
Altavista Presbyterian Church 
Rev. Eduardo Soto, Jr. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“More Precious Than Gold” 
Isaiah 60:1-3, 16-18 
Matthew 2:1-2, 9-11 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

First Sunday after Epiphany 
January 7, 2018 

  

 



1st Sunday after Epiphany 
January 7, 2018 

Isaiah 60:1-3, 16-18 
Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. For                  
behold, darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the Lord will arise                
upon you, and his glory will be seen upon you. And nations shall come to your light, and                  
kings to the brightness of your rising. 
 
You shall suck the milk of nations; you shall nurse at the breast of kings; and you shall know                   
that I, the Lord, am your Savior and your Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob. Instead of                 
bronze I will bring gold, and instead of iron I will bring silver; instead of wood, bronze,                 
instead of stones, iron. I will make your overseers peace and your taskmasters righteousness.              
Violence shall no more be heard in your land, devastation or destruction within your borders;               
you shall call your walls Salvation, and your gates Praise. 

 
Matthew 2:1-2, 9-11 
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.” 
 
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. 
 
“More Precious Than Gold” 
The grass withers and the flower fades, but the Word of the Lord remains forever. Friends,                
this is the Word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God. May the words of my                    
mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be pleasing and acceptable in your sight, O Lord,                 
our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen. 
 
There’s a Facebook page, which every December, chronicles the journey of Melchior,            
Caspar, Balthazar, and the camel Hezekiah. If these names do not sound familiar to you,               
tradition dictates that these were the three wise men from our Gospel lesson this morning.               
And the Facebook page I am referencing is called the Wandering Wisemen and similar to the                
Elf on a Shelf, a family photographs their Playmobil magi wandering around the world of               
their house looking for the infant Jesus. It’s really cute and I highly recommend you visit                
their page. As many of you know, the Christmas season does not end on December 26th. In                 
fact, that day marks the start of the Twelve Days of Christmas, which ends on the Feast of the                   
Epiphany, when we celebrate the three kings’ arriving at Jesus’ doorstep. 
 
A word about these wise guys. First, these folks are described differently depending on              
translation. The Greek word there is magos or magoi in the plural. This word is actually a                 
Persian word, so it is not native to the Greek or Hebrew dictionary. And this word has a range                   
of meanings. It could be a Magus, which is a priest or a king from the Persian tribe called the                    
Medes. It could also mean a Persian wise man who interprets dreams or stars, thus an                
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astrologer. It could also mean a wizard, although this translation is plainly used with a               
negative connotation. So kings, wise men, magi, astrologers, any of those could be correct.              
Second, the number of them is unknown. Matthew does not tell us how many journeyed from                
the east, he simply states that more than one traveled. If they were priests or kings, they likely                  
had a entourage, and if astrologers or wise men, they likely travelled by caravan. Tradition               
argues for three simply because three gifts are explicitly mentioned. The bottom line is this:               
the details of who they were and where they came from are less important than what they                 
represent.  
 
These Magi represent three levels of outsiders. Whether they were chieftains or astrologers,             
we can sufficiently assume that they were scholarly of some sort. Meaning they were not               
religious elites like the Scribes and Chief Priests. The first level is that they were not clergy.                 
The next level is their pagan background. We can assume this because of the fact that the                 
word is from Persian origins, meaning they were foreign to Judaism. And since they were               
foreign to Judaism, they were also Gentiles, which is the third level. What we need to see                 
here is that these Magi were well outside of the circle of what traditionally would be                
considered God’s people. These were Gentile, pagan scholars not Hebrew, Jewish clergy,            
whom we’d expect to come and pay homage to David’s heir. We see from the time of Jesus’                  
inception into this world he was already turning Israel’s faulty understanding on its head. The               
Church is not limited to a particular cultural heritage. The Covenant of Grace is not limited in                 
the same ways as the Covenant of Works.  
 
