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The Gospel of Matthew  CHAPTER 1

“The Father sent his Son out of his immeasurable love for us sinners. He sent him to 
free us from the tyrannical power of the devil, to invite us to heaven and lead us into 
its innermost sanctuary. He was sent to show us truth itself, to teach us how we should 
live, to share with us the source of all goodness, to enrich us with the treasures of his 
grace. Finally, he was sent to make us sons of the Father and heirs to eternal life… 
The Church wants us to understand that as he came once into the world in the flesh, 
so now, if we remove all barriers, he is ready to come to us again at any minute or 
hour, to make his home spiritually within us in all his grace.” 

- St. Charles Borromeo, Pastoral Letters

1. THE WAIT IS OVER (MT 1:1-17)

“He who enriches others becomes poor. He took to himself the poverty of my flesh so 
that I might obtain the riches of his godhead.” 

- St. Gregory Nazienzen

Matthew 1:1-17

A genealogy of Jesus Christ, son of David, son of Abraham: Abraham was the 
father of Isaac, Isaac the father of Jacob, Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers, 
Judah was the father of Perez and Zerah, Tamar being their mother, Perez was the 
father of Hezron, Hezron the father of Ram, Ram was the father of Amminadab, 
Amminadab the father of Nahshon, Nahshon the father of Salmon, Salmon was the 
father of Boaz, Rahab being his mother, Boaz was the father of Obed, Ruth being 
his mother, Obed was the father of Jesse; and Jesse was the father of King David. 

David was the father of Solomon, whose mother had been Uriah’s wife, Solomon 
was the father of Rehoboam, Rehoboam the father of Abijah, Abijah the father 
of Asa, Asa was the father of Jehoshaphat, Jehoshaphat the father of Joram, 
Joram the father of Azariah, Azariah was the father of Jotham, Jotham the father 
of Ahaz, Ahaz the father of Hezekiah, Hezekiah was the father of Manasseh, 
Manasseh the father of Amon, Amon the father of Josiah; and Josiah was the 
father of Jechoniah and his brothers. Then the deportation to Babylon took place. 

After the deportation to Babylon: Jechoniah was the father of Shealtiel, Shealtiel 
the father of Zerubbabel, Zerubbabel was the father of Abiud, Abiud the father of  
Eliakim, Eliakim the father of Azor, Azor was the father of Zadok, Zadok the 
father of Achim, Achim the father of Eliud, Eliud was the father of Eleazar, Elea-
zar the father of Matthan, Matthan the father of Jacob; and Jacob was the father 
of Joseph the husband of Mary; of her was born Jesus who is called Christ. The 
sum of generations is therefore: fourteen from Abraham to David; fourteen from 
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David to the Babylonian deportation; and fourteen from the Babylonian deporta-

tion to Christ.

CHRIST THE LORD Hidden in this passage, so familiar and seemingly so 
insignificant, is one of Christianity’s key ingredients. 

Almost all pre-Christian world religions (with the obvious exception of Juda-
ism) divided the universe into two completely separate camps: the mythic and 
the human. In this view, human time was the arena of all human deeds, our 
own and those of our ancestors – the noble and the despicable, the memorable 
and the mundane. Mythic time, on the other hand, embraced the events out-
side of history that had given birth to the universe and the milieu of the gods. 
And so, no pagan god could (or would) ever claim a human genealogy. 

But that’s exactly the claim Jesus makes. In Jesus, the one true God doesn’t 
just dip into history for a lark (as some of the mythic characters used to do), 
but he actually enters fully into the human reality – like an artist painting 
himself into his picture. In Christ, the originator of history becomes histori-
cal. He redeems the human family from sin and divinizes it. He forges a real, 
not merely ritualistic or legendary, communion between God and man. 

Jesus’ genealogy, then, beams with theological significance. It links him to 
the gritty reality of every epoch – and every person – in the human timeline, 
all the way back to the beginning. It bridges the mysterious gap, so impen-
etrable to other religions, between myth and history. Through Christ, God 
gets involved in our lives. Christianity is no myth or fairy tale; those were 
just warm-ups for the Story of the Lord.

CHRIST THE TEACHER St. Matthew’s arrangement of the genealogy empha-
sizes the connection between Abraham, David, the Babylonian exile, and 
Jesus. It starts with Abraham, the forefather of the Chosen People of Israel. 
It then divides up the list of names into groups of fourteen. The groups take 
shape around the references to David “the King” (the only name linked to a 
title, besides Christ’s) and to the exile from Jerusalem (this occurred in 586 
when the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar deported the Jews into Babylon). 
It culminates in Jesus. It’s almost like a rosary in which the big beads are 
Abraham, David, the exile, and Jesus. 

This emphasis brings God’s Providence onto center stage. It drives home a 
simple message: the Lord really does govern human history. God promised 
Abraham (probably around the year 1900 B.C.) that he would become the 

1. THE WAIT IS OVER * MATTHEW 1
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father of kings. That promise was realized most magnificently in Israel’s 
most revered leader, King David (who reigned around the year 1000 B.C.). 
God promised David that his royal line would never die out. Then David’s 
kingdom sank into division, corruption and idolatry, resulting in the exile 
to Babylon. At that point, through the Prophets, God promised to send a 
descendant of David as a Savior, a royal Messiah who would reestablish the 
Kingdom on a scale hitherto unimagined – that was Jesus Christ. (For this 
reason the Gospels often use the title “Son of David” to refer to Jesus.)

