
Epiphany Sunday, 2018  Matthew 2 

 I saw a wonderful little cartoon with a New Year’s theme  on Facebook the other day.  Two 

whimsical looking creatures were standing on top of a large 3-D 2018.  One was standing up and looking 

harassed and worried, the other  kneeling down and cheerfully messing about in the dirt. The first asked 

the second, “Why are you so optimistic about 2018?  What do you think it will bring?  Everything is so 

messed up!”  The cheerful creature responds, “I think it will bring flowers.”  “ Flowers?  Why flowers?”, 

asks the worried one.  “Because I am planting flower seeds”, the optimistic creature kneeling in the dirt 

replies.   More than I can say, that brightened my day and my outlook on this coming year.  If you stand 

around and worry, you’re likely to experience an anxious year.  If you start in planting flowers, there’s 

every chance you’ll have a year that includes some blossoms.  I think this is a pithy summary of the life 

of faith: should we worry and fear or should we plant seeds?  Of course, given the extreme cold and 

dark we’ve experienced the last couple of weeks, one might wonder-- just what kind of person finds the 

hope and inspiration to plant seeds for flowers?  I think the answer is simple:  us.  We are those very 

kind of people.  The kind of people who believe in spring and flowers even in chill, gray winter.  The kind 

of people who believe in God and come together in the morning hours to worship God when we could 

stay home, warm in bed.   The kind of people who look up at the moon and stars and might even 

consider following a star.  The kind of people who dream dreams and take the dreams God puts in their 

hearts seriously.  I think we are those kind of people, and I think the magi in our Gospel lesson today are 

also exactly those kind of people.  People like them and people like us may look a little crazy or foolish to 

the rest of the world, but faith often appears folly to the world at large.  If that world at large isn’t 

planting flowers or searching the night skies for new stars and revelation, then those who do certainly 

seem a little on the far out edge.  But, to those who have experienced the revelation of God Almighty in 

just such very ways, we know it to be the source of our faith and our hope.  As we explore and learn 



more about the magi, we are actually learning more about ourselves, and what it means to live as those 

who believe.  We also discover the answer to the question:  Who belongs in our nativity scenes? 

 Of course, we know the standard answer to that question.  We have a clear, if not strictly 

Biblical, picture of the nativity scene in our minds.  Mary and Joseph and the Christ child, of course, in 

the center, the baby lying in a cow’s feeding bin, a manger.  That is Biblical, in fact.  We have friendly 

beasts gathered about them, you know the song-- donkeys all shaggy and brown, cows all white and red, 

and so on….and while not Biblically specified, it is reasonable to presume that there were a variety of 

beasts in the stable-like place where this birth took place, and quite possibly the beasts were friendly.  

Shepherds are present, and that, too, is Biblical.  But then we stand on shakier ground when we add in, 

as we nearly always do, the magi.  We see them in our mind’s eye clearly, just as they appear on the 

bulletin cover: three kings of the East, traveling on camels, bearing gifts for a king whose birth has been 

proclaimed by the very heavens, by the appearance of a star.  Some of that is from the Scriptural 

account and some is not so much.  

 An attentive reading of our Scripture lesson today from Matthew, our only Biblical source for 

this event, serves to clarify what details are Biblical and what details are traditional instead. Which 

doesn’t necessarily mean they’re wrong; but it means they aren’t Biblically grounded.  Three gifts are 

named in the text, but no number of Magi is specified, and the names of Caspar, Belshazar and Melchior 

are definitely later additions to the tale, as are even the camels.   Yeah, I hate to see the camels go away.  

I hope that part is right. The timing of their visit appears to be two years after the birth, rather than on 

Christmas Eve or even on the 12th Day of Christmas, Jan. 6, which is where the festival of Epiphany 

shows up in the church year.  We celebrate the festival of Epiphany, which kicks off a church year season 

of 4-6 weeks, today, as yesterday was January 6, the traditional date for the Magi’s arrival. These 

traditional details, however, while colorful, are not germane to the point of the Gospel, whether or not 



they are strictly accurate. The Gospel lesson is interested in introducing us to this particular Epiphany 

and to exploring who belongs---if not in the nativity scene per se—at least who belongs at the side of 

the Christ child.   An epiphany is any event in which God’s glory is made visible.  So, the birth of Jesus 

was an epiphany—God’s glory was made visible in this birth.    God’s glory is made visible in any number 

of ways, isn’t that so?  In sea smoke rising from our inland Sea; in great gray owl sightings; in the acts of 

gracious kindness we both receive and give; there are many, many epiphanies.  But this Epiphany, this 

visit of the magi, is particularly significant.  It answers the question of who belongs at the side of the 

Christ child, and it models a life of faith.  