What we see playing out in this story is what Presbyterians call the doctrine of effectual                
calling. This doctrine is also known as one of the five points of Calvinism and is the “I” in                   
TULIP, which is irresistible grace. Irresistible grace is an apt title, but in today’s world when                
you say something is irresistible, there’s bound to be a contrarian in the room and will insist                 
on resisting. Irresistible grace describes the doctrine from the human perspective. Effectual            
call, on the other hand, describes the doctrine from God’s perspective and not ours. The               
effectual call of God is an inward call. It is the secret work of quickening or regeneration                 
accomplished in the souls of the elect by the immediate supernatural operation of the Holy               
Spirit. The results of which come wholly from the sovereign good pleasure and unmerited              
love of God, and not from any works or faith an individual possesses or lacks. Without that                 
inward, effectual call, nobody is ever inclined to come to God. Meaning, without the inward               
work of the Holy Spirit turning the human will to align with God’s, unregenerate man is                
predisposed to not choose God. Those whom God calls effectually irresistibly respond in             
faith. Now, there is also an outward call, which is heard audibly. Human beings have the                
ability to resist and refuse this outward call. The unregenerate will either never respond to the                
outward call or respond initially, but eventually fall away. The only way the outward call is                
faithfully responded to is when it is accompanied by the effectual inward call of the Holy                
Spirit. This is visualized by Jesus in his Parable of the Sower. But for our purposes this                 
morning, I mention effectual call because this is the type of call that the Magi received. The                 
Magi in no way could have audibly heard an outward call for there was no human herald,                 
therefore no teaching they could reject. The Holy Spirit was at work inwardly molding and               
changing the Magi to respond with a desire to seek whom they called the King of the Jews.                  
Notice that the Holy Spirit moved them to seek Jesus, to come to him, where he was and not                   
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to seek after false kings and pagan gods. We see from the very beginning that only Jesus is                  
the way, the truth, and the light. 
 
The Holy Spirit’s effectual call is at work today, too. The Spirit is calling you and me to align                   
with him. He produces within us, just as he produced within the Magi, both yearning and joy.                 
We see this yearning manifested in their desire to travel many leagues to Israel and in their                 
desire to worship this newborn King of kings. When the Holy Spirit brought them to the                
place where Jesus was, we see they “rejoiced exceedingly with great joy.” That was the work                
of the Spirit, too. When we open ourselves to the Spirit’s movement and molding, we find                
that the result is exceedingly great joy. We are gifted with a deep sense of gratitude for God’s                  
effectual call. This gratitude naturally results in our thanksgiving. We know this is true              
because the Magi expressed their gratitude in gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 
 
Let’s talk a little bit about these three gifts. If there were more than three Magi, there were                  
likely more than three gifts. But for some reason, God saw it fit that Matthew only record                 
these three. I’m sure entire chapters of entire books can be devoted to these three gifts. But                 
we don’t have that kind of time. Each gift, in my mind, relates to two aspects, for there are                   
two sets of characters in the story. The first aspect relates to Christ, the receiver of the gifts;                  
the second aspect relates to the Magi (and by extension us) as the givers of the gifts. 
 
The gift of gold is probably the most obvious of all the gifts. Gold has been and continues to                   
be a symbol of power and wealth. King Solomon, while famous for his wisdom, is also                
famous for his fabulous wealth. When a nation is plundered that means their wealth is taken                
for the invading power. Precious metals and gems have an innate value about them because               
of their natural properties of beauty, scarcity, and resilience. Naturally, the gift of gold              
represents Jesus’ kingship over the world. He is the King of kings, and in his role as King,                  
“Christ calls a people for himself out of the world...He bestows saving grace on [those whom                
he calls], rewards their obedience, corrects them for their sins, preserves and supports             
them...and powerfully orders everything for his own glory and their well-being.” Now, we             1

don’t know the personal reasons why the Magi brought gold, but we can imagine that if                
someone were to bring tribute to a king, then surely gold makes a perfect gift. Therefore, this                 
suggests a renewed sense of worth and purpose for this Magi, meaning the Holy Spirit               
worked within him a new understanding of wealth and power found in this carpenter’s son. 
 