Two thousand years of turbulent historical change, the brilliant rises and 
crashing falls of human empires, the harrowing upheavals and transforma-
tions of entire civilizations – none of it could hinder God from guiding the 
course of history exactly as he in his wisdom desired. If he did it with the 
human story, he can certainly do it with each of our stories. That’s the Provi-
dence of our God.

CHRIST THE FRIEND Genealogies were common among the Jews of Jesus’ time. 
The Jewish people were keenly aware of their special status as God’s Chosen 
People, so they closely guarded their racial purity and recorded their family trees 
in detail. Most genealogies, however, only contained the male ancestors. In Jesus’ 
genealogy, St. Matthew makes a point of mentioning four women (not including 
Mary). None of them were Jewish (Tamar and Rahab were Canaanite, Ruth was 
Moabite, and the wife of Uriah – Bathsheba – was Hittite), and three of them had 
been involved in dishonorable escapades. Why would St. Matthew break with 
custom in order to include these names in his list?

Certainly one of the reasons was to emphasize that Christ never held him-
self aloof from sinners. Later in his Gospel, St. Matthew narrates how Jesus 
described himself as being sent “for sinners, not the righteous.” Jesus never 
keeps his distance from us when we fail, fall, or falter. Precisely then he runs 
to our side; it is the lost sheep he longs to embrace and carry home to his flock.

CHRIST IN MY LIFE  The greatness of your mystery, Lord, stirs my soul. You 
are the Lord of the entire universe, and you decide to come and walk among 
us, speak with us, and teach us. Let the wonder of this active love of yours 
penetrate my heart and clear away all the petty, selfish ideas that cloud my 
understanding. Help me to live in the light of your glory… 

If you in your Providence can guide the entire course of human history with-
out violating human freedom, you can certainly guide the events of my life. 



63

If you brought salvation out of annihilation, surely you can bring joy out 
of my sorrows and success out of my failures. I believe in your goodness and 
your power. Jesus, I trust in you…

You love without exception. Sinners and the despised are on the top of your 
list. You smile on the despicable and save them. Why is it so hard for me to 
follow your example? Why do I play favorites, criticize, and judge others? 
Jesus, meek and humble of heart, make my heart more like yours…

QUESTIONS FOR SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  What struck you most in this passage? What did you notice that you hadn’t noticed before?

2.  Do you think there is any significance in St. Matthew’s division of the genealogy into 
groups of fourteen? St. Jerome pointed out that the total number of generations in this ar-
rangement, forty-two, corresponds to the number of encampments the Israelites made on 
their Exodus from Egypt into the Promised Land. Could there be any spiritual meaning 
to that coincidence?

3.  Why do you think God chose to prepare for the coming of Christ by setting aside a Chosen 
People, guiding them for hundreds of years, and then letting them be taken into exile?

4.  Do you see any similarity between personal spiritual growth and the history of Israel’s 
relationship with God? 

Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, 522-524 on the preparations for Christ’s coming;  
464-469 on Jesus as true God and true man

2. SALVATION IS BORN (MT 1:18-25)

“What is this wealth of goodness? What is this mystery that touches me? I received the 
divine image and I did not keep it. He receives my flesh to save the image and grant 
immortality to the flesh. This, his second communion with us, is far more marvellous 
than the first.” 

- St. Gregory Nazienzen

Matthew 1:18-25

This is how Jesus Christ came to be born. His mother Mary was betrothed to 
Joseph; but before they came to live together she was found to be with child 
through the Holy Spirit. Her husband Joseph; being a man of honour and want-
ing to spare her publicity, decided to divorce her informally. He had made up his 
mind to do this when the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, 
‘Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because 
she has conceived what is in her by the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son 
and you must name him Jesus, because he is the one who is to save his people 
from their sins.’ 

2. SALVATION IS BORN * MATTHEW 1
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Now all this took place to fulfil the words spoken by the Lord through the prophet: 

‘The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son and they will call him Emmanuel, a 
name which means ‘God-is-with-us’. When Joseph woke up he did what the angel 
of the Lord had told him to do: he took his wife to his home and, though he had 
not had intercourse with her, she gave birth to a son; and he named him Jesus.

CHRIST THE LORD God is all-powerful, and he could have saved us in any 
number of ways. He chose the Incarnation: becoming one of us. Such an 
uncomfortable choice – at least, it certainly upset Joseph’s plans. But God is 
not obliged to act within the parameters of our personal comfort zones. He 
has said as much himself: “As high as the heavens are above the earth, so high 
are my ways above your ways and my thoughts above your thoughts” (Is 55:9). 

Joseph finds his fiancée pregnant. He knows her virtue and can’t imagine 
what happened. It seems she is not free to tell him, or if she does tell him, he 
finds it hard to accept, so Mary has to trust that God will work it out. After a 
period of anxiety and confusion, the angel appears, only to give Joseph some 
short-term instructions. Why didn’t God simply explain it all beforehand, 
send a letter with the whole plan mapped out step-by-step? Why did the 
ancient prophecies leave so much room for interpretation?

God is the Lord; he acts according to his own wisdom and love, and we follow 
him “by faith, not by sight” (1 Cor 5:7). If at times following the Lord was un-
comfortable even for Joseph and Mary, we can expect nothing less for ourselves.

CHRIST THE TEACHER God’s becoming a man to save us from sin – just that 
simple fact – contains an inexhaustible storehouse of teachings for every fol-
lower of Christ. One particularly relevant lesson emerges from the name the 
angel gives to the Lord: “Jesus [God saves], because he is the one who is to 
save his people from their sins.” 

