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January 3, 2010
Epiphany Sunday



Scripture: Matthew 2:1-12

The Visit of the Wise Men 

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, 2 asking, "Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage." 3 When King Herod heard this, he was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; 4 and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. 5 They told him, "In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet: 

6'And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,

are by no means least among the rulers of Judah;

for from you shall come a ruler 

who is to shepherd my people Israel.'" 

7 Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when the star had appeared. 8 Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, "Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage." 9 When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was. 10 When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. 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. 12 And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road. 

  

Introduction to the worship service:

In western Christian tradition, January 6 is celebrated as Epiphany.  
It is our tradition to celebrate the day on the Sunday that is closest to it, which this year, is today. 
It is the climax of the Advent/Christmas Season and the Twelve Days of Christmas, which are usually counted from the evening of December 25th until the morning of January 6th, which is the Twelfth Day. 
And so it is….on this day, we look ahead to the mission of the church to the world in light of the Nativity. This is what the term epiphany means: "to show" or "to make known," "to reveal." 
Today we celebrate the event on which the wise men brought gifts to visit the Christ child, for in so doing so, they "revealed" Jesus to the world--as Lord and King!!!
Introduction to the Sermon:
It was wonderful to be together on Christmas Eve! We sang to our hearts’ content—about every one of the Christmas hymns that are included in our hymnal. 
One of the songs that we did not sing was The Twelve Days of Christmas, which is not in our hymnal—even though there are those who claim that it is a Christmas hymn. 
There were e-mail messages circulating around the web this year claiming that the song had religious origins. Some of you may have received the message as well. The storyline goes like this: The song was written in England sometime between 1558 and 1829 when the Anglican Church became the national church and Roman Catholics were forbidden to practice their faith. It goes on to claim that the song contains hidden meanings—written as a teaching tool for students to learn about the faith--that each of the symbols corresponds with a certain belief. For example, the partridge in a pear tree is Jesus, the two turtle doves are the Old and New Testament, and so on. 
Well, knowing that it would be hard to prove or disprove, I went to the site I always go to find out if something circulating on the web is true or false—Snopes.com. The claim is false. They say--an urban legend. They couldn’t prove it but they made some strong points explaining that it didn’t make sense that the Catholic Church would even need to hide messages in songs. Every one of the concepts is accepted by Protestant denominations as well as. 
So, we really don’t need nine drummers drumming—on this ninth day of Christmas. We can openly claim that we believe in the nine fruits of the Spirit—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Against such things there is no law.

These are the qualities that the newborn King Jesus, would exemplify in his life—and bring peace and justice to the world. This is what the people of Israel had been watching for and waiting for—for a long, long time. 
Even Gentiles—like the wise men—were looking forward to that day. And so, on this day that we call Epiphany Sunday, we welcome the arrival of the wise men to the nativity. We have been called to worship. We have sung the hymn, We Three Kings, and now we are ready to take a closer look at what Scripture has to teach us about this event. Let’s do this now--take that closer look…   

You, O Bethlehem…
from you shall come forth for me-- 

one who is to rule in Israel,

whose origin is from of old,
from ancient days... 

 And he shall stand and feed his flock
 in the strength of the LORD,

in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God.

And they shall live secure, 
for now he shall be great 

to the ends of the earth; 

 and he shall be the one of peace.

These are the words of God, 

spoken by the prophet Micah, 

hundreds of centuries before the birth of Jesus.
These words gave hope to the people of God,


 who dreamed of that day 

when the savior of the world would come.

 He would be a king who would rule with justice. 

The sign that would be given

--of this promised one’s arrival  



--was light.

For, in those days, the world had become so dark with evil and injustice



that the when the promised one did arrive,




a bright light would suddenly appear





--as a star shining in the sky.  


Arise, shine; Isaiah had prophesied to any who would listen:

Arise, shine;

For your light has come!

And the glory of the LORD 

is risen upon you.

Oh, how the people of Israel looked forward to this day!
For darkness had covered the earth,

 deep darkness had come over the people;

But the day was coming when the LORD would  arise over them,

And His glory will be seen upon them. 

It so happened...that the people of Israel weren’t the only ones

watching the sky for that shining light.

Astrologers were watching too, those people who studied the heavens. 
Only Matthew, among the four gospel writers, 

tells this wondrous story of the wise men—or magi.

They were also known as Eastern kings, 

dressed in many-colored robes, 

riding on camels moving ponderously 

over long stretches of sand. 

And how wise were they?

Well, the reason they were considered wise 

is because they spent much time and effort

trying to understand the significance of what they were seeing. 
And this is why, when the Star of Bethlehem first appeared in the sky, 
they knew that something big had happened.

Evidently these Gentiles had heard the news--a new king would come to Israel. 
So being the wise men they were, they set out for Jerusalem
—which after all, was the center of Judaism.

Their journey was probably not intended to be a spiritual pilgrimage—at least not from the start.

It was more of a political move, to win favor with the new King. 

As was the tradition back then, and also in our present day,

gifts were given to persons of power.

Doing so was sure to win the giver a good reputation,
favor and honor. 
And…besides all this, 

it had been prophesied that this would happen

—that kings would visit the Christ Child, 

bearing gifts--and as everyone knows,

God’s prophesies always come to pass. 

