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… and they knelt down 

 

Isaiah 60:1–6 

Psalm 72:1–7, 10–14 

Ephesians 3:1–12 

Matthew 2:1–12 

 

Text: Matthew 2:11 

On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt 

down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure-chests, they offered him 

gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 

 

Introduction 

At my eleven year-old grandson’s hockey games they have this custom of taking a 

knee when a player is injured; the players on the ice all skate to a place in front of 

their team bench and kneel with one knee on the ice.  It appears to be a gesture of 

respect while someone is caring for the injured player.  In football, at the beginning 

of a play, a quarterback will kneel down on one knee and place the ball on the 

ground thereby ending the play.  We see this at the end of games when just a few 

seconds are left on the game clock.  Taking a knee also has been used as a 

symbolic gesture against racism.  At the wedding of Prince William and Catherine 

Middleton they knelt to pray.  I found it moving to kneel when receiving 

communion at Christ Church Cathedral in Oxford.  When you kneel what do you 

mean by this gesture?  What did taking a knee mean for these wise men when they 

entered the house, saw the child Jesus, and knelt down? 

 

1. The Heidelberg Catechism, written in 1563, is a confession of faith that offers 

comprehensive instruction of Reformed doctrine and theology.  It is used by 

Reformed churches today.  It was composed in the city of Heidelberg at the request 

of Elector Frederick III, who ruled a southern province in Germany.  The new 

catechism was intended as a tool for teaching young people, a guide for preaching 

in the provincial churches, and a form of confessional unity among Protestants. It 

is comprised of 52 questions and answers; one for each Sunday of the year.  

 

Today being the first Sunday and the first day of the new year it would be fitting to 

cover the first question.  If you were writing a teaching tool today aimed at 

covering the basics of Christian faith where would you begin?  Here is where the 

Heidelberg confession begins.  Question 1. What is your only comfort in life and in 

death?  Perhaps the question surprises you because it isn’t where you would begin.  

What answer would you write?  What is your only comfort in life and in death?  Of 
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course, the answer they give is aimed at teaching how the gospel answers this 

question.  It also implies that the gospel poses this question. 

 

Keep in mind that the catechism was written in question and answer format so you 

could learn the answers to these questions.  Picture a pastor asking the question and 

the congregation joining together in the answer.  What is the answer?  Question. 

What is your only comfort in life and in death?  Answer. “That I am not my own, 

but belong—body and soul, in life and in death—to my faithful Saviour, Jesus 

Christ.”  There is more to the answer than this first sentence but this first sentence 

speaks volumes. 

 

Let us reflect for a moment on this first phrase in the answer.  What is your only 

comfort in life and in death?  That I am not my own… Everywhere in our culture 

we are told that you are your own.  This is your life and you own it.  Personal 

choice is regarded as the highest good.  Consider how advertising implies that 

buying decisions are all about you.  You get to say who you are and others are 

expected to acquiesce to your pronouncements.  Ending the life of one in the womb 

is said to be pro-choice.  Canada’s practices of medically assisted dying (MAiD) 

are grounded on the idea that your choice reigns and dying is simply another area 

in which you should get to choose. 

 

What is your only comfort in life and in death? That I am not my own… It is my 

experience in life that belonging brings with it a sense of comfort and security.  

The most common metaphor in scripture for faith is marriage.  There is a comfort 

in the relationship of marriage in knowing who you belong to.  We experience 

something similar in family life.  These are my parents.  When a child leaves 

school and walks home it is great comfort to know which home to go to.  The 

comfort derived from all these belongings in life point us away from the cultural 

lie that you are your own. They are hints in the direction of this greater belonging. 

 

It seems to me that the growing loneliness epidemic in North American society is, 

in some respects, the result of this cultural “I am my own” ideology.  Ann Snyder, 

editor of Comment journal, noted in the Fall 2022 edition that “Fifty-four percent 

of Americans say that no one knows them well. The number of adults without a 

romantic partner has increased by one third. Sixty-one precent of young adults feel 

lonely almost all of the time, and over half of young mothers feel the same.1 

 

 
1 Anne Snyder, Comment, Fall 2022, p. 4. 
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I am not my own…this is to acknowledge reality, according to the gospel.  We are 

God’s creatures made for relationship with him.  We did not invent our own 

lives—we simply found ourselves alive in the world.  The lie that we are our own 

is something the tempter implied to Adam and Eve when he said, “you will be like 

God knowing good and evil.”  The fragility of life tells you it is a lie that you are 

your own.  Last Halloween 150 people lost their lives, many of them young people, 

as a result of the crush of overcrowding in a confined area in Seoul, Korea.  Do 

you think any of the 150 victims thought they wouldn’t return home that evening?   

 

I am not my own…it is to acknowledge that we were made for God.  It is to admit 

that I have turned away from the relationship that is the very essence of human 

existence.  Each of us said, I am my own, and went our own way.  In love Jesus 

Christ calls us back to this relationship.  I am not my own… The flip side of this 

belonging coin is that God has been pursuing us to make us his own.  The prophet 

Isaiah expressed it this way,  But now thus says the Lord, he who created you, O 

Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel: Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have 

called you by name, you are mine. (Isaiah 43.1)  We are able to confess “I am not 

my own…” because God first declared, “I have called you by name, you are 

mine.” 

 

2. I asked the question earlier, What did taking a knee mean for these wise men 

when they entered the house, saw the child Jesus, and knelt down?  I suggest to 

you that this is an act of, “I am not my own.”  Think about the effort and expense 

of the months of travel these Magi expended on coming to Jerusalem.  There is 

nothing in the story that says this is a vacation. They come to Jerusalem asking 

about the One born King of the Jews.  They come searching for a king; a king they 

already have acknowledged some allegiance to by the very fact of the effort and 

expense of the journey and of their gifts.  And after worshipping this king and 

presenting their gifts they obey a word from God that came in a dream not to return 

to Herod. “That I am not my own, but belong—body and soul, in life and in 

death—to my faithful Saviour, Jesus Christ.”  

