
THE GIFTS OF THE MAGI
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The Gospel According to Matthew

“After they had heard the king (Herod the Great), they went 
on their way, and the star they had seen in the east went 
ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child 
was. When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. 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. And having been warned in a dream not to go 
back to Herod, they returned to their country by another 
route” (Mt. 2:9-12).



The Historical Account

• Magi from the East saw “His star” and traveled to find and to worship 
Jesus (vss. 1-2).

• After a secret meeting with Herod the Great, they followed the star 
until it stopped over the house where Jesus was (vs. 7,9).

• The shepherds had already visited the baby Jesus and returned to 
their fields and flocks (Lk. 2).

• Jesus had already been circumcised (Lk. 2:21).
• After the time of purification, Joseph and Mary had taken Jesus to 

Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (Lk. 2:22).



The Historical Account

• God had used two means to reveal the location of the Messiah: 
general revelation (the star) and special revelation (Micah 5:2):

“But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah,
though you are small among the clans of Judah,
out of you will come for me
one who will be the ruler over Israel
whose origins are from of old,
from ancient times.”

• The star “stopped over the place where the child was” (Matt. 2:9b).



Limited Knowledge About the Magi

• We do not know that the wise men were kings.
• We do not know that there were three wise men.
• We are not told when they arrived in Jerusalem.
• The most we can know is that they arrived sometime after the birth 

of Christ during the reign of the murderous Herod the Great, were led 
to Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, presented gifts of gold, frankincense, and 
myrrh, and returned to their own country by a different route.



Initial Reaction

• “When they saw the star, they were overjoyed” (Matt. 2:10, NIV).
• Literal translation: “They rejoiced exceedingly with great joy.”
• There are similar expressions in John 3:29 (the friend of the 

bridegroom is full of joy) and I Thess. 3:9 (“How can we thank God 
enough for you in return for all the joy we have in the presence of 
God…”).

• They were close; soon they would reach their long-expected 
destination and worship the Messiah, the King of the Jews.



Origen (185-254 A.D.)

“They came, accordingly, to Judea, persuaded that some king had been 
born; but not knowing over what kingdom he was to reign, and being 
ignorant also of the place of his birth, bringing gifts, which they offered 
to him as one whose nature partook, if I may so speak, both of God and 
of a mortal man – gold, viz., as to a king; myrrh, as to one who was 
mortal; and incense as to God; and they brought these offerings after 
they had learned the place of His birth. But since He was God, the 
Savior of the human race, raised far above all those angels which 
minister to men, an angel rewarded the piety of the Magi for their 
worship of Him, by making known to them that they were not to go 
back to Herod, but to return to their own homes by another way.”

Origen, Against Celsus
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R.C.H. Lenski

Gold was intended for the child as being the King,
Frankincense for him as being God,
Myrrh for him as destined to die.



The Gift of Gold

• Gold is often associated with royalty in the Scripture.
• “Pharaoh…dressed him (Joseph) in robes of fine linen and put a gold 

chain around his neck” (Gen. 41:42).
• “Whoever reads this writing and tells me what it means will be 

clothed in purple and have a gold chain placed around his neck” 
(Daniel 5:7).

• “Daughters of kings are among your honored women; at your right 
hand is the royal bride in gold of Ophir” (Ps. 45:9).



The Gift of Gold

• “I amassed silver and gold for myself and the treasure of kings and 
provinces” (Eccl. 2:8).

• “When he (King Xerxes) saw Queen Esther standing in the court, he 
was pleased with her and held out to her the gold scepter that was in 
his hand” (Esther 5:2).

• Gold immediately suggests royalty. It is the metal of kings.
• Jesus is King Jesus.



Christ’s Royalty

• Will we acknowledge that Jesus has a right to rule over our lives?
• Will we give ourselves completely to the one who is the King of Kings 

and the Lord of Lords?
• Will we submit to the absolute authority of Jesus Christ?
• Will we surrender all that we are and all that we have to our King?
• Will we die daily?



The Gift of Frankincense

• The word “frankincense” is from the Hebrew meaning “whiteness”  
(referring to the milky color of the fresh juice).

• The English word is derived from the old French, franc encens, 
meaning “pure incense.”

• Frankincense is made from the gum of trees (Boswellia genus) which 
grow in southern Arabia and Somalia.



Frankincense in Scripture

• “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Take fragrant spices – gum resin, onycha 
and galbanum – and pure frankincense, all in equal amounts, and 
make a fragrant blend of incense, the work of a perfumer’” (Ex. 
30:34).

• “These are the regulations for the grain offering: Aaron’s sons are to 
bring it before the Lord, in front of the altar. The priest is to take a 
handful of fine flour and oil, together with all the incense on the grain 
offering, and burn the memorial portion on the altar as an aroma 
pleasing to the Lord” (Lev. 6:14).



Frankincense in Scripture

• Used in connection with the service of Jehovah in the Temple.
• It was to be used only for God (“Do not make any incense with this 

formula for yourselves; consider it holy to the Lord. Whoever makes 
any like it to enjoy its fragrance must be cut off from his people” (Ex. 
30:37).