Isaiah had foretold the event many centuries before, saying:

The Gentiles shall come to your light ,

And kings to the brightness of your rising... 

The multitude of camels shall cover your land,

The dromedaries of Midian and Ephah;

All those from Sheba shall come;

They shall bring gold and incense,

And they shall proclaim

 the praises of the LORD. 

All this had been foretold hundreds of centuries 

before that star shined in the sky.


So as it was, the wise men and their camels were ready when the time arrived

for them to head across the desert.
It is believed that their journey took quite a while—perhaps months.
And when they arrived in Jerusalem, there was a glitch in their plans. 
There was no royal baby there. 

They had expected that all kinds of hub bub 

and excitement would be going on in the city.

But as we know from Scripture, Herod was not at all glad to see them. 
He clearly felt threatened. 
The wise men were in a dilemma.
Their great wisdom and knowledge had only gotten them this far. 
All they could do at this point was look back up into the sky, and wonder. 
‘What DOES this star really mean?’  


Herod knew; he remembered the words of the prophet Micah:

“Go to Bethlehem,” he told them—

“to the town whose name means 
“House of Bread”. 
From the house of power to the house of bread. 
--definitely not the direction they thought they should be going!

But as Writer Matthew tells us:

When they had heard the king, they set out, and there, ahead of them, went the star they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was.”

The star moved! 

And it led them straight to the manger, 

where it remained, 

shining over the place where the baby lay.

Matthew says that when they saw that the star had stopped “they were overwhelmed with joy.” 

And the Greek is even stronger, 

teaching us that 
they rejoiced with an extreme joy! 
Suddenly, the gifts that they had brought for a royal monarch began to take on new meaning. 
This became clear as they entered the stable and placed the gifts 

at the foot of the feeding trough where the newborn baby lay. 
The gifts that the wise men gave were prophesies in themselves

--revealing who this child was destined to become.
   

The gift of gold gave Jesus all the financial resource he would ever need to grow into a king.

It was probably enough to provide his poor family with the means they needed 

to live and thrive comfortably in that day.

It was a gift fit for a King whose love is far more precious than silver or gold.

The Myrrh was a gift of spices--used to anoint bodies before burial.

Perhaps the family used it for Joseph’s burial, who is believed to have died 

while Jesus was still young.

To us, it represents the burial of Christ himself, whose body, we remember,



was taken off the cross and placed in the tomb





to be later anointed by Mary and the other women.


The gift of frankincense was a gift that was typically used to fill rooms with beautiful aroma.

On a symbolic level, it represents the mystery of God’s presence. 

To us, today, it represents the prayers of the saints.

So these are the gifts the wise men brought to the newborn king on that day long ago.

They knew that this was no ordinary baby—for all the signs were there.

All they had to do was look and listen.

The same goes for us today.

The words that the angel spoke to the shepherds 

as they watched over their flocks 

in the field that night,

are directed to us as well: 

“This will be the sign to you: You will find a Babe wrapped in swaddling cloths, lying in a manger." 

Here in this sanctuary on Christmas Eve, 
our choir sang that delightful hymn that we all enjoy, 

“Who’s That Baby?”
Wise men and women have been trying to figure out 

the answer to this question for a long time now. 

Here is what one very wise person has come up with:

Who is that baby?
In chemistry, He turned water to wine.
In biology, He was born without the normal conception.
In physics, He disapproved the law of gravity when He ascended into heaven.
In economics, He disproved the law of diminishing return by feeding 5,000 men with two fishes and 5 loaves of bread.
In medicine, He cured the sick and the blind without administering a single dose of drugs.
In history, He is the beginning and the end.
In government, He said that he shall be called Wonderful Counselor, Prince of Peace.
In religion, He said no one comes to the Father except through him;
So. Who is He? He is Jesus! The greatest man in history.

Jesus had no servants, yet they called Him Master.
He had no degree, yet they called Him Teacher.
He had no medicines, yet they called Him Healer.
He had no army, yet kings feared Him.
He won no military battles, yet He conquered the world.
He committed no crime, yet they crucified Him.
He was buried in a tomb, yet He lives today.
This is the same baby we have gathered to honor this day

--that baby who grew up and became our everything.

We know things those early wise men couldn’t have possibly known.

Even so, it is possible that their experience was quite profound!
It might have been experienced, in this way, by one of the wise men. 
 [written by Ted Loder in his book entitled Tracks in the Straw.]
“That baby—his eyes were wide open. And it seemed the whole time I was there , he was lookin’ so hard, strainin’ to see, like he’d never rest until he had seen everythin’, linked up with all there was. It was like he was saying to me, to all of us, There are wonders all around you. Don’t miss anything. Don’t miss life...or God.” 

It has been said that everyone who encounters the Christ 

child will never be the same.
Could it be that Jesus, Emmanuel, is with us this very moment

--speaking words like these to us?

“There are wonders all around you. Don’t miss anything. 

Don’t miss life...or God.” 

This is the call we have been given this day

--as we enter into this New Year 



that God has given to us. 
Let us join our voices now as we sing together 

the hymn entitled “The Summons” 

which you will find on the insert

 in your worship bulletin. 