 

I notice in Matthew’s story that the Magi are not said to have bowed the knee 

before Herod.  Somehow in the child they recognize someone before whom all 

people ought to bow the knee. It is interesting how Christian faith is perceived as a 

threat by the dictatorial regimes of our world.   The theologian Karl Barth was 

expelled from Germany for his opposition to Nazism claiming that “Jesus Christ, 

as testified to us in Holy Scripture, is the one Word of God, that we must hear, 

trust, and obey in life and in death.”  Consider the country of China and how 

religion in general is unwelcome by a regime that demands that the state have its 
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citizens’ highest loyalty.  Commitment to someone else—I belong to my faithful 

Saviour, Jesus Christ—is not welcome in many places.  And not just in 

dictatorships. 

 

Jesus spoke often about the demands of the false god ‘wealth.’ It is ever 

demanding our allegiance. It is relentless in the insidious ways it encroaches on our 

life.  Always whispering the words, ‘more’ and ‘better’ and ‘you deserve.’  The 

things we acquire to make our lives easier demand maintenance.  It seems to me 

that this question and answer would be a good word to confess daily in the face of 

such an onslaught.   What is your only comfort in life and in death? “That I am not 

my own, but belong—body and soul, in life and in death—to my faithful Saviour, 

Jesus Christ.” 

 

3. I want to be clear in probing this confessional statement, that I do not leave the 

impression that ‘belonging’ is the resolve for our human sense of loneliness as if 

any ‘belonging’ will do.  The joy and comfort of saying ‘I am not my own’ is 

because of who we confess that we now belong to—my faithful Saviour, Jesus 

Christ. 

 

The church festival of Epiphany is January 6 and in some places in the world this 

is celebrated as Christmas.  We typically read the Lectionary scripture readings 

appointed for Epiphany on the Sunday before January 6.  The story of the Magi is 

read because of its indication that the Jewish Messiah Jesus is for the whole world.  

Epiphany means revealing and is associated with the light of Christ.  So we also 

read the opening verses of Isaiah 60 of the light who has come and the glory of the 

Lord having risen upon you.  The theme of this light being for the Gentiles is also 

proclaimed by Isaiah, “Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness 

of your dawn.”  Isaiah 60 is read today with the story of the Magi also because of 

the reference in it to gifts of gold and frankincense being brought. 

 

“Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon 

you.”  I invite you to note that Isaiah’s command for the people to rise and shine 

was not because there was anything shiny about them.  The prophet commands his 

people to behold the beauty of God's glory as that which attracts all of the nations 

to Zion. The glory of the Lord in scripture has to do with the utter beauty and 

attractiveness of God—all his perfections shining at once in their brilliance.   

 

Last November a news report was circulating that Canadian-born actor Ryan 

Reynolds was involved in a group of investors who were looking to purchase the 

NHL’s Ottawa Senators franchise.  At one time in his childhood he lived near 
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Ottawa.  On one sports news show the journalists and commentators all thought 

this to be a ‘cool’ thing.  Somehow the notoriety of this actor was thought to spill 

over onto this hockey franchise increasing its panache if he were an owner. 

 

In our culture the church is not generally regarded in a favourable light.  The 

church catches the attention of media only when there are problems or scandals to 

report.  When we introduce ourselves in cultural settings we typically don’t 

mention our church affiliation.  “Hi my name is ____ and I am happy to be part of 

the congregation of Central United Church.”  When Isaiah called on Israel to 

“Arise, shine”, they too were hesitant about their call to be a witness.  They had 

come back from exile and were rebuilding Jerusalem and their lives in Judea.  

They were hesitant knowing the hostility of their neighbours. 

 

Isaiah noted that it wasn’t their glory as a people that should encourage them to 

Arise, shine.  It is the glory of the One they served that was offered as the 

motivation; “for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon 

you.”  Amazingly the beauty of our Lord overflows on to his people.  We shine in 

so far as we point to Jesus Christ both in our witness and in our obedience to him.  

In John’s gospel Jesus said “I am the good shepherd.”  The word he used that we 

translate as ‘good’ (kalos) is a Greek word that means, lovely, loveable, attractive, 

compelling, winsome.   

 

What is your only comfort in life and in death? “That I am not my own, but 

belong—body and soul, in life and in death—to my faithful Saviour, Jesus Christ.” 

 

4. In Matthew’s story of the Magi he notes the change in their lives that occurred 

after committing themselves to Jesus in worship.  He states it this way, “they left 

for their country by a different road.”  Often the beginning of a new year is a time 

for setting goals and objectives; a time to make resolve that things are going to be 

different in 2023.  Perhaps you have set some. I note with you what Matthew wants 

his readers to observe.  Making Jesus Christ the worship of our lives sets us on a 

course, a different road, that is only found in him.  Yes, setting work and family 

goals are helpful.  The Magi returned home to their work but were different 

because of their worship of this infant King.     

 

As your pastor may I urge you to make 2023 a year of commitment to the worship 

of Jesus Christ.  In our world we are bombarded by all sorts of messages about life 

that typically emphasize the importance of you being you.  Friends, we will never 

know our true significance until we give ourselves away to the one who poured 
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himself out without remainder for our sakes.  Weekly worship helps us to reset and 

shape our lives according to the boundless love of God. 

 

On this the first day of 2023 will you join me in answering this life shaping 

question?  Question. What is your only comfort in life and in death? Answer. “That 

I am not my own, but belong—body and soul, in life and in death—to my faithful 

Saviour, Jesus Christ.”  Amen. 


