	
 that all the other stars of the sky
Became a white mist in the atmosphere; 
	
 and by this they knew that the coming was near 
Of the Prince foretold in the prophecy.

And so the Three Kings rode into the West, 
	
 through the dusk of night over hill and dell,
And sometimes they nodded with beard on breast, 
	
 and sometimes talked, as they paused to rest.
With the people they met at some wayside well.

A popular carol is “We Three Kings.”  Yet, according to Matthew, they were not kings, but 
wise men (magi).  Not three men, but three gi%s.  Not from the far east, but from the Near 
East, merely from somewhere east of Judea. 

An early  Syriac tradition, represented by the 6th-century writing, The Cave of Treasures, gave 
names to three magi and designated them as kings of Persia, Saba and Sheba.

Melchior, Balthasar, and Gaspar are more familiar names for the magi, which derive from a 
Greek tradition likewise pre-dating the 6th century.  Melchior was said to come from Persia; 
Balthasar from Arabia, and Gaspar from India.  In the 19th-century these names were popu-
larized in Ben Hur.

An Irish tradition from the 8th century used the same names, described their physical ap-
pearance, and explained the meanings of their gifts, as follows:  “Melchior, an old man with 
white hair and a long beard... offered gold to the Lord as to a king.” The second, “black-
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skinned and heavily bearded, named Balthazar... by his gift of myrrh testified to the Son of 
Man who was to die.” The third, “Gaspar by name, young and beardless and ruddy complex-
ioned... honored him as God by his gift of incense, an oblation worthy of divinity.”

When Marco Polo traveled across Persia in the late 13th century, he reported visiting the 
tombs of the magi near present-day Tehran.  Other claims to the tomb of the magi were put 
forth in western Europe:  In 490 AD, the Roman emperor Zeno obtained what were be-
lieved to be the bones of the magi from the town of Hadramat in South Arabia.  From Con-
stantinople they were sent to Milan.  Later, in the 12th century, when the Holy Roman Em-
peror Frederick Barbarossa conquered Milan, the relics were sent to the great Gothic ca-
thedral at Köln (Cologne), arriving there in jubilant procession in 1164.  Their final journey is 
commemorated in a carol:  

I saw three ships come sailing in, 
On Christmas Day, on Christmas Day,
I saw three ships come sailing in, 
On Christmas Day in the morning.
And who was in those ships all three,
On Christmas Day, on Christmas Day?

Allegedly, their skulls are still there.  But what if there had been Three Wise Women?  I’m 
sure they would have asked for directions; arrived on time; helped deliver the baby; cleaned 
the stable; and made a casserole.
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THE MAGI:  IN HISTORY
But the magi of Matthew’s day were not legendary, they were real, and much is now known 
about them. The most important astronomical center was Babylon, where the magi were 
known as the Scribes of Enuma Anu Enlil.  In a 45-minute video called Stars over Ancient 
Babylon, which you can watch or download online, I describe in more detail the birth of 
mathematical astronomy in ancient Mesopotamia.  The magi used the ziggurat of Babylon 
and worked in Babylon’s great Temple of Esagila up through the first century AD.  

In this video, join the ancient Babylonian astronomer Kidinnu for a survey of the origin of 
mathematical astronomy in Ancient Mesopotamia. Babylonian astronomers were sources 
for Greek astronomy. Without the Babylonian 
contributions, later Greek astronomy such as 
we find in Hipparchos (150 BC) and Ptolemy 
(150 AD) would not have been possible.

The Scribes of Enuma Anu Enlil were more 
advanced than their contemporary Greek and 
Roman astronomers.  They were the source of 
quantitative methods in ancient mathematical 
astronomy.  Mesopotamian astronomy was 
transmitted to Greek, Roman, Islamic and 
Hindu cultures in different ways and to vary-
ing degrees.  However, this vigorous cuneiform 
tradition in astronomy died out in the first century AD, one or two generations after the 
magi’s visit to Bethlehem.  Most of our knowledge of their accomplishments comes from 
cuneiform tablets of the 3rd and 4th centuries BC.  Few astronomical cuneiform tablets 
from the first century before or after Christ have yet been published.

http://kerrysloft.com/2011/09/06/stars-over-ancient-babylon/
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THE STAR
There are at least three sources of evidence to consider regarding the Star of Bethlehem.

What does Matthew say?
First is the text of Matthew.  What did Matthew actually say about the 
star?  Sometimes interpretations of scripture reflect the preconceptions 
of its readers more than the text itself.

What do astronomers say?
Second, what interesting celestial events occurred around the birth of 
Christ that might be a candidate for the Star of Bethlehem?  It turns out 
that astronomers can generate dozens of plausible hypotheses, far too many to describe in 
one setting, let alone evaluate.