For the Jewish mentality at the time of Christ, names corresponded to real 
characteristics of the one being named. In Jesus, this correspondence reaches 
its culmination: “his name is the only one that contains the presence it signi-
fies” (CCC, 2666). Jesus is God who comes to save us; he is the Savior God. 
This implies that we need a Savior; otherwise, God would have given him a 
different name. 

That’s the lesson – so basic, but so vital. Unfortunately, even practicing, believ-
ing Catholics often live as if Christ were merely an add-on. We can easily treat 
religion like one more thing on our to-do list – an important one, certainly, 
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but just one among a bunch of important things. We forget that if Jesus is the 
Savior God, then we for whom he came need him to save us. We really need 
him in our lives, in every sector of our lives, in every corner. When we live as 
if we do not, we fall into the swelling crowd of practical atheists: those who 
profess to believe in God, but live as if God were only remotely relevant. That’s 
building a life on undependable sand – but Jesus wants to be our rock.

CHRIST THE FRIEND Friends come to friends in need. Jesus came to be our 
truest friend, because he came to bring us what we need most: himself, his 
love, and his grace. 

Jesus: I created you to desire fulfillment in life, and I created you to find it only in one place: 
an intimate relationship with me. I know your heart, and I know that it will be restless until it 
rests in me. But original sin took away the possibility for that intimate relationship. It ruptured 
your communion with God; the human race had forsaken my friendship. I didn’t give up on you. 
I came to earth to renew that communion, to reestablish that friendship. In my perfectly but 
painfully obedient incarnation, life, death, and resurrection, I reversed on your behalf the human 
family’s sinful rebellion. I did it because I wanted you once again to be able to call God “Father”; 
I wanted you to come home. 

But even that wasn’t enough. I couldn’t wait until heaven to be with you. I wanted to stay with 
you, intimately, individually. So, I founded my Church, and I left you my ever-living presence in 
the Eucharist – thus I fulfilled the promise I had made through my prophets, to bear the name 
Emmanuel: “God is with us.” I came to save you and give you the hope of heaven, and I stay with 
you to keep that hope alive. How I looked forward to that first Christmas, the door into your life!

CHRIST IN MY LIFE  Many times I resent when my plans are foiled and my 
hopes left unfulfilled. When you throw me curve balls, I get nervous, or angry, 
or doubtful. And yet, I know that you are always guiding me with your infinite 
wisdom. Teach me to discover your will in the midst of life’s ups and downs, 
and to be docile, like Joseph and Mary. Thy Kingdom come, Lord – not mine…

So often I depend almost entirely on my own talents and strength to succeed. 
And yet, here you are, teaching me by your quiet coming to earth, that when 
it comes to the only success that really matters, success as a human being, as 
a child of God, I am helpless! I need you, Lord, to be my Savior. I need your 
love and your grace to give meaning and direction to my life. Grant me suc-
cess, Lord, the kind that lasts forever…

 It amazes me that you want to stay so close to me. Thank you for giving me 
the gift of faith, for bringing me into your family, the Church. Never let me 
be separated from you, Lord…

2. SALVATION IS BORN * MATTHEW 1
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QUESTIONS FOR SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION 
1.  What struck you most in this passage? What did you notice that you hadn’t noticed before?

2.  Why do you think God made Joseph wait before sending an angel to tell him what was 
going on with Mary?

3.  What difficulties must Mary have faced as her pregnancy became evident? How might she 
have reacted?

4.  Some traditions of spirituality give a special place to simple prayers that consist of lov-
ingly repeating the titles and names of Christ (or just one of them) over and over again. 
What value do you see in that kind of prayer? Could it be useful in your life situation?

Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, 456-478 on the Incarnation – why, what, and how; 430-451 
on the names of Jesus; 2123-2126 on atheism and practical atheism; 27-30 on our innate need for 
God; 396-409 on original sin and its consequences; 410-412 on God’s response to original sin

The Gospel of Matthew  CHAPTER 2

“God, who creates and maintains all things by his Word, provides men with constant 
evidence of himself in created realities. And furthermore, wishing to open up the way to 
heavenly salvation, he manifested himself to our first parents from the very beginning. 
After the fall, he buoyed them up with the hope of salvation, by promising redemption; 
and he has never ceased to take care of the human race. For he wishes to give eternal 
life to all those who seek salvation by patience in well-doing. In his own time God 
called Abraham, and made him into a great nation. After the era of the patriarchs he 
taught this nation, by Moses and the prophets, to recognize him as the only living and 
true God, as a provident Father and just judge. He taught them, too, to look for the 
promised Saviour. And so, throughout the ages, he prepared the way for the Gospel.” 

- Second Vatican Council, Constitution on Divine Revelation

3. THE KING IS COMING (MT 2:1-6)

“Christ abode for nine months in the tent of Mary’s womb; he abides until the consum-
mation of the ages in the tent of the Church’s faith; he will abide for ever and ever in 
the knowledge and love of the faithful soul.” 

