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 We are beyond Christmas.  Epiphany has arrived.  The 
candle is lit.  The star has begun to explode into a supernova that 
will engulf the world.  Luke’s Christmas story has been replaced 
by Matthew’s Epiphany vision.  The shift from Luke to Matthew is 
dramatic.  The revelation of God is no longer a baby in a manger, 
a whisper in Bethlehem, a pastoral scene of quiet adoring 
shepherds, lambs and calves.  A cast of celebrated characters has 
arrived, Magi, two kings and a star.  From here Epiphany, the 
revelation of the glory of God, will spread out to become a voice 
at Jesus’ baptism, a dazzling light at the Transfiguration and 
more, but today it begins with a cast of celebrities and an early 
announcement of the glory of the Son of God.  Who are these 
celebrated characters? 
 We begin with the Epiphany entourage, with the Magi.  At 
our Christmas pageants, we dress them regally in satin, silk and 
golden cord.  “We three kings of Orient are,” we sing, but they 
really weren’t kings at all.  They were Magi, a Greek word 
variously translated as wise men, astrologers, magicians, 
sometimes priests of a Persian priestly caste, perhaps 
Zoroastrian.1  Regardless, they are depicted as respectable, 
learned, even holy. 
 The scholar Raymond Brown is not nearly so complimentary.  
The term Magi refers, he writes, to those engaged in occult arts 
and covers a wide range of astronomers, fortunetellers, priestly 
augurers and magicians of varying plausibility.2  Mostly likely they 
are astrologers, stargazers, - a ridiculous, absurdly frivolous, 
specifically condemned pastime by Jewish standards.  To the 
early Jewish reader for whom Matthew writes, Magi represent the 
epitome of Gentile idolatry and religious quackery, dabblers in 
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stars or chicken gizzards.  Paul in Acts 13 describes one of them 
as a “son of the devil.”3 
 So once we strip away the romantic notions of our Christmas 
pageants, this Epiphany entourage of celebrities are simply your 
average, credulous, naïve, Gentile, horoscope devotees - sincere 
perhaps, learned perhaps, earnest - but ignorant of Jewish 
religious matters.  They are outsiders, not outsiders like Luke’s 
shepherds because of their poverty, but outsiders because they 
are not part of the Chosen People. 
 Nonetheless, they are chosen.  As usually happens God 
chooses the unexpected through whom God’s revelation will 
come.  These outsiders are chosen as those who see what others 
- the religious institutions, the mainline believers, the insiders - 
don’t see.  What distinguishes them is that in spite of being 
outsiders, they are seekers. 
 Now we might suppose that at least they are veteran and 
sophisticated travelers.  After all, they have come all the way 
from Persia.  Yet their behaviour is almost naïve for seasoned 
travelers in perilous times.  They go to meet with King Herod and 
inquire about a rival king with no apparent apprehension that this 
might be difficult or even dangerous.  And because of this 
unusual candor and openness, Herod takes them to be suckers.  
“Find the child,” Herod says, “And come back and tell me so that 
I too might worship him.”  If it wasn’t for God and a dream, these 
guileless ones might actually have returned to him and to 
disaster. 
 Indeed, if it wasn’t for God they wouldn’t be anywhere at all.  
These outsiders are patently guided by God.  First, it is a star in 
the east; then it is a text from God’s word found in Micah, so 
willingly revealed by Herod’s religious insiders.  And lastly, the 
saving dream.  They search with purpose and they are guided by 
God. 
 And when they find what they are looking for they worship 
and give gifts, expensive gifts suitable for royalty.  We have no 
clues about why they came or why they worshipped.  After all, 
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they were outsiders to the promises of God, or so the insiders 
thought.  But what is important is the response they made to 
God’s initiative, they searched for God’s revelation guided by God 
and responded with worship and adoration. 
 And so, these naïve outsiders are indeed the wise ones, with 
the gift of discernment which the insiders didn’t have, a gift that 
enables them to perceive the hidden radiance of Bethlehem.  
What they show us is that God’s Child even while yet young is 
already breaking out into the world.  The love of God is not 
restricted.  God does not understand there to be insiders and 
outsiders, but rather Christ will gather all together as the 
shepherd gathers the sheep so that all are one, and all are 
beneficiaries of divine benevolence. 
 Who are you?  Are you among the wise in our day?  Can you 
behold the radiance of God in unsuspected places?  Who are the 
wise today? 
 They are people with an attitude, an attitude of hope.  
People who are looking for a star, for birth in the midst of death, 
possibilities, breakthroughs, the hidden presence and promise of 
God in worthwhile things that have been dismissed or ignored by 
others - the person with unrecognized gifts, the unseen beauty in 
the mundane, the glory in the everyday.  The wise understand 
that in God’s eyes everyone is a celebrity. 
 Next in the cast of celebrated characters are two kings.  
There is Herod, once a great and charming statesman.  He was 
called Herod the Great.  But by the time the Magi got there he 
had become a syphilitic, paranoid butcher, a repulsive wreckage 
of his former self:  troubled, anxious, scheming, cruel.4 
 Who is Herod?  Herod is everything the other king is not, 
and his opposition foreshadows all the opposition that will arise.  
Even Good News will have its opponents. 
 Who is the other king?  The child, of course, the child who is 
new life, promise, possibility, tomorrow, change, challenge.  For 
Herod, the child is threat.  Herod wants to prevent the child from 
being born.  Herod is then the opposite attitude to hope.  Herod is 
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fear, fear of change, fear of the future, fear of failure.  Herod is 
all that holds the future back.  Herod is the hoarding of power.  
Herod refuses to share the ability to make decisions and to 
determine the future.  Herod signifies all in the world that if given 
a chance would destroy human hope, commitment, and 
motivation, and would bring our journey to an end. 
 Who is Herod to you?  If you are one of the wise on a 
journey seeking hope, committing yourself to the possibilities of 
the future, who is Herod to you?  If you have committed yourself 
in your life to nurturing hope in your family, in your community, 
through your church, through participation in the democratic 
process, through volunteering to serve, who is Herod to you?   

