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The Real Story of the Wise Men 

January 2, 2022 

 

Today, we hear the story of the 3 wise men.  A couple years ago, I read a little joke that someone 

submitted to Reader’s Digest: 

 

What if it was 3 Wise Women instead of 3 Wise Men who came to visit Jesus? 

3 Wise Women would have: 

• Asked for directions 

• Arrived on time 

• Helped to deliver the baby Jesus 

• Cleaned the stable 

• Made a casserole 

• Brought practical gifts 

… and there would be peace on earth! 

 

This story of the 3 wise men iconic.  We see it depicted on greeting cards and banners; often the 

scene shows 3 silhouettes riding camels through the desert on a starry night.  We hear the story 

in a lot of our Christmas carols, especially the hymn we sang earlier, “We Three Kings.” 

 

The truth is, though… 

• They weren’t kings 

• There likely weren’t 3 of them 

• And who knows if they actually rode in on camels 

All that comes from tradition, mostly from an author writing in 600s named the Venerable Bede. 

Bede even named the 3 kings: Gaspar, Melchior, and Balthasar. 

 

Rather than just letting tradition tell this story, it is important (and more interesting) to look at 

Scripture. 

 

Jesus was born in Bethlehem 

“Wise men from the East” came to Jerusalem to check in with Herod. 

“Wise men” is sometimes translated different ways - it could be “magi” or “astrologers.”  In any 

case, they are people who watch for supernatural signs. 

 

We don’t know where they came from exactly.  All we know from story is that it took them a 

long time to get there… maybe several months, maybe up to 2 years.  That means that it took 

sustained effort to get to Bethlehem. 

 

Imagine you’re going about to go a trip for several months.  Do you pack a small bag, hop in 

your car, and drive? 

 

No!  I’ll tell you that Becca and I went to see my parents in Ohio for 5 days.  We could barely fit 

all our stuff into an SUV!  It took hours to pack (and unpack) the car.  Becca and I each had a 

small suitcase… and then Cora had 3 bags, a cooler, 2 boxes, a changing pad, and a partridge in 

a pear tree.  I don’t understand how someone so small could require so much crap. 
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By the same token, it’s unlikely that a couple magi going on a long journey could have just 

hopped on their camels with no luggage and set off.  Instead, there was likely a whole caravan of 

astrologers and their helpers, animals, food, clothing and bedding, animal feed, money to buy 

supplies on the road, and an entourage of guards to protect against bandits. 

 

That caravan doesn’t look as simple and poetic on a greeting card, but it is probably closer to the 

truth. 

 

The reason why it’s important to think about how this would’ve worked… is it shows us the 

dedication the wise men had.  This was not a group of 3 kooky old men who were wandering 

through the countryside on a whim. There was significant planning and expense involved.  This 

fact shows the dedication and the faith these wise men possessed. 

 

It’s possible that during these months of travel, the magi woke up each morning and said, “Are 

we sure this is what we want to be doing?” Every day, made a decision to keep going, to keep 

searching for “King of the Jews.” 

 

Other piece of this story: Wise men came from the East. We don’t know where, but it’s almost a 

certainty that they weren’t Jewish.  These were Gentiles. 

 

These wise men were searching for a king who was of a different religion! That fact makes their 

dedication all the more admirable. It also shows that Jesus was a person who would rise beyond 

boundaries, influence all of history 

 

Finally, after a long journey, the star stops over a house in Bethlehem. The wise men come in 

and see Mary and the child Jesus (we don’t know where Joseph is).  Then the magi kneel and pay 

homage to Jesus. 

 

That’s 3rd time we hear that phrase in our reading, “pay him homage,” and it’s worth exploring. 

This phrase is close to the original Greek. 

 

To “pay homage” in our language comes from medieval times. 

If I were a serf or peasant in feudal Europe in the Middle Ages, and let’s say… Katie is queen. 

If I pay homage to Katie, I am literally saying, “I am your man.” 

-“Hom” means “man: or ‘human’ 

-“Hom” like “homo sapien” or “hominid” 

I pay homage to Katie; “I am your man.” 

That means that I am committing myself to you.  I am your servant.  My life is yours to do with 

what you want.  You have my undying allegiance. 

 

That’s what the wise men are doing with Jesus (it’s a pretty good translation from the original 

Greek).  Despite the fact that they know nearly nothing about Jesus, despite the fact that he is an 

infant or toddler; despite the fact they they aren’t even Jewish; these wise men are also 

dedicating themselves to Jesus.  Because they recognize that there is something unique and 

sacred about this child. 
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Finally, they then open up their treasure chests that they’ve been carting all this way: Gold, 

frankincense, and myrrh. 

Tradition tells us that each gift has symbolic meaning: 

• Gold for kingship 

• Frankincense was burned during worship, showed Jesus’ divinity 

• Myrrh was burial spice - illustrated that Jesus’ death would be an important part of story 

 

Then the wise men went home by another way.  They went home different than they were when 

they arrived. 

 

It is a rich story.  I think it’s important to not just listen to tradition and greeting cards for the 

story of these wise men.  The real story is a lot more interesting, and it shows the wise men to 

be a lot more faithful and dedicated. I love the image of them paying homage, dedicating 

themselves to follow Jesus. 

 

If there is a challenge for us, it’s this: 

Can we be like those wise men? 

Can we seek Jesus in our lives? 

Can we wake up every morning, and find the faith to continue seeking God and seeking 

goodness? 

Are we willing to give up time and energy and money in pursuing Jesus? 

Will we pay homage?  Will we commit ourselves to Jesus, and do what he calls us to do? 

That’s a big challenge.  But this is also January 1st (2nd).  The new year has just begun.  It’s a 

good time for us to evaluate where we place value.  And it’s a good time to imitate those wise 

men and commit to serving Jesus. 

 

Amen. 
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