- Blessed Isaac of Stella

Matthew 2:1-6

After Jesus had been born at Bethlehem in Judaea during the reign of King Herod, 
some wise men came to Jerusalem from the east. ‘Where is the infant king of the 
Jews?’ they asked. ‘We saw his star as it rose and have come to do him homage.’ 
When King Herod heard this he was perturbed, and so was the whole of Jeru-
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salem. He called together all the chief priests and the scribes of the people, and 

enquired of them where the Christ was to be born. ‘At Bethlehem in Judaea,’ they 
told him ‘for this is what the prophet wrote: And you, Bethlehem, in the land of 
Judah, you are by no means least among the leaders of Judah, for out of you will 

come a leader who will shepherd my people Israel.’ 

CHRIST THE LORD In ancient times Christians celebrated the mystery of 
Christmas for twelve consecutive days. They let loose their joy in a cre-
scendo culminating on the solemnity of Epiphany, the manifestation (that’s 
what epiphany means) of the Lord to the Gentiles – the non-Jewish peoples 
represented by these wise men. The Jews always knew that their Messiah 
would be a mighty King, but they did not clearly know that his Kingship 
would extend to every nation, to all people. The moving scene of these wise 
men coming to pay Christ homage focuses our attention on God’s plan for 
his New Covenant. This Covenant would bring all people into the ranks of 
his Chosen People, creating a new Israel bounded neither by geography nor 
by race, but only by the generosity of each individual human heart. With 
the coming of the wise men, the age of the Catholic – meaning “universal” – 
Church begins. 

But the universality of his reign has some uncomfortable consequences. 
Christ is the Lord – not merely one among many, but the One. The universe 
is not a democracy, but a monarchy with only one rightful King, a King 
who is all-wise and all-good and who will never die. Herod recognized this; 
he immediately felt his own authority threatened by Christ’s arrival – here 
was one who had divine authority, whose right to rule was absolute, which 
meant that Herod would have to take second place (at best). Second place 
was repugnant to his enormous pride. So even though he recognized Christ’s 
lordship, he resisted it, he tried to do away with it.

Every human heart has a Herod lurking inside it. We are children of Adam 
and Eve, heirs of their disobedience, and part of us detests the idea of having 
to submit to a higher authority. For some, the revulsion is so strong that they 
convince themselves there is no God, or that the universe is a democracy, 
so they can be their own gods. They do violence to their conscience just as 
Herod was soon to do violence to the infants of Bethlehem. They massacre 
part of their own rational nature, which longs to recognize a creator and 
offer him homage (as the wise men did), just as Herod was to massacre a 
portion of his own people. Each human heart is a battlefield where Herod 
and the wise men vie for predominance. Will we kneel before the Lord and 

3. THE KING IS COMING * MATTHEW 2



68

the better part

worship him, or will we vainly strike out to destroy him? 

CHRIST THE TEACHER  Most of the time, God doesn’t work in weird, inscru-
table ways. He actually wants us to find him, to know him, to discover the full 
and vibrant life that he created us to live. He spent the whole Old Testament 
preparing Israel to welcome the Messiah; they even knew the city where the 
Messiah would be born! And when the moment came, God sent a sign to the 
Gentiles as well; he gave them a star to guide them to the very dwelling where 
the Savior could be found. And just to make sure that neither the Gentiles nor 
the Israelites would have any doubts, he arranged for them to confer together 
at the very time of the Messiah’s coming. What more could God have done to 
announce the Savior’s arrival? And yet, only a few believed.

He repeats this methodology with each one of us. He bombards us with signs 
of his love, of his presence, of his will – through the Scriptures, through the 
examples of thousands of saints, through volumes of instruction and ex-
planation propagated by his Church, through the symbols and forms of the 
liturgy, through the living words of popes and pastors…. How easy he makes 
it for us to know him, to find him, to know how he would have us live! And 
yet, still, how few of us really believe, how often we doubt and disobey, how 
fervently we demand more and more signs. We are fortunate that this divine 
Teacher has infinite patience; without it, he would long ago have given up on 
such slow pupils.

CHRIST THE FRIEND  St. Matthew points out exactly where and when 
Christ was born, the actual place and the actual period of time: “at Bethle-
hem in Judea, during the reign of King Herod.” We can find the place on maps 
today, and also on ancient maps; we can travel there. We can find Herod’s 
name in today’s reference books, as well as in documents written two thou-
sand years ago. 

Christianity is not a mythic religion. The saving deeds of Jesus Christ do 
not take place in some prehistorical epoch that we mimic by empty reen-
actments. Our God came into the world and “dwelt among us,” and he 
continues to do the same today. His Church and his sacraments are exten-
sions of his desire to meet each one of us in the here-and-now of our lives, 
to befriend us as we are and where we are, and to walk with us along our 
earthly journey. Is that how we think of him? Is that how we live our faith? 
He is certainly hoping so, and he will help us – if we let him.
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CHRIST IN MY LIFE  You are the one Lord. I believe in you, and I want to 
follow you. You have every right over me, and I renew my commitment to 
obey you in all things. What a great gift you have given me! I know you, I 
am close to you, and I live through your grace. Dear Lord, never let me be 
separated from you, and help me to bring many others into your friendship…

You have always reached out to all peoples through your Church. Only 
because of that did the faith make its way to my people, to my nation, and 
into my life. Thank you for coming to me; thank you for the Church. Guide 
and protect your Church, Lord, and make me an energetic, faithful, active 
member within her ranks…

Why do I prefer extraordinary manifestations of your presence in my life and 
ignore so regularly the normal ways you speak to me – the Church’s teaching, 
the everyday circumstances of my life, the Scriptures, the sacraments? You 
have given me so much, and you just keep on giving. Open my eyes, Lord, 
so that I can see you in all your gifts, and thank you in them, and respond to 
your love with love…

QUESTIONS FOR SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION
1.   What struck you most in this passage? What did you notice that you hadn’t noticed 

before?

