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I love how companies try to hook people in with the offer of a “free gift.” It’s a bit redundant, don’t you think? You mean there are gifts that are NOT free? But few things in our world really are free, and even our best wishes for one another have become so wrapped up in self-preservation as to render them virtually meaningless. I found a wonderful version of “Merry Christmas” in legal terms that demonstrates our situation beautifully.
Please accept without obligation, express or implied, these best wishes for an environmentally safe, socially responsible, low stress, non addictive, and gender neutral celebration of the winter solstice holiday as practiced within the most enjoyable traditions of the religious persuasion of your choice (but with respect for the religious or secular persuasions and/or traditions of others, or for their choice not to practice religious or secular traditions at all) and further for a fiscally successful, personally fulfilling, and medically uncomplicated onset of the generally accepted calendar year (including, but not limited to, the Christian calendar, but not without due respect for the calendars of choice of other cultures). The preceding wishes are extended without regard to the race, creed, color, age, physical ability, religious faith or sexual preference to the wishee.
It kind of takes all the Merry out of Merry Christmas, doesn’t it?

The first Christmas gifts and Christmas wishes did not come from a legal department. They came from three magi and were presented to a young child along with his parents. Magi were not kings. They often worked in the employ of kings and nobles, but they were “free agents” in the ancient world, traveling from one job to another. They served as advisors, astrologers and alchemists. They came, we are told, from the east, a part of the world that is now predominately Muslim and torn apart by war. 

The three gifts given to Jesus by the magi had both a prophetic meaning and a practical purpose. Gold has always been recognized as one of the most valuable metals, but as dangerous as mining gold is today, it was far more treacherous then. Only the wealthiest people would possess gold. It was a gift given to kings and princes. A peasant family would never own anything gold. But gold was always welcome as currency, and it because it was universally recognized, having gold would enable the family to travel anywhere, including Egypt. 

Frankincense is an aromatic gum resin from the Boswellia tree. When the tree is cut, yellow drops of sap ooze out which then harden. It gives a sweet scent when burned or warmed. It was used primarily as incense and perfume, but it also kept insects away, which had to be helpful with an infant. Frankincense was used in the Old Testament to anoint priests, and because it was often used as incense it also symbolized prayer.


Myrrh comes from another tree, the Commiphora tree. It is also produced from the sap of the tree. Myrrh has natural healing properties, but it tastes bitter. The name is derived from the word “bitter” in Hebrew. It is one of the ingredients used in the Old Testament for anointing. Myrrh also had excellent preservative properties, and was therefore often used to anoint the dead. Myrrh would symbolize both spiritual anointing, and suffering and death.

Receiving these gifts from magi must have been an overwhelming and intimidating experience for Mary and Joseph. Even knowing what they did, it would have been hard to comprehend that these mysterious strangers, so far above their own station in life, would have sought out their child for this honor. In the giving and the receiving of these gifts God both met their practical needs, and prophetically declared the future ministry of Jesus.


Mary and Joseph received gifts on behalf of Jesus that they did not fully understand. When we accept Jesus as the son of God we are also accepting a gift we don’t fully understand, because the gift is in the form of a relationship. 

Inviting Jesus into our lives brings about change. It is a unique relationship, not least of all because it is spiritual. We can’t see Jesus anymore on earth. We can’t call him up and get together for dinner. Our relationship is through prayer. When we invite Jesus in, we invite the Holy Spirit in, and it is the Spirit who enables us to make the spiritual connection with Jesus. And just as Jesus was given three gifts, Jesus also gives us three foundational gifts through the Spirit. 
The first gift comes with an 85 cent word—justification. It’s one of those theological terms no one understands, but I still use it because there is a great way to remember what it means. It is “just if I’d” never sinned. When we have faith in Jesus we are made clean. It is “just as if” we had never done anything wrong or stupid in the first place. The slate is wiped clean. All of the accumulated grime and guilt of life is washed away.


The second gift also has a big term to go along with it—sanctification. This is not an everyday word either. The closest word to it that we use—sanctimonious, is very negative. It means someone who is smug and thinks they are better than everyone else. Sanctification means to be made holy. Unfortunately we even need to unpack that word, however, because it too has been given a negative slant. People tend to think of “holier than thou.”  What we are really saying in plain language is that when we have faith in Jesus the Holy Spirit works in us to make us better people. We become kinder and more generous. We become merciful and less likely to judge others. We become much more patient and slow to anger. We become the kind of person others turn to in time of need because gradually we have been transformed into being more like Jesus. Our lives are not out of control. We’re not careening from one disaster to another. Instead we have found peace, and others are drawn to peace.

The third gift we have from Jesus is reconciliation with God. We have direct access to God. We don’t have to go to a priest to intervene on our behalf, because Jesus is our high priest with God. Because we are forgiven and reconciled to God, we also have eternal life with God. And it will not consist of sitting on a cloud and twanging a few harps! I can never figure out why people think that the God who made this incredibly intricate and beautiful world would restrict God’s self to white clouds and harps. God is not boring!

When we worship the Christ child, we accept the adult Jesus of Nazareth, and all he came to bring to us. We are forgiven. The slate is wiped clean. The Holy Spirit is at work in us transforming us into the kind of person we always wanted to be. We have a relationship with God, and an eternity of joy ahead. What could be better than that? And all we have to do is to receive the gift, the gift of God’s son. Amen. 
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