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During the Sundays of Epiphany, we have been reflecting on the lessons we can learn from
the wisemen who came to worship Jesus. In previous weeks we’ve discussed how, the wise
look up to the Lord in trust. Also how the wise seek being close and staying close to the
Savior. And how the wise live changed lives. This morning we will reflect upon how the
wise gladly bring God treasures. Again this week we have two portions of Scripture we
will consider. (Matthew 2:11) On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother
Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and
presented him with gifts of gold and of incense and of myrrh. The second passage: (2
Corinthians 9:7) Each of you should give what you have decided in your heart to give, not
reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. (Rev. 5:12) "Worthy is the
Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and
glory and praise!"

Perhaps as you looked at the theme of the day, you immediately thought, “Oh, no. This is
going to be a money sermon.” And, of course, if you thought that, to some degree you
were right. But this sermon is about so much more than money. Our focus today is really
about giving, and there are many ways we can give to God. While the Bible makes it clear
that our giving to God is an important part of our walk with God, the more important thing
for us to note is, God’s incredible giving to us. This is what we will especially talk about
today. But before we can discuss God’s generous giving to us, we have to discuss our
situation. Before we can even begin to grasp just how much God has given us, we have to
understand just how detestable we were to him. Paul, through the inspiration of the Holy
Spirit, writes very graphically about what we were. (Ephesians 2:1-3) As for you, you were
dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the
ways of this world and of the [devil], who is at work in those who are disobedient. All of
us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and
following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. How
does the Bible describe us? We followed the ways of the world and the [devil] and the
cravings of our [own] sinful natures. Consequently, we were dead in [our] transgressions
and sins. Maybe this picture will help us understand how abhorrent we were to God.

Have you ever had the misfortune to come across a dead animal that has been lying there
for a while? If so, then the first thing you noticed was the horrific, repugnant smell. There
is nothing else in the world that smells quite like decomposing flesh. And if you accidently
got too close to this corpse, or you had to get close to it to bury it, then you witnessed
something even worse than the smell. You saw maggots crawling all over the dead animal.
If it was dead long enough, then the whole body was boiling with maggots. That dead body
was us. We were spiritually dead. And as is the case with every corpse, we were helpless to
change our condition. We could not bring ourselves to life because there was no spiritual
life in us. We didn’t know God, and we didn’t want to. There was nothing good in us or
about us. Rather we smelled of decay, and the maggots of hell swarmed on us. I realize that
this is a rather graphic picture, but I reluctantly use it to impress upon us just how
repugnant we spiritually dead sinners were to the pure and holy God. We tell ourselves that
our sins aren’t that bad. We claim that those things we do wrong aren’t that big a deal. We
tell ourselves that our angry words, little white lies, and accidental ridicules aren’t really



that serious. We convince ourselves that our dissatisfaction with our lot in life, whether it
be job,or wealth, or health, or looks, or spouse isn’t anything to be concerned about. We
argue that our secret longings for things that God has not given us or does not allow us our
lust, or our envy, or our covetousness, or our disgust toward others, or our creative
approaches to going beyond the boundary of the law, or our mismanagement of our money
so that there’s little or none left for God, aren’t really serious matters. We tell ourselves
that our sins aren’t so bad. But whenever we are tempted to think in such a way, we need to
remember the rotting spiritual corpse that we used to be, and that we still would be were it
not for the gifts that God has given us. And if you have ever seen a rotting corpse, then you
know that there is nothing that can clean it up and make it alive again.

But that is precisely what God did for us through Jesus our Savior. It’s unthinkable that the
holy God should intervene on our behalf, yet he did! Jesus, the sinless Son of God, took
the stench and rottenness of our sins upon himself. Dripping with the filth of our iniquity,
he stood in our place before his holy heavenly Father. And then he did something even
more unthinkable, he willingly suffered the punishment for our wrongdoing in our place.
How astonishing! Jesus, the undying Son of God, came to earth to die for us.

And because sinless Jesus took our sins upon him and bore their punishment, because holy
Jesus endured the undeserved agony for us, and for the whole world, because Jesus
suffered and died in our place, and then rose back to life on the third day, full payment for
our transgressions has been made. Jesus made us spiritually clean in God’s eyes. Because
Jesus sent the Holy Spirit to bring us to faith through the Means of Grace, the Gospel in
Word and Sacraments, our spiritual corpses were brought to life. And our spiritual decay
was healed. And our horrible stench of rot was replaced with the sweet smell of health.

Jesus changed us. He cleansed us. He revived us. He invigorated us spiritually. What could
not be done, he did! He replaced death with life. He replaced sin with forgiveness. He
replaced damnation with salvation. As serious as those sins are, we try to excuse or dismiss
them, they are all covered over by the atoning death of Jesus. As horrible as those sins are
that we try to forget but can’t, they are all removed through the purifying death of Jesus.
No matter what those sins may be that mar our record with God, they are all erased
through the cleansing death of Jesus.