2.  Why do you think that the “all Jerusalem” was so greatly affected by the wise men’s arrival?

3.  Can you see any parallels between the wise men coming to Jerusalem and a Christian 
going to Sunday Mass?

4.  The chief priests and scribes knew where the Messiah was to be born, and yet none of 
them accompanied the wise men to look for him in Bethlehem. Why not? If you had been 
one of them, would you have gone? 

Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, 528 on the meaning of Epiphany; 1-3, 781, 1066-1068 on 
God’s plan of salvation; 2258-2265 on prayer as an intimate relationship with God

4. THE START OF CHRISTIAN WORSHIP (MT 2:7-12)

“You alone are the Lord. To be ruled by you is for us salvation. For us to serve you is 
nothing else but to be saved by you!” 

- William of St.Thierry

Matthew 2:7-12

Then Herod summoned the wise men to see him privately. He asked them the ex-
act date on which the star had appeared, and sent them on to Bethlehem. ‘Go and 
find out all about the child,’ he said ‘and when you have found him, let me know, 

4. THE START OF CHRISTIAN WORSHIP * MATTHEW 2
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so that I too may go and do him homage.’ Having listened to what the king had 

to say, they set out. And there in front of them was the star they had seen rising; 
it went forward, and halted over the place where the child was. The sight of the 
star filled them with delight, and going into the house they saw the child with 
his mother Mary, and falling to their knees they did him homage. Then, opening 
their treasures, they offered him gifts of gold and frankincense and myrrh. But 
they were warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, and returned to their own 
country by a different way.

CHRIST THE LORD  Christ deserved the gift of gold. Gold has always indi-
cated royalty, and the visiting Magi knew that this child was the newborn King 
of the Jews. That the Magi themselves were not Jews and still did him homage 
shows that in Christ all the Old Testament prophecies have reached their 
fulfillment: the time has come for Israel (through Jesus) to become a blessing 
to all peoples.

Gold is a precious metal not only because it is beautiful, but also because it 
is rare. To make an offering of gold is to make an offering of what we count 
most valuable; even to this day gold is the preferred metal for the sacred ves-
sels used in the Mass, to symbolize that Christ’s Body and Blood are the most 
precious gifts we have to offer. Because he is our King, Christ deserves our 
very best. We should follow the Magi’s lead and do him homage by putting 
all of our talents and gifts at his service, resolving never to use them except 
in ways that will please him the most.

This offering, however, takes faith. God only explained part of the story to 
the three wise men. They had to follow a mysterious star in order to make 
their way to Jesus. The star drifted in and out of sight: when they saw it, 
they were filled with delight, when clouds obscured it, they had to journey 
by faith. To follow the Lord and give him our all means learning to trust him, 
to keep his star shining in our hearts, no matter the weather.

CHRIST THE TEACHER  Even before Jesus can talk, he teaches us a precious 
truth about ourselves. In our hearts there dwell two potential responses 
to the coming of such a King: Herod’s or the Magi’s. Herod had spent his 
life murdering and extorting and building a personal kingdom ruled by 
his whim and for his personal glory. Christ enters the scene, a King with 
authority from on high. Herod immediately feels the threat: if Christ is not 
destroyed or discredited, it could spell the end of all his labors.

The Magi detect the arrival of the long-awaited King of the Jews in natural signs, 
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which God surely used as a way to communicate with them in a language they 
would understand. Far from fearing the demands that this new King might 
make on their personal lives, they rejoice to know that God’s Savior is finally 
coming. Instead of hoarding their treasures, the fruits of their life’s labors, they 
generously offer them to Christ as gestures of honor and respect, of homage due 
to the one who has come to rule over an everlasting Kingdom.

When Christ enters our lives, which he does every day through the voice of 
conscience, the teachings of his Church, and the designs of Providence, we 
must choose in whose steps we will follow, Herod’s or the Magi’s.

CHRIST THE FRIEND The Magi’s journey had not been an easy one. Travel-
ing in ancient times involved risks and hardships almost unknown to us; the 
Magi had to traverse deserts and mountains on foot, braving harsh weather, 
outlaws, and wild animals at every turn. They undertook the journey because 
they believed in Jesus Christ, even though they had seen none of his miracles, 
knew not the full meaning of Israel’s prophecies, and lacked the ultimate tes-
timony of his love on the cross. Christ rewarded their determined faith with 
profound joy: “The sight of the star filled them with delight.” When we, who 
have many more reasons to believe, sincerely pursue friendship with Christ 
the King, he is glad to give it, along with all the joy it affords.

But our friendship also gives him joy. Frankincense (incense) was burned 
in houses of worship for the pleasure of God. The Old Testament speaks of 
sweet smelling burnt offerings that pleased the Lord, and the Book of Revela-
tion mentions incense (which stands for the prayers of God’s people) being 
offered ceaselessly to the Lamb (Christ). The incense itself is powerless to 
warm the heart of God; only the attitude that moves us to offer it can do that. 
God longs for us to come to him, to trust him, to seek answers and help 
from him – just as a father rejoices when his children bring him all their 
troubles and triumphs. Our humble, confident, and sincere prayers fill the 
heavenly courts with the pleasing aroma of spiritual frankincense; let us not 
deprive our Lord of such delights, which he relishes so much.

