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The Epiphany 

Epiphany is a Christian feast day that celebrates the revelation or theophany of God incarnate 

in the person of Jesus Christ. 

In Western Christianity, the feast commemorates the visit of the three sages from the East, 

whom we call the Magi, to the Christ Child. It has thus become the feast on which we consider 

the physical manifestation of Jesus to the Gentiles. We should remember that for the 

Hebrews of the time of Jesus the world was divided into those who were Jews and those who 

were not. According to Jewish law a person is a Jew if their mother is Jewish. Those who were 

not Jews – the vast majority of the population of the world - were called Gentiles. There is a 

more than fair chance that nearly, if not, all of us here in church this morning are gentile 

Christians. 

The traditional date for the feast is January 6. In many Western communities, the eve of the 

feast is celebrated as Twelfth Night. However, since the liturgical reforms of the 1970s, the 

celebration is held in some countries on the Sunday after January 1. 

Popular Epiphany customs include Epiphany singing, chalking the door and having one's house 

blessed. There are a number of recipes for an Epiphany cake. It is customary for Christians in 

many parts of the world to dismantle their Christmas decorations on Epiphany Eve or Twelfth 

Night, although there are people in other countries who historically remove them on 

Candlemas, the 2nd February, which marks the end of Epiphanytide. 

The word Epiphany is from the Koine Greek ἐπιφάνεια, which means manifestation or 

appearance. It is derived from the verb φαίνειν, meaning "to appear". In classical Greek it was 

used to denote the appearance of dawn, or of an enemy in war, but especially of a 

manifestation of a deity to a worshiper. This last was often called a theophany, or appearance 

of God. In the New Testament the word is used in 2 Timothy 1:10 and is translated as “through 

the appearing”. It refers either to the birth of Jesus or to his appearance after his resurrection. 

The word is also used five times to refer to the Second Coming of Jesus. 

The earliest reference to Epiphany as a Christian feast was in A.D. 361, by Ammianus 

Marcellinus. 

In the Latin-speaking West, as opposed to the Greek-speaking East, the feast day emphasized 

the visit of the magi. The magi represented the non-Jewish peoples of the world, so this was, 

as I have already said, considered a "revelation to the gentiles." 

Two very familiar Christmas carols are associated with the Epiphany feast day: "As with 

gladness, men of old", written by William Chatterton Dix in 1860 as a response to the many 

legends which had grown up surrounding the Magi; and "We Three Kings of Orient Are", 



written by the Reverend John Henry Hopkins Jr in 1857. It became the first carol written in 

the United States to be accepted and sung around the world. 

With that background to the feast day, why should we keep it year by year? The Feast of the 

Epiphany is when we remember the day when the magi presented their gifts of gold, 

frankincense, and myrrh to Jesus. 

For a moment let us look at these gifts.  

Frankincense 

Frankincense played an important part in ancient Roman civil life. Any person of the rank of 

magistrate or above was entitled to have a person, usually a slave, walking in front of them 

carrying a bowl of burning incense. This was to ward off the smell of the general population 

on the streets. The magistrates displayed their rank by having a band of purple around the 

edge of their togas. I mention this because after Constantine made Christianity the religion of 

the Roman Empire the bishops had to be fitted into the rank structure. They were placed on 

a par with the magistrates. As a result they had a person walking in front of them carrying 

incense and had the purple stripe round their togas. As fashions changed the colour purple 

was retained as the colour of the cassock of a bishop. Incense found its way into Christian 

church services.   

Frankincense can be understood, then, as an apt symbol of Christ as priest. It is also a symbol 

of Christ’s divinity. Note from our Gospel reading that the magi knelt or prostrated themselves 

before the child Jesus and paid him homage. In S Matthew’s Gospel, such words are only used 

when referring to God or Jesus. No one else.  S Matthew is saying that the magi recognized 

Jesus as God and worshipped him. 

Myrrh 

Myrrh is a sap-like substance or resin that comes out of cuts in the bark of certain trees. 

Through the ages myrrh has been used for health problems in the stomach and intestines, 

congestion, parasite infections, and many other conditions, but there is no good scientific 

evidence to support these uses. 

In foods and beverages, myrrh has been used as a flavouring component. In the world of 

fashion manufacturing, myrrh has been used as a fragrance and as a fixative in cosmetics. It 

is also used in embalming the dead, especially prominent people who could afford it. Because 

of this, Christians through the ages have often interpreted this gift as referring to the coming 

suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus. In this sense, myrrh can be seen as representing 

Christ as prophet. We think of the Suffering Servant prophecies of Isaiah that pointed to this. 

We also recall the words of Simeon to Mary at the presentation of Jesus in the Temple; 

Simeon said he was to be “a light to lighten the Gentiles and to be the glory of thy people 

Israel.” 



Gold 

Gold has long been seen, in many cultures, as a gift for kings, or denoting kingship.  It is easy 

to see how this gift points to the kingship of Christ.  In many places in Scripture, from Old 

Testament references like Psalm 72 to descriptions of the New Jerusalem in the Book of 

Revelation, we see references to gold and other precious materials being offered to God or 

to the Messiah. It’s interesting to see how Psalm 72 connects the offering of gold to the king’s 

mission to bring about justice for his people. 

In a few weeks’ time we will remember the presentation of the baby Jesus at the temple in 

Jerusalem. As the elderly Simeon saw the baby, he gave us what is known as the Nunc Dimittis 

or the Song of Simeon, to which I have already referred. The feast we keep today was the 

point at which Jesus was declared as the Saviour not just of the Jews but also of the gentiles 

– of the whole world.   

The response of Simeon to seeing the baby was rather breath-taking. He said, “Now, Master, 

you let your servant go in peace. You have fulfilled your promise. My own eyes have seen 

your salvation” Simeon believed that God would not let him die before he had seen the long 

promised Messiah. With the appearing of the baby Jesus he was content to die.  

What should our response to this disclosure or epiphany be? May I suggest that each of us, 

like the Magi of old, should kneel and do him homage. We should worship the one who is 

prophet, priest and king.  

The Greek word for worship is very telling; more often than not the word used is προσκυνεο, 

which means to prostrate with one’s forehead touching the floor, but also to move towards 

to kiss. That is what we do when we worship Jesus; it’s as if we move towards him to kiss him. 

Last weekend the world was told the news that Emeritus Pope Benedict XVI had died at 

9:34am Saturday morning Rome time; that was late at night for us. Here was a man who was 

an intellectual giant; he was a professor of Theology in a German university during his 30s. 

Through his life he wrote 66 theological books. We are told that the last words Benedict said, 

some time after 3 in the morning, were “Jesus I love you”. His summed up his life in 

‘proskuneo’, in worship at its most basic.  

That might be something from which we could learn, and possibly copy, on this feast of 

Epiphany. 

 