Significantly, in this text from Matthew, it is these foreigners, these magi from the east, who see 

God’s glory made visible.  And that is significant!  And for Matthew and 1st C. Jews, Matthew’s reading 

audience, it’s countercultural and counter intuitive as well.  Because the Jews of the 1st C. really were 

quite certain that God’s epiphanies and revelations were specifically for them and them alone.  They 

were a small, backward, occupied nation, but they were also the Chosen People, and they easily 

overlooked that God might choose and reveal God’s self to others as well.  So far, it’s been all Jews who 

receive this Epiphany of God in Christ’s birth: Mary and Joseph, the towns people of Bethlehem, the 

shepherds in the field; all Jews.  But now, in this text, God expands the circle of who belongs at the side 

of the Christ child. Outsiders are welcome! It’s not just the Jewish shepherds and villagers who catch on 

to the divine nature of the Christ Child.  The Magi, not Jews but Gentiles, with no familiarity with 

Hebrew writings or faith, also see how God is made visible in Jesus.   As Gentiles, that is---not Jews—

from quite possibly Persia, the Magi fall outside of that boundary that had grown up in the minds of 

faithful Jews for who God included.  And that’s good news for us, because we enter the house to see 

Jesus through the same door these Magi take; we also are not Jews, but Gentiles.  Their presence with 

the Christ child is symbolic of our presence, too.  And the message of their position around the holy child 



is clear: God’s Messiah was not born for Jews alone, but for foreigners, Gentiles, people like the Magi 

and people like us.  Outsiders are welcome!  We need to remember that!  

 As I said earlier, we are not like the Magi only in being Gentiles rather than Jews, but in 

the way we live our lives, using faith and belief as guiding forces.  Wouldn’t you say that the marvelous 

thing about these Magi was their willingness to be seekers and risk-takers?  Leaving the comfort of their 

homes and familiar culture, they followed a star, of all things, to a foreign destination.  Travel was 

perilous in the 1st century, even dangerous.  They would have to travel by night to follow the star.  They 

traveled through nations where they didn’t understand the language, traditions, or customs.  And they 

weren’t entirely clear on where they were headed or what they’d find when they got there.  Imagine 

what their friends and family, whom they left behind, must have thought of this undertaking!  And who 

can blame them if they scoffed and ridiculed?  How would we feel if our spouse or parent announced a 

visit to a distant and hostile country, to be directed by the movement of a star?  We’d be appalled, 

maybe even angry.  And how many of us would willingly travel to a backward, foreign nation at our own 

great expense and considerable inconvenience and peril, simply because of a star?  These magi were 

adventurers, explorers, risk takers.  Wishing on a star, hoping for a new king and a fresh start for the 

world, they set out in faith.  They trusted in celestial navigation.  And we do the same.  We worship God 

although we can’t always understand or see God.  We plant flowers although it’s cold and dark in the 

winter.  We look to ancient writings and present day epiphanies to guide our decisions.  We trust that 

God has a future placed before us, and we act accordingly, as those who hope, rather than those who 

fear.   

 Of course, we know this story has a dark side, and we also know that navigating by faith 

is a  risky business, not always safe or easy.  The magi encounter darkness not only in the night skies that 

frame their star but in the political powers of the time that exemplified human sin and greed and 



violence.  Namely, King Herod.  The magi encounter King Herod as a result of a miscalculation on their 

part.  Following the star to tiny Palestine, they logically conclude that the place to find a newborn king is 

in the palace in the capital city of Jerusalem.  It’s a reasonable assumption, but it was wrong.  And 

sometimes we get it wrong, too, when we travel by faith.  Following celestial navigation means we risk 

making mistakes, and make mistakes we will.  And yet God’s will is done anyway and we find ourselves 

back on the right road, just as the Magi after they stumble upon King Herod. 

