
January 2, 2022.      Rev. Katheryn McGinnis 
Let us pray: 
God of light, whose wisdom shines like stars in the midnight sky, make these holy 
words clear to us so that our eyes will see your salvation and our lives will be 
radiant before you. We pray expectantly.  Amen. 
Our scripture for this morning comes from the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 2, verses 
1 through 12. Listen now for the Word of the Lord. 
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. 
The word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. 
Today we celebrate Epiphany.  The celebration of God’s manifestation or self- 
revelation to the world in Jesus Christ.  Though we celebrate Epiphany today, on a 
Sunday - epiphany day is actually on Thursday, the 12th day after Christmas.  
And in many cultures and countries, Epiphany is celebrated more than Christmas.  
In Mexico, epiphany is when gifts and foods are exchanged. 
In other countries children leave shoes filled with hay for the camels outside their 
door.  



Epiphany is a treasured day throughout the Christian world. The word “epiphany” 
from the Greek, means “appearance” or “manifestation” of God, and has roots in 
the word for sunrise or dawn.  
In ancient times, an epiphany meant either a visible manifestation of a god or the 
solemn visit of a ruler venerated as a god.  
As our book of common worship tells us - “For Christians, Christmas marks the 
coming of God to us; Epiphany celebrates the appearance of the Lord in the midst 
of humanity.  
The Christmas stories of the birth of Immanuel declare the divine entry; Epiphany 
extols the revelation of God to the world in the person of Jesus of Nazareth.” 
The story of the epiphany is our scripture today - the story of the wise men. It’s a 
story we know well - a story that often appears in pageants with three kings each 
brining a gift and showing up alongside the shepherds and the angel at the manger 
at the birth of Christ. We’ve lost much of the context of this story and its details, 
however, through the years of how this story has evolved and how we tell it.  
And it’s an important story to know in the way it was first told, in the way it would 
have happened. 
We usually tell the story of the magi as three kings - but if we look at our scripture, 
Matthew just tells us that wise men from the east came to Jerusalem.  
We don’t know how many men or if they were kings. They likely weren’t - they 
were expert astrologers probably coming from Persia.  
And they were perhaps even practicers of the ancient religion that was a belief 
system precursor to Islam. And there were likely many people in this group 
traveling to Jerusalem, women included.  
Caravans from Persia often included women followers of this ancient religion that 
paved the way to Islam. 
Their journey was a long one, so they would not have gotten to the manager in time 
for Jesus’ birth.  
Later in this chapter in Matthew, after Herod discovers the wise men did not come 
back to him - he sends out a decree to murder all the children in Bethlehem who 
were two years old or younger, so by the time the wise men and their caravan got to 
Jesus, he was likely two years old.  
So the story of the wise men, of epiphany, is the story of foreign gentile astrologers 
journeying a long way in a caravan from Persia, because they saw this magnificent 



star - the star they knew, despite not being Jewish (the Jewish people did not even 
see this star), signaled the birth of the king of the Jews. 
And they were so moved with joy and curiosity that they traveled to a foreign land 
to kneel at his feet - the feet of this baby who they knew was a king.  
We have a lot to learn from these gentile astrologers from the east. We see this in 
the stark contrast between Herod and the wise men. Herod is afraid. He hears of the 
birth of this baby, and is immediately terrified that this baby will challenge his 
power.  
How fragile is his hold on power! How strong is his greed that even a baby sends 
terror.  He is so afraid that all of Jerusalem is afraid with him.  
The wise men are bold. Our text tells us that they see this star at its rising - not that 
it guided them all the way to the manager and we often infer. 

So they actually only see the star once, and yet after only seeing it once, it was so 
magnificent they immediately start a journey that they know will take years. 
Herod deals in secrecy to decipher the stars meeting - he calls together the priests 
and scribes to interpret this star no jewish man or woman had seen and then Herod 
secretly calls for the wise men to go find him and he lies to the wise men by telling 
them that he wants to pay Jesus homage.  
The wise men come openly and honestly. They say exactly why they have arrived 
and do exactly as they say - they take what they have learned from the scribes and 
priests in Jerusalem and they do find Jesus and pay him homage.  
It’s only when they’re told in a dream not to return to Herod that they disobey. 
And its these foreign gentile astrologers from Persia that come joyfully - they are 
the only ones to see God’s epiphany in the sky and they are the first to declare Jesus 
as King - and the only to seek him out to kneel at his feet.  
Epiphany celebrates God in this world. Christmas celebrates Christs birth, epiphany 
teaches us to look forward, to seek God in humanity.  
We can do this in two ways: fearfully, like Herod. Our love of power and greed and 
wealth makes us so fragile that we are terrified that God in this world means giving 
up our power and wealth.  
Or boldly, like the wise men. Traveling great lengths into foreigns lands just to 
kneel at his feet in joy. 



We will likely not find Christ in this world where we expect.  
And in humility, we will need help to find him.  
We might see the story of the wise men as the first of interfaith dialogue. For the 
Jewish people in Jerusalem would not have known of Christ’s brith without the wise 
men.  
They did not see the star. They did not stare with wonder and awe into the night sky 
and know their king was born. The gentile foreign astrologers did. 
But they needed help too. It was from the jewish scriptures interpreted by the 
scribes and Chief priests that they knew to travel then to Bethlehem - the star did 
not guide them the whole way.  
They only saw the star at its first rising and then when it stopped in Bethlehem - 
where they were overwhelmed with joy that they had found this king.  
Christ was born in a lowly manager to an unmarried peasant teenage girl with only 
a carpenter to comfort and help her for no one else would give them room.  
Christ was first visited by simple shepherds - migrant workers tending their flocks.  
And then this caravan of gentile astrologers who were the first to declare him King.  
It was those in the margins, those on the outside, who were first there, first to 
worship, first to follow, first to declare him king.  
Not the ones who had been waiting for him - their Messiah, their King.  
Those who seek Christ might not sit in pews on Sunday morning, they might not 
take roads we know or seek him in ways known to us - but Christ’s light calls them 
too.  
And we need each other to find him. And they might take another road back home - 
one that still might not take them to a pew on Sunday morning - but to declare 
Christ King and kneel before him in this world looks different to us all.  
In this Christmas season - we celebrate the birth of Christ.  But we too celebrate the 
beauty of Epiphany - which teaches us to seek Christ in humanity with jJoy and to 
look to our neighbors, those different than us, those we push aside, to help us find 
him. 

Happy Epiphany.  
Amen.