What would the magi have understood?
There is a third factor that usually receives less attention than Matthew or the Star, and that 
is the magi.  Most accounts of the star advocate theories of the star without seeking a his-
torical understanding of what would have been intelligible to the magi in their own place, 
language and tradition.  To explore the nature of the star of Bethlehem, the history of cunei-
form astronomy and what it can tell us about the magi will be at least as important as the 
contributions of astronomy itself.

The history of science and the star
Astronomers in every age after Christ have offered countless theories of the Star of Bethle-
hem.  For example, Johann Kepler wrote about the star in the early 1600s, and most as-
tronomer star talks and seasonal planetarium shows present some version of his explanation 
of the star as a 3-step sequence of a triple conjunction, planetary massing, and bright star.
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THE GREATEST MYSTERY
Daniel, the head of the magi in Babylon, recorded a vision of the coming King of Kings:

In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the 
clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence. He was 
given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language wor-
shiped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is 
one that will never be destroyed. (Daniel 7:13-14)

Centuries later, the magi saw Daniel’s prophecy fulfilled:

“I have been an arrogant fool, young one. I have boasted all my life of being a 
seeker of truth—I, always me. When I saw that star I knew in an instant… that 
star is an invitation. You see, Wisdom is seeking us. And He has sent that star as 
an invitation to come to Him, yes Him.”
Then the old man’s entire frame shuddered, as a tear glided haltingly down his 
cheek and was lost in his beard. 
“All my life He has been seeking me. He is the one who has given to me and to 
you our hunger for him. And now this star is a precious gift. I have sold all that I 
have for the journey and for gold to offer when I meet Him… Tonight I leave.”
	
 	
 	
 Michael Card, The Promise (Nashville: Sparrow Press, 1991)

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. (Matthew 2:1–3)

Herod the Great “had made will after will and was now in a fatal illness and fury 
over the question of the Magi. He showed his excitement and the whole city was 
upset because the people knew only too well what he could do when in a rage 
over the disturbance of his plans.” (A.T. Robinson, Word Pictures in the New Tes-
tament (Baker, 1930), vol. 1, p. 17.)

Assembling all the chief priests and scribes of the people, Herod 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.’”  (Matthew 2:4–6 ESV)
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Religious experts knew where the Messiah was to be born, yet not one bothered to make the 
short six-mile journey to Bethlehem to discover the Messiah for themselves.

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. (Matthew 2:7–8)

“But why was Jerusalem troubled? Surely the prophets had foretold him as the 
Savior, Benefactor and Deliverer who would come from above… Although trou-
bled, they nevertheless did not try to understand what was happening. They did 
not follow the wise men or even take any particular notice. To this extent they 
were… careless.” (John Chrysostom, 4th cent.)

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. (Matthew 2:9–11)

“No longer do the magi bring presents to the moon and the stars, for this child 
made the moon and the stars.” (Madeleine L’Engel)

“A boy he is, but it is God who is adored… The Son of God, who is God of the 
universe, is born a human being in the flesh. He permits himself to be placed in a 
manger, and the heavens are within the manger. He is kept in a cradle, a cradle 
that the world cannot hold… Thus he is the One, the God of Glory and the Lord 
of majesty, whom as a tiny infant the magi recognize.” (Chromatius, ca. 400)

Sages, leave your contemplations,
Brighter visions beam afar.

Seek the great Desire of nations;
Ye have seen his natal star.

Come and worship!
Come and worship!

Worship Christ the newborn King!

“they rejoiced exceedingly because they had not been deceived in their hope… 
By the sign of the star they understood that the birth of the King was revealed to 
them by divine authority. Through the mystery of the star they understood that 
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the dignity of the King who was born exceeded the measure of all earthly kings. 
For it was inevitable that they considered this King more glorious than the star, 
which devotedly paid homage to him…. If then they had been seeking a king of 
this world… they would have undertaken the effort of so great a journey for 
nothing. Yet because they were seeking the heavenly king, even if they saw nothing 
regal in him, they were nevertheless delighted, content in the testimony of the 
star…. They adored him and returned home.” (Anonymous early commentator)

An amazing wonder lies inextricably at the heart of this story, that magi from afar should seek 
out the obscure birth of one of the poorest families in all Israel.   Wise men still seek him, but 
who was doing the seeking?

“The Son of Man has come to seek and to save that which was lost.” (Luke 19:10)

Wisdom consists in recognizing that the One who drew the wise men to Himself also draws 
us. God goes to extraordinary lengths to bring us to him.

And being warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they departed to their own country by 
another way. (Matthew 2:12)

“As they were advised to take another way, so are we.” (Gregory the Great)

God is drawing us near.
Follow the Magi.
Worship Christ the King.

Come and worship!
Come and worship!

Worship Christ the newborn King!
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