 Make no mistake; King Herod is an evil man.  He would fit in well in the company of 

Adolph Hitler or Mussolini.  He was ruthless and utterly depraved. He had made a long career climb to 

attain his present status of King of Judea, and he guarded his power jealously.  He had been named 

governor of Galilee some years before this by Roman ruler Antipater the II.  But if any of you recall any 

of the Biblical geography I’ve been relentlessly forcing on you since my sabbatical last summer, you may 

recall that Galilee is the northern province of Palestine, where Jesus in fact grows up and does most of 

his ministry, but it was populated by not the “right kind” of Jew.  Good Jews lived in the southern 

province of Judea.  So for Herod to be governor of Galilee was better than nothing, but certainly not the 

apex of his ambitions.  He succeeds in drawing closer to his goal of kingship when Mark Antony appoints 

him Tetrarch of Judea, where the real power resides and the proper Jews lived.  Finally, when Herod 

serves the hated Roman occupiers well during a Parthian siege, he is named as King of Judea, his dream 

job.  Herod had 10 wives, yes, 10.  He ordered multiple assassinations during his reign in order to protect 

his throne, including assassinating several of his own sons.  In fact, one historian wrote that it was safer 

and better to be one of Herod’s pigs than to be one of Herod’s sons! He changed succession plans like 

other people change clothes in order to manipulate and solidify his power and position.  He was a 

thoroughly cruel and cunning man, and it is to him that the Magi mistakenly apply for information on 

this new born king.  Of course, Herod feels threatened by such talk and immediately plans to assassinate 

his new born rival.  Accordingly, he has his court scholars determine the likely location of this new king, 



based on ancient Hebrew prophecy, and he deceptively pretends to the magi that he would like to know 

when they locate the new king, so that he too may pay him homage.  Homage as in death.  When the 

Magi are warned in a dream to avoid Herod’s machinations and return home by a different road, 

Herod’s plan is foiled.  No matter; he simply orders the genocide of all male babies in Bethlehem aged 2 

or younger, so that he may kill this new king, one way or another.  We call this the slaughter of the 

innocents; a day commemorated on Dec. 28th . That’s the kind of evil that Herod is.  

 Still, the Magi,  now placing their trust in a dream, having already trusted in a star, avoid 

aiding and abetting Herod’s wicked plan.  And the Christ child escapes Herod’s genocidal slaughter, 

because Joseph has a dream warning him of the impending danger, and the Holy Family flee as refugees 

into Egypt for a time, before returning back to their original home area of Galilee in the north to make 

their home.  Stars, dreams, ancient prophecies…..what kind of people are these that we discover in the 

Magi and in Joseph and other people in the Scriptures?  They are people of faith.  Just like us. And 

although I sometimes think we all must all be a little crazy and foolish to trust in God and find hope in 

such times as these, I am grateful and glad to be counted as just such a crazy fool.  Aren’t you?  

Wouldn’t you rather plant flower seeds than be paralyzed by doubt, fear, and pessimism? 

 So, how will we, as people of faith, move forward into this new year of 2018?  As 

those who believe that God has a future in mind for us, I suspect we put in landscaping around 

the columbarium and consider updating our kitchen.  Because our ministry within this 

community matters!  I suspect that corporately or individually, we expand our boundaries a bit, 

exploring a new interest, igniting a new friendship, taking a trip, finding new ways to serve God 

and the common good, always keeping in mind:  outsiders are welcome!   As people of faith, we 

know that God’s Spirit is already on the loose in our world and our community; we are always 

looking to catch up with God and be a part of what God is already up to for renewing and healing 



and redeeming our world and our community. It’s a calling to follow stars and take dreams 

seriously and plant flower seeds. Perhaps this Epiphany blessing might help us to do so:  “May 

God almighty send you light to keep you all the days and nights of your life.  May the hand of 

God protect you; the holy angels accompany you; and the blessing of almighty God be with you 

now and forever.”   Amen.  

 

 

 

 

   

 