And here is what we all must realize. The fact that we were once spiritually dead, but now
are alive, is all because of God’s loving gift. God the Father knew we sinners were
doomed, so in love he gave us his own Son to save us. God the Son, Jesus, knew we were
doomed, so in love he gave his own life for us to save us. God the Holy Spirit knew we
were doomed, so he invaded our dead souls and gave us faith to save us. God looked at us
and saw nothing but spiritual corpses, dead and decaying souls, and he loved us and gave
us life. There was nothing about us that was attractive to God in any way, and yet he loved
us and gave us everything. We had nothing before, but God has given us everything. We
were spiritually dead, but God has given us spiritual life. We were rotting in our sins, but
God has given us the cleansing of forgiveness. We were doomed and damned, but God has
given us salvation. It is crucial that we understand all that God has given us. It is the key
motivating factor in our giving back to God.



It’s doubtful that the wisemen understood all of this. However, it’s clear that they did
realize that Jesus was the long-promised Christ. They traveled a very long way to find him
and see him. When the Lord finally led them to the place where Jesus was, the wisemen’s
response was obvious and immediate, they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they
opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and of incense and of myrrh.

I think this shows us a vitally important truth. The magi worshiped Jesus, followed
immediately by giving to Jesus. In fact, these two aspects were intertwined. They were
directly related. They were one and the same.

Worship of God is giving to God. Giving to God is worship of God! When we are
worshiping God, we are giving him our praise, and thanks, and honor. When we are giving
to God, we are worshipping him with our generosity. Brothers and sisters, the offering we
take every Sunday, that’s not the admission charge to church. That’s not the business break
in the service to pay the bills. What the offering is, is worship. We continue to worship our
Lord, by giving to the Lord. That’s one thing that the wisemen teach us. Worship is giving,
and giving is worship.

Here’s another thing the wisemen teach us. Giving that is worshipful, is giving that is
gladly offered. That’s what Paul was writing about in our other focus verse. (2 Corinthians
9:7) Each of you should give what you have decided in your heart to give, not reluctantly
or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.

In past weeks, we have talked at length about the long journey the wisemen took to come
worship the Savior. What I want you to remember is that they carried with them, every step
of the day, every mile along the way, incredible gifts for the newborn King. No one
compelled them to make the journey. And certainly no one compelled them to transport
gifts the entire way. But they did it anyway, willingly, determinedly, gladly. Why? Because
they were overjoyed at the Lord’s birth. Because they were grateful for the privilege God
had given to them to come from afar. Because they were incredibly thankful at what God
had given to the world in Jesus. And so they brought Jesus gifts. God had given to them,
they gladly and generously gave back to God.

The wisemen gave baby Jesus costly gifts, gold, incense, and myrrh. These gifts would
seem inappropriate for a human child. We would expect them to give him clothes and toys.
But they weren’t bringing gifts for just another boy. They were bringing gifts for a King,
for the Christ, for the Savior. And these gifts have rich symbolism. The magi themselves
may, or may not, have recognized the significance of their gifts, but they have special
meaning for us as we look back on Jesus’ life. The magi gave Jesus gold, which pictures
the royalty Jesus had as the true King of the Jews, and as the King of kings. They also gave
him incense, which was used in the temple worship and which pictures Christ’s divinity,
his godhood. And they gave him myrrh, which was mixed in wine as an anesthetic and was
offered to Jesus as he hung on the cross, and was also used in the embalming process. The
myrrh pictures Jesus’ humanity. These were valuable gifts. These gifts must have been a
huge help to Joseph and Mary as they fled to Egypt to avoid King Herod’s killing spree.
Very probably the gifts were sold and provided a means for survival as they traveled to and
settled into a new land.



You and I are also privileged to give gifts to Jesus, and can rest assured that he will use
them too. When we give Jesus our time, he will use it to accomplish great things in his
kingdom. When we give Jesus our talents, he will use them to accomplish great things in
his kingdom. When we give Jesus our treasure, he will use it to accomplish great things in
his Kingdom. When we give to Jesus, Jesus will use our gifts to fortify the foundation of
his church, open closed hearts, build spiritual bridges, touch people’s lives, unite people
with him and other believers, and expand his spiritual realm here on earth. There is no
doubt that God wants us to give to him. God is almighty. He can use anything to
accomplish his plans and purposes, but he wants to use us and our gifts.

Yet he wants us to give to him gladly, not reluctantly or under compulsion. We give to
God, NOT because we feel guilty if we don’t. We give to God, NOT because we want to
look good in other’s eyes. And NOT because the church will shut down if we don’t. And
NOT because it’s a good cause or a great tax deduction. And NOT because it’s what our
parents taught us to do. And we certainly don’t give to God because we are hoping to earn
God’s favor and blessings.

We give to God because of everything he has given to us. We give to God because he gave
us a Savior. We give to God, because through that Savior he gave us spiritual life and
forgiveness. We give to God, because he gives us peace, and joy, and security in this world.
We give to God because he is giving us eternal salvation. We give to God because he’s
given us everything we have. We give to God because we recognize that he will never stop
giving to us. And we are so very thankful for all that God has given, is giving, and will
give us that we gladly give back to him. The wise still bring God treasures, just as the
wisemen did so long ago. And they bring God treasures gladly because they recognize all
that God has given to them.