Herod is the voice that needles you, “Why are you so naïve?  
Why invest yourself and your energy in idealistic dreams?  The 
way the world is, the way people are, they can’t come true.  Look 
out for number one.  Survival is the name of the game.  Give up 
your dreams.” 
 Herod speaks to us in our weariness and discouragement.  
Herod speaks strongly in a frightened and anxious society.  And 
sometimes it is so strong that we become Herod ourselves. 
 For Matthew, Herod symbolizes the insiders who will reject 
Jesus while the Magi are the outsiders who accept the gospel.  
For us, might not this symbolization refer also to the internal 
contrast between that part of our inner selves which willingly and 
joyfully accepts the sovereignty of Jesus, and that darker part 
which firmly and persistently rejects his right to rule?  “Scoff not 
at Herod,” Douglas Hare writes, “Until you have acknowledged 
the Herod in yourself!”5 
 Another of the cast of celebrated characters is a real star, 
the star, the guiding beacon of God.  A limited sign to be sure.  
There is no comparison with the guidance of God’s word.  The 
star doesn’t show the place but it points the way.  It doesn’t 
pinpoint the goal but it indicates the general direction.  More a 
compass than a map.  The revelation of the star is inadequate, 
imperfect.  It announces that something is happening but doesn’t 



5 | P a g e  
 

say where.  Nonetheless, we need it to motivate us, to draw us 
away toward new horizons. 
 Doesn’t even the youngest child appreciate the star?  Don’t 
we all have one?  What is yours?  What is the single over-riding 
focus - or purpose - or dream - or hope - or challenge in your 
life?  What gives your life direction, beckons you to meaning?  
Where do you find your passion?  Where is your star leading you? 
 To this king - or to that one?  To Herod - or to Christ?  Do 
you bring gifts?  What are they? 
 Might it be that the child toward whom you journey, the 
birth you seek is your own?  Today’s star is within you 
encouraging you to grow, to follow new journeys and different 
ways.  The child to be born is the new person God wants you to 
become.  The birth you seek is your own rebirth, Christ born 
within you.  The gifts you bring to this birth, your gold and 
frankincense and myrrh, are your energy, your integrity, your 
faith and loyalty and trustworthiness, your brain and heart and 
body, your love and strength, your hope.  When you allow this 
child to be born in you, when you offer your gifts and allow them 
to be opened, hope is reborn, new possibilities are presented, a 
new creation comes to be and a new star breaks on the horizon, 
a star for others to follow. 
 Through you, Christ can be born again.  Through you, the 
holy child of hope and possibilities can be born again. 
 Who are you? 
 Are you one of the wise of our day with an attitude of hope 
seeking the hidden promises and presence of God?  Are you one 
of those who refuses to pay attention to the Herodian voices of 
cynicism and fear?  Are you one of those who follows a star 
bringing all your gifts?  Are you one of those who in hope and 
anticipation is prepared to open yourself to let the Christ be born 
again in you? 

Our God becomes incarnate in every human birth. 
Created in God’s image, we must make peace on earth. 



6 | P a g e  
 

God will fulfill Love’s purpose and this shall be the sign: 
we shall find Christ among us as woman, child, or man.6 

So may it be for you and me.  So may it be.  Amen. 
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