• The fragrant smoke rising up from the incense was symbolical of the 
prayers and thanksgivings of the people and the priests.

• Incense was an offering made to God.
• The incense pointed to Christ as our great High Priest.



Donald G. Barnhouse

“We see from the symbolism of these gifts, that the eternal royalty and 
holiness of Christ were announced from his earliest years. He had come 
forth from heaven to perform the work of redemption, and he was 
prepared in every way to do the Father’s will so that he might fulfill 
every demand and obligation of the Law. Thus only would he become 
eligible to die on the cross; and by that cross alone redeem the world. 
That life could show that he was the fit candidate for the cross, and we 
cling with surety to the work that was accomplished at Calvary, since 
we know that our sin-bearer was himself without sin.”
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Nicene Creed

We believe in one God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and 
earth, and of all things visible and invisible. And in one Lord Jesus 
Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all 
worlds, God of God, Light of Light, Very God of Very God, begotten, not 
made, being of one substance with the Father by whom all things were 
made; who for us men, and for our salvation, came down from heaven, 
and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the Virgin Mary, and was made 
man, and was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate. He suffered 
and was buried, and the third day he rose again according to the 
Scriptures, and ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of 
the Father. And he shall come again with glory to judge both the quick 
and the dead, whose kingdom shall have no end.



Christ’s Deity

• Do you believe that Jesus was and is God?
• Do you believe that He  was sinless?
• Will you worship Him as God – and Him alone?
• Will you acknowledge that your life is as impure as the life of Jesus 

Christ is sinless?



The Gift of Myrrh

• Myrrh was also derived from a tree in Arabia.
• It was used for perfuming a bed or a garment.
• It was a prescribed treatment for young girls (“Before a girl’s turn 

came to go in to King Xerxes, she had to complete twelve months of 
beauty treatments prescribed for the women, six months with oil of 
myrrh and six with perfumes and cosmetics” (Esther 2:12).

• It was used as an anesthetic (“Then they offered him wine mixed with 
myrrh, but he did not take it” – Mark 15:23).



The Gift of Myrrh

• Myrrh was also used to prepare a body for burial.
• “He (Joseph of Arimathea) was accompanied by Nicodemus, the man 

who earlier had visited Jesus at night. Nicodemus brought a mixture 
of myrrh and aloes, about seventy-five pounds. Taking Jesus’ body, 
the two of them wrapped it, with the spices, in strips of linen” (John 
19:39-40).

• In general, myrrh was used so that a man could “make his life more 
pleasant, his pain less dreadful, and his burial less repulsive” (William 
Hendriksen).



Christ’s Atonement For Sin

• Do you trust in the completed work of Christ on the cross - Jesus’ 
actual, physical death and His separation from His Father - for your 
sins?

• Do you believe that there is only one way to come to the Father (i.e., 
that Jesus is the only way that a person may be saved)?

• “Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to 
help those who are being tempted” (Heb. 2:18). Will you go to him 
for help?



Isaiah 60:6

• “Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord rises 
upon you….Herds of camels will cover your land, young camels of 
Midian and Ephah. And all from Sheba will come, bearing gold and 
incense and proclaiming the praise of the Lord.”

• The nations will come to Christ’s light. 
• The scene is similar to that of Bethlehem with the wise men. Gifts will 

be given to Christ, but when the gifts are presented, they will only be 
gold and incense. 

• Myrrh is symbolic of suffering – and Jesus will never suffer again. He 
suffered once for all for sin. 



What Child Is This?

So bring Him incense, gold and myrrh,
Come, peasant, king, to own Him;
The King of kings salvation brings,
Let loving hearts enthrone Him.
This, this is Christ the King,
Whom shepherds guard and angels sing:
Haste, haste to bring Him laud,
The Babe, the Son of Mary.



The First Noel

This star drew nigh to the north-west,
O’er Bethlehem it took its rest,
And there it did both stop and stay,
Right over the place where Jesus lay.

Then entered in those wise men three,
Full rev’rently upon their knee,
And offered there in His presence
Their gold, and myrrh, and frankincense.



Angels, From The Realms Of Glory

Sages, leave your contemplations,
Brighter visions beam afar;
See the great Desire of nations,
Ye have seen His natal star:

Come and worship,
Come and worship,
Worship Christ, the newborn King.



We Three Kings

We three kings of Orient are:
Bearing gifts we traverse afar –
Field and fountain, moor and mountain –
Following yonder star.

Born a King on Bethlehem’s plain:
Gold I bring to crown Him again,
King forever, ceasing never
Over us all to reign.



We Three Kings

Glorious now behold Him arise:
King and God and Sacrifice;
Alleluia, Alleluia!
Earth to heav’n replies.

O star of wonder, star of night,
Star with royal beauty bright,
Westward leading, still proceeding,
Guide us to thy perfect light.



Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem. The silver star marks the place where Jesus was born according to Christian tradition.
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