CHRIST IN MY LIFE  You deserve my worship, my allegiance, my adoration 
– you deserve the very best I can give you in all things. How negligent I am 
in giving it! I don’t know how you put up with my pettiness and self-absorp-
tion. Thank you for giving me the gift of faith; teach me to live that faith to 
the hilt. With the love of your heart, inflame my heart…



72

the better part

Part of me is just like Herod: when my will or wishes are contradicted, I go 
ballistic. You know that. It doesn’t surprise you. I want to take advantage 
of those moments, Lord. In them I can glorify you, offer you the precious 
incense of self-mastery out of love for you. Teach me to kneel before you and 
offer you my most prized possession: my own will… 

So many times you have let me see the star! You have given me so many 
blessings, so many experiences of your love. Thank you, Lord. Keep filling 
my heart with your joy, so that I can overflow with it to everyone around me, 
and they too can lift their gaze to the heavens and see the light of your love, 
even if that star disappears behind a cloud... 

QUESTIONS FOR SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  What struck you most in this passage? What did you notice that you hadn’t noticed 

before?

2.   Myrrh was an expensive spice, usually found in the form of ointment, used to embalm 
corpses for burial. Why would Providence have moved the Magi to offer this as a gift to 
Jesus?

3.  Jesus wasn’t alone when the Magi finally found him; St. Matthew points out that he was 
with his mother, Mary. What is the significance of this detail?

4.  What do you think Mary’s sentiments were when the Magi offered their valuable gifts to 
Jesus, who had been born into such humble circumstances?

Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, 528 on the meaning of Epiphany; 1-3, 781, 1066-1068 on 
God’s plan of salvation; 1776-1794 on the role of our conscience

5. THE SUFFERING BEGINS (MT 2:13-23)

“We needed an incarnate God who would die that we might live.” 

- St. Gregory Nazianzen

Matthew 2:13-23

After they had left, the angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, 
‘Get up, take the child and his mother with you, and escape into Egypt, and stay 
there until I tell you, because Herod intends to search for the child and do away 
with him’. So Joseph got up and, taking the child and his mother with him, left 
that night for Egypt, where he stayed until Herod was dead. This was to fulfil 
what the Lord had spoken through the prophet: ‘I called my son out of Egypt.’ 

Herod was furious when he realised that he had been outwitted by the wise men, 
and in Bethlehem and its surrounding district he had all the male children killed 
who were two years old or under, reckoning by the date he had been careful to ask 
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the wise men. It was then that the words spoken through the prophet Jeremiah were 

fulfilled: ‘A voice was heard in Ramah, sobbing and loudly lamenting: it was Rachel 
weeping for her children, refusing to be comforted because they were no more.’ 

After Herod’s death, the angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt 
and said, ‘Get up, take the child and his mother with you and go back to the land 
of Israel, for those who wanted to kill the child are dead’. So Joseph got up and, 
taking the child and his mother with him, went back to the land of Israel. But 
when he learnt that Archelaus had succeeded his father Herod as ruler of Judaea 
he was afraid to go there, and being warned in a dream he left for the region of 
Galilee. There he settled in a town called Nazareth. In this way the words spoken 

through the prophets were to be fulfilled: ‘He will be called a Nazarene.’

CHRIST THE LORD  Christ is God, and God can do whatever he pleases; his 
authority and power are unlimited. He could have chosen to form a body for 
the Incarnation out of the dust of the earth, just as he had done with Adam. 
Instead he chose to take on human life in all its dimensions, entering into a 
family and giving real people crucial roles in the plan of salvation. After all, 
it wasn’t as if Mary and Joseph received a detailed business plan outlining 
what to do so as not to mess up God’s design. Rather, God entrusted them 
with caring for the child Jesus, helping them here and there with divine 
interventions, but leaving most of the work up to them. The Holy Family is 
not holy because Mary and Joseph never struggled, never wondered what 
to do, or never had problems; the Holy Family was holy because in the face 
of all their challenges they never let their trust in God waver. They did their 
best, trusting that God would take care of the rest, and he did.

This is still his policy. God has chosen to administer the salvation won by 
Christ through the action of the Church. He guarantees the guidance of the 
Holy Spirit, but the Lord has given the keys of his Kingdom into Peter’s hands. 
In union with Christ’s vicar and Peter’s successor, the pope, every Catholic is 
called to carry out a particular, unrepeatable role in the plan of salvation. As 
St. Augustine put it, “God created us without us, but he did not will to save us 
without us.” Christ is a King, but knows how to delegate like a good CEO.

CHRIST THE TEACHER  One of the gifts the wise men brought to Jesus was 
myrrh, a spice most often found in the form of ointment, used to embalm 
dead bodies before burial. In Herod’s massacre of these innocent children, 
we learn why such a gift was fitting for this King, who was going to save the 
human family from sin precisely through his suffering and death, though he 
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too was innocent. In this way, he begins to reveal the meaning of suffering.

On the feast of the Holy Innocents, the liturgy contains this prayer, “Father, 
the Holy Innocents offered you praise by the death they suffered for Christ.” 
What does that mean? An evil man (Herod) commits a horrendous deed, and 
according to the Church this echoes the glory of God. At first glance, it seems 
hard to believe. But in truth, it’s quite simple. These innocent children suffered 
for Christ; in other words, the evil was directed at Christ, but it fell upon them. 
Because of this, God will certainly give them a share in his heavenly glory. 

