
That It Might Be Fulfilled 

By Rev. Todd Farnsworth 

Matthew 2: 1-12 
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, 

during the time of King Herod, Magi[a] from the 

east came to Jerusalem 2 and asked, “Where 

is the one who has been born king of the 

Jews? We saw his star when it rose and have 

come to worship him.” 

3 When King Herod heard this he was 

disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. 4 When 

he had called together all the people’s chief 

priests and teachers of the law, he asked them 

where the Messiah was to be born.5 “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is 

what the prophet has written:6 “‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no 

means least among the rulers of Judah;for out of you will come a ruler who will 

shepherd my people Israel.’[b]” 

7 Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star 

had appeared. 8 He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and search carefully for the 

child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.” 

9 After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen 

when it rose went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 10 

When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. 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, frankincense and myrrh.12 

And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their 

country by another route. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew+2%3A+1-12&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23171a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew+2%3A+1-12&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23176b


Imagine the parable of the prodigal son being reenacted each year as a 

holy day of celebration: 

The congregation rises to its feet. 

They begin to sing: 

We have strayed, like prodigal ones. 

Spending, hurting, love we have none 

Reckless squandering 

Aimless wandering 

Cruelty has just begun...ohhhhhh 

 

And a ragtag bunch of children, dressed in dirty clothes, with messy hair, 

begin processing down the aisle. They haven’t brushed their teeth and they 

smell bad. They sing, pleadingly: 

 

Home of wonder 

Home of grace 

Falling down, upon our face, 

Seek forgiveness, heal our illness 

Welcome to holy space. 

 

It would be a great holiday. Over time we could throw in some new verses, 

new aspects of the parable that we wanted to highlight like lying and 

cheating, and well, we could be creative. And eventually, like Epiphany, it 

would end with a brunch, and a cake filled with gummy babies...or maybe 



gummy worms...we’ll have to figure that out, and we could invite family and 

friends to join us in this awesome and sacred homecoming. 

 

I tell you about this parable because, although the characters in the 

Prodigal Son never existed in history; the tale never played out exactly as 

described; there is truth in the story that resonates with us and causes us 

to sit up and take notice. That’s why parables are so effective...and today's 

lesson is another example of that genre. 

 

Matthew’s story of the Magi is a parable. I’m not sure how I missed that in 

the commentaries before this year...but it’s there.  

 

It’s a story filled with truth not necessarily based on a historical event. How 

do we know? Scholars note the lack of a phrase, “ that it might be fulfilled.”  

Matthew uses that phrase at least 68 times in his gospel. When he uses it, 

he is pointing his readers toward Old Testament references, events they 

would be familiar with, that are fulfilled by Jesus’ coming. It is a formula 

which indicates that there is a historical moment to refer to. Without that 

phrase, “that it might be fulfilled” we have to dig a little deeper to 

understand what Matthew is referring to. Fortunately for us the scholarship 

is available and despite the lack of formulary we know that there were 

people known as “magi” living in and around Babylon at the time of Jesus’ 

birth. We also know that they were given to travel in search of new 

benefactors. So that part could be true. It would make sense to Matthew’s 

readers that the magi intersected with King Herod. In fact, Matthew makes 



the scene quite exciting as he describes the duplicitous invitation Herod 

makes to the magi. Herod is angry, and scared, and feeling threatened by 

news of a new king’s birth. He summons the magi, who he hears are in 

search of this up and comer. What a treat for the magi to make this royal 

connection with the sitting king and the one to come! For their part, the 

magi may have been hedging their bets that if the king born under the new 

star didn’t work out, they could at least find an ally in the one who was 

holding the cards in the present. They were, after all, wise. So they are 

cordial to Herod. They agree to help him (who wouldn’t?).  

But what does Matthew do with these magi after they visit the presiding 

ruler?  

He sends them toward Jesus. Past obstacles of geography and politics. 
9 After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen 

when it rose went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 10 

When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. 11 On coming to the house, they saw the 

child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. 

They come bearing the tools of their trade. Fit for a king..although they 

didn’t share these gifts with Herod! Perhaps the elements they go on to 

present to Jesus are not prepared gifts, but more like a gift card you might 

have in your purse or pocket, that you can quickly bestow upon someone 

who gifts you unexpectedly. “Oh yes, I got you something, too!”  

The stuff the magi carried with them were the materials they used to fulfill 

their practice or art. 



Gold was associated with power from the sun and was used to make 

charms that protected children and brought cures to those who were in 

need of healing. 

Frankincense was used in magic rituals. It was burned and created a cloud 

of smoke that also brought healing or protection from evil spirits. 

And Myrrh was a suitable gift for a king, but it was also used to make 

magical charms that were written in myrrh ink. 

I think that this is where the crux of Matthew’s parable comes to life. 

Something happened to them when they encountered Jesus. 

Some kind of spiritual transformation occurs. 
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, frankincense and myrrh. 

Upon worshiping Jesus, this child king, this glimpse of heaven’s future 

plans, the magi let go of the tools of their trade. They hand over the stuff 

that identifies them. They open their treasures and present him with 

gifts...not gifts he needs, but also, not gifts that they need, anymore. 

I think this moment in the story, in the parable, would be the equivalent of 

the father who welcomes home his prodigal child. 

I think this moment would be similar to the moment the mustard seed 

begins to bear branches and house birds of the air. 

I think it this is like the moment when the vineyard owner decides to pay 

everyone the same wage...just because he can! 

The magi came and gave up their told ways and went home another way:  



 they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold, frankincense and 

myrrh.12 And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to 

their country by another route. 

● Like the disciples who would leave their boats to follow Jesus. 

● Like Zaccheus who would leave his tree and bad practices behind. 

● Like the man who was healed of his paralysis and got up, took his 

mat, and left. 

The story of the magi that we celebrate today, with songs of kings, and 

brunchy things, is a parable about encountering Jesus and leaving our old 

ways behind.  

As we begin this new year together, it is a formative story to consider.  

What will we give up?  

When we come together to meet Jesus here, what do we bring?  

Is it a sense of what we need? A bit of self doubt? A sense that we don’t 

deserve this? Or is it a reliance on our ability to take care of ourselves? Is it 

a sense of entitlement? Is it a comfort in things being as we expect them to 

be? Or want them to be? What have you relied on to garner access to 

power, to acceptance in the past?  

 

And after thinking about what we bring...let’s think about what we are 

willing to let go of, because Jesus is worth more than those things? How 

will we strike out in a new direction? Because from the beginning of Jesus’ 

story, that’s what worshiping him has been about. Being transformed into 

something new. Leaving our old selves behind, because we have come in 

contact with something...someone who gives us the freedom to let go and 



explore the endless possibilities God puts in place, in the form of a child. 

This child. The Christ child. 

I’m glad that I dove back into the commentaries this week regarding this 

familiar tale. Like the magi it allowed me to leave empty handed, but full in 

heart and spirit. It allowed me to let go of my old understandings of this 

story, and experience it as something exciting and new and flourishing with 

sacred possibilities...which I think Matthew would be glad to know, that it 

might be fulfilled. 

Amen. 