The gift of frankincense is somewhat of an obvious gift. Frankincense is a plant used for its                 
aromatic properties. When burned, it gives off a distinct perfume that is used in worship to                
stimulate the senses. In the Old Testament, God commanded Moses and Aaron to use incense               
in the Tabernacle and, later, in the Temple to be a sensory representative of the presence of                 
God. Many high church traditions like Anglicans, Catholics, and Orthodox continue to use             
incense as part of their worship services. The gift of frankincense, then, represents Jesus’              
priestly role over the Church. In his role as priest, “Christ offered himself once for all as a                  
spotless sacrifice to God to reconcile the sins of his people, and he continually intercedes for                
them.” We can imagine that this gift points to the ritual actions that the Christ-child will                2

1 Westminster Larger Catechism Question and Answer 45. 
2 Westminster Larger Catechism Question and Answer 44. 
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perform on behalf of his people. It also suggests a renewed sense of respect and worship from                 
the Magi, meaning the Holy Spirit implanted a newly ordered praise and adoration for this               
Son of God. 
 
The gift of myrrh is likely the most obscure of the gifts. Myrrh, like frankincense, is a                 
plant-based product. It can be used dry as a rub, burnt as an incense, or mixed with oil. The                   
main uses for myrrh were in relation to burial practices. The Egyptians used it in the                
embalming process and the Hebrews used it as an oil for anointing the body. Myrrh, then, is                 
used in a process of preparation. It prepares the body for burial. Therefore, this gift represents                
Jesus’ prophetic role in preparing and purifying God’s people. “As prophet, Christ reveals the              
complete will of God to his church about everything for the church’s edification and              
salvation.” Here, too, we do not know the personal reasons why the Magi brought myrrh, but                3

we can again imagine that this gift points us to Jesus’ work in both his life and his death in                    
bringing about the preparation of his body, the Church universal. In a way, this gift suggests                
to us the Magi’s own renewed sense of limitation and unpreparedness, and thus the Holy               
Spirit moves him to bring that new understanding to the feet of the eternal Messiah. 
 
When we are receptive to the Gospel, just as the Magi were receptive to the inward call of the                   
Spirit, we naturally respond to that call. The reception of the Gospel is rarely a passive                
activity. When that effectual call is made, we must respond with faith, joy, and obedience.               
That’s why this grace is also called irresistible. Passivity and resistance are not your              
bedfellows when you are God’s chosen people. Therefore, we freely and joyfully give to God               
our own gifts. While it’s right and proper to bring physical gifts, like the Magi, what’s more                 
impressive is the giving of your entire self. That was the true gift of the Magi. These gifts of                   
gold, frankincense, and myrrh, were but trinkets and tribute to the King of kings and the Son                 
of God. Jesus had no need for them. What the Magi really brought, the reason why they                 
journeyed so many leagues, was to bring their whole self to God. Renewed in the Spirit, they                 
gave themselves to Christ. For surely they returned to their homelands changed. Matthew             
says they returned by another way in order to avoid Herod, but I also believe they returned by                  
different paths because they left as changed and renewed people. That is our greatest gift as                
well! We have been given regeneration, and the only right response is to give to God our                 
renewed self. Therefore, I invite you, in this new year, to commit or recommit yourself to the                 
Lord. Desire to live in imitation of Christ, and in so doing, I promise you that you’ll find                  
exceedingly great joy in giving the gift of yourself.  
 
Let us pray. Heavenly Father, you made yourself known in the person and work of Jesus                
Christ. His epiphany, his appearing is the greatest gift we could ever receive, for through him                
is salvation opened. Holy God, your Spirit called the Magi and they responded by journeying               
to the newborn King. They brought tangible and symbolic gifts. O Holy Ghost, we invite you                
to guide us in our response to your call. Help us to bring gifts to God, especially our most                   
valuable gift—our whole life and being. In the precious name of Jesus, we pray. Amen. 

3 Westminster Larger Catechism Question and Answer 43. 
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