All evil, ultimately, is directed against Christ – its original source is the devil, 
and the devil is in rebellion against God. Therefore, when innocent people 
suffer because of the forces of evil (and evil is always, some way or another, 
at the source of suffering), they too are taking upon themselves blows meant 
for Christ. And so we entrust them to God’s mercy. In other words, God’s 
answer to the question of why he permits the innocent to suffer is Christ. He 
sent Christ, and Christ, in his own flesh, redeemed suffering. He made it a 
path to salvation, by taking it upon himself. That’s why saints don’t respond 
to injustice with violence; they respond with charity, with love – they share 
the burden of their suffering neighbor, just as Christ shared ours. 

These ideas and explanations, as true as they are, don’t take away the pain from 
our suffering, but they do wrap it up in a bigger package, a package full of mean-
ing and destined for heaven. Even so, the Church teaches us that the only way to 
understand it completely is to love Christ and our neighbors more intensely.

CHRIST THE FRIEND  Real friendship demands and thrives on loyalty. No 
one is more loyal than Jesus Christ. St. Matthew makes this particularly clear 
in his Gospel by frequently pointing out how Jesus fulfilled throughout his 
earthly life the many prophecies that the Old Testament made about him 

– he mentions three of them in this passage. As the testimony of the saints – 
the men and women who have banked completely on God’s loyalty – cease-
lessly reminds us, God can never be outdone in generosity. 

God the Father: I promised to send a Savior; I promised to establish an everlasting covenant; I 
promised to pour my Spirit into your heart; I promised to inaugurate a Kingdom that will never 
end. All these promises I fulfilled by sending you my Son, Jesus Christ. In him you no longer have 
to be alone, you no longer have to wonder if you can trust me, you no longer have to be afraid. 
In him, you have the most loyal of friends. In him you can see that I am pure goodness and 
mercy. All you have to do is trust in him by following his commands. He will never let you down; 
he will lead you home. 
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CHRIST IN MY LIFE  Lord, I believe that you choose to work out my salvation 
by making use of my cooperation, but at times I wonder why. Sometimes I 
would prefer that you leave it all up to me, and other times I want you to do 
everything and just let me kick back and relax. Life is so unsteady, Lord. Be 
my anchor. Don’t let the storms and temptations throw me off course. Teach 
me to do your will…

You came to earth to suffer, to take upon yourself our sufferings, the ones our 
sins have generated. I have to admit that I don’t understand fully why you haven’t 
just eliminated suffering, but I know that your wise plan is better than anything I 
could ever concoct. Teach me to suffer with faith, with love, as you did…

You have never let me down. You are my faithful friend. You are as faithful as 
the mountains, the snowcapped mountains that never change. I can depend 
on you. And I want you to be able to depend on me. I want to live close to 
you, just as you want to live close to me. Lord Jesus, let me know your love…

QUESTIONS FOR SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION
1. What struck you most in this passage? What did you notice that you hadn’t noticed before?

2. What are the best ways to comfort someone who is suffering from a tragic loss?

3.  Why didn’t Jesus just eliminate suffering instead of choosing to use it to teach us faith, 
hope, and love?

4. How would Joseph and Mary have felt towards God while they were fleeing to Egypt?

Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, 309-324 on Providence and the problem of evil

The Gospel of Matthew  CHAPTER 3

“After God had spoken many times and in various ways through the prophets, in these 
last days he has spoken to us by a Son. For he sent his Son, the eternal Word who en-
lightens all men, to dwell among men and to tell them about the inner life of God. Hence, 
Jesus Christ, sent as a man among men, speaks the words of God, and accomplishes the 
saving work which the Father gave him to do. As a result, he himself – to see whom is to 
see the Father – completed and perfected Revelation and confirmed it with divine guar-
antees. He did this by the total fact of his presence and self-manifestation – by words 
and works, signs and miracles, but above all by his death and glorious resurrection from 
the dead, and finally by sending the Spirit of truth. He revealed that God was with us, 
to deliver us from the darkness of sin and death, and to raise us up to eternal life. The 
Christian economy, therefore, since it is the new and definitive covenant, will never pass 
away; and no new public revelation is to be expected before the glorious manifestation of 
our Lord, Jesus Christ.” 
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- Second Vatican Council, Constitution on Divine Revelation, #4

6. WAKE-UP CALL (MT 3:1-12)

“The brightest of all lights follows the lamp that goes before him. The Word follows the 
voice in the wilderness. The bridegroom follows the friend of the bridegroom who is 
making ready for God a special people, cleansing them with water in anticipation of 
the Spirit.” 

- St. Gregory Nazianzen

Matthew 3: 1-12

In due course John the Baptist appeared; he preached in the wilderness of Judaea 
and this was his message: ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is close at hand’. 
This was the man the prophet Isaiah spoke of when he said: ‘A voice cries in the 
wilderness: Prepare a way for the Lord, make his paths straight.’ This man John 
wore a garment made of camel-hair with a leather belt round his waist, and his 
food was locusts and wild honey. Then Jerusalem and all Judaea and the whole 
Jordan district made their way to him, and as they were baptised by him in the 
river Jordan they confessed their sins. 

But when he saw a number of Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism he 
said to them, ‘Brood of vipers, who warned you to fly from the retribution that 
is coming? But if you are repentant, produce the appropriate fruit, and do not 
presume to tell yourselves, We have Abraham for our father, because, I tell you, 
God can raise children for Abraham from these stones. Even now the axe is laid 
to the roots of the trees, so that any tree which fails to produce good fruit will 
be cut down and thrown on the fire. I baptise you in water for repentance, but 
the one who follows me is more powerful than I am, and I am not fit to carry his 
sandals; he will baptise you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing-fan is 
in his hand; he will clear his threshing-floor and gather his wheat into the barn; 
but the chaff he will burn in a fire that will never go out.’

CHRIST THE LORD  No prominent figure makes an official visit unannounced. 
Long before the pope sets foot in a country, the people there begin their 
preparations, so as to give him a fitting reception. Presidents announce 
ahead of time when they will make a public appearance, so that proper ar-
rangements can be made. 

Jesus Christ is no less gracious. Before he began his public ministry, the Holy 
Spirit sent John to make the preparations, to remind the people of Israel of 
their long-standing covenant with the God of heaven and earth, to inform 
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them that the eagerly awaited Messiah was soon to arrive, and to instruct them 
about how to get ready. John himself was such a powerful figure – Israel’s only 
prophet in more than two centuries, described by Christ as the greatest of all 
prophets – that many Jews thought he was the Messiah. But the Messiah, John 
assured them, would be much greater; he would be a true King (for whose 
travels in ancient times roads were built and repaired, explaining the phrase 

“make straight his paths”) coming to inaugurate his rule – as he still does today 
and every day, when he comes to his people in the Eucharist.

CHRIST THE TEACHER  Christ’s messenger offers an invaluable lesson. 
He teaches us how to prepare for the Lord’s coming (thus this passage’s 
prominence in the liturgy of Advent, when the Church focuses its attention 
on the three comings of Christ: Bethlehem, history’s end, and the “today” of 
the liturgy). Clearing the road for Christ to enter our lives means first of all 
repenting, turning from our selfish ways, and secondly bearing good fruit 
(actions of self-giving and self-forgetful love) to show that our repentance 
is real. It begins with acknowledging our sins, because how can we have 
room in our hearts for a Savior when we do not think we need to be saved? 
It concludes with a decision to leave sin behind and concrete actions to carry 
out that decision. Only then, after repenting and reforming, will we be able 
to really experience the joys of the coming Kingdom.

CHRIST THE FRIEND  A powerful Lord demands loyalty from his subjects; a 
wise teacher explains the ways to be loyal; but a friend goes one step further, 
offering forgiveness for disloyalties committed, and providing strength to start 
over again. Jesus Christ is our Lord, and he is our Teacher, but no matter how 
small or large our infidelities may be, he is above all our Friend, reaching out 
his hand again and again to strengthen and forgive, especially through the 
sacrament of reconciliation. What greater gift can we offer the heart of Christ 
than the gift of taking that hand in our own? If the Pope were coming to our 
house, we would be sure to have everything in order. Christ wants to come 
anew into our hearts each day, each season, each time we receive Holy Com-
munion – bringing new graces to help us meet all the challenges we face and 
all those still to come; should we not prepare our hearts well?

CHRIST IN MY LIFE  Lord, help me to know myself. If I were to meet John 
the Baptist, what warning would he have for me? Which of my habits or 
attitudes are constricting your action in my life, limiting the intimacy of our 
friendship? I really do want to follow you. I believe that you are the King of 

6. WAKE-UP CALL * MATTHEW 3
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kings, my Lord and Savior. Dear Jesus, come and cleanse my heart from all 
desires except the desire to follow wherever you lead…

You are eager to come into my life, to be my Savior. You are eager to come 
into everyone’s life, to lead all people to the fullness of human happiness 
here on this earth and forever in heaven. I know some people who need to 
hear this good news. Show me how to be like John the Baptist for them. I 
am your ambassador; please keep me faithful…

You never get tired of forgiving me. Why is it often so hard for me to forgive 
those around me? My heart is resentful. I take offense… Jesus, I put my an-
ger at your feet. Maybe I can’t help feeling those emotions, but I offer them 
to you so that you can make sure my words and actions stay true to yours: 

“Father, forgive them…”

QUESTIONS FOR SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION
1.  What struck you most in this passage? What did you notice that you hadn’t noticed 

before?

2.  John reprimands the Pharisees and Sadducees (religious and political leaders of Israel) for 
being hypocrites, for coming to be baptized but not changing their lives. In what ways 
is it especially easy for Christ’s followers to be hypocritical in today’s society? In your 
particular life situation?

3.  St. Matthew uses the phrase “Kingdom of heaven” thirty-two times in his Gospel. What 
does this term tell you about the nature of Christ’s Kingdom?

Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, 717-720 on the role of John the Baptist in the mystery of 
salvation; 1430-1433 on interior penance; 678 on Jesus taking up John’s theme of judgment; 541, 
669, 671 on the Kingdom of heaven

7. CHRIST TAKES OUR PART (MT 3:13-17)

“He took the nature of a servant without stain of sin, enlarging our humanity without 
diminishing his divinity. He emptied himself; though invisible he made himself visible, 
though Creator and Lord of all things he chose to be one of us mortal men.” 

- Pope St. Leo the Great

Matthew 3:13-17

Then Jesus appeared: he came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptised by John. 
John tried to dissuade him. ‘It is I who need baptism from you’ he said ‘and yet 
you come to me!’ But Jesus replied, ‘Leave it like this for the time being; it is 
fitting that we should, in this way, do all that righteousness demands.’ At this, 
John gave in to him. As soon as Jesus was baptised he came up from